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         Praise for Red As Any Blood:

         
             

         

         ‘Remember Sue McCormick’s name as this novelist is going to achieve great things. You quickly become immersed. Writing so rich, dramatic and powerful, it’s not just a page turner, it’s a must read.’

         Lucy Beaumont

         
             

         

         ‘Sue’s clever writing is peppered with witty one-liners, humorous observations and period details which add depth and richness to this fabulous story, which is full of moments that had me chuckling out loud. The dynamic between Holly and Ivy is particularly delightful, with their banter and camaraderie adding a warm, light-hearted touch.

         The pacing is impeccable, with twists and turns that will keep you guessing to the very end.’

         Sally Carman

         
             

         

         ‘The full package; murder most foul at a Christmas party cut off in a snowbound castle, a bevy of suspects, doughty heroines to do the detecting, all surrounded by mountains of food and drink spiced with snarky theatre cross-talk. Great fun. Holly and Ivy will run and run.’

         George Green

         
             

         

         ‘Keen-witted and observant, Holly and Ivy find themselves drawn into investigating the murder — no easy feat, given that everyone has a motive. As Ivy observes, ‘Trust me to try and solve a mystery in a house of actors.’

         Charmingly intriguing as the duo eliminate possible culprits and navigate a minefield of red herrings, Red as any Blood also unpacks class in 1950s Britain and flutters with complicated frissons of romance. As such, Holly and Ivy is set to be a must-read series for discerning aficionados of cosy crime.’

         Joanne Owen, LoveReading

         
             

         

         ‘Sue McCormick’s clever and playful take on the country house murder mystery is an absolute joy. The characters are amusingly familiar yet full of surprises; the story warm, witty and exquisitely written. Holly and Ivy sparkle in a theatrical tale which will surely win a standing ovation.’

         Amanda Whittington ii
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            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

         

         Dame Elspeth Hollanby (Holly) – actress and National Treasure

         Ivy Earnshaw – her dresser

         Esme Arden – musical theatre star

         Andrew Fergusson – Esme’s husband, owner of Black Gairy

         Ishbel Fergusson – Andrew’s daughter from his first marriage, student

         Godfrey Clifford – actor

         Dorothy Drake – starlet

         Elliot Mayhew – songwriter/performer

         Sonya Stirling – film star

         Max Coyle – Sonya’s husband, press tycoon

         Ben Newman – playwright

         Donald MacRae – caretaker

         Jean MacRae – his wife, housekeeper

         Fiona MacRae – their daughter, student

      

   


   
      viii
         
            
[image: ]ix
            

         

         
            
[image: ]x
            

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            1

            IVY

         

         I went because Holly asked me for help and I’d never let her down. I was in two minds about it though, to be honest. I could say it was a foreboding of what was to come, but it wasn’t. I don’t believe in all that guff.

         The thing is, I’ve always spent Christmas at my mum and dad’s. Every year, without fail. Even though my job takes me all over the shop, I’ve always made it back home for the big day, for the paper trimmings and singsongs, the silly hats and Mum’s plum duff. It’s family, isn’t it? And it works out well because, since the war ended, Holly – my boss – has gone abroad in December. She’s often too busy for a summer holiday so she blocks off a few weeks at the end of the year and gets away to somewhere exotic with her latest admirer while I head home to the glamour of Morecambe – an arrangement that suits me just fine.

         I say ‘boss’, but Holly’s a lot more than that. Dame Elspeth Hollanby, to give her the full honours, is a shining star of stage and screen, a national treasure – and a right handful. And I’m her dresser.

         If you don’t know much about the theatre, you’ll assume I help her get her costumes on and off and, yes, I do that, but 2there’s a lot more to it than frocks. Assistant, secretary, chauffeur, bodyguard, chief cook and bottle washer – if the cap fits, give it here. And on her side of the arrangement, Holly’s like a second mum to me. Ever since she gave me the job ten years ago, we’ve been joined at the hip.

         Except at Christmas. Even this year, when she changed her routine and accepted an invitation from her friend Esme Arden to stay at a swish house in Scotland, the plan was she would go on her own.

         ‘Just the Fearsome Four, darling. Esme, Godfrey, Elliot and yours truly. With Esme’s new husband and his daughter, at his ancestral pile in the Galloway Forest. By all accounts it’s a gem. Arts and Crafts. All stained glass and wood and handcrafted tiles. It’s on the shores of a lake – or loch I should say. Just the thing for Christmas. It might snow. How lovely!’

         So we were all sorted. Until over coffee one morning last week, Holly threw a spanner in the works.

         She was wrapped in a silk housecoat, her blonde hair still tousled from sleep. After handing me a steaming cup, she sat cradling her own, traces of last night’s make-up smudged under her bright blue eyes. She’s known for those eyes. They can hold oceans of grief or joy, blaze with anger or passion, keep audiences spellbound. Fixed on me across the kitchen table, they were unusually serious.

         ‘What’s up?’ I asked.

         ‘Esme called. Christmas has become a little complicated.’ She took a sip of coffee. ‘You know she’s just done a film with Sonya Stirling?’

         ‘Yes?’ 3

         I was instantly all ears. Sonya was a Hollywood legend and I’d been a huge fan for as long as I could remember. I’d watched her in film after film from the cheap seats in the Morecambe Odeon, loving the strong-willed, wise-cracking women she played, envying her green eyes and tumbling red hair.

         ‘Well, you know Esme and her big heart. She asked Sonya for Christmas because her husband was out of the country for the season, although I would have thought that’s a bonus, when your husband is Max Coyle.’

         ‘And then?’ I asked.

         ‘You guessed it. Max came back and muscled in on the invitation and the upshot is, poor Esme’s perfect first Christmas in her new home is to be blighted by the ghastly man.’

         All I knew about Sir Maximilian Coyle was that he owned newspapers, had a lot of political influence and was rich as Croesus. He was very right wing, so I despised him on principle but that was the limit of my knowledge.

         ‘Is he really so awful?’

         Holly frowned.

         ‘His scandal rags have destroyed many a decent person. He’ll use anything to sell papers. I’m sure Esme is very anxious about letting him into her home. She didn’t say as much but I could hear it in her voice.’

         ‘So what’s the plan?’ I asked. I never doubted she had one.

         ‘I suggested she expand the guest list. They have room for more and it would make things less intimate. Take the strain off a little. She needs the troops to rally behind her.’

         ‘Are you going to take Vincent?’

         She leaned back and sighed. 4

         ‘I’m afraid not, darling. Vincent and I have come to the end of the road.’

         ‘Oh, Holly.’

         ‘It’s perfectly fine. It was a mutual cooling off. No hard feelings.’

         ‘But a whole year and a half. Was that a record?’

         ‘I think it was.’ She threw back her head and laughed. ‘No wonder I was getting restless.’

         ‘Have you got a substitute?’

         ‘Unfortunately, no. I hadn’t thought to put an understudy in place.’

         Her eyes twinkled with mischief. She’ll be sixty on her next birthday – a sore subject – but she has the face of a naughty child. And great actress or not, and though I love the bones of her, I knew her too well to be fooled. I put down my cup and folded my arms on the table.

         ‘Out with it.’

         ‘What?’ She was all innocence.

         ‘Whatever it is you’re working up to.’

         ‘Oh, very well.’ She gave me one of her winning smiles. ‘I was wondering if – hoping that you might come with me.’

         ‘Me?’

         ‘Who else, my darling?’

         ‘We never spend Christmas together.’

         ‘I know. All the more reason to do it this year. We could drive up over a day or two – have an adventure.’

         Quick translation: I could drive four hundred miles while she chatted and dozed in the passenger seat, suggesting a refreshment stop every half hour, if past experience was anything to go by. 5

         ‘Will it be all right with Esme?’

         ‘Of course. She loves you.’

         I knew I was making excuses. Truth is, I’m a bit resistant to change. Always have been. And then I thought, Come on lady, get a grip. You’re thirty-one and you’ve never spent a Christmas away from your family. And when will you get another invite like this one? A beautiful house in the wilds of Scotland. Posh frocks and cocktails. Something different, Ivy. Why not?

         That’s when Holly dropped the bombshell.

         ‘The thing is, I know it sounds dramatic but I think Esme is frightened.’

         I stared at her. ‘Frightened of Max Coyle?’

         ‘Sounds silly, doesn’t it? But I think so.’

         It might have sounded silly from somebody else, but not from Holly. I don’t know whether it’s years as an actress that’s honed the skill or whether she’s always had it – one of the things that makes her so good at her job – but she can read people like a book. It’s almost instant and she’s rarely wrong. I’ve tried hiding my feelings from her on more than one occasion but she sees right through me. It’s uncanny.

         ‘I’m going to keep an eye on her, of course, but I’d rather not do it alone. Max Coyle is not a man to antagonise.’ She reached across the table and took my hand. Her smile was uncertain, which was a rarity. ‘No one does moral support like you do, darling. Will you help me?’

         Everything else fell away. Holly needed me and that was the bottom line.

         ‘Course I’ll come,’ I said.

         So, two minds or not, that was how I found myself behind 6the wheel of Holly’s Bentley Continental on the day before Christmas Eve, with Her Dameship next to me and the road to Galloway stretching out for long miles ahead of us.

         *

         We broke the journey halfway, stopping the night in Morecambe, me at Mum and Dad’s little terrace, Holly at the Midland Hotel on the prom. She invited us all to dinner there, an early Christmas meal in the restaurant overlooking the bay, dark water shifting under an expanse of starry sky and the outline of the Lakeland Hills on the horizon.

         Mum and Dad were all smiles, loving the stares and whispers that follow Holly wherever she goes, basking in her reflected glory and the rare dose of glamour. Holly was attentive and charming, apologised for stealing me away at Christmas and said nice things about me, which they lapped up and which I committed to memory so I could remind her next time it was useful.

         I loved seeing them get a bit of excitement, a bit of luxury. Like most working people, they haven’t had it easy. Two wars in their lifetime, a general strike, a depression. No welfare state to help until a few years ago. For once they were living it up and having the time of their lives. They’ve always known how to enjoy themselves, given half a chance, and Holly was cutting no corners. We had a great night.

         Back at home, Mum kicked off her best shoes and leant back in her chair next to the fire whilst Dad made the bedtime cuppa. 7

         ‘That was lovely.’

         ‘Wasn’t it?’

         ‘She’s a good woman, Dame Elspeth. Are you still happy in the job?’

         It was time for the usual questions. Every time I came home.

         ‘Very happy.’

         ‘It’s long hours.’

         ‘Aye, but I don’t mind.’

         ‘She pays you well?’

         ‘She does.’

         Then there was the pause and the look into my face, the little smile full of love.

         ‘And you’re not lonely?’

         ‘No, Mum.’

         ‘There’s no one, then?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘It’s been ten years, Ivy.’

         I went over and crouched by her chair, putting my hand over hers, saying what I always said.

         ‘You don’t need to worry about me.’

         ‘I’ll always worry about you. I’m your mum.’

         Maybe I should have told her there was something. A what? A possibility. A man I hardly know. Something hovering, just out of reach. How could I tell her that?

         I gave her a kiss on the cheek.

         ‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘I like my life.’

         Why wouldn’t I? That night I slept in the room I shared for years with my sisters. Three single beds with matching eiderdowns and a memory in every corner. Then in the morning, 8I put on my new sage green dress and coat and a cheeky little hat and drove to the hotel to pick up Holly. It was Christmas Eve, the winter sun was shining, the air was crisp and we were off on an adventure. I’d been to Glasgow and Edinburgh and even once to somewhere way up in the Highlands when Holly was filming, but I’d never turned left into Dumfries and Galloway before. New territory. That was the plan, Ivy.

         Holly settled down in the passenger seat, swathed in French blue cashmere.

         ‘Ready?’ I asked.

         ‘Yes, darling. The Esme Arden defence league, all present and correct.’

         ‘Off we go, then.’

         ‘What’s the route? Go on. Do your memory thing.’

         I obliged her, as usual.

         ‘We take the coast road to Bolton le Sands, pick up the A6 through Kendal into the Lake District and onto Penrith, then Carlisle. Then the A74 to the border and Gretna, the A75 to Dumfries and the A712 to New Galloway and on to Newton Stewart, where we take the A714 to Loch Trool.’

         ‘From one look at a road map?’

         ‘Aye.’

         ‘You’re a prodigy.’

         ‘Behave.’

         Holly exaggerates. But I do find it easy to remember stuff. It’s been my party trick for years. You know that game where you have random objects on a tray and you look at them for a minute then close your eyes and list what you remember? Every time I played it with my sisters, I won. It drove them mad that 9they could never beat me, no matter how much stuff they piled in front of me. Holly often says it’s a shame I’m not on the stage because learning lines would be a doddle.

         ‘There’s a bit more to what you do than a good memory,’ I tell her, and she alway laughs.

         ‘Acting? It’s just shouting every night in the dark. Learn the lines and don’t bump into the furniture.’

         She might make light of it but I know what it means to her. Nearly forty years at it and she’s still addicted.

         Delving into a pocket, she produced a paper bag and waved it joyfully in my direction.

         ‘Chocolate limes?’ I asked.

         ‘What else?’

         Sweets were back on ration after the lovely few months last year when they were freely available, but somehow Holly had managed to get hold of our favourites for the trip. The bag was empty before we reached Carlisle.

         ‘Don’t worry, darling,’ Holly reassured me. ‘I have back up supplies in my suitcase. The readiness is all. Not that we’ll be short of treats at Black Gairy, I’m sure. Esme tells me the estate farm is a fountain of plenty and huge feasts are planned. She’s throwing everything at this Christmas. She says Andrew is used to making more of Hogmanay, as the Scots do, but he’s given her carte blanche this year.’

         We were just over the border. The country was open, with views across fields to the Solway Coast, a glistening silver line in the distance. But as we turned inland, the road narrowed. Low stone walls on either side were spotted with pale lichen and carpeted in bright green moss. Beyond them, fast flowing 10streams broke into white foam over rocks and tree roots. The land became wilder and lonelier as we drove towards the hills and into the forest.

         ‘It’s beautiful.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Holly. ‘Are you glad you came?’

         ‘I am.’

         ‘So am I.’

         ‘Shame about Vincent, though. I was beginning to think, maybe he was The One.’

         ‘Oh no, darling.’ I saw the past flit across her eyes before she looked up. ‘I’ve had The One.’

         ‘I know. But I thought maybe it was time for another.’

         ‘Apparently not.’

         ‘I’m sorry.’

         ‘It’s fine. I’m fine.’ She glanced across. ‘And may I just say at this point, the phrase that springs to mind is “pot, kettle”.’

         It was my turn to remember. Sam’s honest face. His young body and warm arms. A different life. A different me.

         ‘But, unlike you…’ The twinkle in her eyes was back. ‘I decided to put a toe back in the water.’

         ‘A toe? More like full body immersion!’

         She hooted, wiping her eyes with the back of her manicured hand.

         ‘Life is for living, Ivy, my girl.’

         ‘So they tell me.’

         ‘Speaking of which,’ she added lightly, ‘I believe Esme has invited Ben Newman.’

         All right, if I’m honest, my heart missed a little beat. But no way was I giving Holly the satisfaction of seeing it. 11

         ‘What does that mean?’ I said, staring ahead at the road, deadpan.

         ‘He likes you. I’ve seen it in his face.’

         ‘Behave.’

         ‘And you like him. Don’t pretend otherwise.’

         ‘Stop it.’

         ‘The moody playwright. Out with French windows and in with class struggle. Don’t tell me he isn’t your type.’

         ‘You got Esme to invite him, didn’t you?’

         ‘I told you she needed more guests.’

         ‘Bloody hell.’

         ‘Don’t be like that. Where’s the harm in a little romance?’

         ‘It’s embarrassing.’

         ‘Nonsense.’

         ‘Promise me you won’t meddle,’ I demanded.

         ‘Ivy, my darling—’

         ‘If you don’t promise, I’ll turn this car around right now.’

         She threw up her hands. ‘Very well. You win. I’ll be as good as gold.’

         I didn’t believe her for an instant. Then again, would it really be that awful if Ben Newman was interested in me? The butterflies in my stomach said otherwise.

         ‘Oh look!’ Holly sat up in her seat. ‘It’s snowing.’

         Light flakes were floating past the windscreen, too few to settle on the ground but by the look of the dull, sunless sky there were more to come. Hopefully we’d be parked up before then.

         The road climbed and dipped for miles with fir trees towering over us on both sides, twenty, thirty feet high. 12Between them, saplings sprouted in the undergrowth among dry winter ferns and scattered pine cones.

         ‘No shortage of Christmas trees.’

         We rounded another bend and both of us gasped in delight. Through a feathery snowfall, we looked down on Loch Trool curved between high hills, the rocky peaks and the water below lit by the pale sky. The valley glimmered like the inside of an oyster shell. I stopped the car and we both sat staring for a long moment. Even Holly was lost for words.

         ‘I feel like I’m inside my gran’s snow globe,’ I said at last.

         ‘Magical.’ Holly pointed to a gabled roofline in the trees. ‘There’s the house.’

         It was only yards from the loch, hidden by woodland and sheltered by the hills. There was no other building for miles.

         ‘What a setting!’

         ‘Let’s get down there, darling. It must be gin o’clock.’

         I put the car into gear and we moved off. The snow was dusting the dark trees like icing sugar. Holly started singing ‘White Christmas’ and wound the window down to catch snowflakes on her gloved hand.

         ‘Max Coyle can go to hell. We’re going to have a lovely time, darling,’ she said. ‘You’ll see.’
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            2

         

         Sonya Stirling was sitting at the dressing table of her luxurious guest room within the red sandstone walls of Black Gairy. Outside the window, the gloaming was settling over Loch Trool, turning the greys to mauve and darkening the trees to silhouettes. There were no stars, with the clouds low and heavy, but now and then the moon broke through and lit up the glen in a brief silver glow. The hills and the water were held in that deep stillness, that particular magical quiet that comes with the sure promise of snow.

         Unmoved by the beauty of her surroundings, Sonya ran a brush through her lustrous red hair and watched her husband fitting gold studs into the starched cuffs of his evening shirt. With his back to her he was unaware of the hostility in her green eyes, but had he turned and looked at her, it would have been no surprise to him. He had seen it all before and he didn’t care. Their mutual dislike was all they shared now.

         Sir Maximilian Coyle was so rich and so powerful, could have so much of whatever he wanted, that ennui hovered constantly at his shoulder and any conflict was a welcome diversion. He sought it out everywhere. It amused him. That was why he had pushed his way into this Christmas house party. His wife didn’t want him, their hosts were her friends, not his, and the other guests were known adversaries or wary strangers. 14His reputation preceded him and it was formidable. He prided himself on that. He had clawed his way to where he was by sparing no one. Winning was everything. And if he had a few mice at the mercy of his cat’s paw this Christmas, it only added to his satisfaction.

         Sonya transferred her gaze to her own reflection in the dressing table mirror. The face that was her fortune was still beautiful, still lit with wit and intelligence. Her body was long and sensuous, her legendary glamour intact. She could have anyone she wanted. What was she waiting for?

         ‘Are you ready?’

         It was more a command than an enquiry, thrown over his shoulder as he walked to the door. Sonya had finished but she was damned if she was going to dance to his tune.

         ‘Not yet. You go down.’

         He left without another word. The room seemed lighter without him. Sonya regulated her breathing, stared into her own eyes and made herself a promise. It would all be over soon.
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            HOLLY

         

         As we made the last turn in the long, tree-lined drive and pulled up in front of the house, the great door was flung open and there was Esme, fair hair caught back in a loose chignon, a floaty dress in rust and gold billowing around her like a fall of autumn leaves. She ran down the short flight of stone steps to greet us and I was barely out of the car before I was enveloped in a bear hug.

         ‘Welcome, welcome! I’m so happy you’re here!’

         She turned to Ivy and gave her the same treatment.

         ‘How was the journey? Was Holly high maintenance?’

         ‘What do you think?’

         ‘Nonsense,’ I said. ‘I was a delight.’

         Esme laughed and gave me another hug. She was radiant, the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known, and that’s saying something in my world, full of girls who go on the stage because they’re too pretty to stay at home. She looked exquisite, as pale and wispy as a Botticelli goddess, as if a soft breeze would carry her away. In truth, she was born in a trunk, grew up in a touring song and dance act and emerged as tough as old boots. I’ve loved her for years.

         Letting me go, Esme checked we were alone and lowered her voice. 16

         ‘I’m sorry the original plan went awry. I would never have asked Sonya if I thought for a second that we’d be landed with her awful husband.’ A shadow crossed her face but it was gone in an instant and she turned to Ivy with a smile. ‘Though every cloud has a silver lining. We get you as well.’

         ‘It’s lovely to be here, thanks.’

         ‘I’m just happy to see you, darling,’ I said heartily. ‘It’s been much too long.’

         ‘It has.’

         ‘But if you will go on extended honeymoons with handsome new husbands…’

         ‘I know. I’m incorrigible.’

         ‘Did I hear my cue?’ A smiling Andrew Fergusson came down the front steps carrying a woollen wrap which he handed to Esme. ‘It’s snowing, darling. Hadn’t you noticed?’

         ‘Too excited.’

         He shook his head in mock exasperation and they exchanged a quick little look of love, which warmed my heart. Esme has never been lonely, if you catch my meaning, but she waited a long time to find Mr Right and I was so happy for her. He was clearly besotted. Apparently he saw her in a show, fell head over heels and wooed her for a year before she agreed to say ‘I do’. I don’t know what she was waiting for. Rich, cultured, handsome and charming, at fifty-five he gave her twenty years but there was nothing staid about him, even in his Harris tweeds with a pipe in his pocket. We had only met once before, at their wedding, but his manner was relaxed and there was warmth in his bright blue eyes as he greeted us.

         ‘Welcome to Black Gairy. Quite a trek, isn’t it? Blame my 17grandfather. A lifetime in the Glasgow shipyards gave him a taste for isolation. But let’s get you inside. You need to be by the fire with a stiff drink in your hand.’

         ‘Come on, you two.’ Esme took both our arms. ‘Andrew will sort your car and luggage.’

         ‘I can help,’ Ivy offered.

         ‘Thank you but there’s no need.’ Andrew smiled. ‘I have reinforcements. Donald and Jean from the gate lodge are kind enough to step into the breach when required.’

         ‘They look after the place when it’s closed up,’ Esme added. ‘We’d usually fend for ourselves, but it’s a big party this Christmas so it’s all hands on deck.’

         ‘In that case, thank you.’ Ivy handed over the keys.

         ‘In you go,’ said Andrew. ‘The snow’s getting heavier.’

         The porch had been swathed in festive greenery. The double doors were framed by stained-glass panels, their deep jewel colours echoed in smaller panes across the top of the mullioned windows on either side. The square bays towered two storeys high, their surrounds cut from deep rose sandstone flecked with gleaming quartz. The twin gables were crenelated and, between them, a row of small-paned casements sat under the eaves of the slate roof. The mottled pink and grey of the stonework gave off a warm glow, even on a snowy afternoon. It managed to be both grand and cosy, flamboyant and satisfyingly simple at the same time.

         ‘It’s a heart-stealing house.’

         ‘Wait till you see inside. Honestly, I can’t believe my good fortune. As if it wasn’t more than enough to find Andrew. Then he pulls this out of his hat!’ Esme laughed. ‘Sorry. I know I’m disgustingly smug, but I can’t help it.’ 18

         ‘I’m glad you’re not taking it for granted.’ Ivy turned, spreading her arms to the loch and the tree-covered hills beyond. ‘All of this. It’s a privilege, isn’t it?’

         Ivy’s a political animal. She has her particular way of looking at life and we’re all used to it. Actually, I agree with her much of the time, though we come from very different worlds. I was brought up to be all things ladylike and make a good marriage. Neither of which came to pass incidentally, but that’s another story. Back to Ivy. She’s given me an education, but it didn’t stop me teasing her.

         ‘Watch out Esme – she’ll nationalise the place, given half a chance!’

         Ivy grinned. ‘Come the revolution!’

         ‘She’s absolutely right, though. It’s such a gift. That’s why I wanted you all here to share it.’ Esme pushed open the doors and ushered us in.

         The hall opened out and up in an expanse of pale oak panelling and eau de nil paint. There were garlands of leaves and berries on the walls and on the carved bannisters of the central staircase, which rose to a small landing then divided right and left to a galleried first floor. Beside the stairs, a vast Christmas tree sparkled like fairyland.

         ‘Blimey,’ breathed Ivy.

         ‘Hasn’t she done well?’ An arch voice floated down from above. ‘Did she marry the man or the house? And do we care?’

         Elliot Mayhew stood looking over the gallery rail. As he spoke, he detached himself and came down to greet us. He’d been forty for a good few years now but carried it well. Slim and elegant in a sleek tuxedo, one of the new Pierre Cardin’s, if I was not 19mistaken, Elliot was famous for being languid and witty at the piano and could be good company when he behaved himself.

         ‘Merry Christmas, my dears.’

         ‘Merry Christmas, Elliot.’

         We both accepted a kiss on each cheek.

         ‘Holly and Ivy. How perfectly festive.’ He turned to Esme. ‘Is that everyone now? Can we pull up the drawbridge and start drinking?’

         ‘Cocktails in half an hour, my pet. Yes, it’s a full house now. I’ll show these two to their rooms, give them a chance to catch their breath and then we’re off!’

         ‘I shall pace the drawing room in anticipation, like Mariana in the moated grange.’

         ‘Look, here’s Dorothy. She’ll keep you company.’ Esme motioned to a young woman at the top of the stairs then back to us. ‘Have you all met?’

         I recognised Dorothy Drake, the latest graduate from the Rank Charm School. Every inch the starlet, she negotiated her descent in perilous heels with perfect poise. Her blonde hair was sleek, her make-up flawless and her dress left nothing to the imagination. It was only when she was up close that I realised how very young she was and caught the uncertainty behind her practised smile.

         ‘No, we haven’t,’ she replied to Esme. ‘But of course I know Dame Elspeth.’

         ‘And the legendary Ivy Earnshaw,’ added Elliot. ‘The power behind the throne.’

         ‘Ignore Elliot,’ said Ivy. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

         ‘And you.’ 20

         ‘I haven’t seen your debut yet.’ I took her outstretched hand. ‘I hear you stole the picture.’

         ‘It’s kind of you to say so.’

         ‘She’s going to be a huge star,’ said Esme.

         ‘Working with Hitch now,’ Elliot drawled. ‘He likes a blonde, doesn’t he?’

         A faint flush rose up Dorothy’s pale neck. She understood the insinuation but wasn’t sure how to respond. I gave her hand a squeeze.

         ‘He knows talent when he sees it.’

         We were all aware of Hitchcock’s foibles and, let’s face it, he wasn’t alone in them. Girls like Dorothy have always suffered unwanted attention. It’s bad enough we turn a blind eye, without mocking them for it. Ivy gave Elliot one of her looks and he raised an eyebrow, but then he stepped forward and offered Dorothy his arm.

         ‘Forgive me. I get waspish when I’m thirsty. May I escort you to the drinks table?’

         For a second, she looked to me, as if for guidance. I was moved. I gave her a nod and released her hand and she allowed Elliot to lead her away.

         ‘We’ll see you shortly,’ Esme called after them.

         I was relieved to see them chatting amicably enough as they moved out of sight.

         ‘How old is she?’ I asked Esme once we started up the stairs.

         ‘Nineteen.’

         ‘And young with it. Despite the glamour.’

         ‘She seems a bit lost,’ said Ivy, putting her finger on it, as she often does. 21

         ‘My agent – her agent too – you know, Dickie? He asked me to invite her. She has a week off from filming at Loch Lomond and is a bit stranded.’

         ‘No family?’

         ‘Not within reach. Anyway, we wanted to swell our numbers and she’s very welcome. Andrew’s daughter, Ishbel, is home from University, so she has someone near her age. I hope she settles in.’ We had turned right on the stairs to reach our rooms. ‘Here you are, my dears. Make yourselves at home.’

         She showed me into a large room papered in a rich William Morris pink with an expanse of bay window looking out over the lawns and trees to the loch. In the side wall, a door opened into a Jack and Jill bathroom shared with Ivy. Beyond it, her room had pale furniture and duck egg blue walls, with a view of woods and hills rising at the back of the house.

         ‘Oh, Esme, this is lovely!’

         ‘I’m so happy you’re here.’ She gave me another hug. ‘I’ll leave you to get settled. But don’t be too long. I expect Andrew is stirring the martinis as we speak.’

         She bustled off and, with my suitcases successfully delivered to the ottoman at the foot of my bed, I set about unpacking. It never takes me long. The touring life has honed my skills. I changed for dinner and was at the dressing table, attending to my face, when Ivy came in through the shared bathroom, giving the door a cursory tap as she passed.

         ‘I could have been in flagrante with a footman!’ I protested.

         ‘Nothing I haven’t seen before. Is this dress all right?’

         It was midnight blue taffeta, full-skirted and calf-length with a scooped neckline and three-quarter sleeves. Her only 22adornments were a short pearl necklace and earrings and a matching clip in her dark curls. She looked effortlessly chic and I told her so.

         ‘I wasn’t sure where to pitch it. I’ve got fancier but I thought I’d save that till Christmas dinner.’

         ‘Quite right.’

         ‘Let’s have a look at you, then. Give us a twirl.’

         I stood up and displayed my dress and bolero in silver grey satin. At my neck and wrist, I had my mother’s diamonds and, on my feet, my favourite Roger Vivier jewelled pumps.

         ‘Gorgeous. Ready for the undercover operation, then?’

         ‘Yes, darling. Max Coyle will do no harm on our watch.’

         She waved an arm at the door. ‘After you.’

         ‘Just a minute.’ I turned back to the mirror and checked my lipstick. With Dorothy Drake’s youthful perfection still clear in my mind, I frowned at my ageing face and sighed.

         ‘It seems no time at all since I was nineteen. Where did the time go?’

         ‘Having a luxurious life, doing the job you love and getting worshipped for it?’

         Ivy can always bring me down to earth.

         ‘Thank you for that.’

         ‘You’re welcome.’

         ‘Ah well,’ I said, ‘with mirth and laughter, let old wrinkles come. Shall we mingle?’
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