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        The Scotch Express, heading to Inverness

        Early June 1929

      

      

      ‘Just a little smoked salmon, and some lightly buttered brown bread’— Ophelia’s mother prodded at the cushions piled behind her on the train’s pull-down banquette—‘and a pot of Lapsang Souchong, if they have it.’

      Outside, the sky was beginning to turn dusky. They were leaving behind the suburbs of middle-England, the fields punctuated by dark swathes of trees.

      ‘I don’t know what the world is coming to when one must run to the dining car every time one needs something.’ Lady Daphne Finchingfield shifted her weight, attempting to find a more comfortable position in which to recline. She rested her hand on her hugely rounded lower belly. ‘And, really, darling, do we have to share the compartment with this dog. I know you’re fond of her, but she’s pressing up against me. It’s hardly hygienic.’

      Ophelia’s mother nudged at the elongated furry body on top of the blankets, its head pillowed on her lower leg.

      Carefully, Ophelia lifted the cairn terrier and laid her on the opposite side. Pudding swivelled one eye between her mistress and the lost source of warmth.

      ‘She has a bath with me every other Saturday, and keeps herself clean the rest of the time.’ Shrugging off her cardigan, Ophelia tossed it onto the bed, where Pudding immediately buried her nose in its comforting scent.

      Ophelia’s mother curled her lips in distaste.

      Ophelia took down her jacket from the peg on the door. ‘As for the dining car, it’s jolly fortunate you have me, to save you the trouble.’

      ‘Darling, there’s no need to be snippy. It was bad enough taking supper there early on, surrounded by all those dreadfully ordinary people, slurping at their soup. Now I’m in my night things I can hardly be expected to venture out in search of the steward.’

      Ophelia accepted that it was simpler to placate her mother, and a waste of time attempting to change her snobbish attitudes. It would serve no purpose to remind her that, only two hours prior, she’d consumed not just the oxtail broth but a generously proportioned steak and kidney pudding served with cauliflower cheese and roasted carrots. There had also been steamed jam roly poly and custard. It was not the sort of food her mother usually ate, but she’d done a sterling job of polishing it off.

      Ophelia had no idea where her mother was putting it all, but perhaps that was one of those unfathomable mysteries, the answer to which was only revealed when a woman found herself “with child”. Her mother was abundantly blessed in that department. Twins, apparently, according to the doctor. Being one of the most expensive on Harley Street, one had to assume he knew what he was about.

      It was unexpected, considering her mother’s age, and rather embarrassing, as far as Ophelia was concerned. She wasn’t so naïve as to believe marital conjugation ceased past the age of forty, and she didn’t begrudge her parents their happiness in that department. But twins! It was one thing knowing they continued to enjoy the physical side of their relationship, but to have it flaunted so demonstrably was rather sick-inducing.

      It was a wonder her mother was managing the trip at all, but the train did make things easier. Ophelia’s father had offered to drive them up, but what with collecting his own mother en route, and having Pudding in tow—not to mention all the new purchases made for the wedding and Ophelia’s trousseau—the Bentley would have been bursting at the seams.

      In fact, Ophelia was pretty sure her mother had only agreed to accompany her on the Scotch Express to save spending several days in close confines with Granny Gertie on the long schlep northwards.

      Ophelia would have preferred to avoid it herself. She was perfectly happy at Kintochlochie. The odd visit to Inverness was welcome, to stock up on essentials, and she’d had two blissful jaunts to Edinburgh with Hamish. If she never again ventured further south than that, she’d have no regrets at all.

      The London shopping trip had been all her mother’s idea—being adamant that only Bond Street would do. It was kind of her in some ways, except that Ophelia suspected her mother acted mostly from concern over how her daughter’s appearance reflected upon herself. She’d been angling to take Ophelia to Paris. Thankfully, her heavily pregnant state had made that impossible.

      ‘Anything else?’ Ophelia asked sweetly.

      ‘The salmon will do nicely. The oils darling—so very good for the complexion. I do keep telling you. That’s one reasonable thing about being dragged up to Scotland, I suppose; plenty of fresh fish from the loch.’

      ‘Not the only thing, I should hope.’ Ophelia bristled. ‘It is your ancestral seat after all, and it’s where Hamish and I intend to make our home.’

      ‘Well, it takes all sorts, as they say. As for your choice of husband, I’ve already made my thoughts plain, Ophelia. When I sent you up to Kintochlochie it was with the intention of making you realize how foolish you’d been, turning down that one decent proposal. You could have been a countess by now. Instead, you’re throwing yourself away on a nobody.’ Her mother studied one of her pale pink polished nails. ‘It’s just as well the ceremony is taking place in the backend of nowhere. At least no one of importance will be at the castle. I don’t think I could have borne the shame, having that clod paraded in front of our smart London friends. Your father would insist on sending the announcement to The Times, and my mother put something in The Lady of all places. You’ve no idea what it’s been like for me, having to field the inevitable questions.’

      ‘Hamish is a decent, hardworking man!’ Ophelia felt her temper rising. ‘He does important work for the Forestry Commission, and he’s been almost singlehandedly responsible for keeping the estate profitable. Granny Morag would be lost without him.’

      Pudding gave a whimper, unaccustomed to hearing her mistress angry. Just then, the carriage lurched on the tracks. The cairn dived under Ophelia’s cardigan, toppling an open magazine to the floor in the process.

      ‘Don’t be scared, Pudding’—Ophelia rubbed the little terrier’s back—‘No one’s cross with you. You’re a good dog, aren’t you my darling.’

      ‘Really! That’s the latest Vogue! Do tell that creature to be more careful!’ Her mother looked almost more alarmed than she had been when discussing her undesirable future son-in-law.

      Ophelia had explained Hamish’s qualifications many times over, and the fact that he was the nephew of Lady Devonly, Granny Morag’s companion. Everyone at Kintochlochie thought highly of him. But, of course, that meant nothing to her mother.

      With gritted teeth, Ophelia scooped up the magazine, laying it on her mother’s lap. ‘I won’t be long.’

      Sliding back the door, Ophelia stepped into the corridor, resisting the temptation to slam it closed again behind her. Muttering a few choice words she’d never dare speak to her mother’s face, Ophelia strode in the direction of the dining car, only to thump quite forcefully into someone coming the other way.

      ‘Ouch!’ The bridge of her nose collided with the chest of whoever it was.

      ‘Apologies. Clumsy of me. You alright?’ The stranger stepped back. ‘You were going at a clip, and with your head down. No chance of seeing me before it was too late.’

      Ophelia pulled out a handkerchief, dabbing it at her nose. No blood, thank goodness, but it stung horribly. The clumsiness was all on her side, though it had been bad luck to bump into someone almost directly outside the door.

      ‘I’m fine.’ She pocketed the square of linen, squinting up at him.

      He wasn’t bad looking—in a Rudolph Valentino sort of way, wearing a well-cut suit in pinstriped navy.

      ‘Off to the dining car? I’ve just been. Not terribly good.’ He made a face, crinkling about the eyes, which Ophelia noticed were very blue. ’Service ends in a few minutes. Is that why you’re in a hurry?’

      Ophelia felt a rush of panic. ‘I’d better go.’ She strode off again, keeping as much distance between her and the other compartments as was possible. It wouldn’t do for someone to burst out as she’d done herself, and for more time to be wasted.

      Reaching the glass-panelled door connecting the sleeping car to that of the dining cabin, she saw that a steward was present behind the little bar area. With relief, Ophelia let herself through.

      ‘Might I order something? Just some tea and the makings of a sandwich? I’ll take it back to my compartment—no need for a table.’

      The steward paused from his wiping of surfaces. With more than a hint of irritation, he pointed at the clock mounted prominently above his head. ‘I am sorry, madam, but as you can see, it’s two minutes past ten. I couldn’t possibly⁠—’

      ‘Oh, I think you might be able to rustle up something, don’t you?’ The clipped voice was that of the stranger from the corridor, pushing what looked like a full pound note across the polished counter.

      After a moment’s hesitation, the steward’s hand slid to meet the offering and it disappeared into his pocket.

      ‘Oh, you mustn’t! It’s really not—’ Before Ophelia had a chance to say more, the steward was clearing his throat, turning to her as if their previous exchange had never occurred.

      ‘What is it madam would like? A cheese sandwich, was it? And cocoa? To help you sleep?’ His gaze darted from Ophelia to the stranger, and she felt heat rising to her cheek.

      She glared at the man beside her. However helpful he thought he was being, it had not been asked for.

      ‘Something better than cheese, surely.’ The man continued. ‘Some of the salmon prepared for breakfast service, with a wedge of lemon on the side, and thinly cut bread? Take care not to tear it when you’re buttering. And forget the cocoa. Earl Grey, perhaps?’

      ‘Lapsang Souchong.’ Ophelia hardly dared look up.

      ‘And two gin and tonics, to fill the time while we’re waiting.’ He gave Ophelia a wink.

      ‘Not for me,’ Ophelia answered curtly. ‘And there’s no need for you to wait. I’m sure I’ve intruded enough on your evening.’ She moved around the curve of the bar, fixing her eyes squarely on a bottle of Tanqueray, displayed on a shelf next to some plastic grapes.

      She had a horrible feeling. Either the Valentino lookalike was uncannily intuitive, or he’d been listening through the door before they’d bumped into one another. How else would he know about the salmon? And, in that case, what else had he heard? It was beyond awful.

      ‘Look, we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot.’ He raised his hands in mock surrender. ‘I only wanted to be friendly. I don’t sleep well on trains, and I’ve a lot on my mind. Thought we could while away some of those long, hard miles together.’ The last words were uttered with unmistakable innuendo.

      Ophelia made the mistake of looking at him. The smile he gave was the sort film directors reserved for close-ups. The dazzle of it sent her knees weak. Nevertheless, she answered firmly. ‘I don’t know what idea you were having about whiling away the journey, but it’s misguided, and vastly improper.’

      The man reined in his smile, though he still looked more amused than chastised.

      Ophelia had put up with several unwelcome overtures during her debutante days, when her mother had contrived to make her fair game to any male with a title. Either she was better now at asserting herself or the stranger was more of a gentleman than he appeared.

      Another thought swept in on the tail of the last: that the undeniably handsome specimen before her was just the sort she’d have once been more than happy to get stuck with in a taxi, or a cupboard, during a game of sardines. Now, she was fending him off like some outraged spinster—as if he’d suggested having his wicked way on the floor of the dining car while the steward warmed the teapot.

      She was overreacting, but she knew why; because, in barely a week, she’d be Ophelia Munro. Despite all the fanciful notions she’d nurtured little more than a year ago, of having torrid affairs with wild bohemians, and living the sort of racy life she’d read about in novels, she was determined to have eyes only for her husband.

      She loved Hamish—and they trusted one another, which meant not accepting cocktails from men she didn’t know, on trains rushing headlong through the night, with nobody about but a steward who would undoubtedly look the other way, as long as another crisp pound note crossed his palm.

      Although her handsome admirer was making no attempt to leap upon her, he was looking with undisguised interest. Her feminine instinct told her that, given the faintest bit of encouragement, he’d do all sorts of things that would make a woman’s heart race.

      And Ophelia knew all about those things, because she and Hamish had done a great deal more than kiss and gaze adoringly into each other’s eyes. Not that she’d fallen for him from the first, but as soon as she had, the attraction between them had been intense. They’d had their hiccups along the way, but they’d been inseparable these past months, and Hamish had been pressing her to set a date for most of them.

      Knowing that he adored her, that Hamish couldn’t keep his hands off her, was deeply satisfying. Ophelia had been only too glad to accept his proposal at last. They were going to be official, regardless of what her mother thought of the matter, or any of her snobby friends, or anyone else at all.

      Why then was proximity to this man she knew nothing about turning her knees to jelly? Not that she was a total angel. She’d had a few dalliances in the early days of being attracted to Hamish—though those had been very much inspired by her jealousy over Hamish’s intimacy with his former fiancée, Felicité.

      But this wasn’t supposed to happen when you were mutually in love. You weren’t supposed to imagine how it might feel for someone else’s lips to press to yours and…

      Ophelia clutched at the raised rim of the bar, designed to prevent glasses and cups and whatnot from sliding off as the carriage rocked. Her morals were going to stay in place just as securely, no matter how the pulsing rhythm of the train made her think of…

      Before she could continue that thought, the steward came through with the tray she’d requested.

      ‘Thank you. Put it on the tab for our compartment, would you?’ Without looking anywhere but straight ahead, Ophelia navigated past temptation: back to her mother, and Pudding, and the bags on the rack which contained her beautiful wedding dress, and her veil, and the white satin shoes with diamanté buckles she’d picked out just two days ago.

      Back to the path she’d already chosen, which was going to make her blissfully happy.
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      Reaching Inverness, Ophelia kept her mind firmly on the task of helping her mother and locating a porter to carry their luggage. If a tiny part of her was regretful at not having a last glimpse of the stranger from the night before, a far larger portion was relieved.

      What had come over her! Almost down the aisle, yet ogling the first half-good-looking man to flirt with her! It was all best forgotten. As soon as she saw Hamish again, everything would be fine. Clearly, a fortnight without him had sent her urges into overdrive.

      They changed onto the branch line that took them deep into the Highlands, where the Kintochlochie estate nestled between the crags. She’d given prior instruction to the conductor, so that he knew to arrange a stop at the makeshift platform dedicated to their end of the glen.

      ‘You must be exhausted. That awful journey!’ Having kissed Ophelia and her mother on both cheeks, Launcelot picked up the heaviest of their bags and led them towards the Rolls-Royce, parked as close by as the track allowed.

      Ophelia was delighted to see him. Though it was only the previous summer that they’d first met, she and Mr. Launcelot Horatio Buffington had become fast friends—following his painting of Ophelia as a gift for her grandmother’s birthday.

      Pudding, evidently pleased to escape the confines of the train, set about sniffing everything within trotting distance.

      ‘Peter promised he’d collect me himself.’ Ophelia’s mother was looking far from pleased. ‘My husband did arrive yesterday, I hope.’

      ‘He did, but the poor things didn’t make it to the castle until nearly midnight. I insisted on coming in his stead. One must be alert on these precipitous roads, and that’s hardly possible on meagre sleep.’

      ‘Then I suppose I must forgive him, and offer our thanks to you, Mr. Buffington.’ Daphne allowed herself to be helped into the car.

      ‘My pleasure. It was a wonderful excuse to drive Lady MacKintoch’s new motor.’ Launcelot rested his fingers on the roof of the silver Phantom. ‘You’ll find a flask of something hot back there, and a rug for your knees.’

      ‘So, how was London?’ Launcelot gave Ophelia a nudge as they hefted the luggage into the boot. ‘Have you been touring the fleshpots?’

      ‘With my mother in tow? That would hardly be likely, even if I knew where to go.’

      Launcelot gave a dramatic sigh. ‘I should have insisted on coming with you. Your mother remains her usual chic self, even in her spawning state, but she’s clearly not up to much.’

      Launcelot was right. A gentle snore soon came from the backseat, where Daphne was tucked beneath a tartan picnic blanket.

      Pudding, seated on Ophelia’s lap, pushed first her nose then her tongue to the passenger window leaving unsightly smears, so Ophelia wound down the glass, giving them both a better view. She gazed contentedly at the mist drifting over the hillsides. The far reach of the sky was golden to the east but softly blue above, promising a fine day ahead.

      She’d been on edge these past days, her nerves jangled by the bustle of the capital. There had been nothing particularly fun about the shopping, and it was good to be back in her beloved Highlands.

      ‘You’re very quiet.’ Launcelot glanced at her from behind the wheel. ‘Not sickening, I hope. You’ve quite the week before you.’

      ‘I’m fine. Just weary, as you say. How was your exhibition in Berlin?’

      ‘Thrilling, darling! A roaring success. One can push the boundaries so much further there. It’s the Neue Sachlichkeit. Out with the old and in with the new.’

      ‘Well done, you!’—Ophelia beamed—‘And what about Helmut, your muse? Is he still providing inspiration?’

      ‘Sadly not. He turned out to be dreadfully conventional. I asked him to accompany me to Monte Carlo and he turned up with his wife and three children.’ Launcelot gave a rather forced laugh. ’I’ve been keeping my mind determinedly upon my art. Not even a hint of wickedness. At least, not since last Thursday, and even then, I was only moderately wayward. Hardly worth mentioning.’

      Ophelia raised an eyebrow. ‘Do tell! It’ll be infinitely more exciting than anything I’ve been up to.’

      ‘In truth, I’ve been living like a nun.’ Launcelot shrugged. ‘We aren’t all as fortunate as you, old thing. My Hamish is yet to make himself known. I fear I’m simply not destined for love.’

      ‘Don’t say that. You never know what’s around the corner. Granny’s invited all sorts of people to the celebrations. Your own Prince Charming could be on his way right now.’

      ‘One does keep the tiniest spark of hope but, gracious me, I’m not so desperate as to think that someone from your grandmother’s crowd might fit the bill. I draw the line at a lover lacking his own teeth.’

      Ophelia slapped his knee playfully. ‘Speaking of Hamish, I’m surprised he didn’t come with you, but I suppose he’s working as usual. He’s promised me a whole week of honeymooning on the West Coast, so I expect he needs to clear the decks.’

      ‘He set off for Inverness yesterday. Meetings with those forestry people of his. Your schoolfriends are due in tomorrow, so he’s hanging about to meet them and drive them straight to the castle.’

      ‘How thoughtful.’ Ophelia tried to keep the disappointment from her voice. There was something about knowing Hamish had been in Inverness as she was passing through that was rather jarring—although it would have been a bit much to expect him to get up at daybreak purely to see her for a few minutes between trains.

      They’d soon be reunited again, and then he’d be properly hers forever. No more clandestine corridor creeping, or illicit rendezvous in the library when everyone else was asleep. Not that the sneaking about had been so awful. It added a definite frisson.

      ‘By the way, please don’t call Bunny and Fenella my schoolfriends,’ Ophelia added. ‘They’re grown women. We know each other from Girton.’

      ‘Pardonnez-moi. I’m sure they’re models of bluestocking rectitude. Just like yourself.’ Launcelot smirked.

      ‘Now you’re being facetious! Wait until you meet them before judging.’

      ‘I am justly chastened.’ Launcelot gave his wrist a mock slap.

      They were turning towards the looming crags, climbing slowly, winding upwards. When they reached the tunnel which passed through the sheer granite, Ophelia held her breath. Launcelot turned on the motor’s lamps; small pools of gold in the echoing darkness. When they emerged again, they were looking down at the great loch, and the mustard hues of the hillside, and the castle perched almost at the water’s edge.

      Launcelot brought the Rolls to a halt. ‘As if from a fairy tale, those ancient walls rising from the mournful moors, amid the mountains’ embrace.’

      Launcelot had a tendency to over-romanticize, but Ophelia could hardly fault his description. ’It does stir the heart, doesn’t it?’

      Putting the car into gear again, he began coasting downward.

      ‘So do tell, who’s here, and how is everyone?’ asked Ophelia. Several guests weren’t descending until a day or two before the wedding, but it was inevitable that some would wish to partake of their hospitality for longer.

      ‘I was taking a nightcap when your father arrived. I had the feeling he was relieved to be at journey’s end. His companion was rather a handful, I suspect.’

      ‘Granny Gertie? Yes, I should think she was. Poor Daddy. Still, he’s had plenty of practise.’ Ophelia peeked over her shoulder at her still dozing mother. ‘How about Enid and Monty? Did they enjoy their trip? St. Tropez, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Who doesn’t love the Riviera! They’ve arrived with Prudence—all in fine fettle. Enid has the most extraordinary gift for you. She and I have been busy with it the past week, and it has turned out well, if I say so myself.’

      ‘Goodness! Knowing you and Enid, I’m on tenterhooks to find out.’

      ‘Wait until you discover what’s waiting for you in the garden.’ Launcelot’s eyes twinkled.

      ‘Oh, has Granny Morag finished renovating the old folly?’ Ophelia couldn’t hide her excitement.

      The folly was her grandmother’s gift to her and Hamish, restoring the miniature temple down by the lochside. Not that it needed much work, since it was meant to appear slightly “ruined” in any case, but Morag had come up with the idea of creating an indoor bathing area within the sunken floor.

      ‘She has, although I’d step warily when you pay a visit. Ebenezer has made his own addition. I’m not sure you’ll be pleased, although he seems entirely delighted with it himself.’

      ‘Oh dear. That sounds ominous.’ Ophelia’s great uncle had some strange notions.

      ‘But the folly wasn’t what I was hinting at.’ Launcelot went on. ‘It’s my own little surprise—besides taking your photographs on the big day—although I suppose I’m spoiling it now, by telling you. In the Summer House, six foot three and simply divine!’

      ‘You haven’t installed a lover there! He’ll be frozen stiff by night.’

      Launcelot smirked. ‘Don’t worry darling, he has the woodburner, and he’s so young and vital, he positively radiates heat. Creatures like that don’t feel the cold.’

      ‘Nonetheless, you needn’t be so covert. Granny would happily provide a bedroom for him in the house. Just say he’s a visiting cousin or something, for appearance’s sake.’

      ‘That would be more conducive.’ Launcelot looked thoughtful. ‘I’ve been attempting seduction since spotting him in that wonderful new production at The Theatre Royal. Totally wasted in the back line of the chorus, but I saw his potential immediately—and, you won’t believe it, he’s called Galahad of all things. Written in the stars, don’t you think?’

      They’d reached the bottom of the hillside now, and were sweeping onto the long, gravelled approach to the castle.

      ‘You aren’t just on the rebound from Helmut?’

      ‘Quite possibly.’ Launcelot gave a heartfelt sigh. ‘But Galahad’s oblivious to my naughty intentions. Anyway, he’s your ornamental hermit for the week. I hope you enjoy admiring him as much as I do.’

      Ophelia leant over to give her friend a kiss on the cheek. ‘He’ll be a wonderful addition to the fête Granny’s planning in the garden. If he’s as good-looking as you say, perhaps he can give kisses for a shilling. And you mustn’t be jealous; the proceeds are helping pay for new lavatories at the village school. Granny’s stumping up the bulk of the cost, naturally, but it’s nice for everyone to feel they’ve contributed.’

      Launcelot pulled a face. ‘The event sounds far from decorous, but better to have the hoi-polloi rampaging the grounds prior to your nuptials rather than on the day itself.’

      ‘Don’t be such a snob, Launcelot. It’s a tradition for the castle to host a get-together for everyone on the estate whenever a family member marries, and it’s been far too long since the opportunity has arisen. I’m going to suggest doing something similar every summer—especially if it rallies everyone around a useful project.’

      ‘Do stop, or you’ll make me feel horribly selfish.’ Launcelot patted Ophelia’s knee. ‘The welcome party are on the steps, look. Time to smile and sparkle.’
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