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Chapter One


“Muriel!” I exclaimed. “What a lovely surprise. Come on in.”


I gestured for the Little Dipperton postmistress to step inside out of the sun. Even though it wasn’t quite ten in the morning, it promised to be another hot day.


Muriel’s face was red. She was perspiring heavily in a black cotton dress and clutching a canvas shopping bag.


I spotted an old bicycle propped against the wall outside.


“I hope you didn’t cycle in this heat,” I said as I let her pass by and into the coolness of the West Gatehouse, the new home of Kat’s Collectibles & Valuation Services.


Muriel looked miserable, which was hardly surprising. Her husband of nearly fifty years had died of a heart attack just two weeks before. Like many married couples in the village whose family had lived there for generations, they had known each other from birth.


Muriel took in the interior of the eighteenth-century gatehouse. It was one of an identical pair that flanked the main entrance to the Honeychurch Hall estate. The dowager countess, Lady Edith Honeychurch, had rented both out to me so I could set up my new business.


Cardboard boxes of stock ranging from antique dolls and bears to a variety of enameled boxes and Tunbridgeware, Tiffany lamps and Art Deco decorative objects, were stacked haphazardly along one wall.


“It’s smaller than I expected.” Muriel wrinkled her nose. “Paint.”


“Yes. I just finished decorating.”


The gatehouse consisted of one large living area, one and a half stories high with a gabled ceiling and two tiny dormer windows. At one point there had been a mezzanine level with a ladder that led up to a sleeping area, but the floorboards had been rotten and Edith agreed that I could take them out. A modernized galley kitchen and bathroom had been tacked on the rear back in the 1970s—judging by the décor. I planned on redoing both when I could afford it.


The place was light and airy with three bay windows that looked on to the driveway. I loved it. “It’s perfect for me.”


“Of course, Albert Jones used to live here. He was the gatekeeper before the Great War,” Muriel went on. “His brother . . .” She paused, then frowned. “No, I can’t remember his name. He lived in the other one. They were a strange lot. There was this scandal—”


“I’m using the East Gatehouse for storage at the moment,” I said, stopping Muriel’s notorious penchant for gossip in midflow. “I’m just waiting for shelves and display cabinets to be installed in this gatehouse and then I’ll really be in business.”


Muriel cocked her head. “You’re not going to get many customers coming all the way up here, though, are you? You’re a bit off the beaten track.”


“I don’t expect to,” I said. “It’s by appointment only.” But Muriel had hit a nerve. My original dream of Mum and me owning an antique shop in London had ended the minute she impulsively bought the Carriage House here on the Honeychurch Hall estate. I had moved past all that now and was just determined to make things work in my new life. Besides, I had fallen in love with Honeychurch Hall and the Devonshire countryside and seeing my mother so happy made me happy, too.


Gesturing to a red damask–covered Knole sofa, I said, “Take a seat. I’ll make you a cup of tea, unless you’d prefer some of Mrs. Cropper’s homemade lemonade?”


Muriel pulled a face. “Peggy makes it too tart. Tea will do nicely.”


As I busied myself in the galley kitchen I wondered why Muriel had come—and by bicycle no less. Although the village of Little Dipperton was less than a mile and a half from the Hall, the lanes were narrow, flanked by tall hedge banks and full of hairpin bends—very dangerous to cyclists and pedestrians alike.


I brought tea in on a tray along with a plate of McVitie’s chocolate digestive biscuits.


“What is wrong with your car?” I had grown used to seeing Muriel zipping around the country roads in her brand-new canary-yellow Kia.


“It was stolen,” she said bluntly.


I was surprised. “From the village?”


“No. Dartmouth. In the car park at Tesco’s,” said Muriel. “Last Friday.”


“But that’s terrible.”


“And what with my Fred being gone . . . oh, Kat,” she wailed. “I don’t think I can carry on.” She looked so utterly forlorn that I slipped beside her and took her hand in mine.


“It must be so hard to lose Fred,” I said gently. “I know I miss my dad. You should talk to my mother about the first few weeks and how difficult it was for her.”


She nodded and retrieved a lace handkerchief from a concealed pocket to dab at her eyes.


“Thank you, dear. You’re very kind.” Muriel gave a heavy sigh. “Forty-nine years married and never a cross word said.”


Somehow I doubted that. Many a time I’d heard Muriel complain that Fred spent too much time up at the Hare & Hounds pub and at the Newton Abbot racetrack.


“It probably hasn’t sunk in yet,” I said. “It must feel surreal.”


“It’s real enough, but it looks like your father made sure Iris was well provided for, which is more than I can say for Fred. I keep looking out of my bedroom window, expecting to see him working out there in the churchyard. It was the stress of the court case that did him in, you know, but we had to do it.”


“It’s tough, I know.”


“Fred was my life. He was a good husband.”


Muriel’s comments echoed my mother’s about my father. Much as I had adored Dad, he had been very controlling, and yet, as we passed the one-year milestone of his death, he seemed to have evolved into a saint.


“But you should be careful. I’ve had a bout of shoplifting in the general store—just bits, sweeties and chocolate—that kind of thing,” said Muriel, promptly changing the subject. “And what with the upcoming Skirmish and that dangerous criminal on the run—”


“Skirmish?”


“That’s what we locals call the re-enactment,” said Muriel. “There were a series of skirmishes before the siege at Honeychurch Hall during the English Civil War.”


“Ah. I didn’t realize,” I said.


“The old earl started the tradition—before my time of course. You’ve got the Roundheads and the Cavaliers—that’ll be the Royalists, as we prefer to call them in these parts. They’ll be setting up camp right outside your back door. You’ll have a lot of strangers milling about for three whole days.”


“Maybe I’ll get some new customers,” I said lightly.


“I hope you’ve got an alarm.” She pointed to the windows. “And curtains. You’re very exposed, and with all these strangers—”


“I’ll be careful,” I said. “Did you want me to value something for you today?” Over the past few weeks, I had had a slew of antique armor and weaponry to value or sell that someone had discovered in a cellar or attic. Most were reproductions.


“Oh no.” Muriel opened her canvas bag and handed me a jar. “I brought you some homemade strawberry jam from Fred’s last batch.”


I was touched. “That’s very kind. I love strawberry jam. Thank you.”


We fell into an uncomfortable silence. I could sense that Muriel wanted to tell me something by the way she was playing with her lace handkerchief, but she seemed to be reluctant to speak. It also occurred to me that it was a Thursday morning and she should have been manning the post office. “Is everything alright?”


“I wanted to ask a favor, but it must be in confidence,” she began. “I don’t want anybody else knowing my personal business.”


As she was the village busybody, I thought Muriel’s comment ironic. “Of course not.”


“I think his lordship is going to evict me.”


“What?” I exclaimed. “Why?”


“A Jarvis has run the post office since 1828. A Jarvis has mown the churchyard since the Gunpowder Plot. A Jarvis has—”


“The post office belongs to the Honeychurch estate?” I knew that most of the cottages in the small village of Little Dipperton were tenant occupied, but I hadn’t thought the post office and general store were as well.


“Every cottage with a blue door belongs to the Honeychurches,” said Muriel.


“But why would Rupert evict you?” I said again. “Who would run the post office? Are you thinking of retiring?”


“Fred handled all the money,” she said. “He died so suddenly and well . . . he didn’t leave a Will. I don’t understand things like probate.” She started to cry softly into her lace handkerchief.


“Do you have a solicitor?”


Muriel nodded.


“Then don’t worry,” I said. “Let him sort it out for you.”


“But I can’t afford to pay his fee or my rent until he does.”


“I’m sure Rupert—his lordship—would understand if you talked to him,” I said.


“No. You don’t know him like I do.” Muriel shook her head. “You see him very differently from us in the village.”


“What does Violet say?”


Muriel scowled. “We’ve fallen out.”


“I thought you were best friends!”


Muriel snorted with contempt. “I don’t want to talk about it. It’s enough having to read about it in the papers.”


Too late I remembered the sordid details of their disagreement over the “catastrophic pruning” of Violet’s climbing roses that had made the front page in the Dipperton Deal.


There was another uncomfortable silence. I just didn’t know what to say. “You mentioned a favor?”


“I want you to lend me some money,” Muriel blurted out. “Not much. Just a little.”


My heart sank. Dad had been a tax inspector and I knew exactly what he would have said on the matter. He would quote Polonius from Hamlet, “Neither a borrower nor lender be,” and I totally agreed with him.


“It’s just for a couple of weeks,” Muriel said quickly. “Just to tide me over.”


I knew for a fact that probate—especially when there was no Will—often took months.


“We can’t have a post office with no electricity,” Muriel went on. “Not that we’ve been cut off. Yet. My niece Bethany is holding the fort whilst I’m here. I’m training her up to take over—unless his lordship kicks me out.”


“I know Bethany,” I said. “She’s smart.”


Muriel just sat there wearing a beaten-puppy expression. “I don’t know who else to ask.”


It was excruciatingly awkward. I hesitated. “How much do you need?”


“A thousand pounds.”


“A thousand pounds?”


“It’s not as if you’d miss it.” Muriel gestured to my stock. “Look at all that stuff. Just a limb from one of those dolls would fetch five hundred.”


“That’s hardly t-t-true,” I stammered.


“And you were on the Telly for years,” she said. “Everyone knows people on the Telly get paid millions of pounds.”


I was so shocked at Muriel’s nerve that it took me a minute to speak. “I don’t know what gave you that idea,” I said, forcing a smile. “I’m sorry. I can’t at the moment.” Or ever, I wanted to add but held my tongue.


“Oh. Then I’ll be living on the streets.” Muriel slumped into the sofa. “Even a hundred pounds would help.”


I knew I was going to regret it, but I felt completely pushed into a corner. Without saying a word, I went over to my desk and withdrew my checkbook from the drawer. “I am willing to give you—not lend you, Muriel—three hundred pounds and that’s all I can do.”


“That’s very kind,” Muriel whispered. “I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t desperate.”


“But there is one condition.”


Muriel regarded me with suspicion.


“You must promise to talk to Rupert this afternoon and tell him what you just told me. Is that fair?”


“Alright,” she said grudgingly.


I handed Muriel the check feeling a mass of conflicting emotions—mostly resentment. Things with my new venture had been much slower than I had anticipated, and although I did have some savings, I couldn’t really afford to throw away three hundred pounds.


Muriel got to her feet. “I’d better be going.”


“Did you want me to run you home?” For some reason my resentment made me feel guilty. “We could put your bicycle in the back of my Golf?”


“No, thank you. I really like riding my bicycle,” said Muriel. “I hope you enjoy Fred’s jam.”


As I saw her to the door, Muriel paused. “Dartmouth Antique Emporium is a good idea. You’ll get lots of tourists coming through.”


And with that, she waved a cheerful good-bye and left.


As I watched her mount her old-fashioned bicycle and put the canvas bag in the pannier, I thought of two things. First of all, that jam was the most expensive jam I had ever bought. And second, how did Muriel know that I’d been looking at renting a temporary space in Dartmouth for the summer? I hadn’t even mentioned it to my mother.


At that moment my mobile rang. The caller I.D. read: “Mum.”


“Hello. Speak of the devil—”


“You must come quickly!”


“Are you alright?” Not another drama, I thought. “You sound agitated.”


“Eric Pugsley and I are in Cromwell Meadows—”


“You’re with Eric? Willingly?” This was a first. Mum’s relationship with her neighbor and his “disgusting” scrapyard had always been rocky. With its pyramid of tires, discarded pieces of farm machinery and the many “end-of-life” vehicles in various stages of decay that littered the far end of the field I couldn’t say I blamed her. It really was an eyesore. Fortunately, the view was only noticeable from Mum’s upstairs office.


“Now, before you jump to conclusions, Katherine, I want to make it clear that this had nothing to do with me.”


A familiar sense of dread began to pool in the pit of my stomach. “Do I have to sit down to hear this?”


“Of course not. It’s so exciting,” Mum trilled. “Eric’s dug up a body.”




Chapter Two


“Eric was digging a trench for a sewer line,” said Mum. “He came screaming to the back door in a terrible state—quite hysterical. He’s gone to fetch his lordship.”


“It’s not a body; it’s a skeleton, Mother,” I said as we peered into a muddy hole. All I could see was the metal top of what looked like a lobster-tailed pot helmet and the upper half of a skull protruding from a thick layer of sludge. “You had me worried for a moment.”


“Her ladyship wasn’t lying when she said that Cromwell Meadows was riddled with the bodies of the fallen,” my mother went on. “Did you know that two hundred thousand people died in the English Civil War?”


“No.”


“And the whole population of England was only five million at the time.”


Suddenly the morning didn’t seem so bright. With the smell of summer in the air, hedgerows flush with the frothy white blossoms of hawthorn and blackthorn, purple dog violets, wood sorrel and golden saxifrage it was hard to imagine that we were standing on the site that saw so much death in the battle to save Honeychurch Hall over 350 years ago.


“And to think he might have lain there for a few more centuries if that monstrosity hadn’t collapsed.” My mother gestured to what was left of Eric’s battered old caravan that he had been using as an office. “I’ll be glad to see the back of that.”


For the past three days Eric had been cutting up the old van with an axe and a chainsaw. Now all that remained were the fruits of his labor in an ugly pile and an iron chassis that resembled a beached whale.


“Perhaps now he’ll change his mind and stick his new caravan elsewhere. Shouldn’t he have to get planning permission?” Mum continued. “You can’t just pick a spot and start digging out a foundation.”


“Well, there’s no danger of that now,” I said. “The forensic anthropologist will have to cordon off the area. This place will be teeming with experts before you can blink.”


“I hope it’s not just a peasant from the village,” Mum grumbled. “It would be very exciting if he was a key member of the family. One more for my tree.”


As the unofficial historian for the six-hundred-year-old Honeychurch clan, my mother had become increasingly obsessed with its lineage. She was determined to be one hundred percent accurate. At first, the fifteenth Earl of Grenville, Lord Rupert Honeychurch, had found her constant questions irritating. But as the months marched on, Mum’s enthusiasm for tracing his ancestors had infected him, too.


“I think that’s highly unlikely,” I said. “For a start, the Honeychurches were Royalists and fought for King Charles. They wouldn’t wear lobster-tailed pot helmets. Roundheads wore those. And secondly, aren’t the Honeychurches all buried in the family mausoleum at St. Mary’s church?”


“Oh. Good point.”


“It might not even be a soldier.”


“Why?”


“Because I don’t think that is a seventeenth-century helmet.”


There was something odd about the smoothness of the crown. The skull of the lobster-tailed pot helmet was often fluted. Generally, they were made in two sections joined by a raised comb that ran from front to back. Although this did have a nasal bar, it was so wide that it would have impaired the wearer’s vision.


As I studied the peculiar iron framework I realized I just had to know if my hunch was right.


Eric had conveniently left behind a handful of tools, including a bucket to scoop out the water.


I grabbed it and crouched down at the edge. “Hold on to my hand,” I said.


“What on earth are you doing?” Mum exclaimed. “You’ll get filthy for your meeting this morning. You’re even wearing a skirt for a change.”


“I just need to check something.”


“You told me not to touch anything,” she protested.


“Well, I’m not touching him, if that’s what you mean,” I said. “Humor me.”


“I’m always humoring you.” But my mother obliged and gripped my hand tightly as I leaned over the grave.


I scooped out three buckets of the rank, brackish liquid until the water level was low enough to reveal the entire skull and part of a twiggy collarbone.


“Katherine!” Mum gasped in horror. “Is that . . . is that—?”


“Oh God,” I whispered. “It’s not a man, it’s a woman, isn’t it?”


“And it’s not a helmet!” Mum exclaimed. “It’s a scold’s bridle! How cruel. How absolutely horrible.”


Now the headgear was fully exposed, we stared in dismay at the heavy iron hinged framework that encased the skull. The vicious bridle-bit ending in nine sharp iron points left nothing to the imagination.


“That was in her mouth, Mum,” I said. “It pressed down on top of her tongue—”


“No!” Mum flapped her arms in alarm. “Don’t tell me any more. It’s wicked! What an evil thing to do.”


“Those contraptions weighed around fourteen pounds,” I went on. “The victims used to be paraded through the streets. The bridle was often fastened so tightly that if the poor wretch was whipped, the pain caused the jaw to shatter. It’s barbaric!”


“Do you suppose she was a witch?” Mum whispered.


“Possibly,” I said. “But scold bridles—or branks, as they were sometimes called—were not just put on witches and heretics or women who gossiped in the village. Sometimes it was a form of corporal punishment. If she was involved in the war, maybe she presented a threat of some kind?”


“Like what?” Mum demanded.


“You’re supposed to be the historian, not me,” I said. “But I would assume that given the fact that the Honeychurches were Royalists and, literally, just two fields away Lavinia’s ancestors—the Carews—were Roundheads, maybe she was a spy?”


“Don’t touch anything!” came a familiar shout. “Stay back! Stay back, I say!”


We turned to see Detective Inspector Shawn Cropper hurrying toward us across the grass waving madly. His trademark beige trench coat flapped open as he ran.


“Why is he wearing a coat in this weather?” muttered Mum.


Behind Shawn, but striding far more sedately, came Rupert Honeychurch and then Eric. Rupert looked cool in jeans and an open-necked pale-blue checked shirt with short sleeves. He towered above Eric and his woolen beanie hat and had the walk of a man born to entitlement.


Shawn joined us. He was out of breath. My stomach did an unexpected flip. The thing was that I was still attracted to him with his large brown eyes, impossibly long eyelashes and tousled curly brown hair. I noted food stains on his Thomas the Tank Engine tie. Whether this tie was a nod to Shawn’s passion for steam trains or whether it was a gift from his twin boys was anyone’s guess. But I had to admit our meeting was awkward.


It was the first time since I’d seen him after our one-and-only dinner date. Halfway through the meal Shawn suddenly came down with a stomach bug. In his race to get me home, and him to his bathroom—Shawn flatly refused to use the restaurant facilities—he was pulled over for speeding by two of his own men. To make matters worse, Shawn had to dart behind a hedge to save further embarrassment. He didn’t ask me out again.


We greeted each other with curt nods and brief smiles.


“We’ve not touched a thing, Officer,” said Mum. “We were standing guard, awaiting further instructions.”


The three men peered into the grave.


Eric turned to Mum and me with suspicion. “The water level’s gone down!”


“It’s the heat of the morning,” said Mum. “But as you can see, the skeleton is most likely a female. That’s a scold’s bridle that she’s wearing. We think she was a witch or a spy.”


“Not one of ours then, Iris,” said Rupert with a wink. “How disappointing.”


“Unless someone in the twenty-first century decided to try it on his wife,” Mum quipped.


“You really are quite witty today, Iris,” said Shawn.


Mum smirked. She had been in very good spirits ever since she had turned in Ravished a few weeks ago. It was her latest book in the international bestselling Star-Crossed Lovers series that she penned secretly under the pseudonym of Krystalle Storm.


“I know a few gossips in the village that could take a lesson from seeing one of those,” Rupert put in with a grin.


“But rest assured, milord,” said Mum, “the Honeychurch family tree is coming along exceptionally well. I’ve almost finished the seventeenth century. Quite a lively bunch.”


Shawn pulled out a roll of crime scene tape from one of his voluminous trench coat pockets. “I’m sure this is very interesting,” he said. “But until we ascertain what happened here, this area is strictly out-of-bounds. Nothing—and, I repeat, nothing—must be touched.”


“Surely you’re being a bit overzealous,” said Rupert.


“Just following procedure, milord,” Shawn said.


“But . . . what about my new office?” Eric whined. “I’ve got a Portakabin being delivered tomorrow morning.”


“Sorry, Eric. The Portakabin will have to wait,” said Shawn.


Eric looked crestfallen.


“Or you could put your new office elsewhere,” Mum suggested. “How about over there?” She gestured to a giant car crusher machine at the other end of the field. “I always felt your office was too far away from the action.”


“Wait a moment—” Rupert took Eric’s shovel and, leaning over the grave, gently pushed the tip into one wall. “What’s this?”


“Milord,” Shawn cried. “I must protest! I must caution you against touching anything in the grave until we have gone through the proper channels.”


But Rupert was on a mission. “I’m just going to see what it is!”


Gently he worked at the earth until the sides began to give way to expose a broken lattice of ribs. Lodged between two of them was a dagger crusted with earth.


Mum gasped. “Is that a knife?”


“Milord!” Shawn’s protestations met deaf ears as Rupert swiftly retrieved a cotton handkerchief from his pocket, knelt down and pulled the dagger free. It was long—about twelve or thirteen inches.


“It’s a dagger alright,” he said, grimly presenting it to all of us.


“It looks like a main gauche,” I said.


“A what?” Mum demanded.


“A main gauche was a dagger that was used to parry incoming thrusts with one hand whilst the other wielded a rapier,” I said.


“So she was a soldier,” said Mum.


I shook my head. “I doubt it. A man wouldn’t be wearing a scold’s bridle.”


Rupert began to wipe the blade clean. “Do you have your loupe handy, Katherine?”


Given the fact I had neither handbag nor pockets, I wondered where he thought I kept it.


“Sorry, no. I could run and get it.”


“No need,” said Rupert. “It looks as if there is a crest engraved on the blade.”


We all crowded around to take a closer look.


“That’s the Honeychurch crest,” Mum declared. “I’m certain of it.”


“Your eyesight is far better than mine,” I said.


“I must protest,” Shawn said again.


“I’ve been staring at the Honeychurch coat of arms or crest or whatever you want to call it for months” said Mum. “I’d recognize it anywhere.”


“You’re right,” said Rupert excitedly. “There are the two hawks flanking our shield. These daggers were made specifically for their owner at great expense. It’s most unusual for such a thing to be left behind.”


“Unless it was deliberate,” said Mum.


“Deliberate?” Rupert regarded my mother with growing incredulity.


“Mum . . . the placement of the dagger—”


“But surely you aren’t implying—”


“I most certainly am!” Mum exclaimed. “Whoever is lying in that watery grave was murdered.”




Chapter Three


“For once, I agree with Iris,” Shawn said. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to declare this a crime scene.”


Mum laughed. “I would think it highly unlikely we’d catch the culprit now, don’t you, milord?”


“It’s not like we’ve discovered the remains of Richard the Third,” Rupert agreed.


“But taken into consideration the scold’s bridle . . . she was probably tortured before she was murdered.”


“That’s awful,” I whispered. “But who was she? Why go to all that trouble?”


“She was a spy,” Mum said again. “Caught in the act and dispatched by whoever owned that dagger.”


“And to think I’ve been above her all these years,” whispered Eric. “You know, it’s strange, because sometimes I used to feel I was being watched.”


Mum rolled her eyes.


“Do you have some stakes, Eric?” Shawn asked.


“She’s hardly a vampire,” Mum muttered.


Eric nodded.


“Go and get half a dozen, there’s a good man.”


So Eric did.


“What do you think will happen to her?” I asked.


Rupert shrugged. “I’ve no idea.”


“It doesn’t seem right that she should have suffered so much only to end up in an unmarked grave,” I said.


“If you ask me,” Mum said slowly, “I think there was a bit of jiggery-pokery going on.”


“I beg your pardon!” Rupert was stunned. “Jiggery-pokery! What exactly are you suggesting?”


“I’m just saying that the Honeychurch clan are notorious for hushing up scandals.” Mum reddened. “I don’t know why I said that. It just came out.”


“And I’m glad it did, Iris.” Shawn chimed in. “Because I agree with you again. That’s twice in one day.”


“What kind of jiggery-pokery?” exclaimed a voice heavy with adenoids. We turned to greet Rupert’s long-suffering wife, Lady Lavinia Honeychurch, plodding toward us.


Mum and I looked at each other and gasped. “Whatever happened to you?”


Lavinia looked awful. Her pale aquiline face was marred by an enormous black eye. Her lip was puffy and swollen.


“Lav, darling!” Rupert exclaimed. “You really should be resting!”


“I’m perfectly alright,” she said with a slight lisp that exposed a missing front tooth. Upon spotting the skull in the watery grave, she added, “And obviously much better off than whoever is laying down there!”


Dressed in her usual attire of jodhpurs and short-sleeved polo shirt and with her blond hair crushed beneath a heavy slumber net, Lavinia looked even more disheveled than usual.


“Are you okay?” I asked.


“Came off and then got kicked in the face,” she said cheerfully.


“Which horse?” I said.


“Jupiter got stung by a horsefly.” Lavinia winced. “Got three cracked ribs—ouch.” She bent over in pain.


“Ribs seems to be the nom du jour,” said Mum.


“The vet strapped me up,” Lavinia went on.


“The vet?” said Mum.


“Much better than old Bodger our G.P. He’s ab-so-lute-ly hopeless—ouch!” She winced again. “Golly.”


“Lav, darling,” said Rupert again. “Please go and lie down. You must rest.”


It made a change for Rupert to show his concern for her. Usually he seemed so indifferent.


“I’ve got some Vicodin left,” Mum said. “I’ll give you a few. They’re really good.”


“Mum! You mustn’t,” I said.


“She can’t take drugs,” Rupert said. “She’s allergic.”


“They must have expired anyway,” I said. “It was ages ago when you broke your hand, Mum.”


“Rubbish. Expiry dates are just one way those drug companies make you buy more drugs.”


It was then that Lavinia noticed the dagger in Rupert’s hands. “Goodness. Is that one of yours . . . or one of ours?”


I thought it amusing that after centuries the Royalist Honeychurches and the Roundhead Carews still seemed to be on opposite sides.


“His lordship found it in the grave,” said Mum.


“You must get Daddy to take a look, Rupert—he’s an expert at this sort of thing—or my brother.”


“I’ll certainly confer with Aubrey,” said Rupert. “But I’m definitely not involving Piers.”


“And who is Aubrey?” Mum asked politely.


“Daddy is a whiz at military history and armor and swords. He’s got an even larger collection of weapons than Rupert—”


“Not by that much,” said Rupert.


“The Roundheads were much better equipped than the Cavaliers—”


“Royalists,” said Rupert. “We prefer to call them Royalists—”


“And much better soldiers,” Lavinia went on. “That’s why we won.”


“Only because we had to pay outrageous, crippling fines to Oliver-bloody-Cromwell,” snarled Rupert. “And your wretched family.”


“I thought the Hall was saved by your steward?” Mum put in.


“It was,” Rupert said. “But . . . I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s move on now. Iris? How are the costumes coming along?”


“I’m finished with yours and Master Harry’s,” said Mum. “I’ve nearly finished the dowager countess’s and Lady Lavinia’s.” My mother’s handiwork with the needle was well known to everyone at the Hall. In fact, I had a steamer trunk full of beautiful costumes she had made in her teenage years for the traveling fair and boxing emporium.


“Good,” said Rupert. “You can deliver them all this afternoon.”


“T-t-oday?” Mum stammered. “Yes. Yes of course.”


“Come at three-thirty.”


“I’ll be taking the dagger, milord, if you don’t mind,” said Shawn. Rupert handed it over somewhat reluctantly, whereupon Shawn promptly dropped it into one of his ever-ready Ziploc bags.


“And Lav, go and lie down and rest.” And with that, Rupert walked off.


“You should do what his lordship advises, milady,” said Mum.


“I know.” Lavinia stood there but made no attempt to move. She glanced over at Shawn, who was deep in discussion with Eric a few yards away. “I’m frightfully parched, Iris. Aren’t you?”


“Not really.”


“But you must be,” Lavinia insisted. “Standing out here in the hot sun. You look fit to drop.”


“I’ve got the costumes to finish—”


“But you must be parched,” she said again.


“Really I’m not. Or . . . should I be? Oh. I see.” Mum took the hint. “Would you care to come inside for a cup of tea or coffee, milady?”


“Oh. How kind! That would be lovely,” said Lavinia. “Thank you. I expect you’re too busy to join us, Katherine. And besides, your mother and I will be discussing my costume.”


I was amused by Lavinia’s blatant attempt to get my mother alone. “As it happens, I do have time for a quick cup,” I couldn’t help but say.


“But aren’t you taking Edith to the railway station?”


“Not quite yet.”


“I think her ladyship wants to talk to me about her costume alone,” said Mum.


“Do call me Lavinia, Iris.”


And of course, this personal request to drop her title meant that something was afoot. “I know when I’m not wanted,” I joked.


“Oh, but you are—” Lavinia seemed embarrassed. “It’s just . . . well . . .”


“Private,” Mum declared.


“But perhaps . . .” Lavinia hesitated. “I’d quite like Katherine’s opinion.”


I shot my mother a triumphant look.


We trooped back to the Carriage House and into the kitchen. Lavinia sat down at the table. I headed over to the counter and put the kettle on whilst Mum brought down three of her coveted coronation mugs. Her knowledge of anything remotely to do with the Royal family bordered on the obsessive.


“I think Queen Alexandra for you this morning, Lavinia,” said Mum, brandishing a porcelain mug bearing the image of a rather severe Alexandra of Denmark. “She was married to King Edward the Seventh and he was a notorious womanizer, too.”


“Mum!” I said, appalled.


Lavinia crumpled and started to sniffle. “It’s true. Your mother is right. I think Rupert is having another affair.”


Rupert’s indiscretions were legendary, but, though I don’t mean to sound unkind, Lavinia had to have known what she was letting herself in for. Their initial engagement was called off when he eloped with one of the staff during a New Year’s Eve dinner—between courses, no less—and subsequently married her. It was only following his first wife’s fatal accident that Rupert agreed to marry Lavinia to avoid being disinherited by his mother, the dowager countess—although whether he was or wasn’t remains a mystery.


“Now, what makes you think his lordship is doing such a thing?” Mum asked.


“He’s been frightfully kind to me recently. And this morning—you heard him—he told me I should rest three times.” Lavinia attempted to blow her nose but cried out in pain.


“Have you found telltale signs like lipstick on his collar?” said Mum. “Or a lingering scent of perfume?”


“I don’t need telltale signs,” said Lavinia miserably. “I told you. He’s just been too nice. When Jupiter kicked me in the face, Rupert even made me a cold compress. Well, he put a flannel under the cold tap, but he was gentle.” She began to sniffle again. “Usually he would have said, ‘Jolly bad luck, Lav.’ What if he leaves me? I think I’d die.”


“Now you’re being silly,” said Mum firmly. “And besides, there’s no danger of him ever leaving you. He relies one hundred percent on your money.”


“Mother!” I said again. “For heaven’s sake!”


Lavinia brightened. “Oh. Yes. Yes, of course he does, but—no.” Lavinia bit her lip. “Since Daddy just passed the torch to Piers, it’s Piers who is now holding the purse strings.”


“And why should this matter?” Mum asked.


Lavinia struggled to compose herself. She swallowed several times. “Piers told me that if Rupert ever strayed again he’d cut me off without a penny.”


“Maybe you’d be better off,” I said.


“Are you mad ?” Lavinia exclaimed. “Apart from the fact that divorce would shame the Carew name, what about poor darling Harry? He adores his father and . . .” Her eyes glistened with tears. “Besides, I love Rupert. He is my life.”


“Can you guess how long this has been going on?” said Mum briskly.


“A few weeks, but recently he’s been out an awful lot at night. He says he’s shooting rabbits in the Lower Meadows, but I’ve never heard the sound of a shotgun and I’ve kept all my windows open because it’s been so hot.”


“I’ve not heard any guns at night; have you, Kat?”


“No,” I said.


“And he’s been playing a lot of music,” Lavinia went on. “A lot of Elton John.”


“Elton John?” Mum exclaimed. “Oh dear. Then it must be serious.”


“I think you should confront him,” I said.


“I couldn’t possibly!”


“You have two choices,” I said. “You ask him outright, or you let it go and accept that it’s just the way he is.”


“Even if your brother threatens to cut you off if you stay with his lordship,” Mum went on, “he’s still got too much to lose.”


“But he doesn’t,” Lavinia wailed, then yelped in pain. “The Hall will go directly to Harry. Edith never changed her Will. There’s no reason for Rupert to stay with me at all.”


I felt sorry for Lavinia but, at the same time, alarmed. Was her self-esteem so very low? True, she wasn’t the sharpest tool in the proverbial shed, but she was very sweet and kind and there wasn’t a mean bone in her body.


“Men always go back to their wives eventually,” Mum declared. “Kat can shed some insight into being the other woman because she has been the other woman—”


“I have not been the other woman,” I snapped. “David was already separated when we met. He told me he was getting a divorce and I believed him.”
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