

  

    

      

    

  




  Chapter 1
 ~ 
1953




  “Sorry to be late, dearie, but the milk didn’t arrive from the farm till a few minutes ago. Your tea’s waitin’ for you now.”




  Aria rose slowly from the table where she had been sitting and smiled.




  “I thought Bill must be late again,” she said. “Don’t worry, Nanny, and for goodness’ sake don’t say anything to him. You know what a job Charles has to get cowmen.”




  “It’s a job to get anyone these days,” Nanny answered tartly. “Now you run along for your tea. Did anyone come this afternoon?”




  Aria looked down at the box on the table in which reposed six half-crowns.




  “As you see, we haven’t been overwhelmed by the crowds,” she smiled, “There were four Americans and a horrible couple on a motorcycle. The woman said ‘reely’, in her opinion, she didn’t think the house was worth half-a-crown and she wondered how we had the cheek to charge it.”




  “What impudence!” Nanny ejaculated. “I wish I’d been here. I’d have given her a piece of my mind.”




  Aria laughed. She had been conversant with the ‘pieces’ of Nanny’s mind for as long as she could remember. They always sounded very fierce in anticipation, but in actual fact they were not likely to make anyone over the age of three quake in their shoes.




  “We mustn’t drive away the few customers we have,” she said. “Despite the woman’s nasty remarks, her husband bought a couple of postcards. You will find the money in the drawer. Charles said we were to keep it separate.”




  “I haven’t forgotten,” Nanny said irritably.




  She invariably put any money there was into a muddle and disliked the slightest suggestion that she was not a meticulous accountant,




  “Six people in an afternoon!” Aria said, stretching her hands over her head. “Fifteen shillings! It’s hopeless, isn’t it, Nanny? I shall talk to Charles tonight. He was so tired when he came in yesterday evening that I didn’t like to worry him.”




  “Now, think before you do anything rash, dearie,” Nanny admonished her. “And I’m not agreein’ with your wild ideas – mind you.”




  “But you know as well as I do, Nanny, that something has to be done,” Aria insisted.




  Nanny gave a sigh that seemed to come right from the very depth of her frail little body.




  “Yes, dearie, I suppose something has to be done,” she agreed. “But what? That’s the question.”




  “And I know the answer,” Aria said. She bent down unexpectedly and kissed her old Nanny’s withered cheek. “You are not to worry, whatever happens. It will all come right in the long run, you see if it doesn’t. Doubtless it’s all for the best! Don’t you remember how often you used to say that to me when I was little?”




  “Indeed I remember,” Nanny answered. “It used to cheer me up no end to say it, but I’m not sure in my bones that it was always right.”




  “Well, I’m sure this time,” Aria smiled.




  She walked from the table across to the window. Outside the sun was shining and a light breeze was rustling through the pale green early summer foliage of the trees. There was a soft murmur of bees in the rosebushes that stood in front of the house. Otherwise everything was very quiet, the soft quiet peace of the English countryside.




  “Too quiet!” Aria suddenly said aloud, following the trend of her thoughts.




  Nanny looked up in surprise from the table where she had seated herself.




  “What is?” she enquired.




  “This place,” Aria replied. “Too quiet, too off the beaten track, too small to command much attention. And we can’t afford to advertise. What chance do we have of attracting visitors when within a few miles of us are Hatfield House, Luton Hoo and Woburn Abbey? And with all the attractions the Duke of Bedford is introducing to bring the crowds into Woburn, why should anyone worry about us?”




  “Why shouldn’t they?” Nanny enquired almost angrily. “Queen’s Folly is as old and as beautiful as Hatfield House.”




  “And about a tenth of the size,” Aria retorted and then laughed. “Don’t listen to me, Nanny. I am just feeling envious of those who can collect so many more half-crowns than we can because they have so much more to offer. Not that Charles would admit that any place in the world could be as wonderful as Queen’s Folly.”




  “There isn’t a place to touch it!” Nanny declared stoutly.




  Aria laughed again.




  “You’re prejudiced, both of you.”




  “And rightly,” Nanny snapped.




  “And – rightly,” Aria echoed softly.




  Her eyes were gentle and she looked at the bent figure of her old Nanny sitting at the table just inside the open front door waiting to collect money from the visitors to Queen’s Folly.




  It seemed such a splendid chance of making money when they first decided to open the house to the public. Naturally Charles had at the outset been against the idea of allowing strangers to intrude on his privacy and disturb the peace of the house, which he loved to the exclusion of all else.




  It was Aria who had convinced him that their only chance of keeping the roof over their heads was by gratifying the curiosity of those who liked to stare at the relics of past glories.




  When Charles was finally convinced that to open the door of Queen’s Folly was not only necessary but expedient, he too became enthusiastic, only to be thrown into a fit of depression and bitterness that the response to their gesture was so half-hearted.




  It was not surprising, really, that few people had heard of Queen’s Folly, let alone found it. It lay down narrow twisting lanes, in the wild, rural green belt of Hertfordshire, which is still untouched and unspoilt even though it lies within twenty-five miles of London.




  There were no gay roadhouses with swimming pools and coloured lights along the road that led to Queen’s Folly. There were no public houses that had been taken over by smart caterers who were prepared to serve a Ritz luncheon under ancient beams and in front of ancient open fireplaces.




  Yet a few people did visit Queen’s Folly, the more intelligent of them to exclaim with delight at the mellow beauty of the red bricks, which had been erected five centuries earlier, to go into ecstasies over the mullioned windows and to stare incredulously at the pictures that hung in the Banqueting Hall, finding it hard to believe that they were authentic.




  And that was all! There was nothing more to see!




  Queen’s Folly was quite tiny. The legends said that it had been built at the command of Queen Elizabeth as a place where she might spend a few informal nights without being surrounded by courtiers, ladies-in-waiting and attendants.




  Legends also hinted that there was something romantic in her desire for a small hiding place, but there was nothing to substantiate any of these stories.




  Queen’s Folly was undoubtedly Elizabethan and a perfectly preserved gem of the period.




  Its name was certainly as old as its foundations and one could only conjecture as to the reason for its existence, for in the records of the County of Hertfordshire there was nothing save the bald information that it had been built at the order of one Sir Charles Milborne.




  Had he, perhaps, been yet another gallant who had laid his heart at the feet of the woman who had raised England to unprecedented greatness and whose adorers had christened her Gloriana?




  The Queen’s portrait hung over the mantelpiece in the Banqueting Hall. It was not a particularly famous portrait, but it portrayed very successfully the vivid red of her hair.




  As a child Aria loved it.




  “She is red like me,” she had said when she was quite tiny, pointing with a small finger up towards the jewel-spattered tresses of the Virgin Queen.




  “She was a great woman,” Nanny had told her. “And that’s more than you will be if you don’t learn to control your temper.”




  Then she had taken Aria by the hand and shown her an old carving on the staircase and made her spell it out loud.




  “When a Milborne is red, there’s trouble ahead.”




  Looking at her charge now, with red hair rioting over her tiny head, the sunlight streaming through the open door making each curl dance and sparkle as if, indeed, it was a golden flame rather than ordinary hair, Nanny felt her heart contract suddenly.




  The child was lovely! And what was there for her in this empty crumbling house save the companionship of an old woman and the unceasing grumbling of a man who had been nearly broken and destroyed by the blood and carnage of war!




  ‘She must go away from here,’ Nanny thought to herself.




  But even as she moved her lips ready to say the words aloud, Aria had turned on her heel and was no longer listening to her. She was looking out through the open door.




  “There’s a car coming,” she said. “It looks expensive. My goodness, it is too! It’s one of the new Bentleys.”




  She moved forward into the embrasure of the window so as to see more clearly. Standing between the faded damask curtains which had once been red and were now a soft threadbare pink, she was hidden from anyone entering the hall.




  She watched the Bentley pull up outside. A man got out. He walked round to the other side to open the door for a woman who had been sitting beside him. He was wearing a casual grey flannel suit, his head was bare and his skin was very sunburned.




  There was something purposeful in the way he walked, in the squareness of his shoulders and the carriage of his head.




  Aria decided all that from his back view and then, as she saw his face, she realised that her first impression of him was not exaggerated.




  There was something arresting about him – something that made her stare almost breathlessly through the small panes of the mullioned windows. He had high cheekbones, deep-set eyes and a full, yet rather cruel mouth.




  He was not exactly good-looking, but he was obviously a person one could not ignore or be likely to forget. He smiled and she decided that he was also definitely attractive.




  And then there stepped from the car a woman who made Aria forget the man. She was silver blonde and so breathtakingly pretty that Aria knew without being told that she must be a star of film or stage.




  Dressed in deep sapphire blue with a long stole of platina mink, she had diamonds twinkling in her ears and at her wrists and she stepped from the car to stand outside the house with her hands still in her escort’s, her face upturned to his.




  “Must we really look at yet another boring old museum?” she enquired in a soft almost caressing tone. “I am so tired.”




  “This is the last,” the man answered in a low deep voice with a faint American accent.




  “Well, I promise you I’m not climbing any stairs.”




  “Would you like me to carry you?”




  The question was charged with meaning and two blue eyes gleamed at him from beneath long, dark lashes.




  “I would love it – but not here.”




  He slipped his arm through hers and drew her up the steps to the front door. There was no mistaking that they were lovers, Aria thought, turning from the window to watch them as they paused at the table in front of Nanny.




  “Five shillings! Is that right?” the man asked.




  “Yes, that’s right, sir,” Nanny answered, taking her time in giving him change from a pound note.




  “Do we need a guide or can we look round on our own?”




  “You just walk round on your own, sir. There’s no one to take you. The Banqueting Hall, where the pictures are, is straight ahead”




  “No stairs, mind,” said the blonde.




  “If there are any, my offer still stands,” he replied, speaking in a voice that was intended for her alone.




  Still arm-in-arm they walked across the hall and into the Banqueting Hall. Nanny leant back in her chair and looked round to where Aria was watching them.




  “That makes eight altogether today,” she said. “It’s better than yesterday anyway.”




  “Yes, it’s better than yesterday,” Aria answered automatically.




  She moved as she spoke and opened a door on the right marked Private. She did not know why, but she had no desire to go on watching the American and his lovely companion. Usually the visitors’ reactions were a matter of indifference to her, but for some reason that she could not explain she did not want to hear these two exclaim,




  “Is this all? Aren’t there any other rooms to see?”




  How often had she heard that complaint? And usually she merely despised those who preferred quantity to quality. But now the idea of hearing it from these visitors made her feel depressed.




  She walked along a short passage and opened the door of the sitting room where she knew her tea would be waiting. Nanny had left it on a tray and an old-fashioned tea cosy covered the teapot and kept it hot.




  The room was small and shabby. When her father had been alive, it had been the housekeeper’s room. Now it housed all that was left of their furniture.




  Aria sat down at the table and poured herself out a cup of tea. There were cucumber sandwiches and a piece of homemade cake. She ate absentmindedly, her thoughts far away, until with almost a start she heard the sound of a car being started up.




  Then she rose to her feet and went to the window that overlooked the front of the house.




  She could see the grey Bentley just beginning to move. She had a fleeting glimpse of a sunburned face with high cheekbones and dark eyes. And then the car was past and was moving swiftly up the drive, seeming to flash by in the sunshine as if it was something from another world.




  “Swiftly come, swiftly go!”




  Aria whispered the words aloud and then wondered why she had said them.




  The car was now out of sight. There was only the same peace and quiet that she had commented on a little earlier.




  They were the richer by five shillings and yet Aria felt as if the man in the grey Bentley with his lovely amoretta had left disruption behind him. Or did that lie merely within her own heart?




  The door behind her opened.




  “They didn’t take long, did they, Nanny?” she said without turning her head.




  “Who didn’t?” a man’s voice enquired.




  She swung round.




  “Charles! I wasn’t expecting you.”




  Her brother walked across the room and sat down at the table.




  “Have you a cup of tea for me?” he asked.




  He was wearing dirty stained corduroys and an open-necked shirt.




  “Of course,” she answered. “But what has happened? Why are you here at this time of the day?”




  “I have a blade broken on the silage cutter,” he answered. “It’s a damned nuisance too. We would have cleared Greenacres tonight if we hadn’t been held up like this. I had to go into Hertford to get another.”




  “How sickening for you,” Aria sympathised.




  She fetched another cup from the cupboard in the dresser.




  “Eat that sandwich,” she said, “and I’ll cut you another.”




  “No, I don’t want anything to eat,” he answered. “I have to go back to the fields in a moment, although we cannot get on until Joe has fixed the new blade.”




  “You look tired,” Aria remarked quietly. “Can’t you leave it until tomorrow and start fresh in the morning?”




  “You know darned well I can’t,” he said sharply and then added quickly. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to snap at you, but it makes me so irritable these blasted things always breaking. It isn’t only the delay, it’s the fact that I can’t afford to pay for new ones.”




  “Yes, I know, Charles. But you are driving yourself too hard. You are trying to do too much, too quickly.”




  “Too quickly! Do you know what the overdraft is at the Bank? And by the way I have had a letter from the Manager this morning. He has asked me to go in and see him. You know what that means!”




  “Oh, Charles! You don’t think he is going to be difficult and ask us to repay some of the loan?”




  “I wouldn’t be surprised if he did. But I can’t do it, you know that, Aria. I just can’t.”




  There was a sudden high, almost frightened note in her brother’s voice and quickly Aria put out her hand and laid it in his.




  “No, I know you can’t, Charles. But don’t worry. Don’t cross the bridge until you come to it. It may be nothing – just a routine talk.”




  “But if it isn’t, what am I to do?”




  Again there was that note of panic in his voice.




  “Charles, something will turn up. We have survived until now, haven’t we?”




  “By the skin of our teeth.”




  “Nevertheless they are still there!”




  Aria tried to smile. It was not a very successful effort.




  Charles beat both fists on the table.




  “I won’t give this place up, I won’t, I tell you.”




  “You are not going to,” Aria said soothingly. “Who has ever suggested such a thing? It’s yours, Charles. We are living here. We have managed so far – we will go on managing. You are not to doubt that.”




  The passionate sincerity in her voice and the pressure of her hand seemed in some measure to bring reassurance. For one moment Charles was tense, fighting a rising panic and the next moment at Aria’s words he seemed to relax, the terror faded from his eyes.




  “Drink your tea,” she said quietly. “And eat that sandwich, if nothing else. I insist on it.”




  He obeyed her without further argument and once he had started to eat she went into the kitchen and brought back a loaf and a pat of butter.




  “Did you have any lunch?” she asked casually.




  “Of course – ” he began and then stopped and looked at her guiltily. “I – think I did.”




  “That means you didn’t,” Aria said. “Charles, how ridiculous you are! You’ll kill yourself if you work like this. No one can work from dawn till dusk without food. Now don’t you dare move, I am going to fry you a couple of eggs and you will eat them and like them.”




  Her brother looked at his watch.




  “I have to get back.”




  “You will stay where you are until you have something inside you,” Aria insisted firmly.




  She hurried into the kitchen and, while she was frying the eggs on a small gas stove, which stood beside the great useless range with its spit and huge bread ovens that had been there in her grandfather’s time, she thought almost despairingly of Charles’s face when he told her that the Bank Manager had asked to see him.




  She knew this meant that he would not sleep until the interview was over and she knew too that he would drive himself to work, even harder than he was working already, forcing himself to do the work of ten men and to have an almost superhuman strength.




  ‘Poor Charles! Poor, poor Charles!’




  The soft hiss of the gas seemed to echo the words that moved Aria’s lips. She thought suddenly that it was difficult now to remember the time when she had not had to worry about her brother and be sorry for him.




  She had seen so little of him when she was small as he had been at boarding school. She had been with her father, often abroad when the holidays came round, so that Charles had gone to relatives and brother and sister had not even met. During the war Aria had seen Charles only twice.




  And then, when the hostilities in Europe were over, Charles had volunteered first for Korea and then for Malaya.




  He had been in Malaya only a week when he was captured by the terrorists. They tortured and ill-treated him until, when he was finally rescued, he was little more than a corpse. He had come back to England a nervous and physical wreck – to face disaster in his own family life.




  Charles’ and Aria’s father, Sir Gladstone Milborne, had died in 1953 when Aria was eighteen and Charles was twenty-four. It was only after his death that they discovered how he had managed to live for so many years in luxury and comfort.




  Everything had been spent – there was nothing left.




  Even the money that should have been in Trust had somehow been used up by methods that would certainly not have stood a legal investigation had there been any point in having one.




  Worse still than the fact that there was no money was the discovery that he had stripped Queen’s Folly in his desire to finance his enjoyment of what he termed ‘a gentleman’s way of life’.




  He had gone abroad immediately after the war taking Aria with him. They had stayed in Italy, in Paris and had gone to Egypt in the winter.




  They always stayed at the best hotels but, while Sir Gladstone amused himself with beautiful women, luxurious food and the nightlife of the Cities they visited, Aria was strictly chaperoned by an elderly Governess, who never ceased to express, not in words but by her manner, her disapproval of her employer.




  Why her father wished to have a girl still in her teens with him, Aria afterwards could never understand. Perhaps it gave him, in his own way, a sense of security, a feeling of homeliness although no one who knew him could have suspected him of wanting anything so alien to his character.




  There was no doubt at all that, as he grew older, Sir Gladstone became more dissolute. There were ever-recurring scandals, scenes, recriminations and often violence, which meant that they packed their possessions hastily and moved on to another gay City, another part of the globe. Rome, Madrid, New York, Buenos Aires – Aria knew them all, but only through the pane-glass of a hotel window.




  The fact that his home had been sacked and the family treasures sold had been a worse torture to Charles than anything he had experienced from the terrorists. Knowing her brother so little, Aria had not at first understood his passionate and almost fanatical devotion to his home.




  “It is mine! Mine! Do you understand?” he had shouted at her once. “Queen’s Folly has belonged to a Milborne since Queen Elizabeth’s day, father to son, father to son, and now it’s mine and I’ll never give it up. I will die first, die on the threshold and be buried in the soil that belonged to my ancestors and now belongs to me.”




  His voice had risen shrilly to what was almost a scream. He was shaking, his hands were icy cold and yet the beads of perspiration were running down his forehead.




  “Only time can heal his nerves,” the doctor had told Aria. “Try not to let him upset himself, try to make him take up his ordinary everyday life as easily and smoothly as possible. It’s not going to be easy, I know that. Those devils have jerked him out of gear, so to speak. We have to get him back into the rhythm of living. Do you understand?”




  Aria had not understood at the time, but as the years went by she began to understand a little of what Charles was suffering and to learn how to handle him. Sometimes she must be soft and tender and sympathetic, but at other times she must be firm, hard and cold and must even bully him a little.




  Sometimes she must cling to him and at others she must be a rock of strength itself.




  There were nights when she wept into her pillow and felt that she was being a failure and days when she thought that Charles was mad and that nothing could save him from the asylum.




  These were the occasions when she hated Queen’s Folly because it must mean so much to the man who loved it as though it was his mother, wife and mistress.




  She hurried from the kitchen now, back into the sitting room and to her relief Charles was still sitting at the table.




  “Here are your eggs,” she announced. “And if you go without your lunch again, I shall instruct Joe to force it down your throat, however much you abuse him for doing so.”




  “I won’t forget it another time,” Charles said with a sudden good humour. “It’s been a hell of a day today. Everything has gone wrong. The fox took six of our pullets last night.”




  “Oh, not again!” Aria exclaimed. “How did he manage it?”




  “Bit a hole in the hen house. You know we want some new ones. The wood is rotten and, as soon as I repair one hole, two or three others appear.”




  Aria sighed. The hen houses were like everything else, falling to pieces for want of money. And what could they do about it? She pondered for a moment, her eyes on her brother’s face as he ate his eggs and then she said quietly,




  “I’ve been wanting to talk to you for some time Charles. I have come to a decision, a rather important one.”




  “What about?” he asked, not looking up and she knew he was not really attending to her, but thinking of his problems on the farm.




  “Listen to me, Charles,” she said urgently. “This is important. I have decided to go away, to see if I can find a job.”




  “A job! Whatever for?” Charles had raised his eyes to her now and she saw for once that she was really holding his attention.




  “To make money, of course. I have been talking it over with Nanny. There are so few visitors that she can manage them and the house. We thought at first that we should have crowds here, but hardly anyone comes until the afternoon and if they do we can always put a notice on the door for them to ring the bell. Nanny can sit in the hall in the afternoon and, if things really get busy, it only means that your supper may be a bit later than usual.”




  “But you can’t go away. You can’t leave me, Aria.”




  Aria’s face softened and there was a sudden light in her eyes as she held out her hands to her brother.




  “Oh, Charles! That’s the nicest thing you have ever said to me. Would you really miss me a little? But, dearest, I am really wasted here. I am hale and hearty and I have got a few brains, I think, tucked away somewhere. If I could earn a decent wage, think what it would mean to all of us. Even two or three pounds coming in regularly would pay half Joe’s wages. We might even be able to afford another man.”




  She saw by the look on Charles’ face that he was taken with the idea.




  Then abruptly he dismissed it.




  “It’s nonsense!” he said. “You have never tried to earn your own living. God knows the old man never brought you up to do anything sensible.”




  “Yes, I know,” Aria answered. “But Nanny heard from her niece yesterday, you remember, the girl who came here last Christmas. You thought that she was rather half-witted, but she has found a job in an aircraft factory and she is earning ten pounds a week with overtime. Just think of it, ten pounds a week, Charles! Why, it would make all the difference in the world to us.”




  “What on earth is the use of your trying to go to an aircraft factory?” Charles asked. “You would crack up within a week. You’re not strong enough.”




  He looked at his sister as he spoke as if he saw her for the first time. He noted the little, pointed, heart-shaped face, the dark eyes that looked too big for it and the red mouth that dropped a little wistfully at the corners.




  Dark eyes and red hair, it was a strange combination, even though the red Milbornes had cropped up all through the centuries.




  Aria was five feet six in height with a tiny waist and long thin legs, which carried her with a grace that owed much to a lissom slenderness and much more to the discipline of deportment lessons which she had endured all through her childhood.




  She certainly did not look capable of any great feats of endurance and yet Charles knew that she was stronger than she looked, having a resilience and determination that at times had even equalled his own.




  “What can you do?” he asked.




  “I don’t know yet,” Aria answered. “And I am not going to suggest ideas so that you can laugh at them. I am going to find out. I have made up my mind. I am going to London tomorrow for the day and I shall go to all the registry offices and I will get a job. I shall then find a room somewhere as I can’t travel up and down from here, as you well know.”




  They both smiled at that. It was a family joke that the buses, which passed the end of the drive only twice a week, took them from nowhere to nowhere and in the slowest possible time!




  “Well, there’s no harm in trying, I suppose,” Charles said uncertainly. “But I think you will find that you won’t get a job at anything more than five or six pounds a week and, if you have to live in London, you are more likely to be out of pocket at the end of it than to have anything to spare.”




  “In which case I shall come home,” Aria told him. “I am not a fool. I want to make money for Queen’s Folly. If I can’t do that, I will stay here and go on scrubbing the floors and taking the half-crowns.”




  Charles had turned towards the door. Now he swung round and, walking across to Aria, unexpectedly put his arm round her shoulders.




  “Do you hate it so much?” he asked.




  She sprang to her feet as if he had insulted her.




  “Hate it! You know I don’t hate it,” she answered. “I love it as much as you do. No, that’s not true, no one could love Queen’s Folly as much as you. But it’s my home and it’s the place I dreamed about when I was wandering with Father round those boring hotels.




  “I used to think of my own little room and wish I was back in it. I used to remember the oak tree where I could climb up and no one could find me and the shrubbery where you and I played Indians when we were very small. Queen’s Folly was the lodestar, the goal, the ultimate end of everything I wanted most – to go home to!”




  “And when you did come back it was to find it empty and ruined,” Charles said with a sudden bitterness.




  It was a dangerous subject and Aria replied quickly,




  “Nonsense! It is still home for you and me. It is still here and that’s what matters.”




  Her words seemed to touch him.




  “Yes, it is still here,” he said quietly. “I suppose that really is the point.”




  “Of course it is,” Aria smiled. She kissed him lightly on the cheek. “Go along and don’t be too late. I want to talk to you and, if you are too tired to listen, you will fall asleep immediately after dinner.”




  “You make me sound like a rather boring middle-aged husband,” Charles retorted.




  “You often behave like one,” Aria told him.




  He laughed at that and she heard him whistling as he went through the back door and across the yard towards the farm.




  Aria stacked the tea things and then, just as she was about to carry them into the kitchen, she fetched another cup and filled it for Nanny. There was never a time of day or night when Nanny was not pleased to drink a cup of tea. Aria put in the milk and sugar and carried it along the passage and into the hall.




  Nanny was sitting at the table, knitting one of the interminable brown pullovers that Charles wore on the farm and which seemed to become worn out with irritating regularity.




  “I’ve brought you a cup of tea, Nanny,” Aria told her. “And, what do you think? Charles came in. Something had broken down on one of his machines and so he had to go to Hertford for a new part. Of course, he had forgotten his lunch.”




  “There now and I made him his favourite bacon sandwiches,” Nanny sighed.




  “I fried him a couple of eggs for tea,” Aria went on. “But he’s worried, Nanny. The Bank Manager has written asking to see him.”




  “I guessed that was it,” Nanny answered. “I saw the mark on the back of the envelope. It’s always bad news when one of those comes.”




  “I hope the Bank doesn’t start harrying poor Charles just at this moment. I thought he was a bit better lately, didn’t you?”




  “Much better,” Nanny nodded. “He’ll put it all right, you’ll see if he doesn’t. Give him another year or two and he’ll be just like he used to be, my bonny boy.”




  “He gets so worked up,” Aria sighed. “The slightest thing and up he goes.”




  “Yes, I know,” Nanny answered. “But you can’t expect anything else when his nerves are all of a jangle. He’ll be fine, dearie, don’t you fret yourself.”




  “I told him that I was going to London tomorrow to see if I could find a job.”




  “What did he say?”




  “He was really very sweet about it. I think he realised for the first time that he might miss me. At the same time, when I said it was for Queen’s Folly, he was all for it.”




  “If you get something good, it will be worthwhile. If not, you come home, dearie. I don’t like to think of you living in London on your own – you’re too young.”




  “I shall be twenty-one next month,” Aria said. “Old enough to look after myself, Nanny.”




  “I hope that’s true,” Nanny answered, her eyes on Aria’s face.




  Aria was looking at the money in the box.




  “Those people didn’t stay long,” she said at length. “The man in the Bentley. Did they say anything when they left?”




  “He thanked me most politely,” Nanny replied. “I thought he was a nice gentleman. ‘Your pictures are well worth a visit,’ he said. He couldn’t say fairer than that, could he?”




  “I am glad he was pleased.”




  Aria didn’t know why, but she really was glad. She felt a sudden warmth in her heart. Rich, important and attractive he might be and yet he had liked the pictures of Queen’s Folly. Idly she wondered if she would ever see him again and then she laughed at herself.




  Tomorrow she would begin a new adventure.




  Perhaps it was the opening of a new phase in her life. She was going to London and she was going to find a job. What did it really matter if a man in a grey Bentley liked the pictures or not?




  Chapter 2




  Aria paused at the foot of the stairs leading up to Mrs. Benstead’s Secretarial and Domestic Agency.




  It was the fifth agency she had visited that morning, she thought a little wearily and a dusty mirror on the side of the wall reflected her face, showing her, even in its damaged and untruthful surface, looking pale and a little drawn.




  She had set off from Queen’s Folly with high hopes. She had imagined, foolishly, that jobs were waiting for the asking – only to find herself speedily disillusioned.




  There were jobs, of course, a large number of them. But they were not what she was looking for, for the simple reason that the salaries were not large enough for her to be able to send more than a pittance back to Charles.




  That, after all, was the main reason for her coming to London. To be able to contribute something in support of the home they both loved, to be able to relieve just some of the lines of anxiety round Charles’ eyes, to release the tension that seemed to keep his lips pressed together as if in an almost superhuman effort of self-control.




  “You mustn’t let your brother worry.”




  How often Aria had listened to those words from their family doctor and known that he might just as well have asked her to stem the tide or change the weather by some magical formula!




  Charles’ nerves were on edge. The slightest thing could set them jangling until at the end of it he was in little better shape than he had been when he was rescued from the terrorists. And what always upset him worst was the thought of money!




  Aria knew that always at the back of his mind was the fear that he would not be able to hold on to Queen’s Folly and that the house would have to be sold.




  The land was mortgaged up to the hilt. It was hard enough to manage to pay the premium year after year and only by the superhuman efforts of Charles on the farm could they contrive to live at all.




  Money! Money! Money!




  It seemed to Aria that the sound of it was ever drumming in her ears, haunting her in the daytime and being a familiar part of her dreams every night.




  On the way to London she had calculated how much it would cost her to live. Even the cheapest type of hostel would not be less than three guineas a week and then there was her food.




  With a little sigh she felt ashamed of her appetite. She often felt hungry and yet any other girl of her age would have envied her because, however much she ate, she never seemed to put on any weight.




  She glanced at herself in the mirror. The black coat and skirt she had bought in Paris the last winter she had stayed there with her father still looked smart and up to date. It was fortunate that she had been able to have a black one. So many of her clothes were definitely schoolgirlish.




  When the news had reached them that her grandmother had died, Sir Gladstone at first had pooh-poohed the idea of Aria going into mourning, but he had finally consented to her buying enough black in which to meet a cousin who was passing through Paris after the funeral.




  The cousin had later gone to live in South Africa and she was the only relative that Aria could remember with the exception of her brother. Their mother and their father had both been only children and if there were any other relatives living, Charles and his sister had lost touch with them.




  “There are only two of us against the world,” Aria said aloud and then, seeing her lips move in the mirror, she gave herself a little smile as if at her own absurdity.




  It was hard for her to be depressed for long.




  Her spirits were rising again.




  She gave the little black hat she wore over her red curls a twist towards her right eyebrow and then took out her vanity case and powdered her nose. It was wisest to look her best before she went up the narrow stairs to the agency.




  Who knew what might be waiting there?




  She was indulging in what Nanny called one of her daydreams when she heard people coming down the stairs. She looked up to see a man and woman descending.




  “The best thing we can do,” the man was saying, “is to give the servants our income and ask them to return us a few shillings pocket money.”




  “Oh, don’t be so ridiculous, John!” the woman exclaimed irritably. “You know we have got to have someone in the house. We can’t go on as we are.”




  She pushed past Aria with a disagreeable expression on her face, followed by her rather bored-looking husband and the street door slammed behind them.




  Aria took one last look at herself in the mirror and climbed the stairs.




  Mrs. Benstead’s agency was exactly like all the others she had visited that morning.




  There was the same smell of a gas fire and stale tobacco, the same dingy brown walls and peeling paint, the same general air of depression about the whole office.




  Aria spoke to an indifferent, rather sulky-looking girl at a desk who, after hearing that she was seeking to be employed rather than an employer in need of staff, appeared a little more interested.




  “Mrs. Benstead’ll see you in half a mo,” she said. “Better take a seat.”




  Aria sat down on an uncomfortable chair with one leg shorter than the others, which had its back to the wall just inside the door. The girl turned again to her typewriter and rattled away at the keys with an almost derisive sound as if she mocked at anyone for coming to such a place in the hope of finding anything unusual and interesting.




  A door at the other side of the room opened and a large flamboyant-looking woman with green feathers in her hat and a particularly virulent shade of lipstick flounced out. She came jauntily across the room, winked at the girl at the desk and said,




  “Cheery-bye, dearie. I’ll be seein’ you.”




  Then she slammed down the stairs with a noise that seemed to make the whole office vibrate.




  A moment later Mrs. Benstead appeared through the door of the inner office. She was a middle-aged woman wearing horn-rimmed spectacles and having a cigarette hanging out of the corner of her mouth.




  That this was habitual to her was shown by the bright yellow nicotine stains on her fingers and the fact that the smell of cheap cigarettes in the inner room was almost overpowering.




  “I’ll see you now,” she said abruptly to Aria, adding over her shoulder to the girl at the desk, “I’ve sent Lucy Jarvis to see Lady Grimblethorpe. You had better telephone and say that she’s on her way.”




  “Lady Grimblethorpe wanted a married couple,” the girl answered.




  “She’ll take what we can send her and like it,” Mrs. Benstead replied.




  The last sentence was shouted from her desk as she sat down and motioned Aria to a chair in front of it.




  “Now, let me see. Have you been here before?” she asked.




  “No,” Aria replied.




  “In that case, I’ll have to take your particulars,” Mrs. Benstead said grudgingly, as if Aria was putting her to an incredible amount of trouble.




  She searched amongst the general debris on her desk until among half a dozen ledgers exactly alike she found the one she required.




  “Name?” she enquired.




  “Milbank,” Aria replied.




  She had decided the night before not to use her own name. Of course it was absurd snobbery, as she said to Nanny, to think that anyone was likely to have heard of her. But still, Charles was a Baronet and their father had known a vast number of people.




  She didn’t know why, but she had an absurd reluctance to explain to anyone why she was having to work or to talk of her father’s death.




  She would never forget the horror of those headlines and the sensational sordid reports that had filled every paper together with photographs of her father, of the woman he had died with and even of Queen’s Folly.




  “WELL-KNOWN BARONET KILLED IN CAR RACE AFTER CHAMPAGNE PARTY.”




  She could see the words now spread across the newspaper and many others,




  “SENSATIONAL NOBLEMAN PLUNGES TO HIS DEATH.”




  “THE LAST OF THE REGENCY BUCKS.”




  She had hardly been able to believe what she read.




  It did not seem credible that her father, whom she had seen only the night before, was dead. But as the reporters had swarmed into the hotel, the telephone had never stopped ringing and she had been interviewed by the Police, the press, the management and by anybody and everyone wanting to know more and yet more of what had happened, until she had felt that it must be some terrible, ghastly nightmare she could not awake from.




  No one would ever know what a relief it had been to arrive back at Victoria Station on a wet misty morning in March to see Charles standing on the platform.




  She had thought of him at that moment as someone who would rescue her from her own misery, someone she could cling to for succour and strength. She did not realise that she was to be the one who must be strong and she must be the rock that he would cling to.




  Together they had slipped away to the obscurity of Queen’s Folly.




  They had left behind the sensational stories of Sir Gladstone’s extravagances, the details of how he won a fortune at Monte Carlo one night only to squander it the next, of his fancy dress parties where fabulous entertainers were brought from all over the world to amuse and delight the guests, of his wagers when vast sums of money changed hands and of his own extraordinary, bizarre personality that made him copy for the press in whatever he did or whatever he said.




  “Forget it,” Charles said to her in the train as they journeyed towards Queen’s Folly and she sobbed out her misery and horror of what had happened since the moment that their father’s death had hit the headlines.




  “Forget it all and – him!” he added later in a low voice as if he was half ashamed to say the words.




  Holding tightly onto her brother’s hand, Aria had believed it was possible.




  That was until they arrived at Queen’s Folly. She would never forget the expression on Charles’s face as they walked into the house to find it bare.




  “He must have stored the furniture somewhere,” Charles said in a bewildered manner.




  But Aria had known the truth even before Nanny, who had remained in the house as caretaker all the years that they had been away, had come trundling down the backstairs to tell them what had happened.




  “It went bit by bit, dearies,” she said. “A van would arrive from London and the men would give me a letter from your father to say that I was to hand over the Sheraton chairs or the Elizabethan silver mirror.”




  “Has that gone?” Charles asked sharply.




  Nanny nodded.




  “It was sold at Christies two years ago. It fetched three thousand pounds.”




  “I will buy it back!” Charles had shouted. “I will buy it all back. Those were mine, mine – do you hear?”
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