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Chapter 1


It is best to avoid the beginnings of evil


Wednesday 22 January 1958


Mirabelle checked her lipstick in the small mirror fixed to the maple-wood door. The train jerked and she put out a hand to steady herself. Through the window she could just make out London as it whizzed by, shades of grey in the driving rain. ‘The weather from here only gets worse,’ Superintendent McGregor had said solemnly as they dashed from the taxi into the station past two boys selling newspapers, one on each side of a large board that proclaimed ‘If Khrushchev wants a shooting match, let’s give it to him’. The Times was feeling punchy.


‘It’s beautiful up north but there’s no disguising it’s colder,’ McGregor continued.


Mirabelle rolled her eyes. ‘And wetter. And every other Scottish stereotype.’ She liked teasing him.


‘It’s geography,’ he insisted. ‘There’s no stereotype about it. It’s a shame it will be dark as we go through Edinburgh. I’d like to have shown you my home town.’ She had thought that was particularly sweet of him. Once they’d found their cabins, McGregor had discreetly left her to unpack.


Mirabelle hung up her tailored, mustard-yellow coat. Shrouded in brown kid gloves, the engagement ring made her finger look lumpy, but she decided not to remove the gloves. Above, the uplighter on the wall glowed orange, casting peachy light on to the plush velvet seating, which would later be converted into a bed. She had an overnight case, but until the bed was turned down it seemed odd to take out her things, so now there wasn’t anything else to do except watch the vague grey shapes of the buildings as the train sped north. The rap on the door saved her.


‘Yes?’


It opened and a young steward in a white jacket stood in the frame. ‘Miss Bevan? Mr McGregor asks if you’d like to join him in the Pullman car?’ She must have looked eager. The boy grinned. ‘It’s four carriages along.’ He pointed, his greased-back hair glistening in the diffused light from the foggy windows.


‘Thank you. I’ll come directly.’ Mirabelle scrabbled in her handbag, sprayed a mist of L’Air du Temps in front of her and stepped into it. She replaced the tiny lid with its swooping doves, dropping the bottle back into her bag and closing it with a satisfying click.


The Pullman car was only half full. She counted three tables occupied by men dressed in various muted shades of tweed, all nursing tumblers of whisky and smoking cigarettes. Two were mostly shielded from view by the Financial Times, the entire front page of which was dedicated to the possibility of Russia’s missile superiority over America. Mirabelle sighed. Khrushchev’s attempt at nuclear one-upmanship had been going on for months. Everyone was exhausted by it. It was, as Mirabelle’s friend Vesta had commented, ‘Worse than the bleeding Blitz.’ Potentially, it was certainly more dangerous. Schools organised drills. City councils considered reopening wartime bomb shelters. Only last week an alarming public information leaflet had been posted through Mirabelle’s door advising her to remain calm.


McGregor smiled from the table near the bar. Beside him, a bottle of champagne was already on ice. He got to his feet and kissed her on the cheek as if they hadn’t already come up to town on the Brighton Belle and shared a meal of steak and sautéed mushrooms followed by inky, bitter coffee in tiny cups. The bartender popped the cork and poured two crystal saucers, which frosted immediately. Mirabelle watched the bubbles clinging to the side.


‘To us.’ McGregor lifted his by the stem.


Mirabelle toasted, clicking her glass against his. ‘Our first proper holiday,’ she said. ‘Not just a weekend.’


‘I can’t wait to get away.’


‘We are away.’


‘You know what I mean. I’m as tired of dead bodies as I am of politics.’ McGregor’s eyes flashed with wry humour as the bartender pretended he hadn’t overheard. ‘It’ll be good for us – fresh air, a bit of exercise and no grievous bodily harm,’ McGregor said. ‘You’re going to love Scotland.’


‘How long is it since you saw your cousin?’


‘It was before the war – ’37, I think.’


‘Is he like you?’


‘A little. My mother always said he was the big brother I never had. He’s six years older. He won’t have changed.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Bruce’s been the same since we were children. He’s the closest family I have.’


Mirabelle let the icy champagne slide over her lips. She was glad McGregor didn’t come with a full platoon of brothers and sisters, nephews and nieces. Family felt as if it would be an encumbrance to their relationship. She had nobody left on her side and was slightly relieved that now she and McGregor were engaged, she didn’t have to drag the poor man around the country introducing him to a succession of relations. Still, the prospect of a holiday was pleasant. He’d promised open fires and games of cards. When she’d asked if they might hear the bagpipes, he had laughed and said, ‘I’m sure we can manage that. We won’t be far from Inverness and the pipes are almost mandatory in that neck of the woods.’


She put down her glass. ‘It’s very nice of your cousin to invite us.’


‘I think it’s because he got married so recently himself – they tied the knot a couple of years ago; a quick wedding at the register office in Edinburgh. I had no idea, but weddings make you think about family, don’t they? He hadn’t been in touch, but when I rang him to tell him about our engagement, it poured out. Her name is Eleanor. I think she must be younger than he is – he said she’s changed the entire household.’


‘There must be something in your family that makes the men wait so long before asking the question.’


‘In Scotland we call that canny.’


‘Maybe that’s it.’


‘You are happy, aren’t you Belle?’


It was a question more than one person had asked over the last few days. An engagement was supposed to be an occasion for celebration but Mirabelle, quite honestly, felt that they had done what they ought to do. Perhaps that was harsh. It might be kinder to say that she and McGregor were meant for each other, not in the airy-fairy, romantic sense portrayed in books and at the cinema, but in the way that their lives dovetailed, that they could trust each other and that they already had a life together. They were a team and, after all, that was the nature of marriage. Mirabelle was too old for romance – these days all that seemed foolish. She’d had an affair of the heart many years ago and one or two dalliances since. There was no doubt that she loved McGregor, but you only had the magic of first love once. And Jack was long dead. ‘I’m happy. But I’m not eighteen again, Alan. Even getting engaged isn’t going to manage that.’


He reached for her gloved hand and pulled it to his lips. ‘I knew the moment I saw you,’ he said.


‘In the graveyard at the Church of the Sacred Heart?’


It had been after a funeral. McGregor had been chatting up another woman, as she recalled, who was visiting her husband’s grave. The woman had offered to cook him dinner, which was more than Mirabelle ever had.


‘Was it the graveyard? That’s too grim. It can’t have been.’


‘It was the graveyard. You told me to keep my nose out of your case.’


He relented. ‘It sounds like me. Did you ever dream you’d end up with a policeman?’


‘A detective? I could only have hoped.’


McGregor refilled the glasses. ‘Here’s to us,’ he said.


By Peterborough it was dark outside. Neither of them was hungry after the steaks so they nibbled bar snacks and drank more champagne. Mirabelle regaled him with the tale of the day she’d told Vesta about their engagement and Vesta had screamed so loudly that the staff from the next-door office came bursting in to see what was the matter. ‘We made tea and one of the girls from Halley Insurance fetched biscuits,’ Mirabelle reported. ‘It was fun. Everyone was talking about dresses.’ She didn’t tell him that after the insurance girls had gone back to their own office, Vesta had asked if Mirabelle was happy and that she had given the same answer she’d just given McGregor. ‘And you won’t give up work?’ Vesta had checked. Mirabelle had duly promised she wouldn’t dream of it and no, they hadn’t set a date, but they were going to Scotland to visit McGregor’s cousin and were considering buying a house. Barely restraining her excitement, Vesta had managed to restrict herself to an excited squawk. ‘About time,’ she pronounced. ‘If you need help with the house, you know where I am.’


Vesta was a far better housekeeper than Mirabelle had ever been. She had a knack of putting things together. ‘And the dress,’ she’d added. ‘Count me in on that shopping trip.’ The bloody dress. You’d think the whole thing was about the dress or, if not the dress, the ring, though in the case of the latter, three days after she’d accepted his proposal, McGregor had surprised her with an unusual pale pink, emerald-cut diamond of just over two carats, mounted in yellow gold and nestled in a dark blue velvet box. It was an unexpected choice and she loved it.


The beds had been turned down when they stumbled back along the corridor, swaying with the motion of the train and dizzy from drinking the entire bottle of champagne. McGregor was booked in the next-door cabin. ‘That isn’t necessary,’ she’d said when she saw the tickets, but he had insisted. Always considerate, he hadn’t wanted people to judge her. Now they kissed as Mirabelle opened the door and pulled him into her cabin.


‘We’ll never both fit on that bed,’ McGregor said, nuzzling her neck. ‘I bet when we get there, Bruce will put us in separate rooms and we’ll have to sleepwalk. Let’s wait.’


‘You quitter.’ Mirabelle took off her gloves and undid the top button of her blouse without taking her eyes off his. Her satin brassiere gaped as she leaned forward. ‘Don’t think I’ll let you off that lightly, Alan McGregor.’ She pushed him against the door of the wardrobe. He tasted of champagne and salted almonds as she kissed him, running her hands over all the places a nice girl would never dream of.


‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ he murmured.


She liked feeling his arms around her – his strength. She liked the intensity of his stare as she stepped back and let her skirt slip over her hips on to the floor. He tipped her on to the mattress and it wasn’t too small after all.


Later, the train uncoupled somewhere in the pitch black and Mirabelle was shaken awake naked. McGregor had gone. Her discarded clothes lay in a tangle on the floor, and on the air the faint aroma of aftershave mixed with the tang of sweat and tussle.


In the morning, they changed trains at Inverness. The atmosphere was damp and the air felt heavy as they stalked down the platform and on to a local service. ‘Newspaper, sir?’ the porter offered, his breath clouding ahead of him in the freezing air. McGregor shook his head. ‘We’re on holiday,’ he replied by way of explanation as the porter loaded their cases and McGregor solemnly tipped him. ‘Enjoy your trip, sir.’ Mirabelle marvelled at his voice. McGregor’s accent was mild by comparison. He laughed as the man left. ‘Your face! You know everyone speaks like that up here.’


‘Did you used to?’


‘I haven’t lost my accent,’ McGregor objected. ‘I’m from Edinburgh, you ninny. Up north they’re right teuchters. Aye,’ he said, hamming it up. ‘Up here, we’re closer to Stockholm and Oslo than we are to London. Don’t you know that? And you’re just a pretty wee Sassenach.’


‘Are you saying the Scots are Vikings?’


‘Some of us. Not me, obviously. I’m far too civilised.’


It was a short train journey and even the weather couldn’t hide the beauty of the scenery. The sky was like an oil painting – dark as slate with a froth of white cloud, and as the train continued, a slash of breathtaking blue. Patches of snow peppered the peaks. Mirabelle hovered in her seat, her eyes on the bright window. ‘What do you love the most up here?’ she asked.


McGregor peered through the glass. ‘I think it’s the morning,’ he said. ‘The air feels different – green. Clean. I don’t know, maybe it’ll have changed. I’ve certainly changed since the last time I was up.’ He squeezed her hand.


The station was in good order, Mirabelle noticed, as they pulled in. The window boxes were planted with heather. McGregor was keen to disembark, rushing her towards the door before the train had fully stopped. On the platform, a couple was waiting with a porter in tow. The woman, a strawberry blonde, looked like a magazine model, out of place on the slick cobbles. Her lipstick-lined mouth opened in a sunny smile as she spotted them through the window and raised her hand to wave. The man moved forwards.


‘Al!’ he said as McGregor stepped down. They shook hands. ‘I’m so glad to see you.’


‘Me too. It feels like coming home.’


‘That’s as it should be. We should never have lost touch. And this is your fiancée?’ he said. ‘You’re welcome. I’m Bruce Robertson. This is my wife, Eleanor.’


‘Gee, your coat is wonderful,’ Eleanor grinned and kissed Mirabelle’s cheek. ‘I love the ochre.’


‘You’re American? Alan didn’t say.’


‘Yeah. The Yanks are here to stay. Woo-hoo! You must be exhausted after a night on the train.’ Eleanor threaded her arm through Mirabelle’s and guided her out of the station as the men directed the handling of the baggage.


The car was parked directly outside – a Jaguar Mark IV. Eleanor opened the door. ‘We don’t have a driver,’ she said, ‘but luckily we both like taking the wheel. The roads, of course, are terrible.’ Mirabelle’s eyes were drawn to the view. Beyond the station entrance a huge hill loomed. It was like walking into a painting – rock plummeted into gorse and heather. ‘Wow,’ she breathed.


‘Have you been here before?’ Eleanor asked.


‘Never.’


‘I loved it on sight. The Highlands are kinda dramatic. They feel free. It’s hard to explain.’


Mirabelle laughed. ‘I’m sure you’re right.’


‘Bruce said you’re only staying for ten days but please feel free to stay longer. We love having people around and this time of year the sky is getting lighter and there are some glorious days. In the wood near the house there will be bluebells before we know it. Right now, it’s all snowdrops – they seem to last for ever. January, huh? Do you like whisky? I can arrange for you to see the distillery if you like.’


‘I do. My guess is that you mix cocktails?’


‘Yes! Oh thank God. I was worried you were going to be stuffy. Well, if you like cocktails you’ll definitely like what’s on offer at the cashmere mill. There are no shops. Well, none to speak of. But the mill and the distillery make up for it.’


‘Alan didn’t say.’


‘Oh, they make for everyone. I have a friend – another Yank – she’s here at the moment, buying for a terribly chic boutique in New York. That’s how good it is. It’s the Scottish water – the best in the world, and it just rolls off the hills for free. We had a buyer from Paris last autumn and he went potty about it. Formidable. Incroyable,’ she said with a flourish, imitating the man, with, Mirabelle noted, a passable Parisian accent.


The porter appeared, wheeling the cases on a rickety trolley that bumped over the uneven footpath. The air felt so clear, it was as if she’d get cleaner by simply walking through it. Mirabelle smiled as she noticed that Bruce and Alan were exactly the same height, with their shoulders jutting at identical angles and their hair growing in the same shape at the napes of their necks. Old Mrs McGregor had been right – they could have been brothers. Bruce tipped the porter and got into the driver’s seat while Alan slid in next to him. A decade old, the car had seen better days. The leather fittings were worn and inside it smelled faintly of cut grass. Eleanor continued.


‘If you like walking, it’s paradise. They say the queen loves hiking when she’s here, all round Balmoral. The Cairngorms are a bit further south, of course. Anyway, we have maps you can borrow if you like that kind of thing.’


‘Eleanor, let Mirabelle settle in. I’m not sure you’re a walker, are you my dear?’


Bruce cast an eye over his shoulder at Mirabelle’s shoes. The heels ran to two inches.


‘I brought a pair of stouter shoes,’ she said, amazed at the curl of annoyance she felt that he had judged her. She’d been brought up properly. She knew what to wear in the country.


‘I stand corrected. Quite right.’ He started the car.


‘The thing is that Bruce can’t imagine a woman might have more than one face, or, for that matter, function. I’m educating him that I can glam up for the Highland Ball and deal with tenants.’


‘Oh, you’ve done it, darling. I’m convinced. Eleanor is downright wonderful with the tenants and the staff and the chaps at the distillery. She’s reorganised everything.’ Bruce sounded jolly despite his wife’s criticism. ‘She’s started a crowd making tweed along the Firth. You won’t know the old place, Al, honestly. It’s a hive of industry. The old mill that used to turn out horse blankets? It’s the height of fashion these days.’


‘I’m looking forward to seeing it all. It’s been too long,’ Alan chimed in.


Mirabelle wondered about the tenants Eleanor had mentioned. She’d been expecting a farmhouse. Alan’s stories, such as they were, had included childhood memories of lost lambs and summer picnics that were rained off, not of extensive grounds or anywhere that might have supported tenancies. Eleanor elucidated. ‘I like being hands on. I can’t stand the idea of being a lady of the manor. It sounds ghastly – sitting about all day ordering people around and never doing anything yourself. We’re in the countryside and we should be making things – be useful. That’s what I think.’


In a slice of the rear-view mirror, Mirabelle caught the expression on Bruce’s face. She thought she’d never seen a man look more proud.


The car turned off the main road and startled a flock of crows that ascended from a field in unison. In the distance the hills looked as if they had been torn from a slab of rock, the dark crags disappearing in a deathly plunge into frost-fringed fields on the lower ground. The patches of snow were so perfect that they could have been applied by a landscape painter. Between the crisp white shards, the colours were amazing. It was strange how much difference a few hundred miles could make. Brighton at this time of year was grey, but the colour of the place was essentially bright – vivid pastels, light and without texture. Mirabelle loved the clear winter mornings when the terraces of Georgian stucco shone blinding white against the blank, blue sky. Here the hills were muted, with patches of green and grey in contrast to the inky black of the sodden granite cliffs and the gentle undulation of the lower slopes.


‘In summer we have days when it looks like the Caribbean,’ Eleanor said, as if she could read Mirabelle’s mind.


‘Are there beaches?’


‘I’ll say. I’ll take you up to the Firth. I love the ocean. I was brought up near the water, just outside New York. There’s nothing like salt on the air. Tell you what, we can take a picnic. Picnics aren’t only for the summer, don’t you agree? We’ll have a Thermos of soup and watch the tide. You can see for miles. It’s a bit of a drive but it’s worth it.’


‘How long have you been here?’ Mirabelle asked.


Eleanor thought for a moment as if she was counting it. ‘Since we got married. Three and a half years,’ she said. ‘But we leave sometimes,’ she added with a giggle. ‘Don’t we darling?’


‘Eleanor loves the sea. She goes on her own sometimes,’ Bruce said fondly. ‘I think it speaks to her.’


He turned the car on to a track, leaving the engine turning over. ‘I know you want to,’ he said to McGregor. ‘Druim a ’mhadaidh has missed you.’


Alan opened the door as his cousin cut the engine. The men glanced at the women in the back seat.


‘Come on,’ Bruce called.


Mirabelle looked blank.


‘It’s Wolf Ridge. You need to change your shoes,’ Eleanor said.


Twenty minutes later they had hiked up a stony path and caught the first of the view. The road was shielded so the landscape looked as if it was completely wild. High above, three large birds swooped, gliding on the breeze. Alan’s eyes were bright. ‘We used to come here as kids,’ he said. ‘It’s not bad, is it?’


Mirabelle found herself out of breath. ‘Bad?’ she said. ‘It’s breathtaking.’


They stopped to take in the view.


‘Don’t you love it? Feeling so small,’ Eleanor gasped.


It was true. Nature here humbled you, miles from everything. In one direction there were more hills and in the other the view dropped below the ridge, the sky clouded with the misty promise of the sea far in the distance. ‘At home you get the hills or the beach,’ Eleanor breathed, her skin pink with the exertion of climbing, ‘but here there is everything within reach. Right there.’ She walked right to the edge of the precipice. ‘Beautiful!’ she shouted. ‘Beautiful!’


Alan stepped next to her. He threw back his head and howled like a dog. Eleanor clapped. ‘It echoes,’ she said. ‘Do it again.’


He did. Mirabelle found she was laughing. She’d never seen Alan like this. Perhaps, she thought, we’ll go wild up here.


On the way down they spotted movement in the gorse. Bruce raised his arm, as if he had a gun. ‘Rabbits,’ he said.


Eleanor sniffed. ‘It smells like carrion.’ She set off, carefully picking a route through the undergrowth, looking back at the others as a weak growl emanated from near her feet. ‘It’s a fox, Bruce.’


‘Is it injured?’


Eleanor nodded. She picked up a stick and parted the jagged stems. ‘It has two broken legs, I think. Nasty. He must have had a run-in with a cow or a horse, or something.’ The growl deepened.


Bruce followed his wife up the incline to take a look. On one side the bone had broken through the skin. He shook his head. ‘Nothing to be done. It must have been up here a while.’


‘Bruce, could we—’ Eleanor started but Bruce dismissed her.


‘Nobody would thank us for bringing a fox down to the village.’


‘Poor thing,’ Eleanor sighed.


‘Nothing of the sort! That,’ Bruce indicated the fox, ‘is a hen killer.’


‘Well, he’s suffering,’ Eleanor objected.


‘True. He’ll starve to death up here. Want to step down?’ Eleanor backed on to the path. On the other side a crow alighted on a boulder.


‘Shoo!’ Eleanor chased it.


‘You might want to turn around,’ Alan whispered, laying a hand on Mirabelle’s arm, but she declined as Bruce picked up a rock and dashed it into the fox’s skull. The injured animal made a shrill, squealing noise as it died and the smell of hot blood hit the air.


‘Sorry,’ Bruce apologised. ‘It would have suffered if we’d left it.’


Eleanor wiped a tear from her eye. ‘I’m silly. I know,’ she said, staring in the direction the crow had flown. ‘But the countryside is absolutely vicious. Sometimes I can’t bear it.’


Fifteen minutes later, the car turned through a pair of grand stone gates three or four miles from where they’d been walking. Bruce drove slowly up the twisting driveway banked by sparse woodland on both sides. Then, as he made a final turn, the vista opened and parkland rolled into view. The house was set in the lee of a peak they’d seen from the summit. Constructed of granite, it was grand in style, though Mirabelle felt glad it wasn’t as huge as some of the houses she’d visited over the years. A black poodle sat at the threshold. Three horses fitted with green oilskin blankets grazed in a paddock. The whole place felt curiously domestic compared to the wildness of the landscape around it. The animals ignored the car as Bruce parked at the doorway, stopping dead and abandoning his vehicle. He peered through the windscreen.


‘Where is everyone?’ he said.


Eleanor got out and searched her pockets as she moved towards the fence. The horses began to show an interest. One walked casually towards her as she drew out some sugar cubes. He hauled his huge head over the fence and whinnied before taking the treat. The poodle got up and fell to heel. Eleanor put out a hand absentmindedly to pet him.


‘This is Jinx,’ she said. ‘Just ignore him.’


‘What a lovely spot,’ Mirabelle declared.


On the lower ground, mist rose from the grass. She felt a spit of rain on her cheek but nothing like the lashing there’d been as they left London.


‘January is the cruellest month, isn’t that what the poets say?’ Eleanor smiled. ‘Or maybe that’s April.’


Bruce was standing at the door as if he was mystified. He clapped Alan on the back. ‘Well, they can get the bags later, I suppose,’ he said, turning the handle.


Inside, the hallway was wide with smooth stone columns set into indents, one on either side. Beyond these, the reception area opened into a high stairwell flooded with light from a cupola.


‘This is very odd,’ Bruce said. ‘It’s like the Marie Celeste. They knew we were coming back.’


‘I want coffee,’ Eleanor declared. ‘It’s my only luxury,’ she confided in Mirabelle, a fact Mirabelle immediately questioned, what with all the talk of whisky, cocktails and cashmere. ‘My cousin sends me bags of beans from the States,’ Eleanor continued. ‘That and letters jammed with his noxious views on Eisenhower.’ She shrugged. ‘The coffee’s roasted in Brooklyn and it’s good. Thank God! Honestly, over here it’s all dishwater.’ She wrinkled her nose as she walked airily through the mahogany double doors and into a drawing room at the front of the house with Jinx behind her. The room was decorated in shades of pale blue. Eleanor pressed a brass bell next to the fireplace. On one side there was a stack of wood, on the other a small mountain of peat. ‘Make yourself comfortable,’ she said. ‘You must be pooped.’


The dog climbed on to a chair and Eleanor languidly pulled him on to the floor, where he settled.


‘Bruce’s right. You’ve changed the old place,’ McGregor said. ‘For the better, I might add.’


Eleanor grinned. ‘I couldn’t bear all those stag heads and everything so dark. It felt as if we should be feasting off bloody meat the whole time and stealing virgins from the nearest village. Whatever Bruce did to that poor fox, it’s not entirely barbarian round here.’


‘The decoration isn’t the only thing Eleanor changed.’ Bruce sounded jocular. ‘Not by a long shot. They’re costly items, new wives, Alan, I tell you. I had to put my foot down in the end. I kept some of the stags’ heads in my study. And the old furniture. A stand for tradition, eh?’


Eleanor poked the logs burning on the fire with a brass implement. ‘Tradition,’ she said. ‘That dreary old desk!’


‘And the gun cupboard,’ Bruce added.


Eleanor rolled her eyes. ‘Well, I suppose you’re allowed some say. There,’ she said, putting down the poker.


Mirabelle took off her coat and sat on a low sofa as the fire began to crackle.


‘When I was a kid we used to play hide and seek in here,’ McGregor said. ‘Do you remember, Bruce?’


‘I do. We had visitors’ cake in the afternoon.’


‘Visitors’ cake?’


‘We didn’t have it if there weren’t visitors.’ He laughed. ‘Why do you think I liked having you to stay?’


Alan turned to Mirabelle. ‘We’re going to relax here, darling, aren’t we?’ His shoulders had dropped and she realised she hadn’t thought once about the nuclear threat – not since they’d turned down the morning papers. Standing at the fireplace, Eleanor checked the slim gold watch on her wrist. ‘Relax! At the moment I can’t even seem to secure us a pot of coffee.’ She rang the bell again.


Quite quickly then, a fresh-faced young girl appeared at the door. She was wearing a brown woollen dress and a pink flowery apron. She bobbed an odd, awkward curtsey without coming into the room. Her hands were trembling, Mirabelle noticed, though Eleanor didn’t seem to have taken that in. ‘Susan. I didn’t expect you. Where’s Gillies?’


The girl sniffed. Then her face twisted. She pointed back up the hallway, her finger jerking. ‘Miss Orlova,’ she managed to get out.


‘Well, if Nina’s here, bring us all some coffee and tell her we’re in the drawing room.’


‘Nina is El’s American friend. Very smart,’ Bruce explained. ‘She’s in fashion. In New York.’


‘She’s been staying down at the lodge,’ Eleanor added. ‘She’s here for a fortnight and I thought it would be nicer with only us in the house. Family.’ The maid at the door heaved a sob.


‘Susan? What is it?’ Bruce asked.


‘It’s Miss Orlova, sir. She’s dead. Gillies checked for a pulse but there wasn’t one, so she went to fetch the police from the village.’


There was a moment’s stunned silence. Bruce let out a shocked sound – more a puff of air than anything else. Eleanor stood by the ornate mantel, her hand over her mouth. McGregor got to his feet. Jinx looked as if he might follow but, having checked that Eleanor wasn’t going, he rested his head on his paws.


‘Show me,’ McGregor said.


Susan didn’t move. She pulled a crumpled handkerchief from her apron and started to cry. ‘I can’t go back there, sir,’ she said. ‘I can’t.’


Mirabelle got up and touched the girl lightly on the arm. ‘Mr McGregor is a police detective.’ She kept her tone comforting. ‘I know it must have been a terrible shock, but I think you should show him where the poor lady is lying. She needs to be looked after. Mr McGregor will know what to do.’


The girl stifled another sob. She seemed to take this in, then she nodded and set off down the hallway. Bruce and Mirabelle got up to follow, but McGregor shook his head solemnly. ‘Let me look first,’ he said. ‘The fewer people the better, before the local constabulary arrive.’ He left the room. Bruce sank back on to the sofa. ‘My God,’ he said. ‘Poor Nina.’


‘Tell me about her?’ Mirabelle couldn’t help herself.


‘She’s the cashmere buyer,’ Eleanor explained. ‘She was Russian, really. I mean she was born there. Wonderful eye.’


‘Did you know her well?’


‘Not really. She’s a friend of a friend. You know how New York is. They’re here for a fortnight—’


‘Oh God. I forgot about the girl,’ Bruce said suddenly.


Eleanor sat down with a bump. ‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ she said. ‘Poor Tash.’


‘What girl?’ Mirabelle enquired.


‘Nina brought her goddaughter. Tash.’


‘A child?’


‘She’s seventeen,’ Eleanor waved her hand in the air as if swishing away something troublesome.


‘Her age is irrelevant, darling,’ Bruce said. ‘This will be a terrible loss for her. They’re close. Nina brought the child up – her parents were killed in a car crash. We have to look after her, El. I mean, has anybody even told the poor thing? And that chap they have, the steward?’ Bruce got up without another word and left the room, striding up the hall in McGregor’s wake.


‘I was seventeen. Almost eighteen,’ Mirabelle said. The words seemed to slip out.


‘Well, we all were.’


‘I mean, when my parents died.’


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be flippant.’ Eleanor put her hand on her stomach.


‘Bruce said the girl was brought up by the dead woman?’


Eleanor gestured. ‘Nina stepped in when Tash’s parents passed away. She never married, you see, but she was close to Tash’s mother. It was a brave thing to do – a woman on her own bringing up a friend’s child. Not that they discuss that kind of thing round here. The village is fearfully old-fashioned. People probably just assume Nina was the girl’s mother.’


‘Poor kid,’ said Mirabelle.


‘It looks like you managed.’ Eleanor gave an apologetic smile. ‘How did they die? Your parents?’


Mirabelle felt her cheeks burn. Eleanor was American and that explained her directness, but she hadn’t ever talked about what had happened. Not in all the years. Not to McGregor. Not to Jack. ‘It was an accident,’ she said. ‘Unfortunately it was the same year my grandmother died. She was terribly old. It left me rather suddenly with nobody – I didn’t have godparents, you see. But this poor girl – it’ll be awful for her. A double loss.’


‘What kind of accident?’ Eleanor asked. ‘Your parents, I mean?’


Mirabelle pursed her lips and tried to smile. Eleanor was easy to talk to, but there were limits.


‘I’m not sure why I brought it up,’ she said, closing the subject.









Chapter 2


Courage is the quality that guarantees all others


The police arrived five minutes later in a rickety car that looked as if it had seen better days. The women heard it before they saw it, the bell ringing intermittently as it approached. It pulled up in front of the drawing-room windows and Eleanor went to the door to let the men in. When she returned she placed the guard in front of the fire. Jinx got to his feet.


‘How do you feel about going to the kitchen?’ she said. ‘It’s not the form, but at least I could make us coffee.’


‘Thanks,’ said Mirabelle. ‘That would be nice.’


The coffee was strong and Eleanor found shortbread in the pantry. Mirabelle slid on to a bench that ran up one side of the scrubbed pine kitchen table. McGregor had mentioned this table – or at least the hearty bowls of broth that had been served there with thickly buttered bread at lunchtime, the stuff of childhood memory.


‘The police will want to speak to Tash, I imagine,’ Mirabelle said.


Eleanor slumped into a chair. ‘God.’


‘I wonder how she died.’ Mirabelle peered out of the kitchen window. She tried to figure out where the body was located. McGregor had not been clear about the layout of the house in his reminiscences. Through the glass she could see a kitchen garden, a stretch of lawn and, beyond that, more hills.


‘Perhaps she had a heart attack,’ Eleanor said.


‘Maybe,’ Mirabelle sounded doubtful. The prospect of natural causes hadn’t occurred to her. McGregor, she realised, was right about them needing a holiday. She sipped her coffee and the caffeine assailed her. Eleanor pushed the biscuits across the table. At length a policeman knocked on the door and put his head round.


‘Mrs Robertson and …’ his voice trailed into a silent question mark.


‘Miss Bevan,’ Mirabelle confirmed. The man took a note.


‘I just want to confirm. You got back from the railway station and entered through the front door. You haven’t been to the orangery?’


‘Is that where she is?’ Eleanor sounded horrified.


‘Yes.’


Mirabelle piped up. ‘Might I ask, officer, what you think happened to the poor woman?’


‘Oh it’s murder, miss. She’s been strangled.’


‘Murder?’ Eleanor put her hand to her mouth and Mirabelle noticed her perfect, white teeth digging into the flesh of her finger.


‘Yes, Mrs Robertson. The laird is there with the English policeman now. They’re talking to the sergeant. They all agree. It can’t be anything else.’


‘Superintendent McGregor is from Edinburgh,’ Mirabelle explained.


‘I see.’ The man looked at his notepad but didn’t write this down.


Mirabelle continued. ‘In answer to your question – we arrived from the station at around 11.30. We went directly into the drawing room. Mrs Robertson rang for coffee and when the girl came she told us that she and the housekeeper,’ here Mirabelle flicked her eyes towards Eleanor, who nodded, ‘had found the body and the other woman had gone to fetch the police. Superintendent McGregor insisted on seeing the scene of the crime. Mr Robertson then went to find Miss Orlova’s goddaughter. Mrs Robertson and I waited in the drawing room for a few minutes before coming here. Neither of us have seen the body. I have never met Miss Orlova.’


‘Thank you, miss. Most efficient.’


Mirabelle nodded. There was no point explaining how she knew what he needed.


‘And Mrs Robertson, when did you last see Miss Orlova?’


‘They came the night before last for dinner. We had beef en croute. There was a crowd of us. Neighbours and so forth.’


‘Did you see Miss Orlova yesterday at all? Or at any time since?’


Eleanor thought for a second. ‘No,’ she said.


The constable took a note. ‘You seem very self-possessed, ma’am.’


Eleanor became flustered. She half rose from her seat. ‘Well, it’s such a shock,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure what to do.’


Mirabelle was about to ask a question about the crime scene when there was the sound of steps approaching up the hallway and the policeman sprang out of the way to allow a tidy-looking older woman with a black coat and a felt hat pinned in place to come into the kitchen. Behind her a tall, dark-haired girl slipped into the room. She was swathed in a tartan woollen rug that kept falling off her shoulders.


‘Tash, darling.’ Eleanor got to her feet and threw her arms around the girl, who, Mirabelle noted, wore a glazed expression. Her cheeks were oily with tears as she nestled in Eleanor’s embrace, with her arms curled around her own body as if she was protecting herself. Meanwhile, the woman removed her hat and coat and went into the rear of the kitchen, reappearing as she tied on a well-starched linen apron.


‘Neil Gordon,’ she said. ‘Do you need a cup of tea?’


‘That would be very kind, Mrs Gillies,’ the policeman replied.


‘How many of you are there?’


‘Just me and the sergeant.’


‘Only two of you? One of the laird’s guests has been murdered.’


‘They’re sending more men from Inverness.’


‘I should hope so.’


‘If this is the lady’s goddaughter, I need to speak to her,’ the policeman said sheepishly.


The girl looked up as if his voice had come out of nowhere.


‘What’s wrong with you, man?’ Mrs Gillies snapped. ‘The bairn’s only just been told. Have you no decency?’


‘But …’ the policeman started. Mrs Gillies, however, cast him a glance that halted further dialogue. ‘I’ll bring a tray,’ she said.


The policeman hovered for a moment and then disappeared. The redoubtable Mrs Gillies straightened her apron and put the kettle on the range. The girl sank on to the bench along from Mirabelle. Her lashes were so long, Mirabelle wondered if they could possibly be real. Tash gasped – a tiny gasp like a baby who can’t quite catch its breath or an animal that has been hurt. She squinted and sniffed. Shock, Mirabelle diagnosed silently.


‘Tash, this is Mirabelle. She’s a cousin of Bruce’s by marriage,’ Eleanor said.


Mirabelle smiled. ‘Hello there. Actually, we’re not married yet, so I suppose I’m not really a cousin. I’m so sorry to meet you in these circumstances.’


The girl kept her eyes trained on the floor. She gulped in another breath, this time as if she had been half-drowned. More than anything, she reminded Mirabelle of bruised fruit. Mirabelle remembered that feeling – an ache and a numbness at once. Under the table, the poodle laid his head on the girl’s feet.


‘We’re going to look after you, sweetheart. Don’t worry,’ Eleanor said sagely. ‘Gillies will move your things up to the house, won’t you, Gillies, and we’ll make all the arrangements. You won’t have to do a thing.’


Tash made a keening sound and Eleanor put a comforting hand on her shoulder. ‘There,’ she said. ‘That’s right.’ As if making the child cry was some form of progress.


‘I’ll take you to your room, shall I, miss?’ Gillies cut in, her tone making it clear that there would be no further examination of anyone’s feelings. ‘I’ll fetch a brandy for the shock and then I expect it would be good if you could manage a nap.’


The girl nodded and got up, folding the tartan rug around herself as if it was armour. She was crying quietly now – quite a beauty, even in pale grief, as she shuffled out of the room behind Mrs Gillies like an obedient puppy.


‘I don’t mind helping,’ Eleanor said as she moved the kettle off the boil and poured the water into the teapot that Mrs Gillies had left warming on the side. ‘I mean, it’s all hands on deck at a time like this.’


‘Jinx is very good. Calm, I mean,’ Mirabelle said.


‘Oh he’s deaf, dear thing.’ Eleanor put her hand on the dog’s collar. ‘Aren’t you?’ she raised her voice. The dog didn’t move. ‘He’s a sweetheart and you’re right – very placid. I sometimes imagine what it must be like for him – living in absolute silence. I mean, he’s no idea what’s going on.’


Mirabelle sipped her coffee. She had wondered about Jinx the minute the policeman had intimated it was murder. Most dogs would have woken in the night if they had heard a tussle. Most would have barked at least.


‘Strangulation is a violent crime.’ She heard the sound of her own voice. She couldn’t help herself. ‘I mean, the constable said she’d been strangled – murdered. That suggests rage to me,’ she continued. ‘A fight.’


‘Rage?’


‘I mean, not cold-blooded. It’s a hands-on way to kill someone, not like shooting or poisoning. The victim dies in front of you. Comparatively, it takes a long time. They pass out quickly, but to kill someone you have to continue restricting their airflow. You have to really want them gone.’


Eleanor laid two mugs on a small tray, adding a jug of milk and a sugar bowl. ‘I suppose, as a policeman’s wife, you probably know a lot about this kind of thing. But if Nina’s dead, I don’t think we should dwell on it. What’s the point of worrying about whether it was poison or strangulation?’


Mirabelle held back from repeating that she and McGregor weren’t married. She wondered if Eleanor’s assumptions might mean she and McGregor would get to share a room. Then she chastised herself for thinking so selfishly at a time like this. ‘I’ll take in the tea if you like,’ she offered and, before Eleanor could object, she had picked up the tray and slipped out of the kitchen in the direction of the orangery or, at least, the direction in which the policeman had disappeared.


Eleanor, it seemed, had decorated the whole of this floor. Mirabelle passed through a day room freshly done in plummy, gothic tones with heavily fringed furnishings and dark family portraits in gilded frames. Beyond, the orangery glowed with light. It looked onto a garden and a small orchard of old fruit trees with lichen dotted over their gnarled branches. The sky was brightening now, the clouds blown away. A bank of wicker chairs with comfortable canvas cushions, festooned with fashionable, geometric designs in black, orange and khaki, lay between Mirabelle and the men crowded around the body of the woman on the tiled floor. Peroxide blonde, slim and dressed in a smart red tailored suit, she looked out of place in the surroundings – as if she had been overlaid on to the scene like some kind of strange découpage.


‘Mirabelle.’ McGregor stepped into her sight line.


‘Eleanor sent tea for the uniformed officers. Would you and Bruce like anything?’


Bruce had been crying. He shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m fine. Thank you.’


McGregor motioned to her, and Mirabelle laid the tray on a small wooden table beside a tropical plant with huge glossy leaves. ‘Nina’s goddaughter is here. The housekeeper took her upstairs to lie down. I think she hasn’t quite taken it in,’ she said.


‘She was a wonderful woman,’ Bruce cut in. ‘Seeing her like this is a travesty. She was so full of life.’


‘Perhaps, sir,’ the sergeant said, ‘you might like to join your wife. She must be shocked too. After all, Miss Orlova was a friend of hers.’


Bruce clearly hadn’t thought of this. ‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘Are you all right here, old chap?’ he asked McGregor.


‘You never entirely get used to it,’ McGregor admitted. ‘But I’m fine.’


Bruce walked out of the room like a man in a trance. The policemen picked up their tea and moved off, discussing arrangements quietly as they gazed out of the long glass panes, glancing back now and again at the body.


Mirabelle peered. The woman had undoubtedly been beautiful. There was something of the film star about her, even in death. Her elegant legs were splayed in their heels, her lipstick still perfect, though she had clearly bitten her tongue during the death throes and her face was swollen. Mirabelle tried not to ask the question but she couldn’t help it. ‘Do you know what she was strangled with?’


McGregor indicated a slip of fabric, which had been folded into a square and placed on a side table. ‘Her scarf. It’s Italian – real silk. It was on the ground but the officer picked it up. Looks like she broke a nail as she struggled to get it off her neck.’


Mirabelle shuddered.


‘It’s rather macabre,’ McGregor admitted. ‘Sorry.’


Mirabelle ignored him. ‘But they can’t have known,’ she said, eyeing the scarf, which was embellished with a fashionable pattern of red roses.


‘Known?’


‘Yes, the murderer can’t have known she would wear a scarf. I mean, it can’t have been planned, can it?’


McGregor’s eyes widened. ‘You think it was a crime of passion? Spur of the moment?’


Mirabelle nodded.


‘I suppose,’ McGregor conceded. ‘Yes.’


Mirabelle peered through the doorway behind her. Bruce had gone. The policemen were on the other side of the orangery. She lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘It seems so intimate. You would need to be very close. You don’t think your cousin was involved?’ she asked as she thought of Bruce dashing the rock into the fox’s skull.


Alan laughed. ‘That’s a leap, Mirabelle. Bruce is a sentimental old fool but I think he adores his wife – are you postulating an affair gone wrong?’


Mirabelle considered this. ‘No,’ she said uncertainly. It worried her that she cared so much. Eleanor was lurking in the kitchen – you couldn’t have paid her to come into the orangery, and that, in truth, seemed more normal. But then Mirabelle had never been normal.


‘Well?’ McGregor was waiting.


Mirabelle shrugged. There was no point in taking the theory only halfway. ‘It’s just that there isn’t anybody here. Two house staff – both women a million miles away from this lady’s world. Her goddaughter, who reminds me of Bambi more than anything else – hardly a murderer. And Bruce and Eleanor. I suppose there might be a gardener or something. How close is the nearest house? And what on earth could the motive be? I mean, she’d only been here a week.’


McGregor’s eyes twinkled. ‘You just imagined a motive,’ he pointed out. ‘It wasn’t a very good one. Who knows what the woman was up to, in here, in the middle of the night? The police will have to investigate.’ McGregor folded his arms and then, realising that this conveyed his unwillingness to talk about the murder, he unfolded them. ‘Look, we’re on holiday. This isn’t our responsibility. I’ve secured the crime scene. I’ve talked to the officers and offered my professional opinion. The first thing they need to do is place everybody in the vicinity. And that’s what they’ll get on with, I imagine. Given you and I were on the overnight train, there’s no need for us to get involved. We’re supposed to be getting away, darling. Frankly, I could do with a proper drink.’ He checked his watch. ‘I wonder if Bruce might make an exception. It’s a little early for spirits.’ He got to his feet. ‘You’ll let me know time of death?’ he said to the sergeant.


‘Yes, sir. The doctor and the rest of the team will be here from Inverness in the next half an hour.’


McGregor guided Mirabelle into the hallway. He laid his hand casually in the small of her back. Through the open door to the kitchen, they could see Mrs Gillies slicing a cucumber with the efficient movement of a woman who did not appreciate her schedule being interrupted. At the table the maid, Susan, was sitting with a large handkerchief pressed against her mouth. She was heaving gulps of air through the cotton as tears ran down her pink cheeks. Mrs Gillies looked up. ‘They’re in the drawing room, sir,’ she said.


‘Mrs Gillies,’ Alan greeted her. ‘Nice to see you again. It’s been a long time. I’m sorry it has to be on such a difficult day.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Gillies said. ‘I understand congratulations are due.’


Mirabelle stepped through the threshold. ‘Excuse me, Mrs Gillies,’ she said brightly. ‘Might I ask a question?’


Gillies came to the end of the cucumber. ‘Sandwiches,’ she replied. ‘Instead of lunch. Mrs Robertson said to bring them to the drawing room and you’d help yourselves.’


‘It wasn’t that. I just wondered why you didn’t ring the police? There is a telephone here, isn’t there? When he was arranging our trip, Mr McGregor rang his cousin several times. But you went down to the village to fetch the police officers. Is the line out?’


Susan stared at Mrs Gillies as if this named her the guilty party. The housekeeper remained completely calm. ‘I rang to the police station, miss, but there was no reply. Davina McCrossan’s baby is due and I thought the boys must be assisting. So I walked down to the village to report Miss Orlova’s death.’


‘Instead of ringing 999 and asking for another station?’


‘Mrs McCrossan is alive. Miss Orlova was not. Dialling 999 would not have changed matters.’ Gillies stared sternly. ‘There are only two policemen between here and Inverness on any number.’


‘And was Mrs McCrossan in labour?’ Mirabelle was not deterred.


‘Andrew and Neil – that is the constable and the sergeant – were busy with another matter when I got down.’


‘Really?’ The village, Mirabelle realised, sounded like a hotbed of crises. ‘What were they doing?’


‘One of the dogs had injured a sheep. They were seeing to it.’


‘Seeing to it?’


‘Shooting it, miss. Or making sure that the farmer did.’


McGregor cut in, pulling Mirabelle by the arm. ‘Thank you, Mrs Gillies. Ham, is it?’


‘We have ham and cheese, sir. And I thought I’d make some with cucumber in case anybody was feeling delicate.’


‘Marvellous,’ he said.


‘Well, somebody had to ask,’ Mirabelle spat in her defence as he guided her down the hall, his hand firmly on her arm. ‘It didn’t make sense.’


‘And you thought that old woman was somehow involved?’ McGregor kept his voice to a whisper. ‘She’s in with the bricks, Mirabelle. She’s worked here since I was a child.’


‘Someone here did it,’ Mirabelle hissed. ‘You said it yourself – we need to figure out everybody’s whereabouts.’


‘The police do. The boys in blue.’


*


Eleanor and Bruce were seated on either side of the fire. Jinx had settled at Bruce’s feet and appeared to have gone to sleep. Bruce nursed a glass of whisky. Eleanor was staring blankly into the flames. The burning peat, with which Bruce had stoked the fire, reminded Mirabelle of the smell of Laphroaig.


‘Help yourself,’ Bruce nodded to Alan, motioning in the direction of the drinks tray as they came in.


‘Mirabelle?’ McGregor offered.


‘I won’t. Thank you.’


‘Nasty business. I can’t imagine who would want to hurt Nina.’ Bruce’s voice sounded hollow.


‘We need to focus on her goddaughter now. God, poor Tash,’ Eleanor said. She reached over to a side table and languidly removed a cigarette from a silver box, lighting it with a spill directly from the fire. ‘That was your instinct, Bruce. And that’s what we ought to do. I guess we should call somebody.’


‘Do you know if she had relations?’ McGregor asked.


Eleanor glanced apologetically in Mirabelle’s direction, as if mentioning a lack of relations was some kind of dig. ‘Smoke?’ she offered. Mirabelle shook her head.


Eleanor continued. ‘We were more acquaintances than friends. I think she had a brother. I know who to ring, though – friend of a friend. It’s almost time to get up in New York. What were you two whispering about in the hallway?’ Her eyes twinkled with curiosity. ‘Lovers’ tiff?’


‘I asked Mrs Gillies why she hadn’t used the telephone to call the police,’ Mirabelle said.


Bruce sat forward in his seat. ‘That’s a good point.’


‘Alan didn’t want me to bring it up,’ Mirabelle admitted.


‘It’s so unpleasant, isn’t it? All this.’ Eleanor drew deeply on her cigarette. ‘We just need to get through it.’


‘What did old Gillies say?’ Bruce asked.


‘She said she rang but nobody picked up. Somebody is expecting a baby and she thought the police must be helping with the birth.’


‘Martin and Davina McCrossan’s first child. It’s late,’ Eleanor said. ‘They run the bar in the village.’


‘As a result, Gillies didn’t ring 999. She said she didn’t want to distract the police from the living towards the dead and decided to walk to the village herself to make the report.’


Mrs Gillies cleared her throat as she appeared in the doorway with a tray that contained a tidily organised platter of sandwiches and another pot of coffee. She laid it on the side and began to unload the contents on to a satinwood table behind one of the sofas.


Bruce got to his feet. ‘I’ll find us a bottle of wine, shall I?’


‘Miss Orlova had been dead for a while, madam, since you’re discussing the matter,’ Mrs Gillies said, and Mirabelle shifted uncomfortably at having been overheard.


Eleanor blew out a cloud of smoke. ‘Really, Gillies? How on earth do you know?’


‘It was before your time, Mrs Robertson, but I was a nurse during the Great War. As a girl.’


‘Gosh. I had no idea. At the front?’


The housekeeper’s gaze fell coldly on Mirabelle. ‘Near the front, ma’am. In Serbia. Miss Orlova died, by my estimation, early this morning. Certainly well after midnight and before breakfast. I was also able to determine that she had been garrotted. Strangled, that is. With a ligature. I saw the marks when I examined the body.’


‘He used her scarf,’ said Bruce. ‘The police found it. On the ground beside her.’


Gillies didn’t speak for a moment, as if she was scanning the crime scene in her memory. ‘I didn’t notice that, sir. I simply examined the body.’


‘Did you allow for the temperature in the orangery, Mrs Gillies, given the glass?’ Alan asked.


‘I did, sir. You’re right. It’s colder by a degree or two – more at night, though we keep the electric stove on for the plants. It takes the edge off.’ Gillies turned to Eleanor. ‘I gave Susan the afternoon off, ma’am. She is shaken.’


‘Of course. Yes.’ Eleanor stubbed out her cigarette and picked up a sandwich. She extracted the ham and offered it to Jinx, who snapped it up eagerly. ‘It feels like an age since breakfast,’ she said.


‘We only had a cup of tea on the train,’ McGregor admitted. ‘Both of us slept in.’


Eleanor smiled indulgently. ‘Honeymooners,’ she said as Bruce arrived with a bottle of red wine.


Behind him, Mrs Gillies disappeared out of the door as he poured four glasses. Mirabelle relented from asking more questions and helped herself to a cheese sandwich. It tasted good. Gillies had taken the trouble to add chives to the butter. Mirabelle was hungry. The steak and mushrooms in the dining car had been quite some time ago. She took another sandwich as the enamel and ormolu clock on the mantelpiece struck the half-hour. One thirty.


‘This wine’s Italian,’ Bruce announced. ‘Dad used to only buy French for the cellar, but I’ve taken to investing in Italian wine and Spanish sherries. Some people won’t buy from places that fought alongside the other chaps – but I think some of these vintages are terribly good.’ He handed Mirabelle a glass. To say it tasted like nectar would be only a slight overstatement. She wondered if it was the fresh air that had given her such an appetite. It seemed impossible that only earlier this morning Alan and Eleanor had stood on the summit of the hill and screamed into the wind.


‘The Spanish were neutral,’ she said. ‘In the war.’


Bruce smiled. ‘Yes,’ he replied, raising a fist to reinforce his point. ‘But the French were on our side. I suppose that’s their reasoning. People are funny, aren’t they? I was down in London last year and drinking vodka these days is practically seen as treason because of the Ruskies.’


‘This is delicious, Bruce.’ McGregor smacked his lips.


‘We don’t do too badly,’ Bruce grinned.


‘I never knew Gillies was a nurse,’ Eleanor said. ‘I suppose when the men joined up, some of the girls must have gone as well, though I haven’t seen any of their names on the war memorial in the village.’


‘Nurses? They don’t put nurses on war memorials, dear.’ Bruce sounded bluff.


‘Well, why ever not?’ Eleanor objected. ‘Really. This country.’


‘Are things different in the US?’ Mirabelle asked.


Eleanor shrugged. ‘Yes. And no,’ she admitted. ‘Some ways. I’m going to speak to Reverend Wood about it – the war memorial, I mean. If women from the village died in the theatre of combat they ought to be commemorated. Alongside their male comrades.’
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