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    Victoria Lachlan is orphaned at birth and raised by Jane McCrady whom she believes is her great-grandmother. When Jane dies Victoria is offered a home with the Pringles and a job in Darlonachie Castle kitchens. But times are changing both above and below stairs following the first world war. As Victoria grows into a beautiful young woman she has to face difficult choices and come to terms with a long buried secret from the past.


  




  

    Chapter One




    Thirteen-year-old Andrew Pringle found himself further up the glen than he had ever been on his own, but he was eager to catch a glimpse of the vixen and her cubs. He knew he ought to keep well away from the old quarry but he was sure he had heard a whimper from an animal in distress. His blue eyes scanned the scrub and rough grass which had grown up in crevices since the quarry was last worked a dozen years ago. The whimper came again. He thought it was below him and he stepped as near the edge as he dared. Loose stones and rocks immediately broke away, rolling and crashing over the jagged outcrops, some of them to land in the water which had gathered far below. Andrew shuddered, but the animal whimpered again. He had to investigate. He lay on his stomach and eased himself towards the edge of the quarry. He gasped when he realised he was on the edge of an overhang which could break away any minute. He moved back swiftly and as he did so the whimper of the animal became more distinct, more urgent. It doesn’t want me to leave, Andrew thought.




    He walked further round the rim of the quarry until he judged the ground was firmer. Again he lay on his stomach and squirmed forward. Almost directly beneath him was a narrow ledge. A scrubby sapling seemed to have sprouted from the bare rock but it was enough to prevent the animal from falling to its death. It was not a fox. It was a collie dog. Andrew’s heart began to thump. His eyes searched the surrounding area. There was no path to the ledge, but there were several boulders interspersed with stunted bushes. He judged the ledge was not much more than twelve feet below him. He refused to let his mind dwell on the nothingness beyond.




    Andrew was intelligent and he was not usually impulsive, but he knew the collie was pleading for help and his young heart couldn’t resist. He eased himself over the edge. Slowly, testing each rock, each bush, he made his way down. He breathed a huge sigh of relief when he reached the ledge. The collie looked up at him with melting brown eyes. He dare not rest his own weight against the sapling and the ledge was narrower than he had realised, petering out to no more than a ridge in the red sandstone face. Carefully he squatted down beside her. He spoke gently and patted the velvety head. She whined softly and tried to stretch, almost as though wanting to show him where it hurt. He felt her legs gently. There didn’t seem to be any broken bones but she had a nasty gash on one front leg and another on her flank. The blood had dried and the wounds looked stiff and sore. A silver disc told him her name was Nell.




    ‘How long have you been here, Nell? Without food or water …’ She pricked her ears at the sound of her name but she was obviously weak. The problem was how to get her back up. Could he even get out of the quarry himself?




    Down at Darlonachie Castle, Polly Pringle paced the floor of Garden Cottage, trying to push away her anxiety.




    ‘George, are you sure you didn’t see Andrew after school? Did he say he would be late, Willie?’ she demanded for the umpteenth time.




    ‘No, Ma,’ the boys chorused wearily, then turned to grin at each other. There were eleven months between them and what one did the other did too. They were often in trouble, late for school, late home, boots not cleaned, trousers torn. It made a change for Andrew, their elder brother, to be earning their mother’s wrath for once. Secretly they were very proud of him. He was the brightest pupil in the school and he was kind and reliable. It never occurred to them that Andrew could be in serious trouble, even danger. ‘Here’s Father home,’ Willie called, ‘maybe Andrew’s been helping him at the gardens.’




    ‘Is it that time already?’ Polly ran outside to meet her husband but Joe had not seen their eldest son either. Polly was distraught. ‘George, Willie, keep an eye on wee Josh,’ she commanded sternly. ‘I’m going up to the Castle to see if Victoria is in the kitchens. She usually helps her granny after school. Andrew always sees the wee lassie home safely. Maybe she knows where he’s gone.’




    ‘Aw Ma, Victoria Lachlan’s not a wee lassie now. She’ll be ten in November.’




    ‘Well she’s always adored Andrew and he’s taken care of her since the day she started school. They’re always chatting. If anyone knows it’ll be Victoria. It’ll be dark soon  …’




    ‘Not for another couple of hours yet, lass,’ Joe comforted but Polly could see the anxiety in his eyes, and the frown lines on his brow. He was worried too.




    ‘Your meal’s on the table, Joe. Eat it up. You must be tired,’ Polly said softly. ‘I’ll not be long.’ She reached up and touched his cheek. Joe and her four boys were Polly’s whole world. It was true she had craved a wee girl when Josh was born so much later than the other three, but they were all healthy and strong and she was thankful for that.




    Jane McCrady had been the cook at Darlonachie Castle for as long as Polly could remember. She had just finished serving dinner to Sir William Crainby and his son Luke when Polly entered the kitchens. Victoria was standing on a stool scouring the copper pans in the big sink. They looked at Polly in surprise.




    ‘What’s wrong, Polly? Sit ye down here and get your breath back,’ Jane McCrady said with such motherly warmth that Polly wanted to cry. Victoria got down from her stool and came to stand close beside her, brown eyes wide, sensing the older woman was in trouble. She loved Mrs Pringle and her husband, Joe. Jane McCrady, her great-grandmother, was the only living relative she had, but the Pringles had always welcomed her into their home. She didn’t like to see Andrew’s mama so pale and upset.




    ‘It’s Andrew,’ Polly whispered. ‘He’s never been home. Did he walk home frae the school with ye, Victoria? Did he say where he was going? That he would be late? Can …’




    ‘Calm down, Polly. I’ll make you a cup o’ tea,’ Jane McCrady interrupted. ‘Now lassie, did you come home from school with Andrew as usual? Tell Polly if he said anything while I make some tea.’




    ‘We always walk home together,’ Victoria said, ‘but this afternoon Andrew said he was going somewhere. He said it was a secret.’ She pouted and Jane McCrady knew she had not been pleased with Andrew. ‘He always takes me with him when he’s looking for birds’ nests, or for fish in the burn, but he said I was too little to go this afternoon. He said it was a long way and it might be rough. He wouldn’t tell me where, not even when I said please. Six times. He shook his head and he left me when we got to the wood.’




    ‘Which direction did he take?’ Jane McCrady asked.




    ‘Through the wood, but I don’t know after that. But when we were eating our pieces at midday I heard Angus Bell whispering about some fox cubs he’d seen.’




    ‘Foxes! Oh Jane,’ Polly put both hands over her face. ‘D’ye think he’s got caught in a trap in the wood?’ She stood up. ‘I must go and tell Joe. We must search before it gets dark.’




    ‘Drink your tea first,’ Jane McCrady urged, but Polly was already at the door.




    Too late, Andrew realised he should have gone for help before trying to rescue the collie on his own, but he was here now, stuck on the ledge. It was too late to be afraid. There was nothing but fields on either side of the quarry. No one would hear even if he shouted. He assessed his position. Further to his left was a slightly bigger protrusion of rock than the way he had come down, but it was further away. He needed to be able to reach high enough to lift the collie onto it and then follow himself. He had to try. He bent and talked softly. Her brown eyes were trusting, reminding him of Victoria’s. As he slid his arms under her he prayed she would not struggle or they would both end their days in the bottom of the quarry.




    Andrew was tall for his age, but not quite tall enough. He was desperately afraid he would overbalance and fall from the ledge with Nell in his arms, but she lay still as a statue. He strained up towards the ledge, on his toes now, pressing into the rock face. He had almost given up hope of reaching it when the collie seemed to understand what he needed. She eased herself from his outstretched arms on to the ledge. She was safe, but it had cost her. He could hear her panting and the soft moan of pain. He scrambled on to the rock he had used to descend, but he needed to reach the one where Nell lay so still and so near the edge. There was nowhere to put his feet. He reached out one gangly young limb. Again Nell seemed to know instinctively. She eased herself backwards until he could stand beside her. Four more times they repeated this manoeuvre but a jagged rock carved into his leg and for a moment Andrew felt sick and dizzy with the severe pain. But with one last effort he lifted Nell onto the soft grass at the edge of the quarry and scrambled after her. He lay face down, trembling with relief, knowing his knees were shaking too much to bear his weight until he recovered. Thank goodness he hadn’t brought Victoria. He had been sorely tempted to relent when she pleaded so eloquently.




    Eventually he got to his feet and stood looking around him, wondering which way to go and where Nell lived. As though in answer she struggled to her feet and moved slowly in the direction she wanted to go, before she collapsed onto the grass. Andrew lifted her in his arms and set off up the slight incline. Once across the field he could see the peaks of roofs in the field below. He rested a while, feeling the ache in his muscles and the pain in his leg. It was bleeding quite fast but his mother always said bleeding would clean the wound. He pulled up his stockings. He would be fourteen in July and he would wear breeches then and go to work, like his father, or at least he hoped he would. There were thousands of men who couldn’t get work and last year hundreds of people had marched from Tyneside all the way to London to protest.




    He was very tired by the time he reached the farm. He realised at once this was High Bowie and the tenant was a Mr Rennie. He was barely known in the village and rumour had it that he was a short-tempered miserable sort. Andrew chewed his lip anxiously as he made his way through the yard. A man came out of the dairy. He stared at Andrew. He set down his empty pails and, as far as he was able, he hurried towards them. Andrew set down his burden with relief. As he straightened he met the man’s eyes, saw the incredulity and relief there. He also heard the rasping breath.




    ‘Nell …’ he breathed hoarsely. ‘You found her.’ He bent and patted the dog’s head. She had pricked her ears at the sound of his voice, now she tried to wag her tail. ‘A-ah, laddie. How can I thank you? Where did you find her?’




    ‘In the quarry, sir. Maybe she was chasing off the foxes. She was trapped on a ledge. She’s hurt, but I don’t know where.’




    ‘Aye,’ the man crouched beside his beloved bitch. He ran his hand gently over her belly. ‘She’s having pups. The fall will have brought them early …’ He looked from Andrew’s legs up to his face. ‘She’s not the only one who is hurt either. That’s a nasty gash you’ve got. It’s bleeding fast. We must bathe it and bandage your leg. Can you manage to carry Nell just a bit further? To the house.’ He held his chest and gave a rueful smile. ‘Asthma,’ he wheezed. ‘I’m not as fit as I used to be.’ Andrew looked at the grey eyes, and the man’s pale smooth skin. This must be Mr Rennie then, but he didn’t seem like a crabbit old man. Andrew lifted Nell in his arms for the last time and carried her into the house, setting her down, as Mr Rennie instructed, in front of the fire but not too close.




    An elderly woman came bustling from the pantry. She stared from one to the other, then down at Nell.




    ‘You’ve found her? She’s alive? Thanks be to God.’




    ‘The laddie found her. Rescued her too I’m thinking, judging by his wounds.’




    ‘Aye, that leg’s bleeding fast. I’ll attend to it. What’s your name, laddie?’




    ‘Andrew Pringle, from Darlonachie Castle. My father is head gardener there.’




    ‘Bring me the iodine, please, and some water and bandages, Miss Traill. I’ll attend to Andrew and you will you make some warm milk for Nell. It’s been three days now. She’s bound to be weak and she’s going to have her pups early I reckon. I expect this laddie could do with some food too, once I’ve dealt with his wounds. All your knuckles are bleeding, I see.’




    ‘They’ll be all right,’ Andrew brushed his wounds aside. ‘It’s just my leg.’




    ‘Yes. I’m sorry, but this is going to sting. It’s very deep. You need stitches. If I bind it up to stop the bleeding will you promise me you’ll go straight to Doctor Grantly and let him deal with it? I’ll write a letter telling him to send the bill to me, but tell him I need a reply.’ He gave a whimsical smile and looked Andrew in the eye. ‘You promise to see him as soon as you get back?’




    ‘Is it really bad enough to need the doctor, sir?’




    ‘Yes, it is. You’re a brave laddie and we don’t want anything to go wrong. It’s a nasty cut. I’ll attend to Nell’s wounds when she’s drunk some milk.’




    ‘Will she have her pups soon?’ Andrew asked. Mr Rennie hesitated. She would have them very soon, he thought, and they’d probably be dead. He didn’t want the boy to witness that.




    ‘I expect she’ll have them in a day or two.’




    ‘Can I come and see them?’ Andrew asked eagerly. ‘I always wanted a dog but Ma says she has enough to feed with me and my three brothers.’




    ‘I expect she has at that,’ Mr Rennie nodded. ‘I doubt if Nell’s pups will survive this time after all she’s been through, but if any of them do, you can choose the name. And come up to see Nell whenever you like. Can you read?’




    ‘Of course I can read.’ Andrew stared at Mr Rennie indignantly. ‘Mr Nelson, the schoolmaster, says I’m one of his best readers, but I enjoy it.’




    ‘Very well. I’ll write a note and send it down with one of my men. Will you be at church on Sunday?’




    ‘We usually go.’




    ‘I’ll tell you how Nell is getting on then. But remember, I don’t expect any of them to survive from this litter.’




    ‘Thank you, Mr Rennie.’ Andrew’s blue eyes glowed. ‘I’d love to come to Langmune again.’ Miss Traill smiled at his eager face as she brought him a plateful of freshly baked soda scones and cheese as well as pancakes spread with her home-made raspberry jam. It was only then he realised how hungry he was, and how late it was getting.




    ‘Are you going to be a gardener like your father?’ she asked.




    ‘I don’t think so. I like helping him and growing things but there’s only two apprentices at the castle now. There used to be six when Father was young. Anyway I’d rather work with animals if I can get work. I shall be fourteen in July.’




    ‘And you’re leaving school then?’ Mr Rennie asked.




    ‘I must. I have three younger brothers. It’s time I earned my keep.’




    ‘I see.’ Mr Rennie eyed him shrewdly.




    ‘Thank you very much, Miss Traill. I was hungry. Now I must get home or Ma will wonder where I am.’




    ‘Don’t forget to see Doctor Grantly,’ Mr Rennie insisted. ‘And, Andrew, there’s plenty of jobs about a farm for a laddie who is keen to work. You can come here any Saturday you like. If you like the work, and if you’re any good, I’ll find you a job in July.’ Andrew stared at Mr Rennie, his mouth slightly open with surprise.




    ‘You really mean that, sir?’ he breathed incredulously.




    ‘I never say anything I don’t mean, laddie. You’ll find that out if you come to work for me at Langmune. You’d need to board at home though. It’s too much work for Miss Traill having young men in the bothy, but you could save up for a bicycle.’




    ‘I could, yes I could if I have a job and earn some money.’ If Andrew’s leg had not been so sore he would have skipped out of the door and all the way home. He couldn’t wait to tell Victoria he had rescued a collie dog and then been offered a job.




    When he reached the corner of the wood Andrew knew he ought to get home but he had promised Mr Rennie he would see Doctor Grantly and home was nearly two miles in the other direction, besides the blood had seeped through the pad and dressing. So on he trudged. Mrs Grantly opened the door and showed him into the surgery but Doctor Grantly soon appeared and Andrew was thankful to lay back on the leather couch while the doctor took off the bandages. He felt dreadfully weary.




    ‘It’s very deep and it will need stitches but I’ll be as gentle as I can.’ Andrew’s face was white by the time the stitches were finished and there was a sheen of perspiration on his brow and upper lip. Doctor Grantly washed his hands and opened the envelope. He smiled.




    ‘Mr Rennie doesn’t really need an answer, Andrew. He is worried about you and he was making sure you came to me. Anna …’ he called for his wife. ‘Would you ask Bennet to yoke the pony and trap please? I will take Andrew home now.’




    ‘Oh no! Please. I can walk. Ma would be furious.’




    ‘She will certainly be worried. It’s getting late. Anyway I would like to see her. Don’t worry; it will not cost your parents anything. Mr Rennie tells me you’re a hero. He thinks the world of his collie dog and he’s grateful to you. It was rather a stupid thing to do, Andrew, to go into the quarry on your own,’ Doctor Grantly added gravely. ‘If you had fallen in no one would have known where you were.’




    ‘I know. I’m trying not to think of it,’ Andrew admitted. ‘I don’t tell lies Doctor, b-but I don’t want Ma to know, if I can help it.’




    ‘Very well, but promise you will never do anything like that again.’




    When Doctor Grantly drew up at the gardener’s cottage a group of men had gathered who were about to set off in search of Andrew. Polly was beside herself with anger and relief and finally burst into tears. Joe had to soothe her and Andrew felt guilty and weary and wondered whether he might burst into tears and show himself up in front of the estate workers. He was thankful when Doctor Grantly intervened.




    ‘Andrew will tell you all about it tomorrow, Mrs Pringle, but for now he needs to get to bed and have peace and quiet. He also needs plenty of fluids. He has lost a lot of blood. Make sure he rests his leg tomorrow. We don’t want the bleeding to start again.’




    ‘Yes, Doctor,’ Polly said meekly and ushered her eldest son to his bedroom without more ado. Before he went to sleep George and Willie crept in to say good night.




    ‘We never get off so easily with Ma,’ George grinned. ‘You’re lucky, Andy.’




    ‘They were really worried,’ Willie said, ‘we all were.’




    ‘I’ll tell you about it tomorrow,’ Andrew said sleepily, then he remembered, ‘but I think I’ve got a job for when I leave school.’




    ‘A job …?’ they echoed in unison, but Polly came and swept them away.




    The following morning Victoria was at the Pringles’ cottage before Joe had left for work. She was sure she had been awake all night worrying about Andrew and picturing him lost in the woods with his leg mangled in a trap and unable to move. Both Joe and Polly assured her Andrew was fine and sleeping like a baby.




    ‘He’ll tell you all about his adventures tomorrow, Victoria. He usually does,’ Polly smiled. ‘In fact you’re probably the only one who will get the whole story out of him,’ she added dryly. ‘But if ever he worries me like that again …’




    ‘You’ll hug him and put him to bed just the same, Ma,’ George said with a yawn, pulling on his bracers as he clattered down the wooden ladder from the loft, where he slept with Willie and Josh.




    Andrew had all the resilience of a healthy youth and by the middle of the following week he was well on the way to recovery. True to his promise Mr Rennie had sent word that two of Nell’s five puppies had survived and one of them was to be Andrew’s. He chose the smallest and named him Mick.




    Not all the residents of Darlonachie village were so happy though. Doctor Grantly wished with all his heart he could cure the world’s ills but that very morning he had received a telegram informing him of the death of his only sister, a widow, living in Lancashire. News of Agnes’s unexpected death was hard enough to bear but the future of her young adopted son caused Peter Grantly even greater concern.




    ‘Are you thinking of bringing the child back to Scotland, Peter? I mean to live …? To attend our wee school, the same school as …’ Anna Grantly’s low voice faltered into silence. She watched her husband’s restless fingers smooth out the telegram for the fourth time.




    ‘There’s nothing else I can do. I stole him from his own family,’ he added almost under his breath.




    ‘You didn’t steal him, Peter …’ Anna rose and moved round the breakfast table to lay a gentle hand on her husband’s shoulder. He was a tall, distinguished-looking man with his thick hair streaked with silver, and blue eyes that could twinkle at a child or darken with compassion for a bereaved family. Now he held his head in his hands, his shoulders bowed.




    ‘Who am I to play God? I took the laddie away from his own flesh and blood. Now I see the damage I have caused.’




    ‘That’s nonsense, Peter. You did it for Agnes and she loved Mark dearly.’




    ‘I know.’ Peter Grantly nodded. ‘That night … when he was born … so unexpected and so frail … I felt it was God’s will. Agnes longed for children. Adopting was her only option, but it was wrong of me.’ He rubbed his brow.




    ‘Dear Peter, you acted with the best of intentions, as you always do where your patients are concerned. Mark brought Agnes great joy. He couldn’t have had a more loving mother, or a better home.’




    ‘But now he is an orphan. I was wrong to take him from his own kith and kin.’




    ‘Mark was an orphan anyway, and he has enjoyed many privileges with Agnes which he would never have had. None of us could have guessed she would die so young.’




    ‘We don’t know for certain he is an orphan. His father …’




    ‘Ten years have passed and the father has never come forward. We shall never know who he is after all this time,’ Anna said briskly.




    ‘I suppose you’re right.’ Doctor Grantly sighed, drawing a hand across his eyes.




    ‘Well then, Peter, stop blaming yourself. You acted with the best of motives.’




    ‘Maybe, but it doesn’t help young Mark now. I must leave at once to deal with the funeral arrangements. I shall bring him back with me.’ He looked up into his wife’s face. ‘Will you mind very much having a child in the house again, Anna?’




    ‘Not at all.’ Anna Grantly smiled. ‘On the few occasions Mark has spent holidays with us it has been a pleasure. I never heard a child ask so many questions.’




    ‘Aye he’s a lively laddie. He told me he wanted to be a doctor.’




    ‘Well I wouldn’t count on that!’ Anna chuckled wryly. ‘By now he’s probably decided he wants to be everything from a boxer to a train driver.’




    ‘I expect you’re right, Anna. I do thank you, my dear.’




    ‘Whatever for?’




    ‘For agreeing to give the laddie a home with us. It helps ease my conscience. It doesn’t do to try arranging other people’s lives.’




    ‘We must forget about the past. There are only three people who know what really happened during that dreadful night nearly ten years ago.’




    ‘Three of us.’ He sighed, then straightened his shoulders, knowing what he had to do, but was it possible to keep a secret in a small community?




    Try as he might, Peter Grantly could not put the night of Mark’s birth out of his mind. The train chattering over the rails seemed to mock him. “You took him away … you took him away … You were wrong to do it, you were wrong …”




    He gazed unseeingly at the signs of spring – the fat green buds of the trees and hedges, primroses holding their pale perfect faces to the sun, a little bird darting by with grass for a nest. Even the happy gambolling of several lambs in a field close beside the line did not gain his attention. His mind was on that fateful November night in 1917.




    It was nothing short of a miracle that one baby had survived considering the complications. Half an hour later, with all the skill and knowledge he could call upon, he had brought another frail and wrinkled mite into the world. Amazingly he had given a pitiful whimper, but it had been enough. He breathed. He lived. But not all his years of learning, or his patient skill, had been enough to save the life of the innocent young girl who had borne the infants. Peter rubbed a hand over his eyes, trying to banish the memories which flooded his mind. Or end here?




    Before he boarded the train he had called on Jane McCrady. He had told her of his sister’s death and of his plans to bring Mark back to Darlonachie to live with himself and Anna, as their nephew. He had watched anxiously when the colour drained from her lined face. She had proved herself to be a woman of great courage and strong character, but as he held her arm in a gesture of support, he had felt her tremble.




    ‘If you agree,’ he said gently. ‘I see no reason why anyone should know his true identity. Mark is small for his age, but he is a wiry, happy wee fellow – or at least he has always been so until now. He is bound to grieve for the woman he believes to be his mother. My sister loved him dearly.’




    The old woman nodded silently, feeling the awful tightness in her chest.




    She watched the doctor take his leave. Was it possible to keep such a secret in a small community such as this? If the boy discovered his real family, would he blame her for allowing him to be taken away? Would he blame Doctor Grantly? Should she have suggested he make his home with her now? But what future could she give him? She was an old woman, a cook whose home was a cottage which was tied to her being able to carry on her work. 


  




  

    Chapter Two




    ‘Mistress McCrady, the soup’s burning,’ the young kitchen maid said urgently. ‘Shall I give it a stir?’




    ‘Aye, aye, you do that, Milly …’ Jane McCrady slumped onto a chair beside the long scrubbed table in the centre of the kitchen.




    ‘Ye’re awfy pale,’ the girl said with concern. She had never seen Mrs McCrady sitting down in the middle of the morning. ‘Will I make ye a cup of tea?’




    ‘Yes please, Milly. You’re a good lassie.’ Milly’s eyes widened then she grinned. That was praise indeed. She was more often being told off for daydreaming. Her mother insisted Mistress McCrady was the best cook in the county and she was lucky to get work in the Castle kitchens. Her mother helped with extra cleaning at the Castle on the rare occasions when the Laird gave a dinner party, or even more rarely, if there were guests to stay. Mrs McCrady was both cook and housekeeper now, and as much a part of Darlonachie as the Laird himself.




    Her mother liked to reminisce and Milly liked to hear of the old days when Lady Crainby was alive and there had been the butler and footmen and maids for nearly every room. Half the Castle was closed now and Sir William cared little for traditions.




    ‘There’s only Mistress McCrady left who knows about the old days, and the old ways, and how to train a girl to the standards of a gentleman’s household,’ Milly’s mother insisted. ‘So you pay attention, my girl.’




    ‘But if the Laird doesna worry, why should we?’




    ‘Because the young Laird will marry and there will be a new Lady Crainby. She will want things done the way they’re done in London, or at least in the best country houses. We don’t want her bringing new folks here because Darlonachie folk aren’t good enough.’




    ‘Will there will be parties and dances again if Sir Luke gets married?’ Milly asked.




    ‘That will depend on his wife, and whether she’s wealthy. Things are changing in the world, lassie, and not all for the better. Everybody thought it would be a better world after the war but it isn’t. So, you make sure you keep your job at the Castle and you’ll have a full belly and a bed at night.’




    Jane McCrady sipped the tea gratefully, aware that Milly was watching with both concern and curiosity. The doctor’s news had disturbed her. Surely God must consider her a wicked woman, she thought. Why else would He have given her so much grief to bear in a single lifetime? It was all very well the Reverend Dewar assuring her the good Lord always gave His children strength to carry their load, but recently she had felt her strength ebbing and her conscience was troubled anew.




    Later she stood at the sink preparing vegetables, but for once her mind was not on her work. Her thoughts were with Victoria, her great-granddaughter. Would her beloved bairn ever forgive her if she discovered how she had been cheated? Ever since she could toddle the child had been like a ray of sunshine, lighting the darkness which had clouded both their lives. She never complained. At seven she had stood on a stool in the Castle kitchen, eager to help wash dishes. Now at ten years old she was a bright, intelligent child with a passion for books, but she never neglected her tasks. Yet it was her ready smile and the happiness she radiated which brought joy to Jane’s heart. She was full of enthusiasm, whether she was learning to cook, or following Joe Pringle around the gardens, asking questions about his plants. Jane knew she couldn’t bear it if Victoria blamed her when she discovered the secret surrounding her birth.




    Rain and wind battered the windows of the little cottage later that evening, reminding Jane McCrady of the flood which had almost wiped out her family. It was twenty-four years ago, but the memory of that night would remain with her until her dying day. She shuddered.




    ‘What’s wrong, Granny?’




    ‘Nothing, ’tis nothing, ma bairnie, just the wind. Hear how it howls. There’ll be storms before morning I shouldn’t wonder. It always reminds me of …’ her voice sank, ‘… of that night. The night the bridge was swept away.’




    ‘Tell me about it, Granny?’ Victoria pulled a low stool up to the old lady’s knee and bent her head onto her lap, as she had done as a small child. Slowly Jane McCrady began to stroke the soft, dark tresses, and as her hand moved her thoughts turned to the past, as they did often of late.




    ‘Lady Crainby had been on a visit to her own family in Fife. She had received a letter to say her mother was seriously ill. Master Felix had recovered from the measles so she took him with her, and the baby, Mary. Nanny went with them too. Master Billy and Master Luke still had measles so they had to stay behind.’




    ‘I was head cook at the Castle by then. Polly Pringle’s mother, Mistress Cole, was my best friend and she was the housekeeper. It was a happy place …’ she sighed. ‘Albert, your great-grandfather, was head coachman. We had Jenny, our bonnie lassie … she loved bairns, and they loved her. When she was fourteen Lady Crainby gave her a job as an upstairs maid, but after Master Billy was born she helped Nanny in the nursery. Time went by and more babies came along …




    ‘Willie Lachlan was under-coachman. He lived next door to us. He was a kind, gentle man, six years older than Jenny. We were happy when they married. He would have been your grandfather, lassie, and he would have been so proud o’ ye …’ Her voice shook a little but she went on. ‘Even after Elizabeth was born Lady Crainby asked Jenny to bring her own baby and continue helping nanny.’




    ‘The baby, Elizabeth, she was my mother?’




    ‘Aye.’ She sighed. ‘She was three years old. The Laird sent word down to say Albert was to take the coach and meet her Ladyship at the station. It was a night such as this, only worse. It had rained the day before, and all through that night. It was still raining as darkness fell again, and the wind was howling like a banshee by the time the coach was ready to leave for the station. Willie Lachlan was like our own son. He was afraid the coach would get stuck in the muddy lanes on the way to the station so he went too. It was a dreadful night …’ She stopped and stared into the fire. Eventually she went on in a low voice.




     ‘Nanny had been taken ill with the measles. She was too ill to travel with them. Jenny knew the children would be frightened and tired and her Ladyship was not used to caring for them herself. The coach was ready to leave when she grabbed her coat and bonnet and ran out to join her father and her husband …’ She stopped talking again. The hand on Victoria’s head trembled, but she kept very still, waiting. 




    ‘They were nearly home – so very nearly home …’ Jane McCrady’s voice quavered. ‘Some of the men thought the coach must have been almost over when the bridge was swept away … The coach, the horses … everything … went down into the water. The river was in spate. They were swept away.’ Victoria trembled as she pictured it in her head.




    ‘D-did they all drown, Granny?’




    ‘All of them.’ She shuddered. ‘They were trapped … Couldna get them out …’ Jane’s voice shook. Even after all these years the memories of that dreadful night were as vivid as ever.




    ‘And the little girl? Elizabeth …?’




    ‘Puir wee bairn, she cried sorely for her mama. There were only the two of us left.’ She stared unseeingly into the embers, her lined face sad, her thoughts far away. ‘The Laird was a true gentleman, kind and considerate, even in his own grief. Two new coachmen had to be hired so I moved here, to Burnside, with wee Elizabeth. Nanny came back. The Laird said Elizabeth should spend time in the nursery with Master Luke while I carried on as cook. Luke would be about fourteen months old and Master Billy was seven or eight. He was the eldest and went away to school. Master Roddy, the Laird’s nephew, used to join them for lessons and games. They all treated Elizabeth more like a sister than the bairn of a servant.’




    ‘Was she a happy little girl, my Mama?’




    ‘Aye, I think she was. She had a sunny nature and everyone was kind to her. But as time went on, without her Ladyship to take charge, things began to change. The boys often came down to the kitchen with Elizabeth. They liked to eat with us when Sir William was away in London. Master Billy loved bread and butter pudding …’




    ‘But he went to war? Mrs Pringle told Andrew he was very brave, but he never came back, did he …?’




    ‘’Tis true, my bairnie. War is a cruel state. His cousin Roddy had been fighting in France already …’ she said slowly, reliving events in her mind, searching her memory as she had done so many times before. She shook her head as though clearing it of unwelcome visions.




    ‘They were very brave to go to war …’ Victoria prompted softly.




    ‘Brave – or maybe foolish. Or maybe the world forced them to go. Able-bodied young men who didna volunteer were sent a white feather …’




    ‘A white feather? But why?’




    ‘It meant they were cowards. Sir Rodderick had been injured and he was at home for Master Billy’s coming-of-age party. We scarcely recognised the young man who had gone so readily to war.’ She frowned. ‘I think he was sick, but the doctors didn’t agree. He was no longer the carefree boy we had seen galloping his pony across the glen, laughing and singing, joining his cousins here at the Castle. He looked haunted, desperately troubled. Some of the men who fought beside him said he suffered terrible nightmares. But I shouldna be burdening you with such things, my bairn …’




    ‘Mrs Pringle tells Andrew stories about the war,’ Victoria said. ‘She says it’s better to know how bad it was, then men will not be so keen to fight again.’




    ‘Perhaps she’s right. The men around Darlonachie, and as far as Lockerbie and Annan and Dumfries, all have stories to tell, those who were lucky enough to return. Many of them fought beside Master William or Master Roddy. They still tell of their bravery but it was little comfort to Lady Manton, the Laird’s sister. She never recovered from Master Rodderick’s death. He was their only child. People say she died of a broken heart. But lassie …’ Her fingers stopped their gentle stroking and she raised Victoria’s face to hers.




    ‘Life is not always as kind to us, as we would wish, but it is God’s will. We have to accept it. We have to be strong even … even when we are full of grief. Remember that, Victoria. “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.” Never give up. We must soldier on. Remember that, lassie,’ she said urgently. ‘There’ll always be another dawn, and blue skies to follow the grey.’




    Victoria nodded, without understanding. She would have liked to ask more about Elizabeth, her own mother. Recently she had begun to wonder about her father too, but she sensed that Granny was lost in memories which brought sadness to her heart. She drew away from her lap and moved to the chair on the opposite side of the fire, finding it hard to understand why terrible things should happen in the world.




    She had always felt happy and secure with Granny at the Castle, or here in their cosy cottage, but now she understood why Sir William sometimes looked sad too. He had lost two children in the floods, and Master Billy, fighting in France. He had not taken a new wife as Sir Joshua Manton had done, but he still had Sir Luke. One day he would be the Laird of Darlonachie and there would be a new Lady Crainby if he married. Milly said there would be would be footmen and more maids at the Castle then, and parties and dances.




    Unknown to Victoria, her grandmother’s thoughts were on the last grand occasion that the Castle had witnessed. Although she was small for her age, by the time she was fifteen Elizabeth was a capable young cook and a tireless worker. She had proved this on the cold February day when Darlonachie had celebrated the coming-of-age of Sir William Crainby, heir to Darlonachie Estate.




    Jane McCrady’s nimble fingers stilled. Her eyes took on a faraway stare. Try as she would she had never been able to put her finger on the significance of that night when Master Billy had celebrated the approach of manhood. Yet she was convinced that something had gone dreadfully wrong. Something which had changed all their lives.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    The young Sir William was convinced it was his duty to fight for the freedom of his country. In spite of the pleading of his father, and of his aunt, Lady Christina Manton, he was determined to follow his cousin’s example.




    ‘Cousin Rodderick has been in the army for almost a year now, and he’s younger than I am,’ he argued.




    ‘But you must see the change in him, Billy, dear?’ Lady Christina said, wringing her hands in sorrow. ‘Did he not tell you of the horrors which – which waken him in the night …?’ She broke off, her pale face crumpling as she struggled to hold back the tears. Even for the sake of her beloved nephew and her brother, she could not bring herself to describe the nightmares, the sweat-drenched body of her own brave son – then worst of all the harsh sobs which followed. ‘Did you not talk with Rodderick, Billy?’ she asked in a hoarse whisper.




    ‘We had so little time, dear Aunt. His leave was so short. I was honoured that he came north for my sake. Now I must follow his example and do my duty for my king and country.’




    Jane McCrady knew nothing of the horrors of war, but she would never forget the black despair she had felt nine months later. She would have given her own life willingly if only her beloved Elizabeth could live. Had she not borne enough sorrow with the loss of her husband and her daughter? But it had not been God’s will to spare her beloved granddaughter.




    That autumn night when Elizabeth died, it had been almost as bleak and stormy as the night her parents were swept away in the flood. But it was not the weather which had caused her death. She had died in childbirth. For the second time in her declining years Jane McCrady found herself nurturing a defenceless child – her great-granddaughter. Her faith was sorely tested by the death of Elizabeth, barely more than an innocent child herself. She had prayed for strength, and time to succour the small scrap of humanity Doctor Grantly had placed in her arms. She had named her Victoria after the late queen.




    There had been no father to offer love, or support; no grandfather, or great-grandfather either. If she had to live her life over again, Jane McCrady knew in her heart she would make the same decisions she had made that night, just as she would always wonder, had she been wrong? Had she committed a sin?




    Sir William had asked no questions when she had kept Victoria in her pram in the Castle garden, or in the kitchen beside her. She had been a contented baby and she had grown into a happy child.




    ‘That bairn’s too old for her years,’ Polly Pringle often remarked if she came upon Victoria standing on her stool to help in the kitchens, or kneeling to weed in the gardens beside Joe Pringle, Polly’s husband. Polly had been an upstairs maid at the Castle before she married Joe and produced four sons of her own, but she still had a very tender heart for the smiling little girl with her childish prattle.




    ‘Send young Victoria down to play with our brood,’ she would say if Jane McCrady were busy with the season’s produce, bottling fruit, making jams, or pickling beetroots or onions. ‘One extra bairn makes little difference to me and the lassie should have young company.’




    ‘She enjoys Andrew’s company.’ Jane McCrady smiled. ‘She says he shows her how to climb trees or where to look for birds’ nests … and she loves looking after young Josh and pushing him in his pram.’




    ‘Aye, aye, and he smiles like an angel when she’s around. Andrew is planning to spend most of his time up Langmune Farm when he’s not at school. Mr Rennie has given him a puppy of his own and he’s named it Mick.’




    Doctor Grantly called at the schoolhouse the evening he arrived back from Lancashire.




    ‘Come in, come in, Doctor,’ Harry Nelson greeted him. ‘I’m pleased to see you’re back again. Did you bring your nephew home with you?’




    ‘You heard of my sister’s death then? It doesn’t take long for news to get around in this community, does it?’ the doctor said wryly.




    ‘No, it does not, and what people don’t know they soon invent,’ Harry Nelson nodded. ‘But I was sorry indeed to hear of your loss …’




    ‘Thank you. It was rather a shock.’ A look of pain passed fleetingly over his face. ‘She didn’t mention her illness. I think she was anxious to protect young Mark, but he’s an intelligent boy. It has been a shock to him too …’




    ‘Yes, it must have been. But you are prepared to give him a home, I understand? He will be attending the school here?’




    ‘Yes, for a time at least. Losing his mother, and his home, changing schools, and losing his friends, they are big changes for a ten-year-old.’




    ‘They are, but we are a caring community and children soon adapt. If he is as intelligent as you say, Doctor, perhaps he will present a welcome challenge for one of my pupils. Another enquiring young mind will be beneficial to them both.’




    ‘Andrew Pringle, you mean. But he’ll be fourteen soon and he’s been offered work up at Langmune Farm. It seems a waste of a good brain.’




    ‘I believe Andrew will use his brain whatever he undertakes. His parents will welcome the money with three more sons to feed and clothe. But it’s not Andrew I’m thinking of. It’s young Victoria Lachlan.’




    ‘What makes you say that?’ Doctor Grantly demanded sharply. Harry Nelson looked at him in surprise, seeing his face was paler than usual. He must be under a lot of strain.




    ‘Apart from Andrew Pringle, Victoria is by far the brightest pupil I have in the school and she thrives on challenge. Competition will be good for her. Besides, they have much in common. They are about the same age and they are both orphans. I hope they will get along together and help each other.’




    ‘Oh, I see …’ Doctor Grantly passed a hand over his brow.




    ‘You’re tired. You’ve had a lot of anxiety this past week, Doctor,’ Harry Nelson said with sympathy. ‘Take a dram before you go?’ He went to the big sideboard and drew out a crystal whisky decanter and poured two measures. ‘Things will fall into place, don’t you worry. Your nephew will soon settle in. Shall I expect him on Monday morning? There’s no use putting it off, or the ordeal of a new school will loom large on his small horizon.’




    ‘Yes, you’re right. And, yes, I am tired. I shall be guided by you regarding Mark’s education, but I expect him to attend Dumfries Academy in due course.’




    ‘I see …’ Mr Nelson nodded. ‘So you hope he will be fit for university? Maybe even follow in your own footsteps, perhaps?’




    ‘Perhaps.’ Peter Grantly drained his glass and stood up, drawing a weary hand across his brow. ‘I shall make sure he’s at school on Monday morning.’




    The two men parted amicably and with mutual respect.




    Victoria was eager to learn to be a proper cook. Already she could make the crispest of pastries, and a smooth egg custard, which was more than Milly could do despite Jane’s efforts to teach her. When she was not helping her grandmother she became Joe Pringle’s shadow around the garden.




    ‘The bairn knows more about plants already than the two lads will ever know,’ Joe would say when he lost patience with one of the young apprentices. The truth was Victoria was keen to learn from anyone who had time to answer her questions, including the Laird himself. He had found her wandering around the empty schoolroom and taken her to the library to show her pictures of wild animals and exotic flowers. When the village school was on holiday he had given her a book of fairy tales with beautiful illustrations. It was one of her most treasured possessions.




    When she was not at school, or helping in the kitchens or garden, her favourite refuge was the library. The Laird encouraged her to read any of the books which took her fancy. In fact he guided her choice of reading with infinite patience.




    Lady Christina Manton, the Laird’s sister, had gone into a decline after the death of Rodderick, her only son. After her death, Sir Joshua Manton had married the widow of a squire with a daughter of her own. The new Lady Manton had called unexpectedly one afternoon and discovered Victoria reading in the library.




    ‘She was really sharp and nasty with Victoria,’ Milly reported indignantly to Jane McCrady, ‘I heard her telling Sir William he shouldn’t allow her in the library.’




    ‘What did the Laird say?’ Jane McCrady asked. She had no wish to take advantage of Sir William Crainby’s tolerance.




    ‘Och, he shrugged his shoulders. He said Victoria always took care of his books and she should be encouraged to read whenever she had the opportunity. Lady Manton said servants should be kept in their place, and that the standards at the Castle were appalling, and she didn’t see how poor Luke would ever be fit to be the next Lord Crainby.’ Milly mimicked Lady Manton’s waspish tones.




    ‘Oh dear. Perhaps I’d better tell Victoria to stay out of the library …’




    ‘But she loves the books!’ Milly protested. ‘Anyway folks say Sir William doesna care for the new Lady Manton.’




    ‘That’s gossip. We don’t know what he thinks, Milly,’ Jane McCrady cautioned, knowing the young maid listened at half-open doors, then frequently let her tongue run away with her.




    ‘Well he’s always stiff when she and her pasty-faced daughter call. Ma says Sir Joshua and the first Lady Manton often came to dinner in the old days, but the Laird hardly ever invites them to dinner now.’




    ‘The first Lady Manton was Sir William’s sister and they were very close.’




    ‘Ma says a lot of things have changed since the war. I wish the Laird would invite people to dinner again.’




    ‘It would mean a lot more work for all of us if he did. Remember that, Milly.’


  




  

    Chapter Four




    There was great excitement in school as the children awaited the arrival of Doctor Grantly’s nephew. The doctor was well known and respected in the community so the boys were squabbling over who should sit beside him.




    Mark Jacobs was not nervous about having a new school master or about his lessons, but his young heart was sad at leaving everything that was familiar and he had loved his mama dearly. The thought that he might never again see his best friend Jimmy Witherspoon had also troubled him until Aunt Anna promised he could invite his friend to visit in the holidays.




    He soon found that his main problem was being able to understand everyone. He couldn’t tell what the children were saying when they all gabbled together.




    The boys were surprised and disappointed when Mr Nelson seated the new boy beside Victoria Lachlan and instructed her to help him get to know the ways of the school.




    ‘And Andrew, will you introduce Mark to the other boys and show him the toilet at the end of the yard?’




    ‘Yes, sir.’




    Many times in the ensuing years Andrew looked back on those days when Mark Jacobs came to Darlonachie School and wished he had had the foresight to push him into the toilet and flush him away. Such violent thoughts were alien to Andrew’s nature and he was ashamed whenever they came into his mind, especially since he was honest enough to admit that Mark was a likeable kid. He was bright and eager to learn, and his upbringing had made him more polite and mannerly than the rest of the pupils. In fact Andrew had quite liked the Doctor’s nephew during the short time they were both pupils together. It was only later he began to envy Mark Jacobs.




    Victoria felt honoured to be seated beside the new boy, but she was less pleased to discover he was better than her at mathematics.




    ‘How did you get on at school today, and was the Doctor’s nephew there?’ Milly asked with eager curiosity when Victoria returned from school that first day. Jane McCrady listened intently.




    ‘He’s sitting next to me,’ she said proudly. ‘His name’s Mark Jacobs.’




    ‘Is he a nice laddie?’




    ‘Mmm … He’s all right …’ Victoria screwed up her small face thoughtfully. ‘But he talks funny. He says bewks instead of books and skewl, for school, and things like that. I think he must be a bit deaf. Sometimes he doesn’t understand what I’m saying.’ Then she added honestly, ‘But he’s better than me at mathematics’




    ‘Is he?’ Milly was surprised. ‘I thought you were Mr Nelson’s brightest star – teacher’s pet according to Geordie Pringle.’




    ‘Och, Geordie is jealous because he doesn’t like school. There was only Andrew who was better than me before. I didn’t mind that because he’s older and he’s nice. I’m better than he is at spelling and I got a better mark for my essay, but I’m a day older than Mark Jacobs so …’ her dark eyes gleamed. ‘I’ll ask Andrew to help me so I can beat him at mathematics.’




    ‘Andrew will not be there much longer. His pa was telling us he’s saving up to buy a bicycle so he can get to Langmune in time for the morning milking when he starts work.’




    ‘I know.’ Victoria sighed. ‘Why do people have to go to work …?’




    ‘Ach, lassie, you know well enough there’d be nothing to eat and no clothes to keep us warm if we didn’t work to earn them,’ her grandmother said reprovingly.




    Victoria nodded. She was more aware of this than most children. She might have been sent to an orphanage if she hadn’t had a great-grandmother who worked so hard and loved and cared for her.




    ‘But why are there so many books if we haven’t time to read them? Andrew says Mr Rennie has books about farming and he’s going to lend them to him. And he gets magazines about farming every week. One is called The Scottish Farmer and the other is The Farmer and Stockbreeder. Andrew is going to read them too.’
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