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To My Long-Suffering Editor


Carolyn Caughey
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Part One


The Legacy of Eve










Chapter 1


It had long been a tradition in the Templeton family that marriages were arranged beneath the oak that shaded the front lawn of the house. Under its leafy boughs grandfather had asked grandmother to become his wife. Thirty years later, after grandmother had passed away, grandfather had bent the knee again with, Nicola assumed, a good deal of grunting and cracking, and had proposed to a starchy widow, who, in lieu of youthful passion, had brought to the union the best part of fifteen hundred acres of prime grazing land and an income in rents of almost six hundred pounds a year.


      In that same year, 1752, Nicola’s father, John James Templeton, had invited young Miss Morrison to join with him in holy matrimony and to seal the bond of love by persuading her father to sign over to Craigiehall seven farms and eight hundred acres of uncultivated ground, to which terms Daddy Morrison reluctantly agreed. And that, as far as Nicola could make out, was all that marriage had ever meant to the Templetons – a means of acquiring land.


      She was not, however, prepared for what was to come when on a fine spring morning Sir Charles de Morville’s carriage rolled up the driveway and Papa, dressed in a new striped waistcoat and his very best coat, hurried out to greet the gentleman and escort him to the ground floor drawing-room where they remained closeted for the best part of an hour.


      The taking of a one o’clock dinner and, with the meat hardly settled in her stomach, an early tea, did not increase Nicola’s apprehension, for Sir Charles and her father, Lord Craigiehall, chatted about farming and politics without once mentioning matrimony. Only when Papa, with a curiously arch little smile, suggested that she show Sir Charles the ancient oak where so many bargains had been struck did it dawn on her that she had been put upon the marriage block.


      Hiding her dismay, she set off with Sir Charles, trailed by her maid Molly, Sir Charles’s manservant Lassiter, and, creeping along the drive at a funereal pace, de Morville’s carriage, brought up, Nicola assumed, in case an excess of emotion rendered the elderly Sir Charles incapable of walking the short distance back to the house.


      In spite of his exalted position as a judge in the highest court in Scotland and one of Ayrshire’s principal landowners, her father was not partial to entertaining. He hosted occasional small supper parties during court session in Edinburgh and enjoyed the hospitality of the well-to-do when he made his Circuit journeys but, as a rule, chose not to sup with his neighbours.


      Sir Charles had not been a frequent visitor to Craigiehall. There had been no regular courtship, no exchange of billets doux and emphatically no hint of indiscretion on Sir Charles’s part. He was a gentleman of the old school – the very old school – who firmly believed that billing and cooing were much less important than settling terms.


      Nicola reckoned that words of love did not come easily to the lips of a man who had buried two wives, fathered three sons and had grandchildren almost as old as she was. Sir Charles’s conversation was vague and halting, unlike the almost brutal directness of Grant Peters, her sister Charlotte’s husband, who had thwarted all Papa’s attempts to end his whirlwind courtship of Charlotte by invoking the word ‘love’ with a vehemence usually reserved for advocates pleading capital charges.


      If she had been in Charlotte’s shoes Nicola too might have surrendered everything to Grant Peters for he was handsome in a burly sort of way, with coal black eyes that sized you up in an instant and a shock of dark curly hair that could not properly be contained by a wig. He had rushed Charlotte to the matrimonial oak under cover of darkness and had framed the vital question with such rhetorical vigour that Charlotte did not quite know whether she was saying yes or no, and had merely managed to nod which, it seemed, had been agreement enough for the impatient young lawyer.


      Three weeks later they had been married with a minimum of fuss in the crumbling little church at Kirkton and had returned at once to Edinburgh. Papa had stubbornly refused to attend the wedding and for almost a year now had spoken not a single word to Charlotte and addressed Grant Peters only when the business of the court demanded it.


      ‘Nicola – may I call you Nicola?’ Sir Charles enquired.


      ‘Why, of course,’ Nicola answered politely.


      ‘I do not wish to appear too – ah – pressing but time is not on my side.’ She had already noticed that Sir Charles rarely quoted Latin authors and never dropped French phrases into the conversation like her father’s Edinburgh friends. ‘Miss Templeton – Nicola – it behoves me to declare that you – you look particularly ravishing this evening.’


      ‘Ravishing?’ Nicola said. ‘Really?’


      ‘Filled with – with spring sap.’


      ‘Sap? I see,’ said Nicola. ‘Why, thank you, Sir Charles.’


      ‘Charles – Charles will do. In the light of what’s between us you are not obliged to address me by my title.’


      ‘What’s between us?’ said Nicola. ‘What is between us, sir?’


      ‘Oh, nothing indelicate, I assure you. Have I presumed too much?’


      Sir Charles de Morville might be the wealthiest man in North Ayrshire but his kidskin breeches did not quite cover his bony knees and no amount of tailoring could hide his wobbling little paunch.


      Nicola would have liked him better if he had been a bluff artisan in search of a young wife to warm his bed or even a wizened Edinburgh rake scheming for a wealthy bride to pay off his debts. As it was, Sir Charles appeared to have no interest in her virtues and the prospect of cohabiting with the diffident old gentleman, whose mental competence was, or soon would be, less than intact, filled her with revulsion.


      She stopped in her tracks and glanced back at Molly who raised both hands helplessly. Lassiter, the manservant, stopped too, and the carriage ground to a halt.


      ‘What is it, my dear?’ Sir Charles asked. ‘I trust I have not said something to offend you?’


      ‘No,’ Nicola said, ‘but I fear that you are about to.’


      ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘I mean I’ve no intention of marrying you, no matter what sort of accommodation you may have reached with my father.’


      ‘I haven’t asked you to marry me.’


      ‘Are you not primed to propose as soon as we reach the oak?’


      ‘Well – well, yes. I mean, I am.’


      ‘No,’ she snapped. ‘No, no, no.’


      ‘Lord Craigiehall, your father, assured me—’


      ‘He may assure you all he likes, sir; I will not marry you,’ Nicola said, ‘not even to appease my father.’


      Her mother had died soon after Nicola was born and some years later her brother Jamie had been brought down by a wasting of the lungs that had reduced him to a long-necked, high-shouldered splinter of a boy who, out of exhaustion more than anything, had quit the world with a sigh of relief at the age of twelve. Then, last summer, Charlotte had all but eloped with Grant Peters and had left Nicola to fulfil Papa’s hopes for the future of Craigiehall which, apparently, included marriage to his antique neighbour.


      ‘Ah, yes,’ Sir Charles said, nodding. ‘I told your father it would be better to allow you time to ripen.’


      ‘Ripen? I’m not an apple for the picking,’ Nicola said. ‘I’m quite old enough to know my own mind, sir. Whatever my father may have led you to believe, I am not going to marry you just to furnish Craigiehall with an heir.’


      ‘An heir?’ Sir Charles pressed a hand to his chest, his nails, close shorn, pink in the evening light. ‘Nothing was said about an heir. The provision of an heir might not – I mean – I am not a young man, Nicola, and nature . . .’ He made to touch her sleeve but she drew away. ‘I will not be – um – a demanding husband, I assure you.’


      ‘Do you not love me?’


      ‘No doubt I will learn to do so,’ he said. ‘The fact of the matter is that I have but few years left on this earth and I require a wife to protect me.’


      ‘Protect you?’


      ‘From my sons’ interminable squabbling.’


      ‘Is mediation to be my only role, sir?’


      ‘You will be well provided for.’


      ‘I am well enough provided for as it is,’ Nicola said. ‘What has my father promised you? And what will he receive in return?’


      ‘That, my dear,’ Sir Charles said, ‘is none of your concern.’


      ‘I see,’ Nicola said. ‘I am to become your wife to protect you from your sons but will receive nothing of value in return?’


      ‘Coal working rights,’ Sir Charles admitted, grudgingly.


      ‘I don’t doubt that my father will be delighted to work coal from your land but he also requires a suitable heir for Craigiehall,’ Nicola said, ‘and he will insist that you provide him with one.’


      ‘That may not, in practice, be possible.’


      ‘Stuff and nonsense!’ Nicola had no experience of love or of courtship but she had been reared in farming country and was well enough versed in the facts of life. ‘It will be possible, Sir Charles. I will make sure it’s possible.’


      ‘That is a very unseemly thing for a young woman to say, Miss Templeton. I am beginning to think that you are not the innocent flower your father believes you to be and, indeed, may not be a suitable companion after all.’


      ‘Companion, Sir Charles?’


      ‘Wife: I mean, wife.’


      ‘I regret that I must decline to be either your companion or your wife.’


      ‘Are you rejecting my offer, Miss Templeton?’


      ‘I am, sir. Indeed, I am,’ said Nicola.


      ‘Will you not give the matter more consideration? Talk it over with—’


      ‘With my father?’ Nicola said. ‘No, Sir Charles, as far as I’m concerned my father may jump in the loch and, if he wishes, take you with him.’


      Shocked, he staggered back, plucked a handkerchief from the pocket of his coat and held it to his lips. His eyes darkened and his cheeks took on a curious flush as if her forcefulness had finally stirred his ardour.


      ‘Is that your last word on the matter, Miss Templeton?’


      ‘It is, Sir Charles, it is.’


      ‘Lassiter,’ he called out, ‘fetch the coach.’


 


It must have cost her father a mighty effort of will, Nicola thought, not to rush out of doors when Sir Charles’s carriage clattered off towards the Ayr turnpike. He remained within the drawing-room, seated, rock-like, in a gilt-wood armchair, his long legs crossed, his lean, clean-shaven chin tipped up, his features carved with an expression of such severity that, not for the first time, she realised why he terrified not only felons but agents and advocates too.


      ‘Well, girl,’ he said, ‘where has he gone to?’


      ‘Home, I imagine,’ Nicola said.


      Hugh Littlejohn, her father’s overseer, and Robertson, his manservant, lurked in the shadows of the hall and on the master’s signal hastily closed the drawing-room doors.


      Nicola’s lips were dry, her throat sticky but, smothering her anger, she smoothed her skirts, seated herself on a black-and-gilt chaise and lay back against the cushion as if the events of the afternoon had merely bored her.


      ‘What passed between you?’ her father said.


      ‘I think you know what passed between us. He asked me to become his wife and I turned him down.’


      ‘You turned him down?’ her father said. ‘May I ask why?’


      ‘I’ve no desire to become the wife of a man who has one foot in the grave,’ Nicola answered. ‘I’ll not be traded away simply to advance your interests.’


      ‘I trust you do not intend to follow your sister’s example by marrying a penniless upstart.’


      ‘Grant Peters is no upstart, nor is he penniless.’


      ‘Peters is naught but a self-seeking lawyer with no rank or bottom. He will amount to nothing,’ her father said. ‘What’s more, he’ll have not one acre from me when I’m gone.’ He leaned forward and thrust out his chin, as if pronouncing sentence. ‘He’s sharp enough when it comes to the practice of law, I confess, and I don’t doubt that he has mastered all the prescriptions and obscure feudal acts that will enable him to lay claim to Craigiehall.’


      ‘I want no part of your schemes to expand Craigiehall,’ Nicola said.


      ‘If you choose to marry with my approval, Nicola, you’ll have Craigiehall to pass on to your children; then, perhaps, you’ll thank me for protecting you from the clamour that will hover over the inheritance.’


      ‘I’m in no mood to be lectured on the laws of inheritance,’ said Nicola.


      ‘Perhaps not,’ her father said. ‘However, it’s not given to mortal man to set a limit to his term on earth; that is a matter for God to decide upon. If I die without warning, believe me, Peters will have the skin off your back.’


      Quite how Grant Peters had infiltrated Papa’s stuffy clique was still something of a mystery. He had simply appeared one chill winter afternoon after service in St Giles, tagging along behind Mr Arbuthnot, the bookseller. He had been dressed in well-worn black gabardine, like an almsman, and had presented no obvious threat, save that he was young and more opinionated than he should have been given his rank and circumstances. He had courted Charlotte by letter and, later, at Craigiehall when Papa had been off on his Circuit journeys. He had proposed to her before Papa could return to prevent it.


      ‘Why do you hate Grant Peters so much?’


      ‘Because he’s an upstart who took advantage of my hospitality to ingratiate himself into your sister’s good graces. I had hoped that Charlotte would marry Arthur or possibly William de Morville but they were too impatient to wait for her to grow up. Tomorrow,’ her father said, ‘we’ll ride over to de Morville’s house and repair the damage. I’m sure that when you apologise for your impetuosity Sir Charles will look more favourably upon you. He thinks very highly of you, you know.’


      ‘He thinks of me hardly at all,’ Nicola said. ‘He thinks very highly of you, Papa. He is just as much in thrall to you as everyone else. Why don’t you offer to lease the coal workings if you want them so badly? The bald fact of the matter is that you’re so set against Grant Peters that you’ll do anything to prevent him laying hands on Craigiehall.’


      ‘Have I not just said as much?’


      ‘Anything – including marrying me off to a decrepit old man. Well, Papa, I will not grovel to that horrid old fellow, not tomorrow nor any other day.’


      ‘You will do as I say, Nicola.’


      ‘No, I will not. I’m eighteen years old and quite able to take charge of my own life and my own destiny.’


      ‘How will you support yourself?’ her father said. ‘Daughters of gentlemen are not equipped to provide for themselves. They are expected to make sensible marriages.’


      ‘Surely you would not see me starve?’


      ‘The letter of the law obligates me to attend to your welfare until you take a husband,’ her father said. ‘Starving is not an issue.’


      He rose suddenly, looming up against the light. He had never struck her, or Charlotte, though once, many years ago, he had taken a cane to Jamie to teach him a lesson, the moral of which was long forgotten.


      At sixty, he did not seem old. He was not stiff in movement and in spite of a thousand hours spent on the bench his spine remained straight. He closed his hands behind his back and tucked them beneath his coat tail.


      ‘The truth is that I am not so well off as you might imagine,’ he said. ‘Balancing the running of my estate with a career in law has taken its toll. I may be a judge of the double robe and have an honorary title but my finances are not as sound as they ought to be.’


      ‘Are we poor, father?’ Nicola asked, with a hint of mockery.


      ‘Poor? Nay, hardly that; not gruel poor, at least. However, now that Jamie’s gone and Charlotte has put herself beyond reach it falls to you to secure Craigiehall’s future by making a proper marriage.’


      ‘Find me a husband then, a better, younger husband than de Morville.’


      ‘Easier to say than to do. The world is full of selfish young rogues, Nicola, without a penny to their names or prospects worth the mention. I’ve gone to considerable lengths to encourage Sir Charles de Morville’s interest. Whatever you may think to the contrary, he is, in most respects, an ideal husband for you.’


      When he leaned towards her she saw the underside of his jaw, his thin lips and that formidable brow all foreshortened, just as she had done when she was small and he had slipped into the nursery to bid Charlotte and her goodnight. He had seemed quite fearsome then in the slanting light from the candle and she had often wished that he was more ordinary, like Mr Trench, the tenant of Kirkton farm, for instance, who was red-cheeked and jolly and who, risking Nanny Aird’s wrath, would lift her up and twirl her about just for the fun of it; or like Mr Feldspar, the soutar from Kilmarnock who travelled about the shire with a cartful of boots and shoes and who always had a kind word and a square of brown candy for Charlotte and her, even though he took few orders at her Craigiehall’s kitchen door.


      ‘In most respects?’ Nicola said. ‘What respects, for instance?’


      ‘By any calculation,’ her father said, ‘Charles de Morville will soon be called upon to pay his debt to nature.’


      ‘His debt to nature?’ Nicola said. ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘I mean,’ her father said, ‘that he will die within a year or two.’


      ‘Is that what this is all about?’ Nicola cried. ‘You wish me to marry de Morville so that I may become his widow? Papa, that’s a scurrilous suggestion.’


      ‘It’s not in the least scurrilous. If you marry Sir Charles you’ll have your share of his lands to manage as you will. You’ll be entitled to appoint your own factor, draw your own rents and be quite independent of de Morville’s sons. In a word, what has been given you, you’ll keep. Then you may marry anyone you choose, for a wealthy young widow never lacks suitors of quality.’


      ‘And Craigiehall?’


      ‘Craigiehall will be saved and increased.’


      ‘Increased by my sacrifice, you mean?’


      ‘Come now, whatever his faults, de Morville is hardly a Hottentot. He’ll treat you with respect and obey your every whim.’


      ‘But will he do the decent thing and die?’ Nicola cried. ‘Have you fixed a date in the nuptial agreement when he will politely give up the ghost?’ She thrust her hands against her father’s chest and pushed him away. ‘What if de Morville does not die? What if he falls into a dribbling sickness that does not prove fatal? Am I to nurse him? Am I to lie with him every night and keep him alive with the heat of my body as the Shunammite did to King David?’


      ‘You have too much imagination, Nicola.’


      ‘I have too much conscience, you mean,’ Nicola snapped.


      ‘He is seventy-two years old, you know.’


      ‘And I’m eighteen. Great heavens, Papa, don’t you care for me at all?’ Nicola said and then, before she could burst into tears, added, ‘I am going to my room now.’


      ‘We’ll sup at half past seven and talk of this matter at greater length.’


      ‘I’m not hungry. I am going to bed.’


      ‘Nicola!’


      ‘Goodnight to you, sir.’


      ‘Nicola!’ he said once more.


      But Nicola had already gone.


 


Waning sunlight was reflected in the bevel of the pier-glass, a sad little rainbow trapped in the darkened room. The four-poster that she had once shared with Charlotte seemed vast and with all Charlotte’s boxes gone the room itself was depressingly empty. She loosened her ribbons, kicked off her shoes, threw herself on the bed and buried her face in the pillow.


      Until now, her dreams of bridal nights had centred not on submission to a husband’s physical demands but to a love that owed more to the fairytale than the barnyard. She was afraid that Papa might somehow manipulate her into a position where she would have to marry Charles de Morville if only to save Craigiehall for children who had not been conceived and who, if Sir Charles was to be believed, might never be conceived at all.


      Molly slipped into the room. She was six years older than Nicola and had served first in the scullery then as a housemaid and after Nanny Aird had passed away had been put to care for Charlotte and Nicola. She was a plump, red-haired woman whose bumpkin appearance disguised sharp wits.


      She padded to the bed, seated herself on the counterpane and wiped away Nicola’s tears with a none-too-clean handkerchief.


      ‘What shall I do, Molly? What can I do?’ Nicola sobbed. ‘Tomorrow, or the next day, Papa will insist that we call upon Sir Charles, I will be forced to apologise and – and – it will begin all over again.’


      ‘Aye,’ Molly said, ‘but this time you’ll be ready for it.’


      ‘Are the servants talking? Do they think me a fool?’


      ‘It matters not a jot what the servants think,’ Molly assured her. ‘All that matters now is what you want to do.’


      ‘What Papa wants me to do, you mean.’


      ‘You refused the mannie once, you can refuse him again.’


      ‘I cannot go on refusing him if Papa won’t take no for an answer.’


      ‘Sir Charles’ll weary of it soon enough,’ Molly said. ‘He was none too eager in the first place. He thinks you’re o’er young for him an’ he’s frightened you’ll wear him to a frazzle.’


      Nicola sat up. ‘Did Mr Lassiter say as much?’


      ‘Mr Lassiter’s far too grand to gossip wi’ the likes o’ me,’ Molly said. ‘If I know your father, though, he’ll not let the matter rest. He’ll want it settled before he goes up to Edinburgh for the summer term.’


      ‘Perhaps he’ll find another suitor, someone younger and more appealing than Charles de Morville. I’m not unattractive, Molly, am I?’


      ‘You’re far from that, Miss,’ Molly said. ‘It’s my guess, though, his lordship’ll leave you in Craigiehall. He’s worried you’ll have your head turned an’ run off wi’ an upstart like Mr Peters.’


      ‘Mr Peters isn’t an upstart; he’s a well respected lawyer.’


      ‘Maybe so,’ Molly said, ‘but he’s not Sir Charles de Morville.’


      ‘Why is my father so concerned with the de Morvilles? Sir Charles may be wealthy even by our standards but he’s just a fusty old farmer with more land than he knows what to do with,’ Nicola said. ‘I’ve heard all the tales about the de Morville boys and their silly squabbles. Why Sir Charles imagines that having me for a wife will unite his family is quite beyond me. My father persuaded him, I suppose, bamboozled him with legal jargon. I’m sick of Papa’s plots, sick of being shut away in Craigiehall like a prisoner in the Tolbooth.’


      ‘Then go to Edinburgh,’ Molly said. ‘Now you’ve turned eighteen your father can’t send the soldiers to fetch you back. Mr Peters’ll take you in till this spot o’ bother blows over. It would be a grand bit of revenge for the way your father treated Mr Peters if he sheltered you for a week or two.’


      ‘I cannot leave without Papa’s permission.’


      ‘If Charlotte had waited for his lordship’s permission she’d still be sittin’ here in Craigiehall or – worse – be wedded to old Sir Charles. When your Papa realises he has made a mistake he’ll offer the olive branch, you’ll see.’


      Nicola thought about it for a moment. ‘I’ll write to Charlotte tomorrow.’


      ‘If I was you, Miss Nicola, I wouldn’t bother wi’ a letter.’


      ‘If you were me, Molly,’ Nicola said, ‘what would you do?’


      ‘Pack an’ leave for Edinburgh before his lordship can stop you.’


      ‘But I’ve no money, not a penny to my name.’


      ‘I’ve enough saved for two seats on the Flyer,’ Molly said.


      ‘I couldn’t possibly take money from you, Molly.’


      ‘Pay me back when we get there.’


      ‘Where will I get the money to pay you?’


      ‘Mr Peters’ll take care o’ it,’ Molly said. ‘Now what’s it to be, Miss Nicola? Edinburgh – or another encounter wi’ Sir Charles?’


      ‘Edinburgh,’ Nicola said. ‘Even if it does turn out to be the lesser of two evils, yes, Edinburgh, first thing tomorrow morning.’


 


Charlotte was surprised and not entirely pleased, to find Nicola and Molly huddled on the landing at half past four o’clock on a rainy Thursday afternoon.


      She had just entertained two ladies from the St Andrew’s Charitable Foundation and had been reduced to a state of near torpor by their tedious harangue. In addition, the taking of tea at such an unfashionable hour had rubbed home the drabness of her life in the upper reaches of the massive tenement that towered over the Lawnmarket. Graddan’s Court had originally been designed to provide the burgesses of Edinburgh with a little extra breathing space but having lost its wealthier citizens to the New Town across the North Loch, it had become a repository for those who had slipped from the upper rungs of society as well as those who, like young Grant Peters, were intent on moving up in the world.


      Charlotte had a maid and a cook and her lot in life was not hard, though now and then she found it lonely, for Grant worked long hours to keep fees rolling in and he did not have a large circle of friends. Papa kept a spacious town house in Crowell’s Close at the top of the Customhouse Steps, just a stone’s throw away, but since the day of her marriage he had refused to communicate with Charlotte, let alone call upon her.


      ‘My dearest girl,’ Charlotte said, ‘what a wonderful surprise. Look at you, though, you’re quite soaked through. Did you travel on the post-chaise?’


      ‘On the Flyer,’ said Nicola. ‘It took barely eight hours.’


      Charlotte ushered them into the hall. ‘Is Papa with you?’


      ‘No,’ said Nicola. ‘Papa and I had a dreadful row and I ran off. May I lodge with you for a little while – if it isn’t inconvenient?’


      ‘Of course it isn’t inconvenient,’ Charlotte said. ‘I take it Papa knows where you are?’


      ‘I left a letter with Mr Littlejohn.’


      ‘Didn’t Mr Littlejohn try to stop you?’ Charlotte said.


      ‘On the contrary. He had our boxes conveyed to the road-end.’


      ‘Where are your boxes now?’


      ‘At Mannering’s Hotel in the New Town where the Flyer terminates,’ Nicola said. ‘We walked across the bridge from there.’


      ‘Did you not think to hire a caddy?’


      ‘I did not have money enough to hire a caddy,’ Nicola said. ‘I had to borrow the coach fare from Molly.’


      ‘Oh!’ said Charlotte. ‘You really have run away, haven’t you? Never fear. Grant will take care of everything. Now, why are we standing in the hall? Come into the parlour and take off your bonnet and cape. I’ll have Jeannie make us fresh tea and some bread and butter. We sup, as a rule, at eight or half past, depending on when Grant elects to come home.’


      ‘How is Grant?’ Nicola said.


      ‘He’s well,’ Charlotte said. ‘Very well.’ Then, throwing open the door, she ushered her sister into the parlour.


 


It was after seven o’clock before Grant Peters returned. He greeted Nicola warmly, listened to her story, nodded, and went off to find a reliable boy to retrieve her trunk from Mannering’s yard while Charlotte arranged with Cook to add more dumplings to the stew and Jeannie, the maid, lighted the lamps and set the table.


      Nicola knew little about Grant Peters’ pedigree. His family had elected not to add fuel to the flames by attending the Ayrshire wedding. Two brothers and a widowed mother were settled on one of four small farms that the Peters owned outside of Stirling. The oldest brother, Roderick, factored the holdings. The youngest brother, Gillon, had fought with the Highland Regiment in the American war but, having no cash with which to purchase himself a decent commission, had recently resigned from the King’s service.


      Grant had studied Latin, Greek and moral philosophy at the Universities of Edinburgh and Glasgow and had been mentored thereafter by Writer to the Signet Hercules Mackenzie, whose instruction had enabled him to pass his trials Civil Law and whose influence had gained him admission to the Faculty of Advocates, though Grant was still too young to have established the connections necessary to attract the most lucrative briefs.


      The drawing-room, which also served as a dining-room, had precious few furnishings. There was no dresser or cabinet and only a small corner cupboard in which napery was stored. The rattle of pans leaked from the kitchen along with wreaths of steam and, now and then, an angry yelp from Mrs McCluskie, the cook; a far cry, Nicola thought, from Craigiehall’s vast echoing dining-room.


      Her brother-in-law uncorked two bottles of claret and filled the glasses. He was a large man, not tall but broad. His face, moistened by perspiration, was all in proportion, with a strong jaw and high flat cheekbones. He had changed his coat and loosened the plain neckpiece that most advocates wore, though these days, so her father claimed, lawyers’ stocks sometimes had more frills than a duchess’s petticoats.


      Grant chatted casually about crops and weather, as if her sudden appearance in his house was the most natural thing in the world, while Nicola studied her sister’s husband with a degree of speculation, wondering, even then, if he had a friend, a fellow lawyer, say, as handsome and attentive as he was, to whom she might be introduced.


      Mutton broth and brown bread, beef stew with onions and dumplings, pease pottage in a side dish, an orange pudding, strong cheese and oatcakes were washed down with several glasses of claret. When supper was over and the last crumbs swept from the table, Nicola assumed that they would move to the parlour, but Grant seemed content to stay where he was.


      ‘Your maid – Molly, is it? – will be snug enough in the loft, though I fear she will have to share a bed with Jeannie,’ he said. ‘How long do you intend to stay with us?’


      ‘Ah!’ Nicola said. ‘That depends.’


      ‘On what?’ Grant said. ‘On your father?’


      ‘On you,’ Nicola said.


      ‘The courts open in a matter of weeks,’ Grant said. ‘His lordship may come to retrieve you before then but somehow I doubt it. He’ll retaliate in other ways.’


      ‘Other ways?’ said Charlotte. ‘What other ways?’


      Grant ignored his wife’s question. He lifted a hand, brushed back the curl of dark hair that bobbed on his brow and looked squarely at Nicola. ‘The boy will be here shortly, I fancy.’


      ‘Boy?’ said Charlotte. ‘What boy?’


      ‘With the baggage,’ Nicola said. ‘I think you read my father very well, Grant, particularly as you don’t yet know the whole story.’


      ‘What is the whole story?’


      ‘Papa is pressing me to marry Charles de Morville.’


      ‘And Sir Charles is not to your taste?’


      ‘Heavens, no! He’s well over seventy and in poor health. Besides, he has three sons squabbling to take possession of his estate.’


      ‘Why does your father wish you to marry this man?’


      ‘The de Morvilles have coal workings on their land,’ said Nicola. ‘Papa covets them. He has long had it in mind that either Charlotte or I would marry into the de Morville family to obtain possession of the mining rights.’


      ‘It’s true, Grant. Papa has been set on linking the Templetons with the de Morvilles ever since we were children,’ Charlotte said, ‘though I still find it odd that he did not encourage us to consort with the de Morville boys or invite them to visit us at Craigiehall.’


      ‘We were too small for them,’ said Nicola. ‘Not, shall we say, quite ripe?’


      Charlotte pursed her lips and fussed with her skirts. She had put on weight since marriage and her cheeks were fleshy. She had always been high-coloured and prone to blushing. Mr Watson, the music teacher, had been much amused and would tease her just to watch the blood rise to her face. He had called her his little Redskin, his little Cherokee, which Charlotte hadn’t considered much of a compliment and Nicola had thought in rather poor taste given the state of the war in America at the time.


      ‘I heard nothing of this, Charlotte,’ Grant said. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


      ‘I had no reason to tell you,’ Charlotte said. ‘It was a silly thing, a storm in a teacup, all over before we met.’


      ‘Nevertheless,’ Grant frowned, ‘you should have informed me.’


      ‘I trust you don’t think I married you just to escape de Morville,’ Charlotte said, her cheeks burning. ‘The whole affair was a mad scheme dreamed up by my father. Papa is not the sober man of sense and judgement that he appears to be in court, you know.’


      ‘That does not answer the question, my dear,’ Grant said. ‘Did you or did you not marry me just to escape this Ayrshire fellow?’


      ‘Stop it,’ Nicola said. ‘Do stop it.’


      He glanced at her, one eyebrow raised. ‘Stop what?’


      ‘Teasing,’ Nicola said. ‘I know you are teasing, even if Charlotte does not. She has no more liking for Charles de Morville than I have, but that does not mean to say that she leapt into your arms unwillingly.’


      ‘So, Charlotte, is your sister’s defence true and accurate?’


      ‘Charlotte is not on trial, sir,’ Nicola said.


      ‘Am I obliged to accept your word that my wife’s integrity is unimpeachable without a shred of evidence to support your claim?’


      ‘You are,’ Nicola said, firmly.


      ‘And what of your integrity, Miss Templeton?’


      ‘Mine? I have no reason to lie to you.’


      ‘Quid pro quo: are you implying that Charlotte does?’ Grant said then, noting his wife’s distress, laughed and patted Nicola’s arm. ‘The question of your integrity, my dear sister-in-law, will have to be put into abeyance until it can be proved. What’s not in doubt is your mettle. I wish that my brothers were as quick to defend me as you have been to defend your sister. I am, as you rightly suppose, just teasing.’


      He pushed himself away from the table, bent and kissed his wife upon the brow then, stepping neatly around the chairs, cupped both hands on Nicola’s shoulders. ‘You are welcome to stay for as long as you wish, Nicola. I’m aware that your papa has considerable influence in the field of law but, be assured, I’ve no fear of him whatsoever. I’ve defied him once and it will give me great pleasure to add insult to injury by keeping you here for as long as you choose to remain.’


      The touch of his hands sent a shiver of pleasure through her. To her surprise she found that she wanted him to kiss her too, on the brow, on the cheek, even on the mouth, but, as if he had guessed what was on her mind, he broke abruptly away and stepped to the door.


      ‘What?’ Charlotte said. ‘What is it?’


      ‘The boy,’ Grant said. ‘Do you not hear him on the landing?’


      


The boy was a great gangling lad not far short of six feet tall. His boots were muddy, his coat black with rain, his hair plastered to his scalp. He had hauled Nicola’s trunk across the bridge and up five flights of slippery steps on his shoulder with Molly’s little box tucked under one arm. He blew out his cheeks, gulped in air and eyed the gentleman with a degree of apprehension, as if he suspected that he might be ordered to take the luggage back again.


      Digging into his pocket, Grant brought out a shilling and, to the boy’s surprise, another. He took the boy’s hand, cold as a cod-fish, and placed the coins upon the palm.


      ‘Was only but sixpence was promised, sir,’ the boy said.


      ‘A good job, well done, is always worth a little extra,’ Grant said. ‘If you hurry, you’ll have time to buy yourself a pie from Mrs M’Causlan’s and perhaps a glass of punch at Mouser’s.’


      ‘Aye, sir, aye. I thank ye, sir. I do thank ye,’ the boy said, slapping his hand to his brow in a grateful salute. ‘Any more caddyin’ you need done, sir, you know where I’m to be found.’


      ‘I do,’ Grant said. ‘Now cut along before the pie-shop closes.’


      He watched the boy lope off down the staircase, then, turning, called for Molly to come out to him which, quite promptly, she did.


      ‘Your mistress’s room is at the far end of the passage,’ he said. ‘Take her trunk there, unpack it and do whatever it is you do with her dresses. You will be billeted in the attic with Cook and Jeannie.’


      ‘Aye, sir,’ Molly said.


      Grant dug into his pocket again and brought two guinea pieces.


      ‘Take them, Molly. God knows, you’ve earned them.’ He watched the servant pluck the coins from his fingers and tuck them into her apron. ‘You did well to bring her here.’ Then stepping past her, he returned to the drawing-room to assure his wife and her pretty little sister that the baggage had arrived all safe and sound at last.










Chapter 2


If Gillon Peters was famed for anything it was certainly not his modesty. At the drop of a hat or the offer of a glass, he would recount in grisly detail his exploits with the Highland Regiment and, if you were unwise enough to visit his lodgings, he would be sure to show you the bloodstained tomahawk with which he claimed to have scalped two renegades on a scouting expedition on the banks of the Brandywine. City ladies, young and old, drank in every word of this questionable tale but his brothers remained sceptical for, as Roderick pointed out, Gillon couldn’t shear a sheep without three men and a dairy-maid to help him.


      Several bloody battles and much hard travelling with the 42nd Royal Highland Regiment had left no visible marks on Gillon, none save a neat little scar the length of your fingernail that kinked the corner of his right eye and added a touch of insolence to features that were insolent enough already. He was two years younger than Grant and several inches taller. His hair was lighter in shade and his eyes piercing blue. For all that, the kinship between the brothers was obvious for their bantering familiarity had not yet been tainted by rivalry.


      Grant looked up from the documents spread across the table.


      ‘Ah!’ he said. ‘There you are. I wondered how long it would be before you deserted the lambing pens. You’re back, I gather?’


      ‘You gather correctly,’ Gillon said. ‘Our dear brother chased me away. Told me to make myself scarce. Took pity on my plight.’


      ‘Which particular plight would that be?’ said Grant.


      ‘The plight of having no rapport with mutton unless it’s glazed with red currant jelly,’ Gillon said. ‘Why does Roderick refuse to acknowledge that I’m not cut out to be a farmer?’


      ‘He didn’t think you were cut out to be a soldier,’ Grant said. ‘You proved him wrong on that score.’


      ‘I did, did I not?’ Gillon grinned. ‘If, however, Roddy hopes that time and persuasion will transform me into an agriculturalist, he’s sadly mistaken.’ He kicked out a chair and seated himself at the table. ‘What cause is this that has you chained to your ink-horn on such a sprightly May morning?’


      ‘A dispute about heritable property,’ Grant said. ‘I’ve made the verbal pleadings and as soon as the session opens I will continue the process with representations and petitions.’


      ‘Is a pretty girl involved,’ Gillon enquired, ‘or a wealthy widow?’


      ‘I have no idea what the petitioners look like,’ said Grant. ‘I haven’t met them and probably never will. It’s not an entertainment, Gillon. The case will drag on for weeks before the court provides a solution.’


      ‘In a word, bread and butter.’


      ‘In three words, yes.’


      Grant conducted most of his business in Daniel Horne’s wine cellar or, to be precise, in the large, well-lighted ground-floor room above it. Early that morning he had received written papers and printed indices from the hand of his clerk, Somerville, and would work over them until dinner time at half past one o’clock. He might, of course, have taken the material home – Horne’s was not much more than a steep step from Graddan’s Court – but he thought it best to allow the sisters time to gossip.


      ‘I hear,’ Gillon said, ‘that you have a guest?’


      Grant glanced up. ‘Who told you that?’


      Gillon shrugged. ‘News travels faster than lightning in this town. Fact, I met Somerville, asked him where you might be found and he, for once, was remarkably forthcoming. I reckon he’s as excited about the girl’s appearance as you are.’


      ‘I am not in the least excited,’ Grant said.


      Perhaps the wrath of the Lord of Session will add a little ginger to your water,’ Gillon said. ‘How long has she been with you?’


      ‘Only a day,’ Grant said. ‘By the by, I’ll be having a word with Somerville concerning his loose tongue.’


      ‘Oh, you can hardly blame your man, Grant. It’s too choice a piece of news to wrap in cheesecloth. You can’t hope to hide her away for long.’


      ‘I’m not hiding her. She’s visiting Charlotte.’


      ‘Alone and without a chaperone?’


      ‘Her maid is with her,’ Grant said.


      ‘But Papa is not.’


      ‘No, Papa is not.’


      ‘Do you expect me to believe that Craigiehall granted her permission to come up to the city and lodge in your house? She’s broken the halter, has she not, cantered off on her own?’


      ‘She’s not a child, Gillon, or a horse for that matter.’


      ‘Indeed, she’s not,’ Gillon said. ‘Tell me, is she as sweet and pliant as your good wife?’


      ‘Have a care, Gillon.’


      ‘I intend no insult. I have nothing but the highest regard for your missus, who is a woman of sterling virtue. What about the girl? Can the same be said of her?’


      ‘She is, I believe, of good character – and intelligent.’


      ‘With a figure to match?’


      ‘Gillon!’ Grant warned. ‘That’s enough! What are you doing here? I thought we agreed that you would spend time with Roderick and Mother at Heatherbank. You’ve been gone less than a fortnight.’


      ‘What is there for me to do at Heatherbank?’ Gillon said. ‘Mother has everything and everyone under her thumb. I am nothing but an encumbrance there and, frankly, I got bored.’


      ‘It’s high time you found something to do, something that might spread a little bit of jam upon your bread.’


      ‘I have my pension,’ Gillon said, ‘such as it is. I’ll find myself “something to do”, as you put it, all in good time. I am not yet fully recovered from my military exertions, you know. Do I not deserve a little respite?’


      ‘You have been in a state of respite for years, Gillon,’ Grant told him. ‘I would not want idleness to drag you down.’


      ‘Down?’ Gillon said. ‘Down to what, I ask you? Besides, I’m not as idle as you seem to believe, Grant. I do have some irons in the fire.’


      ‘Are you still paying court to Clavering’s daughter?’


      ‘Julia?’ Gillon paused. ‘No, alas, that came to naught.’


      ‘Clavering put his hoof down, did he?’


      ‘The girl was not passionate enough for me.’


      ‘Hoh!’ Grant said, sceptically. ‘Is that your story?’


      ‘It is,’ Gillon said. ‘And I am sticking to it. By the by, I notice that you have changed the subject. What of you and Craigiehall’s daughters? You have both of them at your charge now, a situation that strikes me as nothing far short of greed.’


      ‘Greed? How so?’


      ‘Come now, two top cards from one pack. If that’s not greed I don’t know what else it can be. Unless . . .’ He paused again. ‘Unless, of course, you fetched the little one here for me.’


      ‘If you mean Nicola, I did not fetch her to Edinburgh for you or anyone else. She came of her own free will,’ Grant said.


      Gillon nodded. ‘To visit her sister?’


      ‘Exactly so.’


      ‘To stay in your house, under your roof, at your mercy?’


      ‘See here,’ said Grant, ‘I have too much work to do to listen to your blathers. Nicola Templeton is my wife’s sister. I cannot refuse her hospitality, however odd the circumstances.’


      ‘He’ll come down on you like the wrath of God, you know.’


      ‘I am prepared for that,’ said Grant. ‘There’s little that Lord Craigiehall can do, though, given that Nicola is eighteen years of age and I’m not keeping her against her will. He may fume and threaten dire consequences but he cannot do me harm.’


      ‘He can harm your clients in court.’


      ‘Good God, Gillon! He is too honourable a judge to do any such thing.’


      ‘I would not be so sure, if I were you. In any event, if the girl is presently part of your family so also is she part of mine,’ Gillon said. ‘I’m not averse to sharing the burden.’


      ‘Burden? What burden? What the devil are you talking about?’


      ‘She will require to be entertained, will she not?’


      ‘Nicola Templeton is not for the likes of you, Gillon,’ Grant said, sternly.


      ‘Charlotte Templeton was not for the likes of you, dear brother, but that did not prevent you storming the temple – storming the Templeton, hah? – and making off with her.’


      ‘Charlotte,’ Grant said, ‘is my wife.’


      ‘If you were good enough for one Templeton girl why should I not be good enough for another?’ Gillon said. ‘She isn’t ugly, is she?’


      ‘No, neither ugly nor even plain.’


      ‘So much the better.’ Gillon rose from the bench, tugged down the wings of his waistcoat and flung back his greatcoat. ‘I shall call upon you this evening for supper. You may alert Charlotte – and remind Cook that I do not care for onions. Shall we say eight o’clock, or would half past the hour be more suitable?’


      Grant sighed. ‘Eight will do,’ he said, ‘if you insist.’


      ‘I do insist,’ Gillon said. ‘I would rather be an unwelcome guest than no guest at all. Shall I wear my surtout and my scarlet cloak?’


      ‘Wear what you like,’ Grant told him. Just don’t bring along that damned tomahawk.’ And with a curious sense of foreboding he watched his brother take his leave.


 


It had been a twelvemonth since Nicola had last been in town and ‘Auld Reekie’ had undergone several changes in that short time. Attended by Molly, Charlotte and she sauntered out into the spring sunshine not long after breakfast and, with bonnets firmly fastened against a fresh breeze from the Forth, tripped downhill to the bridge to survey the latest improvements.


      The imposing span of the North Bridge had been open to traffic for several years but random bits of work continued on it still. That morning a gang of masons were setting the stones of a new baluster while caddies, carters and hordes of less than noble citizens trooped, grumbling, past, as if progress was nothing but a hurdle put up to annoy them.


      To the east lay the estuary and the sea, the wave-whipped expanse of water that brought Edinburgh its fickle weather. Nicola held on to her bonnet with one hand and gripped Charlotte’s arm with the other. She had seen the vista many times before but it never failed to take her breath away and that May morning so lightened her mood that for a moment she forgot all about Papa, de Morville and Craigiehall.


      Then Molly said, ‘Is that who I think it is?’


      Following the maid’s pointing finger, Nicola saw Hugh Littlejohn striding towards them, chin tucked into his collar and his hat – a high-crowned, wide-brimmed thing – tugged down as if he were intent on hiding his face or, possibly, shutting out the city’s many distractions.


      ‘What’s he doing in Edinburgh?’ said Charlotte.


      ‘We can make a fair guess, I’m thinkin’,’ Molly said. ‘He’ll have been sent here to offer you terms.’


      Nicola had always been fond of Mr Littlejohn. His father and uncles had been gardeners at Craigiehall and his youngest daughter, Faye, was presently kitchen maid. Stepping away from her sister, she placed herself before him.


      ‘Is it pleasure brings you to Edinburgh, Mr Littlejohn, or business?’


      He glanced up and showing no surprise, said, ‘If it was pleasure I was after, Miss Nicola, I would not be seekin’ it in a wicked-busy place like this. Besides, I have too much to do at home to be gallivantin’ at this time o’ year.’


      ‘Is Papa with you?’ Charlotte asked.


      ‘No, Mistress Peters, he is not. I’m his – uh, his emissary.’


      ‘Why did he send you and not Robertson?’ Charlotte asked.


      ‘You must put that question to his lordship,’ Hugh Littlejohn said. ‘He was ill-pleased with me for helpin’ Miss Nicola to the Flyer. I suspect sendin’ me to Edinburgh is his way o’ punishin’ me.’


      Mr Littlejohn carried no luggage save a small scuffed leather game-bag slung over one shoulder. He brought it round, dug into it and produced a letter packet, wrapped in brown paper and sealed with hard blue wax. He held it tightly in both hands as if afraid that the breeze might whip it away.


      ‘For me?’ Nicola said.


      ‘For Mr Grant Peters. I’m to give it into his hands, an’ his hands only.’


      ‘Then you must find him,’ said Charlotte, haughtily. ‘If you can.’


      ‘I’ll wait at his house if necessary,’ Hugh Littlejohn said.


      Nicola touched his sleeve. ‘Have you eaten breakfast yet?’


      ‘I had a bite at the inn in Peebles afore I boarded the day coach.’


      ‘Papa sent you by the overnight route, did he?’ Nicola said. ‘In other words, he would not pay for the Flyer? Are you going back to Ayrshire today?’


      ‘If my business is concluded by four o’clock, aye.’


      ‘I’ll give the letter to my husband,’ Charlotte offered.


      ‘Nay, Mistress Peters, that will not do.’


      ‘Do you not trust me?’ Charlotte said.


      ‘It’s not a matter o’ trust, Mistress Peters; it’s a matter o’ duty.’


      ‘Very well,’ said Charlotte. ‘If that’s the way of it, you must find Graddan’s Court and sit upon the doorstep until my husband returns which, I might add, will be long after four o’ clock. It may, indeed, be long after midnight if a reply is required, for my husband will not put pen to paper without reflection.’


      ‘Come now, Charlotte. Mr Littlejohn is only obeying Papa’s instructions,’ Nicola said. ‘I, for one, have no intention of conducting a conversation in the middle of a public highway. If you breakfasted at six you must be hungry by now, Mr Littlejohn.’ She turned to Charlotte. ‘Where is he? Where’s Grant? He will not be in Parliament House for the courts are not in session. Is he in a coffee house or tavern somewhere close at hand?’


      ‘He may be,’ said Charlotte, grudgingly.


      ‘Which?’ Nicola had heard enough table-chat at her father’s house to know where advocates and writers convened. ‘Horne’s, Dow’s, or the Slipper?’


      ‘No,’ said Charlotte, ‘not the Slipper. He dislikes the Slipper.’


      ‘Where then?’ Nicola insisted.


      ‘Horne’s,’ Charlotte conceded, ‘unless he is elsewhere entirely.’


      ‘Then we will go to Horne’s and hope to find him there.’


      ‘Thank you, Miss Nicola,’ Hugh Littlejohn said. ‘I admit I’m keen to be awa’ back home as soon as possible. Where is this place, this Horne’s?’


      ‘Up there.’ Nicola gestured towards the bristling tenements of the Old Town that fretted the ridge below the Castle. ‘Do you have the breath for it, Mr Littlejohn?’


      ‘It’s not breath I’m lackin’, Miss Nicola,’ Hugh Littlejohn said.


      ‘What is it then?’ said Charlotte.


      ‘Patience,’ the overseer answered and, falling into step with Molly, followed Lord Craigiehall’s recalcitrant daughters up into the wynds and smoky closes that protected the heart of the city.


 


Charlotte would not have had the nerve to enter Daniel Horne’s wine cellar on her own. The sour smell of ale, tobacco smoke and the faint cloying sweetness of pickled herrings, for which popular delicacy Horne’s was famous, would have put her off. In fact, the tavern was one of the most respectable in the vicinity of Parliament Square and a far cry from the vile drinking dens that crowded the vennels of the Cowgate and the Grassmarket.


      Taking Charlotte firmly by the arm. Nicola dragged her through the doorway into the vast and gloomy tavern. Molly and Mr Littlejohn followed and, within a minute or two, all four, including the maid, were tucked into a corner booth and Charlotte’s nerves were being soothed by a glass of sweet sherry and a cinnamon biscuit while Grant read the letter from Papa then threw it down upon the table and shook his head ruefully.


      ‘What?’ Nicola said. ‘What is it, Grant? What does Papa say?’


      Molly and Mr Littlejohn pretended to think of other things – family business was none of their concern – but it was difficult to remain detached when they were all seated together, elbow to elbow, at a corner table.


      ‘He wants me to send you back to Craigiehall with Mr Littlejohn.’


      ‘If I return to Ayrshire,’ said Nicola, ‘Papa will make sure I remain there until I’m so exasperated that I’ll bend to his will and marry that horrible man.’


      ‘You are under no obligation to marry anyone,’ Grant said. ‘We are sufficiently enlightened these days to acknowledge that women also have rights.’


      ‘My father does not subscribe to that belief,’ said Nicola. ‘Look how he treated poor Charlotte when she married you.’


      ‘True,’ Grant said. ‘On the other hand he was powerless to prevent it. He may grizzle to his heart’s content but he cannot legally – or morally for that matter – force you to do anything you do not wish to do.’


      ‘He will cut me off without a penny.’


      ‘Does that matter?’


      Charlotte sipped sherry, nibbled her biscuit and kept silent.


      ‘He wants an heir for Craigiehall,’ said Nicola.


      ‘And he shall have one,’ said Grant. ‘In the fullness of time perhaps he’ll have several.’ He glanced up at Charlotte who, blushing furiously, looked away. ‘In the meanwhile, he has issued an ultimatum. Either I see to it that you are bundled off to Ayrshire with Mr Littlejohn on the afternoon coach or . . .’ He lifted the letter and read from it. ‘ “. . . or, Sir, you may keep her.” ’


      ‘Keep her?’ said Charlotte. ‘What on earth does he mean?’


      ‘He means that your sister will become my responsibility.’


      ‘That’s daft,’ Molly blurted out. ‘Plain daft.’


      ‘Not so daft as all that, Molly,’ Grant said. ‘His lordship is well aware of my circumstances and unfortunately continues to harbour a conviction that I married Charlotte just to get my hands on Craigiehall.’


      ‘Aye, he’s said as much often enough.’ Molly ignored the overseer’s warning glare. ‘It’s breakin’ no confidence, Mr Peters. We’ve all heard him rave about it. Is that not a fact, Mr Littlejohn?’


      ‘What his lordship might think o’ Mr Peters is not for the likes o’ us to speculate,’ Hugh Littlejohn said sternly. ‘Now, hold your tongue, lass, an’ remember your place.’


      ‘My place,’ said Molly, ‘is here wi’ Miss Nicola.’


      ‘How will she manage your wages if his lordship cuts her off? Have you thought o’ that, Molly Goodall?’ Mr Littlejohn said.


      ‘I’m not needin’ wages,’ said Molly. ‘A bed an’ a bite to eat will do me.’


      ‘You’re his lordship’s servant,’ Hugh Littlejohn said, ‘not Miss Nicola’s.’


      ‘Oh, stop, stop,’ Nicola cried, loudly enough to cause heads to turn. ‘I cannot put this burden on your shoulders, Grant. I’ll do as my father asks.’


      ‘Marry de Morville, do you mean?’ said Charlotte.


      ‘No, not that, certainly not that,’ said Nicola. ‘I will return to Ayrshire with Mr Littlejohn, however, and try to make my peace.’


      ‘If you do,’ Grant said, ‘you will never be free again. You’ve shown your mettle, Nicola, and you must not lose your nerve. If you return to Craigiehall at a snap of your father’s fingers you’ll either marry someone of his choosing, or die an old maid.’


      ‘That’s a frightful thing to say, Grant,’ Charlotte admonished. ‘Nicola has a mind of her own, I’m sure.’


      ‘Then let her use it,’ Grant said. ‘Let her use it first of all by not making assumptions about what I will or will not do, what I can or cannot afford and what constitutes a burden and what does not. Nicola, do you wish to return to Ayrshire with Mr Littlejohn, or to stay in Edinburgh under my protection until such time as your father comes to his senses?’


      ‘Devil a long while that’ll be,’ Molly murmured. ‘I’m beginnin’ to think I was wrong about him ever offerin’ the olive branch.’


      ‘Nicola,’ Grant said, ‘your answer, please.’


      ‘Stay,’ Nicola said. ‘I’ll stay, Grant, as long as you will have me.’


      ‘Good,’ her brother-in-law nodded. ‘Now, if you ladies will excuse us, I’ll order some dinner for Mr Littlejohn and compose my reply – in effect, your reply, Nicola – to Lord Craigiehall.’


      ‘Tell him . . .’ Nicola began.


      ‘Tell him what?’ Grant said.


      ‘That I still care for him and regret that he no longer cares for me.’


      Grant said, ‘I think that you had better tell him that yourself,’ and then, rather airily, dismissed them.


      


Small traders had crammed their stalls with the produce of the spring and the atmosphere at the top end of the High Street was nothing short of agricultural. Cattle had been driven across the pave and a trail of agitated brown splashes mingled with broken eggs, cabbage stalks and trampled potatoes. There were pigs, too, a pen of them, all snorting away, quite oblivious to the recent edict from city magistrates that had banned pork from public highways.


      ‘What is wrong with this city?’ Charlotte complained, throwing the words over her shoulder at Nicola who was having difficulty in keeping up with her. ‘Are there no laws and no constables to enforce them? Why are these traders not at the markets where they belong? Why are they here, fouling our pretty streets? It makes me feel quite sick.’


      ‘It’s commerce, dearest, just commerce,’ Nicola answered.


      Charlotte paid no heed. She was, Nicola realised, in full flow, though for a girl brought up in rough Ayrshire countryside her outrage seemed misplaced.


      ‘I cannot imagine why I want to live here.’ Charlotte plucked up her skirts and stepped over something indescribable. ‘Small wonder that persons of genteel disposition wish to take up residence in the New Town. I would have Grant find us a house there too, but he pleads poverty. Poverty! He does not care a fig about my feelings. Even when he is off for weeks on end pleading causes before the Circuit Court, he is quite content to leave me cooped up like a pullet in that dismal apartment surrounded by this nauseating stink.’


      ‘Charlotte,’ Nicola said, ‘where are we going?’


      ‘Home,’ said Charlotte. ‘Home to have dinner. I’m hungry. After that, I am going to lie down. All this strife has made my head ache.’


      ‘Strife?’ Nicola tugged at her sister’s sleeve. ‘Is it me? Is it my fault you’re so upset?’


      Charlotte stopped so abruptly that Nicola almost ran into her and Molly, bringing up the rear, had to rein in sharply to avoid a collision. ‘Why did he not consult me?’ she blurted out. ‘Am I not his wife? Is his house not my home too?’


      ‘If you wish me to leave . . .’ said Nicola. ‘If you don’t want me here  . . .’


      ‘Oh, stay, stay, by all means.’ She wagged a finger angrily. ‘I just wish he had thought to ask me before he issued his orders. It’s obvious that Grant wants you here and that my opinion is of no consequence.’


      ‘Charlotte, you’re Grant’s wife.’


      ‘There are times of late when I wish to heaven I weren’t.’


      ‘Oh, Charlotte,’ Nicola said, shocked. ‘I thought you were happy.’


      Suddenly aware that her hand was still poised, revealingly, in mid-air, Charlotte folded her arms across bosom and said, ‘Yes, I am. Of course I am. Forgive me. I meant nothing by it. I just need my dinner, that’s all.’ Then, spinning on her heel, she set off once more in the direction of Graddan’s Court, with Nicola and Molly trailing in her wake.


      


The roads that linked Edinburgh with Ayr had been sufficiently improved to accommodate fast four-horse coaches that halved the journey time for those willing to pay the ticket. Unfortunately, the same advances did not stretch to the ordinary service. Beds for the night in the filthy little inn at Peebles cost four pence and a supper of sorts could be had for sixpence: so, Grant calculated, even with the fare on top, John James Templeton was saving himself a mere three shillings by sending his overseer on the long route which, under the circumstances, did indeed appear less like thrift than spite.


      Grant had not forgotten that Littlejohn was one of the few Craigiehall servants who had risked his lordship’s wrath by turning up at Kirkton church to see Charlotte married. For this reason he had treated the overseer to a decent dinner and had accompanied him to the White Horse yard to catch the four o’clock standard back to Ayrshire.


      The inn yard was busy at that hour of the afternoon. Pigeons whirred from the rooftops and waddled about on the cobbles, and gulls blown in from the estuary wheeled, shrieking, overhead. Footmen, carriers and post-boys lounged by the arch, smoking, laughing and exchanging gossip. The host of the White Horse, in buckled knee breeches and striped apron, occupied the doorway by the porter’s lodge, affably, not to say unctuously, bidding a good afternoon to anyone who might be tempted to patronise his establishment.


      The Border coach, a shallow, sagging, bone-rattling conveyance, was being harnessed with four sorry-looking horses. It would carry Mr Littlejohn as far as Peebles where he would spend the night. Tomorrow, in equal discomfort, he would trundle across the bleak moors of Lanarkshire and, with luck, arrive at the gates of Craigiehall by nightfall.


      ‘Why did his lordship not provide you with a horse?’ Grant asked.


      ‘He’s eager to have Miss Nicola back safe and sound,’ Hugh Littlejohn answered, ‘but not so eager that he’ll pay to have it done quickly.’


      ‘Does he not travel in style?’


      ‘Aye, sir. He comes up to the capital by private carriage but he usually breaks the journey at Salton House with Mistress Ballentine.’


      ‘Mistress Ballentine, the widow of Lord Ballentine?’ Grant said.


      ‘Aye, she’s my master’s cousin, sir, an’ just as severe as he is.’


      ‘Severe – is that how you judge him, Mr Littlejohn?’


      ‘It’s not in my interests to judge his lordship.’


      ‘Is he not a fair employer?’


      ‘He is, sir, a very fair employer – if strict.’


      ‘But not generous?’ Grant said.


      Hugh Littlejohn shouldered his bag and looked down at the cobbles.


      ‘You’re very loyal, Littlejohn,’ Grant remarked.


      ‘I hope it might be said that I am, sir.’


      ‘Loyal to his lordship,’ said Grant, ‘and, equally, to his daughters.’


      ‘It’s not his daughters who employ me, though,’ Hugh Littlejohn said.


      ‘Nevertheless, you care enough for Charlotte and Nicola to serve their interests too, do you not?’


      ‘As best I can, Mr Peters.’


      ‘Did you not abet my courtship of Charlotte by turning a blind eye to our meetings when his lordship was not at home?’ Grant said.


      Mr Littlejohn chewed his lip and continued to stare at the cobbles.


      ‘Did you not assist Nicola and her maid to fly from Craigiehall?’


      ‘I did not assist them, sir. I just  . . .’


      ‘What? Turned a blind eye there, too?’ said Grant. ‘It occurs to me, Littlejohn, that for a fellow who professes loyalty to his lordship, you do not entirely approve of how he treats his children. It’s also plain enough that his lordship is sufficienitly dependent upon you to give you a certain amount of rope, otherwise he would have discharged you long since.’


      ‘What is it you want of me, Mr Peters?’


      ‘My letter to his lordship will not tell him all he needs to know. He’s a man of the law and, as such, will seek out what lies behind it. In other words, he’ll question you closely.’


      ‘I expect he will, sir, aye.’


      ‘May I ask what you will tell him?’


      Mr Littlejohn raised his head and met the advocate’s eye.


      ‘The truth, sir,’ he said. ‘The truth as I see it.


      ‘And how,’ Grant Peters said, ‘do you see it?’


      ‘I see that Miss Nicola doesn’t wish to come back to Craigiehall.’


      ‘That she is adamant on the score?’


      ‘Nah, Mr Peters, she didn’t strike me as adamant,’ Hugh Littlejohn said. ‘In fact, sir, she seemed uncertain what to do for the best.’


      ‘There,’ Grant said, ‘you are mistaken. Take it from me, Littlejohn, Nicola Templeton is firm in her resolve not to return to Craigiehall.’


      A wrinkle of understanding creased a corner of the overseer’s eye.


      ‘How else am I mistaken, Mr Peters? What else did I fail to notice?’


      ‘That my wife is with child?’ said Grant.


      ‘I – I did not detect that, sir, no.’


      ‘You may take it from me that it’s the case,’ Grant said. ‘For that reason, if for no other, my wife wishes her sister to remain in Edinburgh to attend her in the early months of her term.’


      ‘When is the child due?’


      ‘In the neighbourhood of Christmas.’


      ‘Is this the truth you’re tellin’ me, Mr Peters?’


      ‘A truth not generally known, but a truth nonetheless.’


      ‘Why does it fall upon me to convey this information to his lordship?’


      ‘Because he’ll believe you,’ Grant said. ‘He’ll believe you because I signally failed to inform him of the impending event in my letter. If he enquires further, tell him that the news was leaked to you by Molly.’


      ‘What reason do you have for keepin’ it secret?’ Hugh Littlejohn asked.


      ‘That,’ Grant answered, ‘is for his lordship to worry about.’


      ‘Aye, an’ worry he will,’ said Hugh Littlejohn. ‘I’m not o’er keen to be the bearer o’ this bit o’ news, Mr Peters. What if he asks for proof?’


      ‘He’s not liable to ask for proof, knowing that you cannot be expected to provide it. It will be a case of probatio probata, evidence that cannot be immediately contradicted.’


      ‘Is it your wish to bring his lordship to you, Mr Peters?’ Hugh Littlejohn said. ‘Are you hopin’ he’ll come rushin’ up to Edinburgh to see for himself?’


      ‘My concern is for my wife,’ Grant said. ‘I do not wish her to be distressed at this time.’


      Hugh Littlejohn hesitated. ‘If things are the way you claim them to be, Mr Peters, an’ the child is a male, then the future o’ Craigiehall will no longer be as unsteady as it is now.’


      ‘It will not be in the least unsteady. I will see to it that it is secure.’


      ‘Miss Nicola, sir, what’ll become of Miss Nicola?’


      ‘She will be well taken care of, never fear.’


      Hugh Littlejohn watched a fat cloth-merchant push his even fatter wife up into the coach and saw the vehicle list heavily to starboard. ‘I’d better be boardin’ now, sir,’ he said. ‘There’s little enough room as it is.’


      ‘Do you have the letter?’


      ‘I do, sir, snug right here in my bag.’


      ‘And the rest of it?’ Grant enquired.


      ‘Snug right here in my head,’ the overseer answered with something that may, or may not, have been a wink.










Chapter 3


Nicola was dozing in her room when whispers in the passageway roused her.


      ‘What is he doing here, Grant?’


      ‘He’s come to eat supper.’


      ‘Did you invite him?’ Charlotte hissed.


      ‘He more or less invited himself.’


      ‘Why did you not give me warning?’


      ‘It slipped my mind.’


      ‘How could it possibly slip your mind?’


      ‘I had other things to think about.’


      ‘What, for an instance?’ said Charlotte.


      ‘Littlejohn, and the letter  . . .’


      ‘And my sister, I suppose?’


      ‘Yes, of course, your sister – your sister’s welfare, I mean.’


      Nicola slid from the bed and tip-toed to the door. She was tempted to cough or clear her throat to let Charlotte know that she was there but curiosity proved stronger than good manners.


      ‘Have you told him?’ Charlotte said.


      ‘Told who?’ said Grant.


      ‘Gillon. You promised me  . . .’


      ‘I’ve told no one,’ Grant said. ‘But your condition cannot be kept secret for long. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.’


      ‘Promise me you won’t tell Gillon.’


      ‘Very well, I won’t tell Gillon,’ Grant said.


      ‘Or Nicola.’


      ‘Or Nicola,’ Grant said. ‘Where is she, by the by?’


      Nicola pressed her hands to her breast to smother the sound of her breathing as someone rapped tentatively on her door.


      ‘Nicola, are you there?’ Charlotte asked.


      She tugged off her cap, tousled her hair and manufactured a convincing yawn, before she called out, ‘Who is it? What’s wrong?’ She opened the door a crack and peeped out. ‘Oh, Charlotte, it’s you. I’m sorry. I fell asleep upon the bed. I haven’t kept you from supper, have I?’


      ‘No,’ Charlotte said, with a hint of suspicion. ‘Were you really asleep?’


      ‘It’s Edinburgh air,’ said Nicola, ‘and all that walking about. What time is it? Has Grant arrived home?’


      ‘Hmm, a half hour ago. Did you not hear him?’


      ‘No, not a thing.’


      ‘We have an unexpected guest.’


      ‘Who?’ said Nicola, then, inventively, ‘Not Papa, surely?’


      ‘No, not Papa,’ said Charlotte. ‘Grant’s brother.’


      ‘The soldier or the farmer?’


      ‘Gillon, the soldier.’


      ‘Then,’ said Nicola, ‘I had better make myself respectable.’


      ‘I wouldn’t bother, if I were you,’ said Charlotte and stalked off, rather huffily, Nicola thought, along the passageway.


 


He rose at once from the horseman’s chair and, swinging a leg over the worn leather crest, turned to face her. He was not what Nicola had expected. Charlotte’s descriptions had been at best dismissive and at worst scathing; he was no ogre, no goblin. Nicola’s first impression was of a man who was at one and the same time both dignified and raffish. She had hoped that he might be clad in regimental plaid but he was plainly dressed in clean, tight-fitting breeches with small buckles and a frock coat. Only his Hessian boots and fawn gloves tucked neatly into an epaulette showed soldierly.


      ‘You have been left all alone, sir,’ Nicola said. ‘How very remiss of my sister and her husband.’


      ‘Not at all,’ Gillon Peters said. ‘As family, it is assumed that I will not stoop to stealing the plate. It seems, however, that I must introduce myself without recommendation let alone fanfare.’ He bowed. ‘Lieutenant Gillon Peters, your humble servant.’


      ‘Nicola Templeton, sir,’ she offered her hand, ‘is exceedingly pleased to make your acquaintance.’


      ‘I am glad to hear it.’ Gillon Peters took her hand and held it lightly. ‘I have few allies in this household, or in this town, for that matter. I trust that you will not be influenced by prevailing opinion as to my character.’


      ‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, Lieutenant Peters.’


      ‘Of course you do,’ he said. ‘Your dear sister, for all her merits, does not hold me in high regard. Truth to tell, she considers me something of a plague.’


      ‘I’m sure that is not the case.’


      ‘Do you mean to say she has not libelled me in her letters?’


      ‘She has said little about you, sir, except that you are a soldier.’


      ‘A soldier without arms, alas, without cause or commission. I am, in a word, retired.’ He looked around at the reading chair. ‘I would offer you a glass to pique your appetite, Miss Templeton, but it seems that my brother has removed the bottles.’


      ‘Where is Grant?’


      ‘Gone down to his cellar to fish for a wine sour enough to suit his mood. Your sister, I believe, is in the kitchen negotiating with Cookie. In reference to “cellar” I speak generally, for there is no cellar in such a lofty apartment. Fact, he keeps his wine in a cheese locker in the depths of the pantry.’


      ‘Where you, Lieutenant Peters, cannot readily get at it?’


      He had blue eyes, piecing blue. For an instant they glittered hard, then he laughed. ‘Libelled or not, Miss Templeton, it appears that you have me marked as a scrounger. Well, it’s true that on occasions I do throw myself upon Grant’s mercy, for I am a very hungry scrounger and would eat the poor fellow out of house and home if he would allow it. And you, are you ready for your supper?’


      ‘Indeed, Lieutenant Peters, for I am a scrounger too, after a fashion.’


      ‘Shall we go in then to scrounge our supper together?’


      ‘I see no reason why not,’ Nicola said.


      ‘My name is Gillon, by the by.’


      ‘And I am Nicola.’


      ‘Nicola,’ Gillon said, softly. ‘What a pretty name that is.’ And just as his brother came into the room, he offered her his arm.


 


The evening rolled along merrily enough at first and conversation swished forth and back with such gusto that it was all Nicola could do to keep up with it.


      Claret was followed by madeira, madeira by port, and by the time the company repaired to the parlour she was glowing with good spirits and had failed to notice that Charlotte, who had touched hardly a drop, was less than entranced by Gillon’s scandalous stories of his adventures in the American war and had confined herself to conducting the serving of the courses. At one point she had even vanished for several minutes, ostensibly to converse with Cook. She had returned flushed and perspiring and had seated herself without a word, and when Grant had touched her hand and enquired, tactfully, if she was feeling quite well, had answered, ‘Quite well, thank you,’ and with a little wave of the hand had sanctioned Gillon to continue his humorous tale of an encounter between a captured French bushman and a Highlander who spoke only Gaelic.
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