

  

    

      

    

  




  Author’s Note




  ‘Marriage by Declaration’ before witnesses or ‘Irregular Marriage’ was legal in Scotland until the Act was repealed in 1949.




  Until the beginning of the eighteenth Century the Highlands stood a little apart from the rest of Scotland. The sense of isolation was engendered by feudalism, a separate language and different forms of dress.




  During the thirty-five years when the kilt, plaid and bagpipes were banned, the Highlanders took to carrying sticks as a substitute for the dirk. Then a shorter knife called a Skean Dhu was adopted, small enough to be concealed in a pocket or stuck in the top of stockings.




  The Celtic revival at the beginning of the nineteenth century was given impetus by Sir Walter Scott and, when in 1822 King George IV decided to visit his Northern Kingdom, he wore the Royal Stewart tartan.




  Chapter 1
1803




  Lord Alistair McDonon was having his breakfast.




  That it was nearly noon was not surprising in the Social world in which he lived and excelled.




  The night before he had been first at a dinner given by the Prince of Wales at Carlton House, then he had gone on with a number of other bucks to the latest dance hall where the fairest and most alluring Cyprians in London paraded themselves.




  As if this was not enough, he and his friends had finished up at a very expensive ‘House of Pleasure’ in the Haymarket, where Lord Alistair now regretted that he had drunk too many glasses of French wine.




  It was in fact more or less a normal evening.




  At the same time it was taking its toll the following morning and Lord Alistair waved aside the well-cooked dish of sweetbreads and fresh mushrooms that his valet offered him and instead chose to eat toast and sip brandy.




  He was, however, not thinking of his dry mouth or his aching head, but of the allurements of Lady Beverley.




  Beside him on the table there was a note scented with an exotic fragrance in which she informed him that she wished him to call on her at four o’clock that afternoon.




  She wrote in an imperious manner which made it a command rather than a request, but that was understandable for a beauty, who had taken the ever-critical Beau Monde by storm.




  The widow of a rich and distinguished landowner in the North of England, she had come to London a year after his death, discreetly chaperoned by an elderly aunt.




  Having both an impeccable reputation and a sufficiency of blue blood, she was easily accepted by even the most strait-laced hostesses.




  A new face was always an excitement in a Society that had abounded in beautiful women from the time that the Prince of Wales had been captivated by the alluring actress Mrs. Robinson and the Social world by Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire.




  Beauty had succeeded beauty, each in the language of the St. James’s Clubs ‘An Incomparable’ and now in almost every gentleman’s opinion Olive Beverley eclipsed them all.




  She was certainly exquisite with dark eyes that seemed to hold the same purple lights as those in her jet-black hair, a skin like magnolias and features that Lord Byron declared rivalled those of a Greek Goddess.




  Even the most fastidious buck laid his heart at her feet and, although Lord Alistair disliked being one of a crowd, he finally succumbed.




  Perhaps because he had been more difficult to capture than the rest Lady Beverley smiled on him and finally not only was the door of her house open when he called but so were her arms.




  Lord Alistair was, despite the fact that he was considered a beau and somewhat of a dandy, an intelligent man.




  He was well aware that his love affair with Olive Beverley must be kept a secret particularly from the inveterate gossips.




  As the third son of a Scottish Chieftain there was no chance of his ever succeeding to the Dukedom and he knew that Olive was setting her sights high.




  The Duke of Torchester was squiring her to the Opera and the Marquis of Harrowby, one of the wealthiest landowners in England, drove her in Hyde Park.




  But there was no doubt that when they were alone she found Alistair McDonon irresistible as a lover and their passion for each other had grown perhaps because the very secrecy of their meetings added to the excitement.




  It was unusual for Olive to send for Lord Alistair in the daytime.




  As he took another sip of his brandy, he read her letter again wondering what she had to impart to him.




  He had the uncomfortable feeling that it might be to tell him that Torchester or Harrowby had uttered the magic words she was wanting to hear and that she intended to be married.




  If he had to lose her, it would be upsetting, Lord Alistair thought, and he would certainly miss her while she was on her honeymoon.




  But he added with a twist of cynicism at the corners of his mouth that, once the first novelty of being either a Duchess or a Marchioness was past, Olive would doubtless once again be eager for his kisses.




  “Why do I feel differently with you than with any other man?” she had asked plaintively the night before last.




  He had been waiting for her in her bedroom after a dinner at Richmond House when the Marquis had escorted her home and left her at the door where she would only allow him to kiss her hand.




  Lord Alistair had entered the house in Park Street earlier through the garden door as he had a key.




  The French window in the drawing room had been left ajar and he had slipped upstairs after the servants had gone to bed to lie against the lace-edged pillows of the silk-draped bed.




  The exotic French perfume that Olive always used scented the air and he was quite content to wait for her, knowing that when she came they would be fired with a passion that would consume them both.




  In fact, when she did arrive, it was impossible for her not to fling herself into his arms and it was a long, long time before there was any need for words –




  Only when the candles by the bedside were guttering low and the first soft glow of dawn was creeping up the sky outside were they able to talk.




  “You are very beautiful!” Lord Alistair sighed.




  He held her close against him with one arm and touched the silkiness of her dark hair with his other hand.




  He had pulled the pins almost roughly from it so that it had fallen over her naked shoulders and now he thought it was as soft as her skin and held him captive more effectively than any chains could have done.




  “What was the party like?” he asked.




  “Dull!” Olive pouted. “Everybody was very grand and the Duke rather more prosy than usual.”




  “I am glad I was not invited.”




  “All I could think of,” she went on, “was that I would see you later, but I never knew that time could pass so slowly! I kept looking at the clock and thinking it must have stopped!”




  “Harrowby brought you home?” Lord Alistair remarked. “Did he come up to scratch?”




  “He would have if I had been a little more encouraging,” Olive replied complacently, “but I was afraid if he did so it would delay my being with you!”




  “I am flattered.”




  “Why are you not more jealous?” she asked suddenly with an angry note in her voice. “Every other man I know including the Duke and Arthur Harrowby would be wildly jealous and ready to shoot you dead if they knew where I was at this moment.”




  Lord Alistair smiled a little mockingly.




  “Why should I envy anybody?”




  “I love you! I love you, Alistair!” Olive said, turning her face up to his. “Do you realise you have never said that you love me?”




  “I should have thought that was obvious without words,” Lord Alistair replied evasively.




  He knew as he spoke that Olive was disappointed because he said no more.




  But, with some peculiar quirk he could not quite explain to himself, he had made it a rule never to tell any woman he loved her until he was certain that the emotion he felt for her was something very different from the burning fiery passion for which there was another word that was actually more descriptive.




  He knew that not only in this way but in several others he was different from his contemporaries.




  It had become the fashion for gentlemen to write poetry, especially in praise of ladies they admired and those who were unable to aspire to verse wrote eloquently and endlessly of their love.




  It was now quite usual to speak of ‘being in love’ or ‘making love’ even to Cyprians and ‘bits of muslin’.




  Perhaps it was because Lord Alistair had been well educated that he found it impossible to degrade the English language by using words in such a context that meant for him something very different




  Anyway, whatever the reason, he had never yet told any woman that he loved her and it was inevitable that the omission should be noticed and resented.




  “Tell me you love me,” Olive pleaded insistently, “and tell me that when I do marry anybody else it will break your heart.”




  “I am not certain that I have one,” Lord Alistair replied. “In fact quite a number of lovely women have been absolutely certain that it is an organ which, when I was created, was omitted from my body!”




  “Oh, Alistair, how can you be so cruel!” Olive cried. “You are making me think that you are playing with me and as I love you to distraction that is something which makes me extremely miserable!”




  “I doubt it,” Lord Alistair parried, “and why are you worrying about words? Actions are far more effective and certainly far more satisfying.”




  As he spoke, his hand, which had been caressing her hair, encircled the soft pillar of her neck and his lips came down on hers.




  For a moment, because she was piqued by his lack of response to her appeal, she resisted him.




  Then the fierce possessiveness of his kisses awoke once again the fire within her breast, which had died down, and, as the flames leapt higher and higher, matching those leaping within him, it was impossible to think but only to feel a burning unquenchable desire.




  Yesterday Lord Alistair had not seen Olive, but he had known that she was meeting both the Duke and the Marquis at some time during the afternoon and evening and he was almost certain that she would bestow her hand on one or the other.




  The strawberry leaves on a Ducal coronet were very enticing, but the Marquis was very wealthy and of the two more attractive.




  But they were both, Lord Alistair ruminated, puffed up with their own consequence.




  Once Olive was the wife of either of them and was gracing the end of his table wearing the family jewels, she would only become another possession to be prized because it was his and guarded jealously for the same reason.




  It struck him that a woman’s life when she married was somewhat dismal.




  If her husband was important enough, she was just an adjunct to him and was not expected to have any independence in thought or feeling.




  He could recall a lovely woman, with whom he had had a brief but very satisfying affaire de coeur, saying,




  “The men of the Beau Monde are all the same! They desire you in the same way that they desire a valuable picture, a Sèvres vase or an outstanding piece of horseflesh. But once the treasure is acquired, they are looking round for something new to add to their collection!”




  “You underestimate yourself!” Lord Alistair protested, as was expected of him.




  At the same time he knew that she was more or less speaking the truth, but where he was concerned there was no collection that a lovely woman could be added to.




  He had enough money to be comfortable and to meet the costs, which were quite considerable for a gentleman in the most extravagant and raffish Society in the whole of Europe.




  He had indeed no estate whose rents would ensure him a large annual income, but he had no great house to keep up and therefore few expenses other than the clothes he wore, his small household in London and the two horses he kept for riding.




  Despite this, he enjoyed a life of luxury in the houses of his friends.




  Every hostess needed an unattached man, especially one as handsome and distinguished as Lord Alistair and the invitations poured in to his comfortable but comparatively modest house in Berkeley Street.




  Because of this, he had a real need of the quiet unassuming secretary he employed for two hours every day to answer his ever-increasing correspondence.




  With his secretary to arrange his appointments, his valet to wait on him and an experienced chef to cook his meals when he was at home, Lord Alistair’s life was one to be envied.




  There was not a house in England where he was not welcome and the very finest hunters and steeplechasers were at his disposal should he need them.




  Perhaps more important in all, at the great houses where he was entertained, there was always a beautiful woman eager to see that he was not lonely during the night.




  “I know you are not a rich man,” the Prince of Wales had said to him a few weeks ago, “but dammit, Alistair, I believe you have a better life than I do!”




  Lord Alistair had laughed.




  “I think you could find a great number of men who would be only too eager to change places with you, Sire.”




  “Would you?” the Prince had asked pointedly.




  Lord Alistair had shaken his head.




  “No, Sire, but I know better than most people the many anxieties you have to bear and the difficulties you encounter in your private life.”




  “That is true, my boy, and I consider it extremely unfair,” the Prince had exclaimed petulantly. “I envy you, Alistair, do you realise that, I envy you?”




  Lord Alistair had laughed about the conversation afterwards, but he had known exactly what the Prince had meant.




  He thought then that he was extremely lucky in being free, unattached and certainly not as emotionally unstable as the Prince.




  In every love affair, especially that with Mrs. Fitzherbert, he had indulged in every emotional crisis ever thought up by a playwright.




  He had wept, stabbed himself with a knife and threatened to kill himself if the recipient of his love did not respond.




  Lord Alistair, who knew of his secret marriage to Mrs. Fitzherbert, thought in fact that the Prince was deranged to jeopardise his position as heir to the throne should it ever be revealed that he had married a Roman Catholic.




  ‘No woman would ever matter so much to me,’ he thought scornfully, ‘that I would give up the chance of ruling Britain!’




  It was the unrestrained effusions of the Prince of Wales that had made him more determined than ever not to express his feelings unless he believed with his whole heart that they were true.




  Even in the greatest throes of passion, some critical faculty of his mind told Lord Alistair that this was an emotion that would eventually fade and die, but not the idealised love that he actually thought was unattainable.




  And yet it had inspired great deeds, had been depicted by great artists and had influenced composers of both music and poetry since the beginning of time.




  Love! Love! Love!




  Where was it to be found? And was it attainable by an ordinary man like himself?




  He doubted it and yet he refused to accept what he knew was spurious and put it in a shrine, which as far as he was concerned would remain empty.




  Nevertheless such ideals were not allowed to interfere with his enjoyment of life and he thought, as he looked once again at Olive’s scented note lying open on the table in front of him, that if as he suspected, she had chosen a husband, he would miss her.




  Yet until the day of her wedding came, he would make every effort to enjoy the time that intervened while she bought her trousseau and met her future relatives.




  He was quite certain that Olive would not admit either the Duke or the Marquis to her bedroom until the ring was on her finger, while for him there was always the garden door and the unlatched window into the drawing room.




  Lord Alistair’s reverie was interrupted by his valet coming into the dining room where the Queen Anne panelling with which the walls were covered, was picked out in white and gold.




  It was a small room because Lord Alistair seldom entertained more than half a dozen friends at the same time but, like his sitting room, which adjoined it, it was exquisitely decorated.




  This had been a present from the very lovely lady he had been enamoured with nearly two years ago.




  He had changed houses just as they had become lovers and, while he could afford to give her little more than flowers and trifles, such as a fan or a little cameo brooch, she, because her husband was immensely rich, had expressed her feelings very generously in many different ways.




  There were new horses, and very outstanding ones, in the stables that Lord Alistair rented just off Berkeley Street.




  There were also canes with gold handles, snuffboxes, jewelled and enamelled, besides pictures that were undisguisedly the envy of some of Lord Alistair’s friends.




  If they suspected who was responsible for them, they were too tactful to say so.




  They merely praised his amazing good taste and admired the Rubens that hung over the fireplace in the sitting room and the Fragonard that graced the bedroom.




  In the dining room the picture that drew the attention of those who ate there was a portrait of Lord Alistair himself.




  It had been painted when he was a boy and in it he was wearing the kilt while behind him was The Castle where he had been born and which he had not seen since he was twelve.




  Because it was one of the most striking and impressive castles in Scotland, strangers inevitably stared at the portrait, but spoke of The Castle rather than of the boy who stood in front of it.




  “I have often heard of Kildonon Castle,” they would say, “and it is certainly even more impressive than I thought any building could be.”




  They would want to say more, but Lord Alistair usually changed the subject.




  He was rather sensitive about the fact that he had not been back to his native land for nearly fifteen years.




  Lord Alistair’s valet, Champkins, put the morning newspaper down beside his Master and picked up the dish of sweetbreads, which he had not touched.




  “A gentleman to see you, my Lord!” he said. “I tells him you’ll see no one this early.”




  “Quite right, Champkins!” Lord Alistair replied. “I have no wish to see anybody at the moment. Tell him to come back tomorrow.”




  “I tells him that, my Lord, but he said he’d come all the way from Scotland.”




  Lord Alistair looked at his valet in astonishment.




  “Did you say from Scotland?” he asked.




  “Yes, my Lord, but he don’t look Scottish to me and he speaks English like a native.”




  “From Scotland!” Lord Alistair said beneath his breath. “No! That’s impossible!”




  “Shall I tell him to clear off, my Lord?” Champkins asked.




  There was a perceptible pause before Lord Alistair replied,




  “No, Champkins. I will see him. Ask him to come in here and I expect he would like a drink.”




  “He don’t look to me like the drinkin’ sort,” Champkins replied with the familiarity of a servant who has looked after his Master for a long time.




  “I had better find out what he wants,” Lord Alistair said. “Bring him here.”




  Champkins looked at his Master and Lord Alistair knew he was wondering whether to suggest that he should put on his jacket rather than wear the silk robe he had on at the moment.




  He was, in fact, very well dressed even to his high and intricately tied white cravat with the exception of his cut-away long tailed coat.




  If there was one thing that Lord Alistair thought slovenly, it was the type of gentleman who breakfasted before he had dressed and received callers with his nightshirt merely covered by a robe.




  Because it was not unusual for bucks and beaux, including even the Prince of Wales, to drop in on friends at breakfast time, he always washed, shaved and dressed before he saw anybody.




  The omission of his coat, which was invariably tight-fitting as the fashion demanded, was the only liberty he allowed himself at breakfast time.




  But, without saying what was in his mind, Champkins disappeared and a few minutes later flung open the dining room door to announce in what Lord Alistair knew was his ceremonial voice,




  “Mr. Faulkner, my Lord!”




  A middle-aged man with hair grey at the temples came into the room and for a moment Lord Alistair stared at him.




  Then he slowly rose to his feet and held out his hand.




  “I can hardly believe that it is really Andrew Faulkner!”




  “I wondered if you would recognise me, my Lord.”




  “I feel that is what I should be saying to you,” Lord Alistair replied.




  “You have certainly grown,” Mr. Faulkner remarked, “but I would have recognised you anywhere!”




  His eyes rested for a moment on the picture over the mantelpiece that was behind Lord Alistair’s head and then back again to the man who clasped his hand.




  “I might even say without being impertinent, my Lord, that you look exactly as I would have expected you to, only more handsome!”




  “Thank you!” Lord Alistair replied. “Sit down, Faulkner. Will you have some wine or would you prefer coffee?”




  “Coffee, if you please,” Mr. Faulkner replied.




  Lord Alistair nodded his head and Champkins, who was waiting, immediately withdrew, closing the door behind him.




  Mr. Faulkner sat down without hurry on a chair at the table and Lord Alistair said,




  “I presume you are here because you bring me news of my father? I cannot imagine that you have come all this way for just a friendly call.”




  “No, my Lord. I bring news which I am afraid will both upset and distress you.”




  Lord Alistair did not speak.




  He merely raised his eyebrows and then, as if he felt he needed it, drank a little more brandy.




  Mr. Faulkner appeared to have difficulty in starting.




  “It is, my Lord, with very great regret,” he said at length, slowly and distinctly, “that I inform you that your elder brother, the Marquis of Kildonon, and your other brother, Lord Colin, were drowned four days ago in a storm at sea!”




  Lord Alistair was still as if he was turned to stone. In fact he just stared for a long time at Mr. Faulkner as if he felt that he could not have heard him aright.




  Then in a voice that did not sound like his own, he queried,




  “Ian and Colin are both dead?”




  “Yes, my Lord.”




  “How could a thing like that possibly happen?”




  “They were out fishing, my Lord, and a sudden storm blew up. One can only assume that the boat was not as seaworthy as had been believed.”




  “They were alone?”




  “No, there was a fisherman with them who also died.”




  Lord Alistair put down his brandy glass and lifted his hand to his forehead.




  “I can hardly credit that what you are saying is true.”




  “The bodies were washed ashore, my Lord, and they are being buried today in the family cemetery and a great many of the Clan will be present.”




  Lord Alistair knew exactly what this meant. The Clansmen would come from miles over the moors as soon as the news had reached them with a summons from The Castle.




  Their pipers would come with them to join with his father’s pipers to play their laments hour after hour on the battlements.




  His brothers would be lying in state in the Chieftain’s Room and they would be carried in procession to the cemetery where the Minister would read the last rites as they were lowered into the ground.




  As if he waited until the picture of what was happening in Scotland had passed before Lord Alistair’s eyes, Mr. Faulkner then said quietly,




  “His Grace your father, my Lord, asks you to return immediately!”




  Lord Alistair sat upright.




  “Return? Why?”




  “Because you are now, my Lord, as you must be aware, the new Marquis of Kildonon and hereditary heir to the Chieftain of the Clan.”




  Lord Alistair gave a little laugh that had no humour in it.




  “Not a very appropriate position for somebody who has been exiled from Scotland for fifteen years.”




  “You are still a Scot, my Lord.”




  “I am aware of that, but only by blood. All my interests and my life are now very English.”




  “That I can understand,” Mr. Faulkner said, “but your father needs you and so do the McDonons.”




  “They have managed very competently without me up until now.”




  “Because your brothers were there, they were assured of continuity when your father died.”




  There was just an edge on Mr. Faulkner’s words as if he thought it strange that Lord Alistair did not see the point so clearly that there was need to explain.




  There was another pause before Lord Alistair asked,




  “Are you telling me, Faulkner, that my father wishes me to go back and take up my life with him as if nothing has happened?”




  “It is your duty, my Lord.”




  “Duty! Duty!” Lord Alistair scoffed. “That word covers a multitude of sins and discrepancies. If you look at it honestly, the whole thing is impossible!”




  “But why, my Lord? I don’t understand.”




  “Of course you understand, Faulkner!” Lord Alistair contradicted. “When my mother left and took me with her, she made it quite clear that she left my father with his two elder sons, but I belonged to her. I have been brought up the way she wanted and to think the way she thought.”




  Lord Alistair’s voice was sharp as he continued,




  “Because you are a friend of the family as well as my father’s Comptroller, you know as well as I do that my mother’s life was a living hell until she could stand it no longer.”




  Mr. Faulkner made a little gesture with his hands that was very explicit before he said,




  “I am not pretending, my Lord, that your father and mother, while intelligent and interesting people on their own, were together anything but incompatible. But if you will forgive me saying so, even at the time I believed that your place was in Scotland, the home of your forebears, and however anglicised you may have become, it is still Scottish blood that runs in your veins.”




  “Pretty words thought up by historians!” Lord Alistair sneered. “What is more important are the thoughts in my mind, the instincts of my body and the life I have enjoyed since I have been living in the South.”




  “Your brothers were content.”




  “Because they never knew any other existence and doubtless never had the chance, as long as they were with my father, of thinking for themselves.”




  Mr. Faulkner did not answer for a moment and Lord Alistair was sure that he had scored a point that the older man found impossible to refute.




  Then Mr. Faulkner said very quietly,




  “There is the Clan.”




  “The Clan?”




  “What’s left of them. England has neglected, oppressed and degraded Scotland since the Duke of Cumberland won the Battle of Culloden.”




  “Who cares today what the Scots think or feel?”




  “Perhaps only the Scots themselves,” Mr. Faulkner answered, “but nevertheless they are your people, my Lord, and they look to you for leadership in the future.”
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