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Introduction

Loch Down Abbey Hotel, Est 1933, is a grand hotel near the village of Inverkillen, which sits on the shores of Loch Down, deep in the Scottish Highlands. On the hotel grounds runs the River Plaid, source of the famous Abbey Whisky and Inverkillen Smoked Salmon. It was home to the ­Ogilvy-Sinclair family for six hundred years.







List of Characters

The Hotel Staff

Director of Operations – Mrs Alice MacBain

Head of Food and Beverage – Mr Robert Hudson

Head of Guest Services – Mr Hamish Mackay

Head of Sales and Marketing – Mr Giles Lockridge

Head Chef – Mrs Eleanor Burnside

Head Housekeeper – Sadie Milne

Head Porter – Ollie MacNair

Master Distiller – Ross MacBain

The Ogilvy-Sinclair Family

Lady Georgina – The Dowager Countess of Inverkillen, who resides in Thistledown Cottage on the edges of the hotel grounds. Her rose gardens are the pride of the hotel. 




Her Children

Major Cecil Ogilvy-Sinclair – Her younger son and his wife Eva, who live in London with her parents. They are rumoured to be divorcing.

Lady Elspeth Comtois – Her daughter, who lives in France with her husband, Philippe, Marquis de ­Clairvaux, and their children: Auguste, Hugo, ­Delphine and Florence. 

Lord Angus Inverkillen – Her eldest grandson, and ­current Earl of Inverkillen, who lives in Tangiers with renowned author, Hugh Dunbar-Hamilton and his three children, who have a very strict Nanny. 

The Honourable Fergus Ogilvy-Sinclair – Her youngest grandson, Manager of the prestigious Loch Down Abbey Hotel, his wife Imogen and their first child, Tessa. They have two dogs, Grantham, and Belgravia.

Lady Annabella Martin – Her eldest granddaughter, née Inverkillen, ex-wife of Hugh Dunbar-Hamilton, now remarried to her second husband, the British Consul-­General of Shanghai. They have fourteen maids.

Lady Iris Kettering – Her youngest granddaughter, who lives in London with her husband Thomas, the Marquess of Drysdale, their twins Alice and Edward, and her mother, Flora.





Prologue

Hudson was doing his rounds the morning after the ball. It was quiet in the Abbey, for which he was thankful. He might have had more whisky than advisable, and this morning he was feeling a bit queasy. He so rarely indulged but it had been the first ball in the Abbey in centuries; they had all been a bit giddy. However, it meant only three ­footmen and two housemaids reported for duty this morning. So ­Hudson, co-owner of Loch Down Abbey, and former ­butler, was carrying a tray, helping to clear up the ­abandoned glasses from the night before. 

Next time, if there is to be a next time, he thought to ­himself sternly, no staff at the ball. 

Hudson nodded as one of the footmen entered the hall from the Rose Drawing Room. 

‘Someone’s broken a chair, sir. I’ll send a hall boy up to fetch it now.’ The lad was a delicate shade of grey.

Hudson nodded gently and hoped it wasn’t one of the Chippendale chairs. There were so few remaining. He entered the Long Gallery and glanced at the Oak Room. The footmen, he noted, had failed to clean up the cards tables before taking themselves to bed last night. As he ­surveyed the damage, he calculated how long, and how many people it would take to put the room back together again. It was more than he could manage this morning.

He crossed the Long Gallery, plucking glasses from here and there, making his way towards the Small Library. They hadn’t opened it for use, but people got up to all sorts at a ball and he felt it best to check the room. ­Diligence dispels disgrace, as he always said to the footmen when they attempted to shirk their duties. He turned the knob and crashed into the door. His head quietly whinged. Surely he wasn’t so hungover he could no longer operate a door? He tried it again and growled in frustration. The door was locked.

Why is it locked? he thought, irritated. It shouldn’t be locked. 

They’d had no end of difficulties with lost keys and old locks when they’d taken over the Abbey. An official policy was taken that all public rooms were to be left unlocked at all times. 

Well, perhaps Mrs MacBain locked it, he mused, to keep people out during the ball. 

Mrs MacBain stumped for limiting the number of rooms people were allowed to use. One less room to clean in the morning, she had said. And now, with a skeleton staff, he understood the wisdom of that. But he remembered someone coming out of the room during the midnight buffet. Or perhaps going in? He couldn’t have said; his attention was focused on the food, which was dwindling much faster than they’d planned. Running out would have been a catastrophe, one he was determined to avoid. But, he distinctly remembered the door opening and closing.

Hudson stepped back into the Long Gallery and grumbled. If he couldn’t get into the Small Library from the main doors, he’d try the garden doors. He picked his way around the building, careful to stay on the pebble ­pathway. Today would be no easier if he soiled the cuffs of his ­livery. Standing in front of the garden doors, he tried the knob but found they too were locked. And the curtains were drawn.




Hudson huffed his frustration. He tried to peer in through the curtains but could see nothing. 

Perhaps, just this once, he needn’t check? Thin edge of the wedge, he told himself darkly. How could he expect the highest of standards from his staff if he let this slide? No, he really did need to get into that room, but how?

He made his way back into the Abbey and stopped to check his shoes and livery were clean. Once satisfied, his gaze fell to the doors of the Oak Room. That might just do the trick, he thought fleetingly, before crossing over and taking a brass key from the nearest door. 

Hudson inserted it into the Small Library and turned the lock. One small victory for the morning, then. He opened one of the doors and stepped into the room.

There was a lamp by the sofa still on, giving just enough light to make his way to a side table, where he set his tray down and flung open the heavy damask curtains to the garden. The pale morning light entered the room slowly, as if it, too, had a hangover. 	Hudson reached for the silver tray, but his left hand missed its mark and ended up in a half-eaten plate of food. Grimacing, he reached for one of his six handkerchiefs – experience had long ago taught him it was best to be overprepared – and he turned to survey the room as he cleaned his hand. He twitched. There was a blanket on the floor in front of the sofa. He looked closer and then jumped. Not a blanket, a person. Someone was sleeping on the floor in front of the sofa. 

Well, that explained why the door was locked, he ­supposed. But why sleep on the floor? Perhaps they’d been so drunk they’d fallen off? He shook his head, allowing himself this small display of disdain before questioning what he should do. 




He moved closer, as silently as he could, debating whether to wake the sleeper or to slip out unnoticed. What is the etiquette for this? he wondered. Guests were politely requested to leave at three thirty, with the footmen instructed to sweep out any remaining stragglers at five. So who then, was this?

He needed to know exactly who it was before rousting them out of slumber. He wasn’t up to being reprimanded by a lord this morning, but if it was a footman . . . He rounded the arm of the sofa and leaned over cautiously, only to issue a loud yelp. 

His feet carried him to the main doors far swifter than his head liked. He flung one side open, stuck his head out, looking left and right for a footman. Where are they? Never around when you need one!

Carefully closing the door behind him, he hesitatingly stepped towards the Rose Room, hopeful a hall boy was collecting the broken chair. But for every step forward, he took a halting step back, as if to both advance and remain in place to protect the door. Just as his hand reached the brass knob, the door flew open and a hall boy leapt backwards, startled. He dropped the chair. 

They stared at one another for a half-second, before Hudson finally barked an order at the boy. 

‘Go fetch Mrs MacBain. Bring her to the Small Library.’ He pointed at the double doors across the way. The boy stared at him, unmoving. ‘Now!’ he barked.

‘Yessir!’ The boy picked up the chair again.

‘No.’ Hudson wrenched it from his hands. ‘Leave the chair.’

He watched as the hall boy scurried out of the room and disappeared behind the green baize door. Looking to the chair in his hands, he sighed. Of course, it was a Chippendale chair. He set it down gently next to the vitrine of antique music boxes. The chair could be dealt with later. 

Stepping back into the Long Gallery, he faced the double doors to the Small Library. He hesitated, unsure what to do next. Should he wait outside? Or inside? Surely it was best to wait outside. But then he remembered he’d opened the curtains and anyone in the garden – unlikely this early, yes, but still possible – would be able to see in. That would never do. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and entered the room swiftly. 

He went straight to the windows and jerked the curtains closed. The room was plunged into darkness, but for a lamp by the sofa. He could just make out the shape of . . . it was too horrible. His head throbbed. 

He crossed the room and locked the doors. How long would it take for Mrs MacBain to arrive? he wondered. He turned the chandelier on and surveyed the room, doing his level best not to look at the sofa again. 

He was deep in thought; could they rearrange the furniture, or perhaps rotate the rug? The doors rattled and Hudson started violently, crashing into a nearby armchair. Staring at the knob, he held his breath. Another attempt to open the doors, and then he heard a soft knock. 

‘Mr Hudson? It’s me.’

Hudson unlocked the doors and opened one just a few inches. ‘Mrs MacBain, thank god it’s you.’ He stood aside to admit her. 

Mrs MacBain stood still, looking at her business partner, confusion on her face. ‘I was told you wanted to see me quite urgently.’ She was dressed, as he’d expected, but clearly the hall boy had got her in the middle of her ­toilette. Her hair was down around her shoulders, something ­Hudson, in all his years at the Abbey, had never seen. 




Without another word, he grabbed her arm and pulled her into the room, locking the door behind them. Mrs MacBain turned around, clearly offended at being manhandled, but then gasped. She was looking at the sofa in front of the fire.

‘What is that? What’s happened?’ She rushed closer. ‘Is that blood?’





Part One


July 1937

Fergus shut the door softly behind him. The baby had been up all night and Imogen, his wife, had only just got the girl to sleep. He loved being a father, but jeepers was he tired. Breathing deeply, he looked up and admired the deep blue sky. 

Amazing weather today, he thought. 

Setting off, he closed the gate and walked up the gravelled drive. In three minutes, he passed by the old family chapel and spotted Reverend Douglas. Waving across the churchyard, Fergus noted how plump the vicar had got in the past year, clear evidence the new wife was a good cook.

Continuing up the drive, under the ancient trees of the old Estate, he finally reached the forecourt and stopped under the arched yew trees to take in the scene. 

Loch Down Abbey Hotel, once his family home, was a hive of activity. 

They’d hosted a big shoot over the weekend, and the guests were leaving today. Porters were scrambling, weaving between people and dogs; bellboys were loading the trunks, guns, and hunting baskets onto cars; the doormen were settling the ladies into their seats and accepting handsome tips from the gentlemen. Fergus could see Lord Enderleigh trying to coax his new retriever out of the pond. Fergus shook his head slowly; that hound had caused no end of trouble on the shoot: barking, leaping through the bracken, charging a herd of deer. As the manager of the hotel, Fergus would have to discuss it with Lord Enderleigh before he left. The dog could not be allowed back until he was properly trained. It was a conversation he didn’t relish having, but it had to happen. Shooting was a large part of their livelihood. 

Fergus sighed and moved to the entrance, passing under the stone archway and stepping into the Armoury. It was buzzing with activity here, too. Ladies waiting for their cars to be pulled around; maids rushing to pour them tea or tidy a table; two clerks at the desk were settling bills with guests.

A short porter approached Fergus. ‘Good morning, sir. Telegram for you.’ Fergus looked at the porter with mild surprise. Telegrams were becoming rare in this day; most people simply telephoned. Taking the envelope from the silver tray, he nodded his thanks and opened it. The porter stepped back and waited. Fergus grimaced and looked to the boy.

‘Where is she?’ he asked.

‘In Rowan Tree, sir, waiting for you as usual.’ 

‘Thank you.’ Fergus turned and strode across the Armoury. As he passed through, he nodded absent-­mindedly at the guests who were having a late morning tea. He was stopped by Mrs McCready, a rather elderly woman, who was profuse in her thanks for keeping her usual rooms for her. It meant the world to her, she said, given it would surely be her last trip. She was, you see, dying of some vague never-quite-specified disease, but she still managed to come three or four times a year, much to the annoyance of her children, who watched in horror as their inheritance drained away. Fergus smiled and exchanged a few pleasantries before moving on. He passed to the far side of the Armoury, pausing to ask a footman to freshen her tea, and then continued to a small, panelled door under the stairs. A tasteful brass plaque read: Rowan Tree. 

Mrs MacBain looked up as he entered the room. Alice MacBain, former Housekeeper of Loch Down Abbey, had been the driving force behind purchasing the Estate and turning it into a thriving hotel and shooting estate. She, and several of the other long-standing employees, had purchased the Abbey when the family had been forced to sell it to avoid bankruptcy. Fergus, as the only family member who tried to help keep the family Estate afloat, was kept on as manager of the hotel. They also housed his grandmother, Lady Georgina, in a cottage on the Estate, but the remainder of the family was scattered to the four corners of the earth. 

Fergus crossed the circular room Mrs MacBain used as an Above Stairs Office. It had been a medieval ammunition keep and was now a small but cosy sitting room. She was seated at their usual chairs by the window, readying the tea. 

‘Good morning, Fergus. Is everything all right out there?’

Since taking over the hotel, she and Fergus made it a point to meet each Monday morning, before he met with the rest of the senior staff. Over tea, they discussed the coming week’s business. When Fergus first started running the hotel, he’d found it quite overwhelming. The sheer volume of details involved, managing so many ­people – not to mention the guests, the shoots, the fishing, the Distillery – it all engulfed him. Fergus had been drowning when Mrs MacBain suggested weekly meetings, just the two of them, to discuss how she’d managed it all as Head Housekeeper. He would be forever grateful to her for helping him succeed. 

Mrs MacBain offered him a cup of tea and noticed the telegram in his hand. Fergus sat down heavily, wordlessly, and handed the telegram to her. Mrs MacBain slowly set the teacup down, worry creasing her face. She reached for her reading glasses.

Shanghai invaded by Japanese.

Foreigners evacuated.

Expect arrival Marseille, 8 Aug, Imperial Airlines.

Mrs MacBain looked up, alarmed. ‘Bella’s coming home?’ The incredulity in her voice was unmistakable.

Fergus nodded slowly, looking stunned himself. ‘Bella’s coming home.’

Mrs MacBain slumped back in her chair, breathing out slowly as she said it. ‘Lord help us.’ The pair sat for some moments in silence, their brains digesting the implications of the news.

Lady Annabella Martin, known to the family as Bella, was Fergus’s sister, who lived in Shanghai. After her marriage fell apart – broken up by her brother Angus, of all people – she fled to Europe to escape the humiliation. It had been reported in the local paper, in gleeful and unflinching detail. While in Monaco, she found herself engulfed in a whirlwind romance with the very handsome Lord Edmund ­Martin, Consul-General of Shanghai. They married after two weeks, and Bella settled into her new life abroad, returning to Loch Down only twice in three years. Neither visit had been easy on the hotel staff.

‘Where are we going to put her?’ Mrs MacBain glanced at the telegram again, noting the date. ‘She’ll be here for the ball. We’re booked up because of it. If it’s just Bella and Sir Edmund, we can make do, but if she brings all those maids she’s always bragging about . . . I just don’t know where we’d find the room. How many were there at last count: fourteen? I don’t know why any one person needs that many maids.’ She tutted softly and set the telegram on the tea tray.

Fergus shook his head slowly. ‘Because she can, Mrs MacBain. Simply because she can.’ He was quiet for a minute, staring at the carpet. ‘At least we have a few weeks to sort it. Can you brief the senior staff this morning? I’m going to see if I can get more information.’ 

She nodded and watched as Fergus stood and left the small room. Sipping her tea pensively, Mrs MacBain ­pondered the collective noun for maids. A gaggle of maids? A pack? A bevy, perhaps? If Lady Bella was coming with fourteen maids, surely a more military term would be ­necessary. Phalanx? Yes, a phalanx of lady’s maids was about to descend on Loch Down Abbey.






August

Fourteen Days to the Ball

Mrs Burnside hummed softly as she began her day. As the Head Chef of the hotel, she was reviewing the number of trays that needed to be sent up to the rooms before her staff laid the main breakfast in the dining rooms. Glancing out the window into the service yard, she could see the village delivery van was just arriving. 

Am I going mad, she thought to herself, haven’t they already been today? 

The van came every morning at six o’clock sharp bringing the post, the papers, and the milk. She glanced at the clock in the kitchen: six fifteen. 

She walked to the kitchen door, noted the maids rushing about putting away the delivery and shouted, ‘Have you forgotten something, Mr Russell?’ Good nature showed though her smile. ‘A second trip will throw your whole day behind schedule.’

Mr Russell, normally a chipper man, was silent with an inscrutable expression on his face. He jerked his head towards the back of the van. ‘Special delivery.’

Mrs Burnside hesitated a moment, and then walked slowly around the van to the open doors. There in the back slumped a man and several small children, all fast asleep. Mrs Burnside looked between Mr Russell and the van ­several times, her mouth slightly open in confusion. 




Mr Russell stood beside her and together they silently contemplated his passengers.

‘Erm . . . ’ was all Mrs Burnside could get out.

‘They came on the milk train. Said I’d bring ’em up to the house. Figured it was too early for anyone to come fetch ’em.’

‘On the milk train?’ Mrs Burnside looked to the driver, confused. ‘But, who are they? And why would you bring them here?’

‘That,’ he said darkly, ‘is Lord Inverkillen.’ 

Upon hearing his name, Angus jolted awake. ‘Oh! Have we arrived?’ He looked around the yard, confusion rapidly clouding his face. ‘Where are we?’

Angus Inverkillen, brother to Fergus and Bella, was the current Earl of Inverkillen. Loch Down Abbey had been the family seat for nearly six hundred years. When the Abbey was sold, he moved to Tangiers, Morocco, where he was helping raise Bella’s children with her ex-husband. It was an arrangement that suited them perfectly but raised many an eyebrow when mentioned in Loch Down. 

‘Welcome home, Lord Inverkillen,’ said Mrs Burnside, unsure if she should curtsey. She nodded her head instead. ‘You’re in the service yard, at the back of the house. I’m Mrs Burnside, the cook.’ 

Angus stared at the pair. He seemed deeply unsure of them.

‘Ah yes,’ said Angus, hesitation in his voice. ‘Cook.’ That seemed to be as far as he was prepared to go in the discussion. He struggled to get out of the van and woke the ­children as he did so. Mr Russell stepped forward to help them out. As they blinked the sleep from their faces, another figure got out of the van. Mrs Burnside stood staring at it, mouth agape.




‘Who are you?’ she finally asked loudly.

The most blazing pair of amber eyes stared back at her.

‘She would be their Nanny,’ said Angus, stretching his neck.

Mrs Burnside looked her up and down and then back to Angus. ‘Why is she wearing a sheet?’

Angus yawned. ‘It’s how the native population dresses in Morocco.’

‘Oh,’ she replied, giving the Nanny another once-over. Looking into the van, she noticed their luggage. ‘Are all those your cases?’ It was a lot of luggage for a visit.

‘What? Oh, yes,’ he said. Stifling another yawn, he asked, ‘What time is it?’

‘Six fifteen. The house isn’t quite up yet. Erm . . .’ She wasn’t sure what to do with them. ‘Why don’t you come with me, and I’ll fix you some breakfast?’ She ushered the group towards the door to the kitchen. 

‘Majida will settle the children in the nursery.’ He turned to the Nanny and said something Mrs Burnside didn’t recognise. The woman stared at him, and Angus pointed to the children, then to the top of the house and then snapped his fingers. The woman nodded deeply and herded the children to the door. Mrs Burnside twitched. The very notion of being snapped at offended her greatly. 

Angus turned back to Mrs Burnside. ‘Have a tray sent to my rooms. I’m aching for a bath.’ He looked at the delivery van again with some distaste. After a moment, he strode off through the kitchen, looking left and right for a way out. The kitchens were a hive of activity. Maids and footmen rushing about with trays, kitchen maids getting fires and ovens going. Mrs Burnside chased after him, trying to keep up.

‘It’s just . . . I don’t know what rooms to put you in, Your Lordship. I don’t know how all that works.’ 




Angus stared at Cook as if she’d gone mad. ‘I’ll be in my usual rooms, of course. Now, how do I get out of here?’

‘But, Your Lordship, I don’t know if your usual rooms are free.’ 

Angus turned swiftly and stared at her, thunderstruck. It hadn’t occurred to him that someone else might be occupying his old rooms. This damnable hotel idea! All he needed was a bath. And a change of clothes. And a cup of tea. Why was that so difficult a request? Frustration showed on his face. 

‘Look,’ said Mrs Burnside slowly, noticing that Angus was stewing. She gently guided him to the staffroom. ‘Why don’t you have a seat here and I’ll make some tea. The desk clerk usually gets here at a quarter to seven and he can sort rooms for you then.’ She held the door open, pleading silently for Angus to just do as he was asked.

‘You expect me to wait in the servants’ hall? For someone to give me rooms in my own home?’ Angus had swung from frustration to anger swiftly, and it wouldn’t do to have her staff see her in a shouting match with Lord Inverkillen. Mrs Burnside pedalled furiously.

‘I’m happy to bring you tea in the Armoury if you’d rather. I just thought, as you wanted a bath, you might ­prefer a more private place to wait, instead of being on show to anyone coming and going.’ She held her breath and hoped he was vain enough to take the bait.

Angus digested this, and nodded once, curtly. Mrs Burnside held the door open again and Angus passed through, looking around, disappointment etched on his face. 

‘I’ll have a tray brought into you in a moment, milord.’ Mrs Burnside walked swiftly to the kitchen and breathed a deep sigh of relief, prayed that Mr Thompson, their usual morning clerk, would be on time that morning, and went in search of Mrs MacBain. 
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There was a pause at breakfast and both Fergus and Imogen looked up. The tap at the door was so faint, neither was certain they’d heard it. After a moment, it was more pronounced. Imogen looked to the mantel clock, Fergus to the watch on his wrist. It was before eight o’clock. People rarely came to the house, but they never arrived before eight o’clock. It was borderline indecent. Imogen shrugged and went back to feeding the baby. Fergus stood and walked to the front door. 

Mrs MacBain stood on the little porch, looking apologetic. ‘I hope I didn’t wake the bairn. We had a bit of an early morning visitor, and I thought it best to come warn you.’

‘Warn me? Bella finally show up, did she?’ He stepped out of the way so Mrs MacBain could enter the little cottage – it was softly raining – and then ushered her through to the dining room. 

‘Ah, no. No. Quite the opposite, in fact. Good morning, Imogen. Sorry to burst in on you like this.’

‘Not at all, Mrs MacBain! I’m just finished with the wee lassie and it’s time to dress her. Please help yourself to tea. I’m afraid the toast’s gone cold though.’ She lifted the small child from her chair, beaming, and walked from the room, humming. 

Motherhood suits her, thought Mrs MacBain. She turned her gaze to Fergus, who was pouring her some tea. He looks tired, she thought, but happily so. 




‘Now,’ he said genially, ‘what’s the opposite of Bella invading? Oh, no . . . not Angus?’

‘Angus indeed. With the children in tow, and some sort of a servant.’ She went on to recount the story Mrs Burnside had related to her. 

‘The milk train? What on earth was he doing on that? And why is he here at all?’

‘Well, that we’re not sure about. Mrs Burnside didn’t like to pry. But I thought it was best you knew before you arrived.’

‘Yes, thank you.’ He scanned her face. ‘Something’s bothering you.’

Mrs MacBain stood and looked out the window for a moment. Turning back, she looked regretful. ‘They had a mountain of cases and trunks with them. I don’t think he’s here for a quick visit.’

‘Right,’ said Fergus slowly. He sat for some moments in silence, staring at the cold toast in the centre of the table. 

The mantel clock chimed the hour and brought Fergus out of his reverie. 

‘Well, I’d better get up there and find out what’s happened.’

‘Knowing your family, you’re going to need a plan. Or at least some options. I’ll do the staff briefing; you take some time and come up when you’re ready.’ She stood and smoothed her skirts. It was a gesture Fergus knew well and he felt a surge of affection. ‘I can see myself out.’

And then she was gone, leaving Fergus contemplating the return of his brother. 
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When Fergus finally found his brother in the dining room, Angus was attempting to eat breakfast and from what Fergus could see, it wasn’t going well. He was frowning and picking at his food with his fork.

‘I heard we had an unexpected visitor!’ Fergus said warmly as he approached his brother. He stood for a second, waiting for Angus to react.

‘Yes, sorry about that, old chap. I couldn’t face a night in Fort William and so we pushed on though.’ He indicated the chair across the table. 

Fergus sat and looked at his brother. He was tanned, and noticeably thinner than the day he left Loch Down, but he still had a cigarette case to hand and a slight look of boredom on his face. Some things never changed, apparently.

Angus motioned to the food between them. ‘Is this breakfast every morning? I shall have to speak to Cook.’ 

Fergus surveyed the table. The half-eaten remains of his full Scottish breakfast were between them: fried eggs, roast tomatoes, baked beans, haggis, black pudding, tattie scones, kippers. 

‘You didn’t get mushrooms, my apologies.’ He moved to summon a waiter, but Angus shook his head.

‘I do not need mushrooms, Fergus.’ He pointed to the plate. ‘Mushrooms cannot rescue this.’

‘What’s wrong with it?’

‘What’s right with it? All that brown on the plate and none of it fresh. It’s a grim start to the day.’ He moved some beans around with a fork. ‘And don’t even get me started on the tomatoes. These things—’ He speared a roasted tomato with a fork. ‘I didn’t know something as hard as a golf ball could also be mushy.’ He dropped the fork, leaning back in his chair, sighing. 

Fergus was annoyed. He’d hadn’t expected Angus to leap to his feet with joy, but a polite hello wouldn’t have gone amiss. ‘Then tell me, dear brother, what would you have served me if I’d turned up on your doorstep, unannounced?’

Angus glared at his brother for a long moment. ‘Firstly, we’d be on the roof terrace.’ 

Fergus rolled his eyes and stifled a sigh.

‘We’d start with mint tea and bread with apricot jam. Then fresh fruit, goat’s cheese, hmm . . . lightly fried eggs with olives, or maybe B’ssara, which is a bean soup, very delicate.’

‘Soup? For breakfast? You’re going to be hard pressed to find that in Scotland.’

‘Don’t I know it.’ Angus scowled. 

There was a dark pause. Fergus cleared his throat. ‘So, how long are you staying?’

Angus slowly lit a cigarette and then looked to his brother. ‘Not sure. Things have changed. Need to get my head around a plan of action.’

Fergus nodded slowly. ‘Will Hugh be joining you?’ 

Angus’s eyes flicked to his brother. Angus studied him carefully, and then exhaled slowly. ‘No.’ It was a curt reply followed by violent stubbing out of his cigarette.

Hugh was The Honourable Hugh Dunbar-Hamilton. Second son of their neighbour, ex-husband to Bella, and Angus’s oldest friend. They’d been at school together. Hugh was an author, quite a successful one; however, no one in the family had ever bothered to read his books. When his marriage with Bella broke up, due to his life-long affair with Angus being discovered, he convinced Angus to move to Tangiers, where they could live together in the open. All the important writers and artists of the moment lived in Tangiers, he said, and Hugh wanted to be among them. As they packed to leave, Bella took her revenge: she fled to Europe, leaving Hugh with the children.




Fergus didn’t know what to say, so he waited silently. Angus lit another cigarette and stared across the dining room. 

‘Hugh’s gone to Spain.’

Fergus was startled. ‘Spain? But there’s a war on.’

‘Yes, I know.’ Angus turned back to the table and tapped his cigarette lightly against a crystal ashtray. ‘He wants to be a journalist. Thinks no one takes him seriously because he writes novels.’

Fergus nodded as if he understood, but he wasn’t sure he did. He had questions but Angus was in a dark mood, and he’d have to be careful, or it would erupt. The brothers contemplated in lengthy silence. Fergus was just starting to wonder if perhaps he shouldn’t excuse himself and get to work when salvation arrived.

Lady Georgina burst into the room and made a beeline for the brothers. Fergus leapt to his feet and offered her a chair. She was breathless. ‘I heard you’d arrived, but I hardly dared to believe it.’ 

How does she hear? Fergus wondered. She always knew the goings-on before anyone else seemed to know. Not for the first time, he wondered if she had spies in the hotel.

Angus rolled his eyes and sighed. ‘Hello, Grandmama.’ He stood to kiss her, but she waved him off. 

‘Why weren’t we told you were coming? Does no one write anymore? Perhaps you did, and no one bothered to tell me.’ She glared at Fergus accusingly.

Angus waved his hand. ‘It was very last minute; there wasn’t time to write or send a telegram. We’ve been in transit for days.’ He yawned impolitely.

‘Why? What’s happened?’ She settled into her chair and delicately pulled off her gloves. She glanced at Fergus and noted his discomfort. ‘And where’s Hugh?’




Angus bristled and turned his head away from the family. ‘He’s gone to Spain.’

‘Spain? But there’s a war on.’ Lady Georgina looked between the brothers, confused.

‘I’m well aware of that, thank you.’ He stubbed out his cigarette only to immediately light another. 

‘I don’t understand.’ Lady Georgina leaned forward, placing her hands on the table. ‘Why on earth would Hugh go to Spain?’ 

Angus stared at the table and sighed. ‘He wants to be a war correspondent.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘A war correspondent?’ Lady ­Georgina repeated flatly. 

‘Apparently, being a celebrated author isn’t enough for him.’ 

Fergus raised his eyebrows. ‘Celebrated is a bit of a reach, isn’t it?’ 

‘Now isn’t the time, Fergus,’ chided Lady Georgina. ‘And what of the children?’

Angus drained his teacup and sighed heavily. ‘I thought it best to bring them back here.’ 

‘Yes.’ She nodded sagely. ‘Quite the right thing to do.’ 

Angus slumped forward in his chair and sighed heavily.

‘Chin up,’ said Fergus, ‘it’s not all as bad as that.’

‘Yes,’ chirped Lady Georgina, ‘the worst is past. You’re home now and the children are safely in the Nursery. You did bring Nanny, didn’t you?’

Angus sighed heavily. ‘Yes, I brought Nanny,’ he said morosely. 

Lady Georgina eyed him hawkishly. ‘What am I missing?’ she asked, steeling herself.

Angus could barely bring himself to utter the words. ‘He emptied the bank account.’




‘What?!’ Fergus and Lady Georgina shouted in unison. The dining room guests stared at them.

‘He left some ready money, which is what I used to get us here. But there wasn’t much, and the exchange rate was appalling. We had . . .’ He shifted uncomfortably. ‘We had to travel third class.’

Lady Georgina dropped her teacup. 

A waiter rushed forward to clean it up and she waved him off. 

‘How could he do such a monstrous thing?’ She was seething. ‘He left you with his children, penniless and in a foreign country? Third class. It’s . . . it’s positively Dickensian.’ 

‘That’s a bit dramatic, Grandmama.’ It was Fergus’s turn to tut. He was fascinated by his brother’s story, but something was amiss. ‘How did you end up on the milk train?’ The milk train, being the service that transported milk, the morning papers, and other sundry goods, made third class look positively luxurious, as there weren’t any seats.

‘The milk train?’ Lady Georgina gasped loudly. ‘What if someone had seen you? The Earl of Inverkillen on the milk train.’ The idea was too abhorrent, especially this early in the day. 

‘Oh, that.’ Angus shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘I was able to get us as far as Fort William and, well . . .’

‘The money ran out.’ Fergus nodded sympathetically, but Angus had never been so humiliated in his life.

‘I tried to convince the ticket agent that you’d pay the fares when we arrived, but they just wouldn’t hear of it. Not an ounce of respect for the aristocracy.’

Lady Georgina allowed herself a loud and derisive tut. 

‘And it was either sleep at the station and ring you first thing this morning or get on the milk train.’ His shoulders slumped forward, and he hid his face in his hands. 




Lady Georgina and Fergus stared at one another; she horrified, he bemused. 

‘Well, I dare say the children thought it a grand adventure,’ Fergus said brightly. ‘And well done for getting back. I think it’s jolly resourceful of you.’ He nodded encouragingly at Lady Georgina, who simply stared at her grandson sternly. 

Angus sighed miserably, not looking at either of them. ‘I think I’ll just go and lie down for a bit.’ He stood and walked slowly out of the dining room.

When he’d gone, Lady Georgina said briskly, ‘Do you know, I never liked the Dunbar-Hamiltons. One could never count on them. Just look at what Hugh’s parents did to the Estate: selling it on the sly, for a golf hotel. I’ve never seen worse ground for golf in my life.’

‘What? Where did you hear that?’ Fergus was alarmed. He’d heard various rumours as well, but Lady Georgina seemed to be privy to a vastly more detailed stream of gossip.

She waved a hand airily and sighed. ‘Now, what are we going to do, then?’

Fergus shook his head. ‘I don’t know. If he hasn’t any money, he can’t stay in the hotel for long.’ 

‘No, that’s true. Well, he can stay with me in Thistledown Cottage, but I’m afraid it simply isn’t suitable for the children.’ She shuddered a little, recalling the chaos that ensued the first time the children were allowed into the dining room. ‘Can they stay in the hotel Nursery?’

‘For now, yes, but we’ll need a longer-term solution,’ said Fergus thoughtfully. He stood up. ‘I’ll discuss it with Mrs MacBain.’ 

‘Why don’t you go help Angus gather his things? Best to move him while he’s fragile, before he has a chance to entrench. I’ll breakfast and we can go to the cottage when I’ve finished.’ Lady Georgina waved for a waiter. ‘I only hope I’m not too late for the pastries.’

[image: Decorative motif]

Mrs MacBain was passing though the Armoury, the central space of the Abbey, decorated with the arms and weapons of long-ago vanquished enemies of the clan. She was coming to see the guests from the overnight sleeper service had arrived, but all was not as she expected. A rather rotund gentleman was arguing with the Head Clerk. 	Normally unflappable, Thompson, the clerk in question, was clearly flustered. He spied Mrs MacBain and waved her over. 

As she approached, she heard the man say something about Lady Annabella. Mrs MacBain involuntarily sighed. Forcing a smile on her face, she stepped towards the desk. ‘Hello. Can I be of assistance?’ she asked.

The gentleman turned and Mrs MacBain involuntarily flinched. His waistcoat was loudly and heavily patterned. It was nearly worse than the Inverkillen tartan. He looked her up and down once, harrumphed, and turned his back, demanding to speak to the manager.

‘Allow me to introduce Mrs MacBain,’ the clerk said, again gesturing to her. ‘She is one of the hotel owners.’ 

The gentleman’s attitude changed immediately. ‘But of course. My apologies, it’s been a long and tedious trip, and we were expecting to have rooms when we arrived. May I present Mrs Fenella Blackwood,’ he gestured to an elderly woman seated on the bench, ‘and Colonel Henry ­Lamont, at your service.’ He bowed his head and then looked ­expectantly at Mrs MacBain. 




‘My apologies, Colonel, Mrs Blackwood, the reservation must be misplaced. Let me have a look. When did you make it?’ 

‘We didn’t. Lady Annabella asked us to stay. We travelled out of Shanghai together.’

Oh dear, thought Mrs MacBain, the girl isn’t even back and she’s already causing trouble. 

‘Yes,’ she said slowly, looking at the ledger. ‘Well, I dare say we’ll find you a room.’

‘Rooms,’ said the Colonel. ‘We are not together, we’ll need separate rooms.’

Mrs MacBain looked at him. There was something hard in his voice. ‘My apologies.’ She looked at the woman who was sitting patiently in a chair, and then back to the Colonel, who was thrumming his fingers on the desk. I don’t know that I’d want to share a room with him either, she thought. Returning to the ledger, she scanned for rooms. ‘We’re busy this time of year, what with Grouse Season just opening.’

‘How many rooms does this place have, eh?’ interrupted the Colonel, who didn’t bother to wait for an answer. ‘Surely there’s room. Ah, what’s that?’ He strode towards a display of battleaxes.

‘And I’ll need a second room near mine, for my nephew,’ said Mrs Blackwood. ‘He’s had to stay in London for a few days, on business. I expect he’ll be here shortly.’ A small, cold smile graced her face.

‘Adjoining?’ Mrs MacBain scanned the book. She wasn’t seeing any free adjoining rooms. 

‘No,’ came the quick reply. ‘Not adjoining, but I do require him near me. Next door, perhaps.’ Another small, more pleasant, smile from the woman. 

‘That we can certainly do.’ Mrs MacBain scanned the book for a few quiet moments. ‘Ah, I think I have just the thing for you. Three rooms together, you can choose which two would suit.’

She glanced up and started visibly; the Colonel was weighing up a broad sword in his hand. Thompson scurried over to relieve him of the weapon. 

‘What a collection! Any chance I could try some of them? I’d love to see how that crossbow handles. Is that a ­Lochaber axe? Always wanted to handle one of those.’ He looked at Thompson with schoolboy eagerness. He was clearly going to be a handful. She wondered if he was planning a lengthy stay and hoped not.

‘Colonel, I can put you in the Scott Rooms. It’s very pleasant and overlooks the croquet lawn.’

He dropped the lance he was holding, nearly taking off Thompson’s foot, and strode towards the desk again. ‘Scott. Like the sound of that. Admiral Scott. Great man.’

‘Ah no, the room is dedicated to Sir Walter Scott, the poet.’

‘Poet?’ The Colonel grimaced. ‘He was a bit namby-pamby, wasn’t he? All that romance and atmosphere. ­Haven’t you something a bit more fitting for a military man?’

Mrs MacBain surreptitiously eyed the Colonel’s strained waistcoat. ‘I’m afraid all our war-themed rooms are occupied, Colonel. But the room is only named after Sir Walter. I think you’ll be quite comfortable there.’ She smiled back up at him. 

The Colonel harrumphed a bit and seemed to settle. ‘Fine.’ He grabbed the pen to sign the register and when finished, put the pen in his jacket and glanced around the Armoury. ‘When’s the next train from London? I expect Lady Annabella will be on that. Shame we got separated. Well, she’ll be all right, I dare say. Once you’re in Paris, it’s safe for a lady to journey alone.’ He turned to leave. 




‘Alone?’ Mrs MacBain asked sharply. ‘Isn’t her husband with her?’

‘Lord Martin? No. Stayed behind to close the Consulate. Burn the classified documents, that sort of thing. Joining us as soon as it’s finished, I gather.’ He noted Mrs MacBain’s look of concern. ‘Standard protocol. Nothing to worry about. I’d have stayed myself, but he insisted I accompany the civilians, for safety.’ Mrs MacBain obviously didn’t look impressed enough, so he continued. ‘Several of the stopovers are quite rough, no place for ladies.’ 

‘Right,’ was all Mrs MacBain said, once again eyeing up the Colonel’s rather rotund figure. Well, she thought, ­perhaps he’s good with a pistol.

‘Now, what time are cocktails round here?’ He strode off towards the coats room without waiting for a reply. Mrs MacBain, entirely nonplussed, motioned to a porter to deal with the Colonel’s suitcase, as Thompson escorted him to the bar.

‘Why don’t I show you to your rooms now, Mrs Blackwood?’ 

Mrs Blackwood stood, and Mrs MacBain was taken aback. The woman was tiny, barely five feet, but she was beautifully dressed in a pale green travelling suit, with birds intricately embroidered in vivid colours. She leaned on a wooden cane with a carved green flower at the top. Mrs MacBain had never seen anything like it. The old woman noticed Mrs MacBain noticing it.

‘Jade,’ she said, holding the cane up for a closer inspection. ‘It was wedding gift from my late husband.’ 

Mrs MacBain must have raised her eyebrows because Mrs Blackwood continued, ‘Unusual, yes, but Shanghai was quite dangerous in those days, especially for a young Western woman, and he wanted me to feel I had a bit of protection as I went about my day.’




Mrs MacBain smiled but secretly wondered how effective the cane would have been, given Mrs Blackwood’s petite stature. ‘Well, it’s beautiful. Your luggage, then?’

Mrs Blackwood indicated the two trunks at her feet. One was positively enormous, larger than Mrs Blackwood, in fact. Mrs MacBain waved for the porters, two of whom stacked the trunks then plucked them from the floor as if they weighed nothing. She caught a faint whiff of perfume as they passed by. It was at once musty and floral. She wondered briefly if that was what Shanghai smelled like. 

‘Will you be all right on the stairs?’ asked Mrs MacBain, wondering where they could put her if she wasn’t able to get to the second floor easily. 

‘Take no notice of this. Stairs I can manage. My house in Shanghai was five storeys and I managed them quite well.’ She set off briskly.

‘Well, if you’re sure.’ She nodded at the porters. ‘You left Shanghai with Lady Annabella then?’

‘Yes. I was lucky to get on the aeroplane. Sadly, I could only get two seats, so my maid had to stay in Shanghai. ’Twas a pity. It took so long to train the girl and she was quite efficient.’

‘How long is the trip?’ asked Mrs MacBain. She’d never left Loch Down, let alone Scotland. 

‘About twelve days. It’s a rather tiresome trip, which involves ten overnight stops. They put everyone in the same hotel, so one does rather get to know one’s travelling companions, good or bad.’

‘I’d say,’ murmured Mrs MacBain. She was trying to place her accent. It was quite unusual and not entirely ­English. But perhaps that’s just what happened when one lived away from home for years. They reached the top of the stairs and to her credit, Mrs Blackwood had no trouble keeping up. ‘It’s just down this corridor.’ They turned left and in two minutes were standing in front of a door marked Mackintosh.

‘Here we are. I’ve put you in this room; it overlooks the grounds and gets morning light. Your nephew can take the room next door or across the hall.’

‘Across the hall would be fine. Thank you.’ She smiled sweetly again, and Mrs MacBain had a fleeting thought that her smile was more of a weapon than a welcome. 

She opened the door with the key and held it open for Mrs Blackwood. 

‘Oh
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