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Chapter One

The strident sound of the bell ringing was an unwelcome disturbance. Mrs Martin, cook-housekeeper at Denbrae House, had just that minute made herself comfortable in the only chair with arms and a cushion for her back. Her poor, swollen, aching feet were on the wooden stool.

‘Would you credit that,’ she muttered crossly and jerked her head to see which of the rooms was demanding attention. ‘Annie,’ she shouted.

A head popped round the door. ‘What is it, Mrs Martin?’

‘Anyone else there or is it just you?’

‘Just me.’

‘Then you’ll need to take yourself upstairs and see what is wanted.’

Annie sighed but silently. She had been on her feet since half past five in the morning and this was supposed to be a quiet time. With luncheon over, the dining-room table cleared and the dishes washed, the maids looked forward to a short break before their other duties claimed them.

Denbrae House stood on slightly raised ground with the Perthshire hills swelling up in the background. It was a substantially built property which earned the description of a small mansion. Situated on the outskirts of the pretty little town of Greenhill in Perthshire the house held a commanding position. Greenhill was a quiet country town described by some as genteel. The well-off lived there and it also found favour with those seeking a pleasant place in which to spend their retirement. An added attraction was its nearness to Perth and with Dundee not so many miles away. Both cities were well served with quality shops and stores.

On the instructions of the master who felt it was more welcoming, the ornamental gates to Denbrae House were usually left open. The house was approached by a long drive lined with flowering shrubs and ending in a broad carriage sweep. Marble steps led to the heavy oak door and ivy and wistaria grew up the walls and circled the attic windows. Tall mature trees stood like sentries and were just far enough away from the windows not to block out the light. To the back of the house were smooth lawns and walkways and a flight of worn stone steps led down to a sunken garden. All were kept neat by two gardeners and numerous helpers.

Denbrae House was home to Alfred Cunningham-Brown and his wife Maud. After many years in India that had added greatly to their inherited wealth, they returned to Denbrae House in 1895 and now five years later were well settled and enjoying life. Too young to retire and happily enjoying good health, Alfred Cunningham-Brown was heavily involved in local affairs and chaired a number of committees. His wife, Maud, had agreed though half-heartedly it had to be said, to give her support to one or two organisations but rarely put in an appearance at the meetings. She disliked speaking in public and since her voice didn’t carry she was in no demand as a speaker. Her donations, however, were much appreciated and all agreed that she was a charming and generous lady. She was quite incapable of making a decision and those that had to be made were left to her husband. The running of the house was left to Mrs Martin. There was no housekeeper, the woman once employed in that capacity had been a disaster. She would have made an excellent sergeant-major having the voice and manner of one. Mrs Martin could stand it no longer and threatened to give in her notice if matters didn’t improve. The maids were frequently reduced to tears. Maud, forced to a decision in this instance, decided a good cook would be more difficult to replace. In the end the housekeeper had to go.

Delighted with her victory, Mrs Martin had suggested to the mistress that she should take over the management of the house as well as being in charge of the kitchen. Maud found no objection to this and regarding extra staff Mrs Martin was given a free hand. There were three resident maids, Annie, Bella and Mary. A scullery-maid came in daily as did a woman who did the scrubbing. Mrs Rafferty, a widow who had once been a cook, came in for a few hours to assist in the kitchen. If there were little upsets they were never allowed to get serious and on the whole they all got on well together.

The Cunningham-Browns had three of a family. The children had been born in India and had spent their early years in that country before returning to Scotland to be educated. The eldest was eighteen-year-old Emily who after completing her schooling in St Andrews had refused to spend a year at a finishing school in Switzerland. Maud made mild protests but wasn’t upset. It would be nice to have her daughter at home and she had no need to feel guilty since Emily had been given the chance and declined.

In appearance Emily took after her mother. She was quite tall and slender and had long, golden-fair hair that curled naturally. Her skin was perfect and looked like ivory touched with the delicate pink of a rose. Her eyes were a clear grey and fringed with thick dark lashes. Maud and Alfred were very proud of their lovely daughter. None of their friends’ daughters were nearly as pretty, a few were decidedly plain and the despair of their parents who were frantically trying to marry them off when the girls had at least youth on their side.

There were no such worries for Alfred and Maud. Emily had more than her fair share of admirers and in time she would make her choice. The young men who came about the house were all eminently suitable and Emily’s parents were in no doubt that she would make a good marriage.

The two boys, Michael sixteen and Robert fourteen, were at boarding school in Edinburgh. They were likeable but boisterous and Maud confessed to her friends that her head ached from the first day of the holidays to the last. Much as she loved the mischievous pair it was a relief to see the trunks packed and the boys despatched to school.

Annie could see that the summons had come from the upstairs sitting-room used by the family when they were on their own. It wouldn’t do to keep whoever it was waiting and Annie left the kitchen and hurried along the passageway with its dreary brown linoleum and drab walls. The dreariness ended when Annie passed through a small archway. Then it was like slipping into another world. Paintings covered much of the cream-coloured walls and the carpet was soft underfoot. Annie caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror and patted her fine, flyaway hair into place. In another few moments she had reached the beautiful curved stairway at the front of the house. Out of breath after hurrying and climbing the stairs, Annie walked along to the family sitting-room, knocked and entered.

Annie Fullerton was twenty-three and Denbrae House had been home to her since the Cunningham-Browns had taken her into their employ. A member of the board of Craigieview Orphanage, Alfred, perhaps to show an example to others, had taken one of its orphans to be a scullery-maid in his home. A willing and intelligent girl who never complained or gave any trouble, Annie had quickly risen from the position of scullery-maid to housemaid.

She was neither plain nor pretty, just very ordinary. Her light brown hair was parted in the middle and swept back from a smooth forehead. She was very thin and her eyes, her best feature, were a soft brown.

At Denbrae House the custom was for the master and mistress to retire to their bedroom after the midday meal. This was a habit acquired when living abroad. A sociable couple they enjoyed entertaining and being entertained. Those guests staying for a few days or longer and who themselves had spent years in India, were usually more than happy to retire to their bedroom for an hour or so. Others who had only known the Scottish climate were not so accommodating. To them a rest in the middle of the day was unthinkable and a complete waste of time. There was a time for bed and it wasn’t during the day. Only the very young and the very old could be excused.

Sometimes Emily took the dogs for a walk across the fields but if she didn’t feel like it she left it for someone else and instead relaxed with a book.

She looked up when the door opened.

‘Thank goodness it is you, Annie, I didn’t want anyone else. Come in, don’t stand there and make sure the door is shut. No, on second thoughts go back down again and bring a pot of tea. I know it is early but I feel like one. And, Annie?’

Annie turned round.

‘Make that two cups.’

‘Two cups, Miss Emily?’

‘That’s what I said, two cups,’ came the impatient reply.

Annie was concerned. Miss Emily didn’t look like herself, in fact she looked pale and troubled. ‘Miss Emily, you don’t look well,’ she said, then wished she hadn’t.

‘Never mind how I look,’ Emily almost screamed then pushed her knuckle into her mouth. This wouldn’t do, she must pull herself together. The last person she wanted to offend was Annie.

Annie didn’t take offence, someone in her position couldn’t afford to.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said dropping her eyes. Then she left the room and retraced her steps to the kitchen. When she returned she was carrying a tray covered in a white, stiffly starched tray-cloth. On it was a small silver teapot, strainer, sugar bowl, milk jug, teaspoons and two rose-patterned fine bone-china teacups and saucers. She placed the tray carefully on one of the low tables near to the fire. Only a small fire burned in the grate since some warmth was coming from the April sunshine slanting in the window.

‘Thank you, Annie, and I’m sorry I spoke to you like that.’

‘That’s all right, Miss Emily, and if that is everything—’

‘Of course it isn’t everything, the other cup is for you. I want you to join me.’

‘Join you?’ Annie said stupidly and her normally pale face crimsoned angrily. She hated to be made fun of and that is what Miss Emily was doing.

‘Yes, join me. Do you see anyone else in the room?’ She gave an exaggerated look around.

Annie looked stubborn. ‘No, Miss Emily, it wouldn’t be right.’

‘For goodness sake, sit down and do as you are told. I have something I want to say to you and this will make it easier.’

Annie did sit down but the colour had drained from her face leaving it grey.

Emily looked at her curiously. ‘Why are you looking so worried?’

Annie shook her head, she didn’t know what to say.

‘You have nothing to worry about, I’m the one with all the worries.’ She gulped. ‘I almost wish I were dead.’

‘Nothing can be as bad as that,’ Annie said gently.

‘Can’t it? Shows how little you know.’ She waved a hand in the direction of the teapot. ‘Pour the tea, will you?’

Annie put a little milk into each cup then poured the tea. Now that her own position didn’t seem to be threatened she could cease worrying and give her attention to Miss Emily. Poor lass, something was very far wrong but for the life of her Annie couldn’t understand what she could do about it.

Before lifting her cup Annie waited until Miss Emily had taken a few sips of hers. Silly to be nervous with the cups since she had washed, dried and put away the china often enough. But this was different, this was an ordeal. What if the mistress walked in this minute and saw her daughter having tea with one of the maids. It didn’t bear thinking about.

Raising the cup to her mouth she drank a little. After being used to thick, white kitchen cups she had a real fear that her strong white teeth might break the delicate china.

‘Annie, you are my friend, aren’t you?’

‘No, Miss Emily, I’m your maid.’

‘But you would be willing to help me?’

Alarm bells were ringing and she would have to go carefully. ‘I would do my best but I’m promising nothing until I know what it is.’ She wouldn’t risk her employers’ wrath and why should she? Whatever predicament Miss Emily had got herself into she would be forgiven but it didn’t follow that a maid would be treated as lightly.

Emily had grown quiet and was just staring into space as though lost in her own thoughts. Annie turned her eyes to admire the room. She liked it best. Compared to the elegance of the drawing-room and dining-room it was shabby. And it was this shabbiness and the lived-in look that made it look homely and appealing. Rich brocade curtains in shades of red and pale pinks hung at the double window and on the sill like a welcome touch of spring, were two bowls of hyacinths, one pink, one blue. The high ceiling had attractive cornices and the large sofa and armchairs had been bought more for comfort than appearance.

With a deep sigh Emily looked over at Annie and the maid was shocked to see such despair. She was no stranger to despair herself, in her short life she had seen too much of it. Miss Emily had everything or so it would appear. Apart from parents who doted on her she had beauty, lovely clothes and a splendid home.

‘I was wrong then,’ Emily said sadly, ‘I really did think that you would do anything to help me.’

‘Almost anything.’ It would be dangerous to go any further than that, Emily thought. Once given, a promise couldn’t be broken.

‘Almost anything will have to do.’ She gave a half smile. ‘There is just a possibility that I may have to leave home.’

‘Leave Denbrae House, Miss Emily?’ Annie sounded shocked.

‘It may well come to that and if it should I would want you with me.’

‘Where would you be going?’ Annie said cautiously.

‘I have no idea other than it will be a fair distance from here. Does the thought of that frighten you?’

‘A little.’

‘Why should leaving Denbrae House upset you? It isn’t your home.’

‘The only one I’ve known, Miss Emily,’ Annie said shortly, ‘and a lot better than the orphanage.’ She drank the rest of her tea and put the cup carefully back on the saucer. ‘Miss Emily, if you would excuse me I must get back, there is work to be done.’

‘Very well, you are excused.’ She pushed back the half-empty cup and said abruptly, ‘Get rid of this, then go.’

‘Yes, Miss Emily.’ Annie got up and hid her relief. This way Mrs Martin would know what was going on and not blame her.

Emily watched the busy hands as Annie arranged everything neatly stacked on the tray then balancing it on one hand managed to open the door with the other. A part of Emily’s brain registered how difficult that must be but even so it would not have occurred to her to get up and assist by opening the door. That was just not done. One expected a well-trained housemaid to cope.

She had always thought Annie to be different from the usual run of servants. The young woman had a quiet dignity that was all the more surprising given her humble beginnings. That the day would come when she, Emily Cunningham-Brown, would need Annie and not just as a maid, was laughable yet that day had come. In the months ahead she would need all the help and support she could get and that was unlikely to come from her parents.

Praying wouldn’t do much good. She did have her faith and it might give her the strength to face what lay ahead. She believed that God was fair but she also believed that He was severe. Sins would be forgiven but there would be a price to pay. How it would be exacted was what she was worried about.

That her parents would want her out of sight she had no doubt. She accepted it as inevitable and Annie was the one person she wanted with her. Strange that, but it was true. She needed someone quiet and sensible and most of all someone who wouldn’t preach. Annie hadn’t agreed as yet but she was hopeful.

Putting off the inevitable was only making it harder on herself. She would face them tomorrow morning. After breakfast would be the best time and before her father got behind his newspaper. She could imagine the look on their faces, it would be one of shock and horror and no wonder. She had done the unforgivable.

What loomed ahead was quite dreadful but would be much worse without the money she had been left. Thanks to darling Great-Aunt Anne she had the means to be independent. Emily managed a smile as she remembered. Her great-aunt had been a character. A spinster from choice she had deplored the way women were treated.

Emily was remembering the occasion when she had been asked to sit beside her great-aunt so that they could have a serious talk. Woman to woman she said. The old woman never spoke down to her. At the time Emily had been thirteen and spending part of her school holidays at her great-aunt’s home in Newport across the River Tay from Dundee. It was one of the tall houses that had a wonderful view from the front windows of the river in all its moods. Neighbours considered the elderly woman an eccentric and she would not have argued with that. As a girl it had angered her that her brother’s education should have been so important when it was perfectly obvious that she had the better brain. To her mother in particular her intelligence was an embarrassment and her outspokenness to be deplored. All that was required from a daughter of a good family was knowing how to conduct herself and the ability to read, write and do simple arithmetic. Music was important and piano lessons a must. At least two hours a day were set aside for practice and it was a proud moment for parents when their daughter was able to play sufficiently well to entertain guests. Even better if she could sing and accompany herself. The young Anne mastered the piano but had no singing voice.

‘Are you going to tell me something special?’

‘I am.’

‘Is it something nice?’

‘I would say so.’

They were sitting in a large, high-ceilinged room with a handsome bureau and two bookcases along one wall. The fireplace had a high brass fender that gleamed though not as brightly as the log box beside it. The larger pieces of furniture had been bought with the house and suited the room. The glass shelves in the china cabinet held exquisite porcelain figures and decorative plates. A silver rosebowl had pride of place in the middle of the centre shelf. Scattered around on various surfaces, including the top of the piano, were family photographs. And on the walls hung dull oil paintings of lochs and Highland cattle together with two pretty watercolours of local beauty spots.

‘Emily, you are thirteen and very nearly grown-up.’

‘I won’t be properly grown-up until I leave school.’

‘That is true.’ The old woman nodded her head and said slowly, ‘You are very fortunate, my dear, to be receiving a good education. I had a lot to do with the choice of school and without my interference you would have continued being taught at home.’

‘Did you go to school?’

‘No. In my day there was no choice, one had a governess. I was at the mercy of one who knew precious little as I very soon discovered. She could never answer my questions and got flustered and angry when I persisted. I was determined that wasn’t to be your fate.’

Emily giggled. ‘Were you a little horror?’

‘From all accounts I must have been.’

‘How do you know so much when nobody taught you?’

‘I had an enquiring mind and the benefit of a good library.’ She waved her hand in the direction of the bookcases. ‘That was my school, Emily. Self-taught you could say. But I’m wandering and what I want to say to you, child, is just between us. It is important you understand that.’ She frowned and looked stern. She had no difficulty looking severe; she had that sort of face.

‘A secret? I can keep a secret.’ Emily’s face brightened in anticipation. Her parents could never understand why she chose to spend some of her holidays with her father’s aunt. The rest of the family did their duty visits and kept those very short. They didn’t want to risk cutting themselves off completely since they all had expectations and the old woman couldn’t last for ever.

Only Emily knew how interesting her great-aunt could be and the wonderful stories she could tell.

‘I hope you can because it is important that you keep what I am to say to yourself.’ She paused and sat up straighter. ‘What I want to talk to you about is independence. That, my dear Emily, is the greatest gift of all for a woman.’

‘Like being able to do what you want without having to ask permission?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Is that why you didn’t get married because you wanted to be independent or did nobody ask you?’

How brutal the young can be, she thought. ‘Young woman, I wouldn’t say tact was your strong point,’ she bristled. ‘What a thing to say to an unmarried lady. I’ll have you know I had my admirers, not many I have to confess. But then I wasn’t a great beauty like your mother or mine for that matter. Another thing to bear in mind is that most men do not like clever women.’

‘Why not?’

‘It makes them feel uncomfortable. They think, mistakenly I may add, that they are superior. From the time they are born boys are encouraged to believe that and some women, perhaps most, let them go on thinking it.’

‘You wouldn’t and neither would I.’

‘Most certainly I do not share that view and it infuriates me that others still do. Unfortunately there was not a great deal I could do about it,’ she said shaking her head and dislodging a few hairpins. ‘I hope a woman’s lot will have changed before it need concern you, though I suspect it may take longer.’ She smiled. ‘Find yourself a husband who appreciates you for yourself and not just because you have a bonny face.’

‘Have I? Am I pretty?’

‘Yes, but don’t let it go to your head.’

Emily bent down to pick up the hairpins from the carpet and arrange them on the arm of the sofa. Later she would put them on her great-aunt’s dressing-table. Emily had the freedom of the house.

‘Is that all? Is that the secret?’ Emily couldn’t hide her disappointment.

‘No, none of that is a secret, indeed most of it is common knowledge. The secret and remember it is a secret is that I am going to leave you all my money.’

‘All of it?’ Emily’s eyes widened in shock. ‘Nobody else is getting anything?’

‘That is correct. Your parents won’t like it.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because they won’t like me favouring you and forgetting your brothers.’

‘Aren’t you going to leave anything to Michael and Robert?’

‘Not a penny.’

‘Don’t you like them?’

‘Of course I do, rascals though they are. They will be in line for plenty and won’t need any financial help from me.’

‘I suppose that is all right then.’

‘Perfectly all right. I can do as I wish and don’t keep interrupting or I’ll forget what I want to say.’ She paused and her face criss-crossed in lines broke into a smile. ‘Best of all you won’t have to wait until you are married or reach the age of twenty-one to inherit. No, my dear Emily, you will be entitled to draw on the money when you are eighteen. Should I still be in the land of the living when you reach that magical age, you shall have to wait a little longer. That isn’t very likely,’ she said suddenly sounding weary.

‘You aren’t going to die?’ Emily said in a frightened voice.

‘Not this minute,’ she laughed. ‘I would hope to get more warning than that.’

‘You shouldn’t joke about it,’ Emily said looking distressed.

‘Why not treat it lightly, we all have to go sometime and in the order of things I have had more than my allotted years.’

‘I don’t want your money if you’ve got to die.’ Emily’s eyes filled with tears. ‘You could still live a long time, couldn’t you?’

‘Yes, of course I could but don’t be distressed at the thought of my demise. I haven’t done anything too terrible in this life though that isn’t to say I haven’t been tempted.’ She smiled and patted Emily’s hand.

‘You will go to heaven when you die, of course you will. You are good and you are kind.’ Emily had a vivid imagination and she couldn’t bear to think of her great-aunt being refused entry into that mansion in the sky.

‘Thank you, my dear and don’t worry, I’m fairly confident I’ll go to heaven and if not I’ll have plenty of company wherever I do end up,’ she said drily. ‘With that distressing subject out of the way perhaps we could get back to the real purpose of this conversation. I want to make sure that whatever happens you will be all right.’

‘Why shouldn’t I be?’

‘I can’t answer that, none of us knows what is ahead. I trust that you will be happy but, should there come a time when you are in difficulties, it will help greatly if you have the means to support yourself.’

Emily was frowning and looking perplexed. What did her great-aunt mean? Her mother and father would always be there for her.

‘You are too young to understand and I doubt if I could make it really clear. Still I must try. Your parents love you dearly and want only the best for you. Their best might not be the same as you want for yourself. If you are totally dependent on your parents the probability is that you may have to do what they want.’

‘I see,’ Emily said slowly. ‘With money of my own I would have a choice in the matter.’

‘Well said, I couldn’t have put it better myself. All this is very unlikely, Emily. In all probability you will have a trouble-free life and marry someone you love who will be acceptable to Alfred and Maud.’

‘This is just in case I fall in love with someone totally unsuitable.’ Emily was beginning to enjoy herself. This was the most interesting conversation she had ever had.

‘I hope you won’t be silly enough to marry a rogue.’

‘No, I won’t.’

‘What I had in mind was you perhaps falling from grace.’

‘Doing something dreadful?’

‘Not in your eyes only in theirs. Now I’ve got you totally confused.’

‘No, you haven’t. Do you think I might fall from grace?’

‘I sincerely hope not, but being a much loved daughter would make your position all the worse if you were to do so.’

‘Did you ever fall from grace or should I not be asking that?’

‘No, you shouldn’t but I’ll answer it. I didn’t do anything as terrible as anger my parents sufficiently to show me the door, but I was a great disappointment to them. Your mother was the kind of girl they would have liked for a daughter. Maud was everything I wasn’t but they got the next best thing when she became part of the family.’

‘You aren’t a disappointment to me.’ Emily flung her arms round the old lady’s neck and hugged her. ‘I love you and that’s why I like to come and stay here.’

‘Bless you,’ she said as she gently removed herself from the stranglehold.

‘Thank you very much Great-Aunt Anne. This will be our secret and I promise you I won’t tell a living soul.’

‘Such a silly expression, you wouldn’t be likely to tell a dead soul, would you?’

Emily giggled and sprang up. ‘Time for your afternoon tea, shall I ring for it?’

‘Yes, do that. I hadn’t realised it was that time but when you get to my age food isn’t important. I’m never hungry but I daresay I would enjoy a cup of tea.’

Emily closed her eyes. How strange that she should remember it all so clearly. The years had just rolled away and for a short time she had been that happy thirteen-year-old. The holiday had been special and stayed with her because it had been her last in Newport. Three months later the old lady had slipped away peacefully in her sleep.

What would her great-aunt have thought of her now? She would have been disappointed. No, she would have been much more than that. She would have been deeply shocked. Her great-aunt would never have behaved in that way but then she had never been in love. Never felt that thrill of excitement and that strange longing run through her veins.

How could it be wrong to love? That’s what she had thought and her ignorance and stupidity had brought her to this.

Until now Emily had given no thought to the money left to her. Now she saw it as a godsend. Whatever the future held she wouldn’t be penniless. Well into the night and until sleep claimed her, Emily tried to marshal her thoughts and prepare the words that somehow she had to find the courage to say.


Chapter Two

As soon as Emily awoke all her fears and anxieties crowded about her. As she well knew her father could be cold and hard when he chose to be and what she had to confess was going to devastate him. Her mother, too, though she might be a little more understanding. Once he had got over the first shock she could see her father’s orderly mind taking over. Alfred Cunningham-Brown would now concentrate his mind on how best to protect the family’s good name. That could only be achieved by getting her away and out of sight as soon as possible.

Throwing back the covers, Emily got herself out of bed and tried to stem the rising panic. In her bare feet she padded across to the window to draw back the curtains. No blinds were necessary since the material was heavy and the curtains lined. Sunshine flooded into the room and as she laid her brow against the cold window there was a light tap at the door. A maid came in with a jug of hot water which she placed on the marble top.

Opening the window, Emily leaned out and breathed in the fresh, cold, clear air. Of all the seasons this was her favourite. She loved to see the trees newly in leaf and the splash of colour that came with the crocuses peeping through the grass. Others, mostly yellow and purple clustered around the tree trunks while under the hedges were clumps of delicate primroses. Beyond lay a whole field of golden daffodils that looked like a giant bedspread. And in the far distance the hills were faintly hazy though by mid-morning the haze would have lifted.

Emily’s eyes filled with tears. It was all so heartbreakingly familiar. She loved her home and the surrounding countryside and never more than now when she would have to leave it for she knew not where. Scotland was a country of contrasts that never ceased to amaze. The Highlands had a harsh, brooding beauty whereas here in Perthshire the hills were softer and gentler. For a brief moment she forgot her troubles, the view from the window, especially in the early morning, always had the power to awe her. Then once again the present overwhelmed her, and shivering she closed the window.

After emptying the hot water into the basin, Emily pulled the nightdress over her head and let it fall to the floor. Her figure seemed the same, she saw no difference, but soon she would. Best not to think about it. Using the flannel cloth she gave herself a quick all-over wash then dried herself with the two fluffy towels to hand. Fresh undergarments were on the chair together with a skirt and high-necked blouse. The peacock blue skirt was old and if her mother had had her way it would have been removed from Emily’s wardrobe. It had been a favourite and she had clung to it. Wearing something old and familiar might help her though she didn’t know how. Sitting down in front of the dressing-table mirror, Emily tidied her hair and pinched her cheeks to bring some colour into them. Every moment was bringing the ordeal closer.

Shutting the bedroom door, Emily went downstairs and as she neared the breakfast room the smell of grilled bacon, usually so welcome, made her stomach heave. She had to stand still to fight the nausea. A maid passing by eyed her curiously then hurried away. Emily turned the door knob, put a smile on her face and went in.

Her parents were already seated at the table and looked to the door when she entered. Greetings were exchanged, her father’s a mere grunt. First thing in the morning he was not at his best. In front of him was a plate of bacon, two sausages and scrambled eggs.

‘Ring for more bacon, dear, if there isn’t enough.’

‘No, thank you, Mother, I don’t want any. Toast will do.’

Her mother tut-tutted. ‘That is not a proper breakfast for someone of your age.’

‘Maud,’ her husband said irritably, ‘leave Emily alone, she isn’t a child and she’ll take what she wants.’

‘I’m sure she will. I am merely concerned because just recently Emily has been picking at her food,’ his wife said in an injured voice.

Emily remained silent and concentrated on putting a scraping of butter on her toast. She could feel her mother’s gaze on her.

Maud was noticing the dark shadows under her daughter’s eyes. The girl looked run-down, not a bit like herself and clearly in need of a tonic from Dr Young. Rather than have the good doctor come to the house they would see him in his surgery. Maud had great faith in the bottle of reddish liquid and just the look of it had the power to make her feel better. She didn’t stop to consider why that should be.

Mrs Cunningham-Brown did not take a cooked breakfast herself. Toast was all she had. Picking up another finger of lightly toasted bread, she buttered it and added a little marmalade. Looking across the breakfast table at her husband’s dour face, Maud would think of someone else sitting there. She didn’t have any particular person in mind or maybe she did and kept it a secret. Life with Alfred had never been exciting but as her own mother had pointed out, it wasn’t to be expected. Unexciting men made the best husbands and she was very fortunate to have Alfred. He was faithful, or as far as Maud knew he was. He provided a good home for his wife and family and all he asked in return was respect and obedience at all times. She really had nothing to complain about.

Maud’s beauty was fading with the passing years but she dressed well and was careful with her appearance. Alfred was proud of her and not in the least disturbed when admiring glances still came her way. Rather he was pleased. It was an endorsement of his own good taste and Maud had the good sense to know on which side her bread was buttered.

Maud liked to flirt, she liked to feel admiring eyes on her and her heart would flutter when she was in the company of a handsome man. Dr Benjamin Young came into that category. Maud was very fond of the middle-aged doctor with his thick greying hair, vivid blue eyes and his strong features. Unlike his brusque, outspoken predecessor, Dr Young had a charming manner and even the mildest complaint received his serious attention. Maud wasn’t a hypochondriac, no one could accuse her of being that, but she was a great believer in having small health worries removed rather than go on imagining all kinds of dreadful diseases.

Maud had made up her mind. Emily would accompany her to the doctor’s just to make sure there was nothing seriously wrong.

Directly after breakfast and as was their custom, Maud and Alfred got up from the table and went upstairs to the family sitting-room. Emily knew what would follow. Her father would get behind The Times and his wife would take a glance through the local paper until the post arrived. Quite a number of the letters were for Maud. She was a good correspondent. Emily seldom joined them but this morning she followed them upstairs. Her stomach was churning with fear and her mouth had gone dry.

She watched her father sink into his chair, the springs making a mild protesting clang at his weight. Her mother settled herself in the high-backed chair she favoured not for comfort but for the support it gave. Emily went over to sit on the sofa.

‘What plans have you for today, dear?’

‘I don’t have any, Mother.’

‘No?’ Maud’s eyebrows shot up. This was almost unheard of, the girl must be far from well, she thought worriedly.

Emily’s nerves were strung so tightly that when she spoke her voice came out high-pitched.

‘Please don’t start reading your Times, Father,’ Emily said desperately. ‘I have something to tell you, something to tell you both.’

‘Not now.’

‘It has to be now, this is very important.’

‘It had better be,’ Alfred said frowning heavily and after folding the paper placed it at his feet. ‘Very well, Emily, you have our attention and now we are waiting to hear what this is all about.’

Emily drew a deep, steadying breath. ‘I’m pregnant, Father,’ she whispered.

There was a terrible silent stillness in the room broken at last by the words forced out.

‘What-did-you-say?’

Emily froze at the expression in his eyes.

‘You can’t be!’ Maud shrieked.

‘Be quiet,’ her husband barked, ‘I’ll deal with this.’

‘Are you pregnant?’ His voice had gone dangerously quiet.

‘Yes.’

‘Are you absolutely sure?’ Maud said brokenly as she twisted the handkerchief in her hands.

‘Yes, Mother. I’ve been to see the doctor.’

‘You’ve been to see Dr Young?’ Maud said faintly.

‘No, I went to another doctor, one in Perth.’

Maud breathed a sigh of relief that she had been spared that.

‘And now, young woman, I want the name of the blackguard responsible.’

Emily shook her head.

‘You’ll tell me, my girl, or I’ll shake it out of you.’

‘Alfred, please,’ his wife said fearfully, ‘you must keep calm and threats won’t achieve anything.’

‘Keep calm, woman?’ he roared. ‘How can anyone keep calm in this situation? My daughter is no better than a street girl.’

Emily drew back in the sofa as though warding off a blow.

Maud was breathing heavily. ‘I won’t have you talking like that, Alfred. I’m just as shocked as you are but this is no way to go about it.’ Turning to Emily her voice softened. ‘You must tell us who he is, dear, you can’t keep that from us.’

‘I’m sorry, Mother, but I can’t. All that I can say is that it is no one you know.’

‘Which is as I thought, you have been seeing someone secretly.’ Alfred turned on his wife. ‘This wouldn’t have happened if you’d kept an eye on your daughter instead of giving her so much freedom.’

‘I’m to be blamed then?’ She bit her lip and looked imploringly at Emily.

‘I’m so sorry, Mother, so very, very sorry that I’ve hurt you and Father but I can’t tell you.’

‘Meaning he’s cleared out?’ Alfred said brutally.

She looked him in the face. ‘He has gone that is true, but he knows nothing of this.’

‘Then the sooner he does the better.’

‘Emily, if you know where he is you must get word to him. He has a right to know.’

‘I can’t, I don’t know where he is.’

Beads of perspiration were forming on Alfred’s brow. ‘We have our good name to think about and the boys, how are we going to explain this to them?’

‘I’ll go away, I’ll do whatever you want.’

‘Too true you will. You’ll go away from here, nothing is surer than that. You aren’t the first to bring shame on their family and sadly you won’t be the last. There are places where your kind can go. Thank God we have the money and can pay to have you sent to one of them. I’ll make discreet enquiries.’

Maud’s face blanched. ‘What do you mean, Alfred?’

‘Obviously not what you are thinking. That would be criminal.’

Emily wondered what was criminal but was afraid to ask.

‘She will be sent to stay with someone prepared to look after her until she has given birth. Don’t look like that, Maud. Your daughter will be very well looked after. It will cost a great deal of money but will be worth every penny if we can keep this a secret.’

‘I have my own money,’ Emily said quietly.

‘So you have and you may have need of it yet. The expenses for this I shall meet myself.’ He was silent for a long time, The Times at his feet forgotten. At last he spoke. ‘Explaining your absence is going to be a problem. Have either of you any suggestions?’

Emily shook her head.

‘Maud?’

‘Not unless a holiday, something like that,’ she said nervously. ‘I really don’t know, Alfred. It is all so very difficult and people are very quick to draw their own conclusions.’

‘In which case we must make sure that what we decide on rings true.’ He looked thoughtful then nodded.

‘You have an idea?’

‘I think so. What is her name? Jenny’s girl, what is her name?’

‘Lily. Why? What about Lily?’ Jenny was Maud’s sister who lived with her husband Edward and their two of a family. They had their home in Inverness but there was very little contact since the menfolk didn’t get on. Jenny and Maud exchanged letters and kept up-to-date with each other’s affairs.

‘Didn’t you mention that Lily was to spend a year in Paris with a family?’

‘I did, but I fail to see how that could help and it happens to be Lyons not Paris.’

‘Makes no difference for what I have in mind.’

Maud frowned then her face brightened. ‘You mean pretend that Emily is to accompany Lily? How clever of you, Alfred. No one would question that and the Inverness folk are not likely to hear about it.’

‘You are the one who will have to be careful.’

‘Oh, I shall, I’ll be very careful what I write. It’s going to be a strain but as I said I’ll be careful.’

They were talking to each other as though they had forgotten she was there in the room with them. Emily felt it was time to mention her own money again.

‘Since this is all my doing I don’t want to be a financial burden and would much prefer to use some of the money Great-Aunt Anne left me.’

‘I said no.’ It had annoyed Alfred that his aunt had left her entire fortune to Emily though he knew he should be relieved it was kept in the family. It wouldn’t have surprised him or anyone else if his very difficult and eccentric aunt had chosen to leave her money to a dogs’ or cats’ home. ‘I’ll make the necessary arrangements and pay for them and that way there will be no unfortunate slip-ups.’ Money was the least of his worries.

‘Mother?’ Emily turned to Maud. ‘You wouldn’t object, would you, if I took Annie with me?’

‘You can do without a maid.’

‘No, she can’t, Alfred. She will need someone though I would prefer if it wasn’t Annie.’

‘I don’t want anyone else,’ Emily said stubbornly.

‘You are in no position to dictate,’ her father said angrily.

‘I am not dictating, Father, and this is between Mother and me.’

‘It’s all right,’ Maud said hastily and anxious to avoid any more unpleasantness. ‘Annie can go with you if she is agreeable and she may not be.’

‘Giving in to her again,’ Alfred said nastily.

‘In this instance, yes, I am. Knowing there is someone with her I can trust will give me peace of mind.’

‘I’m grateful.’ She would say nothing about having already approached Annie.

‘Mrs Martin will have to see about a replacement and how do I explain that? How do we keep this from the servants?’ She put a hand to her brow.

‘Good God!’ Alfred exploded. ‘Here we are in the middle of a family crisis of the worst kind and you are worrying about the servants. They don’t matter. No doubt they will gossip among themselves but if they value their job they will make sure it goes no further. As for you, young woman, you disgust me and the less I see of you the better.’

Emily dropped her eyes. Once he had loved her and been proud of his daughter and now all he felt for her was contempt. Fleetingly she had seen something else in his eyes – pain and bewilderment – and that hurt more than anything he had said.

‘Your daughter—’

‘She happens to be yours as well.’

‘More’s the pity. See to it that she confines herself to the house and garden. She will dine with us but at no time is she to address me. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Perfectly clear,’ his wife answered.

As he reached for his paper mother and daughter left the room.

‘I need some fresh air,’ Emily muttered desperate to make her escape.

‘So do I. I’ll get my cloak and join you.’

In the garden they strolled around admiring the display of spring flowers as though nothing untoward had happened. Behind the sun it was chilly and Emily shivered.

‘You should have brought a cloak,’ Maud said wrapping her own around herself.

‘I’m not cold.’

‘You can’t take risks with your health, dear, you must look after yourself,’ Maud said kindly.

‘You don’t have to be kind.’

‘I’m your mother,’ Maud said gently and with a faint smile.

It was too much for Emily and the tears overflowed. ‘Don’t you hate me? You should.’

‘I could never do that. You have been a very silly girl, not wicked just silly. I’m disappointed and shocked of course I am, but it has happened and life for all of us must go on.’

‘Father will never forgive me.’

‘No, I don’t expect he will. And you are not helping yourself by refusing to name the person responsible. Surely you have some idea of how to get in touch?’

‘I don’t, honestly I don’t.’

‘How did you meet him?’

‘We just met.’

‘Are you ashamed of him?’

‘No, of course I am not.’

Maud’s voice softened. ‘Love is a very strong emotion and sometimes it is difficult to – to hold back. You just didn’t think of the consequences. The man doesn’t suffer, he ruins your life but he gets away with it and you stupid, stupid girl that you are, won’t say a word against him.’

‘He was completely honest, Mother, marriage was not a possibility for him.’

‘Because he was already promised or perhaps he had a wife.’

‘No,’ she almost screamed. ‘You just don’t understand.’

‘Why shouldn’t I understand?’

‘Because you just wouldn’t.’

‘Meaning I’ve never been in love?’

‘Not at all, it was simple for you. You and Father fell in love and got married.’

Maud was silent.

‘There was someone else once upon a time,’ Emily said softly.

‘This is between us?’

‘Of course.’ She paused. ‘Father wasn’t the love of your life was he?’

‘He is and has been for a long time. He is a good man, annoying, pig-headed and impossible, but a good man for all that.’ They were both laughing.

‘Tell me, please, I would like to know.’

‘Not a lot to tell. Like so many, yourself included, I fell in love with someone totally unsuitable. He was handsome, charming and penniless and I do believe I might have run away with him if he had made that suggestion. Young girls can be so impossibly romantic.’

‘Don’t stop there.’

Maud gave a sad smile. ‘My parents, your grandparents, were comfortably off but far from being wealthy. I like to think he loved me and I do believe he did. Only the money I’m afraid was a bigger attraction. When my father made it clear that he wouldn’t see a penny of it his ardour cooled.’

‘Were you terribly miserable?’

‘Broken-hearted and humiliated.’

‘Then Father came along?’

‘Yes, your father came along. He loves me and I think I have been a good wife.’

‘No regrets?’

‘None. Just memories and they don’t harm anyone.’

‘Money had nothing to do with mine. He wasn’t interested in money.’

‘You can’t be sure of that.’

‘Mother, I am very sure. If it had been for my money he would have married me.’

‘I don’t know what to think. But one thing I ask of you and it is for your own sake. Don’t antagonise your father, try to understand his feelings and do what he asks without question.’

‘I’ll try.’

‘When is the birth?’

‘The beginning of October. The doctor said the fifth but to give or take a week either way.’

‘You are taking this very calmly I must say.’

‘I’m not. You couldn’t be more wrong. I’m desperately sorry this has happened and I’m scared too.’

‘No need to be scared. To give your father his due he will make sure that you are in safe hands.’ As she said it and sounded reassuring Maud thought back to her own experiences. Childbirth hadn’t come easy and the first, Emily’s birth, had been very difficult. At the time she had vowed she would never go through it again. Fortunately she’d had an easier time with the other two. They had reached the bottom of the garden and started to retrace their steps.

‘I deserve to suffer after what I am putting you and Father through.’

‘Too late for regrets.’

‘I’m expecting a baby yet it doesn’t seem real.’

‘It’ll be real enough when it comes but apart from giving birth, you will have nothing to do with the baby.’

‘Of course I will. It is my baby and you should care it will be your first grandchild.’

Maud winced. ‘That was cruel and unnecessary.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Let me carry on with what I was saying. As soon as the child is born it will be removed. A good home will already have been found. The woman may be unable to have a child of her own and be deeply grateful to you.’

‘What if I want to keep my own baby?’

‘Out of the question.’ She paused. ‘Before we go indoors I’ll try and prepare you for what lies ahead.’

Emily’s heart lurched. Her mother was taking her departure very calmly and making her feel like an outcast.

‘Some women in exchange for money will open their house to an unmarried mother-to-be.’

‘A sort of guest house?’

‘Hardly that. You may be the only one and then again you may not. There will be a midwife living nearby who will be called on to attend when your time comes.’

‘You’ll come, won’t you?’

‘Your father wouldn’t allow it.’

‘It’s a good thing I am going to have Annie then, isn’t it?’

‘Don’t be too sure about that, you can’t force the girl into a situation she doesn’t want.’
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