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It was a long ride home from a fantastically boring ball and the morning’s journey was made worse by the whisky from the night before. Lady Annabella Dunbar-Hamilton, daughter of the Earl and Countess of Inverkillen wondered, not for the first time, why they bothered to go. The McIntyre Spring Ball was a family tradition, yes, but she and her brothers were married. Well, her youngest brother was finally engaged, and the wedding was in a mere five weeks. 

Why they had been compelled to bring the children to the ball was another mystery. It was difficult to enjoy herself with the little ones running wild. Not that Nanny didn’t have a firm grip on them normally, but after catching them hiding under the midnight-breakfast tables stealing sausages, she suspected that Nanny had rather helped herself to the overflowing whisky. She had no proof, of course, but that didn’t bother her; it was widely accepted by her set that staff helped themselves when the family was not watching closely. Should she discuss it with them? She needed a bath before tea was served and would decide then. When will we be home? Travelling was so tiring.

At long last, they arrived, and Bella, as she was called, looked up impassively at the house she had lived in her whole life. The Abbey lay on the shores of Loch Down and had been home to the Ogilvy-Sinclair Clan for six centuries. The staff were standing in line in the entrance forecourt to greet them.

Bella wafted past and spoke vaguely to the line of housemaids, not focusing on any particular one. ‘Nanny’s not feeling well. Please see the children to the Nursery for her and then unpack my trunks.’ Then, spotting the head housekeeper, she said, ‘Ah, Mrs MacBain, I think the hem of my ballgown needs tending to. Strip the Willow got a bit out of hand – you know what Lord Neasden can be like. I heard a distinct tear. Hopefully nothing serious; it’s only just come from Edinburgh.’

The housemaids curtsied and waited for the rest of the family to drift through the large stone archway and into the house before they dared to move. 

The family never looked at the staff directly. It didn’t do to be too personal with the household staff. Those that attended to them directly, who helped them dress and so forth, were called by their names. But the rest were simply interchangeable pieces in the house. Like chess. Maisie, Daisy, something … Lazy? Bella could never quite remember. She was the daughter of an Earl; she didn’t need to remember.

Bella walked into the Armoury, which was the central space of the house. Built in the early 1500s, it was a long, double-height room lined with an impressive display of ancient family armour and weaponry. She proceeded up the oak staircase – left one for the family, right one for the guests – to the first floor and passed over a carved timber walkway, which proudly displayed the Inverkillen coat of arms surrounded by the broadswords and axes of their conquered enemies. While the collection was sought after by many museums, it was the ceiling of the armoury that people coveted most. The Abbey was one of the only houses in Scotland to have a barrel vault roof with hunting scenes painted on it. It was rumoured to have been done by Holbein himself when Henry VIII mentioned he wanted this as a hunting lodge one season. He never travelled to Scotland, of course, given the enmity between the two countries, but the 7th Earl of Inverkillen was an idiot and nearly bankrupted himself readying the house for the royal visit that never came. Luckily, the 8th Earl was quickly wed to a minor Danish princess with questionable paternity and an overly generous dowry. The 7th Countess had arranged it. The women were often the heroes in the family, but it was the men who had their portraits on the walls. 

Not that Bella had ever looked at the portraits. She had grown up surrounded by them and they were simply a blur on the way from one room to the next. The art, the tapestries, the objects, all collected over the centuries … what was there to see? Everyone lived this way, didn’t they? Everyone she knew did. 

Bella turned back as she reached the arched entrance to the hallway. She could see a housemaid and two footmen herding the children towards the back of the house, the little voices ricocheting through the Armoury, piercing her already sore head. They could be such loud creatures. She couldn’t wait to sink into her bath. 

As she turned down the dark panelled hallway towards her rooms, Bella nodded at her mother’s lady’s maid, who bobbed a quick curtsey. Maxwell never travelled with the family to the ball, a decision neither Bella nor Maxwell understood. Not that Maxwell minded. She was happy for a night off and a bit of a lie-in the following morning. She waited for Lady Bella to pass her and then scurried towards the servants’ stairs. She had been hoping to use the main staircase but now that the family was entering the Armoury, there was no chance of that. She ducked behind the green baize door and wound her way down to the main floor. Appearing from behind a hidden door, she paused to let Lord Inverkillen and his sons walk past. Lord Inverkillen doesn’t look particularly happy, she thought. 

‘Angus, Fergus, come with me.’ It was a barked order more than a request. He strode off towards the Map Room, without looking to see that either son had heard him. The brothers exchanged an uncertain look and followed after him, Angus sighing loudly. Maxwell fleetingly wondered what had happened at the ball, and then hurried through the Armoury. She slipped out of the front door and took her place beside Mrs MacBain. Together they watched as Lady Eva, Fergus’s fiancée, was handed out of a car. There was far too much ceremony in it, in her opinion; the footmen were overly enamoured with the girl and she milked it every chance she had. She had arrived from London some days ago and had spent that time largely alienating the household. They were used to difficult guests, difficult family even, but Lady Eva seemed to believe that it was she who would become the Countess when they married, and she was issuing orders left and right. The maids were exhausted. Maxwell thought of the staff Eva had left back in London; their lives must be much quieter now. A surreptitious smile crept on to her face.

The thrill of driving up to a full complement of staff was something Eva felt sure she’d never tire of seeing. But she did wonder if she was doing the right thing in marrying Fergus. Rather unfortunately, Fergus was the younger of Lord Inverkillen’s two sons. The spare, not the heir, as Eva’s father had pointed out when Fergus had asked for her hand. And only the best would do for his only child. But Lord Zander-Bitterling was a pragmatist, above all else. His companies supplied seafood to the Palace and other smart businesses in London. When it was explained to him, over dinner at White’s, that it was Fergus who oversaw the family’s salmon fishing enterprise, Lord Bitterling thawed, sensing a hefty family discount could be brokered for the famed salmon. 

Eva had been swiftly dispatched to Scotland, where she was installed in what she felt were rather cramped rooms, on the second floor, to supervise the wedding planning. The cream of London society would be coming to Scotland for the wedding. It would be in all the papers, and Tatler if she could get it, so she was not going to leave the planning to a provincial household staff, most of whom had never been farther than the village. Having been in residence for some days now, she could see she had been right to come early. Tartan at a wedding? Honestly. Yes, it was Scotland and yes, it was tradition, but even their dress tartan was horrific. No, it was good she had come early. ‘Mrs MacBain, could we please meet in the Morning Room to review the preliminary guest list? I’m quite concerned we have it finalised by Thursday, so we have time for the engraved invitations to be made. I’ll just take off my hat and freshen up a bit.’ She walked on without waiting for a reply.

Mrs MacBain froze, stunned, for a moment, then recovered, nodded her head, and replied, ‘As you wish milady.’ She turned to see the thirty or forty suitcases and trunks being driven into the delivery yard, the family dogs, Grantham and Belgravia, barking and jumping as they trundled by. Since there is nothing else for me to be doing just now, she thought. 

Maxwell shot Mrs MacBain a sympathetic look and said quietly, ‘Four days here and she thinks she owns the place.’

‘Well, that’s the English for you,’ replied Mrs MacBain. She headed for the front door, saying to the housemaids, ‘You’ll have to look after the luggage for me. I’ll join you as soon as I can. Just be sure the footmen bring it all inside at once. No smoking breaks. The dogs are out, and I’ll not have a repeat of last year!’ It had taken them weeks to remove the smell of urine from His Lordship’s favourite travelling trunk.

Mrs MacBain reached the Morning Room first and as she closed the doors behind her, the noise of the Armoury faded. Out of habit, she glanced around the room to see all was in order, then smoothed her dress and looked out the window as she waited for Lady Eva. She had always hated this room. The carpet had been woven in the family tartan, colours that always gave her a headache. It had taken her several years to convince Lady Inverkillen to meet in her private sitting room to review the weekly arrangements. She would have to mount a similar campaign with Lady Eva, but had the unpleasant feeling that it might be tougher to convince her. She made a mental note to find another room as a study for the girl. Maybe the Wedgewood Room would do. 

Alice MacBain was well aware that she was a supremely competent woman. If she had been born a man, she would have been a head butler, she often felt. But as a woman, she’d had to enter service as a housemaid. She had worked her way up to Head Housekeeper quickly and had been running the Abbey for nearly fifteen years. She was the youngest head housekeeper anyone knew, and it was always remarked upon with a bit of awe. There was nothing in the household she did not know about and she ran it like an Admiral of the Fleet. 

Moving from the window, she glanced at the mantle clock. It had been ten minutes already. She needed to get tea ready and check the linen cupboard for towels. Now that the entire family was back in residence, they were going through them at an alarming pace. Fifteen minutes now. Where was she? It was going to be a long afternoon. 

Mrs MacBain opened the door and looked out to the Armoury. The noise hadn’t quite settled yet. Coats were being removed; orders given to housemaids. On the guest staircase, she spotted the Major. She’d have to remember to tell the maids to keep an eye out. He liked to rummage when he visited, and things always went missing. She still couldn’t find the Regency silver egg cups from last year.

Major Cecil Ogilvy-Sinclair was looking forward to a hot bath. He sighed wistfully, thinking of his copper tub at home, in Stronach Castle. But here, in his ancestral home, he was relegated to the guest floor and a shoddy bath he barely fitted into. Buck up, he told himself, it’s only temporary. An old bitterness filled Cecil. He would have made a much better Lord, in his humble opinion, than his older brother, Hamish. As he made his way up the stairs, he thought back over their childhood. Hamish had always run around the grounds with no shoes and torn clothing, befriending the servants – positively feral, Cecil thought disdainfully. Cecil, in contrast, had been a model gentleman, devoted to the family and the finer things in life. It was he who learned about art, books and culture; all the things that mattered. He mastered piano by the age of twelve. He had an encyclopaedic knowledge of French wines. And he could recite most of Byron’s poems by heart when he was fourteen. He was clearly more suitable to be a Lord, not his dirty, ragged brother who wouldn’t know a Manet from a Mozart. In the end, his father had packed Cecil off to the military, getting an old regimental buddy to agree to take his son on. He had worked only hard enough to rise to major, hoping that the income would help supplement his monthly allowance. His father could be so miserly. When his tastes quickly outstripped that, he had turned to his only other talent: cards. 

It was at the cards table he had made his fortune. Not winning – he was an appalling player – but in who he lost to. It was in Lord Elsmere’s games room that he was introduced to the Marchioness of Drysdale, only child of the late Marquess of Bertach. She was slightly older than he, a bit plump and quite plain, but elegantly dressed and far richer than his father. Cecil lost more to her than he could afford, but made up for it with a whirlwind courtship that was the talk of London. She financed it, of course. They married three months later in sumptuous fashion at Stronach Castle, her Estate in Scotland. They lived in her London house on Regent’s Park during the season, summered at her French Estate in Bordeaux, and had various little houses around Europe in all the places that mattered. But he had returned to Loch Down each spring for the ball.

Just before he reached his room, he heard his name being called behind him. He turned to find a footman panting at the top of the stairs. ‘Excuse me, sir, but the Dowager Countess would like to speak with you.’ 

‘What, now?’ Cecil sputtered, irritated. The last thing he needed was a chat with his mother. He sighed heavily, his hand on the oak balustrade. Slowly, he retraced his steps and descended the staircase, much to the relief of the footman, who had no wish to inform the Dowager her request had been denied. 

As Cecil walked through the front door, he saw his mother’s car waiting, the door opened for him. ‘Mother,’ he said wearily as he entered the car, ‘why do you insist on being driven home? It is a two-minute walk between the front doors.’ Drummond House was indeed very near to the Abbey, standing on the opposite side of the circular drive. Angus had once served a tennis ball from the Abbey into the front door of his Grandmama’s home. She hadn’t been pleased; he had broken a vase of flowers. Just as unfit to be a Lord as his father, Cecil thought. There really was no justice in the world.

‘A lady simply does not walk home, especially when she’s already seated in the car. Thank you, Lockridge.’ She allowed the chauffer to hand her out of the car, as Cecil exited the other side. 

The dower house was a beautiful ivy-covered manor that had been built in the late 1840s after a fire ravaged the Abbey. At the time, fingers of blame had been pointed at many, but in the end, it landed with the servants, in spite of the fact the fire had been started in the 13th Earl’s bedroom. There had been no discussion of why his freshly dismissed mistress had been there at the time.

Given the size of the Inverkillen family in those days – they were a fertile bunch – the entire first and second floors of Drummond House had been given over to the family bedrooms but only His Lordship had a dressing room and sitting room. That had caused quite a row amongst the family, which ended with a rather valuable vase through the window of the Drawing Room. Shrubs had subsequently been planted at the base of each window. 

The ground floor housed only four rooms: a Drawing Room, a Morning Room, a Dining Room, and a Library. It had been cramped, but they had managed. After the family had moved back into the Abbey, Drummond House was given to the dowager countesses and used to house the lesser guests, which never sat well with Lady Georgina. She hated being relegated to hosting second-tier guests, but thankfully, the Olgivy-Sinclairs rarely entertained. 

As mother and son settled into the Drawing Room, she instructed tea to be brought for them. ‘I’m simply parched after that long drive. Why do we insist on going? It’s so far to travel for one night. And they are such frightful hosts. Honestly, who doesn’t serve a cheese course at dinner?’ 

Cecil shrugged and lit a cigarette, playing with a crystal match striker on the fireplace mantel. Quite a pretty thing. He wondered if it was particularly valuable.

‘Now, what did you find out from the solicitor?’ she asked, peering intently at her son. She had an unnerving way of staring at people when she spoke. 

Cecil grimaced and said in a rather defeated tone, ‘There is no way around it, I’m afraid. It’s iron clad and that rake in London is the rightful heir!’ 

Lady Georgina was shocked. ‘You mean there is nothing he can do? Nothing at all? No hidden codicil or … I don’t know. It happens all the time in Dickens. There must be something.’ 

Cecil’s wife, the Marchioness, had died suddenly that very winter, and while exceedingly wealthy, she had lived only on an allowance from the family fortune. The principal was tied up with the land and property in a family trust. And since she and Cecil hadn’t any children, the Estate, the title, and more importantly, the money, all reverted to a distant male relative in London upon the Marchioness’s death. It had come as quite a shock to Cecil when her will was read. 

‘So, you mean to say,’ Lady Georgina went on, ‘that she left you with nothing but the castle in Orkney and a small lump sum? I’ve never heard of anything so mean-spirited. Imagine if your father had taken care of me that way …’ She tutted for a bit. Lady Georgina was fond of tutting. ‘Poor Cecil. What will you do?’

Cecil didn’t know. The small lump sum was nearly gone and the castle in Orkney was a ruin, if memory served, with only a few finished rooms. Restoring it had been a pet project for the Marchioness’s father, but he had died from Spanish influenza in 1919 before it was completed. Cecil had once suggested to his wife that they finish the restoration and use it as a fishing cottage, but the Marchioness had batted the idea away – how could they possibly use it? It only had five bedrooms – so no more work was done to it. How Cecil was supposed to live there, and with so little money, he knew not. In the days after the will was read, he had convinced himself that it was some sort of joke, or mistake. There had to be something else for him. He had engaged the family solicitor, Andrew Lawlis, to check into it for him, but that had come to nothing but legal fees.

‘There isn’t a thing more for me from that woman,’ Cecil confirmed. ‘I have a ruin in Orkney and some stranger is now lawfully living in my houses.’ 

‘Do we know who he is? Who his people are? Perhaps we can speak with them,’ Lady Georgina prodded, never one to give up where family pride was at stake. 

‘Lawlis says it’s a great-great-grand-nephew or something. I can’t find him in Debrett’s. I believe he’s a librarian; it had to do with books, I seem to remember. My lord, he has a job. What does that tell you?’ 

Lady Georgina shook her head in sympathy. It was a distasteful thought, being displaced by a tradesman. 

Cecil traced the outline of the marble fireplace with his finger, staring at his signet ring. ‘And he is now in possession of my fortune. I earned that fortune, Mummy! I should at least have the house in France. It’s tiny, really.’ 

Lady Georgina recalled the house. She’d been forced to visit one summer shortly after Cecil and his bride returned from honeymoon. Yes, it was tiny, by the Marchioness’s standards: only fourteen bedrooms, the dining room seated a crowded eighteen and the grounds were mostly given over to a rather steep cliff down to a beach. A private beach, but still, all that sand and untidy seaweed … ‘No, it’s not really a crown jewel, is it? Perhaps Hamish can help? You’re brothers, after all. Oh, I’ll never understand why your father left you out of the will.’

Cecil glanced uncomfortably at his mother. Lady Georgina was unaware of her son’s gambling problem, something neither the Marchioness nor Lord Inverkillen, past and present, had missed, and he had always been kept on a tight leash by them. Cecil appealed to Hamish for help, shortly after his wife’s will had been read: property, money, anything. Hamish offered to cover the legal costs of the investigation but no more. They had quarrelled for months about it and Cecil had come to make peace in a last-ditch effort for a handout. And to be sure Hamish paid Lawlis’s final invoice. Lord, what that man charged! Cecil had been living on the generosity of friends, travelling between their houses, but without the Marchioness by his side, he was tiresome company. And when word leaked out that he had been left with no fortune, no land, and no house, those doors stopped opening. So he had come home to the Abbey. He pushed aside all these horrid thoughts.

‘That’s why I’m here,’ he said.

‘I thought as much. What did he say?’

‘That he’s paid for Lawlis and that’s as far as he’ll go. “Not another sou,” he said. He can be so cruel!’ Cecil flopped down violently on the sofa, scaring the dog. ‘At least I’m still in his will.’

‘Yes, but that doesn’t help you now, does it?’

‘No,’ he replied grimly, staring at Loch Down Abbey across the lawn. ‘It doesn’t help me now at all.’ 

Back in the Abbey, Fergus was stepping into the Map Room behind his father and brother. 

‘Close the door.’ 

That, Fergus thought, was not a good sign.

For months, the men had been locked in an argument about the future of the Estate. The family distillery was losing money rapidly. Angus, heir to the Earldom, oversaw the Distillery and he wasn’t much for business, but what concerned Fergus most was the fact that it was terrible whisky. Fergus wanted to make changes, bring in a new distiller, but his father and his brother were dead set against it, and Fergus was growing less and less optimistic. It seemed that if there was one thing the Earl hated more than change, it was being told to change – and even more so when the command was coming from his own children. 

Lord Inverkillen opened a book on the desk and flicked a few pages. ‘It’s been a long journey today and I’m tired, but we need to discuss the Distillery.’ 

Fergus had worked hard on a strategy to return the Distillery and the Estate to profitability. He’d given it to both his father and his brother several days before the ball, hoping against hope that at least his father would read it. He took a deep breath and said a quiet prayer.

‘Did you read my proposal?’ he asked, hoping he didn’t sound eager.

Angus sat down roughly in a chair and started to light a cigarette. He shook his head and grimaced. Domestic. I have to raid Philippe’s stash today. That was the good thing about having a French uncle: he never left France without several suitcases of Gauloises. ‘No, Fergus. I have things to do with my time.’

Fergus snorted. ‘Like what? Hiding in the Tennis Pavilion with Hugh?’

The Honourable Hugh Dunbar-Hamilton was the second son of a favourite neighbour and married to Bella, their sister. Hugh and Angus had been in the same house at school, and the two were inseparable. When Hugh’s parents had announced he was to marry a girl from Yorkshire – some wool heiress or other – a plan was hatched between the two men to have Hugh marry Bella instead. While Hugh had never spent much time in Bella’s company, he had been overjoyed when she accepted his proposal. He’d read the Brontë sisters; he had no desire to spend time on the windswept moors. 

‘Your plan is seventy-five pages long, Fergus! Who has time for that?’ Angus picked a bit of tobacco from his lips and flicked it into the air. Why did English cigarettes have to taste so bad?

‘What exactly do you do all day that you can’t find the time to help save the family from bankruptcy?’ asked Fergus. Angus was never in the Distillery if he could avoid it. MacTavish, the distiller, ran things with an alarming autonomy. 

‘Enough.’ Hamish said it quietly, but Fergus and Angus instantly stopped squabbling. The Earl was a man of few words but those he did use could be vicious instruments if he chose. 

Hamish sighed. The truth of the matter was that he knew Plaid Whisky was not doing as well as they had hoped that quarter. In fact, it had not done as well as he had hoped in any quarter and he knew it was the salmon sales – Fergus’s part of the business – that was holding up the family. Hamish hated the idea of sending his salmon to others, but he allowed it, because new roofs were expensive. But what Fergus was proposing was reprehensible.

Fergus wanted, among other ideas, to use Drummond House as a lodge, taking paying guests for stalking or fishing. Only the right sort of people, naturally, but people who would pay handsomely for a day of sport on the Estate followed by a dinner and whisky tasting that evening. Hosting shooting weekends was nothing new to the family, although it had been some time since they had done so. But now, it needed to be a commercial venture, or they would slip into bankruptcy. Hamish hated the entire idea of it. Honestly, what was the point of belonging to the aristocracy if one had to work for a living? 

But Hamish knew the Estate was costly. His own father had struggled to keep the ship afloat. Wages had skyrocketed after the war, even in the Highlands. It was harder and harder to find staff to work for the pay they offered. Hamish and Lady Georgina knew only too well what it cost to keep up the standards of Loch Down. Something had to be done, he agreed, but to allow strangers on to his Estate, and then to expect His Lordship to be trotted out for entertainment? No, thank you. There were other, more traditional ways to fund the Estate. 

And this is where they had circled for months. Modernisation on one side, tradition on the other. But today, Hamish was determined to settle the matter once and for all.

‘I suppose you still feel replacing MacTavish is the right thing to do?’ Hamish still did not turn to face his sons.

‘He’s been the Master Distiller here for nearly fifty years,’ cried Angus, who had been fighting Fergus on this point for some months. Not that he cared; he just didn’t want Fergus to be right. Fergus was often right, and that irritated Angus.

Fergus tutted. ‘He’s not a master distiller, Angus. He’s an old codger who knows how to make whisky. We’re in the Highlands, for god’s sake; everyone knows how to make whisky. Some of them even make good whisky.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ snapped Angus. He had moved to the sofa and was petting the family dogs, who were nestling down for their afternoon nap. It was their favourite place to sleep.

‘It’s terrible whisky and you both know it,’ Fergus said loudly. Both his father and his brother glared at him. ‘Do either of you drink it?’

Hamish considered his son. The boy had a point. The whisky decanter he was holding was filled with another’s blend. He’d never been able to put duty above his favourite whisky, but it only bothered him when Fergus brought it up, which he did frequently these days.

‘And what would you have me do?’ asked Hamish quietly. ‘Throw open the doors to the Estate for any paying monkey?’ Fergus could hear his anger mounting and braced himself for it. ‘My god, they could be anyone. Can you see your Grandmama sitting at table with, with … Italians? Or, god forbid, Americans?’

Fergus shook his head. ‘No. That is not how it works. Grandmama is not involved. If you’d read it—’

‘I have!’ He hadn’t. Not really. He’d stopped when Fergus proposed moving Lady Georgina back into the Abbey. Hamish had no desire to share a roof with that woman again. He loved his mother, but there were limits. ‘Well, it doesn’t matter any longer. It’s out of our hands.’

‘What?’ Fergus felt slightly unsteady but wasn’t sure why. He looked to Angus, who looked equally confused.

‘The Distillery has been sold.’ Hamish turned his back and was silent. 

Angus gasped. Would he be expected to take over the salmon now that he would no longer be managing the whisky? That looked like a lot more work than the Distillery. He rounded on Fergus – this had to be his doing.

But Fergus was looking just as stunned as he felt. ‘What? To whom? When did this happen?’ he blustered. Angus was satisfied with the confusion, and took a long drag on his cigarette. Yes, I definitely need to raid Phillipe’s stash after this, he thought. 

Hamish shrugged slightly, his back still to his sons. ‘Lawlis handled it.’ He took a sip of whisky and moved to stare out the window.

Fergus couldn’t take it in. He knew that Lawlis had been pushing Hamish to sell the Distillery for several months, but he hadn’t realised his father was considering it seriously. Without the Distillery, his proposal fell apart completely.

But as he took in the set of his father’s shoulders, he realised it was no use questioning him any further. When Hamish was finished, he was finished. Fergus stood and looked at his brother for a moment. Angus merely shrugged. Fergus walked swiftly to the door and tried not to slam it on his way out. He was so upset he didn’t see Iris standing in the hallway. He barrelled into her and then apologised brusquely and carried on. What is that girl doing in the hallway? 

‘That girl’ was rubbing her shoulder as she retrieved the book she’d dropped. Why does everyone keep running into me? I’m hardly invisible. Straightening her skirt, she went back to looking at the painting on the wall. 

Iris Wynford was the family ward, and invisible was exactly what she was to the family. Lady Georgina had brought her to live at the Abbey twelve years ago. No one knew why – Lady Georgina didn’t like to be questioned – and they accepted her, mostly, but not warmly. While she took her meals with them, her bedroom was on the guest floor, clearly marking her as ‘not family’. Not that she minded; she had the entire floor to herself. And she preferred it to the orphanage. Here, at least, she could spend her days curled up studying art and history in the Reading Room. It was there had she found The Inventory, which she’d just dropped. 

Hamish’s great-grandfather had been the last collector in the family and had commissioned a book of all the artworks in the Abbey. There was a sketch of the object accompanied by a history of the work, the artist, and sometimes a bit about how the piece came into the family. It fascinated her, and she tried to study one piece a week, which is why she’d been in the hallway when Fergus nearly knocked her over.

She had been looking for months for this particular painting, a portrait of the 10th Countess of Inverkillen, which had been done sometime in the 1600s. She was the only countess to have been painted, but no one could remember why. Iris was shining a torch on the painting, comparing it to the book. None of the artworks had been restored in decades from what Iris could see, and she often needed a torch to view them properly. This one, however, looked nothing like the sketch in the book. She was puzzling over the pattern of Lady Morag’s dress when Fergus bumped into her. The tartans didn’t match. Lady Morag’s is almost tasteful, she thought. It could never be said that Inverkillen tartan was tasteful. Had the family changed it sometime in their history? Or had the tartan been repainted? It was very curious.

The grandfather clock struck four and Iris hurried to the Library for tea. As she entered the room, something felt different. They were all silent. The Ogilvy-Sinclairs were rarely silent. She walked quietly to the tea tray, helped herself and then settled into a chair on the far side of the room, wondering what had happened. 

‘I told you Nanny wasn’t drunk,’ Angus taunted his sister, looking strangely jubilant.

‘Now is not the time, Angus,’ Elspeth scolded her nephew.

Lady Georgina swept into the room. ‘I’ve just heard the news,’ she breathed, perching herself on a chair. She waved away a cup of tea, peering intently at her daughter-in-law. ‘Is this true, Victoria? Nanny’s dead?’

Iris gasped. No wonder the room was quiet.

‘Yes, I’m afraid so.’ Lady Inverkillen was so quiet they all leaned forward to hear her. ‘The doctor is with her now.’

‘But how on earth did it happen?’ the dowager asked. ‘I thought she just had too much whisky at the ball. Is this anything to do with the rumours of illness that I’ve heard around the village?’

‘The rumours are just that: rumours,’ an unfamiliar voice said from the doorway, making them all jump. It was the doctor. ‘Bored women with nothing else to occupy their minds.’ He fidgeted with his medical bag. It irritated him greatly to have his opinion undermined by gossips in the village. ‘There have been some illnesses, yes, but nothing to suggest this is anything out of the ordinary. And Nanny was old. It was simply her time.’ 

‘She wasn’t old,’ snapped Bella. ‘Was she?’ Suddenly uncertain, she looked round at the others. Angus shrugged and turned to light his cigarette. No one really knew how old Nanny was.

‘Nearing seventy-eight,’ said the doctor. ‘I think that counts as old. I’ll look in on Archie tomorrow afternoon but ring me if anything changes.’ 

They all looked at him blankly. ‘Archie?’ 

‘Your footman.’ Nothing registered on their faces. ‘Bit of a cough, slight fever. Nothing serious, I should think. Until tomorrow, then.’ He left swiftly, before they could think of anything to ask. 

‘I’d had no idea Nanny was that old,’ murmured Elspeth, moving to sit on the sofa.

‘And just who is going to look after the children until we find a new nanny?’ Bella asked sharply. ‘I’m certainly not watching them! I have things to do.’

Bella hated children. Sticky, germy, nonsensical things. And she resented them for the havoc they had wreaked on her body. While she still had an enviable figure, the compliment was always accompanied by ‘after three children’ or ‘for your age’. Barbs and stings where once it had been admiration and envy. She dearly missed admiration and envy.

While she could never have been described as beautiful, she was by no means unfortunate looking. Bella alone had inherited the pale blond hair and cornflower blue eyes of her Danish ancestors, which made her the envy of every girl in the county. But she was also the daughter of a wealthy father, so when she had come of age, invitations had poured in for her: balls, shooting parties, dinners. Not that she went to any, but still, it’s always nice to be asked. But after the war, many of those boys never came back, and when she turned twenty-one, her parents had been desperate to marry her off. A spinster they would not have.

Thus, the marriage between Hugh and Bella had been accepted. 

They had quickly produced three children, and then Hugh moved into his dressing room. Bella went about her business, although no one was sure what that was. Hugh turned his hand to writing and spent most of his time in the Tennis Pavilion, which he used as a study. Nanny took charge of the children, and they had all gone on happily like this for some years. But with Nanny gone, someone needed to watch them. And now with the French cousins visiting, it really was a substantial job.

The room turned and pointedly stared at Iris.

‘Oh! Um, I’m happy to do it,’ Iris stammered, blushing as she found herself the object of their hard, entitled scrutiny. ‘I don’t know how strong my French is, though,’ she said, glancing at Elspeth, ‘so it might—’

‘That’s settled, then.’ Lady Georgina cut her off. ‘I’ll ring and place an advertisement straight away. With luck, it will be in the morning papers. Now, I must return home, I have letters to write. So many invitations to refuse.’

With tea finished, Elspeth was in the Boot Room, selecting a walking stick for her evening outing. As she chose her old favourite, she heard shouting in the service yard. Leaning out the door to investigate, she saw Hamish. He was holding his fishing gear but had a thunderous look on his face. A moment later, Fergus came into view, chasing after his father. Fergus was doing most of the shouting – Hamish rarely raised his voice – but then, Hamish turned on his son and was in his face two steps later, shouting as Elspeth had never heard her brother do before. 

Not wishing to intrude, Elspeth shut the door quietly and made her way to the kitchens. Guess I’ll have to use the servants’ door tonight, she thought. Glancing into the yard on her right as she slipped out the door and across the drive, she could just see Fergus, still shouting at his father. What on earth can that be about? she wondered. She pushed it out of her mind; she had other things to think about.

Minutes later, she was walking away from the house and into the woods. Swiftly and quietly, she made her way to the bothy. She had been coming to the hidden cottage since she was girl. It was buried in a thick dark wood past the fishing spot, just at the base of the crag on a border of their Estate. Who had built it, she could not say; it wasn’t on any map of the Estate, but it was dry and comfortable and, crucially, very difficult to find. She doubted anyone else knew it existed. She had certainly not, until Ross had showed it to her all those years ago.

Ross MacBain was the love of her life. He was a third-generation gamekeeper on the Estate and had grown up with her brother, learning to shoot and stalk, and to sneak whisky from the Distillery. Elspeth had been a late-in-life surprise for her parents, and Hamish, then eleven, absolutely doted on his baby sister. When Elspeth turned five, she started tagging along after the much older boys on their outings, begging to learn how to shoot and stalk. She excelled quickly at everything sporting they taught her, but fishing was her true genius. She somehow always knew where they were rising, and they never went hungry when she was with them. 

It wasn’t until Elspeth returned from Paris during her year out that things changed for Ross. Elspeth was no longer a little girl, stealing away from Nanny. In her smart gowns, speaking perfect French, Ross could no longer see the bratty little thing he taught to stalk a deer. She was a woman, and he was smitten. 

When the romance blossomed between them, they were shrewd enough to keep secret. It was one thing for them to grow up together, but Ross was not gentry and marriage between the two would never have been accepted. Elspeth had managed to stave off being married until she was twenty-seven, which was quite a considerable feat. Her parents eventually grew tired of waiting, though, and one evening, at dinner, announced her engagement to Philippe, Marquis de Clairvaux, resident in Champagne. Stricken, Ross and Elspeth had stolen away to the bothy and exchanged vows. Ross had declared he would never marry, and he hadn’t; Elspeth had declared she would never love another, and she didn’t. She married ten days later and moved to France.

Ever since, Elspeth had made a point to return to Loch Down each year for the Spring Ball, exaggerating the importance of it to her new husband. Philippe respected tradition greatly, but hated visiting Scotland and generally spent the trip smoking and whining. ‘The weather is abysmal. The food is abysmal and there is never any coffee. Only tea! And the cheese, don’t get me started. No, the only delight is bringing my own wine.’ 

Some years she arrived with her husband. Other years, gloriously without him. It was no coincidence all her children had birthdays in January and February.

The rain was finally starting to let up when Elspeth’s foot slipped on some wet leaves. Swearing softly, she grabbed a tree instinctively, taking a moment to steady herself. She could hear shouting again. What on earth had happened? She’d never seen Fergus so worked up. Setting off again, she arrived at the stone hut a few minutes later. 

Letting herself in, she was greeted by a warm fire. Two glasses of whisky stood on a little table between the armchairs. 

‘That better not be Plaid,’ she said, removing her boots, knowing full well from the sight of the pale amber liquid that it was Ross’s whisky, not her family’s. Ross had been distilling whisky for years, having spent much of his childhood with old MacTavish up at the Distillery. It was MacTavish who had encouraged him to study science at university, hoping to turn his young protégé into a Master Distiller. Ross made very good whisky.

He leaned around. ‘Are you trying to provoke me?’ 

Elspeth took off her jacket. ‘Maybe.’

He stood and crossed the room in three quick steps, swept Elspeth into his arms and tossed her onto the double bed, the only other piece of furniture in the room. Elspeth laughed and helped him take off his shirt.

The dressing gong at Loch Down Abbey was rung promptly at half past five every day. The children had always begged to be allowed to strike it and in the thirty years he had served the family, Hudson, the butler, had only capitulated once, giving it as a reward. Giving a small child a mallet and a gong was never going to go well, and Hudson had regretted it immediately. It had been a vicious attack until he managed to disarm the little beggar, but not before the 17th century artefact had been heavily dented. It had rung a slightly discordant tone ever since. Hudson had moved the mallet to a locked cupboard in his office and none had rung it since but him, and today was no exception. 

Dinner was a sacred tradition at Loch Down, and they still observed the old ways. The family was expected to gather in the Library for an aperitif; any time between seven and eight o’clock was acceptable, but one must arrive before Hudson came to seat them for dinner. Much to Lady Eva’s dismay, no modern cocktails were served – only sherry for the ladies, and whisky soda for the men. At eight o’clock sharp, Hudson would enter the Library and escort the family across the Armoury to the Dining Room. The first course was always consommé, then came the fish, followed by meat – game when in season, of course – then sorbet, cheese, and finally fruit and other puddings. It never varied. They still dressed formally for dinner and when the meal was finished, the women moved to the Drawing Room – the Blue in the summer, the Red in the winter – to play cards and gossip; the men moved to the Library or the Billiards Room for whisky and cigars. They occasionally came together for whist before bed. Lady Inverkillen, without fail, retired promptly at eleven o’clock. Hudson locked the front door and retired at midnight. Anyone awake after that was on his own.

As usual, then, the family was in the Library before dinner, sipping and chatting. Lady Georgina was tutting about her lady’s maid.

‘She asked for leave to go to her parents. Can you believe it? Her packed bag was sitting in the hallway as we spoke. Worried about this illness, she said. As if this is truly a matter of life and death. And if it were, not a care in the world for me. No, no. Off to her sick parents.’

Hudson coughed quietly in the corner.

‘How does one even manage without a lady’s maid? Hm?’ She looked round the room to find all but Bella in sympathy with her. Bella was rarely in sympathy with anyone who had a lady’s maid while she did not. 

‘Perhaps I can give you Maxwell until she returns, Mama,’ said Lady Inverkillen. ‘She can come to you after she draws my bath, if it’s not too early in the morning for you?’ Lady Inverkillen famously rose early each morning and spent the first half of her day in the Glasshouse, cultivating anemones. After luncheon she could be found in the Music Room – she was a gifted pianist – until tea. 

‘Oh, that’s very kind of you, dear. Tell me, how is she with hair? Can she do the more traditional styles? I will not have one of these new waves. It’s just too modern and vulgar.’ Involuntarily, she glanced at Lady Eva, who noticed. ‘Tell me, dear, how go the plans for the wedding? I do love a summer wedding. The
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