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  Chapter One


  The feeling of spring was in the air. Vaila could see signs of it all around her as she wandered through the woodlands of Crathmor House. The primroses were peeping shyly
  through the rich mossy earth; spears of wild hyacinths poked through coverings of last autumns leaves; drifts of snowdrops stretched back as far as the eye could see; while the shiny dark
  green foliage of bluebells prodded boldly upwards, a promise of the longer days and warmer nights yet to come.


  But none of that would be for a while yet. The mornings were still heavy with bitter frosts that turned everything white in the night, the hill peaks were sparkling against the blue of the sky,
  a recent fall of snow had buried some early lambs and the farmers had been kept busy digging them out and bringing them down to safer ground.


  For two days the blizzard had raged, draping the fields and the hedgerows in great humping mounds of pearly white, blocking the roads in and out of Kinvara, snarling everything up, forcing
  Dougie the Post to sit in the Post Office and twiddle his thumbs, making Lizzie the Postmistress snap at him out of sheer frustration, causing everybody else to moan at one another because they
  couldnt lay their hands on newspapers of any kind and what else was there to do but retire to bed early and make bairns if you were young and keen enough and didnt mind
  adding another to the family.


  If you were past all that, or simply didnt fancy it, the only other choices were books for those who liked them, hobbies for those who had them, bed for those who had neither but who had
  to rise at dawn out of necessity or if they belongd to a breed conditioned to a lifetime of early habits.


  The children of Kinvara had mixed feelings about their enforced absence from school. Many of them were the sons and daughters of crofters and farmers. It was their lot to rise from their beds at
  freezing first light to milk the cows, muck out the byres, groom and feed the horses. School or no, these tasks had to be carried out, but at least the hours spent in the classroom were a means of
  escape from enforced labour in the fields and all the discomforts that went with it.


  A land covered in snow, however, meant a reprieve from the usual chores and for a precious few days the farm children were able to join in with the others as they whizzed down slopes on
  home-made sledges or simply played about in the dazzling white landscape.


  But it didnt last, the salt-laden winds from the sea saw to that; the snow melted, the roads became passable again, Dougie the Post was able to resume his belated rounds, the school
  reopened, the bell tolled from the church tower, the feeling of being cut off from the outside world soon passed and life returned to normal.


  The disappearance of the snow brought a renewed sense of freedom to everyone. Winter seemed to have shaken off its dark cloak at last; spring was in the air, the skies were opening up and
  expanding, each passing dawn brought fresh signs of life, new lambs were being born every day, and as Vaila made her way through the woods she experienced a great surging sense of euphoria.


  She was fourteen now; her childhood lay behind her. In the last year she had blossomed from a shapeless girl into a young being with curves in all the right places. The bumps of puppy fat had
  smoothed out, her legs had grown longer, her waist more defined, the blemishes of adolescence were disappearing from her chin, her skin had grown smooth. Each day seemed to bring fresh changes to
  her appearance, subtle but there just the same, exciting her, making her feel more confident and sure of herself. Her stepmother, Hannah, told her she spent far too much time gazing at herself in
  the mirror but she simply couldnt help it. She found it fascinating to pose in front of the looking glass in the bedroom, to stare at herself from different angles, to arrange her hair in
  different ways and see how it affected the planes of her face.


  Her nine-year-old half-sister, Essie, loved it when Vaila pranced around the bedroom, putting on airs and graces and pretending to be Lady MacKernon of Cragdu Castle. Essie would pose too,
  mincing around the room wrapped in her mothers best Sunday fur stole, her big blue eyes shining, her flaxen hair tumbling over her shoulders, laughter bubbling from her rosy lips when
  Hannahs step sounded on the stairs and she had to rush to her mothers room to put the stole back in the capacious naphthalene-scented bottom drawer of the dresser.


  But Essie hadnt been there the day Vaila had viewed herself naked in the mirror, ridden with guilt as she did so, knowing how wrong it was to look at oneself like this, unclothed and
  unadorned, without vestments of any kind. Narcissism! She had heard Mrs Prudence Taylor-Young of Bougan Villa referring to the vain and preening young girls of Kinvara in such a fashion. But then,
  Mrs Taylor-Young with a hyphen was very old and must have forgotten what it was like to be young and growing up. She was also very upright and churchy and condemned anyone who dared to enter
  Gods house with even a hint of rouge on their cheeks or a bosom too perky to be decent.


  Temptresses! Prudence would snort. Ogling young men without a thought of the Lord on their minds, batting their eyes and using the church like a shop window for their
  displays of vanity.


  But Vaila soon forgot Prudence Taylor-Young in her fascination with the vision that presented itself to her in the mirror. Could this really be her? This tall, slender-limbed girl with breasts
  that had grown from little pimples into smooth rounded hills and a nipped-in waist that accentuated the curving contours of her hips.


  Long legs, milky skin, a face that was flushed and disbelieving-looking as her eyes surveyed the final surprise. Hairs! Straggly bunches of them under her arms. More between her legs. Much more.
  Like a triangular piece of material cut from the black felt she had once used to make a witchs costume for Halloween. No! Worse than that! More like a hunking great chunk of Dokie
  Joes beard, yanked straight from his face and stuck onto the tender pale skin beneath her belly button.


  Dokie Joe, who worked to Crathmor House, was very proud of his beard. It had taken him a good many months to grow it to the desired thickness and length. Now his wife, Mattie, complained of the
  time he spent in front of the looking glass, combing and trimming his great ugly mug and telling her how lucky she was to have a man as handsome and desirable as he was.


  Vaila had laughed along with everyone else at these exchanges between man and wife but she didnt laugh now at the idea of having a little beard of her own on such an incongruous part of
  her body. Was it there to keep bits of her insides warm, she wondered, and if so which bits and why appear now when those selfsame parts of her had been there all along with only the protection of
  her knickers to keep out the cold?


  It surely couldnt be some form of decoration down there where no one could see it and no one would want to if they had any sense at all in their heads. It was all very mysterious and
  frustrating and the one time in her life she couldnt go to her father and ask for his advice.


  She had known that something was happening to her body, of course, especially the hairs, sprouting steadily away for the past year or so and giving her much food for thought. She
  had, however, refused to acknowledge their presence. At bedtime each night she undressed quickly and slithered hastily into her nightgown without baring any significant parts of her body to
  Essies curious gaze. She no longer bathed with her small sister in the big zinc tub in front of the fire but did so alone and unobserved in the dimly lit kitchen, covering herself briskly
  with soapsuds from head to toe and getting the whole procedure over with as quickly as possible while the rest of the family occupied themselves in various other parts of the house.


  Essie had not taken kindly to the change in what had once been a happy, carefree occasion, with sometimes even Breck, the family dog, getting into the tub beside the sisters. The little girl had
  lamented long and loudly over the passing of familiar rituals until Hannah had taken her aside to explain that Vaila was growing up and changing and needing more privacy in her life.


  Hannah however, had not explained to Vaila just what changes she should expect and Vaila was left to find them out for herself in the fullness of time. The vision of herself naked in the mirror
  that memorable day had brought many mixed emotions to bear on her. Dismay and wonderment had set her stomach churning. She had been sad yet happy at the same time. Happy that her spots and her
  puppy fat were fast disappearing, sad that the days of her childhood lay behind her. Although she had lost her own mother while still an infant she had never felt deprived because of it. Morna Jean
  Sommero would always live on in her heart and hold some very special places in her memory. Morna Jean and her father had known a great love together and Vaila knew that she would one day have a
  great love too, somewhere, sometime. It was written for her, just as surely as it had been for Robbie and Morna, in the stars, in the heavens, in the universe. Even as a very young child she had
  known that and had been contented just to let the years carry her through to the destiny that one day awaited her.


  Hannah, her stepmother, had been good to her. She had known happiness and love in No. 6 Keepers Row. Hers had been a wonderful childhood. Free and unfettered she had roamed the hills and
  glens of Kinvara, learning about life and love and everlasting friendships.


  Rebecca Bowman of the Mill O Cladach was her greatest friend of all time, her earth sister, sharing all her trials and tribulations, her laughter and her tears. And it was to Rebecca she
  went after that day of seeing herself naked in the mirror, Rebecca she asked about the facts of life. At nearly sixteen Rebecca seemed to know it all and they had giggled together over hairy
  triangles, sprouting breasts, and all the other aspects of their changing bodies.


  The adventure of growing up lay ahead for Vaila. As the days passed she became more sure of herself, less embarrassed about her blossoming figure, more conscious of the admiring glances thrown
  at her by the young and bold lads of Kinvara.


  Life was good and sweet and exciting. She enjoyed her job at Crathmor House, she loved her employers, Captain Rory MacPherson and his good wife Emily, she adored their way of life and the many
  animals draped over the furniture in almost every room in the house, she got on well with the MacPherson children. None of them were affected or snobbish and they abhorred anyone who was.


  Vaila was content with her life. It was rich and satisfying and wholesome. She was young and all the world was at her feet. The morning seemed made for her alone as she picked her way through
  the woodlands surrounding Crathmor House. The pink of the rising sun was touching the peaks of the hills; the waters of the Kinvara coastline were a shimmer of silver through the trees; frost-rimed
  leaves crackled under her feet; a red squirrel suddenly bounded out of the undergrowth in front of her to go scampering into the canopy of bare branches above, scolding her as it went, pausing to
  nibble at the nut it was holding in its tiny front paws.


  She put her fingers to her lips and laughed. It was so good to be here in this early-morning hour that was all hers, feeling the frosty air stinging her cheeks, hearing the dry twigs snapping
  under her feet, glimpsing the beauty of the new day all around and above her.


  She was alone for a few precious moments and she liked that. This was her time and no one elses. No need to talk, no reason to indulge in needless chatter, just herself and the woodland,
  alive with silent life and the promise of glories yet to be.


  
  


  Chapter Two


  Another movement caught Vailas eye as she came into a clearing above Crathmor House. Down there on the bridle path near the river. Ponies. Two of them, weaving up
  through the silver birches as they entered the woods. Her heart gave a tiny jump. George Ian MacPherson, the eldest of the lairds sons, often came out riding at dawn. George was eighteen,
  impossibly handsome and charming, home on leave from military college, lighting up the old house with his laughter and fun.


  But it wasnt George who came riding into the clearing in front of her. It was Mark Alexander Lockhart, a dark-haired boy of fifteen whose father was estate manager of Crathmor House.
  Sandy Lockhart had been with the MacPhersons for several years now and was an invaluable help to the laird in his management of not only the estate, but of the lairds pedigree breeds of
  Highland ponies and prize herds of Highland cattle.


  Sandys love of horses had passed on to his son who was now also employed by the laird as an all-rounder, helping with the general running of the place: the stalking, the cattle sales, the
  shoots, breaking in the ponies and much much more.


  Marks laughing brown eyes regarded Vaila with some amusement as she stood there silently watching his approach. He was dressed in an old green jersey with holes in the elbows and corduroy
  breeches tucked into a pair of dung-spattered wellingtons. Vaila had never seen him attired in anything else but his working clothes, not even at village dances when all he did was exchange his
  wellingtons for a pair of battered-looking shoes and slick his unruly curls down with water.


  He always smelled of hay and horses and never stood on ceremony with anyone, whether they be gentry or otherwise. If the king himself walked through the door Mark would just grin at him
  and go on supping his soup, his mother would say despairingly whereupon he would lift her up in his strong young arms and not let her down again till she said she was glad to have a son like
  him who didnt put on airs and graces for anyone.


  Everyone liked the young pony man the way he was, blithe of spirit, carefree and honest, always defying the rules and getting away with it, the envy of the more staid of his contemporaries who
  wished they could adopt his cavalier attitude to life and to hell with what anyone thought.


  Ive brought you a pony, he stated baldly as he came up to Vaila. I thought it was time I showed you how to handle one properly.


  Oh, did you now, she said with a lift of her head. Well, you can just think again, Mark Lockhart. Im not dressed for riding anything, far less a pony. And Id
  be late for work if I went with you. I simply dont have the time to go gadding about on horses at this time o the morning.


  Oh, yes, you do, youre early and you know it. I knew youd be here gazing at the trees. Youre always here in the woods when you leave the house for work. Come on, get
  up, youll enjoy it once you get going.


  Her green eyes flashed. No, I wont. Youll only criticise everything I do. You think youre the only person in the world who knows anything about horses. Ive
  only ever done it for fun and even then it wasnt so funny when I got off and could hardly walk for a week.


  Mark looked at her. Her tangle of black curls had escaped the little red beret that she wore and were ruffling merrily in the breeze, her nose was red, her skin whipped to roses in the bracing
  air of morning, her expression was one of defiance and determination, yet she couldnt keep down the corners of her mouth because of the way it was made, uptilted, generous, laughing.


  He had loved this daughter of Rob Sutherland from the moment they had met. Four years ago now. He knew exactly when it was, where it was, how it was. They had been too young then to know
  anything about love, everyone had said that and had laughed when he once declared he wanted to marry her when he grew up. But he hadnt been too young, he felt exactly the same now as he had
  then. No, it wasnt the same; it had changed, he had changed, his feelings had grown stronger with the passing years, he was older, they were all growing up, even Vaila for all she sometimes
  spoke yearningly of her childhood days.


  I promise I wont criticise, he said gruffly, dont be a spoilsport. It would only be for half an hour, its all I can spare anyway, Dad doesnt know
  Im here, Im supposed to have started work by now.


  Oh, all right then, anything to keep you happy. Before he could make a move to help her she had mounted and was away before him, a wild little whoop escaping from her lips.
  Come on, pony man, she threw over her shoulder. I thought you said you would show me how to do this.


  Laughing, he caught up with her and they rode together side by side through the woodland, the light of the sun gilding the trees as it climbed higher into the sky. When they reached open ground
  they urged their mounts into a trot then to a canter over the fields, faster and faster, Vailas hair sculpting into black waves in the wind, her scarf streaming out behind her as she flew
  along.


  Hey! Mark shouted. Dont go so fast! Youll fall off! Mind the ditch  and the fence.


  But his words were lost in the wind. She went racing on ahead of him and was back at the stables before him, dismounting, ready to face him with a triumphant shout when he finally came
  clattering over the cobbles towards her.


  Bugger you, Vaila Sutherland! he cried as he jumped off his pony and stood looking down at her. That was a mad thing to do, scooting off like that! You made out a minute ago
  that you didnt like riding.


  His breath fanned her cheek, swift and cold, his brown eyes were alight in a mixture of anger and concern. She stared back at him, her face only inches from his, then she saw another expression
  creeping into his eyes and she stepped hastily back from him.


  Two collie dogs came bounding into the yard to go straight to Mark and gaze adoringly up at him. Sandy Lockhart hove into view, George Ian MacPherson by his side, both men laughing and talking
  animatedly as they walked.


  Hey, Mark, Sandy called as he espied his son. Where have you been? George here wanted his horse brought up to the house. I met him coming down to get it himself.


  Sorry, Dad, Mark imparted hastily. I was . . .


  For once he seemed lost for words but Vaila stepped into the breach. It was my fault, Sandy, I asked him if I could ride one of the ponies this morning and he thought it might be safer if
  he came along with me.


  Ay, well, dont let it happen again. Sandy glanced quizzically at his sons unusually red countenance. Not during working hours anyway.


  Its all right, George said as he shook his head, I needed the exercise anyway. I should have been up hours ago but decided to have a lie-in instead.


  George wasnt dressed for riding. He never was, preferring instead to wear an old jumper and jodphurs as opposed to more formal riding gear. Nevertheless, he looked extremely handsome with
  his ruffled fair hair shining in the sun and his blue eyes sparkling as they fell on Vaila.


  Glad to hear youre keeping your hand in, Vaila, we might do it again sometime, if you can spare me the time, that is.


  It was her turn to redden as he smiled disarmingly and took her hand to kiss it, a glint of mischief lighting his eyes.


  Come on, Mark, Sandys voice broke authoritatively into the proceedings. Take the ponies into their box and fetch Georges horse. I hope youve got it
  ready for him.


  Ay, Dad, just coming.


  The two men turned away but Mark hung back. Does he often do that? he hissed at Vaila. Kiss you and slobber over you?


  He wasnt slobbering. Hes a gentleman, thats all, and he kissed my hand because Im a lady.


  Hmph, some lady, thundering over the fields like a heathen into hell. And what did he mean when he said he hoped youd do it again sometime? Do what?


  He took me out riding once or twice the last time he was home. Hes a good teacher, attentive and patient. I learned a lot in just a short time.


  Oh. Marks face grew dark. I didnt know about that. You didnt say anything.


  Why should I? It was only for fun  and anyway, why should I have to tell you everything? You arent my keeper.


  I dont like you like this. He sounded sullen.


  Like what?


  All grown up and  and funny.


  She let out a shout of laughter. Funny! Im speaking the way I always speak.


  No youre not, you sound like a real little madam, and dont forget, youre only fourteen, you shouldnt really be mixing with a man double your age, even if he is
  gentry.


  Double my age! George is only eighteen, and he isnt gentry, not the snobbish sort anyway. Hes only a friend, I get on well with him, I get on well with all the MacPhersons.
  Besides all that, Ill be fifteen in June, soon Ill be able to do what I want and see who I want and there isnt a thing anybody can do about it.


  Oh, well see about that, he said tightly. The world is full o charmers like George MacPherson ogling at girls like you who think the likes o them are
  wonderful. You need looking after, Vaila Sutherland, and Ill always be around to see you dont get up to any mischief.


  He stood there in his old jersey and trousers, scowling fit to burst, and Vailas heart softened. Dont change too much, Mark Lockhart. Youre always so full of fun and
  laughter but now youre too serious and I feel I dont know you any more.


  Her words seemed to bring him to his senses. He straightened, his brow cleared, a smile flitted over his face. Im sorry, Vaila, its just, I was worried when you took off
  like that on your horse. It was all so good until then. I hope you enjoyed it and will maybe do it again some time.


  Mark. She put her head nearer his, their breaths mingled in the frosty air. Of course well do it again, I loved every minute, only things have changed now,
  havent they? Were still just children to look at but inside were different and nothing will ever be the same again.


  Her face was only inches from his. He glanced at her mouth, took a deep breath and stepped backwards. I know. Sadness touched his eyes.


  Mark! Sandys voice rang impatiently across the yard. Mark turned and went quickly away, leaving Vaila gazing after him with just a hint of tenderness and poignancy in her
  own eyes.


  Then she too came to her senses and went rushing away to begin her day up at the big house.
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