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        bairn - child

        bampot - fool

        bonnie - pretty

        eejit - idiot

        haud yer wheesht - be quiet!

        ken - know

        exhausted - scunnered

        quaich -  a ceremonial two-handled silver or pewter dish

        wee - little
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        Comte Guillaume de Montefiore - a French aristocrat

        Felicité - step-sister to the Comte

        Launcelot Horatio Buffington - an artist

        Enid Ellingmore - author of sensational romantic fiction

        Prudence Ellingmore - Enid’s sister, a keen animal rights activist

        Colonel Faversham - a dreadful old buffer

        Rex - the Colonel’s labrador

        Lord Arthur and Lady Mildred Faucett-Plumbly and their

        granddaughter Flavia

        Ranulph Van Kloeper - a Hollywood director, and old flame of Morag’s

        Loretta Van Kloeper - fourth wife to Ranulph, a former showgirl

        Baronet Charles Chippington (Chips)

        another of Morag’s old flames

        Peregrine Belton - a young man with a passion for motoring

        Misses Evelyn and Alice Craigmore - lively spinsters of Aberdeen

        The Reverend Reginald and Mrs. Violet McAdam

        Reverend Tittlewhit - new vicar of the parish

        Dr. McBane - local doctor

        Augustus (Gussie) MacKintoch - long lost distant cousin - previously thought dead

        Fenella Forsyth and Bunny Jones - friends of Ophelia's from Girton College

        Galahad Huntingly-Smyth - in the role of professional hermit

        Antonio - one of Felicité's many bits of stuff
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      In the back of a taxi, in the summer of 1928, Ophelia Finchingfield first realized her views on the wedded state.

      It might have been the awkward, overly lubricated kiss, or the inept grope upon her breast that brought the revelation. Perhaps it was the conviction that her suitor lacked the brooding depth of a Heathcliff or a Rochester.

      Whatever the substance behind her discovery, she accordingly turned down an offer of marriage from Percival Huntley-Withington who, at the tender age of twenty-two, had recently succeeded his father as Earl of Woldershire.

      This so incensed her mother (the opinion of her father was of no matter) that Ophelia was placed on the next overnight sleeper to Scotland, to stay with her grandmother until she saw sense.

      If Lady Finchingfield could overlook the Earl's mother braying with laughter in the manner of a horse, then Ophelia could put up with marriage to a man lacking sex appeal. In fact, thought Lady Finchingfield, the less pizzazz on that front the better. In her experience, less appealing husbands were rather easier to manage.

      Unceremoniously banished from the social whirl of London, Ophelia reclined upon her bunk, rocked by the rhythm of the Scotch Express to Inverness, accompanied by the warm snuffling creature that was her beloved Pudding.

      She had insisted that where she go, her Cairn terrier follow.

      Ophelia had never met Lady Morag MacKintoch but she feared her grandmother feeding her nothing but bread and water (physically and sexually) until she relented and threw herself back upon her mother’s mercy.

      Cabbage too. Ophelia shuddered. No doubt, there’ll be endless cabbage, and spinach, cooked for hours and spooned liberally onto the plate. The servants will have been thoroughly trained in the over-boiling of vegetables, and the very walls will be impregnated with the smell of Brussels sprouts.

      This sorry contemplation inspired her to extract her Cadbury’s Milk Tray, hastily purchased at King’s Cross station for such a possible crisis. Pudding sniffed hopefully as Ophelia tore the seal and chose a strawberry crème.

      There had been boiled cod with egg sauce in the buffet car soon after departure, but Ophelia hadn't been able to face it. The honey sponge pudding to follow hadn't been bad.

      'Not for you, little thing! It would only make you ill.' Ophelia popped the confection whole into her mouth and pulled back the edge of the curtain to see where they might be. Of course, it was too dark to tell. They hadn't reached Crewe yet, and Scotland was still a way off. As if by magic, she'd meet the dawn there, the train having done all the hard work through the night.

      London would be at least five hundred miles away, or something like that. Geography had never been her strong point, although she wasn't without a few grey cells, and a reasonable amount of general knowledge shared between them.

      To her mother's irritation, Ophelia had insisted on delaying her ‘Season’ until she’d finished her studies in art history at Girton College, Cambridge. In this, Ophelia was supported wholeheartedly by her father, who saw no reason for a modern girl to be without education.

      Nonetheless, for the preceding year, Lady Finchingfield had been preparing for what she viewed as the true days of import in her daughter’s life.

      The summer had been spent in Paris attending the Louvre, the Philharmonie de Paris, and the Palais Garnier and, to Ophelia’s joy, her mother had conceded that they should both visit the renowned Antoine in the Galleries Lafayette, to have their hair styled a la mode, in the boyish manner.

      In matters of fashion, Lady Finchingfield could not bear to lag behind, and she emerged with a sleek bob. Ophelia, who in all things was more unruly, found that her curls refused to sit demurely, even under the expert hands of Monsieur Antoine. The hair springing wildly about her dainty face heightened her wide-set, violet eyes and her mother was unable to hide her dismay, but the cut gave Ophelia great satisfaction. Not only would it be easier to wash, but it well-matched her mischievous attitude. The overall effect was delightfully impish.

      They'd been outfitted lavishly as regular visitors at Maison Worth, and at the atelier of Madame Vionnet, on L’Avenue Montaigne. How many hours Ophelia had stood, in one pose and then another, as satins, tulles, and velvets were draped and pinned, silks held to her face. Her mother had insisted on several suitably virginal evening gowns in white, embroidered in silver thread, as well as crêpe day dresses in pastel hues. There was new riding attire, head-dresses of ostrich feathers, and shoes dainty of heel, destined to be danced to their graves upon the polished floors of London residences.

      Ophelia had embraced the novelty, having been previously confined to sensible wool for winter and summer cottons.

      For Lady Finchingfield, as chaperone, the Season would be almost as onerous. In gold brocade and lamé, diamonds glittering, she had every intention of rising to the occasion. Her dark-haired beauty had been admired in her youth and was admired still.

      Upon her return to London, Ophelia had completed a course of instruction under the Vacani sisters at their studio in South Kensington, learning the waltz, foxtrot and polka. In preparation for her presentation at Court, she was also schooled on the finer points of the deep curtsey she would perform, first to King George, and then to his consort, Queen Mary.

      ‘Keep your back straight at all times,’ commanded the first Miss Vacani.

      ‘Bend at the knee, your eyes ever upon the King,’ urged the second.

      ‘Smile as you rise, and you may receive a returning smile of approval,’ continued the first.

      The two were always finishing each other’s sentences. Ophelia thought of them as a pair of budgerigars, contentedly preening and casting a twinkling eye on those about them.

      However, she couldn’t help feeling that the experience was designed to subjugate her—to place her neatly in a box, from which she should seek to charm without uttering a single original thought. Speaking at all, it appeared, was to be undertaken with caution.

      ‘Say as little as is needed. Absence of conversation is no impediment to success in gaining a man’s interest,’ her mother had advised on the evening before it all began. ‘Moreover, never meet a man’s gaze directly. They find it intimidating, as if we were probing their mind.’

      Ophelia wondered what she might be expected to find there…

      Lady Finchingfield’s advice appeared unending.

      ‘And it doesn’t do to let others know of your cleverness, Ophelia. Men fear that a woman who is too clever—by which they mean the slightest cleverness at all—is not theirs to control. Better to put that cleverness to covert use. Once married, a woman can achieve much behind the scenes.’

      Ophelia didn’t see why her achievements, whatever they might be, shouldn’t be celebrated in the same way as a man’s. Nevertheless, she bowed to her mother’s wisdom in matters relating to the "handling" of men. Her own father acceded to Lady Finchingfield in all matters of Society and the household, and seemed to consider himself fortunate in being able to do so.

      To begin her debutante Season, at last, had been a relief. The lessons and lectures were over. Once Ophelia threw herself into the thing she'd be able to steer her own path, she felt sure.

      She'd been ready to enjoy herself. After all, there would be hundreds of men; some of them would be charming and handsome, surely! And new girls to become chummy with. Endless possibilities!

      Except that so many of the men turned out to be sly weasels or ebullient stags, and the girls seemed much younger than herself. Back at Girton, she'd sometimes found her fellow students rather too studious, but she yearned, now, for their sincere discussions—that had nothing to do with whether a certain shade of yellow made the wearer appear bilious.

      Most mornings involved riding in Hyde Park, along Rotten Row and Ladies’ Mile, returning to a formal breakfast of kippers, omelette, and grilled kidneys. Besides concerts, garden parties, and picnics, there were polo and cricket matches to watch and croquet and lawn tennis to play. Ophelia even tried her hand at archery and at bowls.

      The social round was relentless. Ophelia's enthusiasm quickly waned for evenings spent among a hundred other guests crammed into a first-floor drawing room in Belgravia or Mayfair, converted into a ballroom for the night. At the opera no one listened, while at the ballet no one watched. It was all too apparent that the real purpose was to be seen.

      Accustomed to falling into bed exhausted, usually no earlier than two in the morning, Ophelia had wondered how she'd maintain the pace. By the time her own debutante ball arrived, her feet would be worn to stumps. Regardless, she’d have no choice but to endure the clutches of every decrepit old wart and every young toad wishing to shuffle her about.

      Ophelia's little Cairn, Pudding, was most affronted by her mistress’ new social habits, since it left her scarce time to bestow the tickles the terrier's soft little belly expected.

      Ophelia's mother appeared to enjoy the experience far more than Ophelia. She certainly drew more admirers. Other chaperones sat quietly dozing over their knitting. Lady Finchingfield, statuesque and resplendent in her Paris fashions, attracted not only an assortment of middle-aged fathers but several of the most eligible gentlemen.

      In fact, there was little need for her mother to court favour on Ophelia's behalf, since the family’s wealth alone inspired others to solicit her presence. Ophelia's father, Sir Peter Finchingfield, MP for King’s Lyppe, was only distantly related to blue blood but he was heir to a successful turkey farming business. Meanwhile, as a rising star in the Conservative party, he was tipped for a cabinet position, having recently led a vital debate in the House on subsidisation of root vegetable growing, with particular reference to swedes and turnips.

      What Sir Peter lacked in charm was provisioned by Lady Finchingfield, herself the daughter of a noble family, though one of constrained means. She believed in her own infallible taste—in clothes, literature, art, music, and interior décor. It was of no regard that her acquaintance with them resembled that of a bee flitting from flower to flower, without collecting a grain of pollen. In her eyes, all things connected with herself were highly sought after and, since social standing and money happily met in the Finchingfield household, the world at large was disposed to agree.

      At least I'll wake up far away from her!

      Ophelia punched the pillow before flopping back upon it.

      Where had it all gone wrong?

      She couldn't blame her mother entirely. From the first, it had been Ophelia herself who'd encouraged Percival; or, at least, she hadn't discouraged him.

      Not that they'd spent an inordinate amount of time together, but it seemed courtships happened swiftly, whenever two were fortunate enough not to find each other unduly repulsive.

      Ophelia had been wearing her mauve silk, she recalled, at their first meeting. Not her best colour, though the cornflowers embroidered from shoulder to hem were rather pretty.

      She'd had a headache and had tried to plead off attending yet another soirée, but her mother had been a gorgon about it. Retreating to an alcove, Ophelia had though herself safe from the hubbub but a portly gentleman, seemingly with some standing as a manufacturer in the northern counties, had cornered her and begun describing, at some length, the procedure for making clothes pegs.

      She'd been all too glad when Percival had presented himself to escort her to the buffet. Well-mannered and agreeable, though sporting the pimples of youth and an over-fondness for hair oil, Percival was perfectly pleasant, albeit with a limited repertoire in small talk.

      It didn't take long to gather that interbreeding by certain old families had bestowed upon him a brain never intended for strenuous exercise, but Ophelia had smiled and held her tongue, assuming an expression of rapt fascination as Percival inventoried his last “bag” of hare, duck and goose, partridge and pheasant. By all accounts, it had been the most successful of shooting seasons.

      They'd next met within the marbled and mirrored halls of Grosvenor House—this time, Ophelia wearing sequinned dancing shoes, fastened with diamanté buttons, and a shimmering silver gown. Percival had rescued her from a retired major whose toup‎ée, in vivid tangerine, would have looked quite at home in the jungles of Borneo. Having swooped in, he took her hand and led her into the throng for a foxtrot, and she’d been more than willing to overlook a few crushed toes.

      By their third meeting Ophelia, demure in rose-coloured silk, had begun to view him as a good egg. He’d partnered her at supper, eaten without spilling anything over her or himself, and had given her a chaste kiss upon the forehead on departure, uttered with a cheery ‘toodle-pip’.

      The following evening, they’d taken lemon ices on a balcony at the Connaught Hotel, where tulips, apple blossom, and rhododendrons spilled from vases and arum lilies and climbing roses swathed a glass wall, floodlit from behind. Ophelia, this time wearing buttercup yellow embellished with tiny violets at the neck and hem, had allowed Percival’s aristocratic hand to creep about her waist. She’d prepared herself for a “lunge” and had been all too ready to engage him on equal ground, but he’d merely given her a playful pinch and licked, somewhat provocatively, the cherry from the top of her sorbet.

      In truth, it was Percival’s lack of sexual guile, his very inexperience, that had soothed Ophelia.

      It had been on the fifth evening of Ophelia’s acquaintance with Percival that he’d escorted her from pre-dinner drinks at the Ritz to Devonshire House. Her mother had intentionally removed herself to a cab directly behind, whispering a hurried reminder to Ophelia that she be intelligent enough to conceal her intelligence.

      Ophelia wasn’t averse to wedlock as a means to further her social position, to secure her financial future, and to access a lifestyle that would include regular trips to the Continent and attendance at soirées hosted by the elite of her class. She hoped that her life might amount to more than choosing clothes and menus and entertaining people who bored her silly but she viewed marriage as a contract and, in signing it, was determined to acquire the very best terms.

      As Lady Finchingfield would say, ‘You were born, and you will die. What you make of the middle is your own affair.’

      Percival had indeed seized the opportunity to make known his ardour. He’d clamped his wet lips to hers, tongue probing at her upper molars and, despite her utmost readiness to surrender to the moment, to allow Percival to prove himself masterful, Ophelia had been struck by a sense of absurdity.

      She knew that wives were obliged to put up with things they found distasteful, and a woman’s passions were secondary to those of her husband—if they existed at all.

      As a radiant example of the innocent feminine, she was supposed to cast down her eyes and resist the eagerness of her suitor but in truth, physical intimacy was a subject she’d examined most thoroughly and with regular indulgence—often while daydreaming in a long, hot bath.

      Rather than being coy, she looked forward to sampling the dishes of a lovers’ table and believed there were all sorts of lovely things you might do with a husband, if he was amiable enough to experiment and not treat you like a statue of the Virgin Mary.

      As Percival had withdrawn his tongue, dabbing saliva from the edges of his mouth, he’d extracted from his pocket a ring.

      An alarmed repugnance had welled within Ophelia, surprising her in its vehemence.

      There was the noose, and if she'd failed to wriggle free, she’d have found herself being kissed by Percival Huntley-Withington for the rest of her miserable life.

      Ophelia reached plaintively for a caramel, but the train gave a lurch, and the Milk Tray almost took a tumble.

      I suppose I should take that as a sign.

      With a sigh, Ophelia replaced the lid and shoved the box under her pillow. One hardly needed to worry about one's waistline, thanks to current fashions, but she was loath to greet her grandmother on the morrow with an angry blemish erupting on the end of her nose.

      Lady Finchingfield had forbidden cake or biscuits to pass her daughter's lips for months, for fear of Ophelia ruining her complexion, and her chance of a desirable match alongside.

      Not that any of that matters now!

      Buried in the depths of the Highlands, husband-material was likely to be sparse. Anyone on the marriage-mart would be in London, where the Season still had a few weeks to go before everyone scampered off to the country again, or headed to the Continent for some late summer sun.

      Scotland was going to be a wilderness on all fronts.

      There was only one consolation, and that was a titbit scrawled at the bottom of her grandmother's last letter. With her birthday on the horizon, she was having a rather modish artist paint her portrait.

      Despite her forebodings, Ophelia could not deny a certain excitement.

      There was probably little else to do in Caledonia but sit about having yourself immortalized, and those grand castles of old had plenty of wall space for the canvases.

      In fact, wild Bohemians are probably thicker on the ground in the Highlands than they are in Bloomsbury. They’ll be everywhere, painting grand views and sighing for a muse.

      Naturally, those sorts would be expertly experienced, being marvellous kissers and much besides.

      Ophelia closed her eyes and wriggled under the covers. Hugging her faithful terrier, she drifted into delicious dreams.

      As the miles passed under the wheels of the Scotch Express, Ophelia saw herself reclined upon a chaise longue, draped in nothing but a length of chiffon. Her imagination conjured for her a brooding, Byronic artist, eyes seared with yearning. Overcome with desire, he covered the room in a great bound and tore the diaphanous wisp of fabric away, crushing her lips to his.

      By the time the whistle blew to announce their crossing of the border, young Ophelia Finchingfield had been most thoroughly and satisfyingly ravished.
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      The last hour of the train journey, following her change onto a rackety branch line, took Ophelia truly into the depths of the towering Highlands, past fast-running streams and looming granite crags. Draped in mist, the violet sky overhung hillsides of russet and mustard.

      When she emerged from her carriage, she found that the platform of her station comprised no more than some raised wooden boards placed at the side of the track. She looked about but there was no one to collect her, so Ophelia waited forlornly under a tree, water dripping down her collar. Pudding, being as averse to damp locks as her mistress, requested that she be held aloft, out of the puddles at Ophelia’s feet.

      It was a clear half hour before she heard the sound of a car engine.

      The driver, rather than coming out to help her, honked the horn and motioned for Ophelia to climb in.

      Bloody rude!

      She wrenched open the door, breaking a nail in the process, and was obliged to bundle her own cases onto the back seat.

      ‘Thank you ever so much,’ she snapped, unpinning her sodden hat.

      Pudding, nestled in her lap, eyed the stranger warily, her snout twitching.

      ‘No trouble,’ came the reply, in a Scottish accent, but clear enough for Ophelia to understand. ‘I’m supposed to be felling trees today, but the rain made it difficult. Not so bad having to stop for a while to come and get you.’

      The man behind the wheel was a rough-looking character in shabby clothing, unkempt, and with a beard full of hedgerow. He’d been undertaking manual labour, as was apparent not just from his appearance, spattered in woodchips and sawdust, but from the aroma filling the car—a cocktail of male sweat and damp tweed.

      ‘Whisky?’ he offered, passing a hip flask.

      ‘Certainly not. It’s eleven in the morning!’

      ‘Please yourself.’ He took a swig before stepping on the accelerator.

      Horribly uncouth!

      Ophelia fumed, her resentment growing.

      And woefully undertrained.

      ‘I say, please slow down.’ The car took a bend at speed, jolting her sideways.

      ‘I don’t have all day London-Miss. Don’t worry, I know these roads like the back of my hand.’

      ‘I shall jolly well complain about you when we arrive. You’re making me feel unwell with this awful handling of the car. You’re not fit to drive!’ argued Ophelia.

      ‘Do as you like.’

      She was too nauseated to argue.

      The dense forest through which they motored soon opened out into a glen, hemmed in by steep-rising peaks, snow-topped despite the summer month. For some miles they passed only modest dwellings, few and far between. Turning towards the crags, they entered a tunnel through the rock and the car plunged into cool, silent darkness. They emerged upon the view of a great loch amid pinnacles black and barren.

      At the water’s edge stood the solid, grey stonework of a castle. Beautiful yet mournful, the scene could have been one from an old Celtic tale. Nestled within its mountain embrace, Castle Kintochlochie looked ancient.

      The car descended the hillside, sweeping to a halt before the stately home of generations of MacKintochs. Ophelia staggered out of the vehicle and managed three steps before ejecting the contents of her stomach.

      She was watched with interest by the crowd gathered to welcome her—a party comprising her grandmother, Morag’s companion Lady Devonly, and the entire staff of Castle Kintochlochie.

      Pudding leapt from the car, joining Morag’s Pekinese, and the two gave each other a cursory sniff before turning their attention to Ophelia’s regurgitated porridge breakfast, hastily consumed on the train.

      ‘Don’t worry a bit,’ said Lady Morag, stepping forward to take Ophelia's arm. ‘The dogs’ll clean it up in a jiffy. Let’s get you inside.’
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      ‘Darling, you look so much like your mother,’ Morag exclaimed, once Ophelia had joined her and Lady Devonly in the drawing room. The driver had absented himself but Ophelia made a mental note to relate her treatment at the first opportunity.

      Tea poured and fruitcake eaten, Ophelia was feeling already rather better.

      ‘What a sweet dog, my dear,’ said Morag, giving Pudding a tickle beneath the chin. ‘Such sympathetic company, aren’t they? I wouldn’t be without my darling Aphrodite.’ The Pekinese, unwilling to endure another dog’s monopoly of her mistress, abruptly barged the Cairn out of the way and offered herself in Pudding’s stead.

      Morag nodded to her companion. ‘Perhaps you’ve heard of my dear friend Constance? A keen amateur naturalist and author of several acclaimed editions. We met while I was travelling in West Africa with my Angus, God rest his soul, making our study of the tribes of Dahomey.’

      Looking about, Ophelia could see that the drawing room boasted ample evidence of those travels—a set of most alarming masks being placed upon the far wall, sporting what appeared to be real hair and teeth.

      ‘You must look up Angus’ book in the library, Ophelia dear. You are old enough, I think, to be exposed to its contents—Courtship Customs of the Dahomey. He published under a pseudonym, of course; there are limits to the tolerance of society, even as the new century progresses.

      ‘Lady Devonly, married at the time to the British Ambassador, accompanied us on several trips into the interior, compiling her own fascinating catalogue of native parrot species. Take us as your example Ophelia; choose wisely, and marriage need not be too much of a bore.’

      Constance smiled benignly and patted Ophelia’s hand.

      Morag continued, ‘On this subject, I must agree with your mother that you’ve been rather naughty. An earldom is not to be sniffed at. Wedlock lends respectability.’

      ‘I’m not a heifer to be purchased after inspection!’ grumbled Ophelia.

      Her grandmother held up one finger sternly, forbidding further interruption. ‘Even though you’ll come into your own fortune in a few years’ time, you must consider your social position.’

      Morag helped herself to a buttered muffin. ‘Naturally, I can quite guess the truth of it. No doubt, you have a secret, vastly unsuitable lover.’

      Ophelia decided to let Morag believe whatever appealed to her.

      ‘Now, my dear, I’m all for a little harmless “sin” but a woman must, at last, select the right horse for her carriage. For a woman without choice, status, or education, marriage may be nothing but a contract for domestic and sexual services. As wives of a certain breeding and elevated class, we have the privilege to employ others to provide the first. As for the latter, wise is the wife who realizes that duties in the bedroom are of as much benefit to herself as to her husband.’

      ‘Hmmm,’ conceded Ophelia, her eyes a little misty.

      Morag lowered her voice. ‘My own marriage was a blissful joining of the sexes, founded on equality of intellect and passion. Not so my brother Ebenezer, whose bride ran away with the gamekeeper. He has never been the same. His own estate he gambled away and has spent most of his life in abject resentment.’

      Morag’s gaze wandered towards the window, seeming to see other times, other places. When she looked back, her eyes were perhaps a little more alive with those remembrances.

      ‘My darling husband, having the empathy of the angels, insisted that Ebenezer should live out his days with us, but I fear the arrangement is not always inclined to make us merry. The state of his hinges has been long under debate.’

      Ophelia, pouring everyone another cup of tea, wondered if she might help herself to a third slice of cake.

      Pudding watched closely the movement of fingers from plate to mouth and back again. If a crumb were to drop, she wished to be ready.

      Morag continued, ‘Of course, there’s Hamish, Constance’s nephew. Darling boy has been with us about five years now, managing the estate. He’s a wonderful help, so practical! Spends much of his time in the forest cabin. It’s his way of coping. So much tragedy; a man needs to keep busy…’

      Ophelia wondered what tragedy her grandmother was referring to, but thought it might be impolite to ask for further details.

      ‘You’ll meet Ebenezer this evening. Poor thing has been suffering with the flu. He’s been creeping towards the grave so long that the Reaper has grown tired of waiting for him to shamble within arm’s reach. My side of the family are known to live to at least ninety,’ added Morag. ‘Even then, they're usually sent into the hereafter by acts of over-exuberance rather than poor constitution. My own father was fit as a fiddle until the day he died, a week before his centenary. He was in the pigsty, giving his prize porker a rub down; the details are shadowy but he was found with the sow sitting comfortably on his chest.’

      Ophelia, startled by this revelation, dropped the muffin she was about to bite into. It had hardly touched the rug before Pudding leapt forward to claim it, carrying off her prize to a defensible position beneath the sideboard. Aphrodite, rounder of belly, and clearly less nimble, was left snuffling at the crumbs.

      ‘You must tell us about Paris, dear,’ Constance prompted. ‘It’s so long since I’ve been. Are the women still as chic? I recall their corsets being laced so tightly that they daren’t even laugh. I could never wait until the end of the day to ease mine off. You’re lucky to have avoided those fearsome contraptions. Today’s fashions are much less constricting.’

      ‘It was wonderful,’ Ophelia began, relating some of her excursions and adventures. ‘Even under the watchful eye of Mother, between clothes fittings and endless trips to galleries, I tasted a little of the Bohemian lifestyle—artists lounging in cafés, discussing all manner of topics.’

      How many times had Ophelia strained to listen, employing her schoolgirl French to eavesdrop on those conversations. Breathing the Parisian air had surpassed all expectations. The place positively buzzed with possibilities.

      ‘Ah yes,’ sighed Constance, recalling her own youthful days in that enchanting city.

      ‘We’re generally quiet here, my dear,' Morag added. 'None of the glitz of the City of Light, but we have all sorts of fun planned for the coming days. It’s not every week that a woman turns sixty. I’m determined to do so in style.’

      The grandfather clock in the hallway began its long chimes.

      ‘Ah, it’s past midday.’ Lady Morag beckoned the butler forward. ‘Haddock, it’s time for a cocktail. Three gin fizzes if you please.’
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            Artistic genius

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘My angel, what a pretty dress!’ said Morag, leading Ophelia into the dining room that evening. She pinched Ophelia's cheek fondly, admiring the green taffeta with geometric designs around the hem. 'And such jolly company we make.'

      ‘Tripe!’ proclaimed Ebenezer.

      Ophelia was inclined to agree, looking at the fearsome visage of her great-uncle and the army of atrocious ancestors glaring at her from the walls—the eyes of some disdainful, others demented. They might look distinguished, but they hardly appeared likable.

      ‘So difficult to find suitable guests,’ Morag conceded. ‘Just us I’m afraid, and our ‘resident artist’, Mr.Launcelot Buffington. Most of our neighbours are half-wits, and the rest have criminal tendencies. There’s barely a teaspoon to be found after they’ve visited.’

      Ophelia's first impression of Mr. Buffington was somewhat disappointing. His age was indeterminate, his chin was on the weak side, and he lacked the height she found naturally appealing in the male sex. However, his attire was suitably artistic. Besides the addition of an embroidered waistcoat, he wore a large, pink enamelled lily pinned to his jacket.

      Morag indicated a newly hung canvas above the mantelpiece, cloaked in a swathe of velvet.

      ‘I have a surprise for you all. Mr. Buffington has completed his portrait of me. We’d planned to unveil it at my grand party, but I simply cannot wait.’

      Ophelia smiled at her grandmother’s evident excitement. Meanwhile, Haddock began serving from a tureen of pea soup.

      ‘I was reading a fascinating article in The Lady,’ continued Morag. ‘It was all about Mr. Buffington, talking about his marvellously modern approach. He has lately been in his botanical phase, by which he ascertains the personality of his subject and renders their psyche, in all its complexities, through the metaphor of edible root and leaf.’

      ‘How…original!’ commented Ophelia, not knowing quite what to say. She too had seen the piece, her mother being a subscriber to The Lady. She hoped Mr. Buffington’s choice would be neither unflattering, nor too obvious in the rendering.

      Had the Tate not taken up Mr. Buffington as a genius of his time, Ophelia wondered whether his clients might have objected to being likened to turnips and swedes, although, from her own experience, more than a handful bore strong resemblance to those most solid of British vegetables.

      Mr. Buffington extracted a lace handkerchief from his upper pocket, with which he dabbed his eyes. ‘Lady MacKintoch’s invitation to paint her portrait could not have come at a more welcome time. I am lately besieged by those enamoured of my talents! Day and night, I have no peace, the cultured elite ever requesting the flourish of my brush. They are drawn like moths to the flame, only to have their wings scorched when they discover that my fire burns purely for my artistry. Paint and canvas are my lovers; to them alone can I be true.’

      ‘I'm yet to discover what botanical he has ascribed to me,’ added Morag. ‘The artistic process is most mysterious. I do not presume to speculate. The higher, artistic mind will decide.’

      At one end of the table, Ebenezer cleared his throat lustily, sending a gobbet of phlegm into his bowl. He stirred it round, then continued to administer soup to his lips.

      ‘I can wait no longer,’ asserted Morag, her voice quivering with excitement. ‘Mr. Buffington, if you please…’

      He rose from the table and, with a grand flourish, whipped off the drape.

      ‘I say!’ remarked Ophelia. Something else seemed required, so she ventured, ‘Wonderful composition and use of colour.’

      The canvas showed Morag reclined upon a chaise, with a basket of bananas covering her modesty. Her body was half human half pineapple, the leaves of which emerged Gorgon-like from her head. In either hand, she clutched a satsuma, placed strategically before each ample bosom.

      ‘Extraordinary!’ added Ophelia. ‘So… fecund. Reminding us that we are, after all, creations of nature.’

      ‘Brava, dear,’ said Constance. ‘I had faith that you’d inspire something out of the ordinary. And congratulations to our artist in residence.'

      Mr. Buffington bowed deeply, a flush of pleasure suffusing his cheeks.

      ‘Wonderfully exotic!’ enthused her grandmother. 'But I must also express my thanks to dear Haddock, who sustained me through all those hours of sitting still. What would I have done without his steady supply of hot crumpet? It was awfully chilly posing in my nudey-nakedness.' She gave a titter.

      Ebenezer snorted. ‘Minions of Satan! You’ll all roast in Hell.’ He sucked the last of his soup noisily from his spoon.

      Ophelia stifled a laugh. Morag and Constance seemed to be ignoring the outburst, but Mr. Buffington looked away uncomfortably.

      Meanwhile, the butler and footman cleared the first course and brought in the next, all the while discreetly avoiding eye contact with the portrait or anyone about the table.

      ‘Ah!’ Morag announced. ‘Saddle of venison, served with potatoes Lyonnaise and baby artichokes. Not a day goes by that I don’t give thanks for our cook, Mrs. Beesby. She’s such a wonder!’

      Ophelia, feeling decidedly peckish, was glad to note an absence of cabbage. She helped herself to a dollop of currant sauce, held at her shoulder by the footman.

      The food was, indeed, delicious, such that the party fell to silence for a few moments in their enjoyment and, in truth, being at a loss as how best to comment further upon the revelation above the mantelpiece.

      At last, Constance broke the spell of contemplative mastication. ‘How is your Season going, my dear? Have you made new friends?’

      Ophelia answered readily. ‘I did meet two lovely sisters, Baba and Nancy Beaton, whose brother, Cecil, takes the most delightful photographs. He’s promised to take mine one day.’

      ‘Divine!’ pronounced Mr. Buffington. ‘Cecil has the most marvellous sensibilities.'

      ‘And what of the Bright Young Things, dear? Are you one of their merry band?’ enquired Constance.

      Ophelia grimaced. ‘My mother vetoed any invitation that appeared unsuitable. I heard about midnight car chases and other escapades, of course. I’d have loved to attend Elizabeth Ponsonby’s ‘bath and bottle’ party.

      Haddock placed a dish of raspberry mousse before her, into which Ophelia plunged her spoon.

      'They had the most spiffing time at St. George’s Swimming Baths. I heard the dowagers sat like plump hens roosting, watching all the ‘improper’ behaviour through their lorgnettes.’

      ‘What fun!’ interjected Morag. ‘I’ve been missing out!’

      Ophelia continued excitedly. ‘There was a top-notch band from New York, playing the latest jazz. They danced until dawn and then spilled out to catch buses, still wearing their bathing costumes. Can you imagine! The newspapers called it depraved.’

      A low grumble emerged from Ebenezer, whose eyebrows were knotting fiercely with each revelation.

      ‘Baba tells me there was a lot more going on in the pool besides swimming,’ Ophelia added with relish.

      ‘Nancy boys and mental defectives!’ barked Ebenezer, his moustache twitching.

      ‘I’m all for young people’s frivolity. We who sent our men to fight in that dreadful war can be so dour.’ Morag's gaze fell upon the family crest on her dessertspoon.

      ‘My dear Angus and my son—your uncle Teddy, Ophelia—both fell at the Somme.’ She raised her eyes and gave a small smile. ‘Let the young have their fun. Let them live. There’s been enough darkness.’
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      Kintochlochie’s cattle, the fish in its rivers and lochs, and the trees upon its sprawling estate are maintained by a great many who go mostly unseen. The same is largely true of those who dust, and polish, and lay fires in the house, who launder clothes, and shine shoes, who make beds and serve, from before first morning light until the last hot-water bottles and cups of cocoa.

      If you were to travel down the backstairs of the castle, and along a corridor that saw never enough natural light and was far from the warmth of any fire, you’d arrive in the kitchens. There, if you cared to linger, you’d overhear views different from those in the upper dining hall.

      The servants of Kintochlochie, like those in every grand residence, have their own opinions on goings-on. They observe what others do not.

      As on many other nights, the young footman, McFinn has sat down to his mutton stew, while Mr.  Haddock continues serving digestifs in the drawing room. Mrs. Beesby has poured herself a small sherry and settled herself in front of the hearth. Una, the scullery maid, was elbow deep in suds and tableware…

      ‘Don’t be scratching the embossed gold, Una,’ warned the cook. ‘We’re taking off the grease, nae the pattern.’

      ‘I swear no one needs this much glassware for one dinner!’ grumbled Jennet, whose task was to dry and polish.

      ‘I heard that.' Mrs. Beesby frowned. 'Just you wait. We’ll soon be having guests upon guests arriving. You’ll have summat to moan about then!’

      ‘Nice dumplings, Mrs. B,’ interjected McFinn, giving a wink and holding one up for admiration on the end of his fork.

      ‘Haud yer wheesht,’ smiled the cook. ‘We’re too tired for that malarkey!’

      ‘Some nice’uns upstairs too, courtesy of our London miss. Like her mother I recall, when she was here in 1921. Just started I was, doin’ all the dirty jobs.’ He chewed contemplatively. ‘Lady Finchingfield’s charms were always well on display, no matter how cold it were.’

      ‘Less o' that from you, McFinn,' admonished Mrs. Beesby, 'or I’ll have Mr. Haddock dock your wages!’

      ‘Just saying,’ answered McFinn, grinning through a mouthful of suet pudding.
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      It was at breakfast the following day that Morag placed her hand upon Ophelia’s and informed her that nothing would give her greater pleasure than to see Mr. Buffington complete a portrait of her granddaughter.

      ‘You look so much as I did, Ophelia, as a young woman. How lovely it would be to have your painting hang in my bedroom. There is something not just in your features but in your eyes I recognise. It would do me good to have that twinkle appraise me each morning when I wake.’

      It was not an offer Ophelia could refuse and, in truth, the idea appealed to her vanity. To be immortalised on canvas is to live forever. Photography, wonderful as it was, simply did not compare. How she would love to be the subject of a portrait, to participate in its creation, rather than simply analyse it as she had done during her Girton studies.

      Although it was only her second day at Castle Kintochlochie, it seemed that her wanton imaginings might be conjured into reality. Mr. Buffington was no Byron, but nor was he a spotty adolescent or a desiccated lecher. His conversation was more flamboyant than she considered desirable, but he was certainly not dull; the waters irrigating his brain were far from brackish.

      Coddled egg eaten and coffee drunk, Mr. Buffington appeared to escort her across the garden to the summerhouse he had equipped as a studio.

      ‘How wondrous is the air! The crags! The very grass we walk upon! An artist cannot thrive in the city. Creativity is born of natural beauty,’ exclaimed Mr. Buffington. ‘Behold this majestic cow.' He gestured towards a nearby shaggy specimen, its ginger fringe flopping into its eyes as it chewed a particularly luscious mouthful of Kintochlochie grass. 'Such a regal beast! Who knows what grand philosophies it may ponder.’

      ‘They do have a certain charm,’ mused Ophelia.

      Pudding, trotting beside them, also scrutinised the beast and made mental note of her own superiority. Despite her legs being certainly shorter, Pudding could move at lightning speed when adequately motivated. The merest sniff of a custard cream was enough to ignite the flame, and her propulsion appeared to occur without legs at all, her undercarriage being thick with fluff.

      ‘They are the aristocracy of the field.’ Launcelot’s hand fell upon his heart. ‘Such beasts connect us to the long arm of history as much as the cool stones of Castle Kintochlochie and its glorious inhabitants of old. What stories this cow might tell were it to gain the power of speech.’

      ‘I think this particular cow isn’t more than a few months old,’ Ophelia pointed out. ‘But perhaps animals can converse with one another,’ she added, wishing to be kind. ‘Who’s to say they don’t pass down their bovine secrets.’

      They both looked at the calf, which looked back at them, its gums smacking in contemplative reverie.

      To Ophelia’s astonishment, Mr. Buffington took her face between his cool palms, his eyes alight with emotion.

      ‘I see that you too possess a soul in tune with nature’s grandeur. You are, no doubt, in sympathy with all that is most beautiful, from the ancient and modern world.’

      He dropped a kiss upon her fingers. ‘Now, my dear, let’s get your clothes off and get some paint slapped on a canvas!’
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      Ophelia desired to flirt and be flirted with. While Launcelot Buffington was not a man with whom she wished to spend the rest of her life, she’d “give him a go”, and sample whatever erotic thrills he might provide. She allowed the golden brocade supplied for her pose to slip more than a little from her shoulder.

      ‘I hope I’m not moving about too much for you,’ enquired Ophelia, angling herself forward on the divan, to present her cleavage to best advantage.

      Pudding swivelled her eyes upward with some resentment. Her place was not upon the floor but next to Ophelia, wherever she might sit or lie.

      ‘Hmm. Try to keep still if you can,’ Launcelot replied, applying a touch of vermillion to his mixing palette. He found skin tone such a challenge; Ophelia’s left nipple was proving a particular trial.

      ‘You have a spiritual temperament, sensitive to nature’s vibrations, Mr. Buffington.’ Ophelia dropped her eyes demurely, while tweaking the fabric to reveal a good deal more above the knee.

      ‘Quite so.’ Mr. Buffington daubed more paint. ‘And do call me Launcelot. We’re all friends here.’

      ‘Absolutely. And I feel convinced that you are also a man of physical passion, as all men should be.’

      ‘I leave others to judge,’ answered Launcelot, sucking pensively on the end of his brush. ‘All things in moderation…’

      Ophelia was just pondering how far she could shift the drape without it falling altogether when a great furry hound lolloped through the door.

      Braveheart, who had been busy on a bone-burying mission, was ready to take his usual place out of the wind upon the floor of the summerhouse, which was warm with sunshine at this time of day. A wolfhound's needs are modest, as those of most dogs are.

      Braveheart was somewhat surprised to find his regular lazing spot inhabited by others, but not deterred. His loping stride brought him first to Mr. Buffington, who gave him a friendly pat upon the head, and then to the newcomer of the party, for an affable sniff. He was delighted to find Ophelia a first-class scratcher of ears. He had just given her toes a grateful lick when he became aware of hot breath upon his fur, somewhere about the shin.

      A low, throaty rumble came from the floor, a guttural gargle reminiscent of bronchial congestion.

      Braveheart’s eyes were not what they once were, and he was blissfully unaware of the coming danger.

      ‘Now then!’ warned Ophelia. ‘Make friends!’

      The matter, in Pudding’s mind, had already been settled. She'd been in residence for at least a full day, and the summerhouse (along with the rest of the castle and its grounds) was now hers. She ruled wherever her dainty paws passed, and they had claimed possession.

      Precisely three dog heartbeats later, Pudding’s growl became a piercing battle cry and, to Braveheart’s dismay, the terrier’s tenacious teeth clamped upon his lean leg.

      The wolfhound gave a yelp.

      ‘Naughty Pudding!’ admonished Ophelia, bending to intervene.

      A tall figure had followed Braveheart into the summerhouse, appearing at the doors just at the moment of hostility.

      ‘What the hell!’ the voice declared, and much besides.

      Ophelia delivered a sharp poke under Pudding’s armpit, which worked a treat in persuading the dog to relinquish her grasp.

      Clasping the struggling bundle to her chest, Ophelia sat up. She recalled the thick Scottish lilt of the voice and the face was one she recognised. His nose looked to have been broken at some point and he had a scar above his right eyebrow. It was a powerful face; heavily freckled, battered by the sun and wind. The intruder was none other than her ruffian driver, his eyes wild and a vein throbbing in his temple.

      Ophelia endeavoured to regain her composure. ‘Pudding never usually behaves badly. She was caught by surprise. Whoever owns this dog needs to keep a firmer hand.’

      The ruffian's mouth was set in an angry line, his tone furious. ‘It’s my dog, and I’ll bid you to keep yours under control!’

      The wolfhound had lost no time in removing himself and, wracked with self-pity, was licking his ill-used shin.

      Ophelia cradled the squirming terrier in her arms and held her tight, giving her an abrupt tap on the nose. What she whispered in the dog’s ear was between Pudding and her mistress.

      The man was on his knees now, assessing Braveheart’s injury. Fortunately, Pudding’s savagery had been more in thought than in deed, and the skin was unbroken.

      ‘Bloody irresponsible, letting your dog attack like that,’ snapped the Scot, although with less venom than before.

      ‘No harm done!’ interjected Mr. Buffington, from behind the safety of his easel. ‘Set the dogs a good example now. No need for us to bare our teeth.’

      The intruder stood. ‘I’ll leave you to it…whatever “it” is.’ His tone was scathing. ‘Come on, Braveheart, nothing here for us.’

      Ophelia lowered her eyes, all too aware of how much of herself was on show.
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      ‘I wonder if these were the ones she wore to be presented at Court, with all those other debutantes,’ pondered Maggie, holding up a pair of Ophelia’s silk knickers (dove grey and trimmed with French lace, at twelve shillings a pair). 'She might’ve had these under her finery, to see the King and Queen, all jangling in their priceless jewels.'

      ‘The elastic’s a bit loose. Lucky they didn’t fall down as she made her courtesy,’ said Nessa. ‘Will she notice if they “go missing” do ye think?’

      ‘Best leave alone,’ advised Maggie. ‘They look new enough.’

      ‘They say even the Queen’s nightgown has diamonds on it. Bit uncomfortable if you ask me,’ said Nessa, pouring hot water in the laundry tub.

      ‘Dinna ken why it’s us lumbered with the extra laundry. You’d think Mary had enough time on her hands. Miss Hoity Toity, upstairs all the day long, seeing to her ladyship and Lady Devonly,’ grumbled Maggie. ‘Not as if they change costume more than two or three times a day. She’s more leisure than the rest of us put together.’

      ‘Snooty cow,’ agreed Nessa, shaking in the soap. ‘Trays in her room all the time; too good to sit wi’ the likes of us!’

      ‘I’m right narked!’ said Maggie. ‘Thinking I might be better off working in a teashop or some such. I’ve a fancy to go to Inverness. I’ve an aunt on Chapel Street would have me. Short days, decent pay and tips!’

      She looked ruefully at a gusset. ‘Got to be better than this!’

      ‘Perhaps I’ll come with you,’ said Nessa, giving Maggie a nudge. ‘Your aunt got room for two?’

      ‘Leave off. We cannae both bolt. Someone needs to see to their whims.’

      ‘I wouldnae go anyway,’ sniffed Nessa. ‘I’ve the biggest of the servant’s rooms after Cook and Mr. Haddock, with the old rug from Lady Devonly’s room on the floor, and my own sink. Right nice it is. No one else is having it.’

      ‘Easily pleased you are,’ retorted Maggie. ‘Watch out or you’ll live and die in service. Sink or no sink!’
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      Ophelia sat upon the edge of her bed, eating a bar of Fry’s Chocolate she’d had buried in the pocket of her coat.

      Morag’s maid, Mary, had laid out several evening dresses for her to choose from, left behind by Ophelia’s mother a few years ago on one of her rare visits.

      None were in the latest fashion, and they were far more Lady Finchingfield’s style than her own, but Ophelia was short of options. There hadn’t yet been time to press all the clothes she’d brought up on the train.

      What Ophelia did notice was that the dresses were far more daring than the clothes Lady Finchingfield had purchased for her daughter to wear.

      She picked up one of the gowns in dark blue silk and let it slither over her head. It reached fully to the floor, was high-necked at the front, and plunging at the back. She vaguely remembered her mother wearing it for a special party and having her photo taken for the Society pages. It was hardly the thing for a draughty Scottish castle. However, the colour was becoming, and the fabric was divinely soft against her skin.

      Perhaps if I wear the drop garnet earrings from my birthday, and try a dark lipstick.

      It felt deliciously naughty to wear something of her mother’s. Lady Finchingfield had always been strict about Ophelia not borrowing from her wardrobe.

      That settles it, thought Ophelia. I’m wearing you! And let’s see what we can get up to together.
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      By the time Ophelia entered the drawing room for pre-dinner cocktails, the others had assembled. Morag and Constance were on their second glass of sherry, Launcelot had mixed himself a martini, and the whisky decanter was seeing considerable action in the vicinity of Ebenezer’s tumbler.

      ‘Ah, here’s Ophelia!’ announced Morag, sweeping forward to embrace her. ‘Darling, how elegant you look; all grown up.’

      She ushered forward a woman, who was all smiles and tight grey curls.

      ‘I want you to meet an old friend of mine, Ophelia. The last time she saw you, I believe you were about three years old, so I don’t suppose you remember her. This is Ms. Ellingmore.’

      ‘What a pleasure,’ answered Ophelia. ‘My friends and I love your novels.’

      ‘Just what all authors love to hear. Thank you, my dear.’ Ms. Ellingmore beamed. ‘And do call me Enid.’

      ‘What Enid doesn’t know about the antics of the aristocracy isn’t worth knowing, from a novelist’s point of view,’ commented Constance, coming over to join them.

      ‘Just remember that everyone of Enid’s acquaintance is in danger of appearing within her pages,’ teased Morag. ‘The leading lady of On Soaring Wings owes more than a little to my younger self.’

      In truth, Ophelia had read only two of Ms. Ellingmore’s titles — Unchained Love and Hearts Rampant—but recalled that the storylines bore little resemblance to reality. She supposed this was their attraction.

      Ms. Ellingmore’s heroines were disposed to extreme virtue, until the very moment of their willing seduction, and her villains were of the most dastardly hue. However, the two met in happy coincidence.

      Sadly, the virginal maidens were invariably “saved” by a hero of vast moral superiority (though not until the reader had been permitted to devour several chapters of delicious error). Ophelia couldn't help but think that the heroines would have far more fun with the villains than with the heroes.

      ‘Enid’s current work is entitled The Unfettered Damsel,’ explained Morag. ‘She’s setting it in a Scottish castle, so has come to soak up the atmosphere.’

      ‘Novels!’ barked Ebenezer. 'Sentimental rubbish and sensationalism!’

      ‘No one is making you read them, Ebenezer!’ retorted Morag. ‘And do remember your manners. Enid’s travelled a long way to visit us. She doesn’t want to hear your rudeness.’

      Enid, with admirable tolerance, waved away the offence and took Morag’s arm. ‘I'm of the conviction that fiction is filled with truths the heart dare not speak. It's there that young women, and men too if they've a mind, can explore the “what ifs” of life. It's in fiction that the heart dares to soar and the mind to leap beyond its confines.’

      ‘Jolly good, Enid dear,’ answered Morag. ‘Constance and I have been reading your wonderful stories these last twenty years. They’re just the ticket during the long winters up here.’

      ‘Art, in all its forms, provides nourishment for the soul,’ agreed Launcelot. ‘The arts are my spiritual crusade, through which all envy and petty hatreds may be put aside.’

      He popped the olive from his martini into his mouth and sucked it, with an expression of great thought.

      ‘Hmmm,’ said Ophelia. Her acquaintance with actors, writers, and artists was limited to those favoured by Lady Finchingfield, who liked to host cultural soirées. However, within their ranks, she’d observed violent jealousies of the most trivial kind. Launcelot’s view of the world might be called overly-optimistic.

      At that moment the door opened, and the wolfhound from the summerhouse entered, trotting straight to the fire to curl into a comfortable position.

      Goodness me! thought Ophelia. That dog gets everywhere.

      She’d left Pudding slumbering on her bed, which was probably just as well.

      Close on the heels of the dog was its owner, the uncouth individual from earlier in the day—except that he appeared to have taken a bath and was significantly more groomed. Standing tall, the broadness of his chest was all too apparent, straining against the formality of his dinner jacket. Below the waist he was wearing a kilt of oranges and browns with a hint of green.

      Ophelia let her gaze drop to the strangely enticing bit of leg showing above his dark socks.

      Morag made the introduction. ‘You’ve met, of course, dear. Our chauffeur, Brodie, is laid up with lumbago, otherwise he’d have met you from the station. I fear we shall have to retire him altogether. Hamish kindly stepped in, despite being so busy. He went straight up to the cabin afterwards, missing your first dinner with us. What would we do without you, Hamish?’ added Morag, turning a smile of affection on him.

      ‘The pleasure is always mine, Lady MacKintoch.’ He gave her a small bow.

      Ophelia had to concede that, now he was no longer filthy, there was something attractive about him. His auburn hair, now somewhat tamed, put her in mind of the wild Highlanders of yore.

      Hamish, eyes a-glitter, looked at her with ill-concealed amusement and greeted her with a wry smile. ‘Our delightful London guest, here to teach us true refinement.’

      She glared. ‘I’m sure that the ladies of this house have refinement in abundance.’ Vowing that she’d be damned if she’d give him the satisfaction of seeing her squirm, she turned away.

      At least she was wearing the silk dress. It made her a trifle chilled, but it allowed her the opportunity to show off the allure of her naked back.

      They went into dinner and Ophelia found herself sitting somewhat distant from her nemesis. However, it took much self-control for her to avoid looking down the table at the infuriating Hamish. To her dismay, and excitement, it was apparent that he was not only attractive but a wit—being engaged in lively debate with Enid, Launcelot, and Morag. He seemed to have no trouble conjuring charming conversation for them.

      Meanwhile, Ophelia was stuck beside Ebenezer and the demure Lady Devonly.

      She ate largely in silence, growing ever more irritated. However, the meal itself was very good, and she felt compelled to offer her praise to her hostess.

      Clearing her throat, Ophelia called down. ‘The smoked trout pâté was divine, and the salmon en croute quite the best I’ve eaten anywhere.’

      ‘All from the estate; I caught the trout and salmon myself this morning,’ Hamish answered smartly.

      ‘We’re fortunate in our cook, Mrs. Beesby,' added Morag, 'but we must thank darling Hamish for providing us with the means for our supper tonight.’

      ‘Perhaps he might take me out and show me how to catch them too,’ Ophelia found herself saying, then cursing herself.

      Fiddlesticks! He’ll know I’m in a spin for him and his head is undoubtedly big enough as it is.

      ‘Groping for trout!’ interjected Ebenezer. ‘A filthy euphemism! Keep a lookout Morag or they’ll be rutting in the open air with the livestock!’

      ‘Really Ebenezer! Not all young people are debauched, despite the jazz and flappers and what-not. Behave yourself!’ commanded Lady MacKintoch.

      Ophelia dared not look at Hamish, feeling that he would certainly be laughing at her now. Rutting indeed!

      After dinner, as they gathered at the fire, Morag asked if Enid might recite some poetry. ‘Something clever… some Edith Sitwell?’

      ‘Drivelling idiotism,’ grumbled Ebenezer.

      Ms. Ellingmore began with an emotional air; clearly, Miss Sitwell was a favourite.

      ‘What
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