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This story is dedicated to my dear friend Jeremy Blackham, whose knowledge of seamanship was generously shared. I was again awed that one person can know so much. His patience with questions such as ‘How fast is fifteen knots?’ spared my blushes. Any factual errors in the story ahead are my own, attributed to my habit of writing notes in shorthand on scraps of paper.











From The Weekend Sleuth, available by subscription, price threepence.


The greatest barrier to solving a riddle is going to it with the answer already in your head.


You see a man cycling along with a bulging canvas bag over his shoulder and are told he is a thief. What has he stolen?


‘Whatever is in the bag,’ you say. ‘Make the scoundrel empty it at once!’


He empties the bag, revealing nothing but sawdust.


‘Ah, then he’s stealing those sturdy canvas bags,’ you declare.


‘He is not,’ says the woman who stands at her gate, watching the comings and goings on the road. ‘He’s stealing bicycles.’


Never assume, never presume.


Quote from a letter appearing in January 1923, submitted by Mrs J. L. Flowerday












Chapter One


May 1922, The Royal Mail Ship
Llanstephan Castle 
Off Cape Agulhas, Africa


At the rails of the boat deck, she pointed a half-bottle of champagne into the night and fired its cork at the brightest star. Holding the bottle to her lips as the ship steamed through the swell, she imagined herself on horseback, riding towards freedom. Here, at the most southerly tip of Africa, two oceans met, a warm and a cold current blinding each other with sound and fury. A pathway shone to the black-velvet horizon, made by the moon and the ship’s lights, and her heart was crammed with possibility. A month from now she’d step into the life she had promised herself.


‘Here’s to the Union Castle Line.’ She drank and let the bubbles dance down to her stomach, then laughed. Sirius, the dog star, shone brighter than all the others. Canopus gleamed above the horizon. What lay ahead was as mysterious as these celestial spheres, but when this ship docked at its home port of Southampton, England, she would get off and there’d be no going back.


She heard a bump a few yards away and peered towards it, seeing nothing but the moonlit rail. Maybe she’d heard the creak of the davits that secured the lifeboats, or the wind punching between the funnels. Only when she heard a door close, followed by a voice rasping, ‘Portside,’ did she realise she was no longer alone. She sank into a crouch behind a lifeboat, making herself small so her white collar and cuffs would not catch the moonlight and give her away. To be found in the early hours outside her cabin would bring trouble and nothing, nothing, must impede her now.


Was it passengers or crew out on deck? She could hear footsteps and a dragging sound, and bursts of muttered conversation. From the different vocal pitches, she gleaned it was a couple, a man and woman. Out for a kiss under the stars?


The man said, ‘Take off my jacket.’


It was impossible to hear the response because the ship plunged into a trough and she grabbed a rope that hung from the lifeboat. She tumbled against the rail and only its robust bars stopped her from going overboard.


The motion had caught the couple unawares, by the sound of it. She heard the woman uttering, ‘God, oh, God.’ The man answering and the woman saying, ‘Watch.’


Then silence, until she heard a slithering sound that reminded her of school dormitories, girls moving restlessly on canvas camp beds. That unbearable, raspy, fingernail sound…


A gasp, a grunt, and as the wind paused for breath, a hard, heavy splash.


She shut her eyes as feet stealthily re-crossed the boat deck. A door opened. It was the one to the second-class smoking lounge. It creaked, then gently shut.










Chapter Two


One year later, Thursday, 31 May 1923
Denbighshire, Wales


Jemima Flowerday followed a well-worn path to the canal. A friendly ticket inspector at the station had directed her to follow it westward, but not to venture onto the aqueduct. 


‘It is the tallest in the world, madam, and not for the fainthearted.’


When she saw its arches straddling the river valley, she must ‘cross the water twice’ and look for a tower above the trees. That would be Castle Gloaming.


‘To cross the water twice’ called up childhood fantasies of magical kingdoms whose doorways were hidden to all but the chosen. Whether she was chosen or not, it felt good to be moving after a two-day train journey. It was sometime past midday, and Jemima had sent her trunks ahead so she might walk unhindered. Bright sunshine pierced canopies of alder, willow and oak. She stepped carefully over their roots and hopscotched some puddles. It must have rained in the last few days and the air was as soft as muslin unpegged from the line.


Jack-by-the-hedge and cow parsley, edging past their peak, cast scents of garlic and warm milk. Spring seemed to be rushing away to make space for summer. On both banks, reeds and clumps of yellow-flowered flag sheltered nesting moorhens. Arrowheads of ducks moved serenely until a boat came around a bend of the canal and sent them to the sides. Pulled by a black-and-white horse with a bobbed tail and long mane, the boat’s midsection was filled with coal. The man at the stern responded to Jemima’s cheerful, ‘Good afternoon,’ with a cautious raise of the hand. She’d said it in Welsh, having learned several phrases on the train from London.


Her visitor’s guide was a fund of information and, from reading it carefully, she knew that Castle Gloaming had been built seven hundred years ago by a Welsh prince as a stronghold against the English. It stood above the banks of the River Dee and the only way to it was by boat, on foot or by horse. ‘Though a kindly rider will lead his mount the last part of the way’, the guidebook advised. The fact that her trunks had been collected from the station by a lad from the castle, in a pony cart, bore this out. Jemima could have had the lad come back to pick her up, but walking was the surest way to get the lie of the land, and Castle Gloaming intrigued her… a Scottish-sounding name in a Welsh landscape? Her guidebook reported that its ruins had been restored in the last century by the first Earl of Muirhaven, who had renamed it to reflect his Scots heritage, though a stern note warned visitors not to ask for Castle Gloaming but for Castell Glan yr Afon. Anything else would earn a glowering look from a Welsh speaker.


Jemima hoped for a friendly welcome, despite the shortfall in her Welsh. She had been invited to the castle by Mrs Cornelia van Doorn, with an offer of a generous fee, to design a wardrobe of clothes for herself and her stepdaughter. A society dressmaker in London’s Mayfair, Jemima wasn’t averse to taking a short break somewhere new and fascinating. She was well ahead in her other commissions; her children, Tommy and Molly, were back at school; and a few days before she’d paid her monthly visit to the hospital where her husband was a permanent invalid. Her sister Vicky was minding the business so, all in all, this was as good a time as any for a holiday.


Striding along in a skirt of caramel jersey, a wrap-over coat with a fob button and pockets large enough to hide a rabbit – the last word in now – a tan cloche hat and kidskin gloves, she felt anonymous and wonderfully free… free to speculate on the character and identity of her client.


‘Van Doorn is Dutch,’ Vicky had surmised after reading the letter that had arrived from Castle Gloaming a few days before. ‘I wonder how a “Mrs van Doorn” comes to be living in Wales.’


Jemima had suggested she might be an American of Dutch ancestry. ‘And has bought a castle because it’s what adventurous Americans do. Her letter mentions that she and her stepdaughter wish to launch themselves socially. Naturally, they need to be dressed. All in a fearful hurry… people do leave things very late. I’m being offered a week’s stay to create my designs, after which I’ll come home and swing into production. Mrs van Doorn intends to take a London house for the season.’


‘The terms?’ Vicky managed their household accounts.


‘A hundred pounds plus my travel. I know. It’s excessive.’


‘Too good to be true! What if it goes wrong? You’ll be stuck hundreds of miles from home,’ Vicky had pointed out. ‘Do castles have telephones?’


‘Oh, I do hope not.’ London life was so busy, Jemima secretly craved a spell of seclusion.


A flash of blue, and a kingfisher broke the canal’s surface. Willow fronds shivered in its wake. A cormorant perched on a submerged branch, apparently staring at its own reflection, clattered into flight. A few paces on, a gap in the trees created a natural viewpoint, and Jemima gasped.


The aqueduct. She’d imagined arches and a parapet, like those she’d seen in France during her honeymoon before the war. But this structure, spanning the River Dee, had arches that, even at a distance, seemed to rise to mythical height. The sight of a lone narrowboat edging along it made her feel quite giddy. Thank goodness she’d been warned not to go that way. Imagine, being halfway to heaven and nothing to stop you rolling off the edge. She walked on, turning every few paces to look again at this eighth wonder… until she went flying and landed on her back on the grass.


Getting to her feet, she realised she’d tripped over the mooring line of a narrowboat drawn up against the bank. She brushed herself down. Had anyone seen her make a fool of herself? There was no sign of anybody inside the boat, not even when Jemima peered in at the cabin window. 


It had an interesting name: Miss Nettle. On the cabin roof was a metal bucket filled with bunches of a plant Jemima identified as flat-leaf parsley.


‘How delightfully herbal,’ she murmured and continued on her way. She crossed a stone bridge and then a meadow to a second bridge. She had reached the river. On its far side, marooned in dense woodland, rose a tower.


Castell Glan yr Afon. Castle Gloaming. 


‘Take the stony path that goes uphill, then another and keep climbing.’ The friendly ticket inspector had grimaced at this point and added, ‘Good luck.’










Chapter Three


Jemima paused halfway across the river to watch a million gallons of the Dee race beneath the bridge. The current looked dangerous, the waters brown except where they exploded into surf against the stone piers. From here, she could see the aqueduct as a perfect straight line. After watching the toy-like narrowboat complete its journey into the haze, she went on her way. 


She found an uphill path that cut through the wood and soon learned there had been no exaggeration of its steepness. Fortunately for her shoes and her appearance generally, it was a short climb and she emerged onto the castle mound. A turreted gatehouse rose up before her, a traditional barbican with turrets either side of a great door. She crossed a dry moat and stopped at the door which, with its iron rivets and reinforcements, looked far too heavy for her to open unaided. She yanked on a bellpull and waited.


Three times she clanged the bell before the door swung inwards. She had time to imagine a man-at-arms with a staff in his hand. What she got was a well-built man with black, curly hair receding slightly at the temples, and arresting eyes in a sunburned face. His clothing suggested the outdoor life; a waistcoat and a plaid shirt tucked into corduroy jodhpurs, which in turn were pushed into riding boots. His throat, what she could see under a blue neckerchief, bore the freckling of too much sun. She put his age at around forty.


His piercing grey gaze made her wonder if she ought to have gone to a different entrance. She was about to ask when he looked past her to the path she’d come up, as if he expected others to be following.


‘Are you the one who wrote the letter?’


The abrupt question threw her. Jemima wrote a great many in the course of her work, and four had passed between her and Mrs van Doorn. Without knowing which one he meant, she could not satisfy him and so she answered simply, ‘I’m Mrs Jemima Flowerday, the couturière from London.’


‘That’s what I meant. The famous J.L. Flowerday.’ He shook his head, as if he believed she was being deliberately obtuse. ‘I’ll take you to Cornelia. Where’s your luggage?’


‘Delivered, I hope.’


‘Good.’


His accent was unfamiliar to Jemima. Not English, not Welsh. No time to be curious as a sweep of the hand invited her to follow him down the passageway between the turrets. So far, her impression of Castle Gloaming was decidedly unfriendly. Glancing up, Jemima saw traces of an opening and an iron grille and wondered if it had been the chute through which molten lead was poured, in darker times, onto the heads of unwelcome visitors.


Her guide continued at a cracking pace across a flagged courtyard, giving her little time to appreciate the castle keep, except to note that the lower part was built of lichen-mottled stone while the upper floors were constructed from newer blocks. Square-bayed windows filled with tinted glass suggested that a substantial renovation had taken place; she wasn’t about to enter a crumbling ruin. She wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or not.


Six shallow steps led to an oak door whose mouldings looked recently carved. The man – a steward, perhaps? – turned a hoop handle and walked inside. Jemima followed and stifled a gasp. How unexpected.


The entrance hall was vast, with a domed ceiling of sky blue. Within the blueness birds of paradise flew and soared. So cleverly painted, for a moment Jemima thought she’d stepped into an aviary. A mezzanine, supported by gilded columns and reached by a wide staircase, ran all the way around the great hall which had a marble mosaic floor. No time to admire, as her guide knocked at a door. Half opening it, he waited for her to catch up.


‘This is where Cornelia likes to sit after lunch.’ He gave her another of those piercing glances. ‘You’re fermenting a question.’


She smiled in apology. ‘You’re right. I can’t place your voice. Something tells me you were not born here?’


‘In Wales? No. Not in England either.’ He gestured up at the birds of paradise. ‘Like them, I was lured here and now I’m stuck.’


It seemed an odd thing to say to a stranger, but Jemima didn’t have time to interrogate him further as he ushered her into a room that, like the great hall, was heavily gilded. Its focal point was an immense fireplace with a beaten-copper hood that shone in the sunlight streaming through richly tinted glass. Sofas and chairs were arranged as they often were in state rooms, facing each other and plentiful, but giving little impression of comfort. With so much to look at, it took Jemima a second to realise that a woman was seated on the sofa facing her – until she rose with a hand outstretched.


‘Mrs Flowerday? I am Cornelia van Doorn and I am so, so happy to see you.’


‘And I you,’ said Jemima, returning the handshake. ‘A pleasure to meet you at last.’


Cornelia van Doorn was small, around sixty years of age and still with claims to beauty. She wore a drop waist dress of lemon chiffon over an ivory silk base. Her hair was silvery white, gathered behind her head in a low bun. Diamonds glittered on her fingers, and one wrist was encircled by a bracelet of the same. Her style made a clear nod towards wealth, though not ostentation. The dress was Parisian, or a good copy, Jemima decided. Her accent, though… it was similar to the man’s. He had retreated, closing the door behind him. Jemima felt emboldened to say, ‘I’ve come a long way from London, but I suspect you’ve travelled further than I to reach Castell Glan yr Afon.’


‘We call it Castle Gloaming, for ease.’ Mrs van Doorn invited Jemima to sit on the sofa facing her. ‘I cannot get my tongue around the Welsh language, though in Mrs Beddoe’s hearing, we say, “the castle”. Mrs Beddoe is the housekeeper,’ Mrs van Doorn explained, adding seamlessly, ‘yes, I have come all the way from Cape Town.’


That explained the Dutch-sounding name. Much of present South Africa had once been under Dutch colonial rule.


‘The gentleman who showed me in?’ Jemima asked.


‘That was Lord Muirhaven.’


The present earl? Goodness. How looks deceived. ‘I’m afraid I assumed he was some kind of paid retainer.’


To Jemima’s relief, Mrs van Doorn smiled. ‘That’s his own fault. He dresses like a farmer. You see, he was exactly that most of his life, never brought up to expect the title. He was born and lived in the Cape, though on the other side from me. East coast, near Durban.’


Jemima rustled up a mental map of Africa. ‘Cape Town is on the west?’


‘Yes, on the Atlantic side.’


Jemima asked how Mrs van Doorn found herself so far from her native land.


‘I came for the sake of my stepdaughter, Honor. Our intention was to reside in London, but then the offer came to take a lease on this place. A castle, who could resist?’


Anybody who has ever tried to live in one, was Jemima’s private response, but it was too early to be flippant so she gave a social nod, adding, ‘You are the earl’s tenant and I presume he lives in the gatehouse?’ She’d had time to notice, as she waited to be admitted, that the arrow-slit windows of the barbican were glazed, with the hint of curtains behind.


‘He does,’ the lady confirmed. ‘The arrangement works well as he dines with us each day, but otherwise refrains from interfering. That isn’t to say I’m confined here.’


‘Which is where I come in,’ Jemima suggested. She was conscious of her damp shoes on the cream-and-pink Chinese carpet and the grass stains on her hands from her tumble earlier, and suggested she freshen up before getting down to business. ‘Your stepdaughter, Mrs van Doorn… when may I have the pleasure of meeting her?’


‘We… she…’ Mrs van Doorn sent an agonised glance up to the ceiling. ‘She…’


Oh, good Lord, what was coming? To Jemima’s dismay, Mrs van Doorn burst into tears.










Chapter Four


The storm did not last long. Mrs van Doorn dried her eyes and gave Jemima a wan smile. ‘Forgive me.’


‘Something has upset you, and I presume your stepdaughter is involved.’


The door opened and a woman entered, giving her opinion as she came in. ‘Not only is Miss van Doorn involved, she’s the cause of our current muddle. Hello. You must be our London guest.’ The newcomer was a shade older than Jemima, in her mid-thirties, dressed in a navy jumper and slim skirt, a string of pearls at the neck and a silver watch on her left wrist. Fair curls were cut short in the garçon style. A little unevenness suggested that she’d wielded the scissors herself, and Jemima supposed it would be easier to find a sheep shearer round here than a hairdresser. They shook hands, but it was Mrs van Doorn who finished the introductions.


‘This is Mrs Cleeve, my secretary. My helpmeet in all things. Elaine dear, I was breaking the news gently to Mrs Flowerday and you have rather jumped in the puddle.’


‘Oh. Apologies.’ Mrs Cleeve sat down next to Jemima and asked eagerly, ‘You are going to help?’


Now Jemima was worried. Tears were not unknown in her line of work. The taking of measurements often required clients to stand for long periods, and seeing their head-to-toe reflection in underclothes for the perhaps first time in years brought out all kinds of emotions. But Mrs van Doorn’s tears had come early and Mrs Cleeve’s comment had muddied things further. 


‘I came here to design new clothes for two ladies with London ambitions,’ she said. Her tone implied, ‘That, and no more.’ 


‘Exactly as I intended—’ agreed Mrs van Doorn, in a way that suggested that something had occurred beyond her control. Something she couldn’t bring herself to say.


Mrs Cleeve cut in. ‘The bare fact is, she’s gone.’


Mrs van Doorn leaned forward eagerly. ‘Mrs Flowerday, we want you to find her.’


Jemima could almost hear Vicky saying, ‘Now get out of this one.’ Ha. Jemima had no intention of getting into it.


‘If your stepdaughter has gone and you’re worried, you must alert the police. Unless you’ve done so already.’


‘No, no, no!’ Lines appeared either side of Mrs van Doorn’s eyes, wrecking the illusion of well-preserved beauty. ‘No police. The moment they’re involved fingers will point and gossip will start. From that, it’s a short step to seeing our names in the newspaper.’ She drew Jemima across to her own sofa to sit beside her. ‘You know how it is, Mrs Flowerday. Let a girl get a reputation for being wayward, she never sheds it. Scandal will ruin Honor’s future chances. We want her back, safe and sound, without setting rumours going.’


‘Is your stepdaughter wayward?’ 


‘Honor was always a good, quiet girl,’ Mrs van Doorn assured her. ‘But I’m afraid her head was turned.’


‘By whom?’ Jemima had seen four people since leaving the railway station, and three of them were residents of the castle.


Mrs van Doorn sighed deeply. ‘We sailed to England just over a year ago. Honor’s first time out of the country of her birth was the month-long voyage to Southampton. Before then, she’d been at a girls’ day school. I wanted her to remember the voyage as a time of enjoyment.’


‘Who exactly did your stepdaughter mix with?’ Jemima could imagine Vicky rolling her eyes. Don’t get involved. Trouble was, mysteries were addictive. It wouldn’t hurt to know a little background.


‘I permitted her to befriend other young people. Those in first class, naturally,’ said Mrs van Doorn. 


‘Male and female?’


‘Yes. A little set formed itself. We older ones looked on indulgently at first, but within the group were young women who, shall I say, displayed radical ideas.’ Mrs van Doorn touched the silvery waves at her temple. ‘New women. Hair cropped short like boys. Dresses that all but showed their knees. There was dancing of a sort I do not understand. I didn’t want to disapprove, Mrs Flowerday, but a breath of sea air cannot change the scruples of a lifetime.’


Mrs Cleeve spoke up, sounding rather more pragmatic. ‘They call themselves “bright young things” and, I daresay, they are.’


Jemima translated what she had heard: On the voyage from South Africa, Mrs van Doorn’s old-world values had crashed head on with those of the post-war age. Young people had flocked to play deck quoits and laugh at each other’s jokes. In the first-class ballroom, rather than waltz like their parents, they had the band strike up the Charleston or something syncopated. Young men in blazers with floppy hair had jigged about with girls with shingled curls and dresses that showed stockings rolled and fastened beneath the knee. For Honor van Doorn, fresh out of school, this freedom must have been, to misquote Charles Dickens, a glimpse of very heaven.


‘You think she’s run away to rejoin these friends?’


‘We don’t know,’ answered Mrs Cleeve. ‘That’s what we want you to find out.’


Jemima took out one of her business cards and invited Mrs Cleeve to inspect it.


‘Fleur du Jour,’ the secretary read out loud. ‘I’m afraid I don’t speak French.’


‘It is my business name,’ Jemima explained. ‘As the card states, I am a peripatetic couturière. A dressmaker who is prepared to travel.’ She put emphasis on ‘dressmaker’.


Mrs van Doorn, scrunching her handkerchief in her fingers, explained to her secretary that ‘Fleur du Jour’ was a play upon Jemima’s name before adding, ‘All this we know, Mrs Flowerday, but what your calling card does not say is that you have an interesting sideline.’


Jemima drew in a small breath. ‘And that would be…?’


‘Solving mysteries.’


How did this woman know? Not six months ago, Jemima had helped crack a particularly grisly case at Merry Beggars Hall in Suffolk. Yet she’d told nobody but her sister, and Vicky was discretion incarnate. Many years ago, Jemima had saved a young colleague from a charge of arson in the department store they worked in by painstakingly tracking every staff members’ movements in the minutes before the fire began. More recently, she had exposed the milkman, who had been methodically charging every resident of her street for a phantom extra pint of milk per month. Jemima took pride in these triumphs, but could not imagine how her hostess knew of them.


For a moment, she teetered on the brink of walking out. However, fits of pique were not really an option when so far from home, so she sighed and asked, ‘Who told you?’


Mrs Cleeve answered. ‘You yourself, in a manner of speaking. We’d seen your advertisement in The Queen as a society dressmaker, and then we stumbled on this.’ Leaving her seat, she fetched a tabloid magazine from a bookcase and brought it to Jemima.


It was The Weekend Sleuth, a true-crime journal Jemima read the way a schoolchild consumes adventure stories under the covers after lights-out. Privately, she admitted to being addicted to its torrid prose and scene-of-crime sketches. Vicky blamed it for stoking ‘an unhealthy compulsion’ for solving mysteries. Jemima stared at Mrs van Doorn and Elaine Cleeve in wonderment. Had she met two like-minded addicts?


Her hostess dispelled the idea. ‘I picked this copy from a train seat when I was visiting Wrexham, where I bank. It passed the time on the journey and I might have left it for the next person to read, but for one particular section. Show her, Elaine.’


Mrs Cleeve found the place. ‘The letters page,’ she said, turning it around.


Jemima’s eye fell on a familiar name. Her own. After her sojourn at Merry Beggars Hall and – if she were honest – a little puffed up by her success, she had written to the magazine’s editor. Not to claim her laurels; a prosecution was underway, the matter sub judice. She had written simply to say that, in her opinion, the police should employ more female CID officers.


I do not say women are better than men at detection, simply that our life-experience offers an alternate angle. People have two eyes, do they not? Two hands, a right and a left. Nobody would argue that having only one of each would make us more effective, but when it comes to criminal investigation, the perspective of half the population is excluded.


She had finished her letter on the apocryphal tale of the bicycling thief with the sack of sawdust.


The greatest enemy of detection is presumption. The presumption that there is only ever one truth, one angle, one answer.


The Weekend Sleuth had placed her letter in a prominent spot and it had attracted a strong response, some sympathetic, mostly not. One correspondent had suggested that ‘Mrs J. L. Flowerday should confine herself to mending her husband’s shirts and leave detection to those suited by nature to the role.’ They being men, of course.


‘Are you saying that this is what prompted you to invite me here?’ Jemima asked.


Mrs Cleeve confirmed it. ‘Mrs van Doorn knew of you from The Queen magazine. The coincidence of seeing your name again, but in a different context, convinced her that you would be able to help us find Honor.’


Jemima now understood Lord Muirhaven’s gruff question: ‘Are you the one who wrote the letter?’ 


‘It seems you got me here on false pretences,’ she said, not knowing whether to be angry or admire their audacity.


‘It felt like a sign.’ Mrs van Doorn stroked the diamonds at her wrist and met Jemima’s eye in undisguised appeal. ‘I genuinely need new clothes and so does Honor. Lovely as this place is’ – she gestured towards the huge window – ‘it is not London, Paris or even Cape Town. Llangollen, which is two stations away by train, is wonderful for tweed. Chirk, in the other direction, has a fine castle. Wrexham has…’


‘Your bank.’


Mrs van Doorn looked discomfited. ‘You understand, while we wish to be well dressed, Mrs Flowerday, until Honor is found, nothing can proceed.’


‘We need her back home,’ Mrs Cleeve supplemented.


‘You are saying’ – Jemima’s thoughts broke ground ahead of her words – ‘that I may create a new wardrobe for you both, so long as I find your stepdaughter first? What makes you think I can succeed where you have failed?’


‘It’s what you said in that letter, about the woman’s angle, seeing what others fail to see. That, and your undoubted discretion makes you the perfect—’


Mrs Cleeve broke in. ‘You won’t flatter Mrs Flowerday into accepting. Plain-speaking will serve you better, Cornelia.’


‘Very well. I offered you one hundred pounds, and I will double it to two hundred if you accept my terms. Oh.’ Mrs van Doorn put a hand to the side of her head. ‘My headache is back. I am not in robust health, I fear. Now, will you agree, Mrs Flowerday?’


Jemima felt she was being rushed into a decision. In four years of running a business, she had responded to some very odd requests. But this… what if she couldn’t find the girl or, worse, found her in murky circumstances?


Her silence was misread, and Mrs van Doorn said forlornly, ‘It was a foolish hope. Accept my heartfelt apology, Mrs Flowerday. Blame a loving stepmother who is out of her mind with worry.’


‘I’m sure Mrs Flowerday won’t blame you at all.’ Mrs Cleeve leaned across from her seat to squeeze her employer’s hand. Both women wore wedding bands, and Jemima wondered if they were widowed, or, as in her case, they were forcibly separated from their husbands. Mrs Cleeve wore only her wedding band, while Mrs van Doorn had so many rings, every hand movement left a glitter in the air.


Getting unsteadily to her feet, Mrs van Doorn said, ‘Pray excuse me, Mrs Flowerday, but I always lie down at this hour as I sleep poorly at night. Ask Elaine for anything you wish. I will see you at dinner, I hope, at least?’


Jemima nodded. There was no walking back to the station today. Her eye fell again on The Weekend Sleuth, open at her letter. She had written it with DCI Bullace’s commendation ringing in her ear. Bullace had been the senior investigator at Merry Beggars Hall. An intelligent, attractive man, he had bid her goodbye with the following: ‘What a pity you already have a profession, Mrs Flowerday, as I feel you would do rather well in mine.’


What would he say if he were here? ‘Don’t do it!’ Or, ‘Dive in, Mrs Flowerday. Show me again how a woman solves a mystery.’


No, he would say, ‘What is the most important question that you have not yet posed?’ It was Jemima’s fateful decision to detain Mrs van Doorn and ask, ‘Exactly how long has your stepdaughter been missing?’










Chapter Five


‘Eleven days,’ whispered Mrs van Doorn.


Jemima couldn’t stop herself gasping. ‘How old is the young lady?’


‘Honor is seventeen.’


‘Just seventeen, and you haven’t been to the police?’


Her hostess was making her way to the door, using the backs of the sofas as support, and seemed not to hear the question. Her parting words were to Mrs Cleeve. ‘Have Mrs Beddoe send up one of the girls to brew a pot of my special tea.’


Left alone while Mrs Cleeve went to fulfil the order, Jemima mulled over everything she’d heard. A girl missing for eleven days was potentially a girl in trouble. Or worse.


When the secretary returned a few minutes later, Jemima couldn’t hold back. ‘If my daughter, Molly, who is ten, went missing eleven hours, I would have all the police in London searching for her.’ 


‘I’m sure,’ Mrs Cleeve acknowledged. ‘But dear Cornelia is absolutely set against involving the authorities. Will you consent to stay a few days longer, Mrs Flowerday?’


Jemima shook her head. It wasn’t a ‘no’, more a reflection on what she had heard. ‘I will think about it. Oh, and I should have asked, have my trunks arrived?’


They had, she was assured. ‘Mrs Beddoe will have put your things away. Of course, you’ll want to change after your journey. There’s oodles of hot water – and, good Lord, what will you think of us? Nobody’s offered you tea.’


It was by now past two o’clock. And, yes, Jemima could do with something.


‘Let’s get you settled in.’ Mrs Cleeve escorted her upstairs and took her around the gallery in an anticlockwise direction, into a different wing of the castle. ‘I warn you, this is quite a maze,’ she said, pausing before ushering Jemima into a large, light bedroom. 


The centrepiece was a sumptuously dressed bed. The walls were hung with silk in muted colours, and the window was clear-glazed, promising a lovely view. A small table with two chairs suggested a place to write or read over a pot of tea.


‘Your bathroom is there.’ Mrs Cleeve pointed to a door.


‘My own bathroom?’


‘Oh, yes. Our modern Castle Gloaming was created from the ruins of the ancient one, designed by the present earl’s grandfather for luxury entertaining. Not that we do much of that.’ Mrs Cleeve went to the window. ‘Come and admire. In winter, you would catch sight of the aqueduct, but not at this time of year.’


Jemima joined her to look out over the courtyard, the gatehouse turrets and the verdant treetops beyond. The river’s course was inferred by the trees’ snaking line. The sky above was full of chasing clouds.


‘Shall I have tea brought up in, say, forty minutes?’ Mrs Cleeve suggested. ‘I’ll join you, and we can make some headway in this awful business with Honor.’


Jemima heard herself say, ‘Very well.’


When alone, she sank onto the bed, wondering if she was being cajoled into a corner. Like a farmhand of old, plied with drink until he foolishly takes the shilling, and wakes up to discover he’s become a soldier.


There was time to take a bath in the enormous tub and change her clothes. With five minutes before Mrs Cleeve returned, she found notepaper and dashed off a message to Vicky.


Arrived safely, everyone friendly. Hope all well with you.


She put the note in an envelope, sealing it before she could be tempted to add anything that might unsettle her sister. Did this mean she was choosing to stay?


An unspeaking maid brought in a loaded tray and the sight of tea and Welsh cakes weakened Jemima’s resistance further. One could hardly storm out after being treated so generously.










Chapter Six


Mrs Cleeve came back, bringing a framed photograph. It showed a girl in her late teens standing at a ship’s rail. ‘Honor in happier times. Shall I pour? Milk or lemon?’


Jemima said, ‘Milk, please,’ and studied the black-and-white photo. Honor van Doorn was smiling into the shot, and Jemima saw a girl with sun-bleached hair lifted by the breeze. Pretty. Young. She was squinting in a way that suggested the sun was glinting off the sea and dazzling her. One hand was clamped to the crown of a wide-brimmed sunhat with an exotic flower, almost certainly silk, attached to the band. 


The photograph cut Honor off at the hip, and Jemima saw she was wearing a white top and what looked to be matching trousers. Were trousers a sign of the rebellion that so upset her stepmother, or simply reflecting the relaxed social rules on board a passenger ship? The girl’s figure was good, as far as Jemima could tell. She seemed quite tall, her arms slender and well defined. The kind of girl who looked good in uncomplicated clothes.


‘You say she’s seventeen, but to me she looks younger.’ Jemima accepted a cup of China tea.


‘Honor celebrated her birthday in the New Year, so in a way you’re right. She is just seventeen,’ Mrs Cleeve informed her.


Jemima let this sink in. ‘Making her sixteen on the voyage from Cape Town. These plans of Mrs van Doorn’s for a London debut… while I know debutantes can be very young, it is fearfully early to be tossed into the marriage mart. I take it a good marriage is Mrs van Doorn’s goal for her stepdaughter?’


Mrs Cleeve did not answer directly, but offered the Welsh cakes, which were studded with currants and spread with melting butter, saying that Mrs Beddoe made the best.


Fearing she’d been overly blunt, Jemima set aside the subject of maternal ambitions. For now. ‘Are you Welsh, Mrs Cleeve?’


‘Please, call me Elaine. I’m not, I’m English. After I married, I moved with my husband to South Africa. To Durban, in the Eastern Cape. You could say I’m from everywhere and nowhere. Regarding Honor and her marriage prospects, I agree with you. She is far too young to settle down.’


Jemima bit into her Welsh cake, getting a delicious salty-buttery sweetness and a hint of nutmeg. A suspicion was forming in her head. ‘Mrs van Doorn wishes to conquer London society and Honor is the bait?’


Elaine Cleeve was emphatic. ‘No. Mrs van Doorn wants Honor to marry Hildebrand and remain here.’


Jemima, her mouth full, couldn’t query ‘Hildebrand?’ so let her face ask the question.


‘Lord Muirhaven,’ Elaine said, ‘was known as Hildebrand Woolton for the first thirty-nine years of his life. If you get to know him, he’ll likely ask you to call him that.’


‘I’ll stick with Lord Muirhaven,’ Jemima replied. Hildebrand felt a touch too theatrical.


Elaine continued: ‘He never expected to inherit the title. I think he assumed his uncle – the second earl – would eventually marry and produce an heir.’


‘But he didn’t? How negligent. Hildebrand is the third earl?’


‘That’s right. The title passed to him very recently – he’s still breaking it in, like new dress shoes. The earldom itself is a recent one.’ Elaine offered a wry smile. ‘Founded on money and ambition. The first earl was ennobled in 1860 by Queen Victoria.’


‘Knighted for…?’


‘According to contemporary newspapers, for financing the Crimean War. He was a fabulously wealthy industrialist. You don’t need to spend much time here to realise that.’ Elaine gestured around them. ‘You’d have to have a king’s ransom at your disposal to build a mansion like Castle Gloaming on top of a ruin. The first earl brought in materials by narrowboat from the Midlands – twenty horses were kept just to haul carts from the canal. It cost hundreds of thousands of pounds. He hosted the elite here in an attempt to embed himself more firmly into the aristocracy. Five years after the last stone was laid, he was dead – and broke.’


‘I wonder if he thought it was worth the cost,’ Jemima mused. ‘And the current earl… is he content with his unexpected elevation?’ 


‘Hard to say,’ Elaine answered. ‘It required a radical change in his life and nothing had prepared him for it. There was a family rift, you see. The first earl’s two sons fell out many years ago. The younger, Hildebrand’s father, left for Africa.’


‘Still, I’m surprised Hildebrand wasn’t educated here.’ In Jemima’s experience, ex-pat aristocrats sent their children home to be moulded and taught in British boarding schools.


‘Not he. His father, Leopold Woolton, bought a hundred acres of orange grove in a place called Oosthoek. He married a local woman of dubious repute – you can imagine the ripples back home – and Hildebrand grew up thinking he’d inherit the farm and nothing more. He’ll tell you if you ask. He was educated, such as he was, by his father and brought up by an African housekeeper after his mother died. He’s not your average aristocrat.’


‘Clearly not.’ Jemima had mistaken him for the steward, after all. How must it feel, metaphorically at least, to have an earl’s coronet plonked on your head and be expected to fill a position in a society you have no experience of? It might explain why Lord Muirhaven seemed to be hiding away in a remote castle gatehouse. She poured fresh tea and added hot water to the pot. ‘I’m going to make a leap and assume that having a tenant helps with the upkeep of this place. He’ll have to present himself at court sooner or later and take up his place in the Lords. Unless, of course, he’s itching to go back to Africa.’


Elaine couldn’t say what his long-term plans were. ‘He succeeded to the title only eighteen months ago. As I’ve already mentioned, it came as a shock.’


‘Has the engagement to Miss van Doorn been formally announced?’ Jemima asked.


‘There is no engagement.’ Elaine Cleeve leaned forward, though nobody was within hearing distance. ‘This is the thing. Honor doesn’t want to marry Hildebrand and he feels much the same, calls her a cold fish. Mrs van Doorn cannot accept this and keeps on at her stepdaughter to be more appeasing. She threatened to keep Honor shut up here until she agreed to a marriage.’


‘Then I am confused,’ Jemima confessed. ‘In her letter to me, Mrs van Doorn implied she was taking a house in London for the season with the intention of launching herself and Honor into society. Now you tell me the girl is to be shut away here until she agrees to wed her neighbour. Except of course, she’s gone.’


Elaine’s sigh conveyed a great deal. ‘I understand your confusion. I don’t think Cornelia knows what she wants other than to be allied to the Muirhaven title. It has become her obsession, and Honor’s intransigence blocks it.’


‘I can’t blame a young girl for resisting an arranged marriage,’ Jemima said with some heat. ‘Has anyone actually asked Miss van Doorn what she desires?’


‘She wants the London life,’ Elaine said. ‘She was so upset when they came here, instead of taking a house in Belgravia, which had been the original plan.’


‘I can understand,’ Jemima said gravely. North Wales and Belgravia were not interchangeable.


‘In her own way, Honor has become as obsessed as her stepmother,’ Elaine continued. ‘At first Mrs van Doorn said no, no, no, then last month she agreed they would spend the summer in London, but on her terms. Honor would be presented at court and do the season, and then marry Hildebrand.’


Jemima put down her cup. ‘Firstly, Mrs van Doorn has left it very late as the London season is already in full swing. Secondly – hasn’t it occurred to anybody that Honor might have taken matters into her own hands?’ What was to stop a healthy young woman walking the route Jemima had just walked, in reverse? A train from Trevor would take her to Shrewsbury and from there, on to London.


‘We’ve thought of that,’ Elaine said, a touch impatiently. ‘I enquired at Trevor station. Honor didn’t get on the train there, the staff were adamant. If you’ve finished your tea, I’d like to show you something.’










Chapter Seven


‘Something’ was Honor van Doorn’s bedroom, requiring a walk along a gallery that curved around the side of the castle. Jemima felt she was moving like the slow hand around a clock face. Circular buildings were disorientating.


Honor’s bedroom was light and feminine, with flowered prints and damasks. The view through her window was of a lawn sloping to a shrubbery. Absorbing the room’s emptiness, Jemima felt sympathy for a girl who wanted London and, presumably, friends her own age.


Elaine flung open the doors of a wardrobe and invited Jemima to look inside. There was a modest collection of dresses, blouses, skirts and coats. Hats were on a shelf above. Two only, a fawn felt cloche and an oilskin cap for rainy days.


‘Where’s the sun hat she wore in that photograph, the one with the big, fake flower?’


Elaine had no idea.


Jemima studied the clothes individually. Almost everything bore the label ‘Régal’ which, despite the French spelling, Jemima knew to be a London wholesaler who shipped ready-to-wear to the colonies. Serving the wealthier end of the market, Régal was notorious for pirating the Paris collections and Jemima wasn’t surprised to see a Patou-inspired sports ensemble, and a tunic and matching pleated skirt evoking Chanel, spring 1922. As Jemima was wearing a similar skirt, ‘After Chanel’, she made no judgement. Honor van Doorn had good taste, or her stepmother did.


‘Are these all the clothes?’ she asked.


‘Pretty much,’ Elaine answered. ‘If you search the chest of drawers and look on the hook behind the door, you’ll have seen everything Honor owns bar what she stood up in on the day she went.’


‘She didn’t pack a suitcase before leaving, as far as you know?’


Elaine pointed to the top of the wardrobe where three leather suitcases were stacked one on top of the other in diminishing size. ‘That’s her luggage. I’ve checked Mrs van Doorn’s suitcases and the steamer trunks. They’re all still here.’


‘A small bag? If she travelled light…’


Elaine pointed to a holdall on the wardrobe floor. ‘She might have found a laundry bag or a basket in the kitchen, I don’t know. She didn’t plan her departure, it seems to me. And before you ask, she has no money.’


‘None at all?’


‘Pin money. Her allowance is a few shillings a month.’


‘Which she might have saved up. There won’t be much to spend it on here.’


Without speaking, Elaine removed a handbag from a bedside cabinet and shook the contents onto the bed. A purse fell out, a comb and nail file, a silk headsquare and a pair of cream net gloves.


Jemima sorted through them, then searched the bag for evidence of a diary, or train or bus tickets. An address, a map – anything that might indicate a desire to break free. There was nothing of the kind. 


‘Shoes?’ Wherever Honor van Doorn had fled, Jemima doubted she’d gone barefoot.


And yet, it appeared she had. In a cupboard were six pairs of shoes. Lace-up Oxfords like those Jemima wore next to black pumps suitable for church. There were gold leather evening sandals and a pair in pink-dyed snakeskin. There were tennis pumps and canvas deck shoes.


‘So, what was she wearing on her feet?’


‘That’s the thing.’ Elaine Cleeve was looking harassed. ‘Her walking brogues are down in the boot room and that’s the lot. Honor enjoyed going bare foot in the dawn and the day she went—’


Jemima interrupted. ‘What day, exactly?’


‘Sunday, May twentieth.’


A Sunday hereabouts would be quiet. Jemima wondered if that was relevant.


‘When she didn’t come down for breakfast,’ Elaine continued, ‘I got a little worried. I came up here and discovered her bed was empty.’


‘What time was this?’


‘About eight-thirty. I assumed she was taking a turn around the grounds. We don’t go to church. It, er, got tedious, being stared at. The staff go to chapel however, and when they came back I asked if they’d seen her. They hadn’t. By that time, I’d checked outside and found footprints in the dew, crossing the lawn.’


‘Leading where?’


Elaine took Jemima to the window and pointed. ‘To the shrubbery. It leads to the river.’


‘Did the prints continue to the water?’


It had been impossible to tell. Elaine explained that once you were in the shrubbery, the ground was too rough to retain the imprint of feet.


Jemima couldn’t imagine anyone leaving Castle Gloaming without their shoes, much less if their walk took them along rugged paths. Unless under compulsion. She chewed the thought for a moment, fearing this puzzle might take a dark turn. ‘May I ask a blunt question?’


‘Of course,’ said Elaine. ‘I’ll try to answer.’


‘You said Miss van Doorn has no money of her own. Her stepmother has wealth, however.’


‘She’s a millionairess,’ Elaine said. ‘And, before you ask, Miss van Doorn will inherit that fortune in due course. But that doesn’t make her personally rich.’


Not yet, Jemima supplied silently. ‘In the event of Honor’s death, who’s next in line to inherit?’


Elaine made a face. ‘Not sure. Mrs van Doorn has a brother and some nieces in Cape Town. Them, I suppose, though they’re not a close family.’


It felt unlikely that those relations would be in any way involved. Jemima took a stroll about the room, saying casually, ‘Tell me about Honor’s parents. Who were they?’


‘They weren’t rich, if that’s what you’re asking. Honor’s mother died when she was young. Some sudden illness,’ Elaine said. ‘Her father passed away two years ago, of heart failure, out at sea. He was a mariner, and Mrs van Doorn’s second husband. All the money derives from Mrs van Doorn’s first marriage. Husband number one was in diamonds.’


That explained the brilliants. ‘What did Mr van Doorn bring her, other than his name and a stepdaughter?’


‘Looks,’ said Elaine. ‘He was dashing, but a man’s man. From what I gather, he was happiest at the tiller of a boat.’


‘Did he marry her for her money?’


Elaine hadn’t been working for Mrs van Doorn long enough to know the ins and outs, but… ‘From things she’s said in passing, it was a happy marriage. I can attest that she’s genuinely fond of Honor and considers it her duty to see the girl happy and well settled in life.’


It crossed Jemima’s mind to point out that ‘well settled’ was not the same as ‘happy’.


Her brain-cogs were whirring. Who would Honor’s disappearance best serve? Honor herself, perhaps. Lord Muirhaven? Possibly, if it rid him of the irksome pressure to marry a girl he didn’t like.


Jemima glanced covertly at Elaine and said, ‘I presume Lord Muirhaven means to marry somebody, even if a raw seventeen-year-old isn’t to his taste.’


A paint-water blush suffused Elaine’s cheek. ‘I suppose so, Mrs Flowerday.’


‘Jemima, please. He’ll have to produce a legitimate son, or the title will go extinct. Would that matter to him?’


‘I can’t say.’ Elaine thought about it. ‘It might.’


I should think so too. As the daughter of a moderately prosperous south London grocer, Jemima hadn’t grown up with an ancient name to protect, but she had married the son of Lord and Lady Winterfold and knew better than most the claims of birthright. However, none of this took her nearer to understanding the present whereabouts of Miss Honor van Doorn. Barefoot, no money, no luggage. Jemima had to admit, it was an intriguing situation.


Striding back to the wardrobe, she inspected every garment from right to left. When she’d finished, she was left with a fragment of an idea. ‘Elaine, show me the way back to my room and we can discuss terms.’
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