
        
            
                
            
        

    DOCTOR’S DAUGHTER
Jean S. MacLeod

To Christine Helmsdale, working at Kinaird as receptionist for her father, “Young Doctor John”, it seemed that no third person could ever share the happy communion of spirit which was theirs—until the night of the storm.
Then, sweeping in on the crest of one of the worst floods the Western Highlands had ever known, came Huntley Treverson to confound all Christine’s theories and confuse all her regulated thoughts. Trapped together in a shooting lodge, they spent a night in the hills, and from then onwards Christine’s peaceful way of life was disrupted, her immunity to love torn asunder...






 

CHAPTER ONE

It had been raining for three days, not the soft, gentle rain so usual in the Western Highlands of Scotland, but a harsh deluge beating down from a leaden sky that had filled the creeks and sent the rock-girt rivers leaping to the gray loch in cascades of churning earth and pebbles. The great forest of Mamore sighed and groaned as the wind swept through it, bending the proud heads of giant firs and disrupting its silence. Lochaber was rocked by the fury of the tempest, the lochs were full and the sound of water was everywhere.

Christine Helmsdale had driven her doctor-father to a farm near Onich the evening before, steering the car up the uneven glen road in the darkness with the utmost difficulty, only to be forced to return without him because he had decided to remain at an old friend’s bedside until the end.
Christine knew that her father might have done better for himself than just remain a country doctor, but he had carried on where his father had left off, and she knew that the name of Helmsdale had always been a synonym for careful attention and skill and, above all, the personal element in service. She could not count how many appendixes had been removed without fear or foreboding because “Old Doctor John” had been in attendance; and “Young Doctor John,” who was now fifty-six, had inherited all his father’s skill.
“There are all kinds of people,” John Helmsdale always said, “and sooner or later we seek our own kind, and we’re lucky if we find them and recognize them while we’re young.”
Christine only understood half the meaning of this, but she had thought of it often, and wondered if her father was the only person of her own kind she would ever meet.
The other members of her family were practical; her sister Rhona was as domesticated as her mother. Neither of them were dreamers, yet such differences of spirit had never stood between them. They were a united and happy family.

Quite often Christine wondered if her parents had ever regretted not having a son to carry on the tradition of medicine in the’ family, but never by word or implication had she sensed regret in either of them. Her father jokingly called her his “right-hand man,” and Rhona’s services were invaluable to her mother in the home. Nigel Kilbridge, who had come to Kinaird as locum tenens and stayed to go into partnership with her father, called it “the clan spirit.” There was nothing a Helmsdale did that was not supported loyally by the other Helmsdales, which was not to say that they had no differences of opinion. On the contrary, they could argue fiercely at times, arguments in which the placid Nigel took no part; but on the big issues they stood solidly as one.
Christine thought of Nigel as she stood before the sitting-room window looking out at the rain. He had become one of “the clan,” merging with the family as a matter of course. Her fine, mobile mouth relaxed in a smile. Nigel was the brother they had never had, the son, perhaps, for whom her mother had longed.

Twice in the next ten minutes she glanced impatiently at her watch, turning back to her contemplation of the sodden garden. Then she heard the sound of a car making its way up the driveway and hurried to the front door as Nigel Kilbridge drew up before it.

“You’ll have to take the surgery tonight, Nigel,” she announced. “Father’s still at Letterness—”
“No word?” His keen gray eyes went from her face to the leaden pall of the sky. “You’re not thinking of going back for him, are you?”
“Why not?” she asked without hesitation. “I have the car and a bit of rain never hurt anyone—not this side of Oban, anyway!”
He took the good-natured banter lightly, knowing there was rarely a sting in any of Christine’s remarks.
“All right! I know I’m a Lowlander,” he acknowledged, “but we have our points, you know. We often drive a reliable make of car, for instance!”
She laughed, showing two rows of perfect teeth, while her eyes twinkled appreciatively.
“I’ll grant you that, since I was just about to borrow it! The coupe has a terrible leak just above the driver’s seat, and I don’t suppose this rain will ease up for hours yet.”
“If you were really truthful you’d just admit that you like taking the sedan,” he returned. “It’s a most superior car, madam, and well worth your interest.” His eyes were full of laughter, yet there was a certain amount of seriousness behind them, too. “If I have an emergency I suppose I take the coupe and risk the leak?”

She glanced at him quizzically.

“You won’t really mind, will you, Nigel? Taking the coupe, I mean, and nobody could be so cruel as to think up an emergency on a day like this.”
“Babies are thoroughly capable of making their appearance in any kind of weather,” he reminded her, “and it has always been my experience that they choose the most inconvenient times. However, as far as I know

“There’s not a baby or a broken leg forthcoming this side of Fort William!” Christine removed her raincoat from the clothes tree almost eagerly, and he came up the steps to help her into it. “I’ll skip tea,” she added. “There’s sure to be something to eat at the farm, and dad may be anxious to get home before dark. The family is in the kitchen.”

She gave him the information with the thought of Rhona in mind, believing that her sister’s shy affection for the young doctor must surely be returned, but Nigel did not respond. As he held her coat out for her she turned to smile at him and her cheek brushed lightly against his hand, causing his fingers to tighten their grip on the coat for a second before she shrugged into it and turned away in the direction of the kitchen.
When she had disappeared Nigel Kilbridge stood gazing at the spot where her cheek had touched his flesh.
In the kitchen Georgina Helmsdale and her younger daughter were preparing the tea. Rhona looked up expectantly as the door opened, thinking that it might be Nigel. Her quick ears had picked up the sound of his car, and Nigel’s first port of call was quite often the kitchen—especially when he had not taken time to eat a hearty lunch.
“Oh! it’s you, Chris.” Rhona was doing her best not to show her disappointment. She had a way of hiding it behind the smile in her eyes that Christine often envied, knowing that her own emotions were frequently reflected in her candid expression for all to read. “I heard the car and I thought Nigel had come in.”
“Nigel has gone through to the surgery, I expect, and I’m going back to Letterness. I told dad I would come, mother,” Christine explained.
“Yes, indeed,” Georgina acknowledged. “The poor man can hardly have lasted this long and him so far gone last night.” She looked around at her daughter and nodded. “You’re well clad for the rain, but that old car of your father’s is scarcely fit for the roads in weather like this with the water flooding down the hillsides and every creek in spate for miles.”
“I’m taking the sedan,” Christine explained, picking up a buttered scone on her way to the door. “Nigel’s amazingly trusting!”
Nigel met her in the doorway. “I’d as soon trust anyone with my life as trust them with that car!”
“Which means that you’re going to worry all the time I’m away?” she suggested.
His look said that he would have worried much more if she had been forced to go in the coupe, and Rhona, moving quietly about the kitchen collecting the china onto a tray, saw that look and read it for what it was. The color fled out of her face as she watched her sister leave. No! No! she protested inwardly while she set the last cup methodically on the tray. It can’t happen like that! But she knew that it could happen. Love could be cruel as well as kind, and nothing she could do would avert the tragedy of her love for Nigel Kilbridge. For quite surely he loved Christine, Rhona had only to look at him when he spoke to her sister to see that.
Unhappiness submerged her for a moment like a great tide, and then she squared her shoulders and lifted the tray to carry it into the dining room.

She was much the sturdier-looking of the two sisters, smaller than Christine by several inches and much darker, with deep blue eyes inherited from her mother’s side of the family and a small, square chin that showed courage. Her hair was short and dark and curled at the nape of her neck, and she had a fresh color that suggested the caress of sun and wind in open places. Her dark kilt was girded around her with stout leather straps on the hips, and her shoes were strong and practical. She had none of Christine’s buoyant charm, and the steady glow in her eyes was often dimmed by her elder sister’s brightness. Where Christine was the doer of deeds, Rhona Helmsdale was the one who waited. She would never have gone out to meet her happiness halfway or have sought it knowingly, just as Christine had not the patience to wait for happiness or anything else.

Christine settled herself comfortably behind the steering wheel with that thrill of expectation rarely absent when she was allowed to try something new, and set the windshield wipers into motion. They swept across the glass, but almost immediately the torrential rain ran down to obscure the view. It was going to be difficult driving all the way to Letterness, she mused—difficult, but fun!

Through the windshield she could just see the road ahead for perhaps a hundred yards, and even above the sound of the engine she could hear the noise of water. They had been listening to that sound at Kinaird for days: water rushing steadily downhill; water draining from the eaves and rushing along the gutters; water flowing strongly in the creeks and swirling in the deep pools. And always the thought of the rising loch and the knowledge of the havoc that could be wrought by flood was in the back of their minds.

The trees on the glen road tossed and writhed before the onslaught of a wind that whipped them viciously hither and thither, bending them to its will. Twigs and branches were strewn along the way, and everywhere was the smell of wet earth. Not the sweet, pungent smell of earth happy under a summer shower, but earth saturated with moisture, beaten down by it, defeated.
The road went downhill, dipping toward the loch, and here and there it disappeared under water. She had tramped that road to and from school for more than ten years, four times a day, and had walked it twice on Sundays to the parish church on the lochside that served Kinaird and the adjoining community of Kilcraven.
The loch was full and the wind was blowing toward the Lochaber shore, whipping the gray water into rolling walls crested with angry white. A gray pall of mist hid the glens and mountains of Ardgour. There was no break in the sky, nothing but the steady downpour of rain.
The daylight was beginning to fade behind the mist and low-hanging clouds. She thought of the journey back in the darkness, but would not let that daunt her. Her father would tell her stories about other and far wilder nights than this; when cattle had been swept away and drowned in the loch and great trees had been cracked in two or torn up by their roots and flung from the high precipices above the glen.
There was a sense of security about driving a car as powerful as the sedan and she pressed on. Was it a false security? Twice she battled through a swirling flood, and still the road had not begun to climb. She tried to remember exactly where the river came down from the lakelet, where the trees parted in a narrow glen that led only to the gray strip of water locked in among the hills, but her memory failed her. She gripped the wheel and drove on, bending forward in concentration until, suddenly and without warning, the car began sinking deeper and deeper into flood water until her engine spluttered and stopped altogether.

“Oh, darn!”

She bit her teeth on the sharp exclamation of annoyance, sitting for a moment in a vain effort to see through the windshield and over the hood in front of her, and then she opened the door.
A spatter of rain met her as she gazed down at a sea of mud and water.
“Well,” she said aloud in irritation, “I suppose I’ve had it, and that’s that!”
With the water swirling around her knees, she saw the necessity of abandoning the car altogether and reaching higher ground for her own personal safety, and with one backward glance at the pride of Nigel Kilbridge’s heart, she plunged toward the hill.
Climbing steadily, she saw the road submerged ahead for perhaps two hundred yards and the wind whipping the water into tiny, disgruntled waves.
She battled against the rain, climbing higher on a sheep track through bracken that came breast high, and then she stood arrested by a sound. Above the noise of the wind and rain she thought she heard the pulsing beat of a car’s engine. Then, as suddenly as it had come, it stopped. The ensuing desolation of the landscape seemed doubly impenetrable because of that sudden hope of rescue, and she felt cold and lonely for the first time. Then lights flashed, twin points of yellow reassurance beyond the flood. They stayed on for a full minute before disappearing again, but already she was on her way back down to the road, plunging through heather and bracken, taking a diagonal course along the hillside toward what must undoubtedly be a second car.
It was a big, black sports model driven expertly onto high ground in the lee of the hill and sheltered from the loch water by a group of crags jutting out like a small headland. The driver was striding up across the heather toward her.
He came by a path rising steeply from the shore, his height accentuated by the long raincoat securely buckled at the waist. His head was down and his face obscured by the brim of a battered felt hat that appeared to have weathered many such gales. He carried a gun under his arm and a game bag was slung across his shoulder.

When he saw her he stopped in his tracks, completely and frankly amazed at the sight of a girl abroad on such a day and in such a place.
“You’ve been stranded?” he asked. “I thought the flood looked much worse farther on. It has been bad enough the way I’ve come, and it is still rising. Are you completely waterlogged?”
“Completely! I’m afraid I drove my car straight in, like a fool, and now I’ve settled down nicely—in a ditch!”

“Bad luck!” he acknowledged. “Did you have far to go?”

“I was going to Sma’ Glen to pick up my father from a farm there.” Christine was aware that she had seen this stranger somewhere before. “What is the road like beyond the water?”
“Pretty hopeless, even if you could get through the flood. There are boulders down and by this time I should imagine there might be a tree or two. I thought of turning back myself,” he admitted, “but I don’t think I could possibly get through again. It sounded very much as if the lake had started to empty down the hill.”
She looked toward his car lying high and dry off the road. “You’ve parked very nicely,” she observed while her mind still searched for a clue to his identity. “You would be quite warm and dry there for an hour or two, at least.”
“I have thought of something much better than that,” he told her with a faint smile. “Behind us, there’s a reasonably comfortable shooting lodge.”
It was then that she knew who he was, and the name of Treverson rushed in upon her recollection with relief and gratitude. He was old Ben Treverson’s nephew. His uncle’s shooting lodge had been built years ago among the hills between Kinaird and the Sma’ Glen. She could remember her father saying Ben Treverson was full of daft ideas, but that he had plenty of money to indulge them and that, anyway, it gave work to a lot of idle folk in the glen at that time.
“The most sensible thing we can do is to make for the lodge,” young Treverson suggested. “There’s shelter and we can dry our shoes and hope for the best.”
Christine glanced down at her sodden brogues and up again at the leaden sky which held out no promise as it pressed down against the hills.
“It doesn’t look as if it’s ever going to clear,” she agreed. “It might be safer to go to the lodge.”
He turned without further comment and led the way up through the heather along a track that had become a rushing torrent. He crushed the bracken down in places with his stout boots so that she might pass. Already her coat was saturated with rain. It was an old one and not proof against such a deluge and she was damp and uncomfortable long before they had reached high ground and the squat outline of the Treverson shooting lodge loomed out of the dusk.
Exhausted by the buffeting of the storm and the stiff climb, she saw it as sanctuary, saw its weathered timbers and sturdy gray walls of native stone as a shield against more than the elements.
“What is it one feels in a storm like this?” she found herself asking her companion as he reached down a key from above the door. “Is it the strength and magnitude of nature, or is it just plain fear?”
“A little of both perhaps—awe mostly, I think, but I have to confess that I love a storm.”
“Today, however, it has held you up?” she suggested. He shrugged indifferently.
“In a way, I suppose it has. I had a dinner engagement at Bramshaw Mains, but I don’t think anyone will worry very much when I don’t turn up. My uncle knows how unreliable I am.” Huntley Treverson opened the heavy wooden door with difficulty and Christine followed him into the lodge, which consisted of one big, circular room from which opened three others. It smelled damp and had not been greatly used. A big open fireplace with a rough stone chimney reached up through the rafters, and a monk’s bench that had evidently seen service as a table stood in the corner. Sheepskin rugs lay on the wooden floor and on the rough log walls was a selection of firearms obviously collected over a period of years by an enthusiast. Two comfortable-looking chairs stood one on each side of the fireplace, and there were others, crudely made from ash and deerskin, placed against the walls.

Huntley Treverson put down his gun and turned to look at her. He had taken off his hat and Christine saw that his hair grew dark and thick about a shapely head. His face looked too thin, with high cheek bones and a long jaw, and his eyes were dark gray and penetrating under their thick, dark brows. It was the mouth, she considered, that entirely redeemed what might have been a forbidding countenance, distracting from the autocratic nose by its suggestion of humor. It quirked up at the corners now.
“Marooned, I suppose one might call it, but marooned, thank heaven, in comparative comfort!” he observed lightly.

“It’s certainly dry,” she acknowledged.

“But you wouldn’t call it sheltered?” he queried, listening to the wind as it howled furiously around them before he closed the door and bolted it securely on the inside. “I’ll have a fire going in no time, and then we’ll think about something to eat.”
He took off his coat, throwing it beside his hat in the corner, giving her time to adjust her thoughts to the strange adventure as he foraged in the room beyond one of the doors and returned with sticks and logs.
“A fire’s the thing! It’s amazing how much more cheerful one’s outlook becomes immediately there’s a fire going!” Hissing and spitting from the damp wood, the first sparks shot up the chimney as he spoke. “You’ll probably find a towel in one of the bedrooms,” he directed, with his back turned. “We’ll get you dry first and talk afterward.”

Christine found herself shivering.

“I must admit I’d like to feel dry,” she confessed, “but I’ve an awful conviction that I’m wet right through.”
“Toss your things out, then. There’s a knitted blanket or something over one of the beds. We can squat in front of the fire and eat, Indian-fashion, while they dry.”
She left him, going into the room he had indicated, where she slipped off her shoes and stockings and her sodden skirt, at last coming out shrouded in the blanket.
“I’ve lit a lamp and put it in the window,” he explained casually as he saw her hesitating in the doorway. “There’s sure to be a search party looking for you when it gets really dark. As for me—” he shrugged “—nobody is likely to miss me until the morning.”
“Do you think anyone searching would see the light from the far side of the flood?” Christine asked, spreading her skirt over a chair and holding her hands out to the comforting warmth of the fire.
“Sure to. Besides, they will see your car and,” he added lightly but quizzically, “if Leander is among them, I should imagine he would gladly swim this particular Hellespont!”

Christine laughed.

“I wouldn’t expect anyone to risk pneumonia in a flood even if they did see my beacon light, but I like the idea. It’s reassuring.”
He was heating beans in front of the fire and had produced biscuits and cheese. The smell of the beans and the thought of a cup of tea cheered her immensely.
“I’m really hungry,” she declared when she had warmed her hands and feet at the blaze. “I didn’t wait for tea at home before I set out.” She leaned back in her chair, smiling as he heaped beans onto a plate and passed them across to her. “Perhaps I had better introduce myself,” she added. “I’m Christine Helmsdale. My father is the doctor at Kinaird and I’m his receptionist.”

He inclined his dark head in acknowledgment.

“I should have known that, I expect, but I am not very often in Kinaird these days. You said you were going to meet your father, didn’t you?”
“Yes.” She felt suddenly worried about her adventure for the first time. “He’ll wonder what has happened when I don’t turn up.” The rain was pelting down in renewed fury and the sound of running water obliterated all other sounds. The word “marooned,” spoken so jocularly half an hour ago, had become a reality. They were in the lodge high above the flood water, warm and safe enough, it was true, but they were there, inevitably, for a very long time. She began to think of home, of her mother and Rhona wondering how far she had gone on her way to Letterness, and of Nigel finishing his surgery hour and thinking of her father’s return. “Worried?”

“I was thinking that they would soon become uneasy at home.”

She rose and crossed to the small lattice where he had set the lamp, cupping her hands round its heavy brass base and looking out at the steely curtain of rain falling beyond the leaded panes. “It’s not easing at all,” she said. “The road must be well under water by now.”

He drew her shoes away from the increasing heat of the fire before he answered, turning them over thoughtfully in his hands.
“I’m afraid we’ll have to accept the fact that we are here for the night if our little beacon isn’t seen,” he said. “We can put a light in the other window in case anyone gets through from the south, which I very much doubt, and I’ll keep the fire going. If it does nothing else, the smoke from the chimney might attract attention as soon as it’s light.”

They looked at one another and laughed.

“I thought this sort of adventure was strictly confined to books!” Christine said. “If you were really marooned—say on an island—for weeks and weeks, how would you spend your time?”
“It would depend on how much food we had, wouldn’t it?” he replied whimsically. “And if we were lucky enough to have books or records into the bargain.”
“If you had books,” Christine urged. “Say you were able to take three, perhaps.”

He considered for a moment.

“I’d take Treasure Island, to help me enter into the spirit of the thing and because I don’t think one ever tires of reading it, and Pickwick for humor when my own threatened to fail me, and—yes, War and Peace, because I skimmed through a lot of it for lack of time.”
They talked for a long while about their mutual love of books. Her shoes were dry by this time and she thrust her feet back into them while her companion made more tea, very black and very strong.
He told her stories of old Ben and of how they had fished and hunted when he was a boy home for the school holidays, and a good deal of what she had previously heard about “Old Treverson” and his nephew suddenly struck her as false.
Looking at the man who sat on the other side of the hearth, she found it difficult to believe in the scapegrace nephew who had been adopted by old Ben and then sent away again after some escapade at school.
She remembered the tragedy of old Ben, how his only son had been killed by a rock slide at the quarry he owned in the hills above Kinaird, and how it had been openly said at the time that Ben himself had been responsible for the accident because he had always been determined to take the last ounce out of the slate without putting very much into the workings in return. He had been a stubborn old man—and still was, she had heard her father say—but there was always a note of admiration in John Helmsdale’s voice when he spoke of Ben. It was quite true that he had made money out of the quarry and invested a good deal of it profitably in Glasgow, but he was a likeable old rascal in many ways and the tragedy of his son’s death had appeared to change him completely.
Apparently he had immediately sent for his widowed sister-in-law and her son and, where he had been mean and tight-fisted before, he suddenly become over generous. The boy had been brought up with every luxury and with the anticipation of eventually owning all that the old man possessed, and then, one day, there was a flare up and Huntley Treverson disappeared from the neighborhood. He had not come back for several years. By then his mother was dead and his visits were short and uncertain, but not without their spice of excitement for the local gossips. He had been one of the guests at the frequent parties at Bramshaw Mains—the big, showy farm recently purchased by a retired Glasgow businessman who had made a fortune in the wholesale grocery trade—and there were rumors of return parties at Glenavon, the rather bleak gray house on the hill above the quarries where Ben Treverson lived for most of the year with a housekeeper. Old Ben seemed to countenance these parties with a mild disregard for all his former opinions of his nephew’s conduct, and wild, reckless and untrustworthy was the reputation that still clung to Huntley Treverson’s name.
Christine looked at the man bending to replenish the fire, finding it difficult to credit these rumors, and so she put the memory of them from her and helped him to make strong, sweet cocoa for their supper.

By now it was quite obvious that they were likely to be imprisoned in the lodge till morning, but when he had emptied his mug of cocoa and lit his pipe, Huntley rose to his feet and picked up his hat and raincoat from the corner. She looked up at him, her frank eyes holding a question.
“I’m going down as far as the road.” He turned up the storm collar of his coat, pulling his hat firmly over his brow. “If your search party gets as far as the flood on their side they’ll find your car, and if I can get across to mine I can signal with my lights, perhaps. They may also see the lights up here, of course, and conclude that you are safe.” He turned as he reached the door. “It’s still raining so it’s useless to feel that we may get away tonight. If you air a blanket or two at the fire there are comfortable beds in the bedrooms, and even though you mightn’t sleep very well you could lie down and rest. Get to sleep if you can, and I’ll look after the fire.”
He had spoken almost abruptly, conscious that she had been worrying about her family for the past hour although she had kept cheerfully talkative. When he had left Christine could think only of how solicitous he had been of her welfare.
Although she aired the blankets as he had suggested and curled up between them, she could not sleep until he returned. He came in, closing the door behind him, but not bolting it this time, and he called to her from the fire as he stamped the water from his boots.
“I saw lights on the far side of the flood, which rather suggests you’re being looked for, and I signalled to them as best I could with my headlights, but there was no possible way of getting through, so I expect they took it for granted that you were safe enough—probably that you were in the car.”
“It would be Nigel,” Christine said sleepily. “I hope he’ll go home and reassure the others.”
She knew that she would sleep now until morning, and she turned over in her blankets as Huntley Treverson threw another log onto the fire.
She slept soundly, and it was bright daylight when she awoke to the sun pouring in through the window. For a moment she had difficulty remembering the events of the night before because a luxurious sense of warmth and well-being enfolded her, and the sunshine lying in a bright slant across the brightly colored blanket made her spirits soar. Then she heard voices, Huntley Treverson’s voice and another.
She put on her skirt and sweater. When she opened the door Huntley Treverson and another man turned from the fire in the room beyond. The monk’s bench had been set in a rough-and-ready way for breakfast, and Huntley had evidently been preparing it when their visitor arrived. Christine recognized him at once as one of the gamekeepers on the Bramshaw Mains estate who lived in the village.
“Hello! Dan,” she greeted him pleasantly. “We’ve been marooned. But probably Mr. Treverson has been telling you about it.”
She looked in Huntley’s direction and for the first time noticed that he was frowning. He stood over the fire with the frying pan in his hand and she remembered now that his voice had sounded abrupt and noncommittal when she had heard him speaking from the other side of the door.
“Well, now, I’ll have to be on my way!” Dan’s little ferret eyes darted here and there. “I’ll be making my way back over the hill.” He glanced at Christine with a wicked suggestion in his eyes. “You’ll maybe not be wanting me to be leaving any messages, Miss Helmsdale, when Mr. Treverson thinks you can both get away now? But then, your family might be anxious for your safety, and I could be at Kinaird before you get there, maybe. I heard there was a search out last night, but I didn’t join it myself, me being on duty at the time.”
“You could take a message,” Christine told him calmly. “I really wish I could come back with you...”
“It’s a long, hard way over the hill, and I’ve got my bicycle at Craigdune.”
“We’ll get the car through all right,” Huntley said abruptly. “You couldn’t possibly walk all that distance over the hill.”

Dan grinned and was gone, and Christine was left thinking that she had never really liked Dan McKelvie or his gossiping little wife. Such a thought was perhaps an injustice because it would be through Dan that the news of her safety would eventually reach Kinaird.

They ate their breakfast while the sun shone high over the hills and birds sang in the thickets all around the lodge.

On the way down to his car, Huntley Treverson spoke mostly of his life in Glasgow and the work he did there. He was apparently looking after his uncle’s interests in the city and enjoying himself fully into the bargain, entering into the social life of a circle so far removed from Christine’s conception of living that she could not even begin to understand it. Yet, even if what he told her now seemed to bear out the truth of the reputation he had acquired in Kinaird, she could not forget how kind and considerate he had been in the past few hours. That was how one judged people, she thought: from the way you found them, from their behavior to you. She did not pause to think that it was not the way in which the world judged. She was strong-willed and fearlessly blunt in all her dealings and very few things had ever daunted her. In short, she was John Helmsdale’s daughter.

It was surprising how much the flood had diminished in the night, as if, after the rain stopped, nature had hastened to repair the ravages of three days of abnormal storm. Christine’s first reaction was a desire to return as speedily as possible to Kinaird to allay her mother’s fears, but she also thought of her father waiting at Letterness and could not quite make up her mind whether to go home or go on to the Sma’ Glen.

“I’ll take you home,” Huntley Treverson suggested.

“I’m thinking about my father,” she confessed. “I don’t really know what to do. He’ll be waiting for someone to take him back to Kinaird, and I really ought to try to contact him, but there’s my family, too.”
The problem was settled for her by the sound of an approaching car, which she recognized immediately as the coupe, and Nigel pulled up at the far edge of the water. He stepped out and waded across to them.
“Thank heaven you’re safe, Christine!” Nigel said harshly. “We’ve put in a bad night, worrying about you.”
“I—we spent the night safely enough in Mr. Treverson’s shooting lodge,” she explained. “Didn’t you see the lights? We hoped you would and that you would guess where I had gone.”
Nigel glanced at the big black car in its sheltered position behind the crags and nodded a brief acknowledgement of Huntley’s presence.
“I’ll take you home,” he said authoritatively. “Your mother is still worrying, I’m afraid.”
Christine turned to thank her companion of last night’s adventure and encountered a gleam of intense amusement in his dark eyes.

“Goodbye,” he said softly.
She smiled.

“The Hellespont was much deeper than this, you know!” she said, but before she could wade into the water he swung her up into his arms and carried her across to the coupe.
“No need to get your feet wet a second time,” he observed casually as Nigel opened the door.
“Thanks so much,” Christine said a little breathlessly. “Thanks—for everything.”
“A mere neighborly action,” he declared. “I’ll go back to Letterness for your father now. It’s no great distance and no trouble, and Doctor Kilbridge can see you safely home.”
He knew who Nigel was, although she had forgotten to introduce them when he had swept her so unceremoniously into his arms to carry her to the car, and somehow, as Nigel drove her away after a very cursory inspection of the stranded sedan, she felt that Nigel knew his identity, too, and furthermore, was well aware of his reputation.
The thought did not worry her for long, however. She was far too concerned about her mother. As he put the miles swiftly between them and her adventure of the night before, Nigel seemed to relax. He told her about the search party and how they had finally come upon the stranded car and seen the lights on the hillside in the direction of Treverson’s lodge and how it had been concluded that she had found shelter there for the night. Then, an hour ago, Dan

McKelvie had come to the surgery with news of her safety, and Nigel had set out to bring her home.

The recital of it all seemed so logical to Christine that she was able to laugh quite frankly at her adventure, and when she reached home the relief in her mother’s eyes was plain to see.
“The things we’ve been thinking!” her mother exclaimed, kissing her in a most unusual demonstration of affection. “But we’ve a fire on and a meal ready and you’ll soon be none the worse for a night on the hill!”
“To be strictly truthful,” Christine confessed, “I’ve probably fared much better than you have. I feel very guilty! There was even bacon out of a tin and beans for breakfast!”
She told them, quite simply, the story of those past few hours, of how Huntley Treverson had come to her aid. Rhona and her mother wanted to hear the tale twice, but Nigel strode away in the direction of the surgery in the middle of the first telling.
It seemed no time until her father was home, too. He had heard most of the details from Huntley as they drove back from Letterness.
“He seems a decent enough young fellow,” he said. “Wouldn’t come in, though, in case he’d be thanked again.” He laughed and gave Christine’s cheek an affectionate pinch. “And here was I, blissfully unaware of the uproar, sorting out Hamish’s papers for his blind sister. She’ll have to be persuaded to leave Letterness now. It’s far too risky her being up there alone.” John had many burdens that were really other people’s troubles but which, by virtue of his profession, he frequently heard about and could not ignore. “We’ll see about all that at the funeral, though. And now, off to bed, all of you! I know you too well to credit that you slept at all last night!”
“Strangely enough, I did,” Christine confessed, “so I’m not in the least tired. But make Nigel take an hour’s rest, dad. He’s been out on the hill searching most of the night.”

“You think of everything, don’t you?” her father said, ruffling her short hair as he passed by. “I’ll go and see what I can do.”






 

CHAPTER TWO

A week later Rhona Helmsdale walked up the hill from the village pushing her bicycle, her morning’s shopping in the deep wickerwork basket strapped on the handlebars. She was not riding the machine because she wanted the extra time to think.

Twice in the past week she had gone into a shop in the village to be immediately conscious of that tension in the atmosphere that comes from a suddenly suspended conversation. But this morning the malicious sentence had not been curtailed quickly enough. She heard the poison. Then, quite suddenly, she had started to speak. She, Rhona Helmsdale, who had never spoken out of turn in her life, had been cold and biting and incisive in defense of her sister.
She could not remember now what she said, but the middle-aged gossips wilted before the fire in her eyes and stood back in silence at her scorn. She had made her purchases quickly, conscious that their conversation immediately broke out again as soon as she closed the door.
What could Dan McKelvie’s wife possibly know about Christine? They had hardly ever met, and then only when Christine drove her father on an errand of mercy to the gamekeeper’s door. Such ingratitude was utterly beyond Rhona’s comprehension. Unfortunately for the peace of mind of the whole Helmsdale household, her face was still an open book by the time she reached home and it did not take her mother long to discover the truth.
Her reactions were much the same as her daughter’s, but the hurt was more on Christine’s account than from any feeling of disillusionment with her neighbors.
“Folk will talk,” she said quietly. “Gossip is the very air some people breathe, and we’ll just have to learn not to heed what they say.”
“But if Chris hears it!” Rhona’s voice was troubled. “You know what it would mean to her.”
“There’s no need for her to hear, or your father, either,” Georgina said firmly. “It’ll blow over in a day or two.”
“Why do people have to talk like that?” Rhona cried vehemently. “It’s horribly unfair—”

“Who’s been talking about what?” Christine had come into the sitting room behind them, her usual bright smile bringing out the amusement in her eyes. “It ... isn’t serious, is it?” she added, having seen their faces in that unguarded moment when they wheeled around from the fire, and she knew instinctively that it was both serious and personal.
“Rhona’s upset.” It was difficult for Georgina to evade the truth. “She ... heard some gossip in the village this morning. It was nothing,” she added lamely. “Just idle tittle-tattle.”
Her older daughter continued to look at her for a moment, and then she knew, and the cold fury of her first reaction was plain to see on her pale, intense face.
“So Dan McKelvie and his gossiping wife have been busy?” Her young mouth was tight and hard with contempt. “Maybe I should have expected this, though I thought Kinaird knew me better—”
“There is always someone willing to throw mud in a small community,” her mother said slowly. “We must just never heed it.”

Christine’s eyes flashed their quick scorn at the suggestion.

“But I want to heed! I want to tell them just what I think—” Her voice steadied as her mother touched her arm in quiet reproof. “All right! I know it wouldn’t do any good,” she agreed, “and ... and perhaps it wouldn’t be fair to dad.”
She turned away, going slowly upstairs to her room, and it was two days before Georgina knew that her husband, also, had heard the gossip.
On the day Rhona had returned from the village so upset, John Helmsdale had gone to Fort William to bring his only sister, Flora, to Kinaird for her annual visit, and on the way he had given the postman a lift as far as the end of Druim Alaig road. David Henderson, known more familiarly as “the post,” was a guileless soul who spoke very much to the point, and straightaway he hoped that the doctor “just wasn’t paying any heed to the gossip that was going around about young Miss Christine and old Treverson’s nephew.” He knew how folk loved to talk, but he just didn’t believe a word of it!
John Helmsdale also “knew folk,” and he was deeply annoyed by the whole affair, so that some of the anger was visible in his eyes when he met his sister at the Glasgow train. Over lunch in Fort William’s most prominent hotel he unburdened himself to Flora so that she was well acquainted with the whole adventure before reaching Kinaird. She was a self-centered woman who had brought up her family strictly, and quite often she had thought that neither her brother nor Georgina had been firm enough with the girls. But that did not prevent her from offering to take Christine back to Glasgow with her until “this unfortunate business” had blown over.

Christine’s attitude to the proposal was a firm one, however.

“I’ve no intention of running away,” she said steadily. “Gossip is something I’ve never been able to abide, and if I left now it would probably give them something more to talk about.”
Flora Lamington thought her attitude surprising, but she left her offer open.

“You may change your mind, Christine,” she said a little acidly. “Gossip can be a very difficult thing to live with.”

And up in the gray house on the hill little more than a stone’s throw from the partially disused quarry where Benjamin Treverson had made most of his money, Huntley Treverson was hearing the gossip, too, for the first time. He had returned to Glasgow the day after the floods to attend a business meeting and had come back only now to Glenavon. Old Ben told him the story over coffee and was not quite prepared for his reaction. Huntley was annoyed—damned annoyed! The old man sat up in his chair, immediately alert.

“I suppose,” Huntley muttered savagely, “I am expected to laugh this off, and I would have done ordinarily, but—well, dash it all, Christine Helmsdale isn’t ordinary! I don’t think she’s the type who will take this lying down, either. Good Lord! Why can’t we knock people’s heads together when they start this infernal gossiping!”
“I’ve always thought a lot of head knocking might begin at home,” old Ben observed evenly.

“What do you mean?”
“Well, you obviously like the girl.”

“I can’t see what that has to do with it! Of course, I liked her—she’s the sort one meets only too rarely, generally hitched up to someone else.”

“Is there someone else in this case?”

“I don’t know. There was that doctor fellow who took charge so officiously the next morning—”

“I’ve never heard she was engaged.”

Huntley took a quick turn around the room, obviously deep in his own conflicting thoughts, and it was evident that his anger was solely on the girl’s account. Or so old Ben reflected.
“But what can I do about it?” Huntley demanded angrily, finishing his restless pacing on the hearthrug and glaring down at his uncle as if Ben had had some hand in the business. “I could, of course, offer to marry her—”
He tried to laugh naturally, but there was no humor in the sound.
“You might do worse,” Ben pointed out unexpectedly. “It’s high time you settled down, for one thing and, for another, you won’t come across a girl like Christine Helmsdale every day of the week—even in Glasgow!”

Huntley laughed.

“You’re shamelessly Victorian, aren’t you? These things aren’t done nowadays.”
“It was your own suggestion,” Ben tossed back at him. “And a good many things aren’t done that ought to be done, and a lot are done that shouldn’t be, but you asked me what I thought and I’ve told you, and that’s an end to it.” The old man reached for his pipe and began to fill it. “You’ll please yourself, anyway, so I’m wasting my breath.”
Huntley did not answer him. Long ago his uncle and he had agreed to differ on a good many subjects and still remain friends. In fact, ever since he had been summarily dismissed from Glenavon in his last year at college they had measured each other with more respect than anger. Huntley had no desire, at that time, to settle in the Western Highlands or anywhere else. Even now he was not sure that he particularly wanted to settle down at Kinaird. The quarry, as a business, was finished, although Ben clung tenaciously to the old workings, stubbornly certain that the market would return to its former glory. He maintained a thin trickle of business, still employing many of the men who had started with him as youths, and, although Ben would not have admitted to such sentiment, Huntley believed that it was mainly because of these old employees—and himself—that the quarry was kept alive. When the quarry closed Ben Treverson would be finished. Huntley’s own idea was that there was something beyond the quarry, a new beginning, although even he had not quite found the courage to approach his uncle on the subject. It would mean a row, a cataclysm of wrath the equal of which had yet to be imagined, so Huntley remained in Glasgow chafing under the confines of an office job, while conscious that his thoughts drifted often and more surely back to Lochaber and the prospect of a new beginning among the dark hills beyond Glenavon.
His life in Glasgow was a paradox; he was not the type ever to be content with an office desk as his means of livelihood, yet life in the city had proved both stimulating and amusing otherwise. A nucleus of old acquaintances had claimed all his leisure hours and there was a good deal of excitement to be had yachting on the Firth in the season. The pity was that the season wasn’t long enough and that the winter months were filled mostly with dinner parties and dances given mainly in the local hotels by people who regarded him as eligible.
Among these were the Bramshaws, who had bought the old Mains at Kinaird, carefully renovating it out of all character and renaming it Bramshaw Mains. Laura Bramshaw was amusing enough, he was forced to admit, but during the past few weeks he had been seeing her as a typical product of the city, utterly out of place on the few occasions when she condescended to come to Kinaird. Huntley thought their relationship rather pitiful, because he liked old Bramshaw, and at this stage of his reflections his thoughts invariably swung back to the Helmsdales. That was a father and daughter companionship which rung completely true. There was love and affection, honest down-to-the-earth sincerity with no false complexes attempting to cover up something that was entirely natural. They were pals, those two, simply and unaffectedly proclaiming in all they said and did what they gained from each other.
He felt the raw edge of envy grating across his nerves as he thought of their oneness. There had been nothing like that in his life. His mother had been affectionate but completely absorbed in her own delicate state of health, and his father had been killed in the Second World War. Old Ben had been indulgent, which is not always the same as being kind. He had proved himself hard and stubborn when he imagined his amazingly strong will was likely to be defied, and no real love and affection had been implanted in the small boy’s breast. He learned later in life what his uncle had done for him in a material way and was dutifully grateful, but he had been possessed of a stubborn pride of his own and finally they had been in conflict.
It was typical of them both, however, that they made no reference to their differences now; but Huntley Treverson saw something in the companionship of John Helmsdale and his daughter that he had never known.

He thought of Christine with admiration and respect ever since that morning a week ago when he had watched her drive away with Nigel Kilbridge while he had stood at the edge of the flood water alone. He frowned swiftly at the thought of the young doctor, supposing that Nigel must have a good background and a great deal of security to offer her and remembering that Doctor Helmsdale had spoken about his assistant on the way back from Letterness with warmth and affection in his voice. For the first time Huntley Treverson found himself thinking seriously of stability. A devil-may-care attitude toward life was all very well but if a man wanted roots...

Three o’clock on a Sunday afternoon was rarely a busy time in the Helmsdale household. Normally the doctor retired to his consulting room to “deal with his correspondence.”

This Sunday afternoon, however, he had gone out with Nigel on a doubtful case, and Christine had spent the hour after dinner in the garden, weeding the rockery. It was surprising, she mused, how quickly weeds appeared to choke the earthy crevices between the stones so that the flowers could not grow properly.
She dug the hoe savagely into a clump of weeds. If one could only do that with gossip, she thought angrily, as she heard the garden gate slam and looked up to find Huntley Treverson striding purposefully toward the house.
Her first impulse was to stand where she was and hope that he would not see her and then, with her head held a fraction of an inch higher, she went across the grass to meet him. There was nothing she could do except appear natural and friendly in a casual way.
She made the decision swiftly, before they had drawn level on the path, but the moment she met his eyes she knew that he had already heard the gossip. The amusement that had lurked in their gray depths had gone and in its place was a look of intense impatience.
The anger confused her for a moment so that she said stiltedly, “Did you want to see my father?”

“No,” he said, “I came to see you.”
Abruptly he turned and looked at her.

“Christine,” he said, using her name as naturally as they had both accepted their imprisonment in the lodge. “I’m terribly sorry about all this. I had no idea that such an ... unavoidable adventure would cause such a stir, but I suppose I should have known better than to have arranged things as I did. I went back to Glasgow the following day, and it was only when I arrived 	here last week that I realized what a fool I had been.”

“You needn’t apologize,” Christine said quickly.
He looked at her keenly.

“I didn’t come to apologize,” he said. “I came to ask you to marry me.”
Christine’s first reaction was shock, tempered with surprise, and then a spark of anger kindled in her calm eyes as she saw the motive behind his proposal. People had been talking, and he was sorry for her and so, as he saw it, he was doing the right thing by asking her to marry him. She was conscious of mortification and rage against the gossips and a curious, inexplicable sense of hurt deep down that had nothing to do with either emotion.

Then, swiftly and quite calmly, she said, “I can assure you there is no need for you to do that. You have only placed us both in a rather embarrassing position ... far more embarrassing, as I see it, than the night at the lodge. Please don’t think for one minute that I ... expected anything like this.” She could not control the flush that spread over her cheeks. “I couldn’t marry you,” she declared with more vehemence than she might normally have used.
Her level tone and complete dignity had the effect on Huntley Treverson of increasing his admiration for her, but something he had never before had to contend with stung sharply at her refusal.
“Do you think we might forget about this?” Christine went on. “A few minutes ago you called it an unavoidable adventure and that is how I should prefer to think of it. We have nothing to reproach ourselves for. Please believe that I think of it in this way—”
“And what I suggest is impossible?” He could not keep the wry note out of his voice. “Well, I’m sorry about everything, but there seems nothing more I can do unless you would like me to go down to the village and punch all the gossips’ heads? That, I can assure you, would give me the world of satisfaction!”
“I don’t think it would do a lot of good.” She was forced to smile. “It might only complicate matters further.”
“I’ve been several kinds of fool,” he repeated. “I’m sorry. I should never have come here.”
She did not contradict him, and he turned in the direction of the gate.

“If there’s any more trouble...”

“I don’t think there will be. They have had their say, but if there is I think I have ample support here.”
That, he thought, was the snub he deserved, and he could not blame her for administering it. He closed the gate and bade her a curt goodbye.
He had walked down from Glenavon “to give himself time to think.” He smiled sardonically at the thought as he breasted the rise onto the main road. With all the time to think in the world, he would probably not have made any better of this afternoon.

He moved to the side of the road to make way for a car, but it slowed down and came to a standstill beside him.

“Taxi, sir?”

He knew the voice and turned with a suggestion of impatience, telling himself that he would rather have met the devil than Laura Bramshaw at that moment.
“Imagine your walking!” Laura exclaimed. “Don’t tell me you’ve been paying a Sunday-afternoon call and they haven’t asked you to tea?”

She opened the door and he sat beside her.
“If you must know, I was asked to tea,” he said.

“But you were too bored to stay? Don’t tell me! I know the sort of situation. Do I ask where you’ve been, or just leave that discreetly in the blue?”
“I’ve been to the Helmsdales’.” He saw no reason to hide the fact, although he felt impatient with Laura. “Does that satisfy you?”
She regarded the road ahead with exaggerated attention, her long, carefully manicured fingers tightening perceptibly on the cream steering wheel.
“On the contrary, it whets my appetite for more! Huntley, it’s too delicious for words—all this local how-d’ye-do about the “Night On The Moors!” Everybody’s talking about it, so you needn’t grind your teeth because I’ve mentioned it! I think it’s priceless, and much too funny for words!”

“So long as it amuses you,” he growled.
“Oh, but it does! Doesn’t it amuse you, too?”
“Not particularly.”

She permitted herself a sidelong glance at his gloomy face and what she saw dispelled some of the laughter from her own.
“You’re not seriously concerned?” she asked, still with attempted lightness. “You just couldn’t be!”

“Couldn’t I?” He was not smiling.

“Good heavens, no! You’re not going to marry her, are you?”
“No.”

The vehemence of his assertion calmed the sudden and amazing panic in her, and she put her foot down on the accelerator and drove the car speedily up the hill. She was unbelievably relieved.
“I’ll get out here, Laura, if you don’t mind,” he said when they had reached the end of the glen road.

“You won’t come to the Mains for tea?”

She knew that he would not, but the fact that he had been so emphatic in his denial of any affection for the Helmsdale girl was compensation for a small disappointment such as not accepting a casual invitation to tea.

“My uncle will be expecting me at Glenavon,” he explained, sorry now that he had snubbed her. “Thanks all the same, Laura. I’ll be seeing you anon!”

He strode away over a track leading through the heather and she sat looking after his tall figure for a long time.
Huntley did not go directly back to Glenavon. He walked diagonally across the moor, tramping down the young bracken on a course of his own, his dark thoughts pursuing him relentlessly. Was he destined to live all his life among people like Laura Bramshaw while people like Christine Helmsdale and her father passed by?
He came to Glenavon at last, long after Jessie Campbell had rung the bell for tea, and he did not apologize for being late.
Ben Treverson looked at him over his shoulder when he came into the room, for old Ben let very little pass him.

“You’ll have had your tea?” he suggested.
“No, I didn’t.”

“What? Did the lass refuse you, then?” Ben’s dark old face sharpened with surprise and he peered at his nephew from under his beetling gray brows. “It’ll be the first time you’ve ever been denied what you wanted,” he added dryly, but not unkindly. Huntley swung around on him.
“Not the first time,” he said tersely. “I could always make it the last, though, and I should have lived long enough by now not to expect too much of life. I was a fool to go to Kinaird this afternoon and ask Christine Helmsdale to marry me. I’m not her kind. She let me see that very effectively, as you’ve guessed, and now it’s about time I cleared out, I think.”
“There’s never much gained by running away,” Ben remarked doggedly, yet he knew that Huntley would go.






 

CHAPTER THREE

Christine walked slowly back to the house when Huntley Treverson left her, the memory of what had passed between them still flushing her cheeks while her heart beat unevenly at the thought of his amazing proposal of marriage that had not contained one word of love or affection. Now that she had time to consider the whole situation in retrospect, of course, it would have been sheer madness of him to have pretended love or even affection in the circumstances.

Rhona came through from the kitchen as she reached the door and something in Christine’s expression made her pause.
“We saw you speaking to someone in the garden,” she said. “Was it ... Huntley Treverson?”
Christine nodded. She hated to keep anything back from her family, but she could not very well tell Rhona why Huntley had come because it would make the gossip seem worse than ever.
“He’s terribly handsome,” Rhona said almost awkwardly. “Has he come back to Glenavon for good?”
The question set a new train of thought in Christine’s mind, for if Huntley had come back to Lochaber to stay, the gossip would never die down.

“I don’t know. I think his uncle would like him to stay.”

If he did come back to stay at Glenavon I would see him more often, she found herself thinking. Inevitably we would come face to face in the village and we would always remember today. She turned away from the thought, a little shaken by it but quite convinced that she need not let it trouble her.

When Nigel and her father came up the driveway Rhona hurried into the kitchen for the scones and made fresh tea. Over the meal she seemed quite content to let her sister and the two men do the talking.
John Helmsdale retired to his surgery when the meal was over and Christine went to help Nigel with the dispensing for the following morning.
Christine closed the dispensary door and surveyed the rows of bottles on the shelf that ran around three sides of the small annex. It was her job to check supplies and send out orders and remind her father about a broken thermometer or a damaged hypodermic, and her methodical bookkeeping had greatly surprised Nigel Kilbridge when he had first joined Helmsdale’s rambling practice. He remembered those days as a locum tenens when he had started off by rubbing Christine the wrong way because of his carelessness. Absentmindedness, he had sought to call it, but she had speedily disillusioned him and had even suggested that “laziness” might be a more appropriate word.
Well, he mused with a smile as he watched her select the bottle she wanted, she had very quickly shamed him out of all laziness merely by being so desperately keen on her job.
“And now for the aqua—two parts!” She measured in the water, poured the contents into a sterilized bottle, and corked it with an air of satisfaction. “Prescription number one! How many more have we, doctor?” she turned to him to inquire. “The usual quota?”
“Not so many. It’s Sunday, remember!” He came over to stand beside her while she worked, but he did not offer her the other prescriptions he had written out. Instead he continued to study her bright hair and intent face with the eyes of a lover, thinking that there had never been anyone quite like Christine Helmsdale before. “Chris!” he said huskily. “Chris!” and bent and kissed the hair straying in little tendrils against her cheek.
She stood up very straight, turning to face him, her clear eyes steady on his.
“Chris,” he said again, shyness and hesitation disappearing in that supreme moment of his need of her, “will you marry me? I know I should have waited until I had something more definite to offer you—something more worthy—but I’ve asked now. It’s out, Chris. I love you and I want you for my wife. We’ve so much in common,” he went on. “We could be happy together, here in Kinaird. It’s what you want, isn’t it? To stay here in the glen? You’ve often said so, Chris. You can’t have changed your mind.” His voice held the rough note of urgency and she caught at that out of all the whirl of thoughts and emotions that sought to sweep her away with them, submerging her powers of reasoning. No, she couldn’t have changed! She still wanted to stay in the glen and

Nigel was offering it to her, offering her a way out. He was telling her that he loved her, telling her that he wanted her to become his wife in face of all the gossip he must surely have heard, and so proclaiming his faith in her. She felt touched and curiously shaken by his gesture, yet she knew that she could not accept it and that, far from making it easier for her to remain in Kinaird, he had made it increasingly difficult.

She pressed her hands against the rough tweed of his coat, holding him away.
“It isn’t possible,” she whispered, knowing that so surely now. “We’re not for each other, Nigel. You’ll see that one day ... one day you’ll be as sure as I am now.”
“Why are you so sure?” he demanded in sudden bitterness. “Is it because of Treverson?”
“No!” Her cry of protest was definite and beyond dispute. “I hardly know him!”
“Stranger things have happened,” he muttered grimly. “Before he came I could have sworn I had a fifty-fifty chance with you, but now—”
“Nigel,” she broke in tensely, “try to see that this has nothing to do with Huntley Treverson or anyone else. It hasn’t even anything to do with my own heart. I know you care for me, and I’m sorry ... sorry beyond words to tell you ... but I can’t love you in return. I know there will be someone else for you,” she added humbly. “You’ll forget me in time.”
“I’ll never forget you,” he told her doggedly. “I’ll love you all my life, Chris—every minute of it while I still remain here.”
“I wish I could make you see!” she cried from the bottom of her heart.
“All you can ever make me see is that you are in love with someone else,” he told her. “Until you come to me and tell me that, I’ll still continue to hope, so don’t try to put me off, Chris, for you can’t!”
She could not answer him, for she could not tell him that he should love Rhona and not her.

“We’ve worked together,” he went on unsteadily. “We’ve been good friends, Chris. I thought—all that couldn’t mean nothing to you.”

She continued to look at him in spite of the tears in her eyes, not ashamed of the genuine emotion that had produced them.
“Perhaps it means more than you think, especially just now,” she said unsteadily.

His strong hands tightened their grip on her shoulders.

“You know I don’t care about the gossip that’s going around,” he said roughly. “It’s only maddening to think that we can do so little about it.”
“I could ignore it, Nigel, if it wasn’t for mother and Rhona,” she confessed. “They’ve been hurt by it. They would never admit it, but I know, I have the most loyal family in the world, and I can’t bear to see them hurt by ... by something I may have been able to avoid. It didn’t occur to me that there was anything wrong in seeking shelter like that. Wrong!” she added with fine scorn. “I suppose that’s the word they would use. I’ve always loved the story of the Three Wise Monkeys, but evidently Kinaird hasn’t even heard of them!” she finished bitterly.

“It’s not the whole village, Chris,” he reminded her.

“No, I know it isn’t, but even a small minority can be an uncomfortable thing to live with.” Subconsciously she was repeating Flora Lamington’s words, recognizing truth in them. “If I went away for a while, Nigel, you’d stand by everyone here, wouldn’t you?”

He turned her around to face him.

“Why should you go away?” he demanded hotly. “You’re needed here. Your father needs you, and so do I.”

“It might be the best way—”

“You’d be running away,” he challenged, and saw the painful flush that deepened her cheeks. “All right! I shouldn’t have said that,” he acknowledged. “I know you’re no coward, but what is your reason for wanting to go, Chris ... your true reason? It’s not because I asked you to marry me?”
That was part of her reason, that and Rhona ... to give him a chance to forget her while Rhona remained here beside him...
“I think I want to go,” she said unsteadily. “Perhaps it won’t be for long, but it may make a difference.”

Her voice almost faltered, for to leave her father and Kinaird would be one of the hardest things she had ever done.
“It will really be a holiday in a way,” she continued, trying to force a note of enthusiasm into her voice. “Aunt Flora has been asking me to go to Glasgow for years. I have two cousins there,” she ended heavily.

“Have you mentioned this to your father?”
“Not yet.”

That was going to be the most difficult part, she realized, because she had never hidden anything from her father. But when she told John Helmsdale what she wished to do he made very little protest.
“I’ve always thought you should visit Flora for a while,” he lied magnanimously. “You need a holiday and the change of scene will do you good. We’re apt to get into a rut sometimes, Chris, when we live too long in one place. Glasgow will freshen up your ideas, and a spell in the city will bring you back far more sure of yourself.”
“More sure that I never want to leave Kinaird!”
The cry had been forced from her very heart, but he pretended not to notice because he firmly believed that the transfer to Glasgow and the greater opportunities for new acquaintances would do her good. He did not want to lose her; in fact, he wondered how he would do without her, but her need was greater than his own at the moment.
“You’ll have Iona and Douglas to take you around,” he said. “You played together a lot as children and got on well enough apart from the usual scraps.”
Christine smiled for the first time, remembering the cousins she had always liked so much.
“It might be fun,” she said, “living with them for a while.” Christine thought that it might be pleasant enough in Glasgow for a week or two, but after that she knew that she would begin to long for the glen and a sight of Aonach More, and the high rampart of the Grampians rearing darkly against the eastern sky. She would hear the rush of many waters even above the noise of the city’s traffic and long for the still green beauty of a small lake among the hills. None of these things belonged to city life.

Her father drove her to Fort William a week later.

“Don’t go getting yourself entangled in Glasgow!” he teased, to hide his emotions at this parting. “We don’t want to lose you yet!”
“I don’t think you can get rid of me so easily!” She could not look at him for a moment. “If you need me, dad—”

“I’ll send for you, never fear!”

The guard came along the platform, blowing his whistle. “Passengers take their seats, please!”

Christine and John Helmsdale turned and looked at one another, and then they clung tightly for a moment before Christine boarded the train. No word had been spoken, but they knew beyond words that this parting had not been sought by either of them and that these weeks apart would be a long sojourn for both of them. But at least, Christine thought, looking out at mist-capped Ben Nevis as the train circled the town, dad will be here where we both belong!






 

CHAPTER FOUR

Christine was met at the station by her aunt, a tall, imposing figure of a woman with blue eyes. She had brought the family car, driving herself from the large, red sandstone villa on the Kilmarnock Road. Merrivale was a fitting memorial to her husband’s career, and Flora Lamington was determined to maintain it, even in widowhood. A strong and vigorous woman even at sixty, she did all the cooking for her family and managed most of the housework with the help of a young maidservant, kept chiefly for effect to clean outdoor brasswork and hand around afternoon tea on the numerous occasions when Flora entertained.

Christine had never liked her aunt, but she did respect her. Aunt Flora had never been associated with love and affection, but she had always been a figure of great dignity and no little awe.
There was no question about her feelings for her cousins, however. She had always loved the shy, silent Iona and even the dignity of a profession and a partnership in a flourishing practice could not submerge the humorous small boy in Douglas.

For the first week she was torn between Iona’s tennis parties and Douglas’s desire to show her the paces of the family car when driven without his mother in the backseat. Then things settled down to a more normal routine and she was accepted as part of the household.
Flora, without admitting it, was glad of her help, and quite often took her to meetings during the day. She was an active member of the Highland Society and was working strenuously for funds, and Christine, she decided, could help considerably while she remained in Glasgow. It would be something to fill her time.
With no great love of housework, Christine readily agreed. She was doing her best to forget the almost overwhelming wave of homesickness that had taken possession of her at the end of her first exciting week, and felt that she must plunge into any activity, however small or apparently useless it might seem.
The natives of Argyll branch of the society were having a social evening in the Grosvenor. There would be a dinner followed by a dance, and although she knew that the atmosphere was likely to renew her longing for home, she found herself looking forward to the event almost as much as Iona. Douglas professed manly impatience with such things, but he was going, too, because his mother had already purchased tickets.
Christine, in white chiffon with a sash of her own tartan tied about her slim waist, was giving her hair a final brush when Iona came in to see if she was ready.
“I wish I could have worn white,” she said with an appraising look at the chiffon dress. “But I’m really too sallow, especially once I’ve had a touch of sunburn, and, besides, mother likes me in blue.” They went down the stairs together and were soon in the car speeding toward the city.
Douglas, in his kilt, looked very handsome and Flora smiled indulgently at her son.
“The Hamiltons will be there, Douglas,” she remarked. “You haven’t seen the girls since they came back from Canada.”
Douglas agreed that he had not and put on more speed, which his mother happily did not appear to notice. They were soon threading their way through the traffic crossing the river and negotiating the rest of the slow journey to the hotel.
A little group of people stood laughing and talking at the head of the staircase. Christine was on the point of walking around them when she heard a familiar voice. It was a lazy, half-mocking voice with a note of amusement in it, and it had the sudden power to stir every pulse in her body.
She looked up and met Huntley Treverson’s sardonic smile, and before she could turn her eyes away he was crossing the carpet toward her.
“Christine in Glasgow!” he exclaimed. “I can scarcely believe it!” The mocking note was uppermost in his voice. “Do I attribute this meeting to fate or merely to coincidence?”
“You can attribute it to my aunt, who is an indefatigable worker for the society!” she answered calmly, wondering, as they shook hands, whether she should introduce him to Flora. “I believe she attends most of these gatherings.”
“And I attended this one under pressure! Surely one detects something more than cold coincidence there? I did not even know that you were in Glasgow.”

“I’ve been here for more than a week,” she told him.
“Why?”

In vain she tried to control the flush that crept into her cheeks. “Because I have always meant to take a holiday and this is it.” She smiled at him and attempted to move away. “We’re blocking the staircase, I’m afraid, and my aunt is waiting for me. Goodbye.” He stood back to let her pass, a tall, commanding figure in full Highland evening dress, and her heart caught on a memory of the land she had left. He seemed so essentially a part of the Highland scene, so much a being of the high mountains and deep glens.
“I had no idea you knew anyone in Glasgow, Christine,” her aunt remarked as they made their way to the cloakroom. “Your friend looks—most distinguished, but I don’t remember seeing him at our gatherings before. I see he is with a party.”

Christine’s eyes gleamed mischievously for a moment.

“He’s from Kinaird,” she said. “At least, that is where we met.”
“Indeed? Then you must know him quite well?”

“Not very well.” That was true enough. “His uncle lives there.”

“You must introduce him to me later in the evening.” Flora took off her coat and turned to survey herself in the mirror. “There will be quite a few partners for you, of course, among Doug’s friends, but if you know this young man—”

Christine’s face sobered.

“I don’t know him sufficiently well to expect him to leave his friends and dance with me,” she said. “Besides,” she added almost defiantly, “perhaps you know him by name. It’s Treverson ... Huntley Treverson.”
“Christine, my dear! How dreadful for you.” Flora was immediately concerned. “Would you like to go home?”

Christine’s surprise was quite genuine.

“Why should I? The fact that Huntley Treverson is here needn’t spoil my evening, or anyone else’s,” she added bluntly.
Christine had scarcely noticed Huntley’s companions. The surprise of their meeting and his own dominant personality had obliterated everything else from her mind. She expected that he would stay with his friends, yet she could not help being aware of his presence as they filed into the dining room. His place was at the far end of the room from where she sat between her aunt and Douglas, and a great deal of merriment stirred at that end of the table. There was loud applause for the speeches and much happy chatter, and she saw the secretary go down the room and speak to his partner. The girl’s face was vaguely familiar, bringing with it a memory of Kinaird, and suddenly she realized that the girl was Laura Bramshaw.
Laura’s reputation in Kinaird was as sensational as Huntley’s own, but Christine had never actually met George Bramshaw’s daughter. Their worlds were far apart, and even when Laura stayed at The Mains the doctor’s daughters were never invited to visit.
Christine found herself glancing down the long table more than once during the hour of congenial company and witty speech-making, and it was not always Huntley Treverson at whom she looked. She was vitally aware of his companion, aware of Laura’s air of sophistication and her gay laughter and the way she looked at Huntley more than at any other member of their small party. They looked amazingly distinguished together and very much at ease, sure of their ability to carry off any situation to their own advantage.
“Why the sudden gloom?” Douglas asked in a whispered aside. “Are the speakers too much for you?”
“No ... I’ve loved them,” she declared, smiling back at him determinedly. “But they’ve made me think of Kinaird.”
The orchestra began to play and the first bars of a popular waltz drifted across her thoughts.
“I’ve been waiting for this opportunity.” Huntley Treverson was standing beside her, smiling a little ironically, his tall figure blotting out the dancers on the floor as she turned to look at him. “In common decency, Christine, you can’t refuse to dance with me.”
“I wasn’t even thinking of refusing,” she assured him. “I always enjoy a waltz.”
She saw the mockery fade from his eyes as he took her in his arms.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.

Memory transported her back to Lochaber and he was there, there beside the loch and her own high mountains as they had been that day at the lodge. The music was winding itself through her imaginings, weaving itself into the pattern of her thoughts, and then she was aware of the tightening of his arm as he demanded with an abruptness which she had learned to expect from him: “What brought you away from Kinaird? You didn’t come of your own free will. Was it the gossip ... people talking about that night at the lodge?”

The directness of his question nonplussed her for a moment.

“No, it wasn’t that entirely. I could have overcome the gossip,” she said with equal frankness.

“Then why did you leave?”
“Other people were involved—my mother and my sister.”

“They are still there,” he remarked acidly. “And what of our friend, the doctor? Hadn’t he something to say about it?”

“My father?”
He laughed.

“Oh, no! I think your father would agree to anything you did. I mean Dr. Kilbridge.”

“Nigel couldn’t stand in my way.”

“I thought he counted for more than that,” he mused, his handsome mouth slightly twisted. “I thought you were going to marry him.”
“I’m not in love with Nigel,” she answered swiftly. “I’m not in love with anyone.”

He looked down at her.

“Are you quite sure about that?” he asked. “Rash statements are often recalled.”
“I try not to make statements until I am very sure of them,” she told him.
“Then why did you say that you didn’t leave Kinaird because of the gossip? Surely the gossip was at the bottom of it all.”
“Perhaps it was.” She knew that it had precipitated Nigel’s proposal. “But going back won’t help.”

“Even if you want to go with all your heart?”

“You know all these things,” she accused him stormily, “yet you don’t really care for the glen one little bit. Kinaird means nothing to you.”
He took several seconds to answer her challenge and then, to her surprise, he said, “You’re quite wrong there, you know. I was brought up in Kinaird and there’s not much of Lochaber I don’t know and appreciate.”
“But you prefer to stay here ... you like this sort of life much better?”
“I wouldn’t say that.” He considered a moment. “If my uncle saw eye to eye with me, I wouldn’t stay in Glasgow a moment longer than it takes to pack my bags!”

She gazed at him in frank astonishment.
“You find it difficult to believe, I suppose?” he queried.

“Yes,” she admitted frankly. “I suppose it is because you always seemed impatient to be away.”
“I’ll admit I’ve been restless, but I’ve an idea it’s just an inability to know what one wants ... a quest, if you like.”

“And the end of the quest?” she asked.
“It might be in sight!”

His mouth was quite hard when he answered, his eyes curiously remote, so that she would not question him further, thinking that she must have touched upon something that affected him deeply. She was curiously glad at having struck such a chord, however, glad of having discovered something beyond selfishness in him. It brought back her first conception of him.
“I’m sorry about that day at home,” she said apologetically. “I must have sounded ... very curt and unmannerly, but it was the very last thing I expected.”

His fingers closed strongly over hers.

“Shall we try to forget about it?” he suggested. “You turned me down and that’s fair enough, but there’s no reason why we shouldn’t be friends ... unless your aunt doesn’t agree?”
“I don’t think my aunt has any say in the matter,” Christine returned firmly. “I’m quite old enough to choose my own friends.”
“And old enough to know when you should go back to Lochaber?”
“I hope so.” Her heart contracted at the thought of the long way ahead. “I could never be really happy here.”

“Happiness,” he said quietly, “is where you find it.”
“And I have found it in Lochaber. I am not a city child.”

“No.” Her hand was still in his. “One day you will go home.” The unexpected gentleness of his tone brought sudden tears to her eyes.
“I’m going to look for a job presently,” she told him. “There must be something I can do.”

He frowned. “For instance?”
“An office, perhaps.”

“It’s deadly monotonous,” he said crisply. “I can’t picture you happy chained to a desk.”

“Is that what you are feeling now?” she asked.

“Something like that,” he admitted. “But if you are determined to work in an office there’s always Treverson Industries.”

She blushed.

“I couldn’t ask you to make a place for me in your uncle’s firm,” she told him.

“Why not? I believe you are capable of holding down an office job, even though you won’t like it.”
“It ... just wouldn’t do.” She thought of Flora Lamington’s reactions to her accepting such a situation and smiled faintly. “My aunt believes that she can find me plenty to do at Merrivale, but sometimes I think that I shall want to assert my independence quite soon.” She looked up into his quizzical eyes. “Thank you for the dance,” she said almost hastily. “I’ve promised my cousin the reel, and the pipers are tuning up.”
Douglas came across the floor to claim her and they were drawn into a set where they stood. She saw Huntley move back against the wall, and during the reel she was conscious of his eyes upon her, watching her whirling figure until the final chain and swing brought her, flushed and breathless, back to where he stood.
“Not too bad!” he declared, smiling.
“Don’t you like a reel?” Douglas asked in a friendly way, mopping his brow with his handkerchief.
“I preferred to watch that one,” Huntley said.
Christine introduced them.
“Doug, this is Huntley Treverson. His uncle lives at Kinaird.”
In Douglas’s eyes that made them friends immediately.
“Are you just down for this occasion?” he asked.
“No, I’m working in Glasgow at present.”
“Strange we haven’t met before.” Douglas had measured his man and obviously liked him. “If you’re not with a party—”
“Oh, but Mr. Treverson is with a party,” Christine broke in, knowing that her cousin had been about to issue an invitation to join their small group at the other end of the hall.
“Unfortunately, yes,” Huntley agreed as Laura Bramshaw strolled casually towards them. “I’m glad we have met, though,” he added, shaking hands with Douglas.
“Lamington’s the name,” Douglas told him, eager to return his friendliness. “I’m Chris’s cousin. Anytime you care to come out Giffnock way, we’ll be pleased to see you at Merrivale. We’re leveling the tennis court. If you can wield a roller, we would be glad of a helping hand!”
Huntley was looking down into Christine’s flushed face and a curious half smile twisted his mouth.
“You’re being extremely generous,” he told Douglas. “I might avail myself of the invitation one day.”
“Do,” Douglas urged, and as they walked across the floor he said musingly, “He seems a nice chap. Funny, I’ve never heard you mention him before.”
“I don’t really know him very well,” Christine found herself saying as she met her aunt’s suddenly hostile stare. “We only met ... quite recently.”
“I think we must be in mother’s black books!” Douglas observed under his breath, forgetting about Huntley as he faced a not unfamiliar situation on the home front. “Do I see her frowning?”
“You do,” Christine answered, “but I don’t think you’re to blame this time. I rather fancy I’m the culprit.”
“Because you didn’t come back after the waltz? But you danced the reel with me. She sent me to make sure of you!”
Christine smiled.
“One dance wouldn’t have mattered, but I shouldn’t have introduced you to Huntley Treverson. Your mother doesn’t approve of him.”
Flora sat very stiffly erect beside Iona as they came forward but not until Douglas had guided his sister onto the floor for the next dance did she address her niece.
“I’m rather disappointed in you this evening, Christine,” she observed coldly. “Surely you could have avoided that man.”
“I don’t see that I really needed to avoid him,” Christine answered evenly. “He hasn’t done me any harm.”
“Quite so,” Flora agreed with commendable patience, “but did you have to introduce him to Douglas?”
“I don’t think it matters very much,” Christine pointed out. “He is with his own party, and that dance couldn’t have been anything more than a duty one. After all, we both come from Kinaird, Aunt Flora.”
“I understood that the young man was rarely in Kinaird these days,” her aunt returned dryly.
“That’s not exactly his fault,” Christine answered. “He would prefer to work in Kinaird, but Ben Treverson won’t have any other authority at the quarries but his own. He’s a likeable old rascal, but he’s terribly stubborn.”

“I don’t think the sort of life he leads in Glasgow can be so very disagreeable to young Treverson,” she remarked. “It appears to be wholly adequate.”
“Perhaps appearances are deceiving,” Christine suggested. “Sometimes ... we do something for a reason that is only clear to ourselves.” Her voice was suddenly not quite steady. “It isn’t always outside appearances alone that reflect the truth.”
“I still don’t think that he is a fitting companion for you, nor for Douglas or Iona. I’m sorry you found it necessary to introduce him to your cousin.”
“I don’t think Huntley Treverson will ever trouble you, Aunt Flora,” Christine answered dryly. “He has so many friends in Glasgow that he must have very little time to himself.”
For the remainder of the evening Huntley stayed within his own circle of friends, and only when they rose to leave did he look in Christine’s direction again. He smiled and saluted her, but made no effort to cross to her side.

It had been an elaborate party and Christine thoroughly enjoyed it, yet deep in her heart she knew that she would have exchanged it all for her mother’s “wee ceilidh,” held regularly in the sitting room at home.






 

CHAPTER FIVE

“Christine,” Flora Lamington observed, looking up from her embroidery, “I’m not quite content about Iona.” Christine laid her book aside giving her aunt her full attention.

“She has changed lately,” Flora continued. “She’s become secretive. Yes, I think that’s the only word I can use with any degree of accuracy. It is certainly the only thing that accounts for her sudden moods and long silences.” She glanced at her niece. “She hasn’t confided in you, has she?”
Christine’s lips set. “No,” she said definitely. Flora sighed. “Of course, it may be nothing at all. I may be only imagining these things, but her thoughts seem to be so far away at times. She has always been a quiet girl,” she mused, “and a good daughter, and I have always shared her confidences in the past.”
“Iona is very keen about her work,” Christine offered. “She has always been the quiet, studious type.”
“But she has never been secretive!” Flora frowned. “She seems to have shut herself away these past few months. I have tried to urge her to confide in me, but it hasn’t done any good.” Once again she turned her penetrating gaze on her niece. “You’re quite sure she hasn’t said anything to you?”
“Quite,” Christine assured her. “I don’t think Iona seems unduly miserable.”
“There’s absolutely no reason why she should be,” Flora insisted. “She has everything a girl could want ... everything!”

“Yes,” Christine murmured, although she didn’t think so.

“One day Iona will thank me for all I have done for her,” Flora continued aggressively. “A mother knows best, really. We have come through life and recognize its pitfalls. If we stress the advantages of a suitable marriage it is because we have seen so many of the other kind fail.”
So, that was it! Flora had decided what would be a suitable marriage for her daughter, and though, in these days, she could not very well enforce it, she would encourage it by every means in her power. Christine cast around in her mind for the object of her aunt’s approval and had not far to seek when she remembered Flora’s constant praise of the two Henderson youths who had danced so often with Iona at the Highland gathering a week ago.
Christine thought about her cousin for the remainder of the afternoon, and because she was troubled walked down to the library to meet Iona at six.
The big, airy rooms were still open and a few elderly men sat reading at the long tables placed down the center of each room. Iona was seated at her desk near one of the windows, the bright sunlight falling on her hair, enhancing its beauty as the lamplight had done on the evening of the dance. In many ways she reminded Christine of Rhona, although Rhona’s spirit had never been crushed.

Iona looked up, smiling instantly at the sight of her, although Christine was conscious of a nervous reserve that was not there normally. She wondered if Iona had not wanted her to come.
With a nod and a smile she began to stroll around, looking at the books while Iona put on her coat. Presently she found herself thinking that her cousin was lingering longer than was necessary.
“I’m sorry if I’ve kept you waiting,” she said as she joined Christine. “I ... it’s just after six, isn’t it?”
“Five minutes past.” Christine saw the deep color that ran up under her skin as they exited between the swing doors. “It’s not really late.”
She looked at the man standing at the foot of the steps and knew that he had been waiting for Iona. He was hatless and his hair was graying slightly at the temples, but she thought that he had the kindest face she had ever seen. It was not an old face, because it had the suggestion of eternal youth about it, and the eyes were gray and sure as they looked out at the world. He wore shabby Harris tweed jacket and slacks, and he limped slightly as he put his weight on his left foot. Otherwise his body was tall and straight and agile.
“I thought you might have gone,” he said. “It was such a good day that I felt sure you would be walking home.”
His voice was low and cultured, his eyes steady and smiling on Iona’s, who looked half-distressed as she turned to Christine with a smile that was an appeal for understanding.
“Chris,” she said, “this is Bob Niven. We work together in the library.”
That was all, but tone and eyes betrayed so much more. Christine shook Bob Niven by the hand, liking him instantly but realizing what this attachment of Iona’s would mean at Merrivale if it were found out. It was the answer to all Flora’s probing about the change in her daughter, for Iona was in love with Bob Niven, and the fact that he was some fifteen years her senior and well below the financial standard hoped for by Flora, did not seem to distress her.

Bob Niven accompanied them to the bus stop.
Iona did not speak until the bus had gathered speed.

“We walk to the stop together every evening when we are on duty at the same time,” she explained. “Bob has been at the library longer than I have, of course, and he was very kind to me when I first started because he could see how hopelessly shy and awkward I felt among strangers.”
“I liked him,” Christine told her spontaneously. “He was most interesting—not the ‘booky’ sort of person one might have expected, yet I should imagine that he would be capable of talking sensibly on any subject.”
“He’s particularly fond of music.” Iona’s eyes were very bright. “We went to a concert in St. Andrew’s Hall ... when mother was at Kinaird with you.”

“Your mother hasn’t met him, of course?”
“No.”

The small, crushed monosyllable told Christine so much: it told of heartache and a final despair because Iona knew so well what her mother’s reactions to Bob Niven’s friendship would be.
When they finally left the bus at Eastwood Toll, Iona was still thinking about Bob.

“Iona,” Christine asked, “are you in love with him?”

There was a small, tense silence. “Yes. Do you wonder why?”
“No. I think I can see what you’ve found in him.”

Iona stood quite still in the deserted road, looking up through the leafy branches of the trees to the patch of blue sky above their heads.
“I may never be able to marry him,” she said, “but nothing ... nothing will ever take the memory of these past few months from me, Chris! I’ve lived. I’ve really lived! When mother finds out she will take me away from the library, but she can’t take these months from me ... ever.”
“If Bob loves you—” Christine began, but Iona shook her head. “He has never told me,” she said. “And somehow I think he never will. You see, I think he knows about mother and ... the difference in our ages is another reason. I don’t know if he has ever loved anyone else, but I don’t really care. It wouldn’t matter if only I knew that he loved me now, Oh, Chris! I’ve had to tell you all this! I’ve been bottling it up inside me for so long.”
“And you’re quite prepared, feeling as you do, to sit back and accept defeat?”

Iona’s fingers tore nervously at the light gloves she carried.

“I’ve asked myself that question so often, Chris,” she said wearily, “and I can’t find the answer.”
“Perhaps that is because you are just going on in the same old way,” Christine suggested.
“There’s one thing,” Iona said before they had quite reached the gate of Merrivale, “I know I’ve felt much happier at home since you came to stay with us.”
Christine felt immeasurably touched by the spontaneous little compliment. “I’ll stand by, Iona, if ever there’s any trouble.”
They found Mrs. Lamington in the lounge glancing almost suspiciously at the heavy ormolu clock on the mantelpiece so that Iona was forced to explain.

“We walked up from the Toll. It was such a lovely night.”

“You never seem to think about meals getting cold,” her mother returned snappishly, “but since Christine was with you I haven’t been worrying unduly. All the same, I expected you to remember that the Hendersons had asked you over for tennis this evening. It’s really very late and you shouldn’t rush your meals, but I think you might make an effort to get across by seven, even if you only stay for a couple of hours.”
Iona stood hesitating in the center of the floor, looking at Christine and then back at her mother.
“I wish I needn’t go, mother,” she said. “Their tennis parties last so long, generally ending up in dancing, and I’m on early duty tomorrow.”
“If this library job is proving too much for you, Iona, you must give it up,” she said peremptorily. “I’ve thought for some time that it was taxing your strength—”
“Oh, no! No, really, I’m all right.” Iona had flushed painfully and then grown pale at the thought of leaving the work which had come to mean so much to her. “I like my job, and it isn’t too much. It was the party after the tennis I was thinking about, but I’ll go if you wish.”
“I certainly do,” Flora told her, “since Douglas has suddenly decided to work late this evening after I told him more than a week ago that the Hendersons would be expecting him. One would almost think my children tried to upset me deliberately,” she observed irritably to the room in general.
Poor Flora! Christine thought sadly, she was so firmly caught in her own web, denied the confidence of her children because she had never given them confidence in anything but her indomitable will.
“Perhaps we could go to the pictures, Aunt Flora?” she suggested helpfully, knowing that she had not been included in the Hendersons’ invitation. “You said you would like to see that film that’s on at Shawlands Cross.”

“I don’t think I’ll go out at all,” Flora answered peevishly.

Christine wrote her father a letter that night, filling it with the doings of her far-from-busy day in an effort to make it appear that she was contented. But when John Helmsdale read her letter, he read also between the lines, and the thought of Christine being unhappy troubled him greatly.

“I wonder if we did right,” he mused, sitting over a last pipe with Georgina while she darned his socks in the chair across the hearth. “Her whole interest is here in Kinaird and she’ll never be happy while she stays away.”
“Give her time,” his wife answered. “She’ll make friends in Glasgow, but after a while, if we think she’s still not too happy down there, we can find a reason to bring her back again.”
“I wouldn’t want to leave it too late,” John said uneasily. “I’ve seen lives spoiled by just one wrong decision.”
“I don’t think it was a wrong decision Christine made, and I don’t think we were wrong to agree to her going,” Georgina returned positively. “She needed the change, though I don’t suppose some of the folk about here have stopped talking about her going yet.”
“I’ve stopped hearing!” John said tersely. “I was up at Glenavon this afternoon, by the way. Old Ben’s had another touch of gout and there’s no living with him In consequence, but I thought, too, that there was something else on his mind. He didn’t say anything, but I’ve an idea he wants that nephew of his to come back, after all. The two of them will never do at the quarries—old Ben has to be the undisputed authority every time—but he may be thinking of retiring. The man’s well over sixty and I told him it was high time he was sitting back and taking things easy.”
“Do you think young Treverson will come back?” Georgina asked.
“I’ve no idea.” John frowned and knocked out the contents of his pipe on the edge of the fireplace. “Kinaird needs young blood, but it needs steady folk, folk that won’t rush off when things go wrong or the tempo of life isn’t suiting them.”

“They say young Treverson is like that.”

“I wonder if they really know.” He stood up and took a turn around the room, coming back to stand beside her chair. “Do you remember when I wanted to go to sea? Do you remember when all my thoughts were of boats and the prospect of medicine as a career was irksome to me? I even knew you then,” he added, not entirely irrelevantly.
“But you soon settled,” she reminded him. “Maybe we all have an unsettled time in our lives to make us more sure when we do settle down.”

“You never had,” he said with conviction.

“I knew what I wanted,” she answered simply, adding with a rare show of emotion: “I aye knew I’d be happiest wherever you wanted to be.”
He put his hand on her shoulder in a gesture of affection and humble thankfulness for her abiding love and a lifetime’s service to his career, and then he glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece.

“Nigel and Rhona are late, aren’t they?” he observed.

“They were to have their suppers with Mrs. MacNeish, and maybe they’ve walked back along the road. It’s a grand night for a walk along the loch.”

John grunted and nodded.

“I’m fond of that boy,” he confessed, “and Rhona would make him a good wife.”

“If his thoughts weren’t elsewhere,” Georgina answered in a disturbed voice. “I’m thinking it’s Christine his heart is set on, and I’m wondering if that’s why she went away.”

It seemed to Christine that these first few weeks of early summer sped with amazing rapidity in spite of her feeling of homesickness and the fact that she would never feel really settled in her aunt’s household. Flora found a lot to occupy her time, and one afternoon each week she went down to Douglas’s surgery to relieve his receptionist, a job which she thoroughly enjoyed doing. The experience, she believed, would come in useful one day, although the first time she had put on the white surgery coat and smelt the familiar tang of disinfectant in her nostrils such a longing for Kinaird had assailed her that she had felt ready to lay down everything and take the first train home.

Douglas had noticed her preoccupation and consequently had been kind and considerate, and after that first day she had looked forward to the weekly visit to the surgery as an oasis in a barren land of futile tasks around the house.
And then one day Iona came in from the library, white faced and tight lipped. She made only a pretense of eating and disappeared into the garden as soon as the table was cleared.
“What’s wrong with Iona?” her mother demanded, looking after her daughter with knitted brows. “She’s had an awful lot of those moods lately.”
“Maybe she’s in love!” Douglas offered, unconscious of how near the truth he was. “I’ve heard folk have different ways of showing it!”
“Whom could she be in love with—unless it was someone we knew?” Flora voiced the question with a slight lack of conviction, as her eyes searched her son’s face, but Douglas merely looked amused. “You’ve no right to make such suggestions, Doug,” she accused him, “when you know how they worry me!”
“I’m sorry,” he apologized instantly, “but really, mother, you shouldn’t worry so much. People fall in love and get married every day.”
“Other people!” Flora answered dryly. “It’s quite a different matter when it comes to one’s own family,” She turned querulous eyes upon her niece. “Christine,” she demanded, “has Iona spoken to you?”

“About being in love?” Christine turned at the door. “Of course,” she smiled. “All girls do. We wonder what it’s really like, and sometimes we talk about it.”
“You know I meant specifically!” her aunt said sharply. “Has Iona mentioned anyone at the library, for instance—” she added suspiciously.
“Good heavens, mother! You wouldn’t expect Chris to tell you that, even if she knew!” Douglas interposed.
All the resentment that Christine had long suspected, lay in Flora’s voice as she retorted, “I wouldn’t expect Christine to do anything for me unless it pleased her, even in spite of all I have done for her these past few weeks!”
Christine blushed, but managed to say quietly, “I’m sorry I’ve been a burden to you, Aunt Flora, but I simply refuse to carry tales.”
She made her way from the room, feeling blindly angry and subconsciously seeking Iona’s companionship in the shady garden away from sight and sound of the house.
Her cousin was seated on the low terrace wall surrounding the tennis court, and she started almost guiltily at the sound of footsteps behind her. When she saw Christine she smiled.
“Mother has sent you out for me, I suppose?” she asked listlessly.

“No, I came out here because	I felt I had to get away, too, Iona.” Christine sat	 down on the sun-drenched Hags and ran the palm of her hand lightly over the clump of purple arabis at her side. “Is it Bob?” she asked.

Her cousin nodded. “He’s got another job ... away from the library.”
Christine felt her heart subside in genuine disappointment. “Oh—!”

“It’s ... a much better job,” Iona went on tonelessly. “It’s really a great chance for him and I ought to be glad.”
“But you’re not, because he’ll be going away from Glasgow?”

“Yes.” Iona gulped. “That’s it. I ... perhaps I’ll never see him again.”

“Surely you can write to one another?”
“How could I, with mother censoring all my mail!”
Christine was silent.

“I wish I knew what to do,” Iona said. “Oh, Chris, I feel so dreadfully unhappy I could die.”
“Nobody has ever really died for love when it wasn’t completely hopeless,” Christine assured her practically.
“But you know how hopeless my love will be as soon as mother finds out.”
“It’s your life,” Christine said firmly. “Has Bob asked you to write to him?”
“Not yet.” Iona sighed. “I think he knows about mother.”
“You’re accepting unhappiness now,” Christine told her. “You’re even meeting it halfway.”

“What would you do? Oh, Chris, tell me!”

“It wouldn’t apply,” Christine said firmly. “We’re as different as chalk from cheese.”
“You don’t need to tell me that,” Iona said despondently. “I know. And I know what you would do in these circumstances. You would go out and meet your love and stand by him in the face of everything, wouldn’t you?” She swallowed hard. “But I’m not like that. I’m too much of a coward. People defeat me so easily, Chris. I can’t stand up to people.”
“You must learn to,” Christine said kindly, conscious of something in her young cousin’s words that had stirred her profoundly. “We can’t live our lives according to someone else’s pattern, and we must stand up for the things we believe in. We’re only cowards when we run away.”

“I can’t imagine your running away from anything!”

“I’m wondering if I did run away ... once, and not so long ago,” Christine said with sudden difficulty. “I thought I had another reason for it, but—that’s by the way. When does Bob leave?”
“In a week’s time. It’s so short.” Iona looked into space, seeing beyond that week to the empty months ahead. “If only I had the courage to take my happiness.”
“Why don’t you tell your mother about him quite frankly?” Christine suggested. “If Bob wants to marry you—”

“He’s never asked me. I’ve only wished it with all my heart. It’s a hopeless situation, isn’t it?”
Christine, who never admitted that any situation was entirely hopeless, said abruptly, “Why not leave everything to Bob? He’s old enough to know his own mind ... and yours, too. Nothing is ever as hopeless as it seems at first, Iona. It’s hard to believe, but it’s true.”
“I wish I were as positive about these things as you are,” Iona said wistfully. “You’re always so certain about the right thing to do.”
“Perhaps we can’t be really certain about these things when we’re in love,” Christine returned thoughtfully. “I do want you to be happy, Iona,” she added impulsively, “more than anything else in the world.”
Iona pressed her hand silently, getting to her feet and turning back toward the house as her mother came across the lawn in search of them.
“Don’t worry too much!” Christine had time to whisper. “Everything is sure to turn out all right.”
She thought of those last reassuring words of her own many times during the following week, wondering what had made her give such an assurance when she had no real conviction to offer. Was it because one must assure people one liked, to try to keep them happy? Was it because she believed that love—true love—must conquer all things? If only Iona had the strength of will to carry her to final victory and happiness, she thought, and then those words of her cousin’s that had stirred her so profoundly came back to her again. “You’d go out and meet your love and stand by him in the face of everything.”
That would be what she would have to do-—what she would do if ever love came her way and the road was not smooth. She had always been quite sure about that. Why, then, should she feel, suddenly, that opportunity had passed her by?
It could have nothing to do with her advice to Iona, it could have nothing to do with Nigel or his love for her. What then? Was it really tangled up with Kinaird and her love and longing for Lochaber’s mystic shore? She thrust the name of Huntley Treverson away from her, but it came back, relentlessly, again and again.
It was in her mind so often that she almost rejected it impatiently when she finally heard it one afternoon in her cousin’s surgery. Douglas was seeing his last patient to the door and she was turning off the sterilizer when the telephone rang in the adjoining office. She went to answer the call, opening the appointment book automatically with her other hand and feeling for her pen.

“Dr. Lamington’s surgery,” she announced.

“Good afternoon,” said a vaguely familiar voice. “Could I make an appointment for one day next week?”
She consulted the neatly ruled columns in the book before her with a ridiculous sense of remoteness.
“Thursday,” she suggested. “No ... Wednesday at half-past three. Would that suit you? I’m afraid it is the only vacancy—the earliest vacancy,” she amended hurriedly.
“Wednesday? Yes, that should be all right. It will be a filling, I think.”

“And the name?”

But already she knew the name, and her heart was thumping foolishly against her side because it was the one name in Glasgow that brought Lochaber close, that brought back memories and sudden, foolish tears.
“Treverson,” she heard him say. “Huntley Treverson. Thank you very much. Good afternoon.”
He had not recognized her voice, he did not even know that they had been speaking to one another! Well, she reflected, scribbling in the appointment, why should he? And why had she chosen Wednesday, which was her afternoon at the surgery, when she could quite easily have put him safely in on Thursday instead?
Did it matter? Did any of these things matter? It was only because she was upset, remembering about Kinaird, that she thought of them at all, she tried to assure herself.
She told Douglas about the appointment when he came in. “Getting me patients already?” he laughed. “I’ll bet that’s why he’s coming!”

“Why? You don’t mean ... because of me?”
“Well, there are scores of other dental surgeons in Glasgow.”

“He may live nearby,” she suggested almost stiffly, trying in vain to subdue the color that rose to her cheeks. “I don’t think for a moment that he made his appointment with you because you were my cousin.”
“Don’t you? Well, frankly, I do, and I don’t blame him!” Douglas grinned. “I rather admire a guy who knows what he wants and goes after it!”
“Now you are being ridiculous,” she accused with some severity. “He merely wants a tooth filled.”

“I can oblige in that respect,” he said.

Driving home together, they picked up his mother as she stepped off the bus at Eastwood Toll. Christine thought her aunt looked tired and irritated.
“Thank goodness you’ve come, Doug!” she exclaimed. “I’m positively worn out. I had no idea you would be finished so early or I would have called in at the surgery and waited for a lift home.”
“What was it this afternoon?” Doug asked carelessly. “Bridge?”
“No, indeed!” Flora pursed her lips. “Something not quite so pleasant, I’m afraid.” She gave Christine a brief, sideways glance which suggested that her niece might be connected with her anger in one way or another. “It’s amazing that one can’t trust one’s family all of a sudden,” she added with accentuated bitterness. “I always thought I had brought both Iona and you up to be truthful and honest.”
“What exactly has happened?” Douglas asked humorously. “It’s nothing I’ve done, I hope?”
“No Doug, I believe you have more sense than to worry me in this way,” his mother said fretfully. “But Iona apparently thinks that most things are well lost for what she considers love. I feel that Iona must have had a good deal of encouragement from outside before deciding to go against my wishes so pointedly.”
This was too much for Christine, and she said bluntly, “If you feel that I encouraged Iona, Aunt Flora, you’re wrong, but I have met Bob Niven and I think he’s a fine man,” she added deliberately.
“He’s years and years older than Iona, and he hasn’t a penny!” Flora pointed out wrathfully. “If you think that’s any match for my daughter after all the advantages I’ve given her, you’re mistaken. And the ingratitude of Iona—”
Words failed her for the moment and Douglas, who had been looking decidedly uncomfortable as he steered the car through the homeward-bound traffic, said briskly, “Look here, mother, couldn’t we postpone all this until we get home and give Iona a chance to speak for herself? I’m quite sure Chris had nothing to do with it because Iona knew this fellow long before Chris came to Glasgow.” His mother looked at him askance. It was a bad moment for Flora Lamington.
“Are you telling me that you knew about this, too?” she cried, rounding on her son. “But this is too much! Is there no loyalty in this family at all?”
“I ... well, the fact is, I knew it would upset you,” Douglas confessed sheepishly, “so I thought the best thing to do was to keep quiet about the whole affair. Possibly I thought it would blow over and no real harm done, but now it does seem that things are serious and ... well, suppose this fellow does want to marry Iona? I guess it’s their pigeon, isn’t it? All the same, I’d help if they really needed money just at first—”
“Stop talking nonsense!” his mother broke in. “There’s no question of Iona marrying this man ... none at all! In any case, he told me today that he was leaving Glasgow to take work elsewhere.”
Christine gazed at her aunt in astonishment. Flora must have gone to the library and challenged Bob Niven!
“I went to see him this afternoon,” she confessed. “I was quite straightforward about the whole thing and I think he appreciated my point of view. He hadn’t a great deal to say for himself, but he admitted that he thought it best to go away. He has probably come to see how preposterous the whole thing really is,” she concluded with a superior smile.
She talked on in the same strain long after they had entered the house, and gradually Douglas drifted away to the garage until tea was served. Christine began to watch the clock, nervous about Iona’s homecoming and even thinking of suggesting that she might go halfway to meet her cousin so that she could explain quietly to Iona just what had happened and give her time to think. By six-thirty Flora decided she could not wait any longer.

“We’ll have our tea,” she decided. “I’ve always taught my family to be punctual for meals.”
They had almost finished their tea when they heard Iona’s key in the lock, but she did not come immediately into the dining room.
“I’ll get some fresh tea,” Christine offered, rising, but her aunt motioned her back into her seat.
“Sit where you are, Christine, if you please,” she commanded, but Christine would not sit to hear her gentle cousin reprimanded like a schoolgirl.
When Iona came into the room, she rose and began to collect their used plates, carrying them out to the kitchen.
The storm of her aunt’s abuse floated through to her even over the sound of running water in the sink, and the daily maid was quite openly postponing the moment of her departure to hear the outcome of it.
“I think you can go now, Minnie,” Christine told her firmly. “I’ll finish off in here.”
“Are you quite sure, miss? I could stay. Mrs. Lamington likes everything tidied up before I go.”
“There are only a few cups and I can manage these. Off you go!” Christine was adamant.
Minnie made her reluctant departure and with the banging of the back door Christine became aware of an ominous silence in the dining room beyond. Presently she heard footsteps on the stairs, someone going heavily up to the floor above. Iona? She waited for a few minutes and then her aunt came to the kitchen door.
“If you are going upstairs, Christine,” she said severely, “you can tell Iona that I won’t have sulking. The Hendersons are coming over for tennis this evening. Perhaps she has forgotten. You will tell her to change her frock and come down at once.” Her voice was peremptory, her mouth unsmiling as she looked across the expanse of checkered flooring to where her niece stood at the table. “I don’t quite know what part you have played in all this,” she said, “but if you knew about Iona’s affair with this man I find it very reprehensible of you to have lied to me the way you did the other afternoon.”
“I don’t think I lied to you, Aunt Flora,” Christine returned quietly. “You couldn’t expect me to carry tales, but after this, I feel that I have no right to go on accepting your hospitality. It has been good of you to have me here and I appreciate it, but I’ve thought for some time that I should be earning my own living now, so if you don’t mind, I’ll look for an apartment and find myself a job.”
Flora looked completely nonplussed for a second, but after she had drawn a swift breath, she said, “I think that might be the best thing all around. You’ve always been encouraged in your independence at home, but I feel it my duty to write to your father and acquaint him with your views.”
“I shall be writing to him myself,” Christine said firmly. “I don’t think dad expected me to remain idle for long.”
“Just as you like.” Flora seemed almost relieved that the initiative had not come from her. “We must all live our own lives, of course.”
The hypocrisy of that final remark would have struck Christine as being humorous if she had not suddenly thought of Iona sitting somewhere upstairs with a world of despair in her heart, and the thought brought with it sudden doubt of her own action.
For my own sake, she thought, I must go, but what must I do for Iona’s sake? And then her own words came rushing back, and she could not gainsay them. “I’ll stand by you, Iona, if ever there’s any trouble.”
Well, that was it! She would stand by. She turned to go upstairs. What a day it had been, and it wasn’t over yet! The Hendersons were on the doorstep.
Christine found herself whisked back to the kitchen to prepare sandwiches and coffee, and when the door bell rang at seven o’clock she went to answer its summons with a sigh of weariness. What now?

Huntley Treverson was standing on the doorstep.

“May I come in?” he asked. “There’s something I have to say to you, Christine.”
She held onto the handle, realizing that she was steadying herself against the shock of complete surprise.
“What’s the matter?” he asked whimsically. “Don’t tell me I’ve done the wrong thing again!”
“No ... no ... of course not! It’s only that my aunt has company.” She felt as if she was speaking against time, trying to gather her scattered thoughts, wondering what she should do about this most unexpected and, to her aunt, at least, unwelcome caller. “I ... there must be somewhere we can talk without being interrupted,” she added lamely.
“Wouldn’t the garden do?” he asked in a tone which seemed to recall their previous meeting in the garden at Kinaird.
“The family is in the garden, playing tennis.” She stood back, opening the door wider. “I think we had better go into the lounge.” There was a slight smile playing about his firm lips as he followed her across the hall into the large, over-furnished room.
“I think I’ll have to ask you to hurry,” she confessed. “I’m not overly popular this evening. My aunt and I have had a slight difference of opinion, and I suppose I am more or less under notice.”
“To quit?” His eyes searched her face. “Then ... you’re going home?”

“No. I can’t go home yet.”

“That is why I’ve come,” he said briefly. “To ask you to go home now because I know you will want to go very soon. I know the need to go will be too great in the end even for your determination.”
She looked back at him, her puzzled eyes demanding an explanation.
“Why do you say I should go now?” Her voice quickened. “You haven’t heard anything ... any bad news.”
“No, nothing like that,” he told her swiftly. “On the contrary, everybody appears to be in the best of health and spirits. My uncle has even invited me to choose the job I would like in Kinaird.”
“You’re going to work there?” There was deep longing and envy in her voice and she had to struggle with a sudden mist of tears. “How lucky you are! It was ... what you wanted, I suppose?” Somehow, without waiting for his answer, she knew that it was, knew it beyond any shadow of a doubt, and she envied him with all her heart.

“Well,” he asked, “what about you?”

“Me? It doesn’t concern me, except that I envy you very, very much.”
“Christine,” he said almost roughly, taking a step nearer as if to emphasize what he had to say, “don’t you see what I’m trying to put to you? I want you to go back before I do, before the same old tongues begin to wag.”
“Saying I followed you back?” She flushed painfully, but she could see nothing but concern for herself in his suggestion and thanked him for it though she could not do as he wished.

“I won’t be going back for a long time,” she said.

“You’ll eat your heart out in longing in some dusty office when you might be riding bareheaded through the glens?” His voice was suddenly rough and edged with an impatience he did not even try to disguise. “Christine, are you a complete lunatic?”

“Don’t—!” she protested, feeling on the verge of tears.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized immediately, “but the whole thing makes me furious. I can’t see any sense in it at all.”
“Tell me what you are going to do,” she demanded, steering the conversation away from herself with a deliberation equal to his own. “Are you going into the quarrying with your uncle?”
“I’m going to try to get him out of it, or, failing that, to try new methods at another site.”

“You’ll have difficulties,” she warned.

He smiled grimly. “No one knows that better than I do. I’ve been having difficulty with Uncle Ben for as long as I can remember!”
“It’s strange,” Christine mused, “that I can’t remember anything about you when you lived at Glenavon as a child. I think I only have one reasonably clear impression, and that is of a very small boy standing up to a raging giant of a man for some reason or other and the small boy not seeming the least bit frightened or even looking very impressed!”
“That’s possibly because I knew that his bark was generally worse than his bite!” he laughed. “Anyway, I’m hoping I’ve kept the trait.” He swung around as if to leave. “But I’m disappointed that I have failed to make you change your mind. You’re quite sure you won’t reconsider?”
“No, I can’t. It’s not because I don’t want to. There’s another reason.”

“Kilbridge?”

“Some of it has to do with Nigel,” she confessed truthfully, “but not in the way you mean. We haven’t quarreled.”
He swung around to the window, looking out at the garden under the trees. “You said you were leaving here,” he remarked. “Where will you go?”

“Into an apartment, or even to a hostel.”
“I can’t imagine you in an apartment.”

“Why not? I mean to become a most efficient working woman!” He smiled at that. “I don’t doubt your efficiency, but wasn’t it apparent enough at Kinaird?”
She wondered if he meant to hurt her by these sudden reminders of home. “I suppose it was,” she admitted quietly, “but that’s all over now.”

“It needn’t be. You want to go home and—”
“And?”

He shook his head. “With some people the desire alone would be father to the deed.”
“I’m quite as selfish as that, really,” she said. “I’ll go as soon as I feel that there is the slightest chance of my being completely happy there.”
He came back to the hearthrug, looking down at her. “You’ll promise me that?” he asked.

“I have already promised myself.”

He picked up his cap. “I’ll make myself scarce, then, in case I intrude on your aunt’s party!” He seemed to be speaking at random, his thoughts already elsewhere. “Christine,” he said before they reached the door, “you have a week in which to change your mind.”

She looked steadily back into his eyes.

“I won’t change it,” she told him with the utmost conviction, “but thank you for making the offer.”
“I think you’re being extremely foolish,” he told her with exasperation, “but it’s entirely up to you.”
They had reached the door when there was the sound of voices outside and feet crossing the tiled floor of the hall. Suddenly her aunt’s voice drifted through to them.
“It’s really too cold to sit out any longer,” Flora was saying. “One gets so chilled on these early summer evenings, though the young people never seem to feel it. Can I get you a woolly coat, Madge? That dress of yours looks rather thin.”
Mrs. Henderson was remarking that her frock was really remarkably warm when Christine opened the door. Forever afterward Christine was to remember the look of consternation that spread over her aunt’s face. Flora’s party manners were impeccable, however. She remembered that she had guests in the house so that none of her inward fury was visible as she forced a smile. “Entertaining, Christine?” she queried briefly.
“This is Huntley Treverson, Aunt Flora,” Christine introduced them. “He came to let me know that he is going back to Kinaird.” It appeared to be an unfortunate disclosure, for Mrs. Lamington was quite incapable of suppressing a frown.
“How very nice,” she managed. “Are you going there for a holiday, Mr. Treverson?” she enquired politely.
“I’m hoping to settle there,” he answered, restraining a smile. “And now, if you will kindly excuse me, I must go. I have quite a bit of work to get through before I travel north next week.”
And quite a bit of entertaining, Christine thought, wondering about that side of his Glasgow leave-taking for no reason at all, while the name of Laura Bramshaw brushed across her mind with an unpleasant roughness.
“You won’t want to keep your appointment at the surgery next Wednesday if you are going away,” she suggested as they went down the garden path together. “I booked it this afternoon, though you hadn’t the vaguest idea!” she added.
“It didn’t sound like you—clipped and precise, but I’ll still be there on Wednesday. I don’t propose to go north until Friday morning.”

His words stirred a strange relief in her heart. Relief because she would see him again, because she knew this was not really goodbye.

“I must go,” she said hurriedly, almost breathlessly. “Aunt Flora’s guests consume literally piles of sandwiches and I’m supposed to cope with that sort of thing!”

He closed the gate between them.
“Good luck, Christine—whatever you do,” he said.
She stood watching him go down the road.

Home! Her eyes clouded with tears and because she was alone for a moment she did not drive them away. He had been thoughtful, offering her that chance, and she saw him now in a new light and could not reconcile his thoughtfulness with the reputation he had built up for himself in Kinaird.
“A penny for them, Chris, though, by the look of you, they must be worth that and more!”

She swung around, startled by the voice.

“Oh, Doug!” She laughed away the remains of her emotion. “Am I wanted in the house?”
“I expect you are, but another five minutes won’t make much difference.” He put a friendly arm around her shoulders as they walked slowly back across the lawn. “Look here, Chris, are you really determined to leave us? I heard mother telling Mrs. H. that you had made up your mind to go.”
“Yes, I told her I wanted to look for a job, and I’m still quite convinced that I should find something to do.” She paused, thinking again of Iona and the promise she had made, realizing that she was anything but sure about wanting to leave Merrivale now that her cousin might have need of her.
“I’m wondering if I can fix you up with a job,” he said. “I heard yesterday that old MacDornoch was without a receptionist, but he’s a difficult old sinner to work for.”
“I’d take a chance on that.” Her eyes were eager. “It’s the kind of work I’d love, and you know that I rather fancy myself in a white coat!”
He laughed with her, but he knew that was far from being her only reason for wanting to work in a surgery. He knew that it brought her nearer home, nearer to the work she had always loved.
“I’ll phone him in the morning,” he promised, withdrawing his arm to let her pass into the house before him.
Christine did not find an opportunity to speak to Iona before they went to bed because she was still busy in the kitchen when her cousin went upstairs. When she finally did pass along the corridor to her own room there was no line of light beneath Iona’s door.
I’ll walk to the Toll with her in the morning, she decided, but in the morning her aunt intervened again.

“Doug will take you down in the car, Iona,” she decreed. “It’s very wet. I don’t know why you must carry all these books back and forth from work. Surely that could be done in the library?” Christine thought that Iona flushed slightly as she lifted her heavy attaché case.
“I don’t mind doing the work.” She looked around the familiar room as if not quite sure what answer she had made, hesitating, it seemed, on the verge of a decision. “When your heart’s in a thing you don’t mind how much ... trouble it costs you.” Her voice quivered and steadied again. “I’ve got to go,” she said. “Goodbye.” Swiftly she bent and kissed her mother on the cheek, smiled across the table at Christine with sudden tears in her eyes, took one brief, almost despairing look at the portrait of her father hanging over the high mantelpiece and followed her brother from the room.
“Iona is far too emotional,” her mother observed, finishing her toast. “She will always need a very firm hand.”






 

CHAPTER SIX

It was half-past six before Douglas returned home that evening, and Iona had not come back. Flora had begun glancing at the clock every few minutes with an impatient frown creasing her brow. Presently she put down her knitting and translated her annoyance into actual words.

“Iona’s very late! She may have waited for a bus up from the Toll and found them all full. You had better go down as far as the Toll and see if she’s sheltering there, Doug.”

“I looked as I came past,” Douglas assured her, “but I can quite easily go down again.” He went out to put on his raincoat, assuring them from the hall in a loud voice that he would probably meet his sister on the way.

“She should have been here an hour ago,” Flora said severely. “Meals seem to be of no consequence in this house these days!”
“The buses are very full on a wet night,” Douglas reminded her as he went out.
He drove away, passing the drenched figure of a man in a long raincoat as he turned out of the driveway, but going on his way because he had no idea that the stranger was about to turn in at the gates of his home and walk slowly toward the front door, pausing only to change his stick from one hand to the other before he rang the bell.
Christine answered the summons, and a small, quick pulse began to hammer in her throat as she recognized their visitor.
“I would like to speak to Mrs. Lamington,” Bob Niven said. “Perhaps she will agree to see me when she knows I have come from Iona.”

Christine stepped back into the hall.

“Will you come in?” she asked. “I’ll tell my aunt you’re here.” She ushered him into the lounge, quite sure that she was taking the only possible course in the circumstances and hoping that, whatever had happened to bring Bob Niven to Merrivale, it would all turn out well for Iona.
Mrs. Lamington looked up expectantly when she opened the dining-room door.

“Well,” she demanded, “who is it?”

“Someone called Bob Niven,” Christine said briefly. “He’s a friend of Iona’s.”
“That man!” Mrs. Lamington half rose to her feet and then subsided in her chair. “I won’t see him! What colossal impertinence, coming here like this!”
“I think you had better see him, Aunt Flora,” Christine advised quietly. “You see, he has come from Iona.”

Flora’s face grew pale and curiously tense.

“But where is Iona?” she demanded, sudden fear stirring in her eyes. “If she’s with this man—”
“At the moment he is alone,” Christine said, “and I have asked him into the lounge. You had better see him, Aunt Flora—for Iona’s sake, at least.”
Her appeal had been quite spontaneous, but for a moment Flora hesitated. Then she squared her shoulders and moved resolutely toward the door.
“Very well,” she agreed, “but if he thinks he has anything to gain by coming here like this, I shall very quickly assure him how mistaken he is!”

She marched quickly across the hall.

Bob Niven was standing before the fire where Christine had left him, his shabby, rain-soaked felt hat still in his hand. Neither spoke as they measured each other with deeply penetrating glances.
“Well,” asked Flora at last, “what can I do for you, Mr. Niven? It is rather surprising to see you here after our conversation of less than a week ago.”
“A good many things have changed in that week, Mrs. Lamington,” he returned quietly. “That’s why I have come to see you.”
“Where is my daughter?” Flora demanded.

“She is with my mother.”

The admission infuriated her. “With your mother?” she repeated. “But this is complete audacity on your part! What right had you to take her there, may I ask?”
His fingers tightened on his stick. “Mrs. Lamington,” he said, keeping his temper with difficulty, “when Iona left here this morning she had no intention of returning. She had made up her mind to cut herself adrift, but she’s not the kind who can do that sort of thing without caring very much, and the emotional stress it caused has been too much for her. She had decided to go to a hostel and write to you from there, but I met her in the lunch hour to say goodbye to her and I realized then how near to collapse she really was. I couldn’t persuade her to come home—in spite of what you must be thinking, I did try—and she was in no state to return to the library, so the only reasonable thing seemed to take her to my mother.”

Flora drew a deep, quivering breath.

“You seem to have taken a great deal upon yourself, Mr. Niven,” she remarked icily, “but now you will oblige me by telling me exactly where my daughter is, so that her brother can go and bring her home at once.”

Some of the patience and kindliness went out of Robert Niven’s eyes.
“I’m afraid it’s not going to be that easy,” he returned firmly. “Iona and I are in love with one another and we want to be married as soon as possible. I wasn’t going to speak to her at all,” he went on, “but after today I recognized my mistake. I’m twelve years older than she is, admittedly, but I believe now that it makes very little difference so long as I can give her all she needs.”

Flora uttered a short, forced laugh.

“And you really believe that you can give her everything she needs on a few paltry pounds per week, with your mother to keep in the bargain!” she taunted. “Do you think you can give her the kind of home she has been used to, the comfort and security she has always had, the right social background? If you do, you are a fool—several times a fool!” she assured him. “You must be mad even to imagine that my daughter could find happiness away from her own people.”
“I don’t want to take Iona away from her people,” he said quietly, “but I mean to marry her. I have just accepted a job in Aberdeen, and when we are married we will live there. It isn’t so very far away—”
“If Iona marries you, it may as well be at the end of the earth!” was Flora’s ultimatum, given in a voice that was choked with wrath and frustration. “I shall not give my consent to such a marriage ... never so long as I live!”
“Isn’t that rather a foolish attitude?” he asked. “Iona and I mean to marry, with or without your consent, but she will never be really happy while you remain estranged.”
“That’s for her to decide!” Flora was unshaken in her determination. “I have brought her up to respect her parents, but now it seems that she is ready to disregard a lifetime’s training for one stupid whim. Well, if that is what she wishes to do I shall not stand in her way, but I warn you that there will be no help forthcoming from me when things begin to go wrong!”

He drew himself up with a dignity which tamed her wrath.

“We are not setting out on that assumption,” he assured her. “I would have liked it much better if you had come around to my way of thinking, Mrs. Lamington, and Iona would have been a great deal happier with her mother’s blessing on her wedding day, but we will have to do without it—unless you change your mind in the meantime.”
“I have told you that I shall never change my mind,” Flora cried passionately, like a thwarted child. “I have no daughter now: she has chosen to defy me!”
“I think,” he said slowly, “that it would be nearer the truth to say that Iona has appealed to you in vain. I’m sorry about this, Mrs. Lamington,” he added, “but it is your daughter’s wish as well as mine.”
She watched him limp toward the door, pausing there a moment as if to give her time to speak, to retrieve her harshly worded condemnation of her daughter and grant Iona the full measure of her happiness at the beginning of her married life. But she did not move, and he went out with a murmured leave-taking to which she would not even respond.
When the front door had closed behind him the stillness of death seemed to descend upon the house, and it was fully ten minutes before she moved toward the dining room where her niece waited. “You know why that man came here, I suppose,” she said.
“I know it was about Iona,” Christine answered. “Can you tell me what has happened, Aunt Flora?”
“I can tell you that I have washed my hands of my daughter,” Flora said grimly. “I have never tolerated disobedience, but suddenly I am faced with it in another form. Iona is determined to marry this ... this library clerk and will do so now, he assures me, without my consent.”
“Aunt Flora, where is Iona?” Christine asked when this tirade had come to an end.
“With this man’s mother. I believe they live in Springburn, of all places.”

Christine took a swift turn about the big, showy room.
“Would you like me to go there—to see Iona?” she asked.
There was the barest pause before Flora said decisively, “Not as an emissary of mine! I have no intention of pleading with my daughter to come back to me.”

“Iona won’t be happy,” Christine said with deep conviction. “She was far too fond of her home and her family to have done this without thought.”
“I think she has shown very little consideration for her family,” her aunt retorted. “What am I to say to people? What am I to tell the Hendersons? Even in these days, a girl running away to be married is a complete disgrace, socially.”
In spite of her instant impatience Christine felt sorry for this strange, proud woman who was her father’s sister yet so far removed from him in character and outlook that they might have been brought up in different worlds. She could not think of any way in which she might help unless it was to find Iona and try to reason with her. Yet how could she even attempt to persuade her cousin that what she was about to do was wrong when she was so firmly convinced that Iona was doing the only thing possible in the circumstances?
“If you would let me go to see her,” she repeated, “I could at least tell you if she is well.”
“You may please yourself,” Flora told her coldly, adding unexpectedly, “You will not, of course, be leaving Merrivale now, not until ... things are more settled. Douglas will be very upset.” How could anyone be expected to understand Aunt Flora, Christine wondered, as she went to supervise the neglected tea. How could one reconcile her harshness toward Iona and that appeal not to desert Merrivale? Was it merely pride raising its head again, or was it the one glimpse of a lonely, elderly woman who had failed in the upbringing of her family and suddenly realized it?
The whole future outlook was like a gigantic jigsaw puzzle that had been wilfully scattered by a petulant child, and none of the pieces seemed to fit. They appeared more widely scattered when, two days later, she telephoned Bob Niven at the library and arranged to accompany him to Springburn to see her cousin.
Bob hadn’t very much to say when they met. He looked strangely drawn and tired, and when they were seated in the bus she was first to break a long silence.
“Don’t worry too much about Iona and the future, Bob,” she advised. “Things have a way of straightening themselves out in the end. All we need is plenty of patience.”
“I’ve tried to be patient,” he answered, “but it’s difficult when you see someone you love suffering as Iona has done.” He turned toward her, his eyes deeply shadowed by anxiety. “She’s been ill since she came to us and we sent for the doctor yesterday. She says she’s on the verge of a complete breakdown, brought on by mental suppression.” He sat gazing down at his locked hands. “I’ve felt guilty, as if I had no right to tell her of my love and inflict this added burden of frustration and unhappiness on her at such a time,” he said dismally.

Christine put an impulsive hand on his arm.

“Don’t think that your love has hurt her, Bob,” she persuaded gently. “I think this rebellion of Iona’s had to come for her own sake, and it is only the knowledge of your love that will be sustaining her now. I’m not really surprised about the breakdown,” she added truthfully. “Iona is sensitive and easily hurt, but at least she knows now that her love is returned.”
“I hope you’re right,” he confessed. “I was beginning to doubt my own judgment.”
“Iona could never love anyone else,” Christine told him with the utmost conviction.
She did not hesitate to tell him the truth about the situation at Merrivale because even in the short time of their acquaintance she recognized this man’s ability to face the truth with courage and complete understanding.
“There’s only one snag, Christine,” he said as they got off the bus. “The doctor does not advise a quick marriage. She thinks Iona should go away for a month or two into restful surroundings where she might be able to forget her former unhappiness. By that time we should be firmly settled in Aberdeen. I’d be able to take her there without her being involved in the confusion of moving.”

“It sounds logical enough,” Christine agreed.
“The problem is, where can she go alone?”
They were walking up a quiet avenue with tall, red sandstone tenements on one side and neat, semi-detached villas on the other, but suddenly Christine was walking in a Highland glen where the hills came close and blue water sparkled in the sun, and the air was balm and comfort to a troubled soul.

“She must go to my home,” Christine said. “She must go to Lochaber.”

Bob Niven turned to her, his gratitude shining in his eyes.
“This is good of you, Christine “

“It’s only natural that she should go there,” Christine said as they paused before a small wicker gate set in a low stone wall over which she glimpsed a square of neatly kept garden and white steps leading up to a vestibule and an open glass door. “My father is a doctor and will be able to look after her.”
“I couldn’t have hoped for anything like this,” he confessed as he led the way toward the welcoming doorway. “You’ll help me to persuade her, won’t you? At the moment her one thought seems to be to get back to work, imagining, I suppose, that she’s a burden to us.”
“She musn’t think of it,” Christine declared, as a small, frail-looking lady came toward them from the long passage leading to the back of the house.

“This is my mother.” Bob introduced them.

“You’re Iona’s cousin? Come in, my dear,” Jenny Niven said. “We’re living in one room at present because we’re busy packing. It’s such a stir, sorting out all the bits and pieces and deciding what can stay and what must be thrown out.” She smiled pleasantly, looking up at her son, who slipped an affectionate arm around her shoulders. “We cling to so many odd little things as we grow older—junk, Bob calls them, but they’re all tangled up in our memories.”
“Take ‘em all with you, then!” her son encouraged her. “We’ll find a corner for them so long as they’ll make you happy.”
After that there was no question in Christine’s mind about liking Bob Niven and no doubt about Iona’s ultimate happiness.
Iona was lying on the big, comfortable chesterfield in the homely room into which Mrs. Niven ushered her guest, and her eyes lit up when she saw Christine.
“Don’t get up! I’m coming to sit beside you.” Bob was relieving Christine of her hat and coat while his mother produced a savory-smelling pie from the kitchen and placed it on the table which was already set for their meal. “We’ve got all sorts of plans, but we’ll leave them until after tea.” She turned to her hostess, pretending not to see the quick, emotional tears that had flooded her cousin’s eyes. “Mrs. Niven, I believe I’m famished!”
“I’m right glad of that,” Bob’s mother responded, “since I’ve baked a pie big enough for six!”
“Bob exists on sandwiches in the middle of the day just to come home to his mother’s cooking!” Iona was making a tremendous effort, and beneath it Christine could see how completely she had been accepted into this happy household. “I’ve got an awful lot to learn, Chris, if I’m ever going to be able to follow in her footsteps!”
“It’s all practice,” Mrs. Niven assured her. “It will come naturally enough in time. I couldn’t cook a pot o’ broth without the barley or something sticking to the bottom when I was first married.”
“The elimination of error!” Bob grinned. “What we men suffer for love! But with forty years’ experience behind it, this pie smells good!”
Iona was helped to her chair at the table and when they were all seated and grace had been said, Bob looked up and asked casually, “How would you like to go to Lochaber? To Kinaird.”
Iona’s eyes leapt to her cousin’s. “Chris, are you going home?”
“No, but you are,” Christine said smilingly. “It’s the most natural idea in the world. I’ll write to father tonight and arrange everything.”
A deep light of love and yearning mingled with the gratitude in Iona’s eyes as she looked around the table from one to the other of these three people who were doing so much for her.
“She can’t travel alone,” Bob decided. “I’ll have to get some time off.”

“You know you can’t ask for another day’s leave.” Iona was firm in her refusal of his suggestion, taking new courage and new strength from the thought of their love and support. “I’m quite capable of traveling to Lochaber alone. If you put me on the train 

I’ve nothing to do but get off at Fort William to find Uncle John waiting for me.”

“That’s true,” Jenny Niven said. “We mustn’t make too much of an invalid of her. All she needs is fresh air and sunshine for a few weeks and a mind at peace.”
“She’ll get all that and more at Kinaird,” Christine assured them, rising because it was eight o’clock and she had to travel to the other side of Glasgow.
Bob Niven went to bring her coat and his mother murmured an excuse and followed him from the room, leaving the two girls alone. Christine turned from the fire and bent over the chesterfield.
“Don’t worry any more,” she urged gently. “Bob will have everything settled in less than no time and you’ve got years of happiness before you, Iona.”

“And ... my mother?”

“She’s angry and disappointed, of course, and she won’t give in yet, but people don’t hold a grudge all their lives, Iona. When she sees you happy with Bob, she’ll realize that she’s been wrong.”
“Mother has never admitted to being wrong in her life,” Iona said. “All this must have been the most terrible shock to her.” Christine nodded.
“That’s all it is, really,” she agreed. “A shock. And I’m not going to pretend that she will get over it in a week or two, but I’ve promised to stay at Merrivale, and I’ll do all I can to convince her about you and Bob.”

Iona clung to Christine’s hand, reluctant to let her go.

“Why should you be so good to me?” she wondered. “I know you don’t want to stay in Merrivale—I know you wish with all your heart that you were coming north with me.”
“Yes, I wish that,” Christine confessed huskily, “but things don’t always work out exactly the way we wish.”
There was no time for further conversation. They said goodbye and Bob Niven walked to the terminus with her and put her on a bus, standing back from the curb with a smiling salute to watch until she was out of sight.






 

CHAPTER SEVEN

It was very seldom that Christine gave way to depression, but walking back from her first interview with her prospective employer two days later she felt that the difficulties of life were crowding in upon her thick and fast. Douglas had described “old MacDornoch” as a difficult man to work for and after that first meeting Christine was quite prepared to believe anything she heard about him, but she wanted the job. It was the kind of work she liked best.

She walked hurriedly, as if to direct her thoughts into other channels by covering the ground to her cousin’s surgery at a rapid pace. Then she remembered that this was the afternoon Huntley Treverson had made his appointment with Douglas. Everything seemed to be drawing her heart and thoughts relentlessly back to Lochaber. But soon her thoughts were linking Iona’s name with Huntley’s in another, more practical way. Why shouldn’t they travel north together? If Huntley was going alone, Iona and he would be company for one another, and it would set Bob Niven’s mind at rest to know that Iona had a practical male to attend her on the way.
She was making out accounts in the office when the door bell rang punctually at three-thirty. She could not still the mad beating of her heart as she went briskly along the passage to answer its summons, and when she opened the door to Huntley the stereotyped, conventional greeting seemed so utterly out of place between them that she did not speak at all.

He looked at her keenly as she closed the door behind him.

“You haven’t changed your mind about going home?” he asked. “No.” Her voice was slightly unsteady, yet she forced herself to meet his eyes. “I haven’t changed my mind, but I want to ask a favor.”
“What do you want me to do for you, Christine?” he asked, his dark eyes searching her face.
“I want you to look after my cousin on the journey to Kinaird, if you will. She’s traveling this weekend, and you said you were going up on Friday, so she could arrange to travel then, too.”
He smiled whimsically. “Not a great favor,” he suggested. “Is your cousin young and very inexperienced, or just the usual confident schoolgirl who will end up by looking after me?”
She smiled because he was making it all very easy for her. “Iona isn’t a schoolgirl. She’s almost as old as I am and she is Doug’s sister,” she explained. “You’re sure to like one another,” she added confidently. “There’s been a spot of trouble at home, but Iona’s going to be married shortly and she needs a rest.”
“So she is going off to Lochaber with your love and blessing while you stay behind to sweep up the battlefield?”
She stood looking at him, remembering his proposal of marriage and the conviction in his voice when he had told her that she would never be happy away from Lochaber, and his unwavering eyes met and held her own. Before she could speak the door behind them opened and Douglas came into the room.
“Well!” exclaimed Douglas cheerily, “next for the torture chamber! How are you, Treverson? I hear you’re leaving us for the wilds of Lochaber in a day or two. My sister’s going up there, too. Funny if you should happen to travel together!”
“I’ve just been suggesting it,” Christine said. “Mr. Treverson is traveling up on Friday morning.”
“What about Iona?” Douglas asked with a frown. “Is she fit to travel so soon?”
“Her doctor thinks so and, after all, she is going to be in good hands. Dad will meet her at Fort William with the car.”
“Everything appears to be settled then,” Douglas agreed with some relief. “Good show! Will you come this way, Treverson, and we’ll see about the teeth? Chris, you might have a look at Mrs. MacBean. She’s coming out of the anesthetic and I’m afraid she’s going to be a handful!”
Mrs. MacBean proved more than a handful that afternoon. An exceedingly nervous type of woman, she had sought to conceal the fact by a show of bravado when she had first come in, but the anesthetic had stripped her of all pretense and she came around in tears. Christine murmured words of encouragement while her ears were strained for the sound of Huntley’s departure.
Douglas came in a few seconds later, rubbing his hands briskly and looking pleased.

“Now, Mrs. MacBean! How are you? I’ve phoned a taxi for you and it will be here in a jiffy.”
Oh! the interminable delays of the commonplace! Christine went about her duties automatically with her heart crying out to hear all Douglas could tell her about Huntley, yet subconsciously she knew that there was very little to tell.
“Well, that’s that!” Douglas had ushered Mrs. MacBean to the door. “Isn’t tea coming up yet? You’re behind yourself this afternoon, Miss Helmsdale, aren’t you?”
“Disgracefully!” She had forgotten about tea and she still lingered by the window. “Did you make any definite arrangements about Friday?”
“In detail. But I’ll tell you all about that when you produce the tea! Have we another patient?”
“Not till five-thirty. Miss Creighton never comes until after office hours, you know.”
“Bless the woman! I’d forgotten her.” He glanced at the clock. “That gives us half an hour, and I’m gasping for that cup of tea!”
“All right, you shall have it,” Christine promised, relieved beyond measure that Huntley had not gone back on his promise.
When she had brought in the tea they sat down together to enjoy the first break in a busy afternoon.
“Treverson isn’t a bad sort,” he ruminated, idly. “He appears prepared to go to no end of trouble to see Iona safely there. Even offered to hire a car from Fort William to save your father the journey. I telephoned your father, by the way, when you were at old MacDornoch’s and he has promised to meet Iona. Only too pleased to have her, he says. I guess he misses you, Chris.”
The quiet observation, uttered so naturally, stirred all the old longing in her so that she was forced to look away.
“How did you get on with old MacDornoch?” he asked presently, and she roused herself from thoughts of Kinaird to reply.
“He must need a receptionist pretty badly or he would never have engaged me on the spot!” she confessed with a chuckle. “He’s completely overbearing and doesn’t expect anyone to have a mind of his own. He told me quite pointedly that he thought I would do ‘in the meantime.’ “
“He’ll keep you as long as you’ll stay,” Douglas declared. “He hasn’t had a really efficient receptionist in years, and I believe his bark is much worse than his bite.”
Christine was silent for a moment. “I want to feel useful again, as if my work meant something in the scheme of things.”
“And it was necessary at Kinaird, wasn’t it? Why did you leave?” he asked.
“Because I had to. It’s a long and rather difficult story, Doug.” He poured himself another cup of tea and passed her a cookie. “You met Treverson at Kinaird, didn’t you?” he reflected. “He told me he was going back to work with his uncle, but I gathered that he expected to encounter quite a lot of opposition from the old man. They don’t seem to see eye to eye very readily.”
“I wonder if it’s the natural opposition between an older and a newer generation,” Christine mused. “The old people hang on to their fixed ideas—the proven things—and then we youngsters come along and tell them that the world has changed for the better, we know Our way about, and what we do and think is the new way and, therefore, so much superior and infinitely more enlightened! But there’s always experience—”
“Experience is all very well when it’s not cluttered up with obstinacy,” Douglas declared. “Of course people learn mostly by experience—even I think that—but you’ll stumble across your obstinate old folk who have done something over and over again and, therefore, it must be right! Old MacDornoch is a bit like that, I’m afraid. He doesn’t have much time for new ideas, and I gathered Treverson expects to wage war with his fire-eating old uncle for much the same reason.” Douglas laughed. “When you meet again you can spend the time consoling one another!”
“There’s no reason why we should ever meet.” Christine’s face was suddenly pale and strained. “Even in Kinaird our worlds are very far apart.”
“He didn’t sound to me as if he thought that,” her cousin observed, “but you’ll see him at the station on Friday, won’t you? You’ll be coming to see Iona off.”

“Yes, I’ll come,” she promised, wondering why the sunshine seemed suddenly to pour straight through the window.

Flora Lamington made no further reference to her daughter’s departure for Lochaber after the one brief remark that Iona could do as she pleased in future, but Christine felt that her aunt was secretly relieved at the unexpected turn of events. She knew that Flora had written a long letter to her father to which he had replied by telephone the following afternoon.

Christine had been out when the call had come through and she was bitterly disappointed when she had heard about it.
Her aunt made no effort to join them, and Douglas, who had attempted to persuade her to do so the evening before, ate his breakfast in silence with a worried frown replacing his habitually cheerful expression.
Christine had told Flora that she was going to the station, but her aunt would not send any word of comfort to her errant daughter. It seemed that she would never forgive Iona. It seemed that forgiveness was a thing she did not understand.
As they entered the station she saw Huntley almost immediately, his tall figure standing out above the shoulders of the crowd, and in that moment Christine recognized him as the one man who would always be able to stir in her the deep, true emotion of love. She stood shaken to the depths of her being by the knowledge and doubly shaken by the thought that her realization of the truth had come too late. He had asked her to marry him once—how long ago it seemed now—and she had refused him in no uncertain terms.
“What’s holding you up?” Douglas swept her forward, a hand tucked securely beneath her elbow. “They’re just ahead. I can see Treverson towering, head and shoulders, above everybody else! Yes, he’s spotted us now. Iona must be in the train.”
Christine watched Huntley come toward them with a bittersweet joy in her heart. Here was meeting and parting, here was all the majesty of love and the devastation of despair. He was going home, where her heart belonged, and she was letting him go alone!
Yet how could she say to him “I love you now” when no word of love had ever been spoken between them?
They shook hands and she could not speak, leaving it to Douglas to say, “We cut it rather fine, I’m afraid. You know, one of those mornings when everything went wrong—every light was red.”
Iona was standing at the open doorway of the carriage speaking quietly to Bob Niven, and when they had exchanged greetings Christine stepped back to give them the last few minutes alone.
“Don’t worry about your cousin,” Huntley said when she turned to him. “I’ll see that nothing goes wrong.”
In spite of the warmth of his promise, she imagined that his tone was slightly offhand, as if he had dismissed anything of a personal nature between them and was only anxious to discharge a friendly obligation to the best of his ability. The thought chilled her more than it had any right to do. After all, it was my way of behaving not so very long ago, she thought fairly. I can’t expect him to crawl even though I’ve suddenly discovered I love him.
He did not mention Lochaber, and in a way she was grateful, although all her thoughts would undoubtedly follow him there, and when he finally got into the train he stood back to let Iona have the last few words with them.

I’ll never be able to forget him, she thought. I can never forget him now!

The guard blew his whistle and her heart turned over at the sound. She stood back and they waved to each other as the train slowly pulled out, Iona still close to the window, Huntley beside her now, watching through the glass. And then, as the train gathered speed, Christine became conscious of someone else watching them from the next compartment, a tall, exquisitely dressed girl in a dark traveling coat.

Laura Bramshaw looked at her, and Christine thought that there was a little smile of amusement on the full, crimson lips.






 

CHAPTER EIGHT

In spite of its teeming multitudes, in spite of the busy necessity of every day, Glasgow seemed curiously empty to Christine during the weeks that followed, and letters from home took on a new importance. Rhona had never been a good correspondent, but Iona wrote regularly, filling several pages with the details of her daily life in Lochaber.

It had been a stormy month, with the tyrannical old dentist who employed her putting every obstacle in the way of her success.
She was still living at Merrivale. After Iona’s departure for Lochaber Mrs. Lamington had plunged into a round of social activities, but for some reason she still encouraged her niece to remain under her roof.
Often in Iona’s letters there was mention of Huntley. He had come to see her and brought her flowers and books, but he had not stayed long, and there had been no direct message for Christine.
She wondered what she had expected. A constant begging for favors? He was not like that. He had made his proposal of marriage and she had refused it, and there, as far as he was concerned, was an end to the whole matter.
She tried not to think of Laura Bramshaw. She seemed in no way suited to be Huntley’s life’s partner, but such things happened. He might have already made up his mind to marry Laura, but Christine was quite sure that Laura would never agree to settle down in Lochaber. She would drag Huntley back to Glasgow.
Quite frequently at this point in her unhappy reasoning she would pause to wonder, and back would come the memory of a more determined streak in the nature of the man she loved, the relentless will of a man who saw a goal far ahead and would let very little stand in the way of obtaining it. Yes, Huntley was like that, but love was strong and determined, too. It was no use pretending that Laura was a weak character. The look she had given Christine through the carriage window seemed to say that all the cards were stacked high in her favor.
“You’re not worrying about old MacDornoch?” Douglas asked one morning, feeling that her silence had become introspective. “He’s not the only dentist in Glasgow, if you still think you would like to carry on with the work.”
So Douglas, too, was firmly convinced that she was not going to last a day longer than her month’s probation! Christine smiled ruefully.
“I must have been a terrible trial to him, poor man!” she acknowledged. “My predecessor was a veritable doormat until she went off with a nervous breakdown!”
“For heaven’s sake, don’t let him get you into a state of prostration!” Douglas counseled.
“He hasn’t a chance! I’ll probably be out of work by this time next week.”

“It isn’t worrying you, Chris, is it? Seriously, I mean?”

“Not very much, though I don’t like a lot of changes. I shall probably be able to find another job, even if it’s only licking stamps in an office somewhere!”
She had spoken lightly, but she was worried at the prospect of her dismissal all the same. Constant changes were not her idea of a job well done, and in some ways she quite liked “old MacDornoch.” Surprisingly, she had discovered in him a dry humor that entirely changed some aspects of their relationship. Quite often lately he had looked up under his shaggy brows to demand what she thought on a subject in a voice of thunder which was meant to suggest that it didn’t matter a great deal anyway.
On the whole, it seemed that “old MacDornoch” and his shabby surgery, into which she had endeavored to introduce a warmer and more pleasant atmosphere, had filled a vacant place in her life—the need for service, perhaps, which had been fostered in her from infancy by her father. It had filled up some of the loneliness in her heart, and “old MacDornoch’s” way had already become familiar.
She went to work next morning, therefore, with a sense of loss at the back of her mind and was surprised to find her employer already shouting at the mechanic in the workroom on the floor above. He came lumbering down the uncarpeted stairs as she was tidying the periodicals on the waiting-room table.
“Are you late, too?” he growled belligerently. “I was here at ten past eight this morning,” he went on without waiting for confirmation or excuse, “and no sign of Ross! Missed his bus! Bah! In my young days we walked to work and then we had no chance of missing buses!”
“Perhaps there weren’t any buses the way you came,” Christine suggested blandly, going on with her tidying. “And Mr. Ross has a long journey in the morning. Your first appointment isn’t until half-past nine,” she pointed out. “Had you forgotten?”

“No,” he growled, going through to sit down at his desk. “I have work to do. Never sleep in when I have work to do!”
She wondered how long it would be before he called her in and gave her her notice, accompanied, no doubt, by a lengthy harangue on the merits of the people of his own day. He did not call her in until after the mid-morning break, a concession he had granted reluctantly when she had first come to work for him.
“How long have you been here?” he demanded, although he knew very well.

“Exactly a month today.”

“Hmm! Said I would take you on a month’s trial, didn’t I?”
“Yes,” Christine agreed, “that was the bargain. I’m sorry I have not been suitable, Mr. MacDornoch”

He glowered at her.

“Suitable? Suitable? Who said you weren’t suitable? The trouble with you young people nowadays is that you think you know the answer to everything!” His brow darkened. “It’s for me to say whether I think you suitable or not,” his eyes almost disappearing beneath his beetling eyebrows. “Isn’t it?” Then, when she did not answer, “Well, isn’t it?”
“I suppose so,” Christine agreed weakly, too utterly dumbfounded to say anything else.
“And I’m well enough suited. You’ll do, but, mind you, I’ve no intention of raising your salary or anything like that—not till you’ve proved yourself a lot more.”

“No, Mr. MacDornoch.”

She was still so surprised that she could find nothing else to say. She told herself that she would know whether to be glad or sorry when he finally dismissed her, and now she knew that she was glad, overwhelmingly glad that she was to stay.
“Bring in my next patient,” old MacDornoch barked. “No need to waste time. I see it’s that woman Mullet with her badly behaved child. In my day...”
Christine closed the door between them and leaned back against it, shaking with silent laughter. In spite of everything he had found her efficient and this was his way of saying it!

I’m not the kind of person that likes to be uprooted, she thought on her way back to Merrivale that evening. I would have felt badly if old MacDornoch had told me to go!

Her aunt seemed gratified that she had not been dismissed, though. “You needn’t have worried, Christine,” she added. “I could really do with you in the house. I’ve not been sleeping well lately, and I often feel tired.”
It was the last thing Christine wanted to do, but it was also the first intimation she had ever had that Flora Lamington’s health was not of the very best.
“Iona has no idea what her thoughtless behavior has done to me,” her aunt went on.
“If you’re worrying about Iona,” she suggested slowly, “why not go to Kinaird for a few days and see her? She’s been up there a month now and she’s bound to be much better.”
Flora’s mouth tightened. “If my daughter has no desire to come to see me I shall not seek her out,” she declared bitterly. “Iona has only to admit that she has made a mistake over this library clerk and I shall accept her back without any recrimination whatever.” Christine sighed. “She won’t give up Bob, Aunt Flora. I wish you could see that and ... and try to accept it. Iona is in love with him. I wish you could understand what it means to her, how much happier she would be if only you were reconciled.”
“I’ll never become reconciled to such a marriage!” her aunt snapped, “and I am surprised that you expect it of me, Christine. I thought you sympathized with me. I thought that was why you stayed here.”

“I thought perhaps I could have helped you to understand—”

“If you hoped to sway my will you have been wasting your time.”

“I thought I could persuade you.”

“I am not the sort of woman who is easily persuaded against her better judgment.”

“But, if your judgment was wrong—”

“There’s no question of it being wrong. All my friends are quite sure that I have done the right thing.”
Christine lifted steady eyes to hers. “But are you sure, Aunt Flora?”

Flora Lamington’s face remained frozen in its hard lines for a moment and then a curious change came over it, dissolving the hardness and wiping some of the bitterness out of it. She seemed to hesitate between the truth and what she thought was the truth, and then some memory of the past, or perhaps it was just the discipline of the years, hardened her.

“No, Christine, I simply can’t give in.”

Christine felt baffled, because a moment before her heart had been high with hope. Now, however, it appeared that nothing would ever soften her aunt’s heart.

Iona’s next letter made her feel that she had no right to accept defeat in this way, however, because it was plain to read between the lines that her cousin was far from happy even now that she had almost returned to normal health.

Your father says that I am quite well now, only I’m not to get excited about anything, and Rhona says there’s nothing to get excited about up here, but you know the way it is with Rhona. She really loves Kinaird but doesn’t show her feelings very much. I’ve guessed, though, that she is in love with Nigel. (He’s so nice, Christine!) I think you can see that other people are in love much more quickly when you are in love yourself. (Your father says I’m at the ‘mooney’ stage whatever that is, but he doesn’t say much about Rhona. She’s rather sensitive, isn’t she? I thought I was—dreadfully—until I came up here and took all your dad’s teasing without a quiver!)

Iona’s letters were nearly all bracketed in this way, just her thoughts jotted down quite haphazardly, but they were very refreshing.

I do think Nigel must care for Rhona quite a lot, because they have been constantly together since I came. (I try to help a little in the house, though your mother says just to rest.) Yesterday Mr. Treverson came to see how I was.

Christine’s heart gave a great leap and she had to steady her eyes to the line again before she could read on.

I mean Huntley, of course, not his uncle. What a fiery man old Mr. Treverson is! He goes around shouting at all his workmen, it seems, and even when we see him coming out of church he doesn’t say good morning normally—he just barks it! Quite often Huntley is in church with him, but they don’t speak much. I wonder if they agree. Rhona says the villagers don’t seem to think so. (Isn’t this an awful gossipy letter?)

As with Iona’s letters, it went on to describe her daily activities, her walks along the glen and her occasional drives with the doctor to a distant farm. As always, a great wave of homesickness came flooding over Christine as she read. She could see Iona sitting in the familiar old car beside her father. But beyond the home scene was the vital nearness of Huntley, brought close by his thought for her cousin. She wondered how often he visited her home, and then her mind fastened on the hope which Iona’s words about Nigel had stirred in her heart. “Nigel must care for Rhona quite a lot because they have been constantly together...”

Had she achieved her end? Had her absence drawn her sister and Nigel together in spite of all his protestations of eternal fidelity only a few short weeks ago? Christine was forced to smile. Such things happened. But I must be sure, she told herself.






 

CHAPTER NINE

“This is the third time this week that Douglas hasn’t come home for tea,” Mrs. Lamington complained as soon as Christine had opened the front door. “Have you any idea where he is?”

“None, I’m afraid.” Christine hung up her hat and coat. “He said he was going to Largs, and really that’s all I know.”
Flora paused a moment and then said anxiously, “Do you think there’s ... a girl?”
“It’s very sudden, if there is,” Christine answered, restraining a smile with difficulty.

“This is not a joking matter,” her aunt told her severely. “It is very unkind of Douglas to keep us in the dark like this—almost as if he were ashamed of the girl.”
“We haven’t any proof that it is a girl,” Christine pointed out patiently.
“What else would take him all the way to Largs at five in the evening!”

Christine sat down at the table.

“He’ll probably tell you, Aunt Flora, as soon as he comes home.”
“I’m going to tackle him about it as soon as he arrives!”

“I wouldn’t, if I were you,” Christine advised. “Doug will only shut up like a clam if he thinks his confidence is being forced.”
“Yes,” her aunt admitted, “I suppose you know him well enough now to realize that.” She sighed heavily.
“No mail?” Christine asked. “I thought there might be a letter from home.”
“Oh, I almost forgot!” her aunt exclaimed. “There was a telephone call for you.” She looked at Christine suspiciously. “I didn’t recognize the voice, but he said he was from Kinaird and would ring again later.”
Christine’s heart bounded forward and all the color rushed to her cheeks as Huntley Treverson’s name came to mind. And she thought how utterly like Huntley it was to have given the noncommittal message over the telephone.
“You’re sure he didn’t say who he was?” she asked vaguely, while she sought to collect her scattered thoughts.
“My dear Christine, I am quite capable of taking a telephone call!” her aunt assured her somewhat stiffly. “Of course I asked his name, but he refused by saying he wanted to surprise you.”
Was that like Huntley? Christine could not make up her mind, but the foolish hope in her heart remained.
“There’s really no need to neglect your tea,” her aunt reminded her dryly. “He said he would not ring again before seven.”
When the telephone did ring she felt almost too nervous to answer it. What could Huntley want to say to her?
She did not doubt for one moment now that it was Huntley Treverson at the other end of the line, so it was some few seconds before acute disappointment gave way to surprise and recognition. “Chris,” Nigel Kilbridge said urgently. “I must see you.”
“Is there anything wrong at home, Nigel? Is the family all right?”
“They’re all more or less flourishing,” he admitted, “but that’s part of my reason for wanting to see you. Could it possibly be this evening? I should push on to Edinburgh tomorrow morning.”
She wanted to ask him a thousand questions, but knew that they must wait.
“Of course you can see me!” She cast her mind around for inspiration, knowing that they would have no privacy if she asked him to the house. “I would ask you out here, but—”

She paused, and he obliged with an alternative.

“I think I understand. Rhona did mention about your aunt being ... difficult. Could I meet you somewhere quiet where we could have a bite of supper?”
“It’s such glorious weather,” Christine pointed out. “We could walk through the park and perhaps get a coffee there. Do you know your way out to Rouken Glen?”
“I went there once as a small boy to sail my model yacht!” he laughed, “but I can find my way. Where will you meet me?”

“I’ll wait at Eastwood Toll.”

Christine was conscious of her aunt hovering in the background, passing between the dining room and kitchen on various little errands she would not normally have made.
“I hope you haven’t invited anyone to supper without asking me,” Flora remarked tentatively when she entered the dining room.
“I haven’t,” Christine assured her. “But I have promised to go out. You don’t mind, do you? I’ll be out for supper, but I promise not to be too late getting back.”
“You know I like the door closed by eleven, but with Douglas rushing off to the coast the way he has being doing lately,” Flora fretted, “one doesn’t seem to have much say in the matter.”
“I do promise to be back before eleven,” Christine assured her, “and Doug won’t be so very late if he went straight from work. I hope you won’t feel lonely,” she added on a sudden impulse, aware that her aunt was very often alone these days.
“I can keep myself employed,” Flora assured her, “and that is a certain cure for loneliness. I don’t suppose I should expect you to worry about me, Christine, when my own family so obviously doesn’t.”
Christine bit her lip, wondering what she could possibly say to such an unfair accusation, and came to the conclusion that it was perhaps best unanswered altogether. She slipped into her coat and tied a bright kerchief around her hair.
Soon she was walking briskly toward the Toll, with Flora and her unpredictable ways forgotten as her thoughts sped to her coming meeting with Nigel Kilbridge, who would bring her news of Kinaird.
In her heart she knew that it was not only her family she wanted to hear about, but Huntley Treverson. She wanted Nigel to tell her that Huntley had settled down at Kinaird and was already breaking through the barrier of reserve the villagers had erected between themselves and the stranger; she wanted to be told that the force of his strong personality had won Kinaird’s liking in spite of a bad start; and, above all, she wanted to hear that he had gone to Kinaird to stay.
She found herself hurrying, her feet eager to cover the distance to this unexpected rendezvous that she could not even have dreamed about an hour ago. She was at the crossroad ten minutes before Nigel jumped lightly off a bus and came swiftly toward her.
Her flushed cheeks and bright, sparkling eyes brought a good deal of the old vitality to her smiling face as she greeted him, so that he told her she had not changed a bit and that Glasgow did not seem to be doing her any harm. It was in the nature of an opening to a conversation that he had planned on the long train journey south, and he was still unsure of what he was going to say next.
“This is a nice section of Glasgow,” she told him. “One shouldn’t look pale and city stained when one lives on the edge of the moors!”
“Are they compensating for Lochaber, then?” he asked with some surprise, saw the sudden pain in her eyes and knew the truth without waiting for her answer. “Nothing ever will, will it, Chris?” he added softly. “Your heart’s there and that’s why you will have to go home.”
She took his arm, leading him along the road toward the park. “It will be so much more worth while for having waited.”
They turned in among the trees and he said slowly, “But if there is no need to wait any longer, Christine?”
She felt her heart turn over and then throb on painfully, realizing that he knew. Somehow he had guessed the truth. Somehow he had stumbled up against the fact that she had gone away because of him and now he had left and all her planning and sacrifice had been in vain. She thought of Rhona and felt heavy with disappointment and pity.
“Where are you going?” she asked, unable to pretend that she did not understand his meaning.
“To Edinburgh. There’s a post-graduate course in surgery that I have always wanted to take and your father has agreed that now is as good a time as any. He’s got a locum in, but he will need you too, Chris—now more than ever, I think.”
She was trying to grasp all he was telling her, to sort out the surge of events in her mind so that she could think clearly again.
“Nigel, is this the right way?” she asked appealingly at last. “Is it the only way?”

“I think so. It’s the only fair way to Rhona.”

“Yes, I see that now.” She knew that he liked Rhona, that he had always respected and loved her sister in a brotherly way, and though for the present he could not admit to any deeper feeling, the very fact that he wanted to go away for a time seemed to suggest hope. He must forget me, she thought, and now I see that he would never have been able to do that while he remained at Kinaird.
“It must be a question of adjustment, Chris,” he told her quite candidly. “I know you haven’t changed, I know I never even had a chance with you and I’ve been a blind, stubborn fool all these months to remain at Kinaird and not see what I was doing to you.”
There was just one thing she wanted to know. “Was it Iona who suggested this to you?” she asked.
“I’m not sure.” He hesitated. “We’ve talked a lot, and come to know one another very well, but Iona is too gentle to accuse me of spoiling anyone’s life. No, perhaps it wasn’t Iona altogether, though knowing what she thinks of you may have helped.” He stopped in his tracks, running a perplexed hand through his thick hair. “I’m hopelessly confused, I guess, and that’s the main reason why I must get completely away.”

“Yes, I see that,” she nodded, “but I think one day you will go back.”

“And, in the meantime, you’ll be there?”

“I can’t think,” she confessed. “I must have time to think.”
“You’ve been sure for months that you could never be happy away from Kinaird,” Nigel said firmly, master of the situation now in face of her uncertainty. “Why are you hesitating, Chris? It’s not like you.”
“I’ve never been so unsure about what I should do in all my life before,” she admitted unsteadily. “I wish there was some sign. Is it complete weakness, Nigel, avoiding an issue and hoping that you will be shown a way?”
“I don’t think you’re avoiding anything here,” he returned decisively. “It seems to me that you are concerning yourself far too much with other people’s affairs when you should be doing something about your own.”
“I’ve thought about myself quite a lot, too—more than you imagine.” She drew a deep breath. “But—there’s my aunt. I couldn’t just walk out on her at a day’s notice ... not just at the moment. I almost believe she needs me at present.”

He frowned impatiently.

“You have to go back to Kinaird,” he said. “So many people need you there, too.”
Her eyes were suddenly vitally alive. Was he trying to tell her that, apart from her own family and perhaps Iona, someone else needed her? Was he trying to say that her presence in Lochaber was necessary to Huntley, too?
“I do want to go back, Nigel,” she confessed, her voice quivering over the admission. “Even if nobody needed me there I need Lochaber. I’ve only been half-alive these past few months, living my life in a sort of vacuum.” They had walked down the river and the water falling gently over the stones filled the silence as they stood looking down at it. “Is ... everything the same at home?” she asked with a tremendous effort at last. “No changes?”
“None that I know of, except that Treverson seems to be stirring up strife for himself at the quarries.” He could not quite control the harsh note in his voice prompted by the little fiend of jealousy he had yet to drive out of his secret heart. “He has all old Ben’s ways, apparently, and they are working the old face again.” Christine flushed scarlet.
“But surely they know that it’s dangerous?” she protested. “Surely Huntley must realize that it is worked out?” And then, almost angrily, “Old Ben knows it! He’s known it for years, but he’s so stubborn he’ll persist in his own way until there’s trouble.”
“I’ve heard it said that Ben Treverson isn’t giving the orders at the quarry any more,” Nigel returned, “but I wouldn’t really know.” And then, ashamed of the jealousy which had prompted the ungenerous remark and the smallness of his criticism, he added swiftly, “But there’s no point in judging a man before he’s proved himself. Young Treverson has some new ideas that he would probably work out quite successfully but for the old man.”
“And probably the village knows nothing about them,” Christine said bitterly. “Huntley will continue to be judged by what his pig-headed old uncle doesn’t do!”
“The stubborn streak seems to run in the family!” Nigel tried to laugh the Treversons aside. “Huntley’s as determined as they make ‘em, I should think, but,” he added, torturing himself more, “you’ll be able to sort all that out for yourself once you get there.”

“I haven’t made up my mind to go.”

He turned impatiently, taking her by the shoulders and forcing her to meet his eyes.
“Do you owe more to your aunt than you do to your own family?”

“Oh, no! But it feels rather like deserting ship—”

“Nonsense. Your aunt will soon find other interests, and surely Douglas can look after himself?”
“Quite definitely!” She smiled at the memory of Douglas as he had made ready to go to Largs. “No, I don’t suppose I need worry about Doug!”

“Then go home. Promise me you will do that!”

“All right, I promise.” Unimaginable relief surged through her as she made the decision. “Nigel, I can’t thank you enough.”
“Don’t try.” He was looking down at her, still holding her and forcing a smile. “Just be happy, Chris.”
Deliberately he bent and pressed his lips against hers, not excusing the action.
“I’ll write to your father,” he said when he had released her. “He’s always wanted to take this course himself, but never had the time. If I can make some sort of showing and take my extra degree, I’ll be repaying him in a way for all he has done for me since I went to Kinaird.”

“He has always been very fond of you, Nigel,” she told him huskily. “He ... won’t want to lose you altogether.”

“I don t want to lose touch.” He was not looking at her now because he could not promise to go back to Kinaird with all its bittersweet memories even at the end of a six-months’ course. “I’ll write,” he repeated, “and ... the locum is a decent sort of chap. Your father will get used to him in time.”

Christine found herself at a complete loss for words, and they walked on beside the river in silence until it was time to retrace their footsteps.
“Will you come in and meet my aunt?” Christine asked when they reached Merrivale. “She would have asked you over the telephone, probably, if you had told her who you were.”
“It was a daft sort of thing to do,” he acknowledged, “but I did want to surprise you. I suppose you guessed, though, when you heard it was someone from Kinaird?”
She could not tell him that it had been Huntley’s name which had leapt instantly to her mind when her aunt had mentioned Kinaird; she could not hurt him in that way because she knew that he was still in love with her and that he guessed her heart had been given to Huntley long ago.
“The very word ‘Kinaird’ is enough to scatter all my thoughts so that I can’t think at all!” she smiled. “But it has been grand seeing you, Nigel, and I know everything is going to come right for you in Edinburgh. We’ll be hearing of you doing so well in the future that you won’t even have time to remember Kinaird,” she added wistfully.
“I’ll always remember,” he answered not quite steadily. “Always! One doesn’t forget kindness and companionship—and love,” he added deliberately.
Her heart contracted with pity and understanding as she held out her hand to wish him goodbye.
“We don’t want you to forget, Nigel,” she said. “Goodbye, my dear and ... good luck.”
“Goodbye, Chris!” He held her hand for a minute longer, looking at her as if to imprison that vision of her in his mind forever, and then he repeated softly: “Goodbye, my dear.”
With tears in her eyes, Christine went into the house conscious that one cannot inflict a hurt on another soul, however unwillingly, without sustaining some of that hurt oneself. She stood in the darkened hall for a minute to calm her perturbed thoughts before she took off her scarf and coat and went in to her aunt.
The murmur of voices pierced her mind as she hung up her coat, but she was not quite prepared for the scene that met her eyes when she opened the dining room door. It was normal enough in so much as Douglas sat at the table over a belated meal, which he appeared to be enjoying immensely, but what struck Christine as strange was the complete change in his mother’s demeanor. The drooping, injured woman who had been the Flora Lamington of two brief hours ago had undergone a complete metamorphosis and in her place sat an animated creature who bore absolutely no resemblance to the woman whose children had so bitterly disappointed and wronged her. She looked up sharply as Christine came into the room, but she was smiling.
“Ah! there you are, Christine,” she observed. “You’re alone, I hope?” she added, on the verge of a frown that her niece’s brisk nod quickly banished. “You won’t have had your supper. There’s some pie in the oven, or a salad and bread and butter.”
“I’ll have the salad, if you don’t mind,” Christine decided. “Is there sufficient tea, or shall I make some more?”
“I’ve just made some for Doug,” Flora informed her. “We have some very exciting news for you!” She smiled across at her son with rapt affection. “Shall I tell her, Doug, or will you?”

“You’ll make a much better job of it than I,” Douglas grinned, winking at Christine. “I wouldn’t make it sound half so important!”
“But it is important, my dear boy!” Flora insisted. “What do you think, Christine?” Douglas is going to marry Sheila Temple! You know—” she hurried on before Christine could register either surprise or incredulity and long before she could pretend to be impressed “—Lady Craig-Temple’s daughter! It’s such a surprise, and so very, very gratifying I really don’t know what to say about it!”
“Doug!” Christine turned to her cousin, her eyes shining. “You old frost! Engaged, and never a word to anyone! You certainly are a fast worker, but congratulations, and I hope you are going to be very, very happy!”
She rose impulsively, kissing him on the cheek, while her aunt beamed, waiting her opportunity to speak again.
“Doug wants to be married right away, in about a month’s time,” she began. “It’s all awfully short notice, of course, but I expect it can be managed, and there’s been a suggestion that Sheila and Lady Craig-Temple should come up to Glasgow while Sheila does her shopping. Of course I couldn’t let them go to a hotel—” Flora paused, her mental calculations made abundantly clear by her expectant look in Christine’s direction which said quite plainly, “I couldn’t turn you out, but...”
“You’ll need my room,” Christine obliged. “I’ve something to tell you, too,” she added with suppressed humor. “I’d like to go home.”
“But, Christine, I shall need you before the wedding,” Flora protested. “I shall need your help. I only thought we might arrange a hotel room for you in the meantime.”
Christine shook her head. “I’d like to be here for Doug’s wedding,” she said, “but I’m needed at home, too. Nigel ... Doctor Kilbridge has gone to Edinburgh to take his surgical degree and my father will need me, Aunt Flora.”
“Just as you like.” Flora sighed benignly. It was evident that nothing could perturb her in face of the amazing thing that had happened in her family. “I certainly could have done with your help, and I really don’t know how I shall cope with all the extra entertaining I shall have to do before the wedding, but I expect I shall manage somehow.”
“There’s Iona,” Christine suggested quietly. “You have only to ask and she will come back willingly.”
There was a small, strained silence. Then Douglas cleared his throat and said calmly,
“Sheila rather expects Iona to be a bridesmaid or something. I told her, of course, that I had a sister and, since she is an only child she pounced on the idea at once, although I’m quite convinced a quiet wedding—”
“You know you can’t possibly have a quiet wedding!” Flora silenced him with a brief glance. “Lady Craig-Temple wouldn’t consider it, I feel sure. Her only child! The idea’s preposterous!”
“Then,” said Douglas placidly, “I can tell Sheila that Iona will oblige?”
Christine held her breath, knowing how much it would mean to Iona to be received back into her family before her own wedding and thinking that her cousin need never know the real reason for her mother’s change of heart.
“That’s for Iona to say,” Flora returned guardedly. “This, of course, makes a great deal of difference.” Her eyes traveled once more to her son. “Once she comes back, however, she may feel that she is letting the family down by marrying beneath her station.”
It was a forlorn hope, and Christine knew it, but at least Flora would ask Iona to come home, if only for the look of things.
“Iona won’t change her mind,” she said firmly, “and perhaps when you get to know Bob you will see how right she is.”
“I doubt it,” her aunt returned dryly, “but at least it will not look so strange if my daughter is present at her brother’s wedding, and there may even be ... compensations for Iona’s foolishness. She won’t be living in Glasgow if she does marry this man, and in time he may become a librarian. With a connection like Sheila in the family quite a lot might be done.”
Christine went upstairs to write to Iona and to her mother and father, realizing with a small pang of pity for the lonely girl who was her cousin, that her own welcome home would be unconditional and determined that no breath of the truth should ever reach Iona to spoil her happiness and relief over the summons back to Merrivale.
“There’s just one thing,” she said to Douglas when they were alone together the following afternoon. “You have to promise me that you will look after Iona and convince your mother that her attitude to Bob Niven is all wrong. You have your own happiness, Doug, but don’t forget about Iona.”
“I won’t,” he promised easily. “I think mother will come around in the end. She’s getting such a kick out of Sheila and me that she’ll ease up on Iona now. Anyway, Iona and Bob can do it all quietly as soon as we get away, and a quiet wedding in the family won’t come amiss after all the fuss there’s apparently going to be over ours! If I had my way—”
“You sound exactly like old MacDornoch when you say that!” Christine laughed. “And I’ve yet to tell him that I’m turning down his amazing offer to keep me in spite of my shortcomings!”
She did not relish the thought of the interview with Gordon MacDornoch, but it was not nearly as stormy as she had anticipated, although he did get in one or two barbed remarks about unreliability.
“But I suppose if your father needs you, I must just look around for someone else,” he concluded, accepting her offer to work a week’s notice with a grunt.
The week seemed very long and her eagerness stretched out the days of waiting until each seemed to contain far more than its allotted twenty-four hours.
The wedding as a topic of conversation outlasted everything else. Flora was already discussing the bridesmaid’s dress with Sheila, although it was not yet certain that Iona would return for the wedding.
“You must use your influence with her,” Christine was told as she made ready to catch the early-morning train for Fort William on Monday. “Iona goes a great deal by what you say.”
“I think she will come, provided there’s no suggestion that she put off her own wedding,” Christine assured her on parting, and Flora nodded absently, as if Iona’s wedding had suddenly become not very important to her.
Douglas saw Christine to the station. “You look about fourteen!” he teased. “A little girl setting out on her first trip to the seaside!”
“I feel like that,” Christine confessed. “It seems so long since I’ve seen them all!”
She felt impatient as she waited for the train to pull out, and then she remembered the last time she had stood on this platform and how forlorn she had felt as she had watched Huntley and Iona settling down in their seats. It was but a step from there to the thought of Laura Bramshaw, to wondering if Laura was still at Kinaird and if Huntley saw her very often.
“When you’ve settled down, Doug—after your honeymoon—you must bring Sheila to Kinaird,” she suggested. “She’ll love it and you know you’ll be made welcome.”
“I may keep you to your promise!” he grinned. “We have to find a house in Glasgow first, though. Mother has offered us Merrivale, but I think we’ll still look out for something of our own.”
“I think you’re wise,” she acknowledged, and then their goodbyes merged with the whistle of the engine and the train moved out.
A subdued excitement kept Christine at the window most of the way, watching the changing panorama of the sunlit scene as river and loch gave place to deep glen and vast forest and the wide straths stretched away on either side. Glen Spean was journey’s end. She began to collect her baggage long before they had reached Kilmonivaig and was standing up in the corridor when the train finally pulled into Fort William. Her father would be there to meet her, and perhaps Rhona and Iona! Her mother would be waiting at home, preparing the tea. The longing in her had become reality; she was almost there.
Eagerly she pressed close to the window, looking for her father’s familiar, broad-shouldered figure in the little group beyond the barrier, but before she had picked him out she became aware of someone else she knew at the far side of the platform. Her heart began to beat more quickly and the flush of expectation deepened in her cheeks as she recognized Huntley Treverson. He had his back to the incoming train, but there was no mistaking his height and the rather arrogant set of his proud head. He was there, but not to meet her. He was there, and her whole world was there!

I’m being a fool, she told herself severely. He probably doesn’t even know I’m coming back, far less coming by this train! He’s collecting freight—it looks like machinery for the quarry—and would have been here, anyway.
The train stopped and a porter opened the door for her, but Huntley’s nearness was all she could think about, his presence there at this moment when she first set foot on Lochaber’s beloved soil again. She could pass him by, she could go her way without his ever being aware that they had passed within a handclasp of one another, yet the fact that he had been there on the platform completed her homecoming.
Then, as if her thoughts had bridged the distance between them like a summoning voice, he turned and saw her. There was an instant of recognition and after that hesitation. He stood where he was, although he removed the battered felt hat from his head, and there was no smile nor any sign of pleased greeting on his face. She noticed that he was thinner, that his tanned skin was more finely drawn across the high cheek bones, and that he looked superbly fit. He would not show any elation at this meeting and he kept on the far side of the platform, as any casual acquaintance would have done, veiling his eyes with polite but remote enquiry. Yet her feet took her towards him, regardless of his aloofness.

“You see,” she said, “I had to come back!”
She offered him her hand, and he took it in a firm grasp.

“I’m glad,” he said, “because I still believe that you would never be happy away from Lochaber.”
“And you?” she asked eagerly. “Have you found it ... all you hoped?”
“I’ve not been disappointed.” His tone sounded evasive, almost stilted, she thought. “But then, I never expect too much—as I told you once before.”
She wanted to ask him so many things ... if he had found the work at the quarries to his liking, if his uncle and he were getting along, if he had made up his mind to stay. Above all, if he had made up his mind to stay! But she could not ask him these things because, suddenly, it seemed that he had raised a barrier of reserve between them far more unscalable than her own pride. In these short weeks since their last meeting in Glasgow his attitude toward her had changed. She remembered in a flash that he had traveled north with Laura Bramshaw and that he and Laura had probably been seeing one another daily ever since, and her pride came struggling back, pride to hold up in defense of her wounded heart.
“It must be wonderful not to build one’s expectations too high,” she heard herself say in a voice she barely recognized as her own. “Wonderfully convenient but so ... spiritually dull.”
He looked at her oddly and a crooked smile played for a moment about the corner of his mouth.
“Spirit’s the word, Christine,” he said smoothly. “One needs a great deal of it in a place like Kinaird.”
“You needn’t have come to Kinaird if you hadn’t wanted to,” she reminded him icily, “and I understand that you can leave whenever you wish.”
“You underestimate the stubborn streak in me, I’m afraid,” he returned. “As you say, I needn’t have come, but once here, Kinaird must bear with me until I choose to go.”
The thin determination of his mouth and the impatience in his eyes suggested a situation with which she was not as yet familiar, but his bearing did not encourage further questioning. Her eager spirit felt damped and crushed, while the retort she had offered at his criticism of Kinaird hung between them like fire.
The porter had stacked her few belongings and was wheeling them slowly away.

“I must go,” she said. “Perhaps we’ll meet again.”
“Kinaird is a very small place,” he offered dryly.

Was that all he had to say to her? Crushed and bruised, her heart sought to protest, but she lifted her head proudly and turned away. Rhona and her father were standing at the barrier and she rushed into their eager arms.
“You look pale,” Rhona said. “It must be the Glasgow air! But wait until you’ve been out in Ian MacLaughlin’s boat or cycled up the glen with Iona on one of her flower hunts!”

Christine might have responded with the remark that Rhona herself had lost a good deal of her bright color, but she knew the cause and pretended not to see. She told her father that he was looking twenty years younger, in spite of what he would probably be telling her quite soon about locums in general and their latest locum in particular, and they filed out to the car waiting for them in the station yard. A station wagon was pulled up beside it and John Helmsdale offered the information:
“Young Treverson is up here this afternoon, collecting stores. He passed us on the way in.”

“Yes, I met him on the platform.”
Her father gave her an uneasy look.

“I thought he would have settled down better than he has done,” he remarked. “Of course, the whole thing is purely hearsay as far as I am concerned, but they say he has nothing to learn from the old man.”
“Meaning that he is taking all he can out of the quarries without putting very much back in?”
“Without putting anything in. He gives orders, of course. As a matter of fact, old Ben hasn’t been much at the quarries these past few weeks. His gout’s troubling him again, and he has been devilishly awkward about taking precautions. He always has been a stubborn old rascal, but he seems doubly determined to have his own way these days.”
“It may be the gout,” Christine suggested, her mind probing deeply into the problem of Huntley and the reputation he was acquiring in the village.
“Huntley came up here prepared to make the quarries pay again,” she said as they circled the square and turned southward.
“Apparently there’s very little change.” Her father looked as if he gave her the information reluctantly. “It’s just what one hears, going from place to place. Several of the older workers have been paid off, which they don’t appreciate, even though they have been given a pension. Old Sandy Macphail, for instance. He’s been chipping slate for fifty years now, and he doesn’t see why he shouldn’t go on chipping it for at least another twenty!”
“By hand, of course!” Christine put in. “You don’t think that—machinery might be half the trouble? It looked as if Huntley was taking delivery of something like that just now.”
“I don’t know what to think,” her father confessed uneasily. “I never was one for listening to gossip, but as you are well aware stories go about and I don’t think everybody would be objecting to new machinery.”
“Well, what is it they do object to?” she persisted. “It can’t be the pensioning scheme.”
“Maybe it’s young Treverson’s manner. He seems deuced unwilling to take anyone into his confidence. Since he came here he has remained very much aloof, and you know what Kinaird can be like when it imagines folk have no interest in the place apart from making money out of it!”
“That was old Mr. Treverson’s reputation at one time, wasn’t it?” Christine asked thoughtfully. “But the tragedy of his son’s death changed him. It softened him, I suppose.”
“For a time, but a man like Benjamin Treverson isn’t really softened for long.” John Helmsdale let in his clutch and set the car in second gear up the hill. “I always thought I understood that old rascal,” he murmured, “but recently I’ve been wondering if I ever did.”
“If you can’t understand him,” Christine said, “nobody ever will.”

He smiled, changing the subject almost with relief.

Georgina Helmsdale came to the door as they drew up. Christine was out almost before they had stopped and in her mother’s arms. Then there was Iona, standing shyly in the background, looking so much better and happier that Christine had no longer any doubt about her being able to hold her own if she decided to return to Glasgow for Douglas’s wedding.
They were a happy family party sitting down to the meal that was set out in the big, airy dining room facing the hills, and afterward there was much talk of Glasgow and Douglas and the forthcoming festivities.
“It will be a great day indeed for your mother,” Georgina said to Iona, “and you’ll be going back before us to be the bridesmaid.”

Iona looked across the hearth into Christine’s encouraging eyes. “Yes, I’ll go back,” she said with conviction. “I know everything will be all right now that I’m stronger, and Bob and I can be married quietly soon afterward. I’ve written and explained everything to him, and I know he will understand.”
She went to bed early, by her uncle’s inexorable command, and Christine slipped her hand companionably into Rhona’s and drew her toward the open door.
“It’s not ten yet,” she suggested. “We’ve got time for a twilight walk.”
It was the hour they had both loved best ever since these shared evening strolls toward the loch had become an institution with them, but tonight Rhona seemed to come unwillingly. Perturbed, Christine watched her, thinking that they had drawn far apart in the days of their separation, yet willing that the truth should somehow be spoken between them.
“It isn’t cold, Rhona,” she said. “Couldn’t we sit down for a while? I love the loch when it’s like this, like a clear mirror reflecting all the hills.”
“You’re glad you’ve come back,” Rhona said harshly. “You have all you want.”
“Not all.” Christine’s eyes were suddenly dark as they rested on the far shore. “It’s difficult not to feel—cheated when love doesn’t turn out as we want it,” she added deliberately.

Rhona glanced at her in amazement.

“You saw Nigel in Glasgow,” she said accusingly. “He must have told you that he loved you then.”
“No.” Firmly Christine took her sister’s hand. “Oh, Rhona! I’m sorry you’re unhappy like this, and I know so well what it can mean—”

“How can you?” Rhona broke in. “How can you possibly know unless ... unless you are in love with Huntley Treverson and you know that he is never seen without Laura Bramshaw these days!”

If Rhona’s jealousy had betrayed her into vindictiveness, the look on her sister’s face made her instantly contemptuous of her own frailty.
“Chris ... Chris, I’m sorry! How could I ever have said that!” she cried. “How could I hurt you like this!”
“It doesn’t matter,” Christine said stiltedly. “Perhaps it’s best that I should know when ... when that’s the way of it.”
“I wish I could say that it wasn’t,” Rhona murmured contritely, “but she’s with him wherever he goes—except when he’s working at the quarries.”
“Have you heard about the quarry, Rhona?” Christine asked, because she could not bear to hear any more about Huntley and Laura. “Do you know what’s really the matter up there?”
“I don’t think anyone knows,” Rhona answered slowly, “because nobody seems sure of what’s going on at Glenavon itself. There are wild rumors about Huntley and his uncle—talk about violent quarrels and, of course, it’s said that one wants the quarries run one way and one the other.”
“Huntley may be difficult to understand, Rhona,” she said quietly, “but I don’t think he’s doing anything underhanded. The quarries have run at a loss for ages, I understand, and it’s only natural that he should want to turn them into a paying proposition again and keep them from being a drag on the Glasgow end of the business.”
“He managed the Glasgow business, didn’t he?” Rhona reflected thoughtfully. “I wonder why he suddenly threw it all up and came here?”
“He told me once that the life in Glasgow had ceased to appeal to him,” Christine answered, “and that’s why I’d like to see him fight this thing.”
The news troubled her for the remainder of the evening. There was only one way in which to learn the truth, and that was to find it out from Huntley himself.
To make such a decision was quite natural to her, but the ways and means of carrying it out seemed to be obstructed by the thousand and one small considerations which kept her very much within the circle of her family for the first week after her return.

Her father’s new assistant was a shy, ineffective young man who had qualified a year ago in Glasgow and was eager to please and learn all he could. John thought thankfully that Christine would always be there to help in an emergency. It was no reflection on the young man’s ability.

The doctor wondered about Christine quite often as she drove him along the quiet glen roads. He firmly believed that Nigel had taken the only possible way out of a situation that had proved untenable by leaving Kinaird.






 

CHAPTER TEN

Iona left for home at the beginning of the following week, exacting a promise from each of them in turn that they would go south for her brother’s wedding, and perhaps her own, later in the month.

Christine accompanied her cousin to Fort William and was driving slowly home through the village when she remembered the letters she had taken that morning to post. They were still in the glove compartment of the car.
Making her way into the small post office, which also did service as the village hardware store, she purchased her stamps and was on her way out when a tall, broad-shouldered figure blocked the doorway. She knew by her racing heart and the swift draining of color from her cheeks that Huntley Treverson would always have the power to move her like this no matter what she thought of him.
He pushed open the door and came into the shop, and little Miss Barrie behind the counter and the half-dozen customers waiting to be served looked up and were silent. Christine felt the wave of resentment reaching out to envelop Huntley and in the same instant she was smiling.
“I thought we would meet again quite soon,” she said. “I know you’ve been busy, but I felt sure I would run up against you in the village.”
She had made up her mind to hear only his own version of the difficulties at the quarries, scorning all gossip, and here was her chance to acknowledge him in the eyes of the village.

She saw him draw up, as if he had come upon something for which he had not been prepared, and then he smiled and said with no more than casual friendliness, “Kinaird isn’t exactly Glasgow. We were bound to meet sooner or later.”

Something in his voice stung her, but she realized that he had spoken deliberately and with an almost callous desire to disassociate himself from her in the eyes of the village.
During the days that followed, she went about the task of helping her father with a consciousness of effort that distressed her all the more when she realized she was utterly incapable of fighting it.
After that one meeting with Huntley in the post office she saw nothing of him for more than a week, but on two occasions she met Laura Bramshaw, and Laura, for some reason best known to herself, was disposed to be friendly.
“We really ought to have met some time ago,” she told Christine on their first encounter. “I’ve been telling Huntley that we should help liven this place up while we are here—arrange a party or two and that sort of thing. It must be hopelessly dull for you and your sister, for instance. Of course,” she added with a quizzical smile, “you may not mean to stay.”

Christine looked back at her steadily.

“Kinaird is my home,” she said, “and I have never found it dull.”

Laura laughed, quite determined not to be snubbed.

“But surely you can’t be busy all the time?” she countered. “A little relaxation is a necessary thing, don’t you think? What about that pretty cousin of yours—Miss Lamington, wasn’t it? Huntley and I traveled up in the train with her.”
“Huntley and I” seemed to be the keynote in everything Laura had to say, Christine thought unhappily, but she would not let Laura see how easily she could inflict a hurt.
“Iona is going to be married quite soon,” she said, and was quite unprepared for the look of relief that spread over the other girl’s face.
“It’s really too absurd of me,” Laura admitted with a little, affected laugh, “but I half imagined Huntley was interested in your cousin when he visited her so often. She is sweet,” she conceded with the generosity of relief, “and she had been ill, hadn’t she? I think that always appeals to a man’s sense of chivalry or protection or what have you! Huntley made quite a fuss even after she got here. He even left one of my little cocktail parties to go down and see how she was because he had made some ridiculous promise or other.”
Again she seemed to be watching Christine for her reactions. “Huntley has always been generous where ... lonely people were concerned,” she heard herself saying. “He was quite helpful in Glasgow once or twice—”
“Huntley should never have left Glasgow!” Laura cut in quickly. “He’s far too fond of the bright lights ever to settle away from them, and all his friends are there. They are firmly convinced, of course, that all this quarrying up here is only a phase and that it is just a matter of time before he goes back.”
On the occasion of her second meeting with Laura, Christine was not alone. Rhona had gone with her to the village to post Douglas’s wedding present, which they had bought in Fort William the day before, and they were making their way home when a car slowed up behind them and came to a halt as it drew level. Laura was at the wheel, and she leaned out, saying almost peremptorily, “Where can I get tickets for the tennis dance? I want to bring a party. Some friends of mine have arrived from Glasgow, and I thought it might break the deadly monotony for them!”
Rhona left Christine to answer, although she was the secretary of the tennis club and knew much more about the ticket position.
“I think it could be managed,” Christine said, trying to still the eager, foolish beating of her heart as she wondered if Huntley would come to the dance. “My sister should be able to get you the necessary tickets.”
“It’s generally a very small dance,” Rhona put in, stiffly for her. “You know it’s just in the club hall, of course?”
There was a quiet dignity in her voice which was a rebuff to Laura’s half-contemptuous request, but Laura chose to laugh it aside and said pleasantly, “Do try to get me half a dozen tickets, Miss Helmsdale! We will be a party of five, and Huntley will be there too!”
She was so sure, Christine thought as the big gray car moved noiselessly away.
“I don’t like Laura Bramshaw,” Rhona said flatly, “and I don’t see why we should oblige her by getting her tickets. She’ll come to the dance believing that she’s honoring us with her presence, and we don’t feel a bit that way about it! They’re a rowdy crowd, and they generally come down late, after dinner at the Mains and a drink or two. I don’t mind the odd cocktail,” she added, “but it’s this business of favoring us that gets me down. I wonder if Huntley will come with them?”
“Which suggests that you are going to get them the tickets!” Christine smiled. “The club needs the funds, Rho, so don’t worry about Laura Bramshaw too much.”

Rhona looked at her accusingly.

“It was mostly for your sake. I know you don’t like her,” she said.
“I’ll still go to the dance,” Christine replied. “After all, we both have our partners.”
“You’ve got Gordon Caitland and I’ve got George Pringle!” Rhona made a wry mouth. “I don’t know why I agreed to go with George.”
“For the same reason that I agreed to go with Gordon,” Christine enlightened her.
As the day of the dance drew nearer, Christine wondered if she was wise to go at all. She had not seen Huntley for more than a week, and now, if she saw him at all, he would be in Laura’s company at the dance. Her heart contracted at the thought, but she knew that she must go for Rhona’s sake and because she had no valid excuse for backing out.
They arrived at their destination as the band was striking up the first waltz, and Christine glanced around the gaily festooned hall, realizing how much work her sister had put into its decoration. She found herself watching for Laura’s appearance with a rapidly increasing interest that turned to cold disappointment when ten o’clock came and supper was announced. It was quite obvious that Laura did not intend to come now, and surely the only reason for such a decision was that the dinner party at the Mains had proved entertaining enough without the doubtful attraction of a village dance to follow.
Gordon Caitland, looking heated and slightly ruffled after a strenuous reel, took her in to supper and Rhona joined them at their table with George Pringle. He was a short, dark-haired young man with protruding teeth and intensely blue eyes whose lack of looks was balanced by a nice turn of wit which kept them amused while they consumed egg and tomato sandwiches, followed by coffee and ice cream.
Christine ate her desert slowly, listening to someone in the hall beyond playing a waltz. The members of the dance band were still busy with their suppers and the pianist must have been one of the dancers, but there were few strangers in the hall, and she was quite sure that she would have been aware of it if anyone in Kinaird played like that. There was no denying the brilliance of touch and sense of rhythm that sent those rippling notes floating in through the open doorway of the supper room.
“Are we all ready? We seem to be missing something,” Christine said.
She walked toward the doorway, standing on the other side to survey the half-empty hall beyond.
At the piano on the platform sat a thin young man with sleek fair hair brushed back from a long, narrow brow and thick, horn-rimmed spectacles bridging an aquiline nose. He was giving all his attention to the instrument he was playing with such brilliance that the silent, appreciative audience he had gathered round him equalled the dancers in number. The girl who stood at his elbow smiling patiently seemed to accept her passive role as part of the penalty she must pay for having partnered a genius. They were Laura Bramshaw’s friends. There was no mistaking them, Christine thought, as she looked around for Laura herself.
She saw her almost at once, dressed dramatically in black, and it was almost ridiculous to feel such a sense of elation at the fact that Laura was not dancing with Huntley. What did it matter? Huntley would be in Laura’s party, and what was one dance, more or less?

Gordon Caitland was worrying about the car.
“Suppose your father gets a call?” he suggested as they began to circle the room to the strains of a popular waltz. “I really should have taken it back as soon as I dropped you here.”

“If you really are worrying,” Christine advised on a mad impulse born of a sudden desire to fly from the hall before she could meet Huntley, “we can go now. George will bring Rhona home. It isn’t far to walk.”
“And spoil your evening—no fear!” Gordon declared. “I’ll take the car back and come down again. It won’t take more than half an hour, and then we can all walk home.”
“Just as you like.” The impulse to escape this meeting with Huntley had passed. “I’ll wait for you. I expect there are several people who think they owe me a duty dance!”

“You’re sure you’ll be all right?” he asked diffidently.

“Perfectly sure!” Her eyes twinkled suddenly. “I’ve been allowed to come to these dances since I was fourteen!”
“I am an ass!” He laughed and apologized. “I won’t be long, but I’ll feel better about everything when I’ve returned the car.”
Then, without sign or conscious movement, she found herself looking toward the door and there was Huntley standing looking down the hall with a slightly amused grin on his face. For a moment she felt that she hated him. Why had he come if it was only to join Laura’s party and mock at their humble efforts at enjoyment? Then she saw that he was looking beyond her at the pianist on the platform. She turned her back on him and walked away, but before she had taken a dozen steps she heard his voice behind her.

“Everything seems to be going very well, Christine.”

She turned to face him, meeting his eyes with a tiny flame of resentment in her own.
“Yes,” she agreed evenly. “Even your friends seem to be enjoying themselves.”
As soon as the words were uttered she regretted them, but she could not take them back, and he made no direct reply to her bitter little remark, saying instead, “Shall we dance? I find Howard keeps excellent time.”

“Your friend at the piano?”

“Yes,” he acknowledged as he put his arm firmly around her. “It’s not his usual line, of course. He’s amazingly talented, though he may not look it.”

She flushed, suddenly ashamed of her petulance.

“He plays beautifully,” she admitted. “It was ... very kind of him to think of filling in for the band.”
“Laura gathers quite interesting people around her occasionally,” he observed, “but Howard should really be my responsibility when he is up here.” He was frowning at a memory, and she wondered if he had wished to take his friend to Glenavon and had been denied this hospitality by old Ben. “He’s quite a reasonable type and he’s interested in our countryside. He has been composing for several years now—orchestral stuff, mostly—and I thought Lochaber might inspire him.”
“I feel humiliated—saying what I did,” she confessed swiftly. “I ...I had no idea—”
“Don’t worry! Mistakes are made easily enough, especially when most of the people who come to the Mains are not exactly the Kinaird type.”

“How long will your friend stay?”

“Tim?” He looked toward the platform, a faint smile chasing the shadows from his eyes. “Not very long at the Mains.”

“Will he go to Glenavon?”

“Not at the moment,” he said. “As you know, my uncle suffers from gout, and he is in the middle of one of his spells at present. When he is almost over it and able to go about, the effect still seems to linger in his system,” he added dryly.

Christine smiled.
“He really isn’t as bad as all that, you know,” she said.

“Your father appears to be the only person in Kinaird to whom he will listen with any semblance of reason,” he observed. “He paid us a visit the other day and there was a marked improvement all around. Even I responded and kept my temper when I might have lost it!”
Christine’s eyes were happy now and for a moment, as she circled the room in his arms, she felt that life was indeed complete. When the music ceased Laura Bramshaw thrust herself between them.
“How wicked of you to keep us waiting all this time, Huntley!” she exclaimed playfully, but with a good deal of seriousness behind her watchful eyes. “I simply refuse to believe that you were too busy to come to dinner!”
“It’s perfectly true, all the same, but I won’t bore you with the details.” He was looking at Christine’s averted head. “Are you with a party?” he asked her.
“Yes.” Christine’s only wish was to escape before Laura’s proprietary air had spoiled that fleeting moment of completeness when she had danced in Huntley’s arms. “My sister and two friends—my father’s locum, as a matter of fact. He has gone to return the car in case it might be needed before we get home.” Laura was waiting impatiently to whisk Huntley away to where her other guests stood around the piano, and Christine was too proud to linger.
“I hope your uncle will soon be well,” she said to Huntley and gave Laura a gay little nod as she turned away in search of Rhona and George Pringle.
During the remainder of the evening Laura claimed Huntley exclusively. They were a noisy party and drew attention wherever they went.

Soon it was the last dance and Gordon had not returned.

“It couldn’t have taken him almost two hours to get home and back!” Christine exclaimed impatiently as they stood waiting at the hall door. “But he quite definitely isn’t here, so we’ll have to walk.” Huntley detached himself from the group around Laura’s car. “Can I help?” he asked. “I’m going your way.”
He held open the door of his car. “If you’ll get in,” he said, but before they could place themselves the coupe rattled around the bend in the road and Gordon Caitland brought it to a standstill in front of the lighted doorway.
“I’m frightfully sorry, Chris,” he apologized, “but your father had to go up the glen—Belle Cumming’s infant has arrived—and the old coupe let me down coming back.”

They thanked Huntley, and when they were safely packed into the coupe Christine looked back and saw him standing at the door of his own car while a girl called Judith made some laughing remark that brought no sign of mirth to his dark face.

Belle Cumming’s baby was the start of a series of births in the village and the remote glens, that kept the doctor and his young assistant busy for the next day or two, and Christine was busy in consequence.

Then, abruptly one afternoon, the peace of Kinaird was disrupted by a dull explosion that seemed to shake the very air with its intensity and rumble back from the surrounding hills in billowing echo. It could have come from nowhere but the quarries. But it occasioned her no more than a moment’s thought, and she had forgotten it completely by the time she had reached the house.

The house seemed very quiet, perhaps in contrast with the sound of the explosion higher up the glen, and something heavy seemed to hang in the air. Her father and Gordon Caitland were both out on a case and it was three hours until the surgery. All prescriptions were made and ready, her father’s consulting room set in order and his mail attended to, so that the rest of the day was her own.
I’m feeling restless, she mused, that’s all. I don’t like having nothing to do!
It was at that moment that she heard the sound of running feet. Swiftly she crossed to the door and pulled it open, recognizing the boy who came running toward her down the path as one of the Treverson employees.
“You’ve come from the quarry?” she asked. “What is it? Has something happened?”
“There’s been an accident.” The boy was panting, his breath coming between his teeth in short, agonizing gasps. “They said I had to run for the doctor.”
Christine caught him by the sleeve. Her heart felt ice cold and the numbing pain of an awful fear almost checked the words in her throat. ‘
“Can you tell me—who has been hurt—what exactly happened?” she asked hoarsely. “Were you there? I heard the explosion, but they’re so common up here—”
“Not this kind!” The boy had gained breath and was rather savoring the pleasure of his narrative. “They say it was that Mr. Huntley who ordered it to be done, but maybe we’ll never know, for the old man and him have both been hurt—hurt bad.”
For an instant Christine stood without speaking, without thought almost, and then her mind was working clearly again and she led the way around to the front garden, explaining as she went, “My father is out on his rounds, but I know where he can be found. I’ll have my sister go for him and I’ll come back with vou.”
It was uphill all the way, but they ran most of it, and her quickened breathing was like a knife-thrust in her breast as they reached the branching roads that led, one to Glenavon Lodge and the other toward the hidden caverns of the quarries. She could not guess what she would find when she had penetrated that last screen of trees, but she knew that she must reach Huntley’s side, knew it by every intensified beat of her heart that seemed as if it might burst before she got there. He needed her. He needed her!

They reached the great pits hollowed out of the side of the hill at last, to see dust and smoke still rising from the ledge far up the old face where an avalanche of rock and stone had come hurtling down into the working space below. On the far side of the quarry, around the pay hut and the squat office building, a small group of silent men stood waiting.
Christine ran toward them, but even as she hurried forward she was aware of resentment dominating all other emotion in their dust-begrimed faces.
“Where’s the doctor?” old Abel Morrison demanded in a voice that was little more than a growl. “We sent for him.”

“He’ll come,” Christine assured him while her eyes probed beyond the group. “Where ... are they? Can someone tell me what has happened?”
No one spoke for a split second and then Abel said in a voice thick with resentment, “Something that happened here once before, but it was the new master of Glenavon that gave the order this time and the old one that has paid the price.”
She searched their faces, knowing that they were accusing Huntley.

“What right have you to say that?” she demanded weakly.

“The old man’s dead,” somebody said from the back of the crowd, “and his nephew gave the order for that face to be blasted.”
“No!” The single word was a cry, nothing more, and it held all the protest that her love and faith in Huntley was capable of mustering. “Take me in to them,” she commanded. “Bob says they were both hurt.”
They made way for her, sullenly, still half resentfully, and she went in through the door of the office, the bright, searching light of the summer afternoon flooding in behind her. She saw the first-aid men busy on both sides of the room, but none of their faces were clear to her as she recognized the prone figure on the improvised bed beneath the window. He lay half turned on his stomach under a blanket and his bandaged head jerked upward at sight of her with all the old vigor in his voice.
“Get them to stop fussing about me and see to my uncle. He’s taken the real rap over this.”
She could not tell him that Ben Treverson was dead, and so she looked beyond him to the men who had been on the spot almost immediately after the accident had happened. Someone drew her aside as she rose to her feet and said in an undertone, “We thought the old man had gone, but he’s still breathing and his pulse is a bit steadier. He doesn’t seem to be able to move, though, and he can’t speak.”
“I wish my father would get here!” Christine exclaimed, feeling suddenly weak and ineffective in her self-appointed role. “He would know what to do for them both.”
She stood rigidly beside Ben Treverson’s improvised couch, looking down at the parchment-like face and the strangely twisted mouth which told so plainly of a seizure, wishing that he had been able to speak, yet realizing that what he might have to say could so easily shatter all her dreams and reduce her faith to ashes. Then she turned back to where his nephew lay on the far side of the hut and bent over Huntley’s restless form.
“My father can’t be very many minutes now,” she assured him. “They’ve done what they can for your uncle, and we’ll soon get him away.”
A look of relief spread over his face, to be obliterated immediately by a sudden quick spasm of pain as he moved, and she knelt down beside him, saying unsteadily, “You’ve been badly hurt. Don’t move.”
“I’m all right,” he told her sharply. “A flesh wound or two, mostly on my back, I gather. Thank heaven, my head seems to have escaped injury!” He was frowning, his eyes dark and commanding on hers. “It’s a damnable position all around. I can’t even move without this confounded pain—”
“Far better lie still until we find out just what the damage is,” she advised. “You won’t gain anything by causing yourself all this unnecessary pain. I’ve seen your uncle.” She lowered her voice. “He appears to be suffering from shock.”

“There’s no injury to his head?”
“None that I can see.”
“Internal?”

“We’ll have to wait to know about that until my father or Dr. Caitland arrives.”
He moved again, dismissing the doctor’s young assistant with a gesture of indifference.

“Your father was out on his round, I suppose?”

“Yes, but he couldn’t have been any farther than Kilcraven. Rhona has gone to bring him.”

“See that he ... looks after my uncle.” His breathing was growing difficult, his dark eyes becoming heavy and blurred. “He has tremendous faith in him...”
“Huntley—!”

She whispered his name below her breath, her heart thumping madly, and then she heard her father’s voice behind her and Gordon Caitland’s, as voices come in a dream, and her confidence was restored.
“In here, father!” She crossed the floor and was standing at the door of the hut as her father approached it. She could see by the gravity of his expression that he had been told something of the happenings of the past hour even in the short distance that separated the offices from his parked car. “They’re both emergencies, I think, but Huntley has just lost consciousness.”
Their eyes met and held for a split second in which she felt that he had seen straight into her torn heart, and then he strode across the hut to where old Ben lay under the far window. The old man’s eyes fastened on his face, their intensity demanding his release from the bonds which rendered him speechless, and John Helmsdale made his examination with a mounting sense of frustration. He turned abruptly away from those beseeching eyes at last to give his orders to the men.
“He must remain here,” he said. “Send for a mattress of some sort and keep the place warm. I can’t take the risk of moving him yet.”
Christine was standing beside Huntley when her father moved toward the other window.
“They have a station wagon at Glenavon,” he said, after the briefest of examinations. “See if you can find it and bring it down here. You could also bring the mattress and explain things to Mrs. Campbell. Don’t let her panic, whatever you do. I have enough on my hands here.”
“Will he ... be all right?” She could not keep herself from asking the question nor from wanting to linger by Huntley’s side while he still lay there unconscious. “His back has been badly hurt.”
“He’s tough as they make ‘em,” her father assured her roughly but kindly, “but we can make him much more comfortable if you’ll bring down the car.”
She knew she had received a command and made no further attempt to linger. It was no great distance to Glenavon and she ran most of the way, meeting Jessie Campbell as she turned the first bend in the long, unkempt driveway leading up to the house. The old housekeeper had thrown on a shawl and run through the trees, her anxious, white face expressing all her concern for the man she had served for so many years, and whom she knew and understood better than anyone in Kinaird.
“I was down in the village,” she explained, “and I’m just now back. This is surely an awful thing to be happening and these two quarreling all the morning into the bargain!”
“Try not to think of their quarrel, Mrs. Campbell,” Christine implored. “It can’t do any good, and we have to think of their need now—what we can do for them in the shortest possible time. Recrimination isn’t any good ... afterward,” she added as she slackened her steps to keep pace with the old woman who seemed to be relying upon her for confidence and direction. “If you will see to blankets and a mattress and tell me where I can find things in the kitchen, we should be back there within a quarter of an hour. You see—speed might make all the difference between ... between...”
She could not utter the words. There must be no outward expression of the dreadful fear that hammered at her heart, but her limbs seemed numbed by the horror of it as she urged them into a final effort of speed and her breath was hot and dry in her throat.
The details of the next ten minutes were never very clear to her afterward, her only conscious memory being of driving the car recklessly down the winding driveway and across the glen road into the great cavern of the quarry where the men still stood about in groups.
She drove the station wagon right up to the office door, getting down to help Jessie lift her bundles out of the back, and when she turned toward the hut her father was standing there waiting for her.
“You’ve been quick.” In that one, brief statement he had acknowledged the full extent of her effort. “Things might have been worse for young Treverson,” he added briefly. “He’s lost a lot of blood, but I’ve done some rough surgery on his back, and he should be all right now.”
She felt her breath drive freely between her lips in a great sigh of relief and a terrible swaying lightness took hold of her. For a moment the hut and the quarry and even the bright sunlight were blotted out, and then she tightened her grip on the bundle she carried and followed her father through the office doorway.
They worked for half an hour, transferring the prostrate form of the old man carefully onto the mattress and covering him with blankets while Mrs. Campbell produced hot water for the bottles from the stove in the corner that had been hastily lit. Christine felt that she could not bear to look at old Ben, yet she could not believe that the fixed stare in his eyes held accusation. It seemed more like appeal, as if he would implore her father to give him back the use of his speech in order that he might say something of extreme importance. From experience she knew that such a feat was beyond her father’s powers. Time might work the miracle, and meanwhile all that they could do for him was being done as quickly as possible.
And all that they could do for Huntley? She looked across to his still form, a beam of sunlight slanting across his dark face and outlining the autocratic nose and high forehead against the rough pine wall above his head. Her heart contracted painfully at the thought of the events leading up to this day’s happenings. His mouth, as he lay there believing himself unobserved while they worked with his uncle, was grimly compressed and his eyes, under their heavy lids, gazed straight before him. She shivered at the thought of her father’s “rough surgery,” realizing that he had probably been given only a local anesthetic, but she knew that it was not pain alone that disturbed him now and that he did not demand their pity. When he looked around and saw her watching him his eyes told her nothing, remaining remote and strangely concealed under the heavy lids.
“I must take that young man up to Glenavon,” her father said at her elbow. “I can leave you here with old Ben for half an hour and Caitland will keep an eye on things, though I don’t think there will be any change. Don’t let him try to talk, that’s the main thing. He would only be exciting himself needlessly.”

“Do you think—?”
“I don’t know. At the moment it could go either way.”

He had never tried to keep the truth from her, and Christine knew that he would not do so now. She found herself praying wordlessly for Ben Treverson’s release with a strange sense of its utmost importance hammering in her mind.
Huntley looked at her once as they carried him out to the car, and she put her hand gently over the heavily bandaged one on the stretcher in a gesture of quiet friendliness. Why was it that nothing could break her confidence in him? She loved him, but that was not all. It was something in the man himself that made them akin ... two of a kind.
The men gathered outside the hut made way for them, standing aside almost reluctantly, and as Huntley was transferred to the car a murmur ran around the group that sounded almost menacing. Christine heard it with a rapidly mounting resentment in her heart, and when the car had pulled away she turned and faced half a dozen of Ben Treverson’s older employees.
“You can do more to help than just standing there—much more!” she told them, trying to keep the scorn out of her voice as she spoke. “We need wood—plenty of wood. The fire must be kept on in the office night and day now while Mr. Treverson remains here. Surely,” she appealed, “you won’t refuse to help?”
“We’ll help the old man now that the other fellow has gone,” a grisly old hewer returned surlily. “We’ve no time for newcomers who give orders like they were the boss and then try to change them when it’s too late.”
“I haven’t time to listen to that kind of talk just now,” Christine told him with her heart like lead within her. “These things are irrelevant when we’re fighting for someone’s life, but if you are suggesting that Mr. Huntley did anything underhanded, I refuse to believe you.” Her voice grew strong and confident, and she was suddenly sure of what she said in spite of the rough jeers from the back of the group. “He would do what he considered right and just. This has been an accident.”

There were further mutterings, but the group had already begun to thin out, and she could see that the better element among the men was already on its way in among the trees in search of the wood she had requested. She wasted no further time with the remnant that was left, dismissing it as the inevitable troublemakers and of very little consequence at the moment.
She went back into the hut to find Gordon Caitland bending over old Ben, who now appeared to have dropped into some kind of coma, and while the young doctor sat watching his patient she tried to make the hut more comfortable and draft-proof. She knew that her father would not move old Ben until he was quite sure about the hemorrhage. The journey to Glenavon would be an unnecessary risk and one they could not afford to take.
“I wonder how it happened?” Gordon Caitland mused. “Some of the older quarrymen seem to be grousing about young Treverson, arguing among themselves about his methods of running the place.”
“Whatever he did,” Christine answered decisively, “it would be with the interests of Glenavon at heart.”
“There was a suggestion that the face they were blasting was more or less worked out.”

A spark of anger showed in her eyes.

“Old Mr. Treverson knew that, too,” she said. “It was more or less common knowledge, and Huntley’s main work was at Druim Alaig. The face hasn’t been opened up there yet, but it will be shortly—”

“And meantime they worked this one too far?”

“I don’t know anything about that,” she answered unhappily. “There certainly seems to be plenty of people willing to make the accusation.”
“I’m sorry,” he apologized, seeing that he had upset her. “I didn’t really mean it that way.”
“Do you know if Rhona went home?” she asked, changing the subject.
“Yes, I dropped her at the house. Your mother was anxious to know what had happened, and Rhona said she would cycle up later.”
“I think I’ll phone them.” She glanced at the instrument in the corner and then at the improvised bed under the window. “Will it disturb him, do you think?”

Gordon Caitland shook his head.
“Nothing would, at the moment.”

When she got through to the house Rhona had already left for the quarries, but her mother was glad to know that both the doctor and his assistant were on the scene.

“You don’t know when you’ll be back?” she asked.

“No.” Christine was wondering if she might help to nurse old Ben. “I’ll see what dad says when he comes back from Glenavon. He’s taken Huntley up there, but I really think it is his uncle who is most ill. You said you had contacted the nurse, didn’t you, mother?”
“She should be on her way, and if there’s anything I can do for Mr. Treverson—” Georgina began, but Christine interrupted her.

“Dad will probably need a substantial meal by the time he gets home,” she suggested.

Nurse MacMillan was making her way across the quarry when she hung up the receiver, and she went to open the door for her with a sense of keenest relief. Another pair of professional hands were always welcome, although the men who had rendered first aid at the beginning had undoubtedly done a grand job.
“Your sister is just behind me, cycling up the brae,” the nurse told her, going quickly inside to hear what Dr. Caitland had to say about their patient, and Christine hurried out to meet Rhona with the thought in her mind that she might cycle up to Glenavon and offer her services there.
Halfway to the quarry entrance, however, she saw the Glenavon wagon come swinging down the hill, and her father leaned out from the driver’s seat as he brought it to a standstill.
“I see Rhona coming up the brae,” he said. “One of you had better go to Glenavon and help out up there.” He looked directly at Christine. “Do you want to go, my dear?” he asked.

“I’ll ... leave it to you,” she said quietly.
“Jessie Campbell’s all right with the cooking, but there will be bandages to change and the nurse can’t be in both places at once,” he reflected. “You’ll have to take a firm hand with that young man. He’s about as determined as his uncle, and I’ve a notion there’s something behind this accident that’s making him far more difficult to deal with than he might have been.”

“You don’t mean that he feels ... guilty?” Christine asked in a voice that was little more than a whisper, her face suddenly white and pinched-looking. “I’ll go,” she added, “whether you think it or not.”
“It’s our duty to do what we can for them both,” John answered noncommittally, a perplexed frown creasing his brow. “It’s not a doctor’s business to argue right or wrong.”
She knew that he was as confused as she had been, trusting Huntley instinctively yet unable to disregard the weight of evidence that seemed to lie in the balance against him. They had not gone into details—they had not had time for that—but the majority of his uncle’s employees had already accused Huntley. He had given the order for the blasting to be carried out, they said, and that had been good enough for them.
Nothing like that made any difference, however, when a life hung in the balance. She looked at her father and nodded, waiting until Rhona came abreast of the station wagon so that she could borrow the bicycle to ride up the driveway to Mrs. Campbell’s assistance.

Jessie welcomed her eagerly and with much relief.

“It’s real good of the doctor to have sent you,” she declared. “He’s always so thoughtful. Things are going to be a bit awkward until we can get the old master up here.” Her eyes darkened. “You don’t think there’s little hope when he can’t be moved?” she asked anxiously.
“My father is taking every precaution,” was all Christine could tell her. “To move Mr. Treverson at this stage might be fatal, but he will bring him home whenever he can. Meanwhile, we will all have to pull together and share the nursing between us. The district nurse will come in. of course, but she has so many other calls on her time.”
“I know! I know, and it’s a blessing it is that you’re here!” Jessie was patently grateful. “Will you be going up to see Mr. Huntley now, or will you have a cup of tea first?”
“If I can carry up his tea for you,” Christine offered, “I’ll get mine later.”
“I’ll set two cups on his tray.” Jessie looked at her keenly. “Maybe you can convince him he’ll have to stay in his room and give that back of his a chance to heal,” she suggested, “for I can’t! I’ve often thought his uncle was the stubborn one where taking orders was concerned, but he’s just as bad—every bit as bad! You’ll have to be firm, or else we’ll have to send for your father again, for it seems that he’s the only one he’ll listen to!”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Christine promised, but as she mounted the broad flight of oak stairs leading to the floor above, there was a grave sense of misgiving in her heart.
How would Huntley receive her, and how would he look upon her unsolicited offer of help?
Nervously she knocked on his door and waited, but when there was no reply she balanced the tray on one arm and went in.
“I’m no use whatever lying here, Mrs. Campbell!” The voice came from the bed as she crossed the floor. “I must get on my feet. Things will get completely out of hand—”
She had come within his line of vision, and he stopped abruptly, staring at her in what appeared to be helpless amazement for a moment, staring and frowning.
“There’s no need for this, Christine,” he said at last. “I’m not an invalid.”
“My father thinks you should stay in bed, all the same,” she told him firmly, “and he has sent me to see that you do!”

“But there’s no sense in you involving yourself like this...”

She put the tray down on the bedside table, moving cigarettes and his lighter to one side to make room for it.
“There’s no question of being involved,” she said. “There has been an accident and my father has pressed everyone into service, that’s all.”
“An accident!” he smiled wryly. “Thanks for putting it that way! You are unfailingly kind.”

She flushed under his obvious sarcasm.

“We’ll not discuss it just now, if you don’t mind,” she said briefly. “You’ve been hurt, and I’ve come up to help Mrs. Campbell nurse you.”
He lay back among his pillows, closing his eyes in a gesture of unutterable weariness.

“If only I might accept that!”

“You must accept it. It looks very much as if ... your uncle is going to be laid up for a long time, and if you want to get on your feet again you must accept our help. We are willing to do what we can for you.”
He opened his eyes, looking at her steadily, a look that set all her pulses beating wildly and brought all her love welling to the surface again, and then he said harshly, “All the same, I’d feel much better about everything if you didn’t come to Glenavon!”
The words had been deliberate, carefully calculated to express the feeling of obligation under which he had no desire to stay, and they struck her with the force of a blow. Her proud spirit recoiled long before her heart had registered its hurt, but she was able to say with all the dignity at her command, “I’m sorry you feel this way. I came to help Mrs. Campbell, but as soon as I can find a suitable substitute I shall respect your wish. For the moment, however, my father will feel happier about you if I am in charge up here. The district nurse is doing what she can for your uncle.”
He reached for a cigarette and lit it, and she saw that his hand was not quite steady, but his eyes were hard and calculating when he finally looked back at her.
“Can’t someone be sent from Fort William?” he asked. “I know it’s expecting a lot and I don’t want to inconvenience the district nurse, but she might know of someone capable to look after me for a day or two until I can get on my feet again.”
“I’ll see what can be done,” Christine agreed, her heart aching with the weight of his indifference. “We can phone Fort William, if you wish, but nurses are difficult to get.”
“I suppose so.” He was examining the end of his cigarette with exaggerated attention. “Still, it might just be managed, don’t you think?”
“Something must be managed.” Her voice had choked on the words and she could no longer stem the tears which welled into her eyes, tears of disappointment and a hurt that went far too deep for words. “We can’t go on like this when you ... when you so obviously find it irksome.”
She fled from the room without giving him any chance to reply, going blindly down the stairs to where Jessie Campbell was working in the kitchen, and something in her face told the old woman a great deal.
“You’ve found him too much for you, eh?” she asked. “A pity. Ay, a great pity! He’s going to be his old uncle over again, though I imagined there was a saving grace somewhere.”
Christine did not seem to hear her. She was sorting bandages and dressings with automatic precision while her keen ears picked up the sound of a car’s engine winding up the driveway toward the house. It stopped outside the front door, but there was no summoning ring at the bell, and presently they heard footsteps in the hall and realized that their unexpected caller had found the door unlatched and had come in without ceremony. Thinking it was her father, Christine went swiftly along the passage to be met by Laura Bramshaw in a summer frock and shady garden hat looking like an advertisement for someone’s uncrushable silk.
“Where’s Huntley?” she demanded, showing no surprise at sight of Christine. “I heard he had been hurt so I came along immediately. Of course, he’ll want me to take charge. They tell me his uncle is still at the quarry.”
Christine could not answer immediately. She felt as if she had been crushed, as if Huntley himself had sent for Laura, accepting her ministrations while he had turned down her own.
“I’m not sure that he can have visitors yet,” she heard herself saying in defense of her father’s trust in her. “He has lost a great deal of blood and is bound to be weak and in need of rest.”

“Visitors! My dear Miss Helmsdale, I hardly came in that role!” Laura laughed. “Huntley and I are old friends—very old friends—and it is the most natural thing in the world that he should want me to take charge now. I’m not exactly a nurse, of course,” she added with a deprecating glance at Christine’s rather soiled white coat, “but I can do quite a lot’ for him, I expect. Besides, Mrs. Campbell is really quite capable.”
“It is a question of dressing and bandaging his wounds,” Christine reminded her with returning spirit, “My father’s orders are to be obeyed, Miss Bramshaw, and I must remain here until he releases me.”
“And your father quite definitely made the ‘no visitors’ rule?” Laura queried.
“No, but—”
“Oh, I see! It was entirely your own idea?” She looked amused. “Well, I’m afraid I’m going to break it, and I’m quite sure Huntley will agree. Don’t let me hurry you away, though. It was good of you to come.”
Christine stood irresolute, feeling that she should be able to deal with this, yet conscious that Huntley himself had deprived her of any authority she might have had, and then Laura turned on her heel and made her way triumphantly up the stairs to Huntley’s room.
She remained there for more than an hour and as she came down the stairs again the telephone rang in the hall. Without hesitation she crossed to the instrument and took the call.
“It’s for Miss Helmsdale,” she announced as Mrs. Campbell hobbled along from the kitchen regions a second or two later. “Her father, I think.”
Christine came at Jessie’s request, conscious that Laura was lingering until she had heard the result of the conversation.
“Christine,” John Helmsdale said, “you’ll have to hang on there for an hour or two. The stork’s in flight! I’ve been waiting for this call all day, and I’ll have to take MacMillan with me. There may be complications. I’m leaving Rhona and young Caitland with Mr. Treverson. How are things at your end?”
She did not hesitate, saying in her most practical tone, “Everything’s under control, sir! He ...I hope Huntley can get some rest now.”
“I think you might change those bandages before he settles down for the night,” he advised. “The shoulder ones, I mean. Leave the others alone for a day or two, but the shoulder ones looked inadequate to me. I’ll be with you later on,” he promised as he rang off without waiting for her answer.

“Will you get me some hot water, Mrs. Campbell?” she asked. “And bring it up to Mr. Huntley’s room.”
Laura went out, slamming the door behind her, but somehow Christine did not care. She began to ascend the stairs, conscious that she was moving again to the routine she loved, obeying her father’s instructions, helping him out at a time of emergency, and not even Huntley’s brusqueness could wholly daunt her now.
He was lying back against the pillows when she went into the room and she drew the heavily brocaded curtains back from the windows to gain more light.

“What are you going to do?”

“My father has sent instructions to change your bandages.” She spoke coolly and impersonally, as the most casual of nurses would have done. “Mrs. Campbell will be here with the water in a second or two.”

He smiled crookedly.
“You’re very competent, Christine,” he mused, while his dark eyes searched hers. “You would have made the perfect woman doctor.”
“I often wish I had qualified,” she admitted as she unwound the displaced bandages on his broad shoulders, “but at the time when I should have been thinking of going to university my father was left without an assistant and he really needed me.”

“It was after that, I suppose, that he acquired the admirable Dr. Kilbridge?”
“About a year afterward.”

“Where is he now?”

“Nigel? He has gone to Edinburgh to take his degree in surgery.”
“And then he will come back?”
She flushed sensitively.

“I don’t know. I think my father hopes that he will.”

“And you?” he demanded, his head turned sideways on the pillow in an effort to see her face.

“Yes,” she admitted, thinking of Rhona, “I hope that, too.”

He seemed to subside into the pillow, his body suddenly relaxed, and she paused in her task.
“I’m sorry if I have hurt you...”

The sound that came from the pillow was like a hollow laugh. “Go ahead!” he told her. “I can take it.”
Mrs. Campbell came in with the water and Christine swabbed out the flesh wounds on his shoulders and applied her dressing with expert skill and in a silence punctuated only by Jessie’s odd remark.

“I think you should be comfortable enough for the night now,” she said at last. “I’ll take this bowl downstairs, Mrs. Campbell, and you can tidy up the room.” She was not looking at Huntley. She felt that she could not because her heart was as heavy as lead when she thought of the future. “My father will look in later on.”






 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

In the days that followed the accident at the quarry one event followed another with such rapidity that Christine had difficulty afterward fitting them into their correct sequence.

Huntley’s attitude on the day of the accident had made it impossible for her to stay at Glenavon, and she knew that it would be little use attempting to substitute Rhona for herself because he was evidently determined not to remain indebted to them in any way. He could not spurn her father’s administrations, however, and Rhona continued to do what she could for his uncle at the quarry, helped by the district nurse. There seemed no possibility of getting a nurse from Fort William, and when Christine approached her father on the subject he frowned and said, “What mad idea have we to contend with now? Better let me go up to Glenavon and talk some sense into his head!”
“No—please!” she begged. “He might only think I was complaining.”
“The complaints might very easily be on our side,” he growled, although she did not believe him to be seriously annoyed. “There’s far more behind this quarry how-d’ye-do than meets the eye, if I’m any judge, but they’re a stubborn lot, the Treversons, and we’re very likely never to know the truth of yesterday’s upheaval.”

“The quarry men are blaming Huntley,” Christine said, “and he won’t defend himself. Oh!” she cried, exasperated. “Why are people so determined and stubborn!”
“Possibly because they feel that if other people can’t trust them, explanations would be no use, anyway. This business of a private nurse being sent from Fort William is just nonsense. We could have managed between us, and, anyway, I don’t suppose he will get his nurse at such short notice. They aren’t exactly growing on the nearest tree these days!”
Huntley got his nurse, however, in the person of Laura Bramshaw.
The doctor went to pay a routine morning visit at Glenavon and found her installed at the house looking very much the part in a white overall with her hair attractively bound up in a white silk scarf.
“I simply couldn’t leave it all to Mrs. Campbell,” she explained. “If you’ll tell me exactly what to do, Doctor, and he isn’t too ill to be cared for by a probationer—”
“He isn’t too ill,” John told her impatiently, because he had never had any time for people like Laura and also because he was feeling vaguely disappointed and, somehow, thwarted. “He should be on his feet in about a week’s time. It’s his uncle who is mostly in need of expert care now.”
“I understand he is getting that very adequately down at the quarry,” Laura smiled. “Your daughters must be a great comfort to you, Doctor Helmsdale.”
“Indeed they are,” he agreed, “and amazingly dependable. And now, if you don’t mind, I’ll take a look at the patient,” he suggested, and went off upstairs leaving her smiling in the hall. Huntley proved difficult.
“I can’t stay here indefinitely,” he protested. “There must be someone in control at the quarries.”
“You haven’t been in bed a week yet,” the doctor told him amiably, “and if you insist on getting up you’ll probably find yourself indoors for a month or two. I’m giving the orders around here at the moment, Treverson. You’re not in a fit state to go down to the quarries or anywhere else, but if there’s anything on your mind I’ll do what I can to put it right for you.”
They looked at each other steadily for a moment. The doctor imagined that he saw hesitation in the younger man’s eyes, an impulse to confidence, and then Huntley looked away, saying abruptly, “I can deal with any trouble there might be. If you’ll be good enough to send me MacPherson and Sandy Davidson I’ll be obliged. After that, there’s nothing more you can do, thank you all the same.”

The doctor nodded and rose to his feet.

“I’m leaving instructions with Miss Bramshaw,” he said, immediately aware of the look of surprise in his patient’s eyes when he mentioned Laura’s name and aware, also, of a lessening of his own resentment toward the man in the bed. “She tells me she has come to look after you and, in view of the fact that it will probably be impossible to get professional help, I think she will solve your problem. You also have Mrs. Campbell.”
Huntley appeared to be waiting for him to finish and said at once, “Never mind me, doctor. What’s the truth about my uncle? Will this accident prove fatal or is there some hope that he will recover?”
“It’s difficult to say at this stage,” he admitted frankly. “I’m afraid I can only hope that the measures I am taking will be successful. Your uncle is not really an old man—”
“He is sixty-four and should have known better than to run up to a face when there was blasting going on!”

The doctor’s lips tightened.
“I dare say he had a good reason for doing that.”

The silence became suddenly oppressive until John moved toward the door with a brief and almost impatient “good morning” that was not entirely lost on the younger man.
Even though he was practically helpless, Ben Treverson was in no way the perfect patient. He demanded attention without being able to ask for it, and his eyes, sunk like living coals in his strangely wizened face, were the most restless things Christine had ever seen. Whenever her father was with him he seemed determined to convey something to him that he considered it imperative that his old friend should hear, and even after the doctor had gone he would allow himself very little peace.

The scene at the quarry was greatly changed. Where there had been activity there was almost a deathly stillness. Always there was the suggestion of resentment lingering like a dark cloud that only the necessity of the moment kept from overshadowing everything.
Not all the quarry men were involved in the murmurings; Christine was well aware of that, and it seemed significant that the men who had worked most closely with Huntley argued greatly in his favor, although they were powerless to explain away the order he had given or even to account for it.
The wordy battle swayed to and fro for a week, at the end of which time Huntley was on his feet again, very much thanks to Laura, as Laura and her doting father made it generally known. His first act on returning to work was to close down the face where the accident had occurred, and very soon afterward it was rumoured that the whole quarry might be closed. This raised the specter of unemployment, because there were no concessions made in the matter of news about the new workings at Druim Alaig. “High-handed” was the term most generally applied to describe Huntley’s attitude, and Christine found herself wishing that he would trust Kinaird a little more.
But who was to tell him all this? She had tried, her father, too, had tried to help, but apparently he had not fared any better. Huntley’s determination to work this thing out in his own way had defeated them all.
There was just old Ben. Quite often Christine’s thoughts fastened on Ben Treverson as the only possible answer to the situation, yet Ben still remained paralyzed.

He had been moved up to Glenavon on the third day.

With two patients at Glenavon, Doctor John was frequently on the glen road, and quite often he was able to offer a lift to one workman or another, among them the foreman who had gone from the old workings to the new one at Druim Alaig. In this way he learned a great deal about the new methods that Huntley had introduced on the other side of the hill, gleaning the information bit by bit from a man who had never been biased in his life and who now appeared to be speaking the truth against a majority of discontent.
The days dragged past and the resentment against Huntley only seemed to mount, growing stronger with his reappearance at Druim Alaig, but he went his way in apparent indifference, giving his orders and expecting MacPherson, the foreman, to see them carried out. Gradually, the men who had worked at Glenavon were being absorbed in the larger project at Druim, although many of the older hands—men in their seventies, for the most part—were paid off and pensioned.
The transfer was not working quickly enough, however, and Huntley’s unshakable determination never to commit himself aided the grumblers. Ten days after the accident there were still a dozen men in and about Kinaird who were not yet reinstated or transferred “over the hill.”
In the middle of the controversy Georgina Helmsdale was preparing to go to Glasgow to her nephew’s wedding, and Christine, who would have stayed behind gladly, made ready to accompany her. It was a foregone conclusion that the doctor could not leave his practice, particularly with old Ben Treverson’s life still hanging by a thread, and Christine was determined to return at the earliest possible opportunity.
“I can go down the day before the wedding and come back with the early morning train the day after,” she explained to her father, and, surprisingly, he did not urge her to linger in Glasgow.
“Don’t stay away too long,” he said, giving her cheek a gentle pinch. “You’re needed here.”
“I wish Nigel were back,” she said impulsively. “You had such confidence in him.”
“I suppose I shall have confidence in this other fellow some day,” he reflected. “It takes time, building up confidence,” he added, and she thought that he wasn’t exactly thinking about Gordon Caitland at that moment.
Going to Glasgow was an event to Rhona and her mother, and Christine watched their eager preparations for the journey with a tender smile.

The journey south passed eventlessly and they were met by the bridegroom and his sister at the station.
They found Flora in a flurry of last-minute preparations, too absorbed by trivialities to take into account the fact that she had capitulated over Bob and admitted him as one of the family by sanctioning his presence at the wedding. She had very little time to ask much about Kinaird, only pausing to remark that her brother must surely be extraordinarily busy when he could not attend his only nephew’s wedding.
Douglas stayed with his family during the evening, running around in search of this and that, although Flora was quite convinced that she had attended to everything down to the last detail. Iona and Christine waited until he was safely in bed and asleep before they systematically unpacked his leather case and stuffed everything in it with confetti after sewing up arms and legs with the minutest stitches that would take him hours to undo.
“I wonder why people in love are considered fair game for those sort of pranks!” Iona laughed when they were through. “I mean to sleep with the key of my case securely fastened around my neck on my last night at home!”
“You’ll be married from here?” Christine asked, with a little rush of pleasure at the thought.
“I think so, now that mother has more or less recognized Bob.” Iona’s eyes were suddenly starry as she halted on the stairs. “I can hardly wait until tomorrow to see him again, Chris! These past few weeks have seemed an eternity—in spite of the fact that I was happy at Kinaird. Everyone was so kind up there,” she mused, the reflection sending her thoughts in another direction. “I hope Huntley will soon be well again. I liked him so much, Chris ... and I think he is very fond of you.”

Christine flushed sensitively.

“No, you’re quite wrong,” she said huskily. “I thought—at one time that we could have been friends, but now—”
“Friends?” Iona repeated. “He doesn’t want only friendship, Chris. It’s all your love or nothing. How can a man be just friends with the one person in the world who was made for him—after he’s recognized the fact?”
“I wish I could believe that,” she said breathlessly, “but I’ve had so much proof of his indifference lately.”
“Probably because you have never given him the slightest opportunity of seeing the truth,” Iona pointed out. “Besides, isn’t there quite a spot of trouble in Kinaird just now? Has it never occurred to you that he might not want to drag you into that, after the other business of the flood? After all,” she went on relentlessly, “you turned him down flat at the beginning.”

“Iona!” Christine cried in alarm. “How do you know that?”
“He told me.”
“He told you?” She repeated the words foolishly.

“Yes. We were having an honest-to-goodness heart-to-heart one evening in your garden—down by the rockery—and he told me that he had asked you to marry him once and that you would have none of him.”
Christine was glad that her cousin could not see her face in the full light.
“He told you, of course, when he proposed that it was from a sense of duty after the night on the moors.”
“He said he had proposed to you not long after he met you, but I can’t remember any mention of duty.”
“Of course he wouldn’t use the actual word, but any sane person would understand why he had done it!”
“Are we always quite sane when we are in love?” Iona asked musingly, and then, when they had reached the foot of the stairs: “You do care for him, Chris, don’t you?”

“I’d be telling an unforgivable untruth if I said no.”

“Then—don’t throw away your happiness.” Iona begged. “You have both been so good to me, I’d give anything to see you happy—anything!”
“It sounds easy enough, but what can I do?” Christine asked. “He’s so ...
“Pigheaded? You may as well say it as think it!” her cousin told her. “All men are a little, you know. Even Bob was at first because of something he called our different positions in life. Huntley won’t let you share his unpopularity, but I don’t think he will leave Kinaird, either.”

“No,” Christine said slowly, “I don’t think he will, and I’m glad about that!” Her eyes were shining now. “I know how he feels, Iona, and it’s just how I would feel in similar circumstances. He’s not guilty of treachery, and he won’t deign to explain himself to a handful of people that don’t really matter anyway. But the majority of the people in Kinaird should know the truth about him. There must be some way...”

“I think you’ll find it, whatever it is,” Iona said before she opened the drawing-room door.






 

CHAPTER TWELVE

Douglas’s wedding day dawned clear and bright and a lovelier bride than Sheila Craig-Temple could not have been imagined. Iona, chief of six bridesmaids in long gowns of misty gray and pink chiffon, looked almost as radiant as she smiled to Bob Niven standing in a front pew beside Christine, and Douglas succeeded in appearing extremely self-possessed throughout the ceremony.

There was a lengthy luncheon, and dancing to a small orchestra afterward. When the happy pair had been duly seen off at Central Station amid a demonstration worthy of ten-year-olds, the guests were entertained at the Theater Royal.
“It’s been a long, glorious day!” Iona exclaimed at the end of it, voicing the thoughts of them all, and Flora went so far as to try to persuade Christine to stay for a day or so until Rhona and her mother went home.
Christine, however, had promised her father to return immediately, and that and the conversation she had had with Iona made her catch the early train for Fort William the following day.
Her father met her there, so sure was he that she would keep her word. There was a vaguely satisfied look about him that drew her attention immediately.
“You needn’t tell me that all your patients are on the road to recovery!” she commented when she had related all the wedding news. “I can see it sticking out a mile!”
“There’s more to it than that,” he told her as they entered the Ford. “Ben Treverson may get his speech back.”

“Oh, I’m glad! I’m glad for his sake.”

“When a man of Ben Treverson’s type thinks he is going to die it may not be altogether a bad thing.” He was pursuing his own thoughts, puffing meditatively at his ancient pipe. “He looks back on a long life of irregularities and believes that some of them can still be put right. In fact, he’s often in a devil of a sweat to overdo everything and enter heaven as a saint!”

Christine laughed at the thought of old Ben’s saintliness.

“I think he has something to say about the day of the accident,” the doctor returned carefully. “I think old Treverson can tell us the truth about that.”
For no definite reason Christine’s heart felt lighter than it had done for weeks, and she realized that the feeling had been growing within her gradually ever since she had spoken to Iona on the eve of Douglas’s wedding.
“I’m with you in everything you care to do,” she said firmly. “You’ll have to be,” he returned grimly. “I’ve already committed us both up to the hilt!”
“In what way?” She was remembering Huntley’s brusqueness when he had sent her away from Glenavon, his near hostility in the face of their former offer of help. “He won’t let us do a thing for him, and I can’t very well go back to Glenavon—”
“I wasn’t thinking of Huntley in person,” her father observed calmly. “I’ve been dropping a few observations from my Book of Common Decency—dropping them on fertile ground, I hope, and where the ground wasn’t exactly fertile I’ve just simple read the riot act!”
Old Ben recovered slowly, his power of speech returning last of all, and until he had full control of his voice again, he appeared reluctant to speak at all. Then, on the day he was permitted to go out for the first time, he ordered his nephew to drive him to Druim Alaig.

Huntley frowned at the request.

“There’s no point in your going there,” he told him frigidly. “You know what you think of my methods.”

“I’m not talking about methods or anything else!” the old man bellowed. “You’ve got ninety percent of my men up there now working for you, and the other ten percent who are still at Glenavon don’t count. I want to speak to these men.”

“If you’re thinking of making trouble...”
Ben silenced him with a look.

“Get your car out,” he commanded, and Huntley obeyed without demur.
They drove in silence to the head of the glen and over the hill to the green slopes of Druim on the other side, and when they were within sight and sound of the new workings Huntley brought the car to a standstill.
“Don’t begin to argue,” Ben advised. “Get the men together in front of your offices. I want to speak to them.”
Huntley walked away, his mouth grim, but he did not hesitate to carry out the command. When most of the men were assembled on the floor of the quarry, he went back to the car and opened the door.
“They’re waiting,” he announced laconically. “They’re all there, with the exception of the two men in the motor house, and I can’t spare them.”
Ben grunted and began to walk away in the direction of the restive group facing the office buildings. Huntley strode across to the motor house on the far side of the quarry where he could remain out of sight and sound.
His uncle walked purposefully toward the group of men, waving his stick until they parted to let him pass through to the door of the offices and here he climbed up the three steps leading into the building and turned to face them.
“Everybody’s here that was working at Glenavon?” he demanded. “Everybody but the few who haven’t the sense to see which side their bread is buttered on!”
The booming challenge was an unexpected broadside and it was met by a murmur that might have been a growl. No one was entirely willing to commit himself by speaking up.
“Well, if that’s so, I’ll tell you why I’m here.” Ben looked about him, his eagle gaze penetrating to the back of the crowd and returning again to those who stood in front. “I’m here to tell you the truth about a few things that you don’t seem able to see for yourselves. A few weeks ago there was an accident at Glenavon and I’ve heard a great deal of talk about it since and had to listen to it because I had lost the use o’ my tongue. But now, thank the Lord! I’ve been given it back to tell you what really happened. The accident at the quarry was nobody’s fault but mine.” He swallowed twice, glaring about him as if he would challenge anyone to contradict him, but no one spoke. “I gave the order to blast at that face, and my nephew carried it out. Not without a lot of argument, mind you! We argued like demons for hours, and then he did what he was told, although it went badly against the grain! He knew it wasn’t safe to put such a big shot in at that place, and after I had forced my will on him I knew it wasn’t safe either. Aye, I forced him to carry out my order, and because I was the boss down at Glenavon he did it, though he half-guessed the consequence. That’s discipline for ye!” The old man broke into broadest Scots, sure proof that he was deeply moved. “A man that can take an order and obey it even when he thinks it’s a wrong one is a man ye’ll take orders from! Some o’ ye learned that in the Army, no doubt, an’ I’ve learned it here. I’ve been a stubborn auld fool a’ my days, I’m thinking, and this was nearly the last o’ me, for I saw my mistake as soon as he turned his back on me and went to give the order. I thought maybe I could stop the blastin’ in time, but I was wrong.”
There were murmurings in the crowd now, low and conversational, but it was evident that the news had come as a surprise to most of them and that they were pleased with what they had heard.
“Och! I knew the lad was honest enough!” someone said aloud. “The old man’s always been an awkward old devil,” he added beneath his breath.
“And now ye’ll go back to your work,” Ben told them, “and show my nephew that there’s no more ill feeling against him. I know there’s some grumbling old sinners in the village that have been paid off, but they’ve been pensioned into the bargain, and you can tell them while you’re at it that that was my nephew’s idea and not mine! I’d have kept them working until they dropped, but he’s acknowledged a long life spent in our service. That’s all I’ve got to say,” he ended abruptly.

When he had strode away, the men making way for him again, there was a general hubbub of conversation. Then four men detached themselves from the group and went in search of Huntley. He had taken his uncle back to Glenavon, quite ignorant of what had gone on at the face, and old Ben did not enlighten him, so that he met the deputation from his workmen with a suggestion of wariness in his candid gray eyes.
They made their explanations stiltedly, as became men who worked hard and energetically in the open.
“We’ve made a great mistake, sir, blaming you for that accident at the old quarry, but it was hard to come by the truth when nobody spoke up. We’ve just heard your uncle, though, and what we have to say is that we’re sorry we misjudged you, and maybe we should have known better.”
The last half-dozen words meant more to Huntley than a dozen apologies, and his strong mouth relaxed in a smile.
“We all make mistakes at one time or another,” he conceded. “I’ve made them myself, scores of times, but I feel that we can work together better now—on a firmer footing. My uncle has been very—magnanimous,” he added with just a trace of dryness in his deep voice.
The news from the new quarry was even more of a nine days’ wonder than anything that had gone before. The Helmsdales heard the news with the rest of the village and Christine did not think it strange that Huntley should remain slightly aloof at Glenavon until most of the excitement had died down and old Ben’s speech was no longer a novelty.
She saw Laura Bramshaw twice during that time, but Laura had nothing to say to her, and then, one day, they learned that Bramshaw Mains was on the market and that there was no sign of a buyer for it.
“It’s the sort of house I’d love!” Rhona exclaimed. “Old world but up-to-date at the same time as far as comfort goes. Do you think the new quarry at Druim Alaig will spoil it?”
“There’s a great screen of trees between them,” Christine pointed out, “and I don’t think the Treversons will cut down the trees. Even old Ben didn’t do that at Glenavon.”
The next piece of news that rocked the village was the fact that Ben Treverson had bought Bramshaw Mains, and it was rumored that he had bought it for his nephew.
Christine heard it and her heart seemed to turn over, completely drained of all its glad, new hope, because rumor had immediately jumped to the conclusion that Laura’s father had parted with the Mains only to make it her future home. Laura and Huntley! She could not believe it, yet it seemed that there could be no other explanation of the sale, no other end to the controversy in the glen than that Huntley should settle down among his own people and live happily married there.
She was conscious of drawing nearer to Rhona in these moments of utter heartache.
They went around together a great deal, and when autumn came they were collecting raspberries in the High Wood when Huntley’s car drove past on the road below them.
Looking down at him and seeing the familiar dark profile for the first time in many weeks, Christine felt her heart contract with the force of her love. She stood like some silent, woodland creature afraid of further hurt, determined to remain hidden until all danger was past.
An hour later, they were leaving the wood behind with both baskets full when the first splashes of rain dropped through the trees.
“We’re going to get terribly wet, even if we run for it!” Rhona said. “I knew we should have brought our raincoats!”
“We’ll just have to make a dash for it as soon as we get out from under the trees,” Christine said. “Don’t drop the berries, though!” They ran down the narrow, rutted track between the pines and were almost at the junction of the glen road when a car came up behind them. Christine felt all the color draining out of her cheeks as she recognized Huntley.

Rhona said, “I think he’s going to offer us a lift.”
Huntley opened the passenger door.

“Hop in!” he commanded. “Do you think raspberry jelly’s worth all this?”

Christine was able to smile.

“It makes it twice as good!” she assured him as she slid in, and they drove away on a note of laughter.
“I’ve been up to the Mains,” he told them. “You’ve heard my uncle bought it, of course?”
“We heard that he had made you a present of it,” Christine said, forcing herself to meet the truth with as much composure as she could command.
“Don’t you believe it!” he returned. “I have to earn it. My uncle never made anyone a present of anything in all his life.”
“It’s a lovely house,” Rhona said shyly. “I’ve seen the kitchens and they’re a dream come true!”
“I’m not sure whether I would know about that,” he said whimsically. “But old Bramshaw converted the stables very nicely and made them a mechanic’s paradise as well as a garage!”
“Which means,” Christine suggested, “that you intend to stay in Lochaber?”

He turned to look at her for a second.
“I always intended to stay,” he said briefly.

They were nearing their destination and he pulled the car up close to the wall above the side gate into the garden. Rhona got out almost hurriedly, seizing her basket and thanking him with a brief smile.
“You’ve saved us a complete drenching.” Christine tried to speak casually, but the effort was almost beyond her.
“I seem fated to come to your assistance in a flood!” he said, his voice holding a caressing quality she had never heard before. “How long is it going to be before we can be sensible, Christine, and accept the fact that we are necessary to one another?”
She was half turned in her seat ready to leave him with the conventional word of thanks on her lips.

“You have never said that before,” she faltered.

“Long ago,” he said, “I told you that I loved you. Was that not enough?”

“No, Huntley—no! You only asked me to marry you.”

“Which means the same.” His arm went around her, drawing her suddenly close. “Even in the face of your first blunt refusal I never meant to let you go,” he told her. “The Treversons are a terribly stubborn lot, and desperately tenacious, yet there was a time when I thought I hadn’t any right to claim you, and that shook me,” he confessed.
“That was when the village wasn’t very kind,” she guessed immediately. “Oh, Huntley! as if it would have mattered what the village said!”

His face darkened.

“It mattered to me at that time. I wanted their respect and I knew you had always had it—you and your family, so I couldn’t jeopardize it. I had almost done it once before, when I was mad enough to think that being on the moors for a night together didn’t matter in these modern days. And it didn’t really matter—between you and me. The real thing was the village attitude to me all around, their firm conviction that the leopard doesn’t change his spots.”
“But now,” she said, her heart so full that it could scarcely hold all her joy, “everything has changed. We’re—together now, Huntley, for always!”
She raised her eyes to his with all her confidence in him shining in their depths, and he bent swiftly and kissed her lips, holding her suddenly and possessively tighter as she would have drawn away again to ask another question.
“It was for always, right from the beginning,” he said huskily. “I knew it from the first moment I met you and I’ve known it ever since. Perhaps that’s why I had the temerity to ask you to marry me on a day’s acquaintance,” he suggested with a crooked smile that smoothed the lines from his face and lighted deeply humorous lamps in his gray eyes. “And of course I risked the only answer I had a right to expect!”
“You mustn’t have done it very well,” she said shakily, “because I never dreamed for one moment that love came into it at all. I thought it was just ... a matter of duty.”
“I don’t think duty would have carried me that far—not in the circumstances,” he said. “I’ve always known what I wanted, but I must confess I was a bit thunderstruck when you didn’t see eye to eye with me about ... belonging.”

“I did,” she whispered, “deep down! I’ve always thought it in my heart, but it seemed that every known obstacle was being put in our way.”

“With the possible exception of the other woman!”
“She was there, too,” she confessed. “I thought that Laura—”

He laughed softly, turning her face up so that she was forced to look at him.

“Laura, of all people!” he said.
“I know, dearest, but I thought—”

“You weren’t thinking about Bramshaw Mains?” he asked, smiling into her ashamed eyes. “Because that definitely belongs to Uncle Ben ‘till I’ve come to my senses and brought the right wife back to Lochaber.’ The quotes are definitely his own so the fate of the Mains now rests on your answer to my second proposal of marriage within six months!”
“Don’t laugh at me, Huntley!” she begged. “I had an idea that the Mains was for Laura and ... you know my answer to the other.”
“I know it,” he said, “but I want a full confession of it. I want all my doubts and my foolish jealousy over young Kilbridge swept completely away!”
“You know I never cared for Nigel,” she protested while his arms tightened about her again.
“Not any more than you knew about Laura,” he said. “You told me you wanted him back in Lochaber only a few weeks ago.”
“Only because of Rhona. I’ve told you her secret now, and I never meant to tell a soul!”
“That shook me,” he confessed. “Especially when I realized how much more he had to offer you.”
“Does that really come into it?” she asked softly, happily. “Isn’t it only ... love that matters?”
“All the way!” he agreed. “Although a certain amount of determination can creep in at times!”
“You and your determination!” She was able to laugh with him now. “It nearly separated us.”
“I don’t think it ever could have done ... not for very long,” he said soberly. “We were ... two of a kind, and we were meant to come together.”

“I’m glad you believe that—I’m glad you see it my way!”

She lay back in his arms, forgetful of the rain and oblivious to the fact that a basket of spilled berries would have to be picked up from the floor at their feet. Her thoughts winged their way back over the weeks behind her, that had been the fullest in her life, back to the conviction that he had just uttered, which was what she had known all along. “We were meant to come together.”
“Will you come into the house?” she asked at last. “Will you come and see my people and help me to tell them our news?”
“I don’t think your father will be surprised,” he said. “I met him yesterday and managed to thank him for all he had done for me in the village—boosting my stock with his patients!”

Christine smiled tenderly.
“You see,” she said, “he believed in you, too.”

They were still picking berries off the car floor when John Helmsdale drew up at the gate. Christine looked up and saw Nigel Kilbridge getting out behind her father. They looked at one another for a full second before Nigel glanced at Huntley and smiled faintly, as if he saw in reality something that he had long known.
“Nigel’s going to be with us for a week or two,” Doctor John announced. “He’s recuperating from examitis! But let’s all get in out of this rain or we’re going to be soaked to the skin!”
They ran together toward the house, meeting Rhona in the doorway. She had no time to hide the surge of joy that overwhelmed her at sight of Nigel, and Nigel seemed to cling to her welcome as a man might cling to a spar he finds floating toward him from a sinking ship.

“Hello, Rhona! It’s grand to see you again!”
“And grand to see you, too, Nigel! Are you staying?”
“Your father insists...”

“We all do!” Christine put in. “You can’t just rush off now that you’ve come.”

“No,” he said, looking at her steadily, “I want to hear all A your news.”
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