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For Jill
for showing me the way ahead.


PROLOGUE

Kneeling in a hollow, a young girl watched three children racing happily across a sandy bay. The breeze was light, barely rippling the sea that sparkled diamond-like under the Shetland sun and seemed to charge the three running figures with energy and joy.

She knew who they were but was certain they would not know her. She was envious of their privileged life and their companionship as siblings. Their laughter jarred on her ears. She saw the elder boy stop, rooted in curiosity. She knew he had seen her. Feeling she should escape, she scrambled to her feet. He waved again. His brother and sister came to him. All three, smiling, beckoned to her. Dare she join them?

After a moment’s hesitation she raised her hand, returned their smiles and ran eagerly towards them, steps that would take them all into unforeseen worlds.
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It was a day Kathleen Swan would never forget: 12 August 1832, the day that changed her life.

From the window-seat in her room, she looked up from her copy of The Last of the Mohicans and swept her gaze across the River Esk and Whitby’s red roofs climbing the East Cliff, to the ancient church and ruined abbey at the top. From its position high on the West Cliff, her room gave her a panoramic view from the sea and all along the river to the busy quays beyond the drawbridge. She sighed; not because of any real discontent but because, at nineteen, she felt that maybe life was passing her by.

Most young women of Kate’s age anticipated marriage to an eligible beau, fearing the life of a spinster who would be looked down on with their future left dependent on the charity of relations or others. Her elder brothers, Archie and Samuel, were both married, and her sister Dorothea, a year younger than Kate, had her eye on Ben Crichton. It wasn’t as if Kate herself had not received proposals but, unlike some girls she knew, she had not chosen the prospect of security over a love match. Ever since she had been a little girl, she had dreamed of the day she would meet the ‘knight in shining armour’ who would sweep her off her feet and into a world of pure happiness. She sighed again. Had she been foolish? Had she allowed that girlish dream to mislead her? Should she have married without waiting for love? She shook her head, annoyed with herself for doubting her own scruples. No, it was the right course for her. She could do nothing else.

She looked back at the printed words, hoping to direct her thoughts to this stirring tale of adventure.

She was aware of movement outside and a swift glance out of the window brought surprise – her father returning home in the middle of the morning? She had never known him do this; something very important must be bringing him back at this time. During the next ten minutes she heard various comings and goings which all seemed to centre around his study. Curious, but realising she would probably never be told what was going on, she turned her attention back to her book.

So absorbed had she become that she did not realise someone had approached her door until there was a knock on it. Kate looked up.

‘Come in.’

The door opened and a maid took a step inside.

‘Yes, Agnes?’

‘The master wants to see you in his study, miss.’

Surprise brought a moment’s hesitation then Kate said, ‘Thank you, Agnes.’

The girl bobbed a little curtsey and left.

Kate sat still for a moment. Her heartbeat had speeded up a little. What did her father want? Was it connected with his unusually early return? She’d better not keep him waiting. She stood, flicking away a loose thread from her high-necked spencer before smoothing down the pale yellow dress that fell from its tight-fitting waist to her ankles. She gave herself a quick glance in the mirror, primed her copper-coloured hair with swift movements of her delicate fingers, and left the room.

Kate tripped lightly down the stairs, but slowed at the bottom. Her bright blue eyes lost some of their sparkle as she wondered what awaited her behind the heavy, dark-oak door. She could not account for it but the sense of foreboding that began to grip her then made her want to turn and run away. But she knew it would do her no good. She had to face her father. A far from easy man, he was hard if not cruel. She knew there were times when he had laid hand on her brothers in anger, but he had never once struck her or Dorothea, though they had felt the lash of his tongue. He always expected their instant obedience. It was understood he would direct their lives, and not them.

Kate took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. She crossed the hall, knocked on the door and entered the room with its heavy, forbidding atmosphere. Her father sat behind his desk, stiff and upright, his eyebrows drawn close, his dark eyes penetrating. The formality of his pose was matched by the room’s furnishings: a dark-oak desk with matching sideboard and chairs. One wall was lined with books, another adorned with paintings of a dark forest. The gloom was alleviated only by light from a large window overlooking the garden.

But today, to Kate’s surprise, another person was present. Her mother sat in a chair drawn up at an angle to one of the corners of the desk. Another chair was positioned at the other corner; so that each of them could see the other two without having to turn their head. Kate realised this had all been carefully arranged and, coupled with her mother’s presence, it suggested a serious matter was about to be broached.

Without a word, her father indicated she should sit in the vacant chair. Kate did as she had been bidden, and sat down, back straight, hands resting primly in her lap, waiting for him to speak.

Not being a man to ease his way gradually into a subject, Titus Swan came straight to the point. ‘It’s time you married, Kate. You have shown no inclination to accept any of the eligible young men who have come courting you, so I am making arrangements with Mr Garfield for you to marry his only child. Cyrus will be calling on you a week today,’ he brusquely informed her.

This bare announcement, with no consideration for how she might feel regarding the matter, chilled Kate to the very core. She had never thought she would be offered to such a man. Cyrus Garfield? One word repeated itself in her mind. Never! Never! Never!

Kate glanced at her mother’s pale, expressionless face and realised she was looking at someone who had herself been tied into a loveless marriage. Oh, Emma Swan had wanted for nothing; there was always sufficient money coming in from her husband’s rope and sail manufactory, now well established in the thriving port of Whitby. She ran the house to her husband’s liking, with the help of a housekeeper, but now Kate knew why, within this household, her mother had always turned for companionship to her children.

In that moment Kate knew she did not want a life like her mother’s. With that unshakable conviction came deliberate and immediate defiance.

She gave voice to the word that was crying out to be heard. ‘Never!’ Kate jumped up from her chair, shaking but determined not to back down. ‘Never! I’ll never marry Cyrus Garfield!’ she yelled, and then lowered her voice to repeat, ‘Never!’

Titus scowled, eyes dark with anger at this unexpected insubordination. ‘Sit down, girl.’ His voice was harsh but Kate defiantly remained standing. Titus’s hands were resting on the desktop and Kate saw he had clenched them until his knuckles were white. She sensed her mother stiffen, but knew Emma would make no intervention. She would not dare. ‘Sit down!’ hissed Titus between tight-drawn lips.

Kate knew if she did her position would be weakened; her father would see this as a further chance to exert his authority. She remained standing.

His gaze was penetrating but Kate met and held it with equal tenacity. She did not waver and knew her father was shocked by the strength of her resistance. Keeping her tone even, she told him, ‘I can see why you are promoting this marriage, I’m not stupid. An only son … an ailing father. But I will not be used as a pawn in your plan to get your hands on the Garfields’ business.’

‘Don’t dare to defy me! I will be obeyed. You will marry Cyrus Garfield!’ Her father’s voice was cold, filled with the certainty that his authority had never been challenged by any member of the family before and it was going to prevail now.

Still holding his gaze, Kate shook her head slowly. ‘No!’

He did not reply immediately, allowing the seconds that passed to strengthen the finality of his words when he eventually spoke. ‘Then you are no daughter of mine!’ he declared.

‘So be it,’ Kate whispered.

Titus glowered with fury. ‘Then go! Get out of my sight. But think carefully on the result if you do – no money; no help from me; cut off from your family; a life of poverty and hardship for which you are totally unsuited. You’ll come running back eventually – when you accept that marrying Cyrus Garfield is the better prospect for your future.’

‘I will not marry him.’ Kate spoke determinedly, and forced herself to walk unhurriedly from the room. Her last glance was at her mother, a subdued and beaten woman without the spirit to speak up for her own child, though Kate thought she saw regret in her eyes and a tear slide from one of them.

She walked quickly upstairs and in to her room, sinking back against the door as it closed. It was only then that the enormity of what she had done hit her. She felt cold.

She had become an outcast.

Some would say she was stupid; others would think her stubborn and disobedient. But this was hardly a childish tantrum. She was nineteen, for goodness’ sake, with the rest of her life ahead of her. Many girls in her position would have agreed to the arrangements made for them by their parents, hoping that love would eventually develop in the marriage and thankful for the security they had gained by it. But Kate would stick to her convictions. She wanted none of that.
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Leaning against the door, drained by the enormity of what she had just done, Kate felt sick and dizzy. She walked slowly to the bed and sat down. Reaction to its familiar softness jolted her back to reality. Never again would she sleep amidst the warm comfort of its feathers, or feel the soft blankets comforting her with the reassurance that she had a place to live where she wanted for nothing.

Not true! Hadn’t parental love always been lacking here? Her defiance of her father’s order to marry Cyrus Garfield had thrust into the forefront of her mind something she had known for a long time but had never allowed herself to dwell on. He had no true affection for her, but saw her and all his children as mere chattels, their wishes and feelings of no consequence to him whatsoever.

Nevertheless, she could still turn the clock back. She could, here and now, beg her father’s forgiveness with all the humility she could conjure and hope that he would pardon her terrible insubordination. But that would mean marrying Cyrus. For one moment indecision clouded Kate’s dazed mind, but then the horror of being married to a man she did not love closed in. It was as if Cyrus himself stood before her now – a weedy, insinuating sort of man of thirty or so, whose talk was often tainted with innuendos and whose hooded eyes always dwelt for too long on any half-attractive woman. Such a man would expect his wife’s total subservience – an even worse scenario than the life her mother endured. At least Titus had some consideration for her since they occupied different rooms. Cyrus Garfield would show no such respect for Kathleen.

‘Never!’ She moved her lips silently, bolstering her own defiance. She had swiftly realised why her father was prepared to sacrifice her happiness. Cyrus was the only son of an ailing widower who had a small but successful ships’ chandlery business. Her father knew it would be a useful addition to his own enterprise and planned to exert pressure on Cyrus through Kate. She was revolted by the lengths he was prepared to go to, to bolster his own wealth and status. Well, she would not be party to his scheming! She would not be used as a pawn to make her father richer. She would make what she wanted of her own life.

Kate crossed to the window and gazed out across Whitby. This was a view she loved, one which had sent a young girl’s dreams soaring as she watched the ships sail down the river to the sea, and thought of the men aboard who did not know what they would face before once more sighting Whitby’s welcoming landmarks of red roofs, ancient church and ruined abbey. Among them were young men more worthy of her affections than Cyrus Garfield. Kate impressed the view on her mind for she did not believe she would gaze on it from this room again. She let eyes drift over it then sweep down to the road below. She paused, wondering where her future lay, where that road might lead her … what it had in store for her next.

Someone walked past with a resolute step; they knew where they were going. It jolted Kate back to the reality of her situation. She had to leave now. She could not remain in this house tonight. To do so might be interpreted by her father as a weakening of her resolve and a tacit acceptance of his order. She must leave at once. But where could she go?

Kate grabbed a valise and threw into it some clothes and necessities, taking only what she could manage to carry; she would have to make do as she went along. She needed time to think and consider her best course of action.

She was fastening her valise when there was a gentle tap on the door. As Kate turned to answer, it opened and Dorothea slipped inside, closing the door quietly behind her. She looked troubled as she faced her sister.

‘Father’s gone out. Mother told me what happened. Oh, Kate, what will you do?’ Tears were welling in her eyes.

Kate took her sister in her arms. ‘I don’t know, but I can’t stay here.’

‘But you …’

Kate interrupted quickly, fearful of what Dorothea might say to try and change her mind. ‘Say nothing. I couldn’t possibly marry Cyrus Garfield … I shudder at the thought. Father has only his own ends in mind. I’ll not be used for gain.’

‘Oh, Kate, I don’t want to lose you. What will happen to me now? Might Father want me to take your place? It’s Ben Crichton who …’

‘I thought as much,’ Kate said with pleasure in her tone. ‘Ben’s made for you, and I doubt Father will frown on the match. He and Mr Crichton are close associates; he won’t want to spoil that. If he has other ideas, it will be up to you to stand up to him.’ She stood back a little, grasped Dorothea by the shoulders and instructed her, ‘Don’t let him force you into anything you don’t want to do. You can make a good case for marrying Ben, if you try, and I’m sure Father will agree. But Cyrus … Never! Now, I must be away before Father returns.’ She swung her redingote around her shoulders, tied on her bonnet, and picked up her gloves and valise.

‘Will you see Mama before you go?’ asked Dorothea.

‘I don’t think that would be wise. Give her my love.’

‘Please let us know where you are.’

‘I’ll try to let you know, but not Mama. Father would only wheedle it out of her – she’s so browbeaten after all these years. So, please, be discreet.’

‘I will.’

They hugged again, and then Kate hurried from the room without a backward glance. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, she kept going briskly to the front door. Without hesitation she opened it and swept outside. The sound of it closing seemed to signal that a chapter of her life was over and a new one was about to begin.

Kate hurried down the garden path and out on to the road that she had observed from her room. In the last few moments she had decided where it would lead her. Now she tried to bolster her confidence with quick steps, aware that her immediate prospects now lay in the hands of two people whom she dearly loved.

She took the road to the bridge, crossed to the East Side and headed along Church Street towards Green Lane, which formed the steep incline leading to the Abbey Plain. At the lower end of Green Lane stood a terrace of modest-sized houses known as Prospect Row. In one of these lived her brother Archie and his wife Rosemary. Though she loved Samuel and his wife Alicia dearly, Archie was Kate’s favourite brother and she had a deep and long-standing friendship with her sister-in-law Rosemary. If anyone would help her, if only with advice, she was sure they would.

Kate rapped the brass doorknocker. A few moments later it was opened by the neatly dressed maid who smiled on seeing her and stepped back to allow her to enter.

‘Good morning, miss.’

‘Good morning, Polly. Is your mistress at home?’

‘Yes, miss. I’ll inform her …’

‘That’s all right, Polly,’ said Rosemary, hurrying out of the drawing room.

‘Ma’am.’ The girl hurried away.

‘The door was ajar, I heard your voice,’ said Rosemary, coming to Kate with arms outstretched. Her warm smile changed to an expression of curiosity when she saw the valise Kate had with her. ‘What …?’

‘I’m sorry to intrude on your morning, but I need to speak to you.’ At the urgency in Kate’s tone, Rosemary’s expression changed to one of concern.

‘Come in.’ She took the valise, placed it on the floor beside a small table, and drew Kate by the arm into the drawing room. ‘Let’s have you out of your coat and get you a drink. You look as though you need it. Then you can tell me what’s troubling you. That valise seems to indicate it’s something drastic.’ As she was speaking she had taken Kate’s coat, placed it on a chair and sat her down on a comfortable sofa. She went to the oak sideboard where she poured two glasses of wine for them. Handing one to Kate, she sat down beside her and said, ‘Now you can tell me.’

That was what Kate liked most about Rosemary: she always seemed to be in charge of any situation. She was besides attractive and charming. They had known each other since they were girls and had shared much together. Kate had been delighted when Rosemary agreed to marry Archie, believing they were perfectly matched and that Rosemary would be a great asset to him. So it had proved when she supported his desire to open his own ship-building business rather than work alongside his father. That had left the way clear for Samuel to stay with his father’s business, which had satisfied everyone.

‘I’ve left home!’ Kate blurted out.

‘As simple as that?’ queried Rosemary calmly.

‘Well, not exactly. Father ordered me to marry Cyrus Garfield!’

‘What?’

Kate nodded a confirmation.

‘And you refused and walked out?’

‘I refused, yes, but Father told me in no uncertain terms to leave. He cut me off without a penny. I believe he thinks that after I’ve had a taste of the outside world, I’ll be back begging to marry Cyrus.’

Rosemary gave a little shudder. ‘How could anyone marry that horrid man? How could your father order you to do so?’

‘Because he has his eyes on the Garfields’ business and is used to getting his own way.’

Rosemary nodded thoughtfully. ‘So what are you going to do now?’

‘I don’t know.’ The words caught in Kate’s throat as the prospect of her uncertain future yawned before her.

‘I see,’ said Rosemary decisively. ‘Does your father know where you are now?’

‘No.’

‘Good, then you must stay with us for as long as possible, though I fear that may not be very long. I will have a word with Polly and Cook, tell them to say nothing about you, but it is bound to come out sometime. We’ll deal with that when it arises. Now let’s get you settled in and we’ll talk with Archie when he gets home.’ Rosemary rose from the sofa.

As Kate followed suit she said, ‘I am grateful for what you are doing. I do realise that it could be awkward for Archie so it will be best if I can make other plans as soon as possible.’

‘Have you any ideas?’

Kate shook her head. ‘No. But I’ll do anything to keep my independence. I’ll not relent and submit to Father’s wishes. Marriage to Cyrus would be a fate worse than death.’

Rosemary took her hand, a reassuring gesture. ‘Don’t even think about it. Let’s get you settled.’

Rosemary showed Kate the room she would occupy and left her to unpack. Even as she was doing so, Kate was trying to think of a way out of her immediate dilemma. She needed some occupation that would bring her an income. Her independent streak would not allow her to consider anything else.

When she came downstairs she found Rosemary, pen in hand, seated at her satinwood secretaire. Kate did not interrupt but stood looking out of the window until, a few moments later, Rosemary said in a satisfied tone, ‘There.’ She said no more to enlighten Kate but sealed the letter she had written, rose from her chair and went to the bellpull. A few moments later Polly appeared. ‘I want you to take this note to Mr Swan at his yard. You need not wait for an answer,’ Rosemary instructed.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘And, Polly, I do not want you to mention to anyone, not even Mr Swan, that Miss Swan is staying here.’

‘Yes, ma’am. Do I see to her room too?’

‘Yes, until she leaves. I don’t know how long that will be.’

The girl nodded and started to turn for the door.

‘And, Polly, ask Cook to come and see me.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

As the door closed, Rosemary explained to Kate that she had asked Archie to come and take luncheon at home. ‘I have not said anything about your being here, just that I have an urgent matter I wish to discuss with him and that it cannot wait until he comes home later.’

When Cook appeared she and Kate acknowledged each other, then Rosemary told her, ‘Miss Swan will be staying with us for a while. I don’t want that information going beyond this room.’

Rosemary and Kate were sitting in the drawing room when Archie arrived, his face grave; he had never been summoned home like this before. Seeing his sister, he immediately associated her presence with his wife’s note.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, alarm creeping into his voice.

Kate was about to explain but held back, allowing Rosemary to put the situation to him; she was pleased to do so because she knew Rosemary would explain things much more calmly than Kate herself would have done. Emotion would have coloured her version of events. Rosemary, as an outsider, put the facts more logically, presenting the problem they had brought about much more lucidly, with the result that when Archie spoke again, it was in a much more composed manner.

He started with the obvious. ‘We have a problem.’ Then he added, looking Kate straight in the eye, ‘I hope you can see this from my point of view? It does me no good to offend Father.’

Her heart sank. Was there going to be no sympathy, no support, from the brother she loved? Surely Rosemary would bring her influence to bear.

Archie was going on, ‘I know you will say that I stood up to Father when I told him I wanted to establish a shipbuilding business, but he supported that because he saw it as an adjunct to his own enterprises, and besides had Samuel, who was far more interested in the sail- and rope-making business than I was. You have defied him for different reasons.’ He stopped Kate when he saw she was going to protest at the instruction she thought he was about to issue: Go back and beg forgiveness. ‘I support your stance,’ Archie assured her. ‘Marriage to Cyrus would be a disaster, condemning you to a hellish life. Father is blinded by the prospect of commercial advantage, which is no excuse when it comes to imposing his wishes on others, especially his own daughter. But that’s his way. Now we have to consider you. Have you any idea what to do next?’

She shook her head. ‘No. I had hoped you and Rosemary could help.’

‘I have said Kate can stay here but that I would have to seek your thoughts,’ Rosemary put in.

Archie nodded. He looked at Kate. ‘Rosemary knows this but you probably don’t. Father financed the start of my business and is continuing to do so until I have it on a sound basis. I am doing well but I am not yet at the stage where I can do without his support. I cannot risk losing that, which I surely would if we give you refuge here. He is sure to get to know.’

A chill had settled over Kate. She could feel her colour draining away, and with it all hope. ‘You want me to leave?’ Her voice, scarcely above a whisper, carried a sense of the betrayal she felt.

‘No, Kate, we do not. Believe me, we will give you all the support we dare. But please try and understand our position.’ She saw him glance at Rosemary for her approval and knew, from the easing of his tone, that his wife had granted it; the reassurance of help she had given Kate was now sealed, within limits. ‘We will try and find another solution as quickly as possible,’ her brother continued. ‘What about going to Aunt Clarissa in Newcastle?’

‘Too risky to go to any relative. I would have to give a reason for going, and whoever it was would be bound to seek Father’s approval,’ Kate pointed out.

They both agreed that would not be a wise move.

‘Besides, I need to gain an income. I’ve only a little money at my disposal … in fact, what I have in my pocket … and I cannot think of taking that sort of help from you.’

‘We’ll manage while you are here,’ said her brother. ‘What we need to do is find some permanent position for you.’

‘Anything,’ Kate declared, ‘rather than yield to the plan Father has made for me. I’ll gather seaweed for the alum works at Ravenscar. I’ll scrat for jet for Whitby’s workshops. I’ll go as a domestic. I’ll gut herrings … I’ll do anything.’

‘Wait!’ Rosemary broke in. ‘Domestic – that’s reminded me. Three days ago, when I visited Mama, the conversation turned to a friend of hers, Mrs Jordan, who lives at Peak House near Robin Hood’s Bay.’

‘High on the cliffs where the bay swings round towards Ravenscar,’ explained Archie. ‘It’s a wonderful setting with views right across the bay.’

‘I know it,’ Kate said. ‘Father allowed Dorothea and me to take a trap to Robin Hood’s Bay one day.’ She added with a little smile, ‘We never told him we went a little further; we drove past Peak House.’

‘So what’s this got to do with our problem?’ asked Archie, eyeing his wife.

‘Well, I took little notice at the time but, hearing Kate mention a domestic position, I recalled Mama telling me Mrs Jordan’s companion had recently left and that she was hoping to find another.’

Archie’s eyes were bright when he turned to his sister and said with some enthusiasm, ‘What do you think, Kate?’

This unexpected opportunity had occurred so quickly she had barely had time to take it in, but now the possibilities were making themselves apparent and excitement was gripping her. ‘It could be the answer. It will give me my independence. Do you know Mrs Jordan, Rosemary?’

‘I’ve never met her but I’ve heard Mother talk about her. A genteel lady in her early-sixties … been widowed ten years. Her husband made his money in Scarborough and bought Peak House because they both loved this part of the coast. She is energetic, loves gardening and walking on the cliffs. A fine embroideress … loves being read to while she is working on her latest piece.’

‘You’d like that, Kate,’ Archie enthused.

Already the situation was appealing to her. Why had she been so lucky? At that moment there flashed before her a memory of what she had seen from her window: the road below. And she had wondered where it would take her. Was this the answer? To Peak House? And where would it lead beyond that?

That pulled her up short. What if the position with Mrs Jordan had already been filled?
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Malcolm McFadden stepped outside Garstan House and let his eyes slowly scan his surroundings. This was one of his favourite views in Shetland, if not the favourite, and it was part of the estate he would one day inherit as its new laird.

He loved the house that had been his home for all twenty-one years of his life. It had been built by a seventeenth-century ancestor. With its winding passages, crooked staircases and many rooms, each with its own character, it had been a splendid house in which to play Hide and Seek with Angus, his younger brother by a year, and sister Lavinia, two years his junior. It was full of memories, most of them happy; the saddest being when his mother had died with her still-born child in 1814, eighteen years ago. Malcolm was only three at the time. Their father, Mungo, was devastated by the loss of his wife, and found solace in running his estate. Unable to manage such young children, he had sought help from his childless sister, Grizel, whose husband had been lost at sea. She had come to nurse the children’s mother in the latter stages of her pregnancy, and had readily agreed to her brother’s suggestion that she should live with them and look after the family. She had run their home since with kindness and love, a soothing influence on all of them.

In his young years, Malcolm was always eager to be outdoors where he loved to roam. He had watched the seasonal comings and goings of the birds, particularly the swift-weaving terns and the brilliantly coloured, comical puffins. He had roamed the cliffs and the beaches; watched the sea otters playing among the rocks unaware of his presence, and laughed at the seals’ ungainly movements on land while admiring their agility once in the water. Everything an adventurous boy needed was here, but as he grew up he came to appreciate his life on Shetland more profoundly, though it was still tinged with the magic of those earlier days.

The time came when Angus and Lavinia insisted on accompanying him on his adventures: ‘Otherwise we’ll tell Papa.’ He knew Angus, always more devious and sly, would carry out that threat, though he trusted Lavinia not to. She and Malcolm would explore together whereas Angus became more of a loner. Malcolm regarded him as a sneak. It was when they roamed the estate that Malcolm and Lavinia first came into contact with the crofters. At first the estate dwellers regarded the laird’s children with suspicion, but once that barrier was breached and the crofters realised the children meant no harm, they were welcomed any time.

Malcolm’s boyish charm, open friendly manner and ready smile, together with Lavinia’s charming innocence, won the trust of the tenants eking out a living on their father’s estate. Although Mungo had forbidden direct contact with them, Aunt Grizel turned a blind eye to the association. The estate was a big place and neither their father nor his factor could be everywhere. The children trusted the crofters to hide them if authority was seen approaching.

The people grumbled about living on the edge of poverty, continually trying to wrest a living from their small landholdings, though income from that source was further compromised when they had to neglect their crops and animals in order to try and supplement their earnings by fishing. But they never complained or spoke out against the laird in the children’s presence, offering them nothing but friendship instead. With his sharp mind and skilful hands, Malcolm quickly learned their boat-repair and fishing skills. That brought pleasure to those who had taught him, and he derived satisfaction from these sea-faring skills.

It was only as he became older that he realised the good things in life that he had taken for granted, and thought were experienced in the same way by everyone, resulted from the disparity in social position that led to poverty for some and riches for others.

Now, he stood in front of the house and fixed his gaze upon the land that narrowed between two voes and ran in a north-easterly direction to the high cliffs, beyond which were Yell, Fetlar and Unst, island jewels where the North Sea and the Atlantic met. He regarded this as his Shetland – not in any possessive way, even though this part of it was his inheritance, but rather because of the love for it that sprang from deep within him.

He had welcomed his father’s suggestion that he might take more responsibility for running the estate once he reached the age of majority, but had soon realised that they held differing views on how this should be done. Wisely Malcolm had kept most of his own ideas to himself, knowing that one day his time would come. But then he realised that might be too late for him to help the crofters who had generously befriended him as a child. He had recently heard conversations when other local lairds had visited Garstan House that had alarmed him greatly. Some admitted that they had already enforced eviction on their crofters, so that they could take back the land and use it more profitably by turning it over to sheep. Others were in favour of embracing this policy. Malcolm knew his father had listened to them. He also knew that so far as the landowners were concerned the policy made a great deal of sense, but it alarmed him that so little thought was given to the future of the tenants they planned to dispossess.

Mungo was so engrossed in managing his estate that everything else in his life revolved around it. His one aim in life was to leave it financially sound; he would make provision for Angus and Lavinia so that they would never want, while Malcolm as eldest son would inherit the land and the house. The income from the crofters’ tiny holdings was always uncertain; an unproductive harvest or poor fishing always affected the returns. The more Mungo considered the situation, the more convinced he became that eviction and sheep-rearing could be the answer to fulfilling his ambition, even though he knew it would be disastrous for the crofters. But Mungo was not given to sentimentality. For him the future of the Garstan Estate was paramount.

Malcolm knew this and had been alarmed when yesterday his father had intimated that they should start drawing up a procedure to be followed for the eviction of the crofters. When that had been done, the plan would be handed to the factors and his men to implement. Malcolm realised the estate workers would show no sympathy to the crofters; they were there to see that their master’s plans were carried out to the letter, no matter what. The crofters who had become Malcolm’s friends and from whom he had learned much could face rough handling and a harsh future, maybe even forced emigration. And that could mean the loss of Rowena Murray …

The thought made Malcolm shudder.

Malcolm had been twelve the first time he had spoken to her. He, Lavinia and Angus had been exploring the beach close to the Murrays’ croft. There had been an instant liking between the four of them and Rowena’s heart had soared with the joy of gaining a friendship she had thought could never be. Thereafter they were often in each other’s company. Rowena had taken the McFadden children home, a gesture that had gradually won them the friendship of the other crofters.

Gordon and Jessie, unable to have any more children, were protective of their daughter and cautious about this unexpected friendship. But, seeing the children’s innocent happiness, they did not discourage it, only pointing out the consequences of their becoming too close.

Close they did become but, as sometimes happens in maturing childhood friendships, and aware of the social distinctions between them, Rowena and Malcolm shyly held back the stirrings of a deeper emotion.

Now Malcolm feared the thought of her emigrating. Losing her from his life would leave a void he hardly dared to contemplate. There was fear in his heart. The spectre of eviction loomed large. Friendships would be tested to the extreme. Upheaval was coming to disturb the tranquillity of this beloved land. He let his gaze run along the coast then sweep down the drive from his home to the road below; wherever it led, nearby or far away, he sensed his future lay with it.
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Rosemary’s mother, Georgiana Hawkesley, was a slight woman who, after bearing five children, still retained her youthful figure, which was the envy of others who had not been so successful. She had fussed over her brood ever since the birth of the first and still continued to do so into their adulthood, but it was all done with love and never overbearing. So it was no surprise to Kate, when she and Rosemary called on her soon after luncheon, that Mrs Hawkesley was immediately on her feet, greeting them effusively with hugs and kisses.

‘Gaynor,’ she called to the maid, who was closing the drawing-room door after showing the two friends in, ‘take the coats.’ She glanced at Rosemary. ‘You’ll be staying? Of course you will. It’s lovely to see you, Kathleen.’ When the maid had taken their coats and left the room, Georgiana said, ‘Do sit down. Are you comfortable on that chair, Kathleen?’

‘Yes, thank you, Mrs Hawkesley.’

Georgiana held herself straight when she sat down, and smoothed her pink silk dress to her liking while she continued to speak. ‘Rosemary, your note saying you would be calling together with your sister-in-law had a touch of mystery to it.’ She left a slight, tantalising pause then let her words rush out even faster. ‘Quick, quick! Tell me what it is you want.’

‘Mama, all in good time,’ replied Rosemary calmly.

Georgiana gave a flick of her finger at her daughter, as if dismissing her caution.

‘Mama, I must request that whatever passes between us in this room should remain a secret, at least for the time being.’ Rosemary fixed her mother with a hard stare.

‘Of course! Of course! You know well enough I can keep a secret when there is one to keep.’ Georgiana’s eyes widened. She was eagerly anticipating what might be coming next.

‘Well, see that you do.’ After the briefest of pauses Rosemary added, ‘Kathleen has left home.’

Georgiana gasped. Expressions of disbelief and shock followed in quick succession as her eyes darted from one to the other of them. ‘Why? What has happened?’

‘Kate’s father was trying to force her to marry Cyrus Garfield.’

‘Oh, my goodness!’ Georgiana flung up her arms in horror. ‘Not that horrible little man?’ She shuddered.

‘Yes, but Kate refused and walked out – well, her father told her in no uncertain terms to leave.’

‘Oh, you poor girl.’ Though it was difficult for Georgiana to support Kathleen against her parents, the instinctive sympathy she felt for her overpowered any loyalty she might have had to Titus Swan in this matter. ‘What will you do?’

‘That’s why we are here, Mother,’ replied Rosemary. ‘Kate came to us for refuge and help. I sent a note to Archie to come home for luncheon. He’s well aware of the situation, supports Kate’s stance, but because of the financial support he receives from his father, does not want it known that she is living with us.’

‘It would be best if I could move on as quickly as possible, so that I bring no trouble down on Rosemary and Archie.’

‘That is commendable but …’

‘Father believes that, cast out with no prospects, I’ll soon be begging his forgiveness and agreeing to marry where he wishes. But I won’t. I’ll die first.’

‘Oh, my dear, we won’t let it come to that! We must think of something …’

‘I had a thought,’ put in Rosemary. ‘I remembered your mentioning that Mrs Jordan was seeking a companion. Could you get us an introduction? If the position has not been filled, it might be the answer to Kate’s problem.’

Georgiana’s eyes brightened at the thought of being involved in an intrigue to outwit Titus’s unreasonable demand. ‘Splendid.’ Her slight hesitation turned to open doubt when she asked Kate, ‘Would being a companion suit you?’

‘Yes, Mrs Hawkesley. I’ll do anything.’

‘Very well.’ Georgiana got to her feet, went to the mahogany secretaire, sat down and started to write, chattering all the time. ‘I’m asking if it will be convenient for me to call tomorrow morning with someone I think might fill the position of companion to her, if it has not already been taken. I’ll mention no names. I think that would be best.’ She added a little personal note hoping Mrs Jordan was in good health, then signed, sealed and addressed the letter. She went to the bell-pull and gave it four tugs. A few moments later the maid appeared. ‘Gaynor, tell Harry to leave his kitchen chores and take this note to The White Horse. He must request the landlord to dispatch a post-boy to deliver it immediately and I will settle the cost later. The post-boy is to await an answer and deliver it to me on his return.’

As the door closed behind the maid, Kathleen felt some of the tension ease from her. But, in spite of Mrs Hawkesley’s and Rosemary’s efforts to lighten the atmosphere, unease slowly returned as the clock ticked the afternoon away.

They took tea and sent word to Archie to dine with Mr and Mrs Hawkesley that evening. When Mr Hawkesley returned home, he was quickly acquainted with the bare facts and sworn to secrecy.

They were all gathered together in the drawing room when a loud knocking at the front door brought a hush to the room. Kate, anxious for news, almost leaped to her feet, only just managing to control her reaction, but there was no disguising the anxious glance she gave Rosemary. A few moments later there was a knock on the door and Gaynor came in.

‘A note for you, ma’am. No reply, the post-boy said.’

‘Thank you, Gaynor.’

Georgiana broke the letter’s seal as the door closed. She glanced at the contents. Everyone else, with eyes fixed on her, was held in suspense. She looked up. ‘Mrs Jordan will see us at eleven o’clock in the morning.’

When Kate lay down that night her thoughts were full of her dramatic, life-changing day. There were some regrets, there were bound to be as much of her life to date had been happy, but lately … She shut those thoughts out and fell asleep, wondering what tomorrow would bring.

She woke to a sunny morning, hoping that its brightness was a portent of her future. Though thoughts of the past recurred as she dressed, Kate resolved that whatever happened at Peak House she must grasp the future and mould it her way; she was resolved there would be no turning back.

A horse and trap large enough to convey four passengers arrived at the precise time Mr Hawkesley had designated when he had left the request at The White Horse on his way to his banking business in Grape Lane. Once the driver had seen the ladies comfortably seated, he left Whitby on the trackway to Robin Hood’s Bay, turning off it on to a drive that passed between two stone pillars with the words ‘Peak House’ painted on them. Georgiana chatted all the way, believing she was easing the nervous tension in Kate and Rosemary. They said nothing but Rosemary, sensing her friend’s anxiety heightening as they neared the house, gripped Kate’s hand and hoped she had reassured her with a whispered, ‘Everything will turn out well.’

The driver was quickly off his seat to help Mrs Hawkesley out of the trap first. By the time he had assisted the young women to the ground, Georgiana had given the bell-pull a good tug. The door was opened by a young maid, smartly dressed in a black close-fitting skirt and white high-necked blouse plus an embroidered apron and small white cap set well back on her head. Kate was impressed by her smartness and thought it augured well for a life led in this household. She was reassured too by the ready welcoming smile with which the maid greeted them. Though she was nervous of how Mrs Jordan might appear and the way the interview might go, Kate felt her first impressions easing her trepidation.

‘Mrs Hawkesley, daughter and friend to see Mrs Jordan,’ Georgiana announced.

‘You are expected, ma’am.’ The maid held the door open while they stepped inside.

Kate took in her surroundings quickly. The medium-sized hall had four doors leading off it as well as a dog-leg staircase.

‘Please follow me.’ The maid led the way to a door that was partly hidden by the staircase. She knocked on it and announced, ‘Mrs Hawkesley and companions, ma’am.’

Kate almost gasped at the size of the room they entered, but more especially at the number of windows it contained. They not only flooded the room with light but afforded a wonderful view over the edge of the cliff, out to sea and over the bay that swept beyond the small village in a majestic curve towards the soaring cliffs at Ravenscar.

‘Welcome, Georgiana.’ Mrs Jordan rose from her chair with a smile that embraced them all. ‘It is good to see you again. We really should meet more often.’

‘We should,’ Georgiana agreed as they embraced. ‘And thank you for seeing us at such short notice, Evelyn. Not correct etiquette but …’

‘Fiddlesticks to etiquette between friends,’ said their hostess with a dismissive wave of her hand. ‘Besides, I did not want to delay when you said you had probably found me a companion.’ She turned to the two young ladies and, looking at Rosemary, said, ‘You have your mother’s features – you must be Rosemary. So I take it the position of companion does not concern you?’

‘You are correct, Mrs Jordan. We have never met before so may I say how pleased I am to meet you. It is an honour to do so.’

Mrs Jordan smiled. ‘We have met before, my dear, but you were only tiny and would not remember it.’ She turned to Kate then. ‘You must be the one looking for a position?’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ she replied.

‘This is my friend and sister-in-law, Kathleen Swan,’ put in Rosemary quickly. ‘I hope you will be able to help her.’

‘We shall see, my dear,’ Mrs Jordan replied gently. ‘I suggest we all take a cup of chocolate together, and then you and your mother could take a stroll in the garden or along the cliffs while I talk to Kathleen.’ As she was speaking she went to the bell-pull.

Kate realised it had been a prearranged signal because within a very short time the maids appeared with the chocolate. They served it and handed round sweetmeats before departing.

Kate realised that Mrs Jordan was using these informal moments to form her first opinions of her without appearing to do so. Kate smiled to herself; she was doing exactly the same with this lady who might be the answer to her present dilemma.

Kate liked what she saw; a slim, impeccably dressed, self-assured woman who exuded an air of competence. Kate supposed these attributes had been held in check to a certain degree while her husband was alive, but, facing life as a widow, Evelyn Jordan had resurrected them in order to make her life bearable, and then progress as far as possible to finding it enjoyable. In fact, she was seeking a companion who could contribute to that. She interested Kate, and by the time they had finished their chocolate Kate wanted to live here. So much now depended on how Mrs Jordan saw her.

Kate made an effort to keep her nervousness concealed. She entered the conversation only when it was appropriate, and showed a proper interest in Mrs Jordan’s observations and opinions. She was aware that her hostess was subtly learning about her interests and abilities, and that her deep brown eyes missed nothing without appearing to be probing. Kate felt herself falling under the spell of her gentle, soft voice. She was a gracious lady whose features still showed signs of the grief she had suffered at the loss of her husband, but that could not disguise the fact that she had once been beautiful.

‘Well now, if you have all had enough, I would suggest that Miss Swan and I remove ourselves to my small drawing room.’ Mrs Jordan looked at Georgiana. ‘You and Rosemary make yourselves comfortable or, if you prefer, take a walk in the garden. Those glass doors are unlocked.’ She indicated the doors at the end of the room. Then she rose from her chair and Kate did likewise, appreciating her tact when, in the corridor outside, Mrs Jordan walked beside her, negating any feeling of their being prospective employer and employee.

When they entered the adjacent room Kate found it to be both cosy and elegant. The furniture was of the best, reflecting Mrs Jordan’s innate good taste and the careful thought that had gone into furnishing this room. Kate could imagine the pleasant evenings that Mr and Mrs Jordan must have spent here, especially when a winter fire blazed in the hearth and filled the room with its warmth. The more she saw and sensed the friendly atmosphere here, the more she hoped Mrs Jordan would be impressed enough to appoint her to the position of companion.

Mrs Jordan indicated a chair to Kate and then sat down so that they were facing one other.

She looked steadily at the young woman. ‘I believe you are the daughter of Titus Swan.’

‘I am, Mrs Jordan.’

‘A man with a very successful rope and sail business, as well as a number of smaller interests in Whitby.’

‘That is correct, Mrs Jordan.’ Kate had feared this might be her initial approach, but she managed to keep her own voice firm.

‘I have never met him or any members of your family, but I have heard something of his success from Mrs Hawkesley when I showed interest in her daughter at various stages of her life, and you were mentioned then as Rosemary’s friend. So I am not altogether ignorant of your background. Which makes me wonder why you are seeking a position as my companion?’

Her eyes had never left Kate who, aware of their gentle scrutiny, gave an honest response.

‘Ma’am,’ she replied firmly. ‘I will not try to deceive you in any way. The truth is that I had a dispute with my father and was told to leave home.’

If Mrs Jordan was shocked by this bold announcement, she did not outwardly show it. ‘I see,’ she commented thoughtfully.

‘I will explain further,’ put in Kate quickly. She believed that she had raised doubts by her admission and felt she must seize the initiative. She went on to tell Mrs Jordan about how she had come to be sitting here, hoping for employment.

Mrs Jordan listened intently, her gaze never leaving Kate’s face as she unfolded her story. Kate did so simply and directly, allowing her natural expressions to reveal the full trauma of what had happened.

When she had finished a silence fell between them. Anxiety began to stir in Kate. The next few moments could decide her whole future.

Mrs Jordan broke the silence by clearing her throat. Then she said, ‘I appreciate your frankness, Kathleen. That is in your favour.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Jordan.’

‘But I hesitate to come between father and daughter in what is after all a family matter.’

Kate’s heart sank.

‘Yet I do sympathise with you. You see, I know something of Cyrus Garfield and his father. My husband, God rest his soul, had dealings with them through his legal practice in Scarborough. I remember him coming home one day and telling me he wished he had never set eyes on them. I never heard him speak so strongly about anyone, before or after that. My husband was normally an understanding and tolerant man, but his dealings with the Garfield family brought out a side in him I never knew existed. He was fixed in his abhorrence for them.’ She gave a little shrug of her shoulders. ‘I never saw it again and never expected to recall it.’

‘Oh, Mrs Jordan, I’m so sorry if I have revived unpleasant memories for you,’ protested Kate.

She held up her hand. ‘Don’t be, my dear.’ She gave a little smile. ‘Just think about the unexpected way in which those dealings with the Garfields are having repercussions today. Life can be surprising. I have liked what I have seen of you. Though I don’t want to interfere in family affairs, I could not possibly condemn you to life with the Garfield family, which is what might happen if I turn you down.’

‘Mrs Jordan, I don’t want to gain this position purely by appealing to your sympathy,’ replied Kate sharply.

‘I realise that from what I have seen of you today. Even if the Garfields had never been mentioned, I would have offered you the position, never fear. I think you will fit in here admirably, and that you and I will get on famously.’

‘Oh, Mrs Jordan, thank you! Thank you from the bottom of my heart.’ Kate felt relief sweeping over her, and with it came joy that the road she had seen from her window had brought her here to Peak House, and to this kind, considerate lady.
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Rowena trailed her toes with irritation through the soft, sun-warmed sand as she reluctantly left the beach. Every morning for the last eight weeks she had walked the same stretch of sand – their usual meeting place – but Malcolm had not so far appeared. Disappointment deepened with every passing day and brought with it ill temper and surly moods. She stared morosely at the ground, as if her reason for living had been torn from her.

From the window of the croft, a troubled Jessie Murray watched her daughter wander slowly back towards the dwelling. She did not like what was happening to Rowena. Disturbed by her changing moods, she had observed her daughter’s usual placid approach to life disrupted lately by peevishness and grumbling. Jessie decided it was time to talk to her straightforwardly. She took her grey shawl from the wooden peg beside the door and went out to meet the girl.

They were close together before Rowena realised her mother was there. ‘Ma!’

‘Walk with me, Rowena.’ Jessie’s voice was gentle but it carried a note of command.

Rowena recognised that tone; she knew something serious was about to be imparted. Her heart started beating.

Deliberately, Jessie took the path back to the beach, which Rowena had just abandoned. As they moved on to the sand, she said, ‘So he didn’t come again?’

Rowena automatically shook her head and said, ‘No, Ma.’ She tried to hide her feelings but failed to subdue the catch in
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