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Author’s Note


The feuds between the Clans are a great part of the history of Scotland. The last great Clan battle was fought between the MacDonalds and the Mackintoshes at Mulroy in 1688, but violent quarrels and braeside murders survived and the old way of life in the Highlands was largely unchanged.


The Chief was still the father of the Clan with the terrible powers of his ancestors. There was no alternative to his protection and no appeal against his authority.


In the seventeenth century, a Clanranald Chief would punish a thief by tying her hair to the seaweed on his coast and leaving her to drown in the Atlantic tide.


In the eighteenth century the English, having conquered the Scots, realised the supreme and unequalled fighting ability of the men from the Highlands. The raising of the Highland Regiments was instrumental in the creation of an Imperial Britain.


One of the first Regiments mustered by Simon Fraser of Lovat, Chief of the Clan, contained men who had fought at Culloden, while some of them died with James Wolfe on the Heights of Abraham in Canada.


During the next fifty years the Crown drained the Highlands of young men. In the French Wars at the turn of the century, the Highlanders supplied the British Army with the equivalent of seven or eight infantry Divisions. They were a unique and splendid Corps united by a courage and loyalty unsurpassed by any other Regiment.




  Chapter One ~ 1885


As the train carried her across England, Clova sat beside the window, thinking that what was happening could not be true.


It seemed incredible that only a few weeks ago she was in despair, fearing that her mother would die of starvation before she did from the wasting disease that the doctors had diagnosed.


Then she herself would either have to face the cold waters of the Seine or surrender to the evils that were all too prevalent in Paris.


As the train moved swiftly through the countryside, she realised that she had forgotten how green England had looked the first time she saw it and wondered if Scotland would perhaps be more familiar.


She had been seven when her mother, the beautiful laughing Charlotte McBlane, had run away with Lionel Arkwright, who had come to Scotland year after year to shoot grouse on her grandfather’s moors.


Even as a child Clova had thought that Lionel Arkwright was a charming man, gay and witty and very different from her father, who always appeared to be serious and disapproving of everything.


Looking back now to when she was very young, Clova recognised that she had always been afraid of him.


Perhaps if she had been older she would have known it was merely his Scottish ‘dourness’ that had made him seem so frightening.


Her mother, she could understand, had found him dull.


It had been a brilliant match for the daughter of an unimportant retired English Colonel to marry the younger son of the Marquis of Strathblane.


But Lord Alister McBlane had been fascinated and then captivated by the eighteen year old Charlotte Burton, who was always called ‘Lottie’.


As soon as Lottie looked at him with her huge blue eyes, he had known at once that she was very different from the girls he knew in Scotland.


Lord Alister had been a guest of the Lord Lieutenant of Yorkshire for the Doncaster Races.


Lottie, who had been invited to the balls that were given to entertain the race-goers from the South, had undoubtedly stood out even though the other women were far more significant socially than she was.


Her figure was like thistledown and her laughing eyes and golden hair made her the focus of attention from the moment she walked into any room.


Lord Alister was not the only man to be bowled over by Lottie, but he was undoubtedly the most important.


When the Races ended, he engineered quite blatantly an invitation to stay with Colonel Burton on the pretext that he wanted to see the rather indifferent horses he kept on the small estate that encircled the house where he lived.


Mrs. Burton had been in a flutter.


“How could you possibly ask anyone so grand,” she enquired of her husband, “when you know that the servants are hopeless and I cannot find a decent cook?”


“I don’t think his Lordship will be so much concerned with the food,” Colonel Burton said dryly.


He already realised from Lord Alister’s behaviour at the three balls they had attended that Lottie was the inducement for his inviting himself to stay.


More than once Lottie was to be swept off her feet by the men who came into her life.


In an incredibly short time, almost indecently so it was said in the countryside, Lottie was travelling to Scotland to live in the ugly rather uncomfortable house on the Marquis’s estate, which was considered quite good enough for a younger son.


Lord Alister did not complain.


He was used, Lottie found, to putting up with the crumbs that fell from the rich man’s table, in his case that of his father and of his elder brother, who was the heir to the Marquisate.


He accepted it, while later Lottie was to rage against the injustice of the relatively small allowance he received, the inferior horses he had to ride and the uncouth untrained servants who were all they could afford.


But looking back, which was difficult, because she had been so young at the time, Clova thought that Lottie had been happy or at least more or less content, until The Honourable Lionel Arkwright came to stay with the Marquis.


Lottie was always prepared to accept any man who was available unless there was one better to be ensnared.


It was difficult now for Clova to remember when she first became aware of Lionel Arkwright.


There were always quite a number of gentlemen staying with her grandfather in the shooting season and invariably they soon found their way into her mother’s house because whatever their age Lottie drew them like a magnet.


By the time she was seven Clova was used to gentlemen who smelt of tweeds and expensive cigars putting their arms around her and saying,


“She is going to be as pretty as you, or very nearly, when she is grown up.”


Her mother always laughed and replied,


“You must not turn the child’s head with your compliments!”


The invariable answer was,


“I wonder if it would be possible to turn yours?”


When they spoke to her mother in a voice that was somehow deeper than usual and had a caressing note in it, Clova would watch her mother look at them from under her eyelashes.


She smiled in a way that appeared to have something shy about it and yet was incredibly fascinating.


Clova realised that when there were gentlemen present her mother seemed to blossom and look more beautiful than she did when she was alone with her father.


Then there were often long meals when he would hardly speak and her mother would say impatiently,


“Are you listening to me, Alister?”


“Yes, dear, of course.”


“What am I to do about Clova’s pony? She is really too old for it and at her age she needs something larger and more spirited.”


“I will see what I can do.”


Clova knew from experience what this always meant because her father could not afford it or else he would forget once he had left the dining room what her mother had been talking about.


He was immersed most of the time in breeding from the mares he bought in the South, but which did not always flourish in the cold bleakness of the North.


Yet he had persisted in trying to produce outstanding foals simply because, Clova decided now, there was little else for him to do.


His father, the Chieftain of the McBlanes, would not allow him to play any part in the running of the estate.


What the Marquis did not do himself, which was a great deal, was entrusted to Rory, his elder son, whom he obviously adored while Alister bored him.


The two brothers had very little in common and, while Rory resembled his father, Clova had always believed that Alister took after his mother, who had died soon after his birth.


By all accounts, confirmed by her portrait, she had been a plain woman, but had brought with her a sizeable dowry and belonged to a Clan that was favoured by the McBlanes.


It was Lottie who had opened her daughter’s eyes years later as to the truth about their situation in Scotland.


“They despised poor Alister for having married a Sassenach and one moreover with no money,” she said. “Of course, as he had made his bed, he had to lie on it and, if it was hard and uncomfortable, those unyielding Scots were determined that it was what he deserved for having been such a fool as to marry me!”


“But he loved you, Mama.”


“Of course he loved me,” Lottie replied, “as much as he was capable of loving anyone. He was not a very emotional man and I have often wondered what he really felt when I ran away.”


It was impossible for Clova to enlighten her because, when her mother ran off with Lionel Arkwright, she had gone with them.


“I am not going to leave my baby behind me,” Lottie had said in a burst of sentimentality, despite the fact that Clova was seven. “She is so pretty and so much like me that I just know that the McBlanes would make her suffer for my sins and that I could not bear.”


But Lottie herself had suffered for them.


At first everything had been wonderful. Lionel Arkwright was rich and he took them to Paris, where they had a delightful house just off the fashionable Champs-Élysées.


Lionel had a great many friends in the gayest Capital in Europe and, if most of their wives refused to meet a woman who was ‘living in sin’, having dared to flout the conventions by running away from her husband, their husbands were only too eager to fête Lottie and to flirt with her.


Lionel Arkwright bought her clothes that were more expensive and certainly more beautiful than anything she had ever imagined, which made her look even more alluring than she was already.


When, glittering with jewels, she said ‘good night’ to Clova, the small girl used to think that her mother looked like a Fairy Queen in the picture books that her Governess had read to her.


If her mother found Paris entrancing, she did too and she realised for the first time that beauty could tug at her heart with a feeling that was almost pain.


The fountains playing in the Place de la Concorde, the chestnuts bursting into bloom in the Champs-Élysées and the Seine moving silver and slow under the bridges, all seemed to speak to her more eloquently than any words.


She also enjoyed her lessons, finding they opened up new horizons that she had never known existed with her Scots Nanny who had taught her first her alphabet, her arithmetic and then her prayers.


When she was ten disaster struck!


Lionel Arkwright’s father died and he came into the title, inheriting an ancestral home and a large estate that was waiting for him in England.


Although he promised to return, Lottie knew that this was the end.


Behaving like a gentleman, which he undoubtedly was, he settled on her quite a considerable amount of money.


Unfortunately not content with living in Paris, Lionel had taken her every spring to Monte Carlo.


It was fashionable to be there and all their friends seemed to move with them, as did all the most famous actresses and the demi-mondaines whose hats were covered with osprey feathers and their necks with long strings of pearls.


They were as important a feature of the much-decried Capital of Monaco as the illustrious social figures who crowded into the small Principality where the main attraction was, of course, the Casino.


Lottie found the roulette and the baccarat tables irresistible and the first year after Lionel left her was not difficult.


There were always men whom she had known in Paris who were only too willing to pay her losses and allow her to keep her winnings and theirs as well.


When the season was over and they returned to Paris to the house where she had lived with Lionel Arkwright, Lottie found that he had sold it.


He had put some of the money obtained from the sale into the Bank in her name, but, as Clova thought sadly, it was not the same as having a home, which the house had always meant to her.


Now she learnt that there were places where one could gamble in Paris also and Lottie continued to dress in the same way she had when Lionel Arkwright had been with her.


Slowly and inevitably things became more and more difficult.


“I am afraid we shall have to move, darling,” her mother would say.


It was a statement that Clova had heard before.


“Oh, not again, Mama!”


“It’s ridiculous how much we are paying for this apartment and it is not worth it. It’s dark and uncomfortable and the bedrooms are too close together.”


Clova knew that this was important, because, when her mother came back late at night, she would wake up and hear her talking to a man who spoke in the same deep-voiced velvet tones that she had heard before.


Then suddenly they were rich again.


They would then move into far more pleasant surroundings and there would be another man whom she would be told to address as ‘uncle’.


In the years to come ‘uncles’ were to follow each other in quick succession.


There was Uncle François, who was, of course, French and Uncle Leon, who was a Banker.


Uncle Antonio had lasted only a short time before he returned to Rome and then there was a succession of Uncle this and Uncle that, until she found it hard to remember them.


One thing was becoming obvious, her uncles were growing older and so was her mother.


Lottie was still lovely, but there were lines under her eyes that had not been there before and she often seemed tired and listless not only in the morning but during the day as well.


“I am sure, Mama, you need a tonic,” Clova would say. 


“What I need is money!” her mother unwillingly retorted.


But because Clova was really worried, she had a year ago insisted that her mother saw a really good doctor, a Specialist, as he was called.


He had examined Lottie and then, while she was dressing, he came into the room where Clova was waiting alone.


“I want to talk to you, mademoiselle,” he said, “and you must be very brave.”


Clova’s eyes widened.


“About Mama?”


“Yes, about your mother.”


“What is – it?”


She found it difficult to ask the question.


“I am afraid your mother has what is known as ‘the Wasting Disease’. Tuberculosis is the medical name for it.” 


Clova had drawn in her breath.


“What – can we – do?”


“Very little, I am afraid. There is no known cure. You could take her to a sanatorium in Switzerland, but I am afraid it would do very little good and I feel very sure that she would dislike it.”


“She would hate it!”


“Then may I suggest that you keep her as happy as possible, make her rest and eat properly.”


He paused and then looked at Clova’s white face and said, 


“I am sorry to have to tell you this. But I understand that your mother has no husband and no one else to look after her but you.”


Clova had straightened her shoulders.


“I will – manage,” she replied.


“I will come again at once if she suffers any real pain,” the Specialist said, “but she may go on as she is now, just feeling tired, and needing plenty of love and understanding.” 


“I will do my best,” Clova promised. “Have you told Mama – the truth?”


The specialist shook his head.


“I find it wiser in these cases not to let the patient have any idea of how serious her condition is.”


Clova was sure that this was wise where her mother was concerned and when they left Lottie had said to her,


“I call that a waste of money! He did not give me anything to make me feel more energetic. I will treat myself. It will be far easier.”


There was nothing that Clova could do to stop her.


She was still very lovely, although like all people with the Wasting Disease, she was very thin.


Her thinness, however, seemed to accentuate the lissom fragility which had always been one of her attractions.


When she was amused by some man who was paying her a compliment, there would be a bright spot of colour in her cheeks, her eyes would shine and she would look far younger than she really was and very lovely too.


It was only the next morning that she was grey-faced and so tired that every movement was an enormous effort.


Clova did everything she could, but she had found to her horror a year or so previously that Lottie had gambled away nearly all the money that Lionel Arkwright had left her in the Bank.


Of course it had been augmented from time to time by other admirers, but inevitably the main capital dwindled month by month, year by year.


There were always men eager to take Lottie out to dinner, to give her champagne and to pay in other ways for their amusement.


But they were not prepared to pay the rent, as Lionel Arkwright had done, or provide for somebody else’s child.


Soon there were no more Governesses, no more servants and, as far as Clova was concerned, very little amusement.


By the time she had cleaned their apartment, helped her mother dress, washed and mended everything they wore, there was little time left even to read a book.


“I think I will just go to the Hotel Meurice or the Crillon to see if there is anybody staying there I know,” Lottie had said when she was dressed. 


This meant that she was hoping she would find an old friend, or perhaps a new one, who would buy her glasses of champagne and, if she was lucky, take her out to dinner, bringing her home in the early hours of the morning.


Sometimes a strange man would stay in their apartment overnight and Clova would cook breakfast for two and, on her mother’s instructions, keep out of sight.


“I don’t want anybody to see you, darling, and realise how poor we are and how we have no servants,” Lottie would explain.


Clova could understand this and it had been enough to know that her mother was happy and laughing, as if she had a whole lifetime in front of her instead of only a few years. Or was it months?


Sometimes Clova would lie awake at night wondering what she could do and where she would go when her mother died.


Then she thought that it was selfish to think about herself when her mother was dying and the only thing that really mattered was that she should be happy.


But happiness unfortunately meant spending money and suddenly Clova found that, perhaps through her own stupidity, they were down to their last few francs.


She was uncomfortably aware that she had refused to face the fact that they were overdrawn at the Bank up to the limit and there was no chance of their obtaining any more.


She was wondering frantically what she should do, knowing that the rent for the sordid lodgings they were in at the moment was due in a few days’ time and there was literally no money to pay for food.


Her mother at the moment appeared to have no admirers willing to provide her with a meal.


“I want a new hat,” Lottie said petulantly as Clova helped her to dress.


“That is certainly something we cannot possibly afford, Mama.” 


She saw the disappointment in Lottie’s still beautiful blue eyes and then suggested,


“I tell you what we will do. The sun is shining and we will walk to the Rue de Rivoli, look at the shops and pretend we can buy anything we want.”


Lottie had laughed spontaneously.


“Yes, that is what we will do,” she agreed. “And if I see a kind gentleman friend, I will ask him to give me a new hat. I hate this one!”


“You look very lovely in it, Mama,” Clova said. 


Because there was that ominous little pink flush in her mother’s cheeks, it was the truth.


Last night she had heard her coughing and she already suspected, although she asked no questions, that Lottie had been coughing blood, but had not said anything to her.


It was a warm spring day and the chestnut trees were just coming into bloom.


Their lodgings were not in one of the wide tree-lined roads off the Champs-Élysées, where they had lived in the past, but in a dingy little alleyway where the houses had deteriorated and many were condemned as uninhabitable.


It did not take them long, however, to reach the Rue de Rivoli and almost at once Lottie stood entranced in front of a window that was displaying furs.


There was a sable stole with a large number of tails hanging from it with a muff to match.


“That is what I want!” Lottie cried. “I have wanted one for ages!”


“Then imagine you are wearing it, Mama,” Clova said. “Think of it as encircling your shoulders while your hands are warmed in the muff and then it is yours just as much as if we could afford to pay for it.”


Lottie had laughed spontaneously so that several people turned to look at her.


They had moved on, but suddenly Lottie seemed to stagger a little and, afraid that she had done too much, Clova put her arm round her.


It took a long time to go home, because Lottie seemed not to have the strength even to put one foot in front of the other.


By the time they reached the dingy house where they were living, Clova had practically to carry her up the stairs.


She undressed her mother and put her to bed, then, as she fell into a deep sleep, she went out again.


*


The Bank where Lionel Arkwright had originally opened an account for them was in the Rue Royale.


Clova entered and asked to see the Manager.


Monsieur Beauvais was an elderly man who had been in charge of this branch of the Bank for some years and Clova knew him.


“I am sorry to bother you, monsieur,” she said in her perfect French after he had greeted her, “but my mother is very ill and, although I know that we already owe you a small amount of money, I can only beg you to be generous and let us have a further loan.”


“I am afraid that is impossible, mademoiselle,” he replied. “Much as I would like to accommodate you it is the policy of the Bank’s Headquarters not to give loans without security and I am obliged to obey their instructions.”


“Of course I understand, monsieur, but if you could let us have just a few louis for a week or so, I am sure that as soon as my mother is better I could then pay you back.”


“And how would you manage to do so?”


He was thinking as he looked at Clova across his desk how lovely she was.


At the same time he was well aware that she was far too thin, her chin was sharp against her long neck and her eyes were too big in her small face for it to be natural.


“I am sure, if nothing else,” Clova said slowly, “I could secure a job teaching English to French children, but for the moment I dare not leave my mother.”


She had thought out this reply to the question that she was sure he would ask, but she was aware as she spoke that it did not sound very convincing.


There was an uncomfortable silence and she sensed that the Bank Manager was trying to think how he could put it to her without being too unkind that there was nothing he could do.


Then, as if he played for time, he said, 


“All I can promise you, mademoiselle, is that I will write to Headquarters, explain your predicament and say that your mother is a very old customer.”


“My mother has banked with you since I was seven,” Clova said, remembering that had been her age when she had first come to Paris.
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