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            When  lovely  woman  stoops  to  folly, 
            
 
            And  finds  too  late  that  men  betray, 
            
 
            What  charm  can  soothe  her  melancholy? 
            
 
            What  art  can  wash  her  guilt  away?
            
 
            
                

            
 
            The  only  art  her  guilt  to  cover‚ 
            
 
            To  hide  her  shame  from  every  eye, 
            
 
            To  give  repentance  to  her  lover, 
            
 
            And  wring  his  bosom  is  –  to  die. 
            
 
             
 
            –  Oliver Goldsmith, ‘When Lovely 
 Woman Stoops to Folly’
            

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 1

         
 
         ‘Daisy, do you really need to stay away over the weekend?’ Alec asked plaintively, folding the News  Chronicle  and pushing back his chair from the table. ‘There’s just a chance I may actually get a couple of days off. You’ve got egg on your chin.’
         
 
         ‘No! How careless.’ Daisy dabbed with a napkin. ‘As far as my work is concerned, I could easily manage the writing part for the book in a couple of days, though I do hope I might get an article out of it as well. Lucy’s photographs are the trouble. She has to hope the weather will cooperate, and one can’t exactly count on it in March. Three or four days gives her a better chance of getting decent conditions.’
         
 
         ‘Surely you don’t have to stay to hold her hand!’
 
         ‘But you see, darling, in this case I rather do.’
 
         ‘Are we talking about the same Lucy? Lady Gerald?’
 
         ‘Yes, of course.’
 
         ‘I don’t believe Lucy ever needed her hand held in her life!’
 
         ‘The trouble is,’ Daisy explained with a sigh, ‘she doesn’t care for the man who presently owns Appsworth Hall and its folly.’
         
 
         ‘What’s wrong with him? I don’t know that I want to let you go and stay with – ’
         
 
         ‘Darling, you’ve gone all medieval again. Victorian, at least. This is 1926! You don’t let  me do things, remember? Anyway, there’s nothing wrong with the poor man except that he’s a manufacturer of bathroom fixtures.’
         
 
         Alec burst out laughing. ‘I can’t see how you persuaded her to visit him in the first place! Not that she has any justification for such an attitude. Didn’t you tell me her great-grandfather was a manufacturer of umbrella silk?’
         
 
         ‘Great-great, I think. I suspect that’s why she’s so touchy,’ said Daisy, the origin of whose family’s title was lost in the mists of time.
         
 
         Lucy, granddaughter of an earl and Daisy’s closest friend, had been very difficult when Daisy first started going about with a middle-class policeman, albeit a Detective Chief Inspector from Scotland Yard. In fact she had disapproved quite as strongly as had Daisy’s mother, the Dowager Lady Dalrymple. Unlike the viscountess, she had revised her opinion and given a qualified approval when he promised to support Daisy’s writing career even after they married. Lucy, too, was a career-woman, continuing her photography studio since marrying the easy-going Lord Gerald Bincombe.
         
 
         But writing, photography, and even detecting were one thing. Manufacturing bathroom fixtures was another, quite beyond the pale.
         
 
         ‘It wasn’t easy to get her to agree,’ Daisy admitted.
 
         ‘Haven’t you collected enough follies for your book to skip this one?’
         
 
         ‘We have towers, temples, cloisters, pillars, and fake medieval ruins aplenty, even a campanile, but not a single grotto. Appsworth has the best grotto in the country. There are a couple of others, but they’ve rather been let go to rack and ruin. Mr. Pritchard – ’
         
 
         ‘Of Pritchard’s Plumbing Products?’ Alec laughed again. ‘The man behind the blue PPP insignia in half the wash-basins and lavatories in the country? Instigator of a million vulgar jokes?’
         
 
         ‘Lucy seems to think it makes it worse that it’s one of the biggest concerns in the country. Our Mr. Pritchard is semi-retired and Chairman of the Board – or something of the kind – I believe. But if he weren’t so successful, he wouldn’t be rich enough to have bought Appsworth Hall and done a marvellous job of restoring the grotto. Or so we’ve heard.’
         
 
         ‘All modern plumbing?’
 
         His teasing grin made Daisy’s lips twitch, but she said, ‘It wouldn’t surprise me in the least. There’s a stream running through it, and it’s chalk and limestone country, the Marlborough Downs, where streams tend to appear and disappear whenever they feel like it.’
         
 
         ‘Do you have to go this week?’
 
         ‘March isn’t the best time of year for outdoor photography, but our publisher is baying at our heels. Besides, we’re invited for this week, for the long weekend, and having accepted, one can’t simply say, “Oh, sorry, it’s rather inconvenient, may we come next week?” That’s another reason it wouldn’t be at all the thing to duck out and come home for the weekend.’
         
 
         ‘I could ring up, when I know whether I’m really getting time off, and claim a family emergency.’
         
 
         ‘Darling, I’m shocked!’ she told him severely. ‘A policeman inventing an alibi? Well, not an alibi, exactly, but I call it disgraceful. What is the world coming to? I’ll tell you what, though: When I get down there, I’ll see if I can cadge an invitation for you to join us.’
         
 
         ‘All I wanted,’ he said mournfully, ‘is a quiet day at home with you and the babies.’
         
 
         ‘Oh dear, I can’t very well expect the poor man to invite the twins and Nurse Gilpin, too.’
         
 
         ‘No, that would be a bit much. How on earth did you manage to wangle an invitation from Pritchard’s Plumbing in the first place?’
         
 
         ‘It’s a long story, involving a cousin of Gerald’s in the Ministry of Health, an old school friend, Mr. Pritchard’s fondness for titles, and … But you’re going to be late, darling. In spite of her reluctance, it’s Lucy’s doing. I’m not sure I’ve got it all straight, and you wouldn’t believe it anyway.’
         
 
         Alec came round the table and kissed her. ‘I wouldn’t believe it from anyone but you, love. You’re leaving this afternoon?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, Lucy’s coming to lunch, then we’re driving down.’
 
         ‘Lucy’s driving?’ At her nod, he groaned.
 
         ‘You may need our car.’
 
         ‘True. Ring up this evening to tell me you got there safely, will you? Leave a message if I’m not home yet.’
         
 
         ‘Right-oh, darling.’ Daisy stood up and gave him a hug. ‘I’ll probably see you Sunday evening. We can stretch the weekend till Monday if necessary, but Lucy’s not likely to want to, as long as we have decent weather for her shots. Unless you’ll come to join us?’
         
 
         ‘I’ll leave it to you to assess  the situation. It’s up to you to decide whether I want to meet the Bathroom King, work permitting, and whether he wants to meet me.’ 
         
 
         Alec went off to catch criminals, and Daisy went up to the nursery.
         
 
         Mrs. Gilpin ruled the nursery, but she had long since been induced to concede that Daisy and Alec might visit Miranda and Oliver whenever they chose. They were even allowed to take their own children out for a walk without Nurse tagging along, though the nurserymaid, Bertha, usually acted as her deputy. Nonetheless, Nurse Gilpin was always cock-a-hoop when Daisy went out of town for a few days, as her work sometimes required, leaving the twins in their nanny’s sole charge.
         
 
         This led Daisy to put off informing her of an impending absence till the last minute. Of course she always gave the housekeeper, Mrs. Dobson, plenty of warning. From Mrs. Dobson to the parlourmaid, Elsie, was no distance; from Elsie to Bertha, little further; and whatever Bertha knew, Nurse Gilpin knew.
         
 
         As Daisy opened the nursery door, five pairs of eyes turned her way. Three small bodies launched themselves towards her. Naturally the dog, Nana, arrived first, her cold wet nose bumping Daisy’s knee in greeting. The twins toddled in her wake; Oliver in such a hurry that he sat down unexpectedly and completed the course crawling, still a faster means of locomotion as far as he was concerned. Single-minded, he beat Miranda, who put much of her effort into shouting, ‘Ma-ma-ma-ma!’ as she came. Daisy, as usual, ended up sitting on the floor so as to accommodate everyone in her arms.
         
 
         ‘You’ll spoil them, Mummy,’ said Mrs. Gilpin disapprovingly.
         
 
         Bertha bobbed a curtsy and went on ironing nappies. The twins used positive mountains of nappies. How on earth, Daisy wondered, did mothers manage who couldn’t afford to pay nannies and nurserymaids and laundrymen? Presumably their babies survived without beautifully pressed, crease-free nappies. Ironing them seemed an unnecessary expenditure of time and energy, but Mrs. Gilpin certainly wouldn’t tolerate such a suggestion. Daisy decided to save her energies for the battles that were sure to arise as Oliver and Miranda grew older.
         
 
         ‘I’m going to be away for a few days, Mrs. Gilpin,’ she said. ‘I’ll leave a telephone number, of course, in case you need to reach me.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, I’m sure that won’t be necessary,’ said Nurse with a smug smile.
         
 
         And there – as Hamlet would no doubt have said had he taken any interest in child-care – was the rub. It was nice to know the babies would be very well taken care of while she was out of town, but depressing in a way that they didn’t really need her.
         
 
         ‘Will you miss me?’ she whispered in Miranda’s little pink ear, half hidden by her froth of dark curls.
         
 
         Miranda giggled. Oliver stuck his tongue out and blew a raspberry, an act so screamingly funny that he roared with laughter and then repeated it.
         
 
         ‘All right, Master Oliver,’ Mrs. Gilpin commanded, ‘that’s quite enough of that!’
         
 
         But Daisy couldn’t help giggling, too, especially when Miranda tried to copy her brother, with indifferent success.
         
 
         Perhaps it was just as well that Nurse Gilpin ruled the nursery, Daisy thought as she stood up half an hour later. Otherwise the children might grow up to be horrid undisciplined brats. Or perhaps, like Daisy herself, they had the best of both worlds: Nurse to make them mind their p’s  and q’s, and Mummy to indulge and laugh with them. All one could do was love them and hope for the best.
         
 
         ‘I’ll only be gone a few days‚’ she assured Oliver, and stooped to tickle his tummy one more time. ‘I’m going to stay with a plumber‚’ she said to Miranda, who regarded her solemnly. ‘It should be interesting, as long as your godmother controls the bees in her bonnet and isn’t rude to the poor man.’
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2

         
 
         Lucy braked her Lea-Francis two-seater in a swirl of gravel, having exceeded the speed limit practically every inch of the drive from town.
         
 
         ‘Gates welcomingly closed‚’ she said sarcastically, glaring at the ornate ironwork two inches beyond the bonnet. On either side, a stone pillar topped with a Triton guarded the gate. She leant on the horn.
         
 
         ‘There are deer in the park,’ Daisy pointed out as soon as she could hear herself think. ‘Look, over there. Darling, I do hope you’re not going to spend the next four days finding fault. The sun is shining, the lambs are gambolling on the hillside’ – she waved at the surrounding chalk hills, their short-cropped grass scattered with sheep busily cropping – ‘and it’s really too kind of Mr. Pritchard to invite complete strangers to stay and to photograph his grotto.’
         
 
         Lucy was determined to take a gloomy view. ‘He’ll probably expect me to let him use the photos to advertise his beastly bathroom stuff.’
         
 
         ‘Keep your hair on till he asks you, which he may very well not. Here comes the gatekeeper.’
         
 
         A boy of ten or eleven, wearing grey-flannel shorts and a school jersey, came out of the neat stone lodge. ‘Sorry, miss,’ he called, swinging the gates open without difficulty. Well-oiled, Daisy noted. ‘I were eating me tea.’
         
 
         ‘Miss’ rather than ‘ma’am’ worked its wonders: Lucy gave him a gracious nod and sixpence. To Daisy’s relief, she didn’t then shower the lad with gravel but proceeded in a stately manner – as stately as a sports car could attain – up the curving avenue of chestnuts. On the trees, brilliant green leaves were just beginning to unfold from the sticky brown buds. They moved slowly enough to see clumps of primroses and violets blooming on the verge. Fallow deer, including antlered males and a few spotted fawns, lifted their heads to watch the intruders.
         
 
         They rounded a beech copse, and Appsworth Hall rose before them, spread across the hillside. Built of the local limestone, the northwest front took on a rosy cast in the slanting light of the sinking sun. Though large, in size it was more comparable to Daisy’s childhood home, Fairacres, than to Lucy’s family’s vast nineteenth-century mock-Gothic mansion, Haverhill.
         
 
         With any luck, Daisy hoped, the comparative modesty of Appsworth Hall would avert another outburst from her friend. In that respect, at least, Mr. Pritchard could not compete with the Earl of Haverhill.
         
 
         Daisy had a chance to admire the house because Lucy was sufficiently struck by the sight to stop the car. In fact, she jumped out to get her tripod and camera from the dicky. In style, Appsworth Hall was similar to neither Haverhill’s fantastic elaboration nor Fairacres, which had grown haphazardly over centuries rather than being planned. The Hall was pure neo-Classical, with symmetrical wings on either side of a central block marked by a portico with a pair of Doric columns on each side. The pediment was adorned with a simple laurel wreath.
         
 
         In the quiet with the motor turned off, Daisy heard the first cuckoo of spring. The first she had heard, anyway.
         
 
         ‘Blast,’ said Lucy, ‘I’ll have to walk across the grass to get a good shot. Look at the way those shadows make every feature stand out! The light’s perfect but it’s going to change in just a moment. Bring the plates, would you, darling? That satchel there.’
         
 
         ‘I’m wearing new shoes, and it rained yesterday!’
 
         Intent on finding exactly the right spot, Lucy ignored Daisy’s protest. Somehow she managed to look stylish even while tramping heavily laden across the park.
         
 
         It had been a beautiful day, though it was chilly now, threatening a frost tonight. Fortunately for Daisy’s shoes, the chalky soil had dried quickly. The shoes survived unscathed, a matter of some importance as Lucy’s equipment had left little space in the dicky for luggage. True, anticipating this situation, they had each sent ahead a suitcase to the nearest station, Ogbourne St. George. However, one could never be certain that the Great Western Railway would regard the matter with quite one’s own degree of urgency.
         
 
         Daisy was wondering whether their host would mind sending for the bags or if they’d have to go and fetch them themselves, when a large open touring car sped round the spinney. With a blare of the horn, it stopped behind the Lea-Francis, abandoned by Lucy in the middle of the drive. It dwarfed the sports car.
         
 
         ‘Darling, be an angel and move it for me?’ Lucy begged. ‘Just a couple more shots.’ 
         
 
         ‘All right, but you can jolly well carry the plates back yourself. They’re heavy.’
         
 
         Daisy waved to let the newcomer know his plea had been noted. He climbed from the Bentley as she approached, and took out a cigarette case that glinted gold in the last of the sun. Fitting a cigarette into an ebony holder, he lit it with a gold pocket lighter.
         
 
         He looked vaguely familiar. His admirably cut suit of country tweeds could not disguise the bulky figure and heavy shoulders. When he raised his hat to her, she saw that his neck was as thick as his head was wide. He had small eyes set close together on either side of a pedigree nose perfected over centuries by his noble family.
         
 
         He was unmistakable. She had met him a couple of times, and remembered hearing about him from her brother, Gervaise, who had attended the same public school. His distinctive appearance had led an unkind schoolfellow to nickname him ‘Rhino.’
         
 
         It would have been easier to sympathise had Rhino not been an exceedingly rich earl.
         
 
         ‘Hello, Lord Rydal,’ she called. ‘Sorry to be in your way. Half a tick and I’ll move it.’
         
 
         ‘Please do so … er …’ His voice had a singularly irritating timbre, rather like a well-bred crow.
         
 
         Or like a rhinoceros, perhaps, Daisy thought, suppressing a giggle. But she had no idea what sort of sound a rhino was likely to produce.
         
 
         ‘Mrs. Fletcher,’ she prompted him. ‘Daisy Fletcher. We met quite a long time ago, I can’t recall where or when.’
         
 
         ‘Fletcher? I haven’t the slightest recollection – ’ 
         
 
         ‘You were at school with my brother, Gervaise Dalrymple.’
 
         ‘Oh, Dalrymple, yes, how do you do.’ He didn’t offer her a cigarette, not that she wanted one. He continued, complaining, ‘Miss Beaufort seemed to think I was the only person who could be spared to fetch your bags from the station, yours and Lady Gerald’s.’
         
 
         Daisy decided not to enquire as to why, with such reluctance, he should have done Julia Beaufort’s bidding. ‘Did you get them? Splendid. How kind of you. You see, Lucy’s – Lady Gerald’s – car is too small to carry all our luggage.’
         
 
         ‘Just large enough to block the drive.’
 
         ‘I’ll move it!’
 
         ‘Hold on, darling!’ Lucy had approached unseen and unheard across the grass, carrying her camera and bag of plates. ‘Let me get my stuff in first. Hello, Rhino.’
         
 
         ‘Good afternoon, Lady Gerald.’
 
         ‘What on earth are you doing here?’
 
         ‘Running other people’s errands, it seems. I just picked up your luggage at Ogbourne St. George.’
         
 
         ‘How kind. While you’re at it, I left my tripod back there. Would you mind frightfully … ?’
         
 
         ‘I suppose not,’ he said grumpily, ‘as I can’t get past till you go on.’ He loped off across the grass, the cigarette holder gripped between his teeth.
         
 
         ‘The perfect gentleman,’ said Lucy sarcastically.
 
         ‘I’d forgotten.’
 
         ‘Forgotten what?’
 
         ‘Gervaise said it wasn’t just his looks and money that earned him the nickname. The rhinoceros is also noted for its thick skin.’ 
         
 
         Lucy laughed. ‘He has that all right. But we ought to make allowances for his being disappointed in love.’
         
 
         ‘What do you mean?’
 
         ‘Didn’t you know? He’s crazy for Julia.’
 
         ‘Oh, so that’s why he so demeaned himself as to fetch our bags! She persuaded him to.’
         
 
         ‘Probably just trying to get rid of him for a while. Of course Lady Beaufort wants Julia to marry him, but Julia doesn’t want anything to do with him. One can’t really blame her, however rich and noble he may be. I expect he drove them down here – they haven’t a car – and talked the plumber into letting him stay on.’
         
 
         ‘I do think you might have warned me, darling. One needs some mental preparation before being plunged into the throes of someone else’s unrequited love affair. And you must  stop calling Pritchard “the plumber.” You’ll slip up and call him that to his face.’
         
 
         ‘No fear. However ghastly he is, now I’m here I’m not leaving till I’ve got some decent shots of the grotto. I just hope it’s all it’s cracked up to be.’
         
 
         ‘You’re not telling me Lady Beaufort has the slightest interest in the grotto. If she’s so determined to catch a rich earl for Julia, what do you suppose has brought them to Appsworth Hall?’
         
 
         ‘That’s easy: a rich plumber’s rich nephew.’
 
         ‘The plot thickens,’ Daisy remarked with a sigh. ‘Intended to make Lord Rydal jealous?’
         
 
         ‘Unnecessary. He’s absolutely potty – ’
 
         ‘Hush! Here he comes.’
 
         Without missing a beat, Lucy continued in her penetrating soprano: ‘ – about cars. Aren’t you, Rhino?’ 
         
 
         ‘Aren’t I what?’ He bunged the tripod into the Lea-Francis’s dicky on top of the camera and satchel, with a carelessness that made Lucy wince.
         
 
         ‘Mad about cars,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘Daisy was admiring your Bentley.’
         
 
         ‘Cars?’ he said incredulously, lighting another cigarette. ‘What is there to be mad about? As long as it’s comfortable and clean and runs properly. My man sees  to all that. I’d have sent him to fetch your stuff, but he had to get a grease spot off the sleeve of my dinner jacket. Should have been done last night, of course, but he claims he couldn’t see it till he looked in daylight. Lazy as a lapdog. But aren’t they all? It’s impossible to get decent servants these days.’
         
 
         Daisy had been working for a couple of years, in a desultory manner, on an article about various aspects of what middle-class matrons called ‘the Servant Problem.’ She was aware of the complexities of the issue and was quite ready to discuss them, but Lucy muttered in her ear, ‘Don’t waste your breath.’
         
 
         ‘Well, what are we waiting for? Are you going to move your car out of my way or not?’
         
 
         Lucy’s withering look, a masterpiece of its kind, had absolutely no effect upon the thick-skinned Earl of Rydal. Her stony silence as she got into the Lea-Francis and pressed the self-starter was equally lost on him, Daisy was sure, although she didn’t deign to look back. However, their glacial pace as they proceeded up the middle of the avenue irritated him to the point of honking his horn again.
         
 
         ‘Rather childish, don’t you think?’ said Daisy. ‘You, I mean. It doesn’t need saying where he’s concerned.’
         
 
         ‘I’m admiring the view. It’s a splendid building, isn’t it?’ Lucy slowed still more, and the Lea-Francis stalled. 
         
 
         She got out, folded up one side of the bonnet and peered inside.
         
 
         Rydal stormed out of his Bentley. ‘What the deuce is the matter?’
         
 
         ‘I’m not sure. How lucky you’re on the spot. Perhaps it would start if you crank it for us.’
         
 
         ‘Why don’t you crank it yourself?’
 
         Lucy sighed. ‘Gallantry is dead. Never mind, we’ll just sit here until your man has cleaned that grease spot, then no doubt he’ll be able to repair whatever’s wrong, since he takes care of yours.’
         
 
         ‘Good lord, he doesn’t do the mechanical stuff himself. He takes it to a garage. In town.’
         
 
         Lucy turned a glittering smile on him. ‘What a pity. I’ll tell you what, why don’t you push us up to the house?’
         
 
         His mouth dropped open. ‘Push you? Me?’
         
 
         ‘It’s a small car. I don’t expect it will be too heavy for a big, strong chap like you. Daisy, you don’t mind walking, do you, to lighten the load, while I steer?’
         
 
         ‘Not at all. But I have a better idea. Why don’t I drive the Bentley, then Lord Rydal won’t have to come back for it after pushing you up the hill.’
         
 
         ‘What a good idea,’ Lucy said approvingly. ‘You drive almost as well as I do. You probably won’t do it too much harm.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll do my best, and he did say he didn’t much care about it. If you’d just show me which pedal is the brake, Lord Rydal, then – ’
         
 
         ‘No! No, no, no! I won’t have you driving my car. I didn’t say I don’t care about it. I just said I’m not crazy about cars. In general. But I won’t let you drive my Bentley. I’ll tell you what, I’ll drive it and push yours bumper to bumper, Lady Gerald.’
         
 
         ‘Not on your life! You’d probably step on the accelerator too hard and run right over me. I’ll give it another go.’
         
 
         The Lea-Francis started at the first try.
 
         ‘Miraculous,’ Daisy commented, as they rolled onwards. ‘How did you stall it?’
         
 
         ‘Simple. I just shifted up to top gear and took my foot off the clutch. Don’t tell me you didn’t stall a few times while you were learning to drive.’
         
 
         ‘Of course, but I’m not sure I ever really worked out what I did wrong, just learnt to do it right. Well, honours even, I should say, but definitely childish.’
         
 
         ‘At least I pierced that insufferable shell of complacency, however briefly. Besides, you did your bit. That was a neat touch, asking him which was the brake.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, that’s all very well, but I do hope you’re not going to spend our time here sniping at him.’
         
 
         ‘Hardly, darling. We have work to do. It was a perfect demonstration, though, of why we mustn’t let Julia weaken. Lady Beaufort’s the sort who still believes parents can tell their daughters whom to marry.’ Lucy stopped the car in front of the portico. ‘Here we are.’
         
 
         They got out. As the Bentley swept past them and disappeared round the side of the house, Lucy retrieved the tripod from the dickey and handed it to Daisy. She shouldered her precious camera herself and heaved out the satchel of plates.
         
 
         ‘Do you suppose the plumber will provide someone to garage the car for me, and bring in the rest of our stuff?’ she added plaintively. 
         
 
         ‘If not, I’ll do it‚’ said Daisy resignedly. She had been worried about her friend’s attitude to Mr. Pritchard. Apparently she was going to have to protect Lord Rydal and Lady Beaufort from Lucy’s scheming, too. She rather hoped Alec would be able to come down for the weekend to lend a hand.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 3

         
 
         A very proper butler admitted Daisy and Lucy to the hall.
 
         ‘Mr. Pritchard’s chauffeur will convey your ladyship’s motor to the garage, my lady,’ he assured Lucy.
         
 
         The grand staircase, black-and-white chequered marble floor, and pillared niches in the walls were just what one would expect to find behind the classical façade. However, Mr. Pritchard was clearly not bound by tradition. Illuminated by electric wall-sconces, the cold stone of the floor was half hidden by a broadloom Axminster in green and gold chequers, and, instead of marble gods and goddesses, the niches held a selection of ewers. These ranged from white china decorated with forget-me-nots and rosebuds to elaborate gilt-rimmed porcelain with scenes from classical mythology. Gods and goddesses in fact, Daisy thought, amused – as well as reminders of the days before modern plumbing.
         
 
         ‘At least, no chamber-pots!’ Lucy hissed in her ear. A modern career-woman she might be, but like Queen Victoria, she was not amused. She instructed the butler in the proper handling of her camera equipment.
         
 
         A short, spare, grey-haired man in a navy pin-striped suit came bustling through a door on the right side of the hall. He greeted them with a cheerful smile. 
         
 
         ‘You must be Lady Gerald and Mrs. Fletcher.’ He spoke the King’s English with a slight Welsh intonation. ‘I’m Brin Pritchard. Very pleased to meet you, I’m sure. And I’m delighted my grotto’s going to be in your book.’
         
 
         Lucy muttered, ‘How do you do?’ without offering her hand.
         
 
         ‘We’re looking forward to seeing it, Mr. Pritchard,’ Daisy assured him, shaking his hand. ‘It’s very kind of you to invite us.’
         
 
         ‘Not at all, not at all. I had a marvellous time restoring it to its old condition, or maybe even just a bit better, and I like to show it off. I wish you’d been able to arrive in time to see it in daylight this afternoon. Barker,’ he said to the butler, ‘bring a fresh pot of tea. Or perhaps you young ladies would prefer a cocktail at this hour?’
         
 
         Regarding her host with a somewhat more kindly eye, Lucy declared that a cocktail would exactly fill the bill, while Daisy opted for tea.
         
 
         ‘I expect you’d like to powder your noses before you join us,’ Pritchard suggested, adding with an air of gallantry, ‘not that I mean to suggest your noses need powdering. The cloakroom’s just through there, first door on the left.’
         
 
         As they followed his directions, Lucy said, ‘Thank heaven he didn’t offer to demonstrate the plumbing!’
         
 
         ‘I wish you’d stop expecting him to drop a brick. I think he’s rather a nice little man.’
         
 
         When they returned to the hall, the butler, Barker, was waiting to usher them into the drawing room. It was a large room, furnished with an eye to comfort and cheerfulness. The only sign of plumbing was several radiators, augmenting with their welcome warmth the fire crackling in the Adam fireplace. The delicate plasterwork of the mantel was complemented by the ceiling’s wreathes, rosettes, and ribbons. If Mr. Pritchard had been tempted to embellish these with depictions of urns, fountains, or other evidence of his trade, he had resisted the temptation. The walls hinted of watery influences, however, being papered in willow-green with a slight sheen, narrowly striped in pale blue.
         
 
         Pin-striped,  in fact, Daisy thought, as their equally pin-striped host bounced up from a easy-chair and came towards them. He must be in his mid- or late-fifties, she thought, but he was as spry as a man half his age, and his hair, though grey verging on white, was still thick.
         
 
         ‘Come in, come in do, come to the fire and get warm. Let’s see, now, you know Lady Beaufort, don’t you, and Miss Beaufort? A reunion of old friends. What could be better?’
         
 
         Sir Frederick Beaufort’s widow, a large stately woman in forest green, seated at the fireside, gave a small stately bow, but her smile was friendly. ‘Lady Gerald, Mrs. Fletcher, how pleasant to see you again. Julia has been looking forward to your arrival.’
         
 
         ‘I have indeed,’ Julia said warmly. ‘Hello, Lucy. Daisy, it’s ages since I saw you.’
         
 
         ‘Years,’ said Daisy. Seven years, since her father’s funeral in 1919. What with the death toll of the War and the influenza pandemic, which had killed Lord Dalrymple, his funeral had not been well attended, but Julia had been there.
         
 
         They had not been particularly close friends at school, in spite of both being fonder of books than sports. Julia had been shy, at that age a crippling affliction, one that Daisy never suffered from. Julia had been cursed with spots, while Daisy’s Nemesis was freckles, much easier to live with. And though Daisy had never attained slimness, and now likely never would, Julia in her teen years had been positively pudgy.
         
 
         But Julia, in her late twenties, had emerged from her chrysalis and was absolutely stunning. Her hair could have been described as spun gold without too much of the usual gross exaggeration. Worn in a long bob, it framed a spotless peaches-and-cream complexion with no need of powder or rouge. Without being rail-thin, she was slender enough to look marvellous in a silk tea-dress in the still-current straight up-and-down fashion, with hip-level waist, which Daisy had hoped would die a natural death long since.
         
 
         Daisy looked at her with admiration and envy. The envy faded as she reminded herself that despite her own unmodish figure and merely light brown hair, worn shingled, she had Alec, whereas Julia apparently faced a choice between a rhinoceros and a plumber’s nephew.
         
 
         Not that Daisy had anything against plumbers.
 
         Mr. Plumber … Mr. Pritchard, rather, next introduced a short, tubby woman, sixtyish, her coils of white hair sternly confined in a net, her plumpness sternly confined in a black frock embroidered with jet beads. ‘My sister-in-law, my late wife’s sister, Mrs. Howell, who keeps house for me.’
         
 
         ‘Acts as your hostess, Brin!’ Mrs. Howell hissed crossly. Any hint of Welsh in her voice had been carefully obliterated. ‘You’ll be making the ladies think I’m the housekeeper. I’ve been acting as Brin’s hostess since my poor sister went to her reward, Lady Gerald. How do you do? My husband was Brin’s partner, you see.’
         
 
         ‘Partner?’ Lucy enquired languidly, as though she had never heard the word before, though Daisy was pretty certain Gerald was a partner in a City firm, something to do with stocks and shares, as well as sitting on numerous boards.
         
 
         ‘Business partner‚’ Mrs. Howell elucidated.
 
         ‘Sleeping partner‚’ Pritchard corrected her mischievously.
 
         ‘Owens your Managing Director!’ she snapped.
 
         ‘My dear Winifred, you were talking about Daffyd.’
 
         Short of an actual yawn, Lucy could hardly have shown her lack of interest more clearly.
         
 
         To compensate, Daisy said, ‘I’ve always wondered what a sleeping partner is exactly. Presumably not one who comes into the office, puts his feet up on the desk, and slumbers away the day?’
         
 
         Pritchard laughed. ‘Indeed, he doesn’t usually turn up at the office at all, Mrs. Fletcher. It’s what we call someone who invests in a private business without taking part in the running of it. Daffyd Howell was – ’
         
 
         ‘Really, Brin, I’m sure the ladies don’t want to hear about the business.’
         
 
         ‘Daisy’s a writer‚’ said Lucy. ‘Writers are interested in the most unexpected subjects.’
         
 
         ‘Later, perhaps‚’ Daisy suggested. Not that she was particularly interested in the financial arrangements of Pritchard’s Plumbing Products, but she didn’t like the way Mrs. Howell had snubbed her brother-in-law.
         
 
         ‘Just say the word.’ He gave her a cheerful wink. ‘Your tea will be here any minute, Mrs. Fletcher. Now, what can I get for you, Lady Gerald?’
         
 
         ‘Gin and It, please.’ Lucy followed him over to a huge oak Welsh dresser, beautifully carved. It had been converted into a drinks cabinet. The shelves were crowded with bottles, decanters, and glasses. One side of the top of the base section lifted to reveal a small sink – with running water, of course, given their host’s business – and the cupboard below concealed an ice chest.
         
 
         It was very neatly done, without spoiling a splendid piece of furniture. Daisy considered it vastly preferable to the current fad for glass and chromed stainless steel bars.
         
 
         ‘Anyone else for a cocktail?’ Pritchard invited, pouring Lucy’s drink.
         
 
         ‘I wouldn’t mind a pink gin,’ said Julia, going to join them.
 
         Mrs. Howell muttered something disapproving about it being much too early for drinks.
         
 
         Lady Beaufort said soothingly, ‘Young people today are very different from the days of our youth, aren’t they?’
         
 
         Though Daisy thought it was very kind of Lady Beaufort, who surely could have given the other a good decade, Mrs. Howell didn’t appear to be mollified. ‘Not so young, neither,’ she snapped.
         
 
         ‘Old enough to decide for ourselves what we want to drink,’ Daisy commented, ‘though the three of us are too young to vote for a couple of years yet.’
         
 
         ‘Why women want to vote I simply can’t see,’ Mrs. Howell declared. ‘One thing I’ll say for Brin, he’s stuck by Mr. Lloyd George through thick and thin. So what need have I for a vote?’
         
 
         Daisy refrained from pointing out the fallacy in this argument. ‘Ah, here comes my tea,’ she said with relief.
         
 
         Lord Rydal came in just behind the butler. He made a beeline for the drinks – or was it for Julia?
         
 
         ‘I fetched your friends’ bags from the station, Miss Beaufort,’ he told her irritably, jabbing with his cigarette holder towards Lucy. ‘But I still don’t see why one of the servants couldn’t have gone. Slackers!’ he said to Mr. Pritchard. ‘You should give them all notice.’
         
 
         ‘But …’ Pritchard caught Julia’s alarmed eye and continued with a look of enlightenment, ‘but the only one who can drive is my chauffeur, and it’s his afternoon off, I’m afraid. Sorry, Lady Gerald, I ought to ’ve changed his day.’
         
 
         ‘That’s all right,’ Lucy said dryly. ‘I’m sure Rhino was delighted to make himself useful.’
         
 
         Rydal snorted.
 
         Daisy didn’t hear any more. Mrs. Howell, having dismissed the butler with a brusque ‘That will be all, Barker,’ asked her if she took milk and sugar in her tea. ‘The scones are all gone. I hope you didn’t want any, because they’re busy with dinner in the kitchen.’
         
 
         ‘They’re better hot from the oven anyway,’ Lady Beaufort pointed out.
         
 
         ‘There’s plenty of Welsh-cakes,’ Mrs. Howell went on. ‘Brin insists on Welsh-cakes. I myself consider sponge cake far superior.’
         
 
         Daisy politely disclaimed any interest in scones. She accepted a Welsh-cake.
         
 
         Without any reason that Daisy was aware of, Mrs. Howell seemed to have taken against her, not even having greeted her properly. Her curiosity was piqued. It didn’t make sense. For one thing, if the woman disapproved of cocktails at half past five, she should have approved of Daisy’s choice of tea. She could at least have apologised for the dearth of scones, or better, not mentioned it at all rather than aggressively announcing the lack thereof. 
         
 
         Lady Beaufort cast a mildly malicious glance at Mrs. Howell and enquired, ‘Well, Daisy, how is Lady Dalrymple? The Dowager Viscountess, I should say. She seemed very well when we met her in town at Christmas.’
         
 
         ‘Oh yes, Mother’s flourishing, thank you.’ Even though the lady in question bitterly resented living at the Dower House and still refused to admit that the present Lord and Lady Dalrymple had any right to Fairacres – but Daisy’s mother wouldn’t have been happy with nothing to complain about. ‘Did you see my sister, Violet, and Lord John? They didn’t bring the children up on their last visit, alas. I don’t see enough of my nephews and niece.’
         
 
         ‘Lady John was there, but her husband had already gone back to Kent. I understand you have little ones of your own to keep you busy.’
         
 
         ‘Twins, a girl and boy. They’re just over a year. And my stepdaughter, of course. Belinda is nearly thirteen already and away at school.’
         
 
         ‘I wish Julia would hurry up and give me grandchildren.’
 
         During this conversation, the most extraordinary change had come over Mrs. Howell. Scarlet in the face and popeyed with indignation, she had jumped up and rung the bell (an electric button rather than a tasselled rope, as befitted Pritchard’s discreet modernisation). When the butler came in, she berated him.
         
 
         ‘Barker, why didn’t you bring scones for Mrs. Fletcher?’
 
         Surprised, Daisy was about to assure her she was perfectly happy without, when Lady Beaufort gave her a slight shake of the head. While the butler apologised with proper impassiveness and went off to repair the deficiency, Daisy finished off her Welsh-cake. 
         
 
         The reason for Mrs. Howell’s change of heart was all too obvious. Until Lady Beaufort enquired after the Dowager Viscountess, their hostess hadn’t realised that Daisy was a sprig of the nobility. The daughter of a viscount must not be denied scones just because the kitchen staff were busy preparing dinner.
         
 
         On the whole, Daisy preferred Mrs. Howell’s discourtesy to her sycophancy. However, she felt obliged to eat a buttered scone, though she really didn’t want it after the delicious but rich and sugary cake.
         
 
         Bolstered by Lucy’s admonitory gaze – Lucy was sure she could slim if she tried – Daisy adamantly refused a second scone. She returned the admonitory gaze, however, when it looked as if Lucy was about to accept a second cocktail. It really was a bit early for drinks.
         
 
         ‘Hadn’t we better go up to our rooms, Lucy?’ Daisy suggested. ‘You wanted to get your frock ironed before changing for dinner, didn’t you?’
         
 
         Mrs. Howell looked horrified. She prised herself from her chair, saying, ‘Oh dear, Mrs. Fletcher, I’m afraid your room may not be ready. I must go and have a word with the housekeeper.’
         
 
         ‘Why don’t I take you both up to Lucy’s room?’ Julia gracefully extracted her arm from Rydal’s grasp. ‘It’s next to mine. Willett can iron Lucy’s frock for her, can’t she, Mother? They came in Lucy’s sports car and didn’t have room for her maid.’
         
 
         ‘Of course,’ said Lady Beaufort with a gracious nod.
 
         Mrs. Howell scuttled out ahead of the three young ladies. She was disappearing into the nether regions as Julia led the others into the hall and up the grand staircase. 
         
 
         ‘What was all that about, Daisy?’ Lucy demanded as they ascended. ‘When that woman said your room wasn’t ready, you looked as if you were about to burst, trying not to laugh. It’s disgraceful. They’ve known we were coming for ages!’
         
 
         Daisy let a giggle escape. ‘It was so funny! Mrs. Howell apparently hadn’t realised my august antecedents, until Lady Beaufort asked after Mother. She’s probably put me up in the garrets with the servants. It suddenly dawned on her, when I said we’d go up, that it wouldn’t do.’
         
 
         Julia smiled, but Lucy was inclined to take umbrage on Daisy’s behalf.
         
 
         ‘Calm down, darling. The garret room is pure fantasy.’ Daisy wished she’d kept it to herself. ‘Besides, if you want to stay long enough to photograph the grotto, you can’t go accusing Mrs. Howell of insulting me. She can’t help being a snob.’
         
 
         ‘She is one, though,’ said Julia, turning left on the landing. ‘You wouldn’t believe the treatment she puts up with from Rhino, without a murmur. He acts as if she’s the housekeeper she’s so anxious not to be taken for.’
         
 
         Daisy slipped her arm through Julia’s. ‘I hope you’re going to tell us all about Rhino and everything. I’m dying to hear what’s up.’
         
 
         ‘Nothing’s “up,”’ Julia said grimly, as she opened a door off the passage, ‘and won’t be if I can help it. Here’s Lucy’s room. I’ll just pop into to mine and ring for Willett. Back in half a tick, then we can catch up on each other’s news.’
         
 
         Lucy went ahead into her bedroom. ‘The Beauforts know you married a policeman,’ she said. ‘I didn’t tell them, but Lady Beaufort kept up with the English papers while they were living in France.’ 
         
 
         ‘Darling, half the world knows I married a policeman.’
 
         ‘What they don’t  know is that you keep getting mixed up in his cases.’
         
 
         ‘You’re the only person who knows about more than one or two of those. Except Scotland Yard, of course, and they do their best to hush it up.’
         
 
         ‘Thank heaven!’
 
         ‘Don’t you think it’s really very unfair that I never get any credit for all the help I give them?’
         
 
         ‘No! You’re not going to tell Julia, are you?’
 
         ‘Why not? I’m sure she’s not the gossipy kind.’
 
         ‘Daisy!’
 
         ‘Just teasing, darling.’ With a mournful sigh, Daisy continued, ‘I’m quite used to hiding my light under a bushel. I don’t suppose anyone at Appsworth Hall will ever have a chance to find out what a brilliant sleuth I am.’
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 4

         
 
         Lucy’s bedroom was a typical Edwardian country-house guest room. Daisy guessed the Pritchards must have taken over the furnishings along with the house from the previous owners. Things had been refurbished, but fundamentally everything was much as the unfortunate Appsworths had left it, with none of Pritchard’s – or the late Mrs. Pritchard’s – individuality. Rather, Mr. Pritchard’s stamp was purely practical, a modern radiator under the window and hot and cold running water in the wash-basin. Lucy could hardly object to these evidences of their host’s trade, adding as they would to her comfort.
         
 
         Spotting her camera case on the dressing-table, Lucy visibly relaxed. She went over to check the contents thoroughly before she conceded, ‘It seems to be all right.’
         
 
         ‘I’d be very surprised if it weren’t.’
 
         ‘Surprised?’ Lucy prowled to the wardrobe and found her frocks hanging neatly. She took out the one she wanted ironed for this evening and laid it on the bed. Daisy wondered whether her own clothes were being hurriedly repacked, or whether they hadn’t been unpacked for her in the first place. ‘Why surprised?’ Lucy asked.
         
 
         ‘Because Mr. Pritchard must be a pretty efficient manufacturer to make enough money to buy this place, and efficient people usually won’t stand for inefficient servants. Come and sit down, do. You were talking to him. Prejudice aside, what’s he like?’
         
 
         ‘Not too bad. No kowtowing, at least.’
 
         ‘Mrs. Howell seems to be the kowtower of the family. You should have seen her attitude change when she heard that Mother’s a viscountess.’
         
 
         ‘Mrs. Howell?’ Julia came in. ‘The poor woman’s in quite a quandary.’
         
 
         Daisy was intrigued. ‘A quandary?’
 
         ‘How many courses to serve her august company for dinner,’ Lucy guessed languidly.
         
 
         ‘Rhino put her straight on that question the first night we were here, when the soup was followed directly by a leg of lamb. “What, no fish?”’ Julia produced a very creditable imitation of Lord Rydal’s caw. ‘Mr. Pritchard said he didn’t like fish, and didn’t like the smell of fish. Rhino insisted that liking had nothing to do with it, a proper dinner must have a fish course.’
         
 
         ‘What did Mr. Pritchard say to that?’ Daisy wondered.
 
         ‘I was hoping he’d tell Rhino to pack his bags, but his manners are much better than Rhino’s. He let the subject drop. Mother murmured something soothing about the odour of fish tending to penetrate and linger. And I said the lamb smelt simply delicious, which it did, and as it was Welsh lamb, Mr. Pritchard was delighted. He’s rather a dear. If only Mother …’ Julia sighed.
         
 
         ‘Don’t tell me you’d rather marry the plumber than the Earl of Rydal!’ Lucy exclaimed. ‘Apart from anything else, he must be sixty if he’s a day.’
         
 
         ‘Fifty-five,’ Daisy amended. 
         
 
         ‘Good heavens, there’s no question of my marrying Brin Pritchard. Mother’s worried, not demented.’
         
 
         ‘Why don’t you start at the beginning,’ Daisy said.
 
         ‘The beginning? I suppose it all goes back to the War, really.’
         
 
         Lucy groaned.
 
         ‘Careful, darling,’ Daisy warned her. ‘You’ll turn into another rhinoceros.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t worry,’ Julia said with a smile, ‘I shan’t rewrite À  la recherche  du  temps  perdu.’ 
         
 
         Lucy looked more puzzled than reassured. Neither of the others bothered to explain.
         
 
         ‘Your father was a general, wasn’t he?’ Daisy asked.
 
         ‘Yes, but the widow’s pension of even a general doesn’t go far these days. Mother decided she’d rather be poor in France than in England.’
         
 
         ‘Hence the Christmas cards from Dinard, these past few years,’ said Lucy.
         
 
         ‘Yes. We moved there in ’21. I didn’t mind at all. I was able to get English books, and then my French improved enough so that I could read it just as easily.’
         
 
         ‘Julia, don’t tell me you read the whole of À  la  recherche du  temps  perdu  in French?’ Daisy asked, awed. ‘I’ve never got through it even in English.’
         
 
         ‘I had plenty of time. There wasn’t much else to do. That’s really why Mother hated it. What got her down was not so much having only one servant and only three courses at dinner, usually fish because it was cheap – ’
         
 
         Daisy and Lucy looked at each other and laughed.
 
         ‘What’s so funny?’ Julia asked. Daisy couldn’t blame her for looking a trifle resentful. 
         
 
         ‘Sorry!’ she gasped. ‘It’s just that when Lucy and I shared digs, we didn’t have a live-in servant at all, just a daily, and we practically lived on eggs and mousetrap cheese and sardines. To this day I simply can’t face sardines. Of course, it’s different for someone like Lady Beaufort.’
         
 
         ‘But, as I was saying, pinching and scraping wasn’t the trouble. It was not having enough to do. Army wives are used to being busy. Writing letters and playing an occasional game of cards with the few other English residents just wasn’t enough. She had too much time to worry about me.’
         
 
         ‘I suppose an army pension doesn’t go on forever,’ said Daisy. Lucy’s attention was elsewhere by now. The Beauforts’ maid had come in and had to be advised about ironing the evening frock, a dazzler in crimson charmeuse with a fringed, scalloped hem designed to play hide-and-seek with the knees.
         
 
         ‘It’s meant for the widow, not grown-up children,’ Julia explained, confusing Daisy until she realised that ‘it’ was the pension, not the frock. ‘Mother used to have nightmares – I told you she’s not much of a reader; well, all the books she did pick up seemed to feature impoverished young ladies working in hat-shops and starving in garrets.’
         
 
         ‘Why hat-shops, I wonder?’
 
         ‘I can’t swear some of them weren’t dress-shops. I don’t know where she found them! I told her to stop worrying because if the blasted things were so popular, I could probably write them as well as anyone and make my fortune.’
         
 
         ‘So have you written one?’
 
         ‘As a matter of fact, I’m about halfway through. But it isn’t exactly –. I found I simply can’t manage the right tone. It’s more like Northanger  Abbey  in relation to Udolpho  or The  Castle  of Otranto.’
         
 
         ‘What fun! I can’t wait to read it.’
 
         ‘I was hoping you might take a look and tell me if it’s worth the effort of going on with it. Not right now. I left it in town.’
         
 
         Lucy rejoined them. ‘You’ve been living the high life in town for a couple of months now,’ she commented, her tone questioning.
         
 
         ‘Mother came into an unexpected inheritance and decided to blow it all to give me a last chance to find a husband. So we came to London, hired a lady’s maid, refreshed our wardrobes, and looked up old friends. The trouble is, the few men I’ve met whom I could bear to marry have either not been interested in a penniless bride past her first youth or failed to meet my mother’s criteria.’
         
 
         ‘One of which, I assume,’ Lucy drawled, ‘is money.’
 
         ‘Well, of course,’ said Daisy. ‘Lady Beaufort wouldn’t want you to have to live on sardines for the rest of your life. And you wouldn’t want to, either, unless you were absolutely nutty about him. But surely she can’t want you to marry someone just because he can keep you in seven-course dinners for the rest of your life.’
         
 
         ‘Hence the unlovely Rhino,’ said Lucy, ‘but this doesn’t explain the intrusion of plumbers into your high life, nor Mrs. Howell’s quandary.’
         
 
         Julia laughed. ‘We met her son, Mr. Howell, at a perfectly respectable dinner party in Richmond. Apparently Pritchard’s Plumbing is trying to get some huge government contract or other. Mr. Howell, as Managing Director, went up to talk to Sir Desmond Wandersley, the man in charge of plumbing at the Ministry of Health – not bathtubs for bureaucrats, it’s something to do with slum clearance, I gather. Sir Desmond invited him to dine, much to Lady Ottaline’s fury.’
         
 
         ‘Lady Ottaline Wandersley?’ Lucy asked. ‘Yes, she wouldn’t be happy to find a plumber at her table.’
         
 
         ‘Especially as it was a last-minute invitation and ruined her numbers. What’s more, he’s a quiet chap and didn’t pay for his dinner with sparkling conversation.’
         
 
         ‘One could almost feel sorry for her.’
 
         ‘Who’s Lady Ottaline Wandersley?’ Daisy enquired.
 
         ‘Darling, you are so out of the swim! She was a Barrington, the Marquis of Edgehill’s daughter.’ Trust Lucy to know the pedigree of any member of the aristocracy. ‘She was rather a vamp in her day, they say. The trouble is, she’s rather desperately trying to go on vamping.’
         
 
         ‘When was her day?’
 
         ‘Before the War. A siren, they’d have called her, I expect, or a femme fatale.  She must be in her forties, don’t you think, Julia?’
         
 
         ‘Early forties, perhaps.’
 
         ‘“She may very well pass for forty-three, in the dusk, with a light behind her”?’ Daisy quoted.
         
 
         ‘Oh no, she can’t be more than forty-five, and she’s kept her looks and figure.’
         
 
         ‘With a lot of help,’ Lucy said cattily. ‘Though I must admit she positively bristles with nervous energy. She can still dance all night. But the Wandersleys are beside the point. I suppose the junior plumber fell instantly in love with you, Julia, and begged you on bended knee to visit his unancestral home, but why on earth did Lady Beaufort accept the invitation? She can’t possibly want you to marry a plumber.’
         
 
         Julia sighed. ‘He’s well-off. And presumably will be richer when Mr. Pritchard dies, as there are no young Pritchards. But I don’t think Mother really regards him as a desirable son-in-law. She expects the contrast with the noble Lord Rydal to illuminate hidden virtues in the latter.’
         
 
         ‘And has it?’ Daisy asked.
 
         ‘Good heavens, no! If anything, Mr. Howell has better manners, but like Lady Ottaline, he’s over forty. And I’m not half as convinced as Mother is that he’s interested in marriage. If you ask me, the firm is his only love. His father made plenty from his investment in the business without dirtying his hands, but our Owen chose to get involved.’
         
 
         ‘So if he’s not mad about you, darling, how is it you’re here?’
         
 
         ‘The invitation didn’t drop into our laps; Mother had to prise it out of him. In any case, I don’t intend to marry either of them, even if it means living on sardines for the rest of my life.’
         
 
         ‘Well, that settles that, but I’d stick with the mousetrap cheese, if I were you.’
         
 
         ‘Which leaves the question of Mrs. Howell’s quandary,’ Lucy pointed out.
         
 
         ‘She can’t make up her mind –. Oh, here’s Willett with your dress, Lucy.’
         
 
         ‘I hope it’s satisfactory, madam.’ The middle-aged maid held up the frock by its exiguous straps for inspection.
         
 
         Lucy approved the result and tipped her.
 
         ‘Thank you, madam. Miss Beaufort, her ladyship said to remind you it’s time you were changing for dinner.’ 
         
 
         ‘All right, Willett, I’ll be along in a minute. Daisy, we’d better go and find out where they’ve put you.’
         
 
         ‘I can show madam, miss. It’s just along the passage.’
 
         Julia went with them. ‘Do you need a frock ironed?’ she asked Daisy.
         
 
         ‘Probably, but I haven’t anything half as elaborate as Lucy’s. A chambermaid should be able to cope.’
         
 
         ‘Certainly, madam. They keep a very good class of servants here, no matter what some people may say. Here you are, madam, this is yours. There’s a bathroom next door, with a connecting door, and another down the passage a bit on the other side. Mr. Pritchard’s put modern gas geysers in every bathroom, so there’s always plenty of hot water, and no fear of them blowing up like the old kind, and that’s a blessing I can tell you. I’ll tell her ladyship you’ll be along in a minute, miss,’ the maid said to Julia and as she bustled off.
         
 
         ‘No matter what “some people” say?’ Daisy asked as Julia followed her into the room.
         
 
         ‘Rhino.’
 
         ‘Of course. He told me all servants are lazy good-for-nothings within three minutes of our meeting this afternoon. Whereas you have yet to reveal whatever is bothering Mrs. Howell.’
         
 
         ‘She’s afraid that if Owen marries she’ll lose her position as chatelaine of Appsworth Hall to her daughter-in-law. On the other hand, she’d love to be able to talk about her son’s mother-in-law, Lady  Beaufort. But against that, she strongly disapproves of Mother, as a widow, not wearing black. She simply can’t decide whether to encourage Owen’s suit or scotch it. Such is my impression, at least. Naturally she hasn’t confided in me.’ 
         
 
         ‘Wouldn’t it be simplest just to tell her – or him – that you’re not interested?’
         
 
         ‘Certainly, if he were in hot pursuit!’
 
         ‘But as he hasn’t actually displayed any serious interest … Hmm, yes, I see the difficulty. One can only hope she’ll decide lording it over Appsworth Hall is more important to her than your mother’s title.’
         
 
         ‘Isn’t it lucky Mother’s merely the widow of a knight, not the wife of a marquis?’
         
 
         ‘Except that marchionesses never – hardly ever – have to survive and provide for their daughters on a widow’s army pension, so you wouldn’t be in this fix to start with.’
         
 
         Julia sighed. ‘You know, Daisy, I haven’t really got anything against Owen Howell except his mother. He is a managing director after all. It’s Mother who thinks I have to marry into society. You didn’t.’
         
 
         ‘And I’m very happy with my policeman,’ Daisy said firmly. ‘But I’d appreciate your not mentioning his profession unnecessarily. You wouldn’t believe how presumably law-abiding people suddenly start twitching when they find out my husband’s a detective.’
         
 
         Julia laughed. ‘Not really!’
 
         ‘Really. And now we’d better think about getting changed or we’ll be in hot water with your mother, Mr. Howell’s mother, your maid, and the butler when we’re late to dinner.’
         
 
         ‘Not to mention the cook. I’m on my way.’
 
         It was all very well, Daisy thought, to compare a managing director of a plumbing factory with a detective chief inspector of Scotland Yard, but she had married Alec because she was madly in love with him. Without that, she could never have coped with the hostility of his mother and her own, let alone the move from the upper class, however impoverished, to the middle class, however comfortably off.
         
 
         Because, however modern and egalitarian one was, there were  differences. Different expectations, different ways of doing things, a different group of people around one, not necessarily better or worse but indubitably different. Alec’s love had pulled her through the complex adjustment.
         
 
         Unless Julia unexpectedly fell in love with Owen Howell, she ought not to marry him. Daisy looked forward with interest to meeting him.
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