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To Alex




Preface


At some time in the future if my grandchildren ask, “What did you do in the Great Covid-19 Lockdown, Grandpa?” I shall simply pass them a copy of this book.


Even for those of us fortunate enough not to have caught it, it has been a strange time in all our lives. Unable to dine out with friends, theatres and cinemas closed, and travel beyond one’s own locality forbidden. How to fill one’s time constructively? I felt I had but two options – regale my wife, for hours on end, with tales of my childhood wanderings across the hills and mountains of Gwynedd, or write a novel. I sought my wife’s guidance on this conundrum – and here’s the novel!


So, what sort of novel is it? Well, to put it at its most succinct, it is a multi-threaded crime mystery containing the inevitable twists, with the longest of its threads stretching almost four hundred years. It is also the first in a trilogy.


Let me stress, regardless of whatever else it might be, this book is a total work of fiction. It is true that I have borrowed some names from people I have known, or places I have visited, but that is as far as it goes. Any resemblance between characters in the book and real people, whether alive or dead, is purely coincidental. And the same goes for the places whose names I have borrowed.


As any septuagenarian can tell you, ageing is not for the faint-hearted. However, I’ve found the whole writing process to be highly therapeutic and certainly much cheaper than counselling sessions. I can recommend it.
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Wednesday 30th August 1651. Four days before the Battle of Worcester in which Oliver Cromwell finally defeated King Charles II. And after which, the King fled abroad and Cromwell confirmed his control of the country.


The Reverend Shuttleworth inspected the sky. The daylight would soon fade, but the old priest decided there was just enough time to reach home before darkness fell, without having to increase pace. Not that it was his decision to make. It was a mild, dry, summer’s evening and for some time he had been drifting in and out of a shallow sleep, with only a loose grip on the reins. But Gideon needed neither guidance nor encouragement as he pulled the old cart along the country track at a pace of his own choosing. It was a route the white shire had travelled with his master many times before, and he knew it well. Also travelling home was Adam, the priest’s nine-year old adopted son, who lay sound asleep in the rear of the cart.


On just about any other day it would have been a most uneventful journey, Adam would have persisted in his slumber and the old priest would have continued to drift in and out of full consciousness, until Gideon delivered them safely home to their village of Prinsted. But today would be very different. In one of his more alert moments, the priest became aware of a noise of rising intensity and sensing it was coming from further back along the track, he straightened up and looked over his shoulder. Despite his far from perfect eyesight, he could make out a number of moving figures some distance behind and seemingly approaching at speed. As they came closer and more into focus, he could see that a heavy wagon, accompanied by a number of outriders, was fast bearing down upon him. Taking a much firmer grip on the reins he quickly directed Gideon off the track before bringing the cart to a halt. Within seconds, the wagon, pulled by four horses and accompanied by four mounted outriders, raced past. There was no gesture of acknowledgement from anyone in the short convoy. Not even so much as a fleeting glance was exchanged.


The men were dressed almost identically and the old priest at once recognised their uniform. “Cromwell’s men,” he muttered to himself, as he watched the convoy disappear into the distance. Eventually, having first checked that nothing more was coming along to cause some further disturbance, he directed Gideon back onto the track to continue the journey home. Within little more than a minute a state of peaceful tranquillity was restored, with only the sound of Gideon’s hooves clip-clopping on the ground and the rolling wheels of the cart to be heard. It didn’t take long for the old man to resume his semi-conscious state, leaving Gideon once more in charge.


Despite the noise made by the wagon and its outriders as they rushed by, Adam had managed to remain soundly asleep, but suddenly, and at the same instant, both he and his father came to life and Gideon, without any instruction, came to a dead stop. All three had reacted to a series of loud bangs that had erupted a short distance ahead.


“What was that, father?” Adam called out, before hastily climbing up to sit next to the old man.


“’Tis the unholy sound of muskets and pistols, lad. And many of ’em,” his father replied, putting an arm around the boy.


Whilst the din continued, the cart and its occupants remained silent and motionless. Eventually, a little while after the last shot was heard, the old man set Gideon moving slowly onwards once more, but just before coming to a bend in the track he again brought the cart to a halt. Reaching into a bag by his feet he pulled out a leather belt equipped with two holsters and a sheath, holding a short dagger. He fastened the belt tightly around his waist and placed a loaded pistol into each of its two holsters.


Shuttleworth stroked his son’s head. “Wait here Adam, until I return. But if you hear any further commotion, you must turn the cart around and go as quickly as Gideon will take you to Widow Pugh’s farm, one mile back along the road.”


Adam was about to object, but his father silenced him with a finger placed over his lips. “No arguments lad. You must do as I say. Do you understand?” Adam lowered his head and nodded. The old man got down from the cart and gently patted Gideon before walking as quickly as his old legs would take him, towards the bend in the track, a short distance ahead.


As he rounded the bend he pulled one of the pistols from its holster and, keeping as close to the hedge as possible, continued to move forward, although more slowly than before. Fortunately, clouds had thickened on the western horizon and placed a shroud over the low lying sun, making the sky less bright and Shuttleworth just a little less visible. Eventually he reached a point from where he could see, some fifty paces ahead and stationary, the wagon and horses that had so recently raced past him. For a moment he stood in silence, straining to hear any unexpected sounds, before slowly venturing forwards once more. He didn’t have to go much further before he had a clear view of the motionless bodies of several men lying around the track, directly ahead of him.


Heart pounding, he edged slowly forward, constantly looking around, until he stood alongside the covered wagon. Taking a fleeting glance inside, he saw that it contained several muskets together with two wooden chests. From this position he could also see several more lifeless bodies lying on and around the track.


The sight confronting the old priest was indeed one of horror, but it was not one with which he was entirely unfamiliar. In his younger days he had been a soldier in the service of King James, and on more than one occasion had a hand in creating such a scene as the one that now lay before him. But that was all in the distant past and he had hoped never to witness such things again. Some years before, he had found God and his own Salvation and turned his back on conflict, chaos and war. It was true that he might still be capable of violence, but it would only be as an act of defence and if no other option presented itself.


For several minutes he stood in silence, trying to understand what must have happened only a short while before. Some twenty paces in front of the wagon, a young tree was lying across the track and although this barrier would have been easy enough to move, the old man knew that it presented enough of an obstacle to have forced the wagon to stop. It was obvious that an ambush had taken place, but it was equally evident that matters had not gone well for the ambushers, or, indeed, for either side in the conflict. Clearly both sides had lost, and lost totally.


Cautiously he moved from body to body, but in no case could he detect any sign of life, until he approached the last of the fourteen bodies that he had counted. The heavily bloodied man was in a sitting position, his back settled against the trunk of a tree, his head down, resting on his chest. Although he could see that the man was grievously wounded, Shuttleworth sensed there was still a glimmer of life. Warily, he approached, unsure as to the kind of reception he might receive. And he was right to be wary, for as he knelt down, the wounded man raised his head, grabbed him with his left hand and with his right hand pushed the barrel of a pistol under his chin.


“Who are you?” The man demanded to know.


“I am the Reverend Richard Shuttleworth, vicar of the parish of Prinsted, and someone who wishes to help you,” the old priest replied.


“God’s whiskers!” exclaimed the wounded man. “Come to hear my confession have you priest?”


“If that is what you want. But whose confession will I be hearing?”


“I am Captain John Hadlington, loyal soldier of His Majesty King Charles. And I doubt either of us has time enough to hear the confessing of all my sins.”


Hadlington coughed, spitting up blood, and in that moment the old priest disarmed him, placing his own pistol under Hadlington’s chin.


The Captain stared at the priest. Though close to death, he still had a soldier’s pride and felt shame having been disarmed by an elderly village priest. “A cunning move, especially for a priest,” he said contemptuously.


Knowing that any threat had passed, Shuttleworth put his pistol back in its holster and sought to reassure Hadlington of his good intentions. “I haven’t always been a priest. I, too, was once a soldier and sometimes a threat to other men, but through the Grace of Jesus Christ, I am no more. I served in the army of King James and now, like you, I am a loyal subject of his grandson, young King Charles. I wish to help you, to get you somewhere you can receive treatment for your wounds.”


Hadlington smiled faintly. “I’ve been a soldier these twenty years and know well the stink of death. And we both know its filthy stench is all over me. There is nothing you can do for me ………..but perhaps you can do something for His Majesty.”


Knowing he had little time left, Hadlington decided he had no option but to trust the old priest, so explained what had happened. “Together with six of my men I left the main company of our troops to scout the local area. We knew a large body of Cromwell’s men was somewhere in this region and my patrol was one of several sent out and tasked to find them and assess their strength. We stopped to rest here for a while, but barely had we settled when we heard the sounds of horses and a fast moving wagon coming our way. My men quickly placed a barrier across the road. We didn’t know who was approaching, but if it were Cromwell’s men, then we were prepared. On coming to the barrier they had no choice but to stop. The enterprise started well, with a single volley we cut down the wagon’s driver and the four outriders. But my men were too hasty. Rushing towards the wagon without reloading their weapons, they were themselves cut down by musket and pistol fire from two heavily armed men hidden inside. The two men then leapt out to attack me with swords drawn. They fought like devils, but I eventually got the better of them.” Hadlington raised a finger to point towards two bodies lying a few yards away, one of them with a sword through its torso. After spitting more blood, he continued. “The wagon contains two chests, each of which I forced open. This was no ordinary patrol. Those chests contain much treasure, and I believe I know from where it comes. For months past, Cromwell’s men have raided throughout the north, plundering the homes and churches of those they suspect of loyalty to His Majesty. Having transported their loot south to the capital, Cromwell has used it to supply and pay his soldiers. By chance my patrol ambushed one of these transports. And a well-stocked one it would seem. No wonder they fought like devils to protect it.” Again Hadlington spat. “As to my wounds - despite my twenty years of soldiering, today I forgot one most important rule - a man is not dead, until he is dead. As I stepped away from the wagon, I was shot in the belly, by him.” Hadlington pointed to the body with a sword through its torso. “It seems I had not done such a good job of killing him the first time I ran him through. I put that right with my second attempt, although not before he’d done for me.”


Hadlington was now exhausted and it was all he could do to keep his eyes open as he sat silently waiting for the priest’s response.


Eventually Shuttleworth broke the silence. “And what would you have me do, Captain?”


Hadlington momentarily regained his strength. “Take the treasure and hide it. When Cromwell is finally defeated and King Charles safely restored to his throne, then you can declare it. Whatever you do, do not let it fall back into the hands of that son of a whore, Cromwell.”


“Very well,” said the old priest, “I shall do as you ask.”


“Who is that?” exclaimed Hadlington, glancing over the priest’s shoulder.


Shuttleworth grasped the handle of one of his pistols and turned to look, releasing his grip when he saw who it was. “I told you to stay with the cart, lad,” he said abruptly.


Adam moved alongside his father. “I did wait a long time father, but I was afraid you might not come back.”


Shuttleworth put his arm around his son and pulled him close, knowing that the scene he was witnessing would be extremely distressing for him.


“Your son is very young, priest,” observed Hadlington.


“Adam is my adopted son,” said the Reverend. “I have raised him alone since his parents both died from the fever when he was but a few months old.”


Hadlington gave a gentle nod. “So, priest, no wife for you and no mother for the boy?”


“Quite so,” Shuttleworth replied.


Hadlington focussed on Adam, “Tell me lad, does your father beat you?”


“Never, sir.”


“Does he feed you well?”


“Always, sir.”


“Then, you would say that your father is a good man, would you not?”


“My father is the best of men, sir,” responded Adam, exchanging a smile with his father.


“I believe he may well be,” said Hadlington, who, with some effort, reached into his pocket, pulled out a pouch and offered it to the boy.


Adam, at a reassuring nod from his father, stepped forward to accept it.


“That was presented to me by His Majesty, the first King Charles, after I had done him some small service,” explained Hadlington. “But since I will have no further need of it, I give it to you, in the hope that you will treasure it as I have done.”


Adam opened the pouch to see that it contained a large medallion. He thanked the Captain and promised to take good care of it, before putting it in his pocket.


“Now you both must go,” said Hadlington. “Your only concern is the care of the treasure. There is nothing you can do for me …...except perhaps for one last service. Please return my pistol.”


Shuttleworth had heard such requests before and knew well what it meant. “Are you sure?” he asked.


Hadlington held out his hand. “Never surer,” he replied.


With a heavy sigh the priest handed him his pistol.


As Shuttleworth hurried back with Adam to where he had left Gideon and his cart, his brain was working harder than it had done for many a year, as he strained to create a plan of action. But the pair had gone less than fifty paces when the priest’s concentration was interrupted by a single pistol shot.


Adam froze. “What was that father?”


The old man grabbed his son’s arm to hurry him along, “’Twas the sound of a man gone to meet his maker, my son.”


Shuttleworth decided that his best course of action would be to leave the ambush scene exactly as he had found it, except for one obvious detail - he would remove the treasure chests to a safe hiding place, a place that only he would know. In the morning, as the county awoke and people began going about their daily business, he knew that others would stumble across the scene of slaughter, ensuring that the dead would receive a Christian burial and the horses would be tended to. There was no need for him to concern himself further on such matters. The most immediate problem he faced was the transfer of the treasure chests from the wagon onto his cart. Fortunately, his cart was a few inches lower than the wagon, so through the use of horsepower he was able to drag the chests onto it, before covering them with a sheet. Temporarily removing the barrier that lay across the track, he replaced it once his cart had passed by. And finally, before leaving the scene, he said a short prayer for the souls of the dead.




THE PRESENT DAY
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Day One - Saturday


Until just a few days ago, Rose had only ever driven on American highways, or the urban roads of the wealthiest and best maintained parts of American cities. Such roads could become congested at times, but at least they tended to be fairly straight and free from potholes, which, Rose had discovered, was almost invariably not the case with roads in Britain. And, as for British traffic roundabouts, well, just don’t get her started!


Right now she was driving on a fairly narrow English country lane, one of those roads that she understood the least. And despite her seven years of driving experience, she had yet to fully come to terms with the concept of a speed limit. Sooner or later the inevitable was bound to happen. And it did. Rose took a bend rather faster than was advisable, or indeed legal, only to be confronted with a sight that is not entirely unusual on one of those English country lanes that she found so confusing - animals. In this case it was sheep, and quite a lot of them. Fortunately, although Rose might justifiably be considered to be a fairly aggressive driver, she has excellent reflexes, and in a split second had swerved off the road. Her quick reaction prevented her from hitting any of the sheep, but meant she crashed through a wooden fence, before coming to a jerking halt in an adjacent field.


It took several minutes for the last of the sheep to meander past. But there was a further problem, this time caused by something else that Rose felt she would never come to terms with - the British weather! It wasn’t raining at that precise moment, but it had been, and quite heavily, on and off over the past few days. The ground she had swerved onto was so waterlogged and soft that her wheels could not get a grip. After several unsuccessful attempts to free herself she became resigned to the fact that she was stuck and in need of assistance. She took out her cell phone intending to call her sister who was at home just a couple of miles up the road. Frances, she felt sure, would call out the troops and she would be back on the road in no time.


Problems however, usually come in threes, and today was to be no exception. Rose’s cell phone could detect no signal. She tried switching it off and back on, but that didn’t help. She got out of her car, raised the phone high above her head, waved it around, but still no signal. So intent was she on trying to get a signal that she had paid no attention to the state of the ground she had stepped onto. However, she quickly became aware of it when she looked down to see her newly bought blue trousers splattered with mud. Muttering the occasional profanity, and with her frustration building, she looked around for any sign of help. That is when she noticed, about fifty yards away across the field, a lone figure standing motionless and facing away from her. She called out, but got no response. Walking towards the figure, Rose again called out, even louder this time, but still there was no reaction. Eventually, when she was barely ten paces away, the figure turned to face her. It was a tall, well built man in his forties, who had clearly suffered some severe trauma to the left side of his face, which was heavily scarred, and he wore a black patch over his left eye. He was dressed entirely in blue denim and had a shotgun tucked under his left arm.


Rose stopped dead in her tracks, but quickly collected herself, smiled at the man and pointed to her stranded car. “I’m sorry to bother you, but as you can see I’ve had an accident. Unfortunately, I can’t get a signal on my phone, so I was wondering if you had a phone that I might borrow for just a moment to make a call and get help.”


She waited for a reply, but it never came. Without saying a word, the man simply turned away and slowly walked off. For a moment Rose watched him go, before calling him an “asshole” under her breath and walking back to her car, with frustration growing within her once more. It was then she noticed a chimney and the top of a roof, just visible behind a stone wall on the other side of the road, about thirty yards further on. Got to be worth a try, she thought. After all, the only other option was to walk the two miles to where her sister lived, but with the sky growing ever darker as the rain clouds thickened and threatened once more, this was not a very appealing proposition.


Rose walked up the road alongside the stone wall until she came to an opening, leading into a wide yard. To the left were three large outbuildings and to the right, a one storey stone cottage whose chimney and rooftop she had seen from the field. The front door of the cottage was slightly open, so, assuming someone must be at home, she knocked and called out. “Hello. Is anyone there?”


It was a voice from behind that responded, taking her by surprise. “Hello, yourself, can I help you?”


Rose turned to see a man wearing dirty overalls exiting from one of the outbuildings. He was dark haired, about six feet tall, with an athletic build. Rose thought he was probably in his late thirties and, well, quite handsome. He walked towards her whilst wiping his dirty, oily hands, on an equally dirty and oily rag.


Rose was a raven haired, dark eyed, stunningly beautiful woman and she knew it. She was aware of the effect that she could have on men. When a man came face to face with her for the first time, he would invariably give some form of noticeable reaction: speechlessness; gawping; and on occasions, even gibbering idiocy. She had seen the lot. But whatever the reaction, it invariably involved some display of awkward self-consciousness. This time, though, it was different. The stranger she was facing gave no particular reaction one way or the other. He was, in fact, the epitome of cool and simply smiled as he continued to wipe his hands on the dirty rag. Rose, on the other hand, was the one who began to feel self-conscious, a feeling to which she was entirely unaccustomed.


The man stopped several feet away and Rose returned his smile without speaking a word. Slowly his expression shifted to a more quizzical look and Rose realised she had been staring at him for far too long and was yet to respond to his question.


“Yes. Hello. Thank you,” she eventually said, rather nervously. “I’m hoping that you can help me.” Rose explained her predicament and her desire to phone her sister who lived a couple of miles down the road.


“Well I’m sure I can help you,” said the man, gesturing for her to enter the cottage.


As the pair went through the front door and directly into what was obviously the sitting room, there was a flash of lightning followed almost immediately by a clap of thunder and the heavens opened.


“No mobile phone will work for at least half a mile in any direction from here,” the man explained. “Apparently we’re in a dead spot for communications because of the local topography. You’d have to go up into the village to get a strong signal, but there’s a landline in my study you can use. It’s through there.” He pointed to one of the four doors that led off the sitting room.


Rose put out her hand. “Thank you so much. I’m Rose. Rose Harfield.”


Instead of taking Rose’s hand the man simply raised both of his own. Still holding his oily rag, he showed that neither of them was in a fit state to be shaken. “Brazelle, Chris Brazelle,” he replied.


Rose smiled and pulled her hand away. “I’ll take a rain check on the handshake then, Mr Brazelle.”


“Good idea,” said Brazelle, putting on another quizzical look. “Rose Harfield……and your sister lives a couple of miles up the road, you say. Would that be Harfield House, the Georgian mansion on the far side of the village?”


Rose nodded. “Yes, that’s right. My family have lived there for a very long time, and I was born there. Do you know my sister, Frances Marshall?”


Brazelle shook his head. “No, I’m afraid I don’t move in such elevated circles. Your family are considered to be the Lords and Ladies of the Manor around here, I understand.”


“Well, maybe once I suppose,” said Rose. “My ancestors used to own most of the land as well as just about everything in the village. But over the years quite a lot of it has been sold, so I don’t think the title fits anymore, even if it did in the past.”


Brazelle showed his oily palms again. “I need to wash my hands and get out of these dirty overalls and you need to make a phone call.” He pushed open the door to his study, pointed to the telephone and was about to leave, when Rose asked, “What is this place called? I suppose it would help if I told my sister exactly where I am.”


“Holford,” replied Brazelle. “This area is called Holford and you’re standing in Holford’s Cottage. There’s a sign by the gate, although it’s a bit weather-beaten. But the name also appears on a road sign about twenty yards up the road towards the village, so it’s fairly easy to find. Why don’t you tell your sister to pick you up from here? It’s pouring down and you’d get soaked if you walked back to your car.”


“Thanks, I’ll do that,” replied Rose, disappearing into the study.


Some minutes later, Brazelle returned to the sitting room, having washed his hands and changed out of his overalls, and Rose reappeared from making her phone call. “I told my sister where I am and someone should be here to pick me up in a few minutes,” she said. “It really is kind of you to help me out. Not like the guy I met in the field earlier.”


“What guy was that?” asked Brazelle.


“There was some guy with a shotgun just standing in the field I crashed into. When I spoke to him he ignored me and walked off. I thought he was a bit scary and rude. But I also felt rather sorry for him, because he had a very heavily scarred face and a patch over his left eye. I don’t suppose you…...”


Brazelle interrupted her. “Yes, I can see how that might have unnerved you a bit, especially just having had a car accident.” He then changed the subject. “I hope you don’t mind me mentioning it, but you said you were born here and yet you have a very obvious American accent.”


Rose smiled and nodded. “Yes, that’s right. I’ve been living in the States, mostly in New York, since just after my parents died when I was five years old, which makes it almost twenty years. I’ve been back here a couple of times for short visits, but I suppose I’ve grown up to think of the States as my home. Anyway, can I ask a question about you?”


“Yes. Sure. Go ahead.”


There were numerous paintings in the room, either hanging on the walls, or simply propped up on the floor, whilst one, an unfinished painting of a church, was mounted on an easel. Rose waved her arm around the room. “Did you paint all these?”


Brazelle nodded.


“Then you’re a very talented artist, Mr Brazelle. They’re really lovely.”


“I’m glad you like them and thanks for the compliment, but I never describe myself as an artist. I’m just someone who enjoys painting.”


Rose smiled. “Well, whatever you call yourself, I think they’re great. I only wish I could paint like that. You’d think I might be able to, because my father was a really skilled artist and my sister is pretty good too. But, for some reason, I seem to have missed out on the artistic gene.”


“Ah yes, of course, you must be the daughter of Sir Cornelius Harfield,” said Brazelle.


Rose nodded. “Are you familiar with my father’s work?”


“A little. I’ve seen several of his paintings and I think they’re quite outstanding. Your father, of course, was particularly keen on portrait painting, not something I’ve attempted much of myself. I’ve tended to stick to lanscapes and the occasional building, this sort of thing, for example.” Brazelle pointed to the half finished painting of a church that stood on his easel. “That’s a work in progress.”


Rose turned to look. “Oddly enough, although I haven’t been in or around it for years, I recognise it. It’s the church in the village, isn’t it? That’s the church where my parents were married and where I was christened. I recognise it because I have a photograph of my parents on their wedding day with the church in the background. I have it on the wall of my apartment, so I see it practically every day.”


Rose went silent and stared at the painting for a few moments, before eventually turning to face Brazelle. “I certainly owe you a favour for helping me out. Would you like to come up to Harfield House when you have some free time and take a look at my father’s paintings? Over the years, a number have been sold or given away, but we still have quite a lot on display around the house.”


“That’s a very kind offer and I would very much like to take you up on it, sometime,” replied Brazelle.


“Great,” said Rose. “What about tomorrow afternoon?”


Brazelle was taken by surprise. He had assumed Rose’s invitation to be one of those vague proposals that an acquaintance sometimes makes, but with no serious intention of following through on it. Now he realised that Rose was indeed very serious and decided he should give a gracious response. “Well, that sounds good to me.” But then he hesitated. “Ah! No. Unfortunately I can’t. Tomorrow’s Sunday and I have something scheduled with a colleague. We won’t be finished until around seven and by then we’ll both be starving and need to eat. I’m afraid it’s now my turn to take a rain check.”


Disappointment spread over Rose’s face, but then her smile returned. “Well that’s okay. Why not come along after you’ve finished whatever it is you’re doing and bring your colleague with you? You can both eat at Harfield House. I’ll give you a tour and you can see some of father’s paintings.”


Again taken by surprise, Brazelle took a few moments to consider his response. “Well, if you’re sure you don’t mind, but what about your sister? Will she be okay with two strangers showing up in her home, and with very little warning?”


“Sure. Frankie is very relaxed about such things,” replied Rose. “And she absolutely loves talking about father’s paintings, especially to a fellow artist. But, in any case, Harfield House is as much mine as it is hers. When my father died he left it to both of us. It’s just that my sister and her husband recently decided to live in it, but I didn’t.”


It suddenly started to dawn on Rose just how pushy she must have sounded. She had only just met Brazelle a few minutes ago and, for the second time, began to feel quite self-conscious. There was only one thing for it, she thought, she would confront the situation head on. “I’m sorry if I sound a bit pushy. It’s just that I intend returning to the States very soon and I might not get another opportunity to show you my father’s paintings. I would really like to do that, as a thank you for helping me out today.”


“Well, I’m very grateful for your generous invitation and I have no doubt my colleague will be as well,” said Brazelle.


“Absolutely perfect,” confirmed Rose, “But would you mind if I ask a personal question?”


Brazelle smiled. “You can certainly ask. But until I hear it I can’t promise you an answer.”


“Well, I really love your quaint little English country cottage, and I just wondered how long you’d lived here.”


Brazelle squinted. “Quaint? Isn’t that a euphemism for odd?”


His smile told Rose that he wasn’t serious.


“I think you know I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just that in the States you would never come across a cottage like this. It has a certain charm, an almost magical attraction. Well, for me at least.”


“I know what you mean,” responded Brazelle. “It holds a strong attraction for me as well, which is why I chose to live in it. But to answer your question, I moved in here three months ago on a six-month lease, whilst I complete a project that I’m involved with. Then I guess I’ll have to move out and move on. Oddly enough though, the freeholder for the property is the Harfield Estate, so I guess that makes you my landlady.”


“No way!” exclaimed Rose.


“Absolutely true,” confirmed Brazelle. “And I’m told there are at least a couple of dozen other properties around here still owned by the Harfield Estate, including, by the way, the Prinsted village tavern, Cromwell’s Treasure. So it looks like your family still are the Lords and Ladies of the Manor.”


A car turned into the yard and Rose looked out of the window. “It’s Damien, my brother-in-law.”


Brazelle opened the front door, invited Damien in, and Rose performed the introductions. Damien was a tall, well dressed, man of about fifty years of age. Obviously a man of substance, thought Brazelle. But even if he hadn’t been before he married into the Harfield family, he would be now. Brazelle could also tell there was clearly a close relationship between Rose and her brother in law - one resembling that between a father and his favourite daughter.


“Mr Brazelle has been really kind, Damien, helping me out in my hour of need,” said Rose. “And as you can see, he’s an artist, and a very talented one.”


Brazelle corrected her, “I’m just a man who likes to paint.”


Damien cast his eyes over some of the paintings. “You’re too modest, Mr Brazelle. These are quite exceptional. Has my sister-in-law told you her late father was also an accomplished artist, Cornelius Harfield?”


“Yes, I did,” said Rose. “And it turns out that Mr Brazelle is an admirer of father’s work. So, as a thank you for helping me out today, I’ve invited him and one of his colleagues up to the House tomorrow evening, to take a look at some of his paintings.”


If Damien thought that Rose’s invitation to Brazelle, and someone she hadn’t even met, was a bit precipitous, which he did, he didn’t show it. “Splendid,” he said. “I hope you find your visit enjoyable and, who knows, perhaps even inspirational. Unfortunately, I won’t be there to welcome you myself, as I have to fly off tonight and I’ll be away for a couple of days. But I’m sure my wife and sister-in-law will prove to be excellent hosts.” He looked at his watch. “I think we should leave Mr Brazelle in peace now, Rose. You’ve taken up enough of his time already. Jonathan and Gareth are sorting out the recovery of your car. I assume you’ve left the keys in, like you always do, and like I’m always telling you not to do. Fortunately, the fence and the field you crashed into belong to the Harfield Estate, so at least we won’t have any irate farmers to deal with after your little adventure.”


Rose turned to Brazelle and gave him a grin and a slight shrug of the shoulders in response to Damien’s sarcasm.


“Goodbye, Mr Brazelle,” she said. “And thanks again for your help and shelter. I’ll look forward to seeing you tomorrow, about seven.”


“About seven,” confirmed Brazelle. “I’m already looking forward to it.”


Rose held out her hand. “I’ll collect on that rain check now.”


Brazelle took the hand that was offered, but Rose held on for several seconds longer than was necessary before letting go and running out to Damien’s car.


“Why on earth did I do that?” thought Rose, as the car pulled away. Back in his cottage, Brazelle was thinking the same thing.




Day Two - Sunday
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Harfield House is an elegant four-storey Georgian mansion, which, together with its extensive gardens, occupies a large plot of land on the northern edge of the village of Prinsted. The Harfield family first took possession of the site in the late seventeenth century and the existing mansion stands on the site of an earlier building dating back to that time. The previous property was demolished in the late eighteenth century, to make way for something more in keeping with the ‘modern times’. A mortared stone wall, almost ten feet high, runs alongside the road some seventy yards in front of the House, ensuring its invisibility to all, except those privileged to enter through a pair of high metal gates that carry the Harfield family crest. French prisoners constructed the gates and the wall, which runs all the way around the House and its gardens, during the time of the Napoleonic Wars, so, perhaps not surprisingly, they are referred to locally as Napoleon’s Wall and Napoleon’s Gates.


A large retinue of resident servants once serviced the property, but nowadays, only three members of staff live-in: a married couple in their early sixties, Megan and Jonathan Richards; and, their thirty one year old son Gareth. Megan acts as housekeeper and head cook, overseeing a small team of non-resident domestic staff, whilst Jonathan heads up his own small team, taking care of property and grounds maintenance, as well as fulfilling the role of butler. Gareth supports his parents as needed being particularly proficient at ensuring the House is as up-to-date as possible in its technological development.


It was just after 7pm as Brazelle and his colleague approached Napoleon’s Gates. Brazelle had driven past them numerous times, but could only ever remember seeing them closed. On this occasion, however, no doubt in anticipation of his expected visit, they were wide open, so the car, driven by his colleague, passed straight through.


The daylight was fading and it was raining quite heavily, but the House and the grounds in which it stood still presented a magnificent sight. Brazelle realised that generations of Harfields must have been people of good taste, as well as substantial means.


Despite parking the car as close to the house as possible, such were the weather conditions, both visitors were wet and dishevelled by the time they reached the front door.


In a property as grand as Harfield House it might well be the natural assumption that when the doorbell rang, it would be a butler or some other member of staff who would be the one to respond, but it was Rose, wearing a little black dress and a smile, who answered the door. “Welcome to Harfield House,” she said, moving aside to allow her guests to enter into the grand entrance hall. Rose’s smile, however, suddenly disappeared as she came face to face with Brazelle’s colleague. “You’re a woman!” she exclaimed.


Brazelle’s colleague was indeed a woman. She was of similar age to Brazelle, quite tall, slim and attractive with long dark hair. Although somewhat taken aback by Rose’s unexpected style of greeting, she nevertheless managed a smile and stretched out her hand towards Rose. “Yes that’s right, Jenny Caulfield. I’m very pleased to meet you.”


Rose took the hand that was offered and realised how ridiculous she must have appeared. “Oh, I am sorry. I guess I just assumed you’d be a man. Let me help you get out of your wet coat. You’re soaked.”


Jenny removed her raincoat, prompting another expression of surprise from Rose. “You’re a priest!”


Jenny touched the dog collar she was wearing and again smiled. “Yes, I’m the Prinsted Parish vicar. Are you okay with women priests?” The question was purely rhetorical and Jenny didn’t wait for a response before continuing. “What an absolutely fabulous home you have.”


“Thank you,” said Rose, realising she had to pull herself together or her embarrassment would become unbearable. Once again she apologised for her outburst, but there was still one more surprise to come.


Brazelle had been standing just behind Jenny removing his own coat, but Jenny stepped to one side and Rose could see that he was also wearing a dog collar. “And you’re a priest!” she exclaimed.


Brazelle nodded. “Yes. I suppose it would come as a bit of a surprise, bearing in mind the state I was in when we met yesterday.”


Jonathan, in his butler’s garb, arrived in the entrance hall and took possession of the guests’ wet coats before immediately passing them to a young female servant who had also appeared.


“Can we start again?” asked Rose, having regained her composure and her smile.


“Sure thing,” replied Jenny reassuringly. “But is there somewhere I could freshen up and sort out my hair? Priest or not, as you correctly pointed out, I am a woman.”


“Yes, of course. You can come up to my room,” replied Rose, before turning to Jonathan. “Take Mr Brazelle into the library and get him a drink would you, Jonathan, whilst I look after our other guest?”


Rose led Jenny towards the staircase, but momentarily turned back towards Brazelle. “We won’t be long. Jonathan will look after you. Just let him know if you want anything.”





On entering the library, Brazelle’s eyes were immediately drawn to the large painting of a woman that hung over a rather grand fireplace, directly opposite the doorway.


“What can I get you, sir?” asked Jonathan.


“Whisky please, with just a single piece of ice.”


Jonathan nodded and left the room, leaving the door slightly open.


Brazelle’s first thought was that the woman in the portrait was Rose with much shorter hair. He moved nearer to take a closer look and was studying the picture so intently, he was unaware that a second person had entered the room.


“Beautiful, isn’t she?” said a voice from behind. Brazelle immediately turned to find he was facing a tall, elegantly dressed blonde woman of around fifty years of age.


“Yes she is,” he replied.


The woman stepped forward and held out her right hand. “I’m Frances Marshall, Rose’s sister, and you must be Mr Brazelle.” She pointed to his dog collar. “Or, should I call you Reverend Brazelle?”


“Call me whatever you feel most comfortable with,” he replied, taking her hand.


Frances looked up at the portrait over the mantelpiece. “It isn’t Rose, you know. It’s her mother, Justine.”


“Yes, I thought as much,” responded Brazelle. “It did throw me for a moment. But then I realised it couldn’t possibly be your sister and rather guessed that it must be her mother because of the incredible likeness. I noticed a small tattoo of what I think is a rose on the left upper arm and I’m fairly sure your sister doesn’t have one.”


Frances raised an eyebrow. “You’re very observant. I don’t know whether I’m more impressed that you spotted what is a very small tattoo of a rose in the portrait, or noticed that my sister doesn’t have one.”


Brazelle smiled. “Actually, I wouldn’t have trusted my judgement on that one feature alone. I guessed that the signature in the bottom right hand corner is that of your father. And, if I’m right, then given that your father died twenty years ago, the picture couldn’t possibly be a portrait of your sister.”


“You are absolutely right Mr Brazelle. Justine acquired the tattoo, much to my father’s disgust, as a kind of celebration of Rose’s birth. Such was his irritation, he at first refused to include it in the portrait, but Justine insisted that he should and, although very much reluctantly, he eventually agreed. Really it was something of a compromise, because Justine’s actual tattoo was quite a bit bigger than the one that my father included in the portrait.” Frances smiled. “It was close to being the last picture he ever painted. He started it just after Rose had her second birthday and it took him quite a while to complete it. She was almost three by the time he declared it ‘mission accomplished’ and hung it up there, just two years before Justine died.”


Jonathan entered the room carrying a small silver tray bearing two tumblers. Frances took the first tumbler before the second was offered to Brazelle. It contained rather more whisky than Brazelle was expecting and Frances could tell what he was thinking. “When it comes to whisky, Jonathan doesn’t do anything by halves,” she said. “It comes of having poured so many for my father in the past. Old habits die hard, eh, Jonathan?” Jonathan made no reply, but simply exchanged a faint smile with Frances, nodded and left the room.


Brazelle pointed at Justine’s portrait. “Rose’s mother must have been very young when she died?”


“Yes, she was. She’d only recently had her thirtieth birthday,” replied Frances. “It was a tragic accident that happened almost twenty years ago. Justine was crossing over the stream that runs through the village. It was in full flood and the old wooden bridge she was crossing on was very slippery and barely above water level. Unfortunately, she slipped and fell, hit her head on one of the rocks and drowned. Sadly, it proved even more tragic. Understandably, it hit my father very hard. In fact it must have hit him even harder than we realised, because the day after Justine’s funeral he took his own life.”


Brazelle’s eyes widened. “That must have been a series of quite devastating shocks for you, and for Rose.”


“Yes it certainly was. And it was especially traumatic for Rose,” responded Frances. “I was married to Damien when all this happened, but Rose was only just turned five and still an infant, so Damian and I acquired legal guardianship and took on the responsibility of bringing her up.” Frances paused for a moment. “As I’m sure you will have guessed already, Mr Brazelle, Rose and I are, in fact, half sisters. Justine was my father’s second wife. I’m the daughter of his first wife, Brigitte, who died when I was eighteen. My father and Justine first met about six years after my mother died when he was attending a conference with a lot of Italians, most of whom didn’t speak English. My father’s Italian was reasonable, but the people in charge insisted he had Justine along with him as his interpreter. She was totally fluent in Italian. They married a few months after they first met and Rose was born almost one year later. You will probably also have realised that Justine was much younger than my father. So, there you have it. A number of questions that would have almost certainly entered your mind at some point, already answered.”


Frances changed the subject. “In order to better appreciate my father’s approach to his art, it helps to learn something of our family history. And this room is probably the best one to start in. Why don’t you take a look around and see what you think?”


Brazelle did as advised and took some time to look over the other paintings in the room. Bookcases covered the first six feet of all the walls, except the one with the fireplace and Justine’s portrait. Between the top of the bookcases and the ceiling were a series of portraits running all the way round the room.


There were eleven pictures in total and each was the portrait of a man, although the first, the one in the far left hand corner of the room, was painted without a face. Judging by the changing style of dress in the pictures, Brazelle concluded that they were probably arranged around the room in chronological order, begining with the faceless portrait and ending with the portrait positioned in the corner to his far right.
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