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To Bill and Raymond



CHAPTER ONE

On that last day of January 1885 a bitterly cold, contemptuous wind swept through the Lanarkshire village of Aranvale, flattening outhouses and sending slates crashing to the ground. Perched on the highest ground, Aran Heights braved the storm to suffer no more than a broken stable door left hanging drunkenly by its one remaining hinge.

Hamish MacFarlane, owner of the Aranvale Papermill, had had the house built to withstand the elements. Aran Heights was a grand mansion house without in any way being pretentious. Curved stone steps led up to the heavy oak door. The windows followed a precise pattern even to those in the attic and no unnecessary embellishments or fussiness of stone work detracted the eye from its classic simplicity and grace. Hamish MacFarlane was proud of his home and it would have surprised him greatly to know that his wife, Sarah, found it cold and forbidding. Only their daughter, Susan, shared her father’s love of Aran Heights.

Hamish MacFarlane considered that he and his family were indeed fortunate to have the best of both worlds. Aranvale had all the attractions of a village with its low houses, small shops, its kirk and manse, two public houses and a railway station, yet was no more than fifteen miles from Glasgow. None would deny that this city of contrasts had some of the finest buildings in Scotland. The rich lived in splendid mansions in spacious streets while the poor were housed in disgusting hovels. Slowly these were disappearing and tenements taking their place, but with the owners demanding rents that most could not afford there was a great deal of bad feeling.

Years before, Samuel MacFarlane, Hamish’s grandfather, had come to this part of Lanarkshire and seen the potential for a papermill at Aranvale. With a little money and a great deal of enthusiasm Samuel and a small band of helpers had worked from morning light until darkness to erect a jumble of rough buildings near to the artificial reservoir. Shrewdly he had recognised that the controlled flow of water would ensure a constant supply for manufacturing purposes.

When his son, Thomas, took over, the mill was already showing a healthy profit. New buildings had replaced the old and modern machinery had been added. With more and more orders coming in a larger workforce was needed. The papermill had become the life-blood of Aranvale and the surrounding villages. Now with Hamish in charge the Aranvale Papermill was one of the finest in the country. Even so society was not yet ready to open its doors to the MacFarlanes. The new rich were not yet accepted.

Overnight the wind had almost worn itself out and a weak sun slanted through the curtains of the room where Susan MacFarlane was at the window and her mother warming her hands in front of the log fire.

‘Did the storm keep you awake, Mama?’

‘Of course it did. As you very well know I have difficulty getting to sleep at the best of times. But we were not discussing the storm.’ Then she added irritably, ‘Come away from that window.’

Susan moved slowly away to join her mother at the fireside.

In her younger days Sarah MacFarlane had been considered a beauty but now only a faded prettiness remained and despite a daily battle with ever tighter laced corsets her figure had spread.

Half a head taller than her mother, Susan was slimly built with a lovely figure. She had high cheekbones, a velvety smooth skin and eyes of a deep blue but perhaps her real claim to beauty was the glorious silver fairness of her hair.

‘I’m only nineteen, Mama,’ Susan said quietly.

Seeing her daughter looking so composed brought the angry colour to Sarah’s face.

‘You’ll soon be twenty,’ the voice shrilled. ‘At your age I was married to your papa.’

‘Yes, Mama.’ Having heard it all before Susan made the mistake of allowing weariness to creep into her voice and, hearing it, Sarah’s fragile control snapped. From where she was standing her raised hand caught Susan’s face a stinging slap and Susan, taken aback, stared at her mother in wide-eyed shock.

All the colour had left Sarah’s face, leaving it grey and a shaking hand went up to cover her mouth.

‘I’m sorry, so very sorry,’ she mumbled, ‘but it was your manner, your insolence.’

Expelling a shaky breath Susan touched her inflamed cheek. No one had ever raised a hand to her before and she was both outraged and humiliated.

Sarah’s ample bosom rose and fell and when next she spoke her voice was softer and a hint of pleading had crept in.

‘Edward Brodie would make an excellent husband.’

‘For someone else I’m sure he would and don’t misunderstand me: I don’t dislike Edward, in fact I quite like him but I don’t want to get married.’

‘Did you tell him that?’

‘Yes, I did,’ Susan said spiritedly. ‘Better to tell him the truth surely.’

‘Really, Susan, you are quite impossible. At your age I wouldn’t have dared disobey my parents.’ Her lips curled. ‘Would you rather end up a spinster like your Aunt Rachel?’

Susan didn’t take the trouble to answer. Her mother and Papa’s sister had never got on but Susan had a very real affection for her eccentric and often embarrassingly outspoken aunt. Rachel MacFarlane could have married but didn’t. She was a practical, intelligent woman full of energy and she led a full and independent life.

Abruptly Sarah sat down on the couch and leaned her head against the plump upholstery, managing to lose a hairpin in the process.

‘Believe me, Susan, you’ll have to learn and learn quickly that your own inclinations are unimportant.’ She bit her lip. ‘John and Lilian Brodie are going to be very upset at your dismissal of Edward and small wonder.’ She paused and looked bleak. ‘My own position is going to be difficult. Mrs Brodie may decide to exclude me from further invitations to Croft House.’ There was a pinched look about her mouth and Susan guessed that that was what concerned her mother most. The Brodies were accepted by society and through Lilian Sarah was edging her way into that exclusive circle.

‘Surely Mrs Brodie wouldn’t do that, Mama?’

Sarah’s eyes darted to the marble clock on the mantelshelf of the splendid Italian fireplace and she gasped. ‘Oh, dear, I almost forgot. Your papa wants to see you in the library at ten. Get up there now, it’s almost that,’ she said warningly.

The warning wasn’t needed. Hamish MacFarlane demanded punctuality and Susan had no wish to incur more wrath than that which she had little doubt awaited her. The hand moved to three minutes before the hour.

Checking her face in the mirror and relieved to see no tell-tale signs of her earlier distress, she moved to the door then spoke hesitantly.

‘Mama, how is Papa this morning?’

‘Your papa has a touch of bronchitis and Dr Sullivan insists that he remains indoors for the next week or two.’

With the closing of the drawing-room door Sarah continued to sit where she was. Much of the room’s magnificent splendour was due to her unrestricted expenditure. The exquisite gold-inlaid escritoire, Hepplewhite table and delicate Venetian glass were in perfect taste. Paintings and tapestries adorned the walls and in a locked cabinet, on glass shelves, were placed crinoline figures and other treasured pieces of porcelain. The drawing-room at Aran Heights was a showplace. Sarah loved it and spent as much time as possible there but the rest of the family much preferred the more comfortable and smaller rooms at the back of the house.

In those early days Hamish had been loath to curtail his wife’s spending and indeed had admired her choice of furniture and furnishings. Much of the pleasure derived from such a fine display disappeared as the bills began to arrive. Sternly he had reminded Sarah that money did not grow on trees and that one never knew what lay ahead. Sarah had agreed tearfully to exercise restraint in future but it angered her, knowing as she did that the paper-making industry was enjoying a boom in trade.

Amidst all this splendour, as always, her eyes went to the mantelshelf – drawn there to the face smiling out from the gold frame. She could never look at it without her lip trembling and wondered anew if the pain would ever lessen. Here in this same room the news had been broken to her, and closing her eyes she relived the horror of that cruel icy day in January, a year ago now, when tragedy had struck.

Only that previous week her handsome, darling, first-born son had celebrated his twenty-first birthday with a magnificent party. A superb horseman, no one knew how it could have happened but somehow Ralph had been thrown from his horse and in the fall his head had smashed against the stone dyke. The riderless horse had returned to the stables and that same night a distraught and grief-stricken father had ordered the beast to be destroyed.


CHAPTER TWO

Before entering, Susan gave a light knock on the library door.

‘Good morning, Papa.’ Knowing it would only irritate him she didn’t ask after his health.

‘Good morning, Susan,’ he grunted, turning away from the window.

‘Mama said you wished to see me.’

He nodded, his expression stern. For some time he kept her standing and with each passing moment her apprehension grew. Only now was she beginning to realise the enormity of what she had done and her mouth went dry. She had dared to disobey her parents, gone against an arrangement made by two powerful men to unite their families. Worse still, Edward had been agreeable, more than agreeable. She shivered.

Though heavily built there was a refinement about Hamish MacFarlane and a certain grace to his movements. He had a square-jawed face framed by a beard and sideburns and his dark brown hair, just beginning to grey, was still plentiful and curled to his collar.

Keeping his daughter standing had not been entirely to add to her discomfort. Hamish was enjoying looking at her, proud of her beauty and at other times he would have been secretly amused at her stubbornness, a trait she had inherited from him. However her refusal to become betrothed to Edward Brodie had come as an unpleasant shock. The marriage would take place, he would see to that, but meantime he would go easy on her. Susan, like most women, could be led but not driven. He would do well to exercise patience.

Carefully lowering himself into the spacious leather chair, he motioned for Susan to be seated and she sat down gratefully in the nearest chair.

‘Well, young woman,’ he rasped, ‘what have you got to say for yourself?’

‘I’m sorry, Papa,’ she whispered.

‘And so you should be.’ He frowned, drawing his brows together. ‘This is going to cause embarrassment between our families. Your mother is most upset.’

‘I know.’

‘What’s wrong with Edward?’ he demanded.

‘Nothing.’

‘You’ll soon be twenty as your mother has reminded me, time you were settled.’

Her stomach was churning with nerves but she had to ask now.

‘The last thing I want to be, Papa, is a burden to you and that’s why’ – she faltered – ‘may – may I ask something?’

‘Go on.’

‘I – I know how much you miss Ralph, we all do –’ She saw the pain her words had produced but hurried on. ‘Papa, please let me take on some of the responsibility Ralph was shouldering. More than anything I want to learn about the mill.’

He was silent for so long that she thought he wasn’t going to answer at all. Then she saw that he was struggling for control but whether it was anger at her temerity or grief for Ralph she couldn’t decide.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he said at last, ‘the very idea is outrageous.’

Before her courage failed she plunged on. ‘It’s thanks to you, Papa, that I’m well educated. Sharing lessons with Matthew has given me a knowledge of subjects most girls aren’t allowed to study.’

My, but she was a plucky one bringing that up, Hamish thought as he hid a smile. If the truth were known he hadn’t been particularly interested in his daughter’s education but he wasn’t one to waste money. Having the twins educated by one tutor made economical sense.

‘Oh, you have an aptitude for figures, I won’t deny that. It’s just a pity your brother wasn’t similarly blessed.’ He gave a deep sigh. ‘Instead I have a son of great charm, little brain and absolutely no ambition.’

‘Papa, that’s not fair!’ Susan rushed to her twin’s defence. ‘Mr Clapperton is very impressed with Matthew and says he has the makings of a fine farmer.’

‘I’m well aware where Matthew’s interests lie,’ he said irritably, ‘and at one time I may have agreed to his taking up farming, but surely even he must see that it’s out of the question now. Matthew’s place is in the mill with me and the sooner he realises that the better.’

‘Then my education has been a complete waste,’ she said angrily and beyond caring now. ‘And you who always say how much you hate waste.’

He glowered across the desk and pointed a stubby finger. ‘If you filled your days with ladylike pursuits it would be better for all concerned. From what your mother tells me you have few accomplishments and your needlework is a disgrace.’

Susan felt a suffocating tightness in her throat.

‘That’s because I hate it and I couldn’t bear to spend my life as Mama does.’

His expression softened but he gave a shake of his head.

‘A woman’s place is in the home, my dear, bringing up a family and organising the servants. Maybe one day society will look at it differently but it won’t be in my time.’

‘You employ women,’ she said accusingly.

‘Women of that class need to earn money.’

‘But Papa –’

‘Not another word, young woman, my patience is exhausted.’ To show it and hasten her departure he lifted his pen and dipped it into the inkwell.

Sick at heart, Susan stumbled from the library, almost colliding with a startled maid in her rush for the privacy of her own bedroom. Once there she gave in to a storm of weeping, pounding the pillow with her clenched fist. It wasn’t fair, nothing was fair. Just because she was a female so many doors were closed. Marriage seemed to be the only escape and in time she was pretty sure that would become its own prison. As she grew calmer she felt ashamed at her outburst and got up from the bed. The covers were in disarray and she smoothed them then went over to the jug on the marble slab. A little water remained, cold now, and she poured it into the china basin and splashed her face. A brisk rub with the towel brought back her colour. Glancing in the mirror above she saw a mouth set in a stubborn line. Nobody, but nobody would force her into a marriage she didn’t want. But even as she thought it she wondered how long she could hold out against her parents’ wishes.

Hamish MacFarlane allowed himself a tired smile. The lass had a lot of character and a good head on her shoulders but that was no answer to his own problem. Hunched over his desk his eyes were troubled and to add to his difficulties he felt drained of his usual energy. Sarah’s insistence on calling Dr Sullivan had resulted in him being confined to the house but truth to tell he didn’t feel able to face a day’s work at the mill.

‘Ease up, man,’ Dr Sullivan had said in his blunt manner, ‘or you’ll drive yourself into an early grave.’ The two had been friends since their youth and believed in plain speaking.

‘A touch of bronchitis is hardly likely to prove fatal,’ Hamish said scornfully.

‘With sensible precautions I quite agree but when have you ever been sensible where that mill is concerned?’

‘Huh!’

‘February is a treacherous month so you keep yourself indoors for the next week or ten days then we’ll see.’

‘Good God, man! You know that’s impossible.’

‘Nonsense. Takes a bit of rearranging that’s all. Nothing to hinder you having the work needing your personal attention brought to you at Aran Heights and have enough confidence in your staff to delegate the rest.’

‘Well, maybe –’ Hamish said doubtfully.

‘No maybe about it.’ His finger pointed to a bottle of brown liquid. ‘Don’t be treating that as an ornament, the dosage is marked, see and take it regularly and I’ll get on my way.’

Overweight and without the height to carry it, the doctor heaved himself up. ‘Mistake to sit too long, Hamish. Could be that age is catching up with us,’ he said cheerfully.

‘Speak for yourself,’ Hamish growled. He didn’t like to be reminded that he was already well into middle age.


CHAPTER THREE

By late afternoon Susan was anxious to get out of the house and the disapproving atmosphere. Putting an old cloak over her plain dark gown that she wore in the mornings and should have changed, and a bonnet to cover her hair, she let herself out of the side door and into the cobbled courtyard. Aran Heights, set high on the hilliest part of Aranvale, seemed to grow out of the stark and harsh landscape of the hills and caught the full blast of the north wind which for much of the winter months howled and shrieked through the fields. As she moved across the courtyard a single frisky wind caught at her cloak and whipped it about her legs.

Keeping to the paths around the gardens Susan didn’t at first hear the carriage and only when she heard her name shouted did she turn to see Matthew hurrying after her.

‘Where are you off to?’ Then he grinned. ‘No, don’t tell me,’ he said, falling into step. ‘You’re in the dog-house.’

In spite of herself she giggled. ‘You’re an idiot, Matthew, and what are you doing home? Shouldn’t you be hard at it in the mill?’

He scowled. Matthew was over six feet tall, loose-limbed, handsome and well aware of the effect his fair good looks had on young women.

‘Chalmers was bringing some ledgers and stuff for Father and I decided to accompany him home.’

‘You’re absolutely hopeless, Matthew, no wonder Papa despairs of you.’

She saw his boyish face darken and then he burst into a sulky tirade.

‘Would you believe this?’ He sounded horrified. ‘Father is insisting I familiarise myself with each stage of paper-making. Heaven knows the office is bad enough but that God-awful clanking of machinery will slowly but surely drive me mad,’ he said, clapping a hand to his brow.

‘Try to stick it, Matt. After a while you’ll hardly notice the noise and in any case you’ll be spending most of the time in the office with Papa. He wants you ready to take over and you can’t blame him for that, the mill is his whole life.’

‘Exactly! As you so rightly say the mill is his whole life. He enjoys it, he got what he wanted and it would have been the same for Ralph.’ He kicked viciously at a mound of frozen snow. ‘Why did Ralph have to be so stupid as to go and get himself killed?’

‘Matthew!’ Susan was shocked.

‘Sorry, I was thinking out loud. But can’t you see, can’t anyone see I’m different?’ He spread out his hands in a gesture of hopelessness. ‘I’m not interested in the mill or in making huge profits.’

‘You’re quite good at getting through your allowance,’ she said tartly.

He glared angrily. ‘Whose side are you on?’

‘Matthew, I’m not taking sides.’

‘Yes, you are.’

She forced a laugh. ‘You don’t know how ironic this is. What you are rebelling against is what I want. More than anything I want to work with Papa.’

‘Wrong sex,’ he said bluntly.

‘No. Not the wrong sex just the wrong attitude from yours.’

He looked surprised and not a little put out.

‘You’re beginning to sound just like those females – you know, the ones fighting for God-knows-what.’

‘They know what they’re fighting for, the right to make use of their talents.’

While walking they had wandered away from the grounds of Aran Heights and Matthew stopped suddenly. ‘This far enough for you?’

‘I’m in no hurry to get back.’

‘Come on then, we’ll go round by Moorend.’

‘Where else but Clapperton farm?’ she said, amused.

‘We needn’t call in.’

‘We won’t be calling in,’ Susan said firmly as she went ahead to take the road forking away from the farm road. She thought of Winnie Clapperton so obviously in love with Matthew and he only giving her the time of day because of his interest in the farm. Frowning at her thoughts, she turned to look at her brother and was surprised by a look of naked longing in his face as his eyes roved the peaceful country scene. Until that moment she hadn’t fully realised just how deep went his passion for the land. Whatever the future held she couldn’t see Matthew settling in the mill.

‘You gone deaf or something?’

‘Sorry, Matt.’ She laughed, ‘I was miles away. What were you saying?’

‘One day Winnie will have all this.’ His hand swept the surrounding acres and acres of fields and she heard his sigh. ‘Pity she’s so plain but I suppose it’s a small price to pay for all this.’ He gave his sister a sidelong glance.

‘Stop it, Matthew,’ Susan said sharply, ‘Don’t make use of people for your own ends and certainly not Winnie. I happen to be fond of her.’

‘I wasn’t serious.’

‘I’m not so sure. I wouldn’t put it past you but remember this, Matthew MacFarlane, I don’t want Winnie hurt. In fact I might go as far as warn her.’

‘Calm down for any favour and she wouldn’t, you know – get hurt I mean. She’d be getting exactly what she wants,’ he said smugly.

‘Don’t be so disgustingly sure of yourself. Winnie is no fool.’

‘That I do know. When it comes to the farm she’s almost as knowledgeable as old Clapperton and I happen to know that there isn’t very much done without first discussing it with Winnie.’

Nothing more was said as they walked the rough pitted road. In the distance they could see smoke coming from the chimneys of the Old Mill House where Hamish had been born and where his unmarried sister, Rachel, lived with her housekeeper and a small staff of servants.

‘Susan!’ Matthew gripped her arm. ‘I’ve had an absolutely brilliant idea.’ Then as she looked at him enquiringly he loosened his hold. ‘No, I haven’t, you’ve mucked it up by refusing Edward.’

‘Mucked up what?’

‘Edward hates playing second fiddle to that pompous ass Thomas.’ He paused for Susan’s reaction but there was none. ‘What I’m trying to say is that Edward would be happier with some responsibility in the papermill rather than the way he’s placed in the distillery.’

‘Thomas is not a pompous ass, the description pompous applies more to Edward. Thomas is the elder son and naturally he’ll succeed his father; Edward’s trouble is that he doesn’t like taking orders from anyone. That said, where is this supposed to be leading?’

‘Nowhere,’ he said morosely, ‘unless you decide to marry Edward after all.’ He brightened. ‘Why not, Susan? Edward’s all right, plenty after him and you could do worse.’

‘You’re the absolute limit, do you know that?’

‘Just realistic. Married to you Edward becomes family and Father would welcome him with open arms, he’d be an asset to the mill. Later the pair of you will no doubt produce the longed-for grandson and all our troubles will be over.’

‘Meaning you get what you want?’

‘You won’t come out of it so badly.’

‘You’re right I won’t because, my dear brother, I have no intention of marrying Edward,’ she said sweetly.

‘Could be you’ll have to, but speak of the devil, isn’t that the Brodie carriage drawing up in the yard?’

She craned her neck and saw with a sinking heart that it was indeed the Brodie carriage. Even at that distance she could make out Edward’s broad figure moving away from the carriage and walking towards the front entrance.

‘What does he want here?’ she muttered crossly.

‘Come! Come! Susan, you must know that someone as persistent as our Edward won’t be disheartened at the first rebuff. Take it from me he won’t be so easy to shake off.’ Seeing her expression he sobered. ‘Why shouldn’t he call? Much more embarrassing if he didn’t.’ He grinned wickedly. ‘Think of poor Mother if the Brodies were to shun Aran Heights. She’d be inconsolable if her climb into society were to be so cruelly halted.’

‘That’s going too far, Matthew,’ Susan said coldly. ‘Mama has a wide circle of friends.’

‘Agreed, but they’re still way behind the high and mighty Brodies.’

They were hardly inside and closing the vestibule dobr before Sarah MacFarlane, in a pale lavender gown that rustled as she moved, greeted her son warmly and turned to Susan.

‘I do wish, Susan, that you had the good manners to tell me before you go out,’ she said petulantly. ‘Edward is here, he’s with Papa at the moment.’

‘My fault, Mother, don’t blame Susan,’ Matthew said carelessly as he shrugged himself out of his coat. ‘We were both in need of a spot of fresh air.’

‘Very well, but hadn’t you better hurry and change?’ she said, looking with distaste at Susan’s outdoor clothes.

‘I was about to, Mama,’ Susan said, anxious to make her escape but it wasn’t to be. The drawing-room door opened and they heard Edward taking his leave of Hamish. Then, catching sight of Susan, his eyebrows shot up and he was smiling as he took the few strides along the passageway to where they stood in the large square-shaped hall.

Moving away from the heat of the fire, Sarah excused herself with a sweet smile to Edward and a warning look in her daughter’s direction. After a few pleasantries Matthew followed his mother out.

Left together, Susan’s first thought was that no matter when one saw Edward he was always immaculately dressed. Sarah liked such attention to appearance but Susan was slightly put off by it. To her Edward just stopped short of being a dandy.

Reaching for her hand he squeezed her fingers gently. ‘Susan, let’s not be awkward with one another; you were perfectly entitled to give me the answer you did.’ He frowned as a maid arrived to add more logs to the hall fire. ‘Couldn’t we take a short stroll since you’re dressed for outdoors?’

‘Like this?’

He smiled. ‘Not your best I gather but I have to be on my way shortly.’

At twenty-four Edward had the easy assurance of his class and was proud of his family history. His forebears had been Glasgow merchants engaged in the tobacco trade with the American colonies. Huge fortunes had been made and when trade declined the ‘tobacco lords’ as they were called bought other concerns. Seeing potential in the Granton Distillery, Joseph Brodie set about acquiring it and once it became his property began a programme of expansion. Pouring so much money into the hugely competitive whisky trade had not been without its risks, for though popular locally the Granton blend was virtually unknown outside Lanarkshire.

Aggressive marketing spread its fame and the Granton blend became known and approved. Profits soared and the Brodie family became one of the richest and most influential in Lanarkshire.

Once Susan and Edward were clear of the house Edward took her arm.

‘Let me make one thing clear, Susan, the suddenness of my proposal was in no way influenced by your parents or mine.’

She felt laughter bubbling up in her throat. ‘Come on, Edward, be completely honest, it had a good deal to do with it.’

‘You’re wrong about that.’ His eyes met and held hers. ‘Ralph knew how much I admired you. I even told him that you were the girl I was going to marry.’

‘And what did Ralph have to say?’ She couldn’t stop herself asking.

‘I’m happy to say he approved.’

And that was probably true, she thought. Ralph thought a lot of Edward, and Edward had been devastated by his friend’s death. But it didn’t alter anything as far as she was concerned.

‘I wish it were different,’ she said softly, ‘but it’s better to be honest. I like you but I don’t love you.’

‘That would come.’ And when she didn’t answer there was alarm in his voice. ‘There isn’t anyone – I mean you’re not –’

She shook her head. ‘No, Edward, there is no one,’ she said truthfully.

His face relaxed. It was a nice face with well-defined features and light blue eyes but the mouth was too thin and could twist into a cruel line. Both Thomas and Edward owed their sandy colouring to their mother but that was all the brothers had in common. Whereas Thomas was small made with narrow shoulders Edward was built like his father and stood just short of six feet.

‘That’s a relief, you had me worried.’ And as she made to speak he held up his hand. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to keep badgering you but at least I can go on hoping you’ll change your mind.’

‘You’re a dear, Edward,’ she said impulsively, ‘and I know that for most girls marriage is the most important step in their life. One day maybe I’ll feel that way too.’

‘But not yet?’

‘No, not yet. Before that I mean to do something with my life.’

‘Such as?’ His eyes were amused.

‘Such as persuading Papa to give me some responsibility in the mill.’

Edward looked even more shocked than Papa had.

‘Mr MacFarlane would never agree to that. Take my advice and don’t suggest such a thing.’

‘I already have,’ she said haughtily.

‘May I ask what he had to say?’

‘Oh, he’ll take a bit of persuading,’ she said airily, ‘but I don’t give up easily.’

‘Susan, I’m not suggesting that you are not intelligent –’

‘How kind of you,’ she said sarcastically, ‘and how strange that one of my sex should be credited with brains.’

His face darkened with anger. ‘All I meant was that business is a man’s world and there is no place in it for a woman.’

‘Why not? Are we fit only to do the master’s bidding and bear his children?’ she flashed back.

‘Most women seem well satisfied with their lot,’ he said grimly.

‘What choice have they? I’m in a different position. Matthew wants to take up farming so Papa may have need of me.’

He nodded, some of his former annoyance evaporating. ‘Yes, I know of Matthew’s reluctance to be involved in the mill and how worrying it is for Mr MacFarlane. We were just discussing that.’ About to say more he checked himself and in a blinding flash Susan saw it all. Matthew’s brilliant idea hadn’t been his alone. She could see that it would be to everyone’s advantage if she were to marry Edward. Papa would welcome Edward into the mill but only as a son-in-law. Matthew wouldn’t be under the same pressure and, last, but certainly not least, Mama’s place in society would be assured if the families were united through marriage.

Well, she wouldn’t let herself be used. She would stand up against the lot of them and if life became intolerable there was always Aunt Rachel. Aunt Rachel would understand as no one else would. The light of battle was in her eyes as she said frostily, ‘I’m beginning to feel chilled, Edward. This is far enough and I’d like to return home now.’


CHAPTER FOUR

In the library, a very masculine wood-panelled room where Hamish MacFarlane had ruled out any interference from Sarah, Susan sat stiffly in a chair across from a desk littered with papers. On the floor on either side of her father’s chair was a stack of ledgers and, seeing the questioning look in her eyes, he gave one of his rare smiles.

‘You could say the office has been transferred to Aran Heights.’

Not knowing the reason for her summons some of the unease lifted and she smiled in relief.

Placing his elbows on his desk and with the tips of his fingers pressed together, Hamish looked at his daughter thoughtfully.

‘I hadn’t quite dismissed your suggestion of assisting me. No, don’t get carried away,’ he said as she leaned forward eagerly. ‘Your presence in the mill is out of the question.’

‘Then how can I –’

‘Kindly stop interrupting.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she murmured, looking down at her clasped hands.

‘Quite! Now if you will allow me to continue. It occurred to me that working from Aran Heights, though tedious and unsatisfactory for me, could be the answer in your case and since you are so keen to learn you can take on some of the work here at home.’

‘Thank you, Papa.’

He frowned. ‘Let me add that this is all very much against your mother’s wishes and it might be prudent if you were to spend some of your time following the pursuits of a normal,’ he stressed normal, ‘young lady.’ His eyebrows beetled and he growled. ‘That shouldn’t be beyond your capabilities.’

‘No, Papa,’ she said demurely. ‘I’ll promise to try and please Mama.’ Inwardly she was doubtful of success but at least she would try.

‘Good!’ he said as if that disposed of a tiresome problem. Rising from his chair she took as a signal for her departure and got up hastily.

‘No, don’t go just yet. This seems as good a time as any to initiate you into the business your great-grandfather founded.’ He waved a hand. ‘Bring your chair forward and we’ll make a start and if you prove yourself useful I may consider having a desk brought in for your own use.’

Her father proved to be a good teacher. In a clear and unhurried manner he began to explain how a papermill functioned, emphasising the importance of each worker no matter how humble. She listened carefully, even venturing some questions and those he answered at length. She could sense that he was pleased. Time flew and too soon for Susan, her father closed the ledgers.

‘Enough for one day, young woman.’

‘I’m not a bit tired,’ she protested.

‘I dare say,’ he said drily, ‘but I am.’

Guiltily she remembered then that he was convalescent and, looking, she saw the tiredness etched on his face. She bit her lip. ‘I ought to have remembered that Dr Sullivan –’

‘Dr Sullivan is an old woman. A lot less fussing and I’d be a deal happier.’ Then seeing her face and the concern there his voice softened. ‘Teaching an able student is no hardship; my one regret is that you were blessed with the MacFarlane brains rather than Matthew. However that’s the way it is,’ he ended heavily.

‘When may I come back?’

‘Mmmmm. Mornings straight after breakfast, I think. I’ll set you some work and –’ his eyes went to the bookshelves. ‘You’re not obliged to read them but if you’re interested in the history of paper-making by all means take those you want.’ His head went down and she knew that the time allotted to her had expired. Quietly she went out, closing the door behind her. Hardly had the door closed than her mother’s voice reached her.

‘Susan, come down here at once.’

‘Coming, Mama.’ Hurrying along the corridor and down to the dining-room Susan found her mother inspecting the polished furniture for traces of dust and, finding none, turned to her daughter.

‘Where have you been all this time?’ she snapped.

‘With Papa, I told you.’

The dining-room was almost as big as the drawing-room and was used only when there were guests. The family dined in the breakfast-room or the small dining-room at the back of the house and nearer the kitchens.

‘You think you’ve got your own way,’ she smirked.

‘Papa wants me –’

Sarah cut her off. ‘What possible good it will do you is beyond me and what our friends would have to say if they found out –’

‘Why should that matter?’

‘Because, you stupid girl, well-brought-up young ladies do not interest themselves in such things. I’m surprised at your papa, more than surprised.’

‘All I’ll be doing is spending a few hours in the library and I would like to please you,’ Susan said quietly, remembering her promise to her father.

‘Then you may remain with me while I discuss the week’s menus with Mrs Doig.’

Working closely with her father Susan got an insight into the real man. Not the harsh disciplinarian some saw but a man who had the good of his workers at heart. On self-inflicted troubles he poured out scorn but to those of his employees in genuine need he turned a sympathetic ear and there were many who had reason to bless the Master of Aranvale.

Loudly protesting yet recognising the necessity in this damp and foggy weather, Hamish MacFarlane extended his time at home. Each morning after breakfast Matthew left for the mill and Susan joined her father in the library. Early on they had come to an agreement that outside the time allocated to her she would make no demands, ask no questions. For Susan this was no hardship; what she failed to grasp she took note of for their next session.

A lot of her day was spent closeted with her father in the library and if he noticed the lengthening of the day he made no remark. After all, having her own desk and working area meant no more than the scratching of two pens instead of one.

Before long Hamish was involving her in discussions or rather, she supposed, he was thinking out loud and happy to have an interested listener. On the last of these days Susan looked across to where her father sat and felt a wave of depression.

‘You can’t imagine how much I’m going to miss all this.’

‘Some work will continue to be brought to you but it’s high time I was back, Susan. Even the most conscientious workers need supervision.’ He nodded his head knowingly. ‘Human nature being what it is, when there is no one to oversee, slackness invariably happens. And another thing, no matter how much they grumble the workers recognise the need for strict and fair supervision, in fact they welcome it.’

‘I’m sure you’re right, Papa, but is there no chance –’

‘Of working alongside me? Absolutely none so let’s have no more of that. Instead consider yourself fortunate that I have allowed you this far.’

‘I am grateful.’

He smiled. ‘An intelligent interest I expected but you have surpassed my expectations and there is just the possibility that someone will be instructed to come to Aran Heights to teach you our method of book-keeping. That is if I can spare a clerk.’

It was around ten o’clock on a Wednesday morning that Susan crossed to the shelves for another book on the history of paper-making. On the way to her desk she glanced out of the window and at that angle could just make out the figure of a young man before he disappeared round to the side of the house. Idly she wondered whom he might be. Not a visitor or he would have arrived by carriage and there was no carriage in the courtyard. Mrs Dunbar, the housekeeper, would deal with him and if not she would have to go down. Mrs MacFarlane was indisposed with a headache and likely to keep to her bedroom for most of the day.

Turning the pages of the book before beginning serious reading, she was interrupted by the maid announcing that a Mr David Cameron had an appointment with Miss Susan MacFarlane.

‘Indeed! Did he state his business?’

‘No, Miss Susan. I put him in the mornin’ room like the mistress told me. Did I do right?’ she asked anxiously.

‘Yes, Polly.’ Susan nodded kindly to the new maid. ‘I’ll come down right away.’

When she entered the morning-room the stranger turned from his study of the view and as their eyes met Susan’s heart fluttered and she had the strangest sensation that nothing would ever be quite the same again. It was alarming and ridiculous and to hide her confusion she drew herself up and spoke more haughtily than she intended.

‘Kindly state your business, Mr Cameron.’

He gave a small bow and spoke with icy politeness.

‘My business, Miss MacFarlane, is to spend two hours twice weekly teaching you the basics of book-keeping.’ He managed to convey that the task ahead afforded him little pleasure.

Embarrassed at being caught out and angered at his tone she faltered.

‘I – I beg your pardon. No one warned me of your coming.’ She shouldn’t have used the word ‘warn’ but really this common and forward young man was having such a disturbing effect on her. ‘In any case,’ she rushed on, making matters worse, ‘I would have expected my father to engage an older and more senior clerk.’

The dark almost black eyes looked at her steadily.

‘Miss MacFarlane, the task is not of my choosing and it so happens that the more elderly clerks are not accountants.’

Her lips tightened. He was, she thought, quite the most odious and at the same time the most handsome man she had ever met. Tall and very dark, he held himself with a soldierly erectness yet without stiffness. His features were regular, his chin determined and his eyes, darkly lashed, appeared almost black in a clean-shaven face.

‘Am I right in assuming that your duties begin immediately, Mr Cameron?’

‘Whenever you are ready,’ he said mockingly.

‘Then be good enough to follow me to the library,’ she said crisply.

Very conscious of those dark eyes following her, Susan was glad when they reached the library. Once inside she saw his eyes move quickly round the room then linger on the book-laden shelves and widen in appreciation.

‘Where do we work?’ he asked politely.

Quickly she went to her desk and sat down. ‘Bring a chair for yourself.’ She pointed to one.

Without a word he picked up the heavy high-backed chair as though it were a lightweight, set it well apart from her and sat down. From the folder he had been carrying he extracted a bundle of papers and proceeded to spread them across the desk.

‘Am I correct in assuming you have no knowledge of the subject, Miss MacFarlane?’ he asked but the answer was there in his voice.

Susan set her lips and didn’t answer. Let him find out, she thought.

‘Very well, we’ll begin at the beginning.’

‘Where else?’ she said sweetly, earning herself a dark look.

Clearly and precisely he gave his explanations and in a manner that would have been acceptable to someone of limited intelligence. Not having to dwell on the content, Susan studied his voice instead. Pleasant enough, she conceded and well modulated but his articulation was too careful and shrewdly she recognised that here was someone trying to rise above his station and to do so he was obviously emulating others. As he moved his head she frowned in concentration. For a fleeting tantalising moment he had reminded her of someone, then it was gone and she saw that he had stopped talking. Putting down his pen he leaned back in his chair and she saw a nerve twitch.

‘For at least five minutes, Miss MacFarlane, you haven’t heard a word I’ve said. Either I’m not making myself clear and you fail to understand or you already have some knowledge of the subject.’

She knew she’d angered him, deserved his reproach and she tried to redeem herself. ‘Revision is seldom wasted, Mr Cameron, and I have to admit that some of it is familiar.’

‘Then had you taken the trouble to inform me,’ he said with icy coldness, ‘your time and mine might have been saved.’

‘I’m sorry, I do apologise,’ she said, having the grace to blush. ‘Allow me to show you the stage I have reached.’ Taking out some of her own workings she put the neat columns of figures before him and saw his start of surprise.

‘You did these?’

Feeling absurdly pleased she nodded. ‘You seem to find it unusual in a female but figures have always held an interest for me. My brother and I shared lessons so I had a good grounding.’

‘Forgive me saying so but your brother couldn’t produce that kind of work, not with any amount of tuition.’

‘Perhaps not,’ she said coldly, feeling he was overstepping himself, ‘my brother’s talents take another direction.’

‘I’m sure they do.’ He selected another paper and began doing calculations while she looked on.

After he’d gone Susan felt her legs suddenly weak and sat down in the chair David Cameron had vacated. Her hands went to her hot cheeks and she wondered what was happening to her. Nothing or no one had ever made her feel this way and it was humiliating that a brash young man, a mere employee at the mill should have this effect on her. Then she tried to make excuses for herself, blaming it on the unexpectedness of his arrival.

Nevertheless it was the young accountant’s mocking dark eyes she remembered as she lay awake well into the night.

David Cameron’s first impression of Susan MacFarlane was of a spoilt and pampered young woman very much aware of her position and not likely to let him forget it either. As they would any full-blooded young man her beauty and poise had attracted him but it was her quick mind that had him captivated. In his short experience of the opposite sex beauty and brains seldom mixed yet here at Aran Heights he found that combination. Far from dreading his next visit to Aran Heights he found to his surprise that he was looking forward to teaching Miss Susan MacFarlane.

Taken aback by Mr MacFarlane’s request – not a request, an order – to teach his daughter some book-keeping, David had resigned himself to the boredom of imparting information to someone incapable of understanding the first thing about such a complex subject. How wrong he had been to imagine that the master of the mill would indulge even his own daughter unless it were to prove profitable.

That had him wondering as he walked home to the humble cottage he shared with his mother. With the elder son dead and the other so obviously unsuited to follow his father, the master must be worried. Was it possible that Miss Susan MacFarlane was being coached and trained to become the controlling influence with her twin merely the figurehead? David had a shrewd suspicion that it could well be the case. What other explanation could there be?

A clever, ambitious young man, David had every intention of going far. The fact that he had been born out of wedlock did not greatly trouble him. Indeed after what he’d had to put up with it had prepared him to stand up for himself and given him the ruthlessness needed to succeed.

All that he had ever learned from his mother was that he had been fathered by a gentleman. Natural curiosity had urged him to ask more but his questions had been met with a tight-lipped refusal. For all her gentleness Eliza Cameron was a strong-willed and deeply religious woman. To her a vow such as she had made was a sacred promise and nothing would make her break it. Only her sister knew and the secret was safe with her.

Employed as a table-maid in one of Lanarkshire’s finest houses, Eliza’s fresh young beauty had not gone unnoticed by the master of the house and as her figure blossomed into the shapeliness of womanhood so his interest in the young maid had increased.

More flattered than repulsed by the attention of a man old enough to be her father it had never occurred to Eliza Cameron to do other than obey. Wasn’t he the master and hadn’t her mother, fearful of her daughter losing such a sought-after position, drummed into her repeatedly the need to be obedient at all times?

Finding herself pregnant the sixteen-year-old Eliza had been terrified. With no one to turn to and only too well aware that her strict parents would show her the door, she had blurted out her condition to the master. Not that she expected any help from that quarter, indeed it could only hasten her departure from his house but he had noticed her distress and demanded to know the reason for it. As she stammered out the awful truth his face had grown grave and his long silence had unnerved her, bringing her to the verge of hysteria.

What was to become of her? Where could she go? From gossip in the kitchen she was vaguely aware of the method used by some girls who found themselves in this position and wanted rid of their unwanted babies. But that was a sin and Eliza Cameron had a healthy fear of the wrath of God and His punishment.

Not an unkind man, the master had drawn her gently to him and looked into her swimming eyes. Of course, he’d said gently, there was no question but that she must leave his employ and quickly but not without some support. How grateful she had been for those gold coins. A fortune in her eyes. Between sniffs and sobs she had poured out her gratitude, only too happy to agree to his terms. In return for such generosity she was to move away from the area and give him her vow of silence. No one must know that he was responsible for her condition. Everything he said had been agreed to willingly and, no doubt relieved to be rid of her so easily, he had pressed a further sum to help her educate the child if it were a boy.

Eliza Cameron had guarded that money for her son’s education and even when she was at her wits’ end as to where their next crust of bread was coming from she had never been tempted to dip into it. Now she was reaping her reward. David was a good son and he had worked hard at his studies, gaining praise from his teachers. Eliza was bursting with pride when he secured a position as junior accountant with the Aranvale Papermill and when he had insisted that she no longer took in washing or went out scrubbing she had been touched. Reluctant at first, she had eventually given in to his wishes. With careful budgeting, and she was used to that, his salary would cover their needs.


CHAPTER FIVE

Other than a Sunday morning, breakfast at Aran Heights was most often eaten in silence or at best in whispered conversation. Mr MacFarlane disliked talk at this time in the morning and indeed the family seldom sat down together. More and more in recent weeks the lady of the house was having a tray sent up to her bedroom and Matthew, always a late arrival for breakfast, allowed himself only sufficient time to swallow a few mouthfuls before joining his father in the carriage which would be ready and waiting for them in the drive.

This morning for some reason the entire family was to breakfast together. Susan was humming under her breath as she helped herself to breakfast from the hot plates on the dresser.

‘Someone’s happy,’ Matthew whispered as he piled bacon on to his plate.

‘Maybe I am but what’s come over you? All of ten minutes to eat your bacon and eggs, that’s unheard of.’

He grinned. ‘Spring is in the air tra-la.’

‘Susan,’ her mother said plaintively, ‘did you have a caller yesterday? I thought I heard voices but my head was pounding so painfully that I couldn’t be sure.’

‘A Mr Cameron from the mill called –’ Susan began.

‘Sarah,’ her husband said irritably, ‘you knew Mr Cameron was expected. Damn it, I told you to tell Susan.’

‘I’m sorry, Hamish, it completely slipped my mind.’

‘Must have been a bit of a surprise for you, Susan?’

‘Yes, it was.’ Hastily she dropped her eyes as she felt her colour rising.

‘Not over-gifted with patience our Mr Cameron but a good head on him so pay attention and you’ll learn a lot.’

‘Really, I must object to this nonsense,’ Sarah said sharply, putting down the finger of toast she had been nibbling. She touched her lips delicately with a corner of her napkin. ‘This is complete folly and it has gone far enough. What possible use can Susan be to you?’

‘At one time I would have said none, my dear, but I have the future to think about. I won’t always be here –’

‘Don’t talk like that,’ Sarah interrupted sharply, ‘it upsets me.’

‘Then it shouldn’t. We all have to leave this world one day and I want a MacFarlane ready to take over when that day comes.’

‘Of course I understand that and by then Matthew will be ready to do so.’

‘Unfortunately Matthew has shown himself to be completely useless.’

Matthew had half risen, his face had gone white and his eyes smouldered with anger.

‘Useless in the mill, Father! Yes, I couldn’t agree more. I hate the place and I’m beginning to suffocate in that vile atmosphere.’ His eyes switched to Susan. ‘By all means teach Susan; it’s what she wants. You’ll find her a willing and I don’t doubt able student and think about it, Father, if you haven’t already done so. If, or is it when, she marries Edward Brodie you’ll have a good team: two business heads instead of one.’

Susan rounded on him furiously. ‘You’ve no right to say such a thing.’

‘Why not?’ her mother said, opening her eyes wide. ‘As regards Edward, Matthew is only stating what your papa and I have agreed is best for you.’

‘Papa, it’s not true.’ Her eyes were pleading. ‘You wouldn’t make me marry Edward?’

‘You’re too young to know what is best for you,’ he barked angrily and scraping back his chair strode out of the room, leaving his breakfast unfinished. Three pairs of eyes watched his departure then Mrs MacFarlane spoke warningly.

‘Matthew, dear, you had better hurry.’

Drawing a hand through his unruly fair hair he sighed resignedly, gave Susan a ruefully apologetic grin which she ignored and, rising from his chair, followed his father out. At that moment, to Susan’s intense relief, the maid arrived and stood hesitantly within the doorway awaiting instructions.

‘Yes, you may clear up.’ Sarah signalled to the table with a flurry of a white hand. Then without a glance at Susan she got up and swept from the room.

Susan watched the maid for a few minutes then collected an old coat from the stand in the hall and went out into the garden for a breath of fresh air and to get a grip on herself. The mist was lifting from the hills and a glint of sun peeked out to give the promise of a fine day but Susan scarcely noticed. She felt betrayed and hurt yet honesty forced her to see it from her father’s position and in her heart she couldn’t blame him. What other course was open to him? Both sons had failed him – Ralph by his untimely death and Matthew by his reluctance to work in the mill. With his own health giving cause for alarm was it any wonder that he now turned to his daughter to make a suitable marriage. And Edward would be eminently suitable. His background was excellent and he had a keen brain, just what the papermill required.

In a fit of depression she thought perhaps it would be wiser just to fall in with everyone’s wishes and marry Edward. Respect and liking were quite enough for marriage as both her parents had been at pains to point out. And it could be worse, much worse; some girls were forced into marriage with someone old and repugnant and Edward was certainly neither of these. Why then, as she almost decided her fate, did a pair of mocking eyes rise up to taunt her?

In rather less than an hour David Cameron was due at Aran Heights and still Susan hadn’t made up her mind as to what she would wear. Four gowns lay in an untidy heap on the bed, having been discarded for various reasons. Finally she decided on a skirt of black taffeta and a crisp white blouse with a high frilled neckline and fastened down the front with tiny pearl buttons.

Ten minutes before the appointed hour saw Susan behind her desk. Her silver blonde hair was swept up into a pompadour and secured with two tortoise-shell combs, leaving a slender column of neck above the frilled neckline. There was a soft tell-tale flush on her cheeks as she bent her head in a pretence of working. All the time her ears were alert for the sounds of Mr Cameron’s arrival.

David Cameron was prompt; he would not have dared be otherwise. Remembering Miss Susan’s instructions, careful instructions, the housekeeper had the maid show David to the library immediately on his arrival. The task was very much to the liking of the saucy young maid who eyed the strikingly handsome young man with bold, inviting eyes. But the boldness fast disappeared when she met his cold stare. With a tightening of her own lips she saw his curl in disgust and she gave an angry toss of her head. Walking ahead of him with an exaggerated swing to her hips she led the way along a passage with a stone floor and drab painted walls to stairs which divided the servants’ quarters from the main house. Where the carpet began huge oil paintings dignified the impressive staircase and the length of wall to the library.

Susan answered the sharp rap on the door and, dismissing the maid with a curt nod, David entered. At that precise moment the grandfather clock in the hall boomed out the hour and Susan smiled with amusement.

‘Good morning, Mr Cameron, you are prompt.’

‘Good morning, Miss MacFarlane,’ he said gravely. ‘I take great pains to be punctual but seldom manage it to the minute.’

She gave him her warm smile then laughed. ‘Believe me, I do know of my father’s insistence on punctuality, it extends to his family as well.’ She indicated the vacant chair next to her own. ‘Please sit down then we can get started.’

Behind hastily lowered lashes she watched his tall figure cross the room and felt the quickening of her heartbeat as he took his seat beside her. At once his eyes went to the papers neatly placed on his end of the desk and a ledger open to display a completed balance sheet.

‘Very good! You’ve done the work I set you?’ He managed to sound both pleased and surprised.

Her delicate eyebrows shot up. ‘Didn’t you expect me to do it?’

‘Thought maybe I’d overdone it – shades of the classroom!’

‘Not at all,’ she said stiffly, ‘you’re here to teach and I to learn and I may add that my father will expect results.’

‘That I don’t doubt.’

She looked at him quickly but he had turned his attention to her workings and she saw him frown. When he put a question mark in the margin she said, ‘Why? What have I done wrong?’

‘Nothing at all, you’ve arrived at the right answer.’

‘Well then?’

‘It was a long laborious way to get there. Let me show you.’

He took her each step of the way, occasionally looking up to see if she were following. At the end she said apologetically, ‘How very much simpler and how stupid of me.’

He put down his pen and regarded her unsmilingly. ‘There was nothing stupid about it. This is merely a way of saving time and effort and now we’ll get on with the next part. I can see with the progress you’re making that my services will very shortly become unnecessary.’

‘I’m sure I still have a great deal to learn,’ she said hastily, then, seeing his amusement, coloured and looked away.

An hour later she rubbed at her neck, feeling a stiffness.

‘Too long holding your head in one position. I used to suffer from that,’ he said sympathetically.

‘A short break will do us both good, Mr Cameron.’ She had a sudden, urgent need to learn more about Mr David Cameron.

‘What made you decide to be an accountant?’

He thought before answering. ‘There’s security in this type of work and figures fascinate me just as they do you.’

‘So your ambition has been realised?’

‘Not at all though you may well be right.’ He paused. ‘A friend I studied with has written recently to tell me of the good opportunities there are down south. He’s doing well and suggests I should join him.’

‘But you wouldn’t?’ she said swiftly. It was ridiculous the depth of disappointment she felt at the thought of him leaving Aranvale.

‘I’m not free to go otherwise I most certainly would pack my bags and seek my fortune.’ He stopped. ‘If it’s not an impertinence may I make a personal remark?’

She nodded. Of course she shouldn’t encourage him, she knew that well enough, but she wanted to hear what he had to say.

‘You have beauty and intelligence, something rarely found together.’

She blushed. ‘Thank you but your view is limited. Many women are gifted but have no outlet for their talents.’

‘Is it possible that one day the Aranvale Papermill may have a woman at its head?’

‘Would that be so terrible?’

‘Any departure from the normal is looked on with suspicion,’ he said carefully.

‘You for one wouldn’t welcome it?’ What was she thinking of, talking like this to an employee of her father?

‘I didn’t say that. In my opinion it would be far better to have a capable, intelligent woman in a position of authority than a man lacking in those qualities. Problem would be getting the respect from the workers.’

‘Yes, you’re probably right,’ she said, opening one of the ledgers. For the remainder of the two hours the dark head and the fair head were bent over papers bearing the crest of the Aranvale Papermill.

‘Time is up, Miss MacFarlane.’ Did she detect a note of regret or was it wishful thinking?

‘You’re not finding the task too arduous?’

‘On the contrary it has been a privilege and a pleasure.’

Getting to her feet she disturbed the papers on the desk and a few fluttered to the floor. Simultaneously they made a grab and in doing so their fingers touched. Susan drew back as though she had been scorched and for a long moment they both seemed to be holding their breath. In that short interval she could have sworn he was equally shaken but if so he quickly recovered and she was left wondering if she had imagined it. What wasn’t imagination was the alarming effect this young man had had on her right from the first moment of meeting and suddenly she was afraid …

Those electrifying moments had shaken David Cameron more than he would have believed possible. Only by a supreme effort had he conquered an overwhelming desire to take her in his arms and crush her to him. That she was not totally indifferent to him he knew by the shock in those startlingly blue eyes. Yet what a ridiculous situation. He would do well to remember his place if he wished to remain in the employ of the Master of Aranvale.

Embarrassment had brought out her frostiness and as he prepared to leave she gave him a cool smile of dismissal.

‘I’ll get the maid to see you out.’

‘No need for that, Miss MacFarlane,’ he said, matching her tone for coolness. ‘I have mastered the geography of the servants’ quarters and can very well see myself out.’

Once outside, his folder beneath his arm, David gave in to an impulse and walked round to the front of Aran Heights where a broad sweep of gravel gave ample room for a carriage to turn. At the wide open ornamental gates he stood and looked in and for him the joy of this magnificent structure lay in its stark simplicity, its compelling beauty. Here was classic undertstatement. The precision in the spacing of the windows, in the tall stately chimneys and weather-beaten stone walls. Uncluttered with mouldings and innocent of decorative patterns, each window had a long, graceful line which continued to the windows of the attics. A forest of trees and olive green firs gave protection to the house from the worst of the weather. In the distance he could see the bobbing heads of the gardeners hoeing the ground and hear the trundling of barrows.

To dwell in such a house! To have servants to do one’s bidding and a carriage for convenience. Susan MacFarlane had all this, this was where she belonged. Thinking of the humble, damp cottage he shared with his mother David almost laughed out loud. Miss MacFarlane might occupy his thoughts but that was all it would ever be.

A lane behind the main street of Aranvale led to a row of badly maintained cottages and the end one was home to David and his mother. It was a but and ben and Eliza’s bed was in a hole in the wall covered during the day by a curtain. Waxcloth worn in places covered the stone floor. The carefully black-leaded range gleamed in the light from the gas mantle. Because of the dampness the fire was never allowed to go out even in the summer. Each night it was banked up with dross and left to slow burn. In the middle of the room was a wooden table covered in a green plush cloth and under it two kitchen chairs. Here David and his mother ate their meals. As a schoolboy and later as a student it had served as a desk for his books and on washing days old blankets were spread on it to iron the clothes. This was done with a flat iron heated at the fire and spat on to test for the correct heat. Eliza was a dab hand at ironing, her expertise gained by years of ironing for the well-to-do who paid little but expected much. Two shabby cushioned chairs sat either side of the range and on the opposite wall stood a dresser with a wally dog on each side.

A door gave directly into the other room where David slept.

At the sink in front of the curtained window Eliza Cameron, wearing a coarse apron over her skirt, scraped at a potato with a kitchen knife. Then she added it to the others in the thick black pot and closed her eyes until the sharp pain reduced to a small, nagging annoyance. Her brow was beaded in sweat and she used a rag to wipe it away. Wearily she started on the carrots and turnip. David needed a good nourishing meal when he got home. Once it was under way and the table set she’d settle down in the chair for a rest. It would help her get through the rest of the evening without alarming David. She didn’t want him to be worried about her health.

David lifted the sneck and let himself in. The sound was usually enough to bring his mother but not tonight. He hung up his coat on a hook attached to the wall and called out, ‘I’m home, Mother.’

She was asleep in front of the range where two pots spluttered and steam rose from the heavy black kettle. For a few moments he looked down at her. Her head was bent forward and some of the grey hairs had escaped the coiled plait and hung loose and untidy on her neck. Blue-veined, papery hands that had done a lifetime of scrubbing and cleaning rested in her lap. Suddenly she gave a snort, her head jerked up and she looked at him with startled, uncomprehending eyes.

‘It’s only me, Mother,’ David said gently.

She roused herself. ‘Dearie me, I must have dropped off. You’re early,’ she said accusingly as she made to get up.

‘No, Mother, it’s my usual time but stay where you are. I’m perfectly capable of serving my own meal.’

‘‘deed and you’ll do no such thing and you been workin’ all day.’ Pushing his arm away she staggered to her feet then held on to the back of the chair to regain her balance. ‘Some would be sayin’ your mother’s had a drop too much,’ she said with an attempt at humour.

‘Folk know better than that, Mother.’ He frowned. ‘I’m worried about you and after we eat I’m going for Dr Anderson. This has gone on long enough.’

‘You’ll do no such thing, my lad. Can’t a body be tired without all this fuss,’ she said with a spurt of anger.

‘All right,’ he said soothingly, ‘but promise me you’ll see the doctor if this continues?’

‘Take your meal while there’s some good in it and stop worryin’. The Lord won’t take me afore my time.’


CHAPTER SIX
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