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  Tuesday the Third




  In early May, the summer came, at last, to Scotland. Winter had clung, with steely fingers, for far too long, refusing to relinquish its cruel grip. All through April, bitter winds had blown from the north-west, tearing the first blossom from the wild geynes, and burning brown the yellow trumpets of the early daffodils. Snow frosted the hilltops and lay deep in corries, and the farmers, despairing of fresh grazing, tractored the last of their feed out to the barren fields where lowing stock huddled in the shelter of the drystone walls.




  Even the wild geese, usually gone by the end of March, were late in returning to their arctic habitats. The last of the skeins had disappeared around the middle of April, honking away north into the unknown skies, flying so high that the arrowhead formations looked no more substantial than cobwebs drifting in the wind.




  And then, overnight, the fickle Highland climate relented. The wind veered around to the south, bringing with it the balmy breezes and the soft weather that the rest of the country had been enjoying for weeks, along with the scent of damp earth and growing things. The countryside turned a sweet and verdant green, the wild white cherry trees recovered from their battering, took heart, and spread their branches in a mist of snowflake petals. All at once, cottage gardens burgeoned into colour — yellow winter-flowering jasmine, purple crocus, and the deep blue of grape hyacinths. Birds sang, and the sun, for the first time since last autumn, brought a real warmth with it.




  [image: art]




  Every morning of her life, rain or shine, Violet Aird walked to the village to collect, from Mrs Ishak’s supermarket, two pints of milk, The Times, and any other small groceries and supplies needed for the sustenance of one elderly lady living on her own. Only sometimes, in the depths of winter, when the snow piled in deep drifts, and the ice became treacherous, did she eschew this exercise, on the principle that discretion was the better part of valour.




  It was not an easy walk. Half a mile down the steep road, between fields which had once been the parkland of Croy, Archie Balmerino’s estate, and then the stiff half-mile climb home again. She had a car, and could perfectly well have made the journey in that, but it was one of her convictions that, as old age crept up on you, once you started to use the car for short journeys, then you were in dire danger of losing the use of your legs.




  For all the long months of winter, she had had to bundle up in layers of clothing for this expedition. Thick boots, sweaters, waterproof jacket, scarf, gloves, a woollen hat pulled well down over her ears. This morning, she wore a tweed skirt and a cardigan and her head was bare. The sun lifted her spirits and made her feel energetic and young again, and being uncluttered by extraneous garments reminded her of childhood satisfaction when black woollen stockings were abandoned and one felt the pleasant, draughty sensation of cool air on bare legs.




  The village shop, this morning, was busy, and she had to wait for a little to be served. She did not mind, because it meant that there was time to chat with other customers, all of whom were familiar faces; marvel at the weather; ask after somebody’s mother; watch a small boy choose, with painful deliberation, a packet of Dolly Mixtures, which he proceeded to pay for with his own money. He was not hurried. Mrs Ishak stood with gentle patience, while he made up his mind. When he had finally done this, she put the Dolly Mixtures into a little paper bag and took the money from him.




  “You must not eat them all at once, or you will lose all your teeth,” she warned him. “Good morning, Mrs Aird.”




  “Good morning, Mrs Ishak. And what a lovely day it is!”




  “I could not believe it when I saw the sun shining.” Usually Mrs Ishak, exiled to these northern climes from the relentless sunshine of Malawi, was bundled in cardigans and kept a paraffin heater behind the counter, over which she huddled whenever there was a moment of quiet. This morning, however, she looked much happier. “I hope it will not become cold again.”




  “I don’t think so. Summer is here. Oh, thank you, my milk and my paper. And Edie wants some furniture polish and a roll of paper towel. And I think I’d better take half a dozen eggs.”




  “If your basket is too heavy, I can send Mr Ishak up to your house in his motorcar.”




  “No, I can manage, thank you very much.”




  “It is a lot of walking you are doing.”




  Violet smiled. “But just think how good it is for me.”




  Laden, she set off once more for home, for Pennyburn. Down the pavement, past the rows of low cottages, with windows blinking reflected sunlight, and doors standing open to the fresh warm air; then through the gates of Croy and up the hill again. This was a private road, the back driveway of the big house, and Pennyburn stood halfway up it, to one side and surrounded by steep fields. It was approached by a neat lane bordered by clipped beech hedges, and it was always something of a relief to reach the turning and to know that one did not have to climb any further.




  Violet changed her basket, which was becoming heavy, from one hand to the other, and made plans as to how she would spend the rest of her day. This was one of Edie’s mornings for helping Violet, which meant that Violet could abandon her house and instead get busy in the garden. Lately, it had been too cold for even Violet to garden, and things had become neglected. The lawn was looking tired and mossy after the long winter. Perhaps she should run her spiker over it and give it a bit of air. After that, a huge pit of carefully nurtured compost needed to be harrowed and spread over her new rose-bed. The prospect filled her with satisfying joy. She could not wait to get down to work.




  Her step quickened. But then, almost at once, she saw the unfamiliar car parked outside her front door, and knew that the garden, for the moment, would have to wait. A visitor. Such irritation. Who had come to call? Who was Violet going to have to sit with and talk to, instead of being allowed to get on with her digging?




  The car was a neat little Renault and betrayed no clue as to its owner. Violet went into the house through the kitchen door, and there found Edie at the tap and filling the kettle.




  She dumped the basket on the table. “Who is it?” she mouthed, making pointing gestures with her forefinger.




  Edie, too, kept her voice down. “Mrs Steynton. From Corriehill.”




  “How long has she been here?”




  “Only a moment. I told her to wait. She’s in the sitting room. She wants a wee word.” Edie resumed her normal voice. “I’m just making you both a cup of coffee. I’ll bring it in when it’s ready.”




  With no excuse or possible escape route, Violet went to find her visitor. Verena Steynton stood at the window of the sun-filled sitting room, gazing out at Violet’s garden. As Violet came through the door, she turned.




  “Oh, Violet, I am sorry. I feel embarrassed. I told Edie I’d come back another time, but she swore you’d be home from the village in a moment or two.”




  She was a tall and slender woman around forty, and invariably immaculately and elegantly turned out. Which instantly set her apart from the other local ladies, who were, for the most part, busy country women, with neither the time nor the inclination to bother too much about their personal appearance. Verena and her husband Angus were newcomers to the neighbourhood, having lived at Corriehill for a mere ten years. Before that, Angus had worked as a stockbroker in London, but having made his pile, and tiring of the rat race, he had bought Corriehill, ten miles distant from Strathcroy, moved north with his wife and his daughter Katy, and cast about, locally, for some other, and hopefully less demanding, occupation. He had ended up taking over a run-down timber business in Relkirk, and over the years had built this up into a lucrative and thriving concern.




  As for Verena, she too was something of a career woman, being heavily involved with an organisation called Scottish Country Tours. During the summer months, this company shuttled busloads of American visitors hither and yon, and arranged for them to stay, as paying guests, in a selection of well-vetted private houses. Isobel Balmerino had been roped into this exercise, and hard labour it was, too. Violet could not think of a more exhausting way of making a bit of money.




  However, from the social point of view, the Steynton family had proved themselves a true asset to the community, being both friendly and unassuming, generous with their hospitality, and always willing to give time and effort to the running of fêtes, gymkhanas, and various other fund-raising events.




  Even so, Violet could not begin to imagine why Verena was here.




  “I’m glad you stayed. I would have been sorry to miss you. Edie’s just making us a cup of coffee.”




  “I should have telephoned, but I was on my way to Relkirk and suddenly thought, much better to drop in and take my chance. On the spur of the moment. You don’t mind?”




  “Not in the least,” Violet fibbed robustly. “Come and sit down. I’m afraid the fire’s not been lighted yet, but…”




  “Oh, heavens, who needs a fire on a day like this? Isn’t it blissful to see the sun?”




  She settled herself on the sofa and crossed her long and elegant legs. Violet, less gracefully, lowered herself into her own wide-lapped chair.




  She decided to come straight to the point. “Edie said you wanted a word with me.”




  “I just suddenly thought…you’d be the very person to help.”




  Violet’s heart sank, envisaging some bazaar, garden-opening, or charity concert, which she was about to be asked to knit tea-cosies or sell tickets for, or to declare open.




  “Help?” she said faintly.




  “No. Not so much help, as give advice. You see, I’m thinking of throwing a dance.”




  “A dance?”




  “Yes. For Katy. She’s going to be twenty-one.”




  “But how can I advise you? I haven’t done such a thing for longer than I can remember. Surely, you’d be better to ask somebody a little more up to date. Peggy Ferguson-Crombie, or Isobel, for instance?”




  “It’s just that I thought…you’re so experienced. You’ve lived here longer than anybody I know. I wanted to get your reactions to the idea.”




  Violet was nonplussed. Casting about for something to say, she welcomed the appearance of Edie with the coffee tray. Edie set this down on the fireside stool. “Are you wanting biscuits?” she asked.




  “No, Edie, I think that will do very nicely. Thank you so much.”




  Edie departed. In a moment, the vacuum cleaner could be heard roaring away upstairs.




  Violet poured the coffee. “What sort of an affair did you have in mind?”




  “Oh, you know. Reels and country dances.”




  Violet thought that she did know. “You mean tapes on the stereo, and eightsomes in the hall?”




  “No. Not like that. A really big dance. We’d do it in style. With a marquee on the lawn…”




  “I hope Angus is feeling rich.”




  Verena ignored this interruption. “…and a proper band for the music. We’ll use the hall, of course, but for sitting out. And the drawing room. And I’m sure Katy will want a disco for all her London friends, it seems to be the thing to do. Perhaps the dining room. We could turn it into a cave, or a grotto…”




  Caves and grottoes, thought Violet. Verena had clearly been doing her homework. But then, she was an excellent organiser. Violet said mildly, “You have been laying plans.”




  “And Katy can ask all her friends from the south…we’ll have to find beds for them, of course…”




  “Have you spoken to Katy about your idea?”




  “No, I told you. You’re the first person to know.”




  “Perhaps she won’t want a dance.”




  “But of course she will. She’s always loved parties.”




  Violet, knowing Katy, decided that this was probably true. “And when is it to be?”




  “I thought September. That’s the obvious time. Lots of people up for the shooting, and everybody still on holiday. The sixteenth might be a good date, because by then most of the younger children will have gone back to boarding school.”




  “This is only May. September’s a long way off.”




  “I know, but it’s never too early to fix a date and start making arrangements. I’ll have to book the marquee, and the caterer, and get invitations printed…” She came up with another pleasurable idea. “And, Violet, wouldn’t fairy lights be pretty, all the way up the drive to the house?”




  It all sounded dreadfully ambitious. “It’s going to be a lot of work for you.”




  “Not really. The American Invasion will be over by then, because the paying guests stop coming at the end of August. I shall be able to concentrate my mind. Do admit, Violet, it is a good idea. And just think of all the people I’ll be able to cross off my social-conscience list. We can get everybody off in one fell swoop. Including,” she added, “the Barwells.”




  “I don’t think I know the Barwells.”




  “No, you wouldn’t. They’re business colleagues of Angus’s. We’ve been to dinner with them twice. Two evenings of jaw-aching boredom. And never asked them back, simply because we couldn’t think of anybody who could be asked to endure an evening in such excruciatingly dull company. And there are lots of others,” she remembered comfortably. “When I remind Angus about them, he’s not going to raise any difficulties about signing a few cheques.”




  Violet felt a little sorry for Angus. “Who else will you ask?”




  “Oh, everybody. The Millburns and the Ferguson-Crombies and the Buchanan-Wrights and old Lady Westerdale, and the Brandons. And the Staffords. All their children have grown up now, so they can be invited, too. And the Middletons should be up from Hampshire, and the Luards from Gloucestershire. We’ll make a list. I’ll pin a sheet of paper to the kitchen noticeboard, and every time I think of a new name, I’ll write it down. And you, of course, Violet. And Edmund, and Virginia, and Alexa. And the Balmerinos. Isobel will give a dinner party for me, I’m sure…”




  Suddenly, it all began to sound rather fun. Violet’s concentration drifted back to the past, to forgotten occasions now remembered. One memory led to another. She said without thinking, “You should send Pandora an invitation,” and then could not imagine why she had come up with the impulsive suggestion.




  “Pandora?”




  “Archie Balmerino’s sister. One thinks of parties, and one automatically thinks of Pandora. But of course you never knew her.”




  “But I know about her. For some reason, her name always seems to come up at dinner-party conversations. You think she would come? Surely she hasn’t been home for over twenty years?”




  “That’s true. Just a silly thought. But why not give it a try? What a shot in the arm it would be for poor Archie. And if anything would bring that errant creature back to Croy, it would be the lure of a full-blown dance.”




  “So you’re on my side, Violet? You think I should go ahead and do it?”




  “Yes, I do. If you have the energy and the wherewithal, I think it’s a wonderful and generous idea. It will give us all something splendid to look forward to.”




  “Don’t say anything until I’ve bearded Angus.”




  “Not a word.”




  Verena smiled with satisfaction. And then another happy thought occurred to her. “I shall have a good excuse,” she said, “to go and find myself a new dress.”




  But Violet had no such problem. “I,” she told Verena, “shall wear my black velvet.”




  2




  Thursday the Twelfth




  The night was short and he did not sleep. Soon it would be dawn.




  He had imagined that, for once, he might sleep, since he was tired, exhausted. Drained by three days of an unseasonably hot New York; days filled to the brim with breakfast meetings, business lunches, long afternoons of argument and discussion; too much Coca-Cola and black coffee, too many receptions and late nights, and a miserable dearth of either exercise or fresh air.




  Finally, successfully, it had been achieved, though not easily. Harvey Klein was a tough nut, and some persuasion was necessary to convince him that this was the very best, and indeed the only, way to hook the English market. The creative campaign that Noel had brought with him to New York, complete with a time-schedule, layouts and photographs, had been approved and agreed upon. With the contract under his belt, Noel could return to London. Pack his bag, make a last-minute telephone call, stuff his briefcase with documents and calculator, take another telephone call (Harvey Klein to say safe journey), get himself downstairs, check out, flag down a yellow cab and head for Kennedy.




  In the evening light Manhattan, as always, looked miraculous — towers of light thrusting upwards into the suffused glow of the sky, and the freeways moving rivers of headlights. Here was a city that offered, in its brash and open-handed way, every conceivable form of delight.




  Before, on previous visits, he had taken full advantage of all the fun, but there had been no opportunity, this time, to accept any of the offered hospitality, and he knew a pang of regret at leaving unfulfilled, as though he were being hustled away from a stupendous party long before he had even started to enjoy it.




  At Kennedy the cab dropped him at the BA terminal. He duly queued, checked in, rid himself of his holdall, queued again for Security, and at last made his way to the departure lounge. He bought a bottle of Scotch in the duty-free, a Newsweek and Advertising Age from the newsstand. Finding a chair he sat, slumped with tiredness, waiting for his flight to be called.




  By courtesy of Wenborn & Weinburg, he was travelling Club Class, so at least there was space for his long legs, and he had asked for a seat by the window. He took off his jacket, settled himself, longed for a drink. It occurred to him that it would be fortuitous if no one came to sit beside him, but this faint hope died almost at once as a well-upholstered individual in a navy-blue chalk-stripe suit claimed the seat, stowed various bags and bundles in the overhead locker, and at last collapsed, in an overflowing fashion, alongside.




  The man took up a great deal of space. The interior of the aircraft was cool, but this man was hot. He pulled out a silk handkerchief and dabbed his brow, heaved and humped, searched for his seat belt, and managed to jab Noel, quite painfully, with his elbow.




  “Sorry about that. Seems we’re a full load this evening.”




  Noel did not wish to talk. He smiled and nodded, and pointedly opened his Newsweek.




  They took off. Cocktails were served, and then dinner. He was not hungry, but ate it, because it passed the time and there was nothing else to do. The huge 747 droned on, out over the Atlantic. Dinner was cleared and the movie came on. Noel had already seen it in London, so he asked the flight attendant to bring him a whisky and soda and drank it slowly, cradling it in his hand, making it last. Cabin lights were extinguished and passengers reached for pillows and blankets. The fat man folded his hands over his stomach and snored momentously. Noel closed his eyes, but this made them feel as though they were filled with grit, so he opened them again. His mind raced; it had been working full throttle for three days and refused to slow down. The possibility of oblivion faded.




  He wondered why he was not feeling triumphant, because he had won the precious account and was returning home with the whole thing safely sewn up. A suitable metaphor for Saddlebags. Saddlebags. It was one of those words which, the more times you said it, the more ridiculous it sounded. But it wasn’t ridiculous. It was immensely important not only to Noel Keeling, but to Wenborn & Weinburg as well.




  Saddlebags. A company with its roots in Colorado, where the business had started up some years ago, manufacturing high-class leather goods for the ranching fraternity. Saddles, bridles, straps, reins, and riding boots, all branded with the prestigious trademark of a hoof-print enclosing the letter S.




  From this modest beginning, the company’s reputation and sales had grown nationwide, outstripping all rivals. They moved into the manufacture of other commodities. Luggage, handbags, fashion accessories, shoes and boots. All constructed from the finest of hide, hand-stitched and hand-finished. The Saddlebag logo became a status symbol, vying with Gucci or Ferragamo, and with a price-tag to match. Their reputation spread, so that visitors to the United States, wishing to return home with a truly impressive piece of loot, chose a Saddlebag satchel, or a hand-tooled, gold-buckled belt.




  And then came the rumour that Saddlebags were moving into the British market, retailing through one or two carefully chosen London stores. Charles Weinburg, Noel’s chairman, got wind of this by means of a chance remark dropped at a London dinner party. The next morning Noel, as Senior Vice-President and Creative Director, was called for his briefing.




  “I want this account, Noel. At the moment only a handful of people in this country have ever heard of Saddlebags, and they’re going to need a top-gear campaign. We’ve got the headstart and if we land it we can handle it, so I put through a call to New York late last night, and spoke to Saddlebag’s president, Harvey Klein. He’s agreeable to a meeting but he wants a total presentation…layouts, media coverage, slogans, the lot. Top-level stuff, full-page colour spreads. You’ve got two weeks. Get busy with the Art Department and try to work something out. And for God’s sake find a photographer who can make a male model look like a man, not like a shop-window dummy. If necessary, get hold of a genuine polo-player. If he’ll do the job, I don’t care what we have to pay him…”
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  It was nine years since Noel Keeling had gone to work or Wenborn & Weinburg. Nine years is a long time in the advertising business for a man to stay with the same firm, and from time to time he found himself astonished by his own uninterrupted progress. Others, his own contemporaries, who had started with him, had moved on – to other companies, or even to set up their own agencies. But Noel had stayed.




  The reasons for Noel’s constancy were basically rooted in his personal life. Indeed, after a year or two with the firm, he had considered quite seriously the possibility of leaving. He was restless, unsatisfied, and not even particularly interested in the job. He dreamed of greener fields: setting up on his own, abandoning advertising altogether and moving into property or commodities. With plans for making a million, he knew that it was simply lack of the necessary capital that was holding him back. But he had no capital, and the frustration of lost opportunities and missed chances drove him nearly to distraction.




  And then, four years ago, things had changed dramatically. He was thirty, a bachelor, and still resolutely working his way through a string of girlfriends, with no inkling that this irresponsible state of affairs would not last for ever. But his mother quite suddenly died, and for the first time in his life Noel had found himself a man of some means.




  Her death had been so totally unexpected that for a little while he was shocked into a state where he found it almost impossible to come to terms with the cold fact that she had gone for ever. He had always been fond of her, in a detached and unsentimental manner, but basically he’d thought of her as his constant source of food, drink, clean clothes, warm beds, and, when he asked for it, moral support. As well, he had respected both her independence of spirit and the fact that she had never interfered, in any way, with Noel’s own adult and private life. At the same time, much of her dotty behaviour had maddened him. Worst was her habit of surrounding herself by the most down-at-heel and needy of hangers-on. Everybody was her friend. She called them all her friends. Noel called them a lot of bloody spongers. She disregarded his cynical attitude, and bereaved spinsters, lonely widows, penniless artists, and unemployed actors were drawn to her side as moths seek a candle flame. Her generosity to all and sundry he had considered both mindless and selfish, for there never seemed to be any money to spare for the things in life that Noel believed to be of primary importance.




  When she died, her will reflected this thoughtless bounty. A hefty bequest was left to a young man…nothing to do with the family…whom she had taken under her sheltering wing, and whom, for some reason, she wished to help.




  For Noel, it was a bitter blow. His feelings — and pocket — deeply hurt, he was consumed by a resentment that was totally impotent. It was no use raging, because she was gone. He could not have it out with her, accuse her of disloyalty and demand to know what the bloody hell she thought she was doing. His mother had moved beyond his reach. He imagined her, safe from his wrath, across some chasm or uncrossable river, surrounded by sunshine, fields, trees, whatever constituted her own personal conception of Heaven. She was probably, in her mild way, laughing at her son, her dark eyes bright with mischievous amusement, unperturbed as always by his demands and reproaches.




  With only his two sisters to make miserable, he turned his back on his family and concentrated instead on the one stable element left in his life — his job. Somewhat to his surprise, and to the astonishment of his superiors, he discovered, just in time, that he was not only interested in advertising but extremely good at it. By the time his mother’s estate was cleared, and his share of the loot was safely deposited in the bank, youthful fantasies of enormous gambles and fast profits had faded for ever. Noel had come to realise that making money with some other person’s hypothetical fortune was actually very different from parting with your own. He felt protective about his bank balance, as though it were a child, and was not about to risk its safety. Instead, in modest fashion, he bought himself a new car and began, tentatively, to put out feelers for some place new to live…




  Life moved on. But youth was over, and it was a difficult life. Gradually Noel came to terms with this and, at the same time, discovered that he was incapable of sustaining his final grievance against his mother. Nourishing useless resentment was far too exhausting. And at the end of the day he had to admit that he hadn’t come out of it all too badly. Besides, he missed her. During the last years he had seen little of her, closeted as she was in the depths of Gloucestershire, but still she was always there — at the end of a telephone, or at the end of a long drive when you felt you couldn’t stand the hot summer streets of London a moment longer. It didn’t matter if you went alone or took half a dozen friends for the weekend. There was always space, a relaxed welcome, delicious food, everything or nothing to do. Fires flickering, fragrant flowers, hot baths; warm comfortable beds, fine wines and easy conversation.




  All gone. The house and garden sold to strangers. The warm smell of her kitchen and the good feeling that somebody else was in charge and you didn’t have to make a single decision. And gone was the only person in the world with whom you never had to put on an act or pretend. Life without her, maddening and capricious as she had been, was like living a life with a ragged hole in the middle of it, and had taken, he recalled wryly, some getting used to.




  He sighed. It all seemed a long time ago. Another world. He had finished his whisky and sat staring out into the darkness. He remembered being four years old and having measles and how the nights of illness had seemed long as a lifetime, each minute lasting an hour, and the dawn an eternity away.




  Now, thirty years later, he watched the dawn. The sky lightened and the sun slid up from beneath the false horizon of cloud, and everything turned pink and the light was dazzling to the eye. He watched the dawn through the aircraft window and was grateful, because it had chased away the night, and now it was the next day and he did not have to try to sleep. Around him, people stirred. The cabin crew came round with orange juice and scalding face towels. He wiped his face and felt the stubble on his chin. Others collected themselves, found wash-bags, went to the lavatory for a shave. Noel stayed where he was. He could shave when he reached home.




  [image: art]




  Which three hours later, he did. Weary, dirty, and dishevelled, he clambered out of the taxi and paid the driver off. The morning air was cool, blessedly cool after New York, and it was raining lightly, a dampening drizzle. In Pembroke Gardens the trees were greening the pavements wet. He smelled the freshness and, as the taxi drove away, stood for a moment and thought of spending this day on his own, recovering. Having a nap, taking a long walk. But this was not to be. There was work to be done. The office and his chairman waited. Noel picked up his bag and his briefcase, went down the area steps and opened his own front door.




  It was called a garden flat because, at the back of it, french windows opened out on to a tiny patio, his share of the larger garden of the tall house. In the evening the sun fell upon it, but at this early hour it lay in shadow and the upstairs cat was comfortably ensconced in one of his canvas chairs, having apparently spent the night there.




  It was not a large flat but the rooms were spacious. A living room and a bedroom, a small kitchen and a bathroom. Overnight guests had to sleep on the sofa, a tricky piece of equipment which, if resolutely approached, folded down into a second double bed. Mrs Muspratt, who did for him, had been in while he was away and so all was neat and clean, but airless and stuffy.




  He opened the french windows and chased the cat away. In his bedroom, he unzipped his suitcase and took out his wash-bag. He undressed and dropped his soiled and crumpled clothes on to the floor. In the bathroom he cleaned his teeth, took a scalding shower, shaved. By now he needed, more than anything, black coffee. In his towel robe and barefooted, he padded into the kitchen, filled the kettle and switched it on, spooned coffee into his French coffee-pot. The smell of this was heartening and delicious. While the coffee filtered, he collected his mail, sat at the kitchen table and leafed through the envelopes. Nothing looked too urgent. There was, however, a garish picture postcard of Gibraltar. He turned it over. It had been posted in London and was from the wife of Hugh Pennington, an old school friend of Noel’s, who lived in Chelsea.




  Noel, I’ve been trying to ring you, but no reply. Unless we hear to the contrary, we’ll expect you for dinner the thirteenth. Seven-thirty for eight. No black tie. Love, Delia.




  He sighed. This evening. Unless we hear to the contrary. Oh well, by then he’d probably have got his second wind. And it would be more amusing than watching television. He dropped the postcard on to the table, heaved himself to his feet, and went to pour his coffee.
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  Shut in the office, in conference for most of the day, Noel lost track and sight of what was happening out of doors. Finally emerging and driving home through rush-hour traffic that did not rush but moved at the pace of an arthritic snail, he saw that the rain of the morning had been blown away by the breeze and it was a perfect May evening. By now he had reached that state beyond exhaustion when all is light and clear and strangely disembodied, and the prospect of sleep seemed as far away as death. Instead, another shower, a change of clothes, and a drink. And then he would not take his car but walk to Chelsea. The fresh air and exercise would whet his appetite for the excellent meal that he hoped was waiting for him. He could scarcely remember when he had last sat at a table and eaten something that was not a sandwich.
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  The walk was a good idea. He went by leafy back-streets, residential terraces, and gardens where magnolias opened and wistaria clung to the faces of expensive London houses. Coming out into the Brompton Road, he crossed over by the Michelin Building and turned down into Walton Street. Here his steps slowed as he paused to look in at the delectable shop windows, the interior decorators and the art gallery that sold sporting prints, hunting scenes, and oil paintings of faithful Labradors bounding through the snow with pheasants in their mouths. There was a Thorburn that he craved. He stood longer than he intended, simply looking at it. Perhaps tomorrow he would ring the gallery and discover its price. After a little, he walked on.




  By the time he reached Ovington Street, it was twenty-five to eight. The pavements were lined with the cars of the residents, and some older children were riding their bicycles up and down the middle of the road. The Penningtons’ house was halfway down the terrace. As he approached it, a girl came along the pavement towards him. She had with her, on a lead, a small white Highland terrier and was apparently on her way to the post box, for she carried a letter in her hand. He looked at her. She wore jeans and a grey sweatshirt and had hair the colour of the very best sort of marmalade, and she was neither tall nor particularly slender. In fact, not Noel’s type at all. And yet, as she passed him, he gave her a second glance because there was something vaguely familiar about her, and it was difficult to think where they might once have met. Some party, perhaps. The hair was distinctive…




  The walk had tired him and he found himself sorely in need of a drink. With better things to think about, he put the girl out of his mind, went up the steps and gave the bell a token push. He turned the handle to open the door, with a greeting ready and waiting. Hi. Delia, it’s me. I’ve arrived.




  But nothing happened. The door remained firmly closed, which was odd and out of character. Knowing that he was on his way, Delia should surely have left it on the latch. He rang the bell again. And waited.




  More silence. He told himself that they had to be there, but already knew with hideous certainty that nobody was going to answer the bell and the Penningtons, damn their bloody eyes, were not at home.




  “Hello.”




  He turned from the inhospitable door. Below, on the pavement, stood the dumpy girl and her dog, back from posting the letter.




  “Hi.”




  “Did you want the Penningtons?”




  “They’re meant to be giving me dinner.”




  “They’ve gone out. I saw them going off in their car.”




  Noel digested, in gloomy silence, this unwelcome confirmation of what he already knew. Disappointed and let down, he felt very much ill-disposed towards the girl, as one usually does when told something perfectly horrible by another person. It occurred to him that it couldn’t have been much fun being a medieval messenger. There was every chance you’d end up without a head, or else employed as a human cannonball for some monstrous catapult.




  He waited for her to go away. She didn’t. He thought, shit. And then, resigned, put his hands in his pockets and descended the steps to join her.




  She bit her lip. “What a shame. It’s miserable when something like this happens.”




  “I can’t think what’s gone wrong.”




  “What’s worse,” she told him, in the tones of one determined to look on the bright side, “is when you arrive on the wrong night, and they’re not expecting you. I did that once, and it was dreadfully embarrassing. I’d got the dates mixed up.”




  This did not help. “I suppose you think I’ve got the dates mixed up.”




  “It’s easily done.”




  “Not this time. I only got the postcard this morning. The thirteenth.”




  She said, “But this is the twelfth.”




  “No, it isn’t.” He was quite firm. “It’s the thirteenth.”




  “I’m terribly sorry, but it’s the twelfth. Thursday, the twelfth of May.” She sounded deeply apologetic, as though the mix-up were all her fault. “Tomorrow’s the thirteenth.”




  Slowly, his punch-drunk brain worked this out. Tuesday, Wednesday…damn her eyes, she was right. The days had run into each other, and somewhere he had lost track of them. He felt shamefully foolish, and because of this he instantly began to come up with excuses for his own stupidity.




  “I’ve been working. Flying. I’ve been in New York. Got back this morning. Jet lag does ghastly things to your brain.”




  She made a sympathetic face. Her dog smelled at his trousers and he moved aside, not wishing to be peed upon. Her hair in the evening sunlight was astonishing. She had grey eyes flecked with green and milkmaid skin, bloomy as a peach.




  Somewhere. But where?




  He frowned. “Have we met before?”




  She smiled. “Well, yes, actually. About six months ago. At the Hathaways’ cocktail party, in Lincoln Street. But there were about a million people there, so there’s no reason why you should remember.”




  No, he wouldn’t remember. Because she was not the sort of girl that he would register, would want to stay with, or even talk to. Besides, he had gone to that party with Vanessa, and spent most of his time trying to keep track of her, and stop her from finding some other man to have dinner with.




  He said, “How extraordinary. I am sorry. And how clever of you to remember me.”




  “Actually, there was another time.” His heart sank, fearing to be faced with yet another social gaffe. “You’re with Wenborn & Weinburg, aren’t you? I cooked a directors’ lunch for them about six weeks ago. But you wouldn’t even have noticed, because I was wearing a white overall, and handing round plates. Nobody ever looks at cooks and waitresses. It’s a funny feeling, as though you are invisible.”




  He realised that this was true. By now feeling more friendly towards her, he asked her name.




  “Alexa Aird.”




  “I’m Noel Keeling.”




  “I know. I remembered from the Hathaways’ party, and then for the lunch, I had to do a placement, and write names on cards.”




  Noel cast his mind back to that particular day and recalled in satisfying detail the meal she had produced. Smoked salmon, a perfectly grilled fillet steak, watercress salad, and a lemon sorbet. The very thought of these delights caused his mouth to water. Which reminded him that he was ravenously hungry.




  “Who do you work for?”




  “Myself. I’m freelance.” She said this quite proudly. Noel hoped that she was not about to embark upon the history of her career. He did not feel strong enough to stand and listen. He needed food, but, more importantly, he needed a drink. He must make some excuse, take his leave, and be rid of her. He opened his mouth to do this, but she spoke first.




  “I suppose you wouldn’t like to come and have a drink with me?”




  The invitation was so unexpected that he did not immediately reply. He looked at her and met her anxious gaze, and realised that she was, in fact, extremely shy, and to come out with such a suggestion had caused her some courageous effort. As well, he found himself uncertain as to whether she was inviting him to the nearest pub or to some grotty attic pad filled with cohabiting colleagues, one of whom would doubtless just have finished washing her hair.




  No point in committing himself. He was cautious. “Where?”




  “I live two doors down from the Penningtons. And you look as though you could do with a drink.”




  He stopped being cautious. “I could.”




  “There’s nothing worse than arriving in the wrong place at the wrong time, and knowing that it’s all your own fault.”




  Which could have been more tactfully put. But she was kind. “You’re very kind.” He made up his mind. “I’d like that very much.”




  3




  The house was identical to the Penningtons’, except that the front door was not black, but dark blue, and a bay tree stood in a tub beside it. She went ahead of him, opened it with her key, and he followed her indoors. She shut the door behind them and then stooped to unfasten the little dog’s lead. The dog instantly went to drink copiously from a round dish that stood, handily, near the foot of the stairs. The dish had DOG written on it.




  She said, “He always does that when he comes in. He seems to think that he’s been for a long, long walk.”




  “What’s his name?”




  “Larry.”




  The dog lapped noisily, filling the silence, because, for once in his life, Noel Keeling found himself at a loss for words. He had been caught on the hop. He was not certain what he had expected, but certainly not this — an instant impression of warm opulence, loaded with evidence of wealth and good taste. This was a grand London residence, but on a miniature scale. He saw the narrow hallway, the steep staircase, the polished banister rail. Honey-coloured carpeting, thick to the wall; an antique console table upon which stood a pink-flowering azalea; an ornately framed oval mirror. But what really threw him was the smell. It was poignantly familiar. Wax polish, apples, a suggestion of fresh coffee. Pot-pourri, perhaps, and summery flowers. The smell of nostalgia, of youth. The smell of the homes that his mother had created for her children.




  Who was responsible for this assault of memory? And who was Alexa Aird? It was an occasion to fall back on small talk, but Noel couldn’t think of a mortal thing to say. Perhaps that was best. He stood waiting for what was going to happen next, fully expecting to be led upstairs to some rented bedsitter or tiny attic apartment. But she laid the dog’s lead on the table and said in hostessy fashion, “Do come in,” and led him into the room that lay beyond the open door.




  The house was a twin of the Penningtons’ but about a thousand times more impressive. Narrow and long, this room stretched from the front of the house to the back. The street end was the drawing room — too grand to be called a sitting room — and the other end was furnished as a dining room. Here, french windows led out on to a wrought-iron balcony, bright with pansies in terracotta pots.




  All was gold and pink. Curtains, padded thick as eiderdowns, hung in swags and folds. Sofas and chairs were loose-covered in the best sort of country chintz, and scattered haphazardly with needlepoint cushions. Recessed alcoves were filled with blue-and-white porcelain, and a bulging bombé bureau stood open, stacked with the letters and paperwork of an industrious owner.




  It was all very elegant and grown-up, and did not match up in the very least with this quite ordinary and not particularly attractive girl in her jeans and sweatshirt.




  Noel cleared his throat.




  “What a charming room.”




  “Yes, it is pretty, isn’t it? You must be exhausted.” Now that she was safe, in her own territory, she did not seem so diffident. “Jet lag’s a killer. When my father flies in from New York he comes by Concorde because he hates those night flights.”




  “I’ll be all right.”




  “What would you like to drink?”




  “Have you any whisky?”




  “Of course. Grouse or Haig’s?”




  He could scarcely believe his luck. “Grouse?”




  “Ice?”




  “If you have some.”




  “I’ll go down to the kitchen and get it. If you’d like to help yourself…there are glasses…everything’s there. I won’t be a moment…”




  She left him. He heard her talking to the little dog, and then light footsteps as she ran down the stairs to the basement. All quiet. Presumably the dog had gone with her. A drink. He moved to the far end of the room, where stood an enviable sideboard, satisfactorily loaded with bottles and decanters.




  Here hung charming oil paintings, still lifes and country scenes. His eyes, roaming, assessing, took in the silver pheasant in the centre of the oval table, the beautiful Georgian coasters. He went to the window and looked down into the garden — a small paved courtyard, with roses climbing the brick wall and a raised bed of late wallflowers. There was a white wrought-iron table with four matching chairs, conjuring up visions of alfresco meals, summer supper parties, cool wine.




  A drink. On the sideboard were six heavy tumblers, neatly lined up. He reached for the bottle of Grouse, poured himself a slug, added soda, and then returned to the other end of the room. Alone, and still curious as a cat, he prowled. He lifted the fine net curtain and glanced down into the street, then moved to shelves of books, glancing at the titles, endeavouring to find some clue as to the personality of the owner of this delectable house. Novels, biographies, a book on gardens, another on growing roses.




  He paused to mull things over. Putting two and two together, he came to the obvious conclusion. Ovington Street belonged to Alexa’s parents. Father in some sort of business, sufficiently prestigious to fly Concorde as a matter of course and, moreover, to take his wife with him. He decided that they were, at this moment, in New York. In all probability, once the hard work was over and the conferences finished with, they would fly down to Barbados or the Virgin Islands for a restorative week in the sun. It all clicked logically into place.




  As for Alexa, she was house-sitting for them, keeping bandits at bay. This explained why she was on her own, and able to be generous with her father’s whisky. When they returned, sun-tanned and bearing gifts, she would go back to her own abode. A shared flat or terraced cottage in Wandsworth or Clapham.




  With all this tidily settled in his mind Noel felt better, and strong enough to continue his investigative circuit. The blue-and-white porcelain was Dresden. By one of the armchairs a basket stood on the floor, brimming with bright wools and a half-worked tapestry. On top of the bureau were a number of photographs. People getting married, holding babies, having a picnic with thermos flasks and dogs. Nobody recognisable. One photograph caught his attention, and he picked it up the better to inspect it. A large Edwardian mansion of some bulk, smothered in Virginia creeper. A conservatory bulged from one side, and there were sash windows and a row of dormer windows in the roof. Steps led up to an open front door, and on top of these sat two stately springer spaniels, obediently posed. In the background were winter trees, a church tower, and a rising hill.




  The family’s country house.




  She was coming back. He heard her soft footsteps ascending the stair, carefully replaced the photograph, and turned to meet her. She came through the door, carrying a tray loaded with an ice-bucket, a wineglass, an opened bottle of white wine, and a dish of cashew nuts.




  “Oh, good, you’ve got a drink.” She set the tray down on the table behind the sofa, edging some magazines aside to make space for it. The little terrier, apparently devoted, dogged her heels. “I’m afraid I could only find a few nuts…”




  “At the moment” — he raised his glass — “this is really all I need.”




  “Poor man.” She fished for a handful of ice-cubes and dropped them into his drink.




  He said, “I’ve been standing here coming to terms with the fact that I’ve made a complete fool of myself.”




  “Oh, don’t be stupid.” She poured herself a glass of wine. “It could happen to anybody. And just think, now you’ve got a lovely party to look forward to tomorrow evening. And you’ll have had a good night’s rest, and be the life and soul. Why don’t you sit down? This chair’s the best, it’s large and comfortable…”




  It was. And bliss, at last, to be off his aching feet, buffered by soft cushions, and with a drink in his hand. Alexa settled herself in the other chair, opposite him, and with her back to the window. The dog instantly jumped into her lap, made a nest and went to sleep.




  “How long were you in New York?”




  “Three days.”




  “Do you like going?”




  “Usually. It’s getting back that’s so exhausting.”




  “What were you doing there?”




  He told her. He explained about Saddlebags and Harvey Klein. She was impressed. “I’ve got a Saddlebag belt. My father brought it back for me last year. It’s beautiful. Very thick and soft and handsome.”




  “Well, soon you’ll be able to buy one in London. If you don’t mind paying an arm and a leg.”




  “Who plans an advertising campaign?”




  “I do. That’s my job. I’m Creative Director.”




  “It sounds frightfully important. You must be very good at it. Do you enjoy it?”




  Noel thought about this. “If I didn’t enjoy it, I wouldn’t be good at it.”




  “That’s absolutely true. I can’t think of anything worse than having to do a job one hates.”




  “Do you like cooking?”




  “Yes, I love it. Just as well, because it’s about the only thing I can do. I was dreadfully thick at school. I only got three O-levels. My father made noises about me going to do a secretarial training, or a design course, but in the end he agreed it would be a total waste of time and money, and let me be a cook.”




  “Did you do a training?”




  “Oh, yes. I can produce all sorts of exotic dishes.”




  “Have you always worked on your own?”




  “No, I started with an agency. Then, we worked in pairs. But it’s more fun on my own. I’ve built up quite a good little business. Not just directors’ lunches, but private dinner parties, and wedding receptions, or just filling people’s deep-freezes. I’ve got a little Mini van. I cart everything about in that.”




  “You do the cooking here?”




  “Most of it. Private dinner parties are a bit more complicated, because you have to work in other people’s kitchens. And other people’s kitchens are always a total enigma. I always take my own sharp knives.”




  “Sounds bloodthirsty.”




  She laughed. “For chopping vegetables, not for murdering the hostess. Your glass is empty. Would you like another drink?”




  Noel realised that it was, and said that he would, but before he could shift himself, Alexa was on her feet, spilling the little dog gently on to the floor. She took his glass from his hand and disappeared behind him. Comforting clinking sounds reached his ears. A splash of soda. It was all very peaceful. The evening breeze, stirring through the open window, moved the filmy net curtains. Outside, a car started up and drove away, but the children who played on their bicycles had apparently been called indoors and sent to bed. The abortive dinner party had ceased to be of any importance, and Noel felt a little like a man who, trudging across a barren desert, had inadvertently stumbled upon a lush, palm-fringed oasis.




  The cold glass was slipped back into his hand. He said, “I always thought that this was one of the nicest streets in London.”




  Alexa returned to her chair, curling up with her feet tucked beneath her.




  “Where do you live?”




  “Pembroke Gardens.”




  “Oh, but that’s lovely, too. Do you live alone?”




  He found himself taken off-guard, but, as well, amused by her directness. She was probably remembering the Hathaways’ party, and his dogged pursuit of the sensational Vanessa. He smiled. “Most of the time.”




  His oblique reply went over the top of her head. “Have you got a flat there?”




  “Yes. A basement, so it doesn’t get much sun. However, I don’t spend much time there, so it doesn’t really matter. And I usually manage to avoid London weekends.”




  “Do you go home?”




  “No. But I have convenient friends.”




  “What about brothers and sisters?”




  “Two sisters. One lives in London and one in Gloucestershire.”




  “I expect you go and stay with her.”




  “Not if I can help it.” Enough. He had answered enough questions. It was time to turn the tables. “And you? Do you go home for weekends?”




  “No. I’m very often working. People tend to throw dinner parties on Saturday evenings, or Sunday lunches. Besides, it’s hardly worth going to Scotland just for a weekend.”




  Scotland.




  “You mean…you live in Scotland?”




  “No. I live here. But my family home is in Relkirkshire.”




  I live here.




  “But I thought your father — ” He stopped, because what he had thought had been pure conjecture. Was it possible that he had been barking up entirely the wrong tree? “…I’m sorry, but I got the impression…”




  “He works in Edinburgh. With Sanford Cubben. He’s the head of their Scottish office.”




  Sanford Cubben, the vast international trust company. Noel made a few mental adjustments. “I see. How stupid of me. I imagined him in London.”




  “Oh, you mean the New York bit. That’s nothing. He flies all over the world. Tokyo, Hong Kong. He’s not in this country very much.”




  “So you don’t see much of him?”




  “Sometimes when he’s passing through London. He doesn’t stay here, because he goes to the company flat, but he usually rings, and if there’s time, he takes me out for dinner at the Connaught or Claridge’s. It’s a great treat. I pick up all sorts of cooking ideas.”




  “I suppose that’s as good a reason as any to go to Claridge’s. But…“He doesn’t stay here.”…who owns this house?”




  Alexa smiled with total innocence. “I do,” she told him.




  “Oh…” It was impossible to keep the disbelief from his voice. The dog was back in her lap. She stroked his head, played with the furry, pricked ears.




  “How long have you lived here?”




  “About five years. It was my grandmother’s house. My mother’s mother. We were always very close. I used to spend some part of all my school holidays with her. By the time I came to London to do my cooking course, she was a widow and on her own. So I came to stay with her. And then, last year, she died, and she left the house to me.”




  “She must have been very fond of you.”




  “I was terribly fond of her. It all caused a bit of family ill-feeling. My living with her, I mean. My father didn’t think it was a good idea at all. He was quite fond of her, but he thought I should be more independent. Make friends of my own age, move into a flat with some other girl. But I didn’t really want to. I’m dreadfully lazy about things like that, and Granny Cheriton…” Abruptly she stopped. Across the space that divided them, their eyes met. Noel said nothing, and after a pause she continued, speaking casually, as though it were of no importance. “…she was getting old. It wouldn’t have been kind to leave her.”




  Another silence. Then Noel said, “Cheriton?”




  Alexa sighed. “Yes.” She sounded as though she were admitting to some heinous crime.




  “An unusual name.”




  “Yes.”




  “Also well-known.”




  “Yes.”




  “Sir Rodney Cheriton?”




  “He was my grandfather. I didn’t mean to tell you. The name just slipped out.”




  So that was it. The puzzle solved. That explained the money, the opulence, the precious possessions. Sir Rodney Cheriton, now deceased, founder of a financial empire that stretched world-wide, who, during the sixties and the seventies, had been associated with so many takeover bids and conglomerates that his name was scarcely ever out of the Financial Times. This house had been the home of Lady Cheriton, and the sweet-faced, unsophisticated little cook who sat, curled in her chair like a schoolgirl, was her granddaughter.




  He was flabbergasted. “Well, who’d have thought it?”




  “I don’t usually tell people, because I’m not all that proud of it.”




  “You should be proud. He was a great man.”




  “It isn’t that I didn’t like him. He was always very sweet to me. It’s just that I don’t really approve of huge takeovers and companies getting bigger and bigger. I’d like them to get smaller and smaller. I like corner shops and butchers where the nice man knows your name. I don’t like the thought of people getting swallowed up, or lost, or made redundant.”




  “We can scarcely move backwards.”




  “I know. That’s what my father keeps telling me. But it breaks my heart when a little row of houses gets demolished, and all that goes up in their place is another horrible office block with black windows, like a hen battery. That’s what I love about Scotland. Strathcroy, the village we live in, never seems to change. Except that Mrs McTaggart, who ran the newsagent’s, decided that her legs couldn’t take the standing any longer and retired, and her shop was bought by Pakistanis. They’re called Ishak, and they’re terribly nice, and the women wear lovely bright silky clothes. Have you ever been to Scotland?”




  “I’ve been to Sutherland, to fish on the Oykel.”




  “Would you like to see a picture of our house?”




  He did not let on that he had already taken a good look. “I’d love to.”




  Once more, Alexa set the dog on the floor and got to her feet. The dog, bored by all this activity, sat on the hearthrug and looked fed up. She fetched the photograph and handed it to Noel.




  After an appropriate pause he said, “It looks very comfortable.”




  “It’s lovely. Those are my father’s dogs.”




  “What’s your father’s name?”




  “Edmund. Edmund Aird.” She went to replace the photograph. Turning, she caught sight of the gold carriage clock which stood in the middle of the mantelpiece. She said, “It’s nearly half past eight.”




  “Good heavens.” He checked the time with his watch. “So it is. I must go.”




  “You don’t have to. I mean, I could cook you something, give you supper.”




  The suggestion was so splendid and so tempting that Noel felt bound to make some small noises of refusal. “You’re too kind, but…”




  “I’m sure you haven’t got any food at Pembroke Gardens. Not if you’ve just come home from New York. And it’s no trouble. I’d like it.” He could tell from her expression that she was yearning for him to stay. As well, he was painfully hungry. “I’ve got some lamb chops.”




  That did it. “I can’t think of anything I’d like more.”




  Alexa’s face lit up. She was as transparent as clear spring water. “Oh, good. I’d have felt really inhospitable letting you go without something inside you. Do you want to stay here, or do you want to come down to the kitchen and watch me?”




  If he stayed in this chair, he would fall asleep. Besides, he wanted to see more of the house. He heaved himself out of the chair. “I’ll come and watch you.”
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  Alexa’s kitchen was predictable, not modern at all, but quite homely and haphazard, as though it had not been planned, but simply come together over the years. It had a stone-tiled floor with a rush mat or two, and pine cupboards. A deep clay sink stood beneath the window, through which could be seen the little area with its steps leading up into the street. The sink was backed with blue-and-white Dutch tiles and the same tiles lined the walls between the cupboards. The tools of her trade were very evident: a thick chopping board, a line of copper saucepans, a marble slab for rolling pastry. There were racks of herbs and bunches of onions and fresh parsley in a mug.




  She reached for a blue-and-white butcher’s apron and tied it around her waist. Over the thick sweatshirt this made her look more shapeless than ever and accentuated her rounded, blue-jeaned bottom.




  Noel asked if there was anything he could do to help.




  “No, not really.” She was already busy, turning on the grill, opening drawers. “Unless you’d like to open a bottle of wine. Would you like some?”




  “Where would I find a bottle of wine?”




  “There’s a rack through there…” She indicated with her head, her hands being occupied. “On the floor. I haven’t got a cellar, and that’s the coolest spot there is.”




  Noel went to look. At the back of the kitchen an archway led into what had probably once been a small scullery. This too was stone-floored, and here stood a number of shining white electrical appliances. A dishwasher, a clothes washer, a tall refrigerator, and a huge chest deep-freeze. At the far end, a half-glassed door led directly out into the little garden. By the door, in country fashion, stood a pair of rubber boots and a wooden tub of gardening tools. An ancient raincoat and a battered felt hat hung from a hook.




  He found the wine-rack beyond the deep-freeze. Crouching, he inspected a few bottles. She had an excellent selection. He chose a Beaujolais, went back to the kitchen.




  “How about this?”




  She glanced at it. “Perfect. That was a good year. There’s a corkscrew in that drawer. If you open it now, that’ll give it time to breathe.”




  He found the corkscrew and drew the cork. It came, sweetly and cleanly, and he set the open bottle on the table. With nothing more to be done, he drew back a chair and settled himself at the table to enjoy the last of his whisky.




  She had taken the chops from the refrigerator, assembled the makings of a salad, found a stick of French bread. Now she was arranging the chops on the grill-pan, reaching for a jar of rosemary. All this was accomplished deftly and with the greatest economy of effort, and it occurred to Noel that, working, she had become quite assured and confident, probably because she was engaged in doing the one thing she knew that she was really good at.




  He said, “You look very professional.”




  “I am.”




  “Do you garden as well?”




  “Why do you ask that?”




  “All the clobber by the back door.”




  “I see. Yes, I do garden, but it’s so tiny that It’s not really gardening. At Balnaid, the garden’s enormous, and there’s always something needing to be done.”




  “Balnaid?”




  “That’s the name of our house in Scotland.”




  “My mother was a manic gardener.” Having said this, Noel could not think why he had mentioned the fact. He did not usually talk about his mother unless somebody asked him a direct question. “Perpetually digging, or barrowing great loads of manure.”




  “Doesn’t she garden any longer?”




  “She’s dead. She died four years ago.”




  “Oh, I am sorry. Where did she do her gardening?”




  “In Gloucestershire. She bought a house with a couple of acres of wilderness. By the time she died, she’d transformed it into something very special. You know…the sort of garden people walk around in after lunch parties.”




  Alexa smiled. “She sounds rather like my other grandmother, Vi. She lives in Strathcroy. Her name’s Violet Aird, but we all call her Vi.” The chops were grilling, the bread put to warm, the plates to heat. “My mother’s dead, too. She was killed in a car accident when I was six.”




  “It’s my turn to be sorry.”




  “I remember her, of course, but not really very well. I remember her mostly coming to say goodnight before she went out for a dinner party. Lovely airy dresses, and furs, and smelling of scent.”




  “Six is very young to lose your mother.”




  “It wasn’t as bad as it might have been. I had a darling nanny called Edie Findhorn. And after Mummy died we went back to Scotland and lived with Vi at Balnaid. So I was luckier than most.”




  “Did your father marry again?”




  “Yes. Ten years ago. She’s called Virginia. She’s much younger than him.”




  “A wicked stepmother?”




  “No. She’s sweet. A bit like a sister. She’s terribly pretty. And I’ve got a half-brother called Henry. He’s nearly eight.”




  Now she was making the salad. With a sharp knife she chopped and shredded. Tomatoes and celery, tiny fresh mushrooms. Her hands were brown and capable, the nails short and unvarnished. There was something very satisfactory about them. He tried to recall the last time he had sat thus, slightly woozy with hunger and drink, and peacefully watched while a woman prepared a meal for him. He couldn’t.




  The trouble was that he had never gone for domesticated females. His girlfriends were usually models, or young, aspiring actresses with immense ambition and little brain. All they had in common was their general appearance, for he liked them very young and very thin with tiny breasts and long, attenuated legs. Which was great for his own personal amusement and satisfaction, but not much use when it came to being good about the house. Besides, they were nearly all…however skinny…on some sort of diet, and while able to down enormous and expensive restaurant meals, were not interested in producing even the simplest of snacks in the privacy of either their own flats, or Noel’s.




  “Oh, darling, it’s such a bore. Besides, I’m not hungry. Have an apple.”




  From time to time there had come into Noel’s life a girl so besotted that she wished only to spend the rest of her days with him. Then much effort – perhaps too much – had been made. Intimate dinners by gas-fired logs, and invitations to the country and doggy weekends. But Noel, wary of commitment, had backed away, and the girls in question, after a painful period of abortive telephone calls and tearful accusations, had found other men and married them. So he had reached thirty-four and was still a bachelor. Brooding over his empty whisky glass, Noel could not decide whether this left him feeling triumphant or defeated.




  “There.” The salad was ready. Now she began to mix a dressing with beautiful green olive oil and pale wine vinegar. Various herbs and seasonings were added, and the smell of these made his mouth water. With this done, she started to lay the table. A red-and-white-checked cloth, wineglasses, wooden mills for pepper and salt, a pottery butter dish. She took forks and knives from a drawer and handed them to Noel and he set the two places. It seemed an appropriate moment to pour the wine, so he did, and handed Alexa her glass.




  She took it from him. In her apron and bulky sweatshirt, and with her cheeks glowing from the heat of the grill, she said, “Here’s to Saddlebags.”




  He found himself, for some reason, much touched. “And here’s to you, Alexa. And thank you.”
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  It was a simple but splendid meal, living up to all Noel’s greedy expectations. The chops were tender, the salad crisp; warm bread to mop up juices and dressings, and all washed down by fine wine. After a bit, his stomach stopped groaning, and he felt infinitely better.




  “I can’t remember food ever tasting so good.”




  “It’s not anything very special.”




  “But perfect.” He took more salad. “Any time you need a recommendation, let me know.”




  “Don’t you ever cook for yourself?”




  “No. I can fry bacon and eggs, but if pushed I buy gourmet dishes from Marks and Spencer and heat them up. Every now and then, if I’m desperate, I go and spend an evening with Olivia, my London sister, but she’s as useless in the kitchen as I am, and we usually finish up eating something exotic, like quails’ eggs or caviare. A treat, but not very filling.”




  “Is she married?”




  “No. She’s a career lady.”




  “What does she do?”




  “She’s Editor-in-Chief of Venus.”




  “Goodness.” She smiled. “What illustrious relations we both seem to have.”




  Having devoured everything on the table, Noel found himself still peckish, and so Alexa produced cheese and a bunch of pale-green seedless grapes. With these, they finished the last of the wine. Alexa suggested coffee.




  By now it was growing dark. Outside, in the dusky blue street, the lights had come on. Their glow penetrated the basement kitchen, but mostly all was shadowy. Noel was, all at once, overcome by a mammoth yawn. When he had dealt with this, he apologised. “I’m sorry. I really must get home.”




  “Have some coffee first. It’ll keep you awake until you reach your bed. I tell you what — why don’t you go upstairs and relax, and I’ll bring your coffee up to you. And then I’ll phone for a taxi.”




  Which sounded an eminently sensible idea.




  “Right.”




  But even saying the word took much conscious effort. He was aware of arranging his tongue and his lips in the correct position to make the appropriate sound, and knew that he was either drunk or on the point of flaking out from lack of sleep. Coffee was an excellent idea. He put his hands on the table and levered himself to his feet. Going up the basement stairs, headed for the drawing room, was even more of a trial. Halfway up he stumbled but somehow managed to keep his balance and not to fall flat on his face.




  Upstairs, the empty room waited, quiet in the bloomy twilight. The only illumination came from the streetlights, and these were reflected from the brass fender and the facets of the crystal chandelier that hung from the middle of the ceiling. It seemed a pity to dispel the peaceful dusk by turning on switches, so he didn’t. The dog was asleep on the chair that Noel had previously occupied, so he sank down in a corner of the sofa. The dog, disturbed, awoke and raised his head, and stared at Noel. Noel stared back. The dog turned into two dogs. He was drunk. He had not slept for ever. He would not sleep now. He was not sleeping.




  He was dozing. Sleeping and waking at the same time. He was in the 747, droning back over the Atlantic, with his fat neighbour snoring alongside. His chairman was telling him to go to Edinburgh, to sell Saddlebags to a man called Edmund Aird. There were voices, calling and shouting; the children playing in the street on their bicycles. No, they were not in the street, they were outside, in some garden. He was in a cramped and steeply ceilinged room, peering from the peephole of a window. Honeysuckle fronds tapped on the glass. His old room, in his mother’s house in Gloucestershire. Outside on the lawn, a game was in progress. Children and adults played cricket. Or was it rounders? Or baseball? They looked up and saw his face through the glass. “Come down,” they told him. “Come down and play.” He was pleased that they wanted him. It was good to be home. He went out of the room and downstairs; stepped out into the garden, but the cricket game was over, and they had all disappeared. He did not mind. He lay on the grass and stared at the bright sky, and everything was all right. None of the bad things had happened after all, and nothing had changed. He was alone, but soon somebody would come. He could wait.




  Another sound. A clock ticking. He opened his eyes. The street-lamps no longer shone, and the darkness had gone. It was not his mother’s garden, not his mother’s house, but some strange room. He had no idea where he was. He lay flat on his back on a sofa, with a rug over him. The fringe of the rug tickled his chin, and he pushed it away. Staring upwards, he saw the glittering droplets of the chandelier, and then remembered. Moving his head, he saw the armchair, with its back to the window; a girl sat there, her bright hair silhouetted against the morning light beyond the uncurtained window. He stirred. She stayed silent. He said her name. “Alexa?”




  “Yes.” She was awake.




  “What time is it?”




  “Just after seven.”




  “Seven in the morning?”




  “Yes.”




  “I’ve been here all night.” He stretched, easing his long legs. “I fell asleep.”




  “You were asleep by the time I came up with the coffee. I thought about waking you, but then I decided against it.”




  He blinked, clearing the sleep from his eyes. He saw that she was no longer wearing her jeans and sweatshirt, but a white toweling robe, wrapped closely about her. She had bundled herself up in a blanket, but her legs and feet, protruding, were bare.




  “Have you been there all night?”




  “Yes.”




  “You should have gone to bed.”




  “I didn’t like to leave you. I didn’t want you to wake up and feel you had to go, and not be able to find a taxi in the middle of the night. I made up my spare bed, but then I thought, what’s the point? So I just left you to sleep.”




  He caught the tail end of his dream before it faded into oblivion. He had lain in his mother’s garden in Gloucestershire, and known that someone was coming. Not his mother. Penelope was dead. Somebody else. Then the dream was gone for good, leaving him with Alexa.




  He felt, surprisingly, enormously well, energetic and refreshed. Decisive. “I must go home.”




  “Shall I call you a taxi?”




  “No. I’ll walk. It’ll do me good.”




  “It’s a lovely morning. Do you want something to eat before you go?”




  “No, I’m fine.” He pushed aside the rug and sat up, smoothing back his hair and running his hand over his stubbly chin. “I must go.” He got to his feet.




  Alexa made no effort to persuade him to stay, but simply came with him into the hall, opened her front door on to the pearly, pristine May morning. The distant rumble of traffic was already audible, though a bird was singing from some tree, and the air was fresh. He imagined that he could smell lilac.




  “Goodbye, Noel.”




  He turned to her. “I’ll ring you.”




  “You don’t need to.”




  “Don’t I?”




  “You don’t owe me anything.”




  “You’re very sweet.” He stooped and kissed her peachy cheek. “Thank you.”




  “I’ve liked it.”




  He left her. Went down the steps and set off, at a brisk clip, down the pavement. At the end of the street he turned and looked back. She was gone, and the blue front door stood closed. But it seemed to Noel that the house with the bay tree had a special look about it.




  He smiled to himself and went on his way.
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  Tuesday the Seventh




  Isobel Balmerino, at the wheel of her minibus, drove the ten miles to Corriehill. It was nearly four o’clock in the afternoon and the beginning of June, but although the trees were heavy with leaf and the fields green with growing crops, there had, so far, been no summer at all. It was not exactly cold, but it was dank and drizzling, and all the way from Croy her windscreen wipers had been working. Clouds hung low over the hills and all was drowned in greyness. She felt sorry for the foreign visitors, come so far to see the glories of Scotland, only to find them shrouded in murk and almost invisible.




  Not that this troubled her. She had made the complicated journey, cross-country and by back roads, so many times before that she sometimes thought that if she were to dispatch the minibus on its own it would manage very nicely, getting itself to Corriehill and back with no human assistance, reliable as a faithful horse.




  Now she had come to the familiar junction and was nearly there. She changed down and swung the minibus into a single-track lane hedged with hawthorn. This lane led up and on to the hill, and as she climbed, the mist grew thicker; prudently she switched on the headlights. To her right appeared the tall stone wall, the march boundary of the Corriehill estate. Another quarter of a mile, and she had reached the great entrance gates, the two lodges. She turned between these and bumped her way up the rutted drive lined with historic beeches and deep verges of rough grass which, in spring, were gold with daffodils. The daffodils had long since died back, and their withered heads and dying leaves were all that remained of their former glory. Some time, some day, Verena’s handyman would cut the verges with his garden tractor, and that would be the end of the daffodils. Until next spring.




  It occurred to her, sadly, and not for the first time, that as you grew older you became busier, and time went faster and faster, the months pushing each other rudely out of the way, and the years slipping off the calendar and into the past. Once, there had been time. Time to stand, or sit, and just look at daffodils. Or to abandon housekeeping, on the spur of the moment, walk out of the back door and up the hill, into the lark-song emptiness of a summer morning. Or to take off for a self-indulgent day in Relkirk, shopping for frivolities, meeting a girlfriend for lunch, the wine bar warm with humanity and conversation, smelling of coffee and the sort of food that one never cooked for oneself.




  All treats that for a number of reasons didn’t seem to happen any longer.




  The driveway levelled off. Beneath the wheels of the minibus, gravel scrunched. The house loomed up at her through the mist. There were no other cars, which meant that probably all the other hostesses had been, collected their guests, and gone. So Verena would be waiting for her. Isobel hoped that she would not have become impatient.




  She drew up, switched off her engine and got out into the soft, drizzly air. The main door stood open, giving on to a large paved porch, with an inner glass door beyond. This porch was stacked with an enormous amount of expensive luggage. Isobel quailed, because it seemed to be even more lavish than usual. Suitcases (hugely big), garment bags, small grips, golf bags, boxes and parcels and carriers, emblazoned with the familiar names of large stores. (They’d obviously been shopping.) All of these tagged with distinctive yellow labels: SCOTTISH COUNTRY TOURS.




  Diverted, she paused to read the names on the labels. Mr Joe Hardwicke. Mr Arnold Franco. Mrs Myra Hardwicke. Mrs Susan Franco. The suitcases were heavily monogrammed, and the golf bags had prestigious club labels hanging from their handles.




  She sighed. Here we go again. She opened the inner door.




  “Verena!”




  The hallway at Corriehill was immense, with a carved oak stairway rising to the upper floors, and much paneling. The floor was scattered with rugs, some quite ordinary and others probably priceless, and in the middle stood a table bearing a varied collection of objects: a potted geranium, a dog’s lead, a brass tray for letters, and a massive leather-bound visitors’ book.




  “Verena?”




  A door, distantly, shut. Footsteps came up the passage from the direction of the kitchen. Verena Steynton presently appeared, looking, as always, tall, slender, unfussed, and perfectly turned out. She was one of those women who, maddeningly, always appeared co-ordinated, as though she spent much time each day selecting and matching her various garments. This skirt, this shirt; that cashmere cardigan, these shoes. Even the damp and muggy weather, which ruined the hairdos of most right-minded women, didn’t stand a chance with Verena’s coiffure, which never wilted under the most adverse of circumstances, and always appeared as neat and glamorous as if she had just come out from under the drier. Isobel had no illusions about her own appearance. Stocky and sturdy as a Highland pony, her complexion rosy and shining, her hands roughened by work, she had long stopped bothering about the way she looked. But, seeing Verena, she all at once wished that she had taken the time to change out of her corduroy trousers and the quilted sludge-coloured waistcoat that was her oldest friend.




  “Isobel.”




  “I hope I’m not late.”




  “No. You’re the last but you’re not late. Your guests are ready and waiting for you in the drawing room. Mr and Mrs Hardwicke, and Mr and Mrs Franco. From the look of them, slightly more robust than our usual run of clients.” Isobel knew some relief. Perhaps the men would be able to hump their own golf bags. “Where’s Archie? Are you on your own?”




  “He had to go to a church meeting at Balnaid.”




  “Will you manage?”




  “Of course.”




  “Well, look, before you whisk them away, there’s been a slight change of plan. I’ll explain. We’d better go into the library.”




  Obediently, Isobel followed her, prepared to take orders. The library at Corriehill was a pleasant room, smaller than most of the other rooms, and smelled comfortably masculine — of pipe smoke and wood-smoke, of old books and old dogs. The old-dog smell emanated from an elderly Labrador snoozing on its cushion by the ashy remains of a fire. It raised its head, saw the two ladies, blinked in a superior fashion and went back to sleep.




  “The thing is…” Verena started, and at once the telephone on the desk began to ring. She said, “Damn. Sorry, I won’t be a moment,” and went to answer it. “Hello, Verena Steynton…Yes.” Her voice changed. “Mr Abberley. Thank you for calling back.” She pulled the chair from the desk and sat down, reaching for her ballpoint pen and a pad of paper. She looked as though she was settling in for a long session and Isobel’s heart sank, because she wanted to get home.




  “Yes. Oh, splendid. Now, we shall need your largest marquee, and I think the pale-yellow-and-white lining. And a dance floor.” Isobel pricked up her ears, stopped feeling impatient and eavesdropped shamelessly. “The date? We thought the sixteenth of September. That’s a Friday. Yes, I think you’d better come and see me, and we’ll talk it over. Next week would be fine. Wednesday morning. Right. I’ll see you then. Goodbye, Mr Abberley.” She rang off and leaned back in her chair, wearing the satisfied expression of one with a job well done. “Well, that’s the first thing settled.”




  “What on earth are you planning now?”




  “Well, Angus and I have been talking about it for ages, and we’ve finally decided to take the plunge. Katy’s twenty-one this year, and we’re going to have a dance for her.”




  “Heavens above, you must be feeling rich.”




  “No, not particularly, but it is something of an event, and we owe about a million people hospitality, so we’ll get them all off in one smashing do.”




  “But September’s ages away, and it’s only the beginning of June.”




  “I know, but one can’t start too early. You know what September’s like.” Isobel did know. The Scottish season, with a mass exodus from the south to the north for the grouse-shooting. Every large house filled with house parties, dances, cricket matches, Highland games, and every sort of social activity, all finally culminating in an exhausting week of hunt balls.




  “We have to have a marquee because there’s really not space for dancing indoors, but Katy insists we must fix up some corner as a nightclub so that all her yuppie friends from London can have their little smooch. Then I’ll have to find a really good country dance band, and a competent caterer. But at least I’ve got the tent organised. You’ll all get invitations, of course.” She gave Isobel a stern look. “I hope Lucilla will be here.”




  It was hard not to feel a little envious of Verena, sitting there planning a dance for her daughter, knowing that that daughter would be helpful and co-operative and enjoy every moment of her party. Her own Lucilla and Katy Steynton had been at school together, and friends in the lacklustre fashion of children thrown together by their parents. For Lucilla was two years younger than Katy, and had a very different personality, and as soon as school was behind them, their ways had parted.




  Katy, any mother’s dream, had dutifully conformed. A year in Switzerland, and then a secretarial course in London. Graduated, she’d found herself a worthwhile job…something to do with funding for charity…and shared a small house in Wandsworth with three eminently suitable friends. Before long, she would doubtless become engaged to an excellent young man called either Nigel, Jeremy, or Christopher, her blameless face would appear on the front page of Country Life, and the wedding would be predictably traditional with a white dress, a great number of small bridesmaids, and ‘Praise My Soul the King of Heaven’.




  Isobel did not want Lucilla to be like Katy, but sometimes, as at this moment, she could not help wishing that her darling, dreamy daughter had turned out to be just a little more ordinary. But even as a child, Lucilla had shown signs of individuality and gentle rebellion. Her political tendencies were strongly left-wing, and at the drop of a hat she would involve herself, with much passion, in any cause that caught her attention. She was against nuclear power, fox-hunting, the culling of baby seals, the cutting of student grants, and the planting of tracts of horrible conifers in order to provide pop stars with tax-deductible incomes. At the same time, she voiced much concern over the plight of the homeless, the down-and-outs, the drug addicts, and the poor unfortunates who found themselves dying of AIDS.




  From an early age, she had always been intensely creative and artistic, and after six months in Paris working as an au pair, she was accepted at the College of Art in Edinburgh. Here, she made friends with the most extraordinary people, whom, from time to time, she brought to Croy to stay. They were a funny-looking lot, but no funnier than Lucilla, who dressed from the Oxfam shop and thought nothing of wearing a lace evening dress and a man’s tweed jacket and Edwardian lace-up boots.




  With art school behind her, she stayed in Edinburgh but had failed entirely to find any sort of way in which to earn her keep. No person seemed inclined to buy her incomprehensible paintings, and no gallery wished to exhibit them. Living in an attic in India Street, she had kept herself by going out to clean other people’s houses. This had proved strangely lucrative, and as soon as she had saved up enough to pay her fare across the Channel, she had taken off for France with a back pack and her painting gear. Last heard of, she was in Paris, staying with some couple she had met on the road. It was all very worrying.




  Would she come home? Isobel could write, of course, to the poste restante address her daughter had given her. Darling Lucilla, be here in September because you have been asked to Katy Steynton’s dance. But it was unlikely that Lucilla would pay much attention. She had never enjoyed formal parties, and could think of nothing to say to the well-connected young men she met at them. Mummy, they’re quite gruesomely square. And they’ve all got hair like tweed.




  She was impossible. She was also sweet, kind, funny, and overflowing with love. Isobel missed her quite dreadfully.




  She sighed and said, “I don’t know. I don’t suppose so.”




  “Oh dear.” Verena was sympathetic, which didn’t make it any better. “Well, never mind, I’ll send her an invitation. Katy would so love to see her again.”




  Privately, Isobel doubted this. She said, “Is your dance a secret, or can I talk about it?”




  “No, of course it’s not a secret. The more people who know, the better. Perhaps they’ll offer to have dinner parties.”




  “I’ll have a dinner party.”




  “You are a saint.” They might have sat there making plans for ever had not Verena, all at once, remembered the business in hand. “Heavens above, I’ve forgotten those poor Americans. They’ll be wondering what’s happened to us. Now, look…the thing is” — she rummaged on her desk and produced some sheets of typed instructions — “that the two men have spent most of their time playing golf, and they want to play tomorrow, so they’re going to give the trip to Glamis a miss. Instead, I’ve fixed for a car to come and fetch them from Croy at nine o’clock tomorrow morning and take them to Gleneagles. And the same car will bring them back some time during the afternoon when they’ve finished their game. But the ladies want to go to Glamis, so if you could have them back here at about ten o’clock, they can join the others in the coach.”




  Isobel nodded, hoping that she would forget none of this. Verena was so efficient and, to all intents and purposes, Isobel’s boss. Scottish Country Tours was run from a central office in Edinburgh, but Verena was the local co-ordinating agent. It was Verena who telephoned Isobel each week to let her know how many guests she could expect (six was the limit, as she had no room for more) as well as to fill her in with any small idiosyncrasies or personality problems of her guests.




  The tours started in May and continued until the end of August. Each one lasted a week and followed a regular pattern. The group, arriving from New York, began their stay in Edinburgh, where they spent two days sightseeing in the Borders and the city itself. On Tuesday their coach brought them to Relkirk, where they dutifully plodded around the Auld Kirk, the local castle, and a National Trust garden. They were then transported to Corriehill, to be welcomed and sorted out by Verena. From Corriehill they were collected by the various hostesses. Wednesday was the day for Glamis Castle and a scenic drive to Pitlochry, and on Thursday they set off yet again in the coach to view the Highlands and to visit Deeside and Inverness. On Friday they returned to Edinburgh, and on Saturday they flew home, back to Kennedy and all points west.




  Isobel was certain that by then they must all be in a state of total exhaustion.




  It was Verena who, five years ago, had roped Isobel into the business. She explained what was involved and gave Isobel the firm’s handout to read. It was effusive.




  Stay as a guest in a private house. Experience for yourself the hospitality and historic grandeur of some of Scotland’s loveliest homes, and meet, as friends, the ancient families who live in them.…




  Such hyperbole took a bit of living up to.




  “We’re not an ancient family,” she’d pointed out to Verena.




  “Ancient enough.”




  “And Croy’s not exactly historic.”




  “Bits of it are. And you’ve got lots of bedrooms. That’s what really counts. And think of all that lovely lolly…”




  It was this that had finally decided Isobel. Verena’s proposition came at a time when the Balmerino fortunes, in every sense of the word, were at a low ebb. Archie’s father, the second Lord Balmerino, and the most charming and impractical of men, had died leaving the estate in some disarray. His unexpected demise took him, and most other people, quite by surprise, and because of this, stupendous death duties creamed off most of the inherited family wealth. With the two children, Lucilla and Hamish, in the throes of their education, the large and inconvenient house to keep going, and the lands to be maintained in some sort of order, the young Balmerinos found themselves faced with certain problems. Archie, at that time, was still a regular soldier. But he had joined the Queen’s Loyal Highlanders at the age of nineteen simply because he could think of nothing else he particularly wanted to do, and although he had thoroughly enjoyed his years with the regiment, he was not blessed with a driving ambition to succeed and knew that he would never make Major General.




  Keeping Croy, living there, come hell or high water, became their first priority. Optimistically, they laid plans. Archie would retire from the Army, and while he was young enough to do so, find himself some sort of a job. But before this could happen he was committed to a last tour of duty with his regiment, and went with them to Northern Ireland.




  The regiment returned home four months later, but it was eight months before Archie came back to Croy, and it took Isobel about eight days to realise that in spite of his rehabilitation any sort of a job was, for the time being, out of the question. In some desperation, through long and sleepless nights, she reviewed their plight.




  But they had friends. In particular Edmund Aird. Realising the gravity of the situation, Edmund moved in and took control. It was Edmund who found a tenant for the home farm, and Edmund who assumed responsibility for the grouse moor. Together with Gordon Gillock, the keeper, he saw to the burning of the heather and the maintenance of the butts, and then let the entire concern out to a syndicate of businessmen from the south, retaining a gun for himself and a half-gun for Archie.




  For Isobel, to be shed of at least some of her anxieties was an enormous relief, but income remained a vexing problem. There was still some inherited capital, but this was tied up in stocks and bonds, and was all that Archie had to leave to his children. Isobel had a little money of her own, but this, even added to Archie’s army pension and his sixty-per-cent disability pension, did not amount to very much. The day-to-day expenses of simply running the house and keeping the family fed and clothed remained a constant source of worry, so that Verena’s suggestion, initially daunting, was in fact the answer to a prayer.




  “Oh, come on, Isobel. You can do it standing on your head.”




  And Isobel realised that she could. After all, she was well used to managing the big house, and accustomed to having people to stay. When Archie’s father was alive there were always house parties to be arranged for the shooting, and the dances in September. During the school holidays, Croy filled up with the children’s friends, and Christmas and Easter never passed without entire families coming to share the festivities.




  Compared to all this, Verena’s proposition did not sound at all arduous. It would only take up two days a week throughout the four months of summer. Surely that could not be too demanding. And…cheering thought…it would be stimulation for Archie, people coming and going. Helping to entertain them would give him an interest and bolster his morale, sadly in need of a boost.




  What she hadn’t realised, and what she had painfully learned, was that entertaining paying guests was a very different kettle of fish to having one’s own friends about the place. You couldn’t argue with them, any more than you could sit about in a companionable silence. Nor could you allow them to slope into the kitchen to peel a pot of potatoes or concoct a salad. The real rub was that they were paying. This put hospitality on a totally different level because it meant that everything had to be perfect. The tour was not cheap and, as Verena forthrightly insisted, the clients must be given value for their dollars.




  There were certain guidelines printed out on a special instruction sheet for hostesses. Every bedroom must have its own bathroom, preferably adjoining. Beds must have electric blankets, and the rooms must be centrally heated. Also, if possible, there should be supplementary heating…preferably a real fire but, failing this, then an electric or gas fire. Fresh flowers must be arranged in the bedrooms.




  (Reading this, Isobel had known some annoyance. Who did they think they were? She had never in her life put a guest in a room without seeing that there were fresh flowers on the dressing-table.)




  Then there were more rules about breakfast and dinner. Breakfast must be robust and hearty; orange juice, coffee, and tea, all available. In the evenings, a cocktail must be offered, and wine at dinner-time. This meal had to be formally served, with candles, crystal, and silver on the table, and consist of at least three courses, to be followed by coffee and conversation. Other diversions, however unlikely, could be offered. A little music…perhaps bagpipe-playing…?
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  The overseas visitors awaited them in Verena’s drawing room. Verena flung open the door. “I am sorry we’ve been so long. Just one or two ends that needed to be tied up,” she told them in her best committee-meeting voice, which brooked no question nor argument. “Here we are, and here is your hostess, come to take you to Croy.”




  The drawing room at Corriehill was large and light, palely decorated and little used. Today, however, because of the inclement weather, a small fire flickered in the grate, and around this, disposed on armchairs and sofas, sat the four Americans. To while away the time, they had switched on the television and were watching, in a bemused fashion, cricket. Disturbed, they rose to their feet, turning smiling faces, and one of the men stooped and politely switched the television off.




  “Now, introductions. Mr and Mrs Hardwicke, and Mr and Mrs Franco. This is your hostess for the next two days. Lady Balmerino.”




  Shaking hands, Isobel understood what Verena had meant when she described this week’s guests as being slightly more robust than usual. Scottish Country Tours seemed, for some reason, to attract clients of an extremely advanced age, and sometimes they were not only geriatric but in a dickey state of health — short of breath and uncertain about the legs. These two couples, however, were scarcely beyond middle age. Grey-haired, certainly, but apparently bursting with energy, and all of them enviably tanned. The Francos were small of stature, and Mr Franco very bald, and the Hardwickes were tall and muscled and slim, and looked as though they spent their lives out of doors and took a great deal of exercise.




  “I’m afraid I’m a little late,” Isobel found herself saying, although she knew perfectly well that she was not. “But we can go whenever you’re ready.”




  They were ready right now. The ladies collected their handbags and their beautiful new Burberry raincoats, and the little party trooped through the hall and out into the porch. Isobel went to open the back doors of the minibus, and by the time she had done this, the men were humping and heaving the big suitcases across the gravel, and helped her to load them. (This, too, was novel. She and Verena usually had to do the job by themselves.) When all were safely aboard, she shut the doors and fastened them. The Hardwickes and the Francos were saying goodbye to Verena. “But,” Verena said, “I’ll see you ladies tomorrow. And I hope the golf’s a great success. You’ll love Gleneagles.”




  Doors were opened and they all climbed in. Isobel took her place behind the wheel, fastened her seat belt, turned on the ignition and they were away.




  [image: art]




  “I do apologise for the weather. We’ve had no summer at all yet.”




  “Oh, it hasn’t bothered us in the least. We’re just sorry you had to come out on such a day to come and collect us. Hope it wasn’t too much trouble.”




  “No, not at all. That’s my job.”




  “Have we far to go to your home, Lady Balmerino?”




  “About ten miles. And I wish you’d call me Isobel.”




  “Why, thank you, we will. And I am Susan and my husband is Arnold, and the Hardwickes are Joe and Myra.”




  “Ten miles,” said one of the men. “That’s quite a distance.”




  “Yes. Actually my husband usually comes with me on these trips. But he had to go to a meeting. He’ll be home for tea, though, so you’ll meet him then.”




  “Is Lord Balmerino in business?”




  “No. No, it’s not a business meeting. It’s a church meeting. Our village church. We have to raise some money. It’s rather a shoestring affair. But my husband’s grandfather built it, so he feels a sort of family responsibility.”




  It was raining again. The windscreen wipers swung to and fro. Perhaps conversation would divert their attention from the misery of it all.




  “Is this your first visit to Scotland?”




  The two ladies, chipping in on each other like a close-harmony duo, told her. The men had been here before, to play golf, but this was the first time their wives had accompanied them. And they just loved every inch of the place, and had gone crazy in the shops in Edinburrow. It had rained, of course, but that hadn’t bothered them. They had their new Burberrys to wear, and both decided that the rain made Edinburrow look just so historic and romantic that they had been able to picture Mary and Bothwell riding together up the Royal Mile.




  When they had finished, Isobel asked them what part of the States they came from.




  “New York State. Rye.”




  “Are you by the sea there?”




  “Oh, sure. Our kids sail every weekend.”




  Isobel could imagine it. Could imagine those kids, tanned and wind-blown, bursting with vitamins and fresh orange juice and health, scudding over starch-blue seas beneath the curving wing of a snow-white mainsail. And sunshine. Blue skies and sunshine. Day after day of it, so that you could plan tennis matches and picnics and evening barbecues and know that it wasn’t going to rain.




  That was how summers, in memory, used to be. The endless, aimless summers of childhood. What had happened to those long, light days, sweet with the scent of roses, when one had to come indoors only to eat, and sometimes not even then? Swimming in the river, lazing in the garden, playing tennis, having tea in the shade of some tree because it was too hot anywhere else. She remembered picnics on moors that shimmered in the sunlight, the heather too dry to light a camp-fire, and the larks flying high. What had happened to her world? What cosmic disaster had transformed those bright days into week after week of dark and soggy gloom?




  It wasn’t just the weather, it was the fact that the weather made everything so much worse. Like Archie getting his leg shot off, and having to be nice to people you didn’t know because they were paying you money to sleep in your spare bedrooms. And being tired all the time, and never buying new clothes, and worrying about Hamish’s school fees, and missing Lucilla.




  She heard herself saying, with some force, “It’s the one horrible thing about living in Scotland.”




  For a moment, perhaps surprised by her outburst, nobody commented on this announcement. Then one of the ladies spoke. “I beg your pardon?”




  “I’m sorry. I meant the rain. We get so tired of the rain. I meant these horrible summers.”




  5




  The Presbyterian church in Strathcroy, the established Church of Scotland, stood, impressive, ancient and venerable, on the south bank of the River Croy. It was reached from the main road that ran through the village by a curved stone bridge, and its setting was pastoral. Glebelands sloped to the water’s edge, a grassy pasture where, each September, the Strathcroy Games were held. The churchyard, shaded by a mammoth beech, was filled with time-worn, leaning gravestones, and a grassy path led between these to the gates of the Manse. This too was solid and imposing, built to contain the large families of bygone ministers and boasting an enviable garden burgeoning with gnarled but productive fruit trees and old-fashioned roses, for these flourished behind the protection of a high stone wall. All of this, so charmingly disposed, exuded an ambience of timelessness, domestic security, and god-fearing piety.




  In contrast, the little Episcopal church, like a poor relation, crouched directly across the bridge, totally overshadowed, both literally and metaphorically, by its rival. The main road ran close by, and between the church and the road was a strip of grass which the rector, the Reverend Julian Gloxby, himself cut each week. A small lane led up a slope to the back of the church and to the rectory that stood behind it. Both were modest in size and whitewashed. The church had a little tower with a single bell, and a wooden porchway enclosed its main door. Inside, it was equally unassuming. No handsome pews, no flagged floors, no historic relics. A worn drugget led to the altar, and a breathless harmonium did duty as an organ. There was always a faint smell of damp.
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