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			October 1st, 1916


			Death and Roddy Melville had long been friends. He knew they were not best friends … but they would be soon, and he was living on borrowed time. Eighteen months in the stinking, life-sucking mud of France, seventeen more than most, had taught him the importance of making friends with death. A quick, painless death was the best friend any man could ask for, here or anywhere. He had learned early that nothing was simple; nothing could be taken at face value. Everything had at least two sides; it could be good and bad, often at the same time, not unlike the mug of tea he held in his hands, brewed from water brought up to the front line in a petrol can. It tasted like poison, yet it was nectar, and he relished it.


			Melville placed three small packages on the table. Someone would send them if he didn’t come back. Even if none of his men came back, someone would send them. One was to go to his parents, one to his lover and one to his brother, who, if the odds were not in his favour, would probably be dead soon too. Pilots in the Royal Flying Corps had an even shorter life expectancy than the infantry, and as Roddy knew, painful and terrifying death was the lot of most of them. They hadn’t learned how to make the right friends, he thought ruefully, falling away from heaven, flames licking their faces, hinting at what fate had in store for them. Better a quick, painless death. Still, Hugo was in England at the moment; no Germans could shoot him down there.


			The death Roddy Melville wished for was visited on many that day, Sunday, October 1st, 1916. Roddy would meet his running towards the German trenches high on Ancre Heights, leading his wild Canadian-Scottish troops bravely, perhaps recklessly. A Military Cross would be his reward and some small solace to his grieving parents. But what Roddy Melville could not have imagined, even in his darkest moments, was that death would befriend a quiet, middle-aged couple in distant England, a couple he had never met but whose lives were so inextricably linked to his own that there was an inevitability about their matching fates. The McKinley’s had lived their lives as far removed from the one Lord Roderick Alexander Melville – Roddy to his family and friends – had known, yet the friendly deaths all three would share opened an old wound that had festered in secrecy for decades; a wound that none of them even knew they shared.


			Obermatrose Gerhardt Muller peered down from the gondola of Zeppelin L31 at 9.30 pm. Roddy Melville had been dead for ten hours and had no more worldly cares. Muller was full of them. He was freezing, tired and hungry; he wanted to be back in France, in the warmth of the officer’s mess with his friends. This was no job for a sailor, flying a huge balloon high above the land, bringing death to civilians you could not see. They called it a ship, but he would never think this balloon the equal of a ship. Little did he know that friendly death had an important role for him, and he would not escape his fate, just as his fellow crew members would not escape theirs two hours later.


			Christopher and Jennifer McKinley had returned from a meeting at the town hall. Blackouts would become compulsory from tomorrow and wardens would ensure that everybody followed the law. Christopher volunteered for the task. At long last, he would stop feeling guilty. At forty-five, he had been too old to join up, but that did nothing to assuage his guilt. Now, at least he could play his part. His wife had been working as a clerk at the ammunition’s factory for a year now, and his daughter also worked as a clerk in the city: war work. She should have gone to Oxford but felt that serving the country was more important. His wife and daughter were serving their country, but he, he taught boys … poetry.


			Senior Master at The King’s School was a job many would have envied, Gerhardt Muller, being one of them. Christopher had taught English for twenty years at the school, with pride, but the last two years had changed that. Boys and masters leaving to fight, never to return, had burned away the pride and left only guilt. Two days before, the headmaster had announced the glorious death of Captain William Thomson, nineteen years old. Six months before, he had led the first eleven to their greatest season: a boy doing a man’s job, Christopher’s job.


			At 11.15 Lieutenant Hugo Melville was ordered into his BE2 and told to find the fleet of three Zeppelins that had crossed over the coast of north Norfolk. They must be heading for London. At last … action. Being stuck in England chaffed at the young man; he wanted to be in France, like his brother. They needed experienced pilots over there. Now though he might have the chance to take part in the war, make a name for himself. Shooting down a Zeppelin was like downing a dozen German planes. 


			At 11.30 Christopher, unable to sleep, put on his dressing gown and slippers and headed for the garden. His wife hated the smell of his pipe in the house, so the garden it was. Suddenly searchlights lit up the sky, in a deadly game of cat and mouse and he, watching from below, caught a glimpse of it … it was beautiful. Perhaps he knew, instinctively, that it was bringing friendly death. Gerhardt Muller heard the command to drop the bombs. He was relieved; it meant they would turn around and head for home. The Royal Flying Corps pilots were getting better at finding them and shooting them down. The sooner they were back in France, the better.


			The bombs dropped effortlessly from the airship, so quietly that Christopher knew nothing; he was still in awe of the beautiful object flying overhead. The explosion that destroyed him and his wife brought friendly death to many. When the firefighters and rescue teams turned up ten minutes later, there was nothing for them to rescue and only bodies to find. Christopher’s final thoughts had been of beauty. Gerhardt’s shipmates had no such grace. Turning and heading for home, they congratulated themselves on a successful mission and the medals that would be distributed upon their return.


			


			Hugo Melville spotted the Zeppelin in the searchlights. Heart racing, he flew towards it, thinking not of destruction, but elegance. She was beautiful, almost silent, sailing across the sky. He could see from the outside what Gerhardt missed. She was a ship, elegant and graceful, but before this thought had left his mind, he instinctively pressed the button of his machine gun. He watched the bullets race towards her. A small flame appeared at the rear of the airship, quickly ripping through her. This much for beauty, he thought.


			The gondola shuddered, throwing the crew to one side. All thoughts of celebration wiped in an instant. They knew that they were doomed; nothing could save them now. Some, deciding that they would take their chances rather than burn, jumped into the night sky, mimicking the bombs they had dropped so successfully. Hugo Melville, the only witness to this macabre scene, returned to his airfield a changed man. The Distinguished Flying Cross that awaited him felt like a sick joke. 


			Gerhardt Muller waited, uncertain until the flames crept towards the door of the gondola. His jacket on fire, he jumped. The pond at Manor Farm caught him, putting out his flames, saving him from death. Like Hugo Melville, he was a changed man, and the soldiers who pulled him from the pond felt only pity for the burned German.


			Claire McKinley caught the train from Liverpool Street to Cheshunt station at half-past seven in the morning. Newspaper vendors filled the air with news of another Zeppelin raid. Tired and frustrated from another night of failure, she grabbed her bicycle from the railings and headed home. Mum would have her breakfast waiting for her at least; then she would sleep and forget, for a while, unbroken German codes. Mrs Fry was waiting for her at the end of Albermarle Street. She didn’t need to speak; her tear-stained face said all that Claire needed to know.


			


			Death took many lives on Sunday, October 1st, 1916, but in doing so joined the living in bonds deeper than grief, ripping open the old wound, allowing the festering secret to seep out. The secret that none of them knew they shared. 


			


		


	

		

			Chapter One


			“Well, bugger me, he’s dropped another one!”


			The second tray of glasses crashed to the floor of the scullery, sending shards of glass in all directions. Already patched up from his attempt to clear up the mess from the first accident, Davy stood in the middle of the glass, on the verge of tears.


			“Starchy’ll have his guts for garters.”


			“I’ll have your guts for garters and more if you don’t get off your lazy backside and help the boy clear that mess up.” If anybody else had said that, Sam Deakin, first footman at Hatton Hall would have argued his status with them, but the only person he feared had spoken and Mrs Gotobed, was not to be ignored. ‘Starchy Archie’ might be the butler, but Mrs Gotobed ran the servants’ hall with the efficiency of a regimental sergeant major.


			“Right away, Mrs Gotobed.”


			Happily for Sam, one of the housemaids stepped in to save him the bother, so he continued to sit and watch the pantomime playing out before him. Family occasions had provided him with much entertainment over the years, and this one, his first since returning from service in the army, was living up to his expectations.


			“I’m sure Mr Archibald needs you in the dining room, Samuel. I suggest you get up there now, and if I hear any more of that barrack-room language from you, I might consider suggesting a promotion for young Michael.” She turned smartly on her heels, in no doubt that her words would hit their mark. “Now Davy, you go and help Martha in the kitchen, and we’ll sort everything out here.”


			“Thanks, aunty Sarah,” the boy called over his shoulder, as he escaped from the scullery.


			


			Like all good RSMs, Sarah Gotobed knew how to get what she needed from those under her watchful eye and Davy would be a good footman one day. Her little brother had wanted his son up at the big house, and she would make it happen, whether Davy wanted it or not. Some destinies were not to be questioned. She knew that some would sneer at a servant’s job these days, but she knew what it was like to go hungry and cold. Since starting in the service of the 7th Earl, as a twelve-year-old housemaid, she had worked hard, no doubt, but she had eaten well, had a warm bed to sleep in, clean clothes to wear and had saved to ensure that she would never have to worry about old age, unlike her parents. Aylsham workhouse would not be where she ended her days and nor would her nephew.


			“Thank you, Emily.”


			The housemaid removed the evidence of Davy’s second disaster of the morning. “Will we have enough glasses for this evening?” she asked, eyeing the pile of shards in the bin.


			“There will be six for dinner this evening, so I think we will manage.” Mrs Gotobed smiled at the girl who stood in front of her. “There were times before the war when we had parties that went on for days. When Master Roddy came of age, we fed two hundred, and the wedding party for his Lordship seemed to go on forever. Her Ladyship’s family came down from Scotland and ate us out of house and home, so no, don’t worry about a few glasses, an engagement dinner for six is nothing to fret about.”


			Emily knew, after only two weeks, that Mrs Gotobed would not have been so benign if anybody else had dropped two trays of glasses, but that didn’t matter, it was nice to see how much she cared for Davy, the clumsiest boy in the whole county. If Mrs Gotobed didn’t find him work, she couldn’t imagine who else would.


			While the staff continued to prepare for the engagement dinner, despite Davy, the guests of honour were engaged in very different activities in the build-up to the event. Celia Parker was standing in her studio, making the final brush strokes to a portrait of Roddy Melville. She had an album of photographs spread out in front of her. The portrait was supposed to have been his wedding present from her. After his death, she had covered it up and put it out of sight, if not out of mind, but the last few months had started to replace the pain with hope, and she knew that Hugo would not mind this gift to the family. He adored his older brother as much as anybody and understood that this was the closing of a chapter in both their lives. 


			Roddy would have approved. “Keep things in the family, old thing, nothing bad will happen if we do that.” She could hear him saying it as clearly as if he were standing next to her. He had been all that she had dreamed her fiancé would be, but she had known that would be the case; she had been in love with him for as long as she could remember, even before her father took her up to the Hall for afternoon tea as a treat for her eighth birthday. 


			Lady Dunfermline, a keen photographer, was anxious to have Celia’s father look at some photographs she had taken at the Scottish estate, so the invitation was extended to include afternoon tea for his daughter as it was her birthday. That day was to hold a very special treat for her indeed. The family were at Hatton for the holidays. Normally they spent the summer holidays in Scotland, but this year they had returned unexpectedly to Hatton and Roddy would be present at the birthday tea party. His rude behaviour and temper tantrum, when Celia was presented with a gift and he wasn’t, did nothing to alter her feelings that she was in the presence of a very important person. Of course, boys behaved like that, so for her everything was perfect, and so it remained until October 10th, 1916, when the telegram arrived at the Hall.


			A knock at the window of her studio roused Celia from her reveries. 


			“Celia, Celia, look, we’ve got her, and she is a perfect darling.” Fiona Melville, accompanied by her sister Isobel, burst into the studio, holding a basket in her hands. At ten, she was the youngest and the noisiest member of the Melville family, a family that had been, before the war, known for its boisterous, good humour. Fiona, being too young to remember it much did not carry the war’s scars and, truth be known, was the source for much of the healing that had taken place in the two years since its end. Celia quickly covered the painting and ushered Fiona into the sitting room. Experience is a great teacher, and damage could easily follow in Fiona’s enthusiastic wake. 


			“Fi, give Celia a minute to sit down.” The mild rebuke, given with a smile, was enough to give Celia the chance to greet her guests and Fiona to stand still long enough to let this happen. “So, are you ready to welcome the newest member of the family?” Isobel Melville looked at Fiona. “Go on, then Fi, you are dying to show her to Celia.”


			Fiona threw herself down on the sofa beside Celia and opened the lid of the basket. 


			A pair of deep brown eyes looked up at Celia, and she knew at once that Hugo would not be able to resist them.


			“She’s called Summer, and she is eight weeks old. She is a black Labrador, just as you wanted. Mr Gaunt says I can have one when I’m old enough, although I’m sure ten is old enough for a pet, don’t you?” This was a rhetorical question.


			“Darling, I’m sure Hugo will let you play with her whenever you want. He doesn’t shoot, so she is not going to be a working dog.”


			“Come on then, let’s see you, little one.” Celia took the puppy out of the basket and placed her on the rug. She grabbed the pad by her side and drew quickly. The puppy, relieved to be still for the first time in twenty minutes, sat quietly. Isobel stroked her head and soon she fell asleep. 


			“There you go Fi, something to keep you company until you can have your own dog. We can pop it into a frame for you before you go.”


			“You spoil her,” Isobel said.


			“We all spoil her, but that will be coming to an end soon.” Celia’s eyes twinkled with mischief as she spoke these words, knowing the response that they would elicit.


			Fi turned around quickly. “I will not have a governess. I am not a baby, and what’s wrong with Nanny teaching me? She was good enough for you, Isobel.”


			Isobel bit back the words that leapt to her mouth. There was no point in getting angry with Fi. Girls in their position didn’t expect to get an education. At least Fi might get somebody with brains and a view of women’s roles that wasn’t outdated in the nineteenth century, let alone the twentieth. Once she would have felt guilty thinking about Nanny like that, but things had changed; she had changed. She had tasted the future, and it wasn’t pretending to run a household for a husband. 


			“I understand that she arrives tomorrow.”


			“Yes, Mama interviewed her in London last week, and she arrives tomorrow. Young, I think and, so it seems, very bright and full of ideas for Fi’s education.” The envy in Isobel’s voice was not lost on Celia. Having discovered her artistic talent at a young age and inheriting enough money from her society photographer father to do as she chose, she had never had the battles that Isobel had had to become something more than marriage material, and Isobel was far more than that. 


			“And you’re still set on studying medicine? Hugo said that the last argument with your father went on for hours.”


			“Yes.” 


			There was no need to say anything else. That year Isobel had spent in London, agreed to by her father because he thought it would teach her how lucky she was, had the opposite effect and had only increased her desire to study more. Was she the only person in the world who hadn’t wanted the war to end? She had expected to be struck down for such a thought, but she couldn’t lie. In that year, she had been challenged, had faced her darkest fears, and learned more than she could have dreamed. It crystallised her desire to study medicine and to become a doctor more than ever. If Lord Dunfermline had thought that his daughter would run back to the loving arms of her family, he was quite mistaken. She had a taste of something wonderful, and she would not return to being Lady Isobel, a woman of leisure, waiting for a husband to come along and choose her. She had chosen Edward but lost him to a machine gun on the Orne Canal in November 1918. He had been the first one to support her desire to study. He understood her passion, but he was gone, and although Hugo and Celia were trying to offer support, she needed something more practical; she needed formal education. The Glasgow School of Medicine ran annual examinations for women, and she was determined to sit them, if not next year then the one after that. Some destinies were not to be questioned.


			“Come on, Fi, we must leave Celia to get ready for this evening.”


			“And me,” Fi added. “This will be my first grown-up dinner, so I must be old enough for a dog.”


			Isobel shook her head. “If you want to attend any more grown-up dinners, I suggest that you don’t mention this to Papa.”


			Fi nodded. Even at ten, she understood the boundaries, but also how to find gaps in even the strongest of them, but that could wait until tomorrow. A cold hand grabbed her heart. Tomorrow, a governess, someone who would stop her doing what she wanted to do. Nanny had been perfect, although she admitted to herself, somewhat guiltily, that she had taken advantage of the elderly lady’s frailties. Fi might not understand dementia, but she knew how to use it to her advantage. Which, she reflected, was why Mama had decided to find someone more suitable for a boisterous ten-year-old, who could ride like a champion, swim like a fish and climb trees for Britain, but couldn’t tell you the capital of France, or play a note on the piano. Tomorrow … bother tomorrow, I have an engagement dinner to attend! With that, she trotted along beside Isobel, discussing when would be the perfect time to ask Papa to get her a dog.


			The other guest of honour, Hugo Melville, was walking along the beach. He had much on his mind and needed to get away from the well-meaning, if suffocating, attention of the household. The house and grounds were full of people wishing him well, asking questions, planning his life. The path down to the shoreline was private, and he knew that few would be out today. The household were all preoccupied with the dinner and planning the forthcoming wedding, and visitors to this part of the north Norfolk coast were few and far between on a chilly October afternoon. It was the anniversary of Roddy’s death, and he had thought that the misery might be lessened if they had something else to think about. Four years had passed, but Roddy’s presence was everywhere. He had been larger than life in all respects, six feet four inches tall, sportsman, hunter, charmer. Everybody loved him and fell for his charm, yet behind it, at least in Hugo’s mind, hid a deeply troubled man. The temper tantrums of his childhood had faded, but there were still troubles. Where had he gone during those weeks where he disappeared, travelling abroad, staying away from all who knew and loved him?


			They all put it down to lust for adventure and a determination to see as much of the world as possible before settling into marriage and learning how to be the 9th Earl of Dunfermline when his time came. It was only natural, and nobody passed comment except Hugo, who read something deeper, sadder in his brother’s eyes. Even Celia, who seemed to understand everything about everybody, failed to see it and laughed at Hugo’s morbid thoughts. He smiled; she was by any measure, an extraordinary woman. Open and gregarious in childhood, as much as he had been closed and reserved, they had grown closer in temperament since the war. His war had taught him to appreciate life. Having Roddy as an older brother had been perfect for him, a quiet and taciturn child. He could hide in the shadows and focus on his one true passion without anybody bothering him, leaving Roddy in the limelight. 


			1903 was the year of Hugo’s awakening. Eleven years old, decent enough at sports and decent enough academically, but hidden in the blinding light of his older brother, he had something that could be his and his alone. The flight south of Kitty Hawk soared into his imagination and never left. Happily, his school indulged him; the second son of one of the country’s grandest families could be indulged. Building model gliders and learning by osmosis maths and physics, he became a better-than-average brain and left school at the top of his class, off to study engineering and learn to fly. He graduated just in time for the Great Adventure in France in 1914. First, in the footsteps of Roddy, to the infantry, but when the call went out for soldiers to join the newly formed Royal Flying Corps, he was first in line. Already an experienced pilot and an engineer of promise, he was elated to be in the first tranche of trainees.


			He sat on the sand, staring out across the cold North Sea. Celia was a wonderful woman, but was he doing this to please the family, to heal a wound which had remained raw for so long? Did he love her? She had always been there, part of the family, his other sister. Was that enough? With Roddy’s death, he had become heir to the title, he, not the charismatic older brother, would be the 9th Earl. Roddy would have done it well, but times were changing, many of the old families were moving on, selling up the bigger houses, keeping a London house and perhaps a small, family place in the country. He didn’t want this future. The family had money, more money than was decent. Lady Dunfermline inherited a vast fortune when her father, a Kirkcaldy linoleum baron, died. He was rumoured to be the wealthiest man in the world at the turn of the century, so there would be no economising for this family. Hugo took a letter out of his jacket pocket and read it over several times before ripping it up and scattering its pieces to the four winds. Some destinies were not to be questioned. He stood up and walked back to the house; he had an engagement dinner to attend.


			As he walked back to the house, he didn’t see the young woman, who, surprised by pieces of paper flapping into her path, began to pick them up. She collected as many as she could and finding a sheltered spot, pieced them together. So, she thought, this is how it is. She placed the pieces in her pocket and continued her walk.


			


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			Unlike many wealthy households, the upper staff on Lord Dunfermline’s estates did not have their own dining room; they ate with the other staff. This, it was felt, instilled a sense of decorum at all times and allowed the butler and housekeeper to keep a watchful eye and ear on the servants when they were all together. Both Mrs Gotobed and Mr Archibald had been brought up in Dunfermline households, so it meant little to them not to have a private dining room. They knew where they stood in the pecking order, and their private parlours were clear evidence of their status. Some visiting staff found it less acceptable, but Mrs Gotobed’s offer of setting them up in a nearby outhouse was always politely declined.


			Mrs Jenkins, the cook, inhabited a separate empire, meeting with Mrs Gotobed and Mr Archibald twice daily, once in the morning to settle the preparations for the coming day and once in the evening in Mrs Gotobed’s parlour for a glass of something to soothe their considerable stresses. His Lordship kept a fine cellar, and Mr Archibald had become something of a connoisseur in his forty years with the family. Starting as a footman in the Fife estate, he rose quickly in both height and stature, travelling to Norfolk twenty-five years ago to become the butler of Hatton. Fastidious in all things, he ensured that no other family could boast of such attention to detail with such efficient and discreet service. 


			“Why are we eating early?” Emily asked as they sat down to eat in the long dining room. After two weeks of living to a strict timetable, this early meal was confusing.


			“We are eating early, so the family will suffer no inconvenience this evening …”


			“Oh, I see, thank you, Mr Archibald.” Emily did not see. The family had entertained several times in the past fortnight, and it had not altered the routine in the servants’ hall.


			“I haven’t finished speaking, Emily.” He looked over his half-moon glasses at the girl. 


			Before her blushes threatened to overwhelm her, she felt a hand gently squeeze her own, which was shaking uncontrollably. 


			“This is, how shall I put it, a delicate as well as important evening. The engagement of Lord Hugo to Miss Parker is, although a small, family gathering, just as important as if the King himself was attending. Nothing must be allowed to mar the evening for any of the family. I will be watching all of you, and if anything happens to inconvenience any of the family, including Lady Fiona, you will be looking for a new position. As you know, we have been given the great honour of attending the unveiling of Miss Parker’s portrait of Lord Roderick. Therefore, we must eat now or not at all. Now, if you will all bow your heads, we will give thanks to the Lord for this fine bounty and contemplate our duties for the evening ahead.”


			“Don’t worry about old starchy.” Florence Anderson was used to him but felt sorry for Emily, who was still upset at having made what she felt was a terrible blunder. “You’ll get used to it. He likes the sound of his own voice and will use ten words when one will do. We’ve all felt the benefit of his wisdom.”


			Emily felt a little relief. “But what if he keeps it in his head that I am a troublemaker?”


			“He won’t, I promise. He will have forgotten it by the time the family ring the dressing bells. Talking of which, I had better go up as I have Lady Fiona to dress as well as Lady Isobel.”


			Emily laughed. “I can’t imagine Lady Fiona in a dress, with her hair up. She normally looks like one of the grooms.”


			“No, I am not looking forward to wriggling and fuss, but as this is a special treat before her new governess arrives, I hope she will at least sit still.” As she rose to go, Sam Deakin popped his head into the dining room.


			“Emily, you will have to watch your step now. Starchy Archie has just written your name in his little green book.”


			


			“What little green book? Oh Miss Anderson, you said he would forget about it!” 


			“Sam! What did you do that for?” She shot him a look of disbelief and ran after Emily, who was halfway up the back stairs heading for the staff corridor. “Emily, he doesn’t have a little green book, Sam is an …” she hesitated. All the words that leapt into her mind would cause more upset. 


			Sam sat down at the table and smiled to himself; it was good to be back. 


			“Emily, I promise you, Sam was being … well, Sam.” Florence had found Emily sitting on the stairs, sobbing. 


			“But why is he like that? I am really scared that I am going to lose my job.”


			“Sam likes mischief, that’s all. He is harmless really. You’ll learn to ignore him and get on with your work.”


			“Will I? I seem to be afraid of my own shadow at the moment.” Tears sprang once more into her eyes. She needed this job; she needed to be away from her family, from him. This job, this house was her safety. Sam was just another one of ‘his’ sort. 


			She would steer well clear of Sam Deakin in future.


			“Hush now, it is nothing to worry about. Once those bells start ringing, and we are all busy, nobody will have time to think about anything other than getting their jobs done. Which reminds me, I have to go.”


			 “Before you go, Miss Anderson, can you please tell me why this evening is so important? I mean there is only the family. Surely for such an important occasion, there would be lots of people here?”


			“I’ll try, but first you must call me Florence, we only use our titles downstairs. In our own time, you can call me Florence.”


			The girl’s eyes grew teary once more.


			“Today is the anniversary of Lord Roddy’s death. Lord Hugo thought it might be a way of making the day less sad if they had something to celebrate. They decided to keep the dinner private so that it wouldn’t be the same as her engagement to his brother, which was a huge affair.”


			


			Emily’s gasped. “She was engaged to his older brother!”


			“The engagement party for Lord Roddy and Miss Parker was a very different occasion, more like the one you are probably imagining. It lasted a whole weekend, and we looked after fifty guests in the house alone. Lady Isobel says that they want to keep this special for the family only.”


			“Oh, I see.”


			“Talking of Lady Isobel, I really will be shot if I wait any longer. Now go and wash your face and forget Sam and Mr Archibald.” She smiled at the girl and set off along the corridor. She turned back before she walked through the door and watched the girl getting up. In another world, she had a daughter, the same age as Emily, but there was no use dwelling on that. This was her world now, and she must make the best of it.


			“Thank goodness you’re here, this one has been driving me mad.” Isobel was standing in front of the dressing table, where Fi was pulling out the ribbon her sister had patiently tied. “Florence, can you do anything with this wild beast?” Isobel looked frazzled. 


			“I thought you were Anderson, not Florence.” 


			“This is my room, and I may call my lady’s maid what I choose. Outside I have no choice but to stick to the traditions, but here I don’t.” Before Fi could take advantage of this heady freedom, Isobel added, “But you do … and it’s Miss Anderson to you … understood?”


			Fi nodded. “Miss Anderson, don’t you think I should be allowed to have my hair cut? I hate it long, and it gets in the way when I am doing things.”


			“Well, fashions are changing, and girls are getting their hair cut shorter nowadays …” 


			Fi shot a victorious look at her older sister.


			“… but I suspect your father would have a heart attack and you wouldn’t want to be responsible for that, would you?”


			Fi wriggled uncomfortably. “No, Papa is a darling, even if he is the most old-fashioned man in the country.”


			You’ll get no argument from me there, Isobel thought ruefully.


			


			“How would you like it if I just took your hair up and held it in place with this plain comb?”


			“Yes, I think that looks much better than that silly ribbon. I hate ribbons.”


			“So, I see. Now that I have finished your hair would you like to put the dress on, you can’t go to dinner in your jodhpurs.”


			“But they are so comfortable, and the dress scratches.”


			“No dress, no dinner with the grown-ups,” Isobel said firmly.


			A painful ten minutes ensued, with both women trying to fit a wriggling girl into a lacey dress. Finally, Fi emerged looking every inch the daughter of an earl.


			“You scrub up well, Fi. I think you are going to be the stunner of this family.” There was no question that Fi, for all her protests, was going to become a very beautiful young woman. There would be suitors aplenty knocking on her door in the years to come. “God, help them,” Isobel whispered under her breath.


			“Who, God help who?” Fi asked.


			“Your governess, that’s who,” she replied. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’ve got planned for her. I found this on the floor of the nursery this morning.” Waving a piece of ink-stained paper in the air, she walked towards the fireplace.


			Fi made a desperate effort to get out of her chair, but Florence kept her firmly in place. “Lady Fiona, I have spent ages getting you ready, please don’t spoil it now.”


			Knowing that she was defeated for the moment, Fi surrendered and sat quietly, plotting her revenge on both her sister and the stupid old woman who was arriving tomorrow. She remembered everything on the list, and she had more in mind anyway. A week at the outside, that’s how long Miss McKinley would last.


			“Isobel, who is that you have brought with you?” Lord Dunfermline asked as his daughters entered the room.


			“I found her waiting outside, and as she looked so pretty, I thought she must be the final guest.”


			“Papa it’s me, Fi, don’t be so silly.”


			“Ah yes, so it is. It is so long since I saw you looking like a civilised little girl. Come here and let me look at you.”


			


			Despite herself, Fi enjoyed the attention of the adults in the room and was gratified to find herself sitting next to Celia at the dinner table. This was a special treat. Celia was the most exciting person in the world; she did whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted and best of all, wore trousers and had short hair.


			“When are you going to give Hugo his present?”


			“Getty is bringing him in as soon as we have finished eating before the ladies go to the drawing-room. I know that you are going to bed then and I wanted you to see his face.”


			If it were possible for Celia to be any more perfect, Fi could not imagine. The rest of the meal was a tedious wait for the main event, although the food was wonderful, much better than her usual nursery suppers.


			Those of the servants not involved in preparing or serving the dinner were waiting in their dining room for each piece of news as the footmen came down to collect the next course.


			“Lady Fi is a little cracker,” Michael announced when he came down for the first time. “Didn’t think she would look so pretty.”


			“It isn’t your place to discuss the family in that casual, no, I think I may say impertinent way, Michael. Collect the tray from the kitchen and get back upstairs now.” 


			Michael winked at Emily and trotted cheerfully off to the kitchen.


			Emily watched in amazement. If Mr Archibald spoke to her like that, she would be in tears again, but nothing seemed to bother Michael. He did everything cheerfully and without malice, not like Sam Deakin, who looked for every excuse to tease and humiliate.


			“Did you see the ring?” Martha asked when he came down for the second time.


			“I did, Martha and the diamond is as bright as the sun.”


			“I swear there are days I don’t see the sunshine, stuck in the scullery,” she moaned. “How much do you think it cost?”


			“More than you and I will earn in a lifetime.”


			“One day, I’ll escape from here and make my fortune, Mickey. I’m going to go to Hollywood and become the most famous actress in the world, then I can wear a diamond ring as big as the sun, and,” she added with passion, “I’ll buy it myself.”


			He smiled. “Well, don’t forget your friends back here, slogging away day and night. I’ll come and be your butler.”


			“It’s a deal. I will call you the moment I sign my first contract.” 


			“Fine, now I think that pile of dishes is calling for you. Don’t upset Mrs Jenkins. She is on tenterhooks waiting to see what they thought of her dishes.”


			“I don’t understand why she gets so nervous; they always love her food.”


			“She’s a cook, and they are only as good as their last dish, so every day is a new test for them. Imagine living like that.”


			For the first and only time in her life, Martha felt some pity for the woman who ran her ragged every day.


			“Maybe I’ll employ her to be my cook when I am a big star in Hollywood.”


			“Dishes!”


			Martha turned back to the ever-growing pile of dishes that awaited her. How could six people create this many dishes? After washing and drying, there would be the kitchen to clean before she could go to bed. It would be at least 11 pm, maybe midnight, then she would be up at six. She contented herself with dreams of John Gilbert holding her in his arms in their next film together.


			“Things are getting a bit heated up there.” Sam was more than irritated that he had been sent down by Starchy just as things were getting interesting.


			“What’s going on?” Paul Wylie, the valet to Lord Dunfermline, knew from experience that an angry master meant a very late night for him. Lord Dunfermline had been known to sit in his study for hours after an argument, and he would have to wait. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, it meant little sleep for him as no matter what time he retired, his Lordship would be up at seven on the dot.


			“Well,” Sam began, “it all started when Mr Getty brought the dog in.”


			


			“A dog!” Paul said incredulously.


			“Yes, an engagement present from Miss Parker. It is one of Gaunt’s litter, and it jumped straight into Lord Hugo’s lap.”


			“Did it break any plates? Is that what’s caused the problem?”


			“No, the old boy couldn’t understand why he should have a dog when he refuses to go to the shoot anymore.”


			“Or the hunt,” Ruth Hardy, added. As a housemaid, she wouldn’t have anything to do until the dinner ended, so she was sitting with the others waiting for news of the evening.


			“No, so they start arguing again. His Lordship saying, ‘it is impossible for his son and heir not to be Master of the Hunt when he steps down’ and Lord Hugo saying it is old-fashioned rubbish, ‘Fi can become Master when you step down, she’s the best rider out of all of us and will do the job well.’ His exact words.”


			“Oh, my word!” Ruth said. “I’ll bet his Lordship hit the roof.”


			“I’ll say. Lady Isobel took the little one and the puppy out of the room, and her Ladyship and Miss Parker retired to the drawing-room. They were still shouting when Starchy sent me out.”


			“What a way to end the engagement party.”


			“Well, at least we didn’t get anything wrong. No midnight lectures from Starchy tonight.”


			“And we’ll be able to clean up early if they stop shouting at each other.” 


			Every cloud.


			“I am so sorry, Margaret, I didn’t think that would happen.” 


			“My dear, please don’t worry about it, you know what they are like, both as stubborn as the other. To tell you the truth, I have never understood the pleasure people get in either hunting or shooting. I went along at the beginning, not wanting to let Roderick down, I suppose. I always stayed well to the rear of the hunt though. I would much rather take pictures of the creatures than kill them, but don’t tell Roderick that, he thinks that I still miss it.”


			“Perhaps it’s your blood then …”


			Lady Dunfermline looked puzzled.


			


			“Well, you have two sons, and neither of them loves the shoot although Roddy did love the hunt, he never missed a meet.”


			“Yes, you’re right, but I think we understand Hugo. He doesn’t talk about it, but I think he has seen and heard enough of guns. I wish Roderick could understand that, but he was a soldier himself and doesn’t see the difference between his war and Hugo’s.”


			“How can anybody think that South Africa was the same as the Western Front?” The words came out of Celia’s mouth before she could stop them. “I’m sorry Margaret, I didn’t mean to, the words just came out.”


			“Celia, please don’t apologise. There isn’t a day goes by when I don’t think about Roddy and the place where he died. I, we all miss him every day, but we must go on, and we do go on. Of course, the reason Roderick gets so upset by Hugo’s refusal to hunt is nothing to do with guns or foxes.”


			“What do you mean? What am I missing here?”


			“Roderick is terrified that when he dies, Hugo will give up the estate and pursue his passion for aircraft. He knows that Roddy was the one with the love of the land and the old ways, but Hugo is made of different stuff. I can see my father in him; a man determined to modernise and build a new world. Father began with a sailmaking company and turned it into the most up-to-date business he could. He loved progress and all the possibilities it offered the modern world. When Hugo went to Cambridge to study engineering, he was the proudest man in Scotland, though he couldn’t understand why he didn’t go to Edinburgh.”


			Celia laughed. “So why did he choose Cambridge?”


			“Do you remember Jimmy Barnes, his old school friend?” 


			“No, I don’t, Daddy and I were in London for most of the year and Roddy and I only really got together properly when he left university. Remember, he came up to town to celebrate his twenty-first birthday with his friends, and we met at a party.”


			It seemed to Lady Dunfermline that Celia had always been part of the family, but it was true, she appeared with her father as a baby, when his wife died and then joined him during her school holidays, then vanished back to London and school as the autumn arrived. It was a surprise when Roddy brought her home that winter and announced their engagement. They all thought he was going to marry Lord Ranworth’s daughter Frances, but it was Celia he chose and so, happily, had Hugo.


			“Jimmy came from Cambridge. His father was a pilot and owned an aeroplane. He said the boys could come over whenever they wanted to take her for a ‘spin’. I think that was the word they used. That was it; nothing could have persuaded Hugo to go anywhere else. He spent more time with Jimmy and his father than he did at college.”


			“Where is this Jimmy? Hugo has never mentioned him.”


			“He was shot down in 1917. Hugo was on leave from France when he found out. He went straight to Cambridge to see Jimmy’s parents. Next to Roddy’s death, Jimmy’s hurt him the most.”


			“Will we ever get over it, I mean really get over it? I don’t know a single person who hasn’t been hurt by it.” Celia stood up and walked over to the fire.


			“No, I don’t think we will get over it, but I doubt that we will learn much from it.”


			“Surely you don’t believe it could happen again?” Celia asked in horror.


			Lady Dunfermline sighed. “I think I am too tired and weary thinking about it. This evening is supposed to be a celebration. I have a good mind to go in and drag those two out by their ears, for spoiling the engagement like this.”


			The door to the drawing-room opened, and Hugo and his father entered as if nothing more controversial than the weather had been discussed. Admittedly, they both had the grace to look a little shamefaced as they walked in, but they put their shame aside readily.


			“Hugo tells me that you have a gift for us.”


			“Yes, I do. It is in the long gallery if you would like to come and take a look. Could someone fetch Isobel, I want her to be there too.”


			“Archibald, send someone to bring Lady Isobel to the Long Gallery.”


			


			“Your Lordship, I think you will find that Lady Isobel is already there. She told Miss Anderson that she would wait for you there once she had settled Lady Fiona and the dog.”


			Isobel was sitting in an armchair when she heard the family approach. The sound of laughter and good-humoured chatter put her mind at ease. No protracted family angst this evening. She looked at Wylie, who was standing next to the covered painting. “No late night for you then.”


			He smiled, thanking his lucky stars for the reprieve.


			Once the family and staff had gathered round, Celia walked over to the painting and asked the two footmen to get ready. They climbed the stepladders on either side of the painting and took hold of the material that was hiding the picture from view.


			“You all know what is hiding behind the cloth, but I wanted to say a few – brief, I promise – words before I let you see it. I know that Roddy’s death was devastating for all of us and being honest, I didn’t think I could ever fall in love again, but I did and Hugo, who understands me only too well, knew that I wanted to finish the painting I started five years ago.”


			“On the understanding that she paints a companion piece to go on the other side,” Hugo added.


			“Of course, darling. So, without more ado, Samuel, Michael, if you would do the honours.”


			“What the hell …”


			Lord Roderick’s words were lost in the panic and uproar that followed the unveiling. The portrait was fine, indeed. Celia’s masterpiece was the very image of a smiling, dashing Roddy Melville, complete with Military Cross and the word ‘murderer’ in blood-red letters, dripping down the canvas. 


			


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			“So, tell me again, Miss Parker, when did you have the painting sent over to the Hall?” Detective Inspector George Philips was less than happy at being sent to deal with an act of vandalism. The local man could have dealt with it, but once the call came from Lord Dunfermline, the chief constable wanted an officer from the Norwich City force to deal with it. At thirty-eight, Philips had been a police officer for twenty years, and this was insulting. He had more than enough on his plate dealing with the crime in his city. Crime levels which had reached new heights with the numbers of ex-soldiers with no jobs or homes to return to looking for any way, legal, or otherwise, to survive.


			“I phoned Archibald at noon, shortly after Lady Isobel left with Fi and the puppy.” She noticed the pulse on the policeman’s temple was throbbing and decided to omit any reference to the puppy in future. “He said that he would send some of the men from the Hall to collect the painting and hang it immediately. The space was ready; it had been prepared four years ago when it was to have been hung originally, so nothing was needed other than some men and me.”


			“Why the delay?”


			“After Roddy’s death, I couldn’t finish the painting.”


			“I served with him, sir. He was a fine soldier and a fine man. We all took it badly when we heard that he had been killed.”


			“Thank you, Sergeant Barclay, that is very kind of you.”


			John Barclay had returned from France in 1917, wounded at the Battle of Arras. His wounds were enough to keep him from returning to the front and in 1918, he returned to his job as a police sergeant with the Norfolk police. A local man, he knew the staff at the Hall well. His mother had been a housemaid here before her marriage, so he did not share his colleague’s contempt for the investigation. Rather, he saw it as an insult to the whole village as well as the family.


			“We’ll get the man who did this, and he’ll wish he’d never been born.”


			“Indeed,” the inspector said, cutting Barclay off before he got carried away with his thoughts of revenge. “How long did it take to hang the painting?”


			We finished at two o’clock. I heard the chimes from various clocks.”


			“Who would have been in here from that time onwards?”


			“I can’t honestly say. Some staff may have walked through, but this isn’t a part of the house where things happen, it’s a gallery of family portraits. I would imagine that from two o’clock until we all came together at nine-thirty, anyone could have been here.”


			“Can the room be accessed from the grounds?”


			“Yes, Inspector, you can come in through that door down there.” Celia pointed to a door that led into the private garden, used by the family and guests. “I think the door is left open until Mr Archibald locks up for the night.


			“That is true, I normally lock it after sunset, unless there is a function. To pre-empt your next question, Inspector, I locked it at 5 pm before heading down to the staff dining room where we had an early meal.” Mr Archibald was unimpressed by the inspector’s lack of understanding of the seriousness of this crime. Clearly, he wasn’t used to dealing with people as important as Lord and Lady Dunfermline.


			“Thank you for saving me the trouble of asking the question,” Philips replied dryly, “however, I do have another question for you.”


			“Indeed, Inspector and what might that be?”


			“Where were you between 2 pm and 9 pm last night?”


			When reflecting on that moment years later, several of those present thought that the butler was going to combust on the spot. They could only imagine the thoughts that were streaming through his head. After decades of enjoying the deference of others, he had forgotten the feeling of being put in his place. He was saved from the act of exploding by the timely arrival of Lady Dunfermline.


			“Good morning Inspector, thank you for being so prompt. If you need to talk to the servants, Archibald here can arrange that for you. My husband is unable to meet you this morning as he had to travel to London for a meeting. I promise you that only the most pressing business would take him away from his family at this time.”


			Mr Archibald took his cue and left the room.


			Philips was all too aware of Lord Dunfermline’s feelings on the matter. The chief constable had left him in no doubt of that. “Thank you, Lady Dunfermline. We will be talking to everybody who witnessed the unveiling last night and anybody in the house who missed the unveiling. I know that you have all been disturbed by this event …”


			 “Inspector, yesterday was the fourth anniversary of my eldest son’s death and the engagement of my youngest son, to Miss Parker. It was a day of mixed emotions for all of us. Everyone who knows us would have been aware of this. Whoever did this wanted to cause as much pain to my family and household as they could.” Lady Dunfermline spoke calmly, but her eyes burned with indignation. Nothing could have prepared her for the trauma of seeing the face of her son despoiled by that word … nothing.


			“We will find him, your Ladyship, I promise, he won’t get away with this if we have to turn the whole village upside down.” Barclay’s anger threatened to spill out, causing Lady Dunfermline to pause before she spoke.


			“Thank you, Sergeant, I knew we could rely on your support. Inspector, I appreciate that this must seem trivial to you, but trust me, we are not given to flights of fancy and over-reaction. Damage like this is the product of hatred and a deranged mind. I am anxious that it may not be the last attempt to hurt my family.”


			George Philips looked at the woman standing before him. It was difficult, even for him, not to be impressed. Her brown eyes burrowed deep into his and did not blink. At just under six feet tall, he did not meet many women who could stare him in the face, as she did. At fifty, she could pass for ten years younger, but of course, she had not lived the life of hard, physical work that most women had. This thought was enough to remind him that he was in charge of the investigation, not Lady Dunfermline.


			“You are a psychologist, Lady Dunfermline.”


			“I have read the works of Freud, as anybody with interest in human behaviour would, but I find I am more drawn to his protégé, Jung. I will gladly lend you the books if it helps you to stop this man before any more damage occurs.”


			Knowing when to step back, Inspector Philips nodded his head and walked over to the painting. “Can either of you think of anybody who bears a grudge against the family? Has anyone been dismissed in the last couple of months?”


			“Nobody to my knowledge has been dismissed in over a year. We had to replace one of the valets last year, but not since then.”


			“What was his name and what happened?”


			“Cook. He was over-familiar with one of the housemaids. Mrs Gotobed knows more about it than I do. Please ask her, and she will be able to give you any details that you need.”


			“Was he a local man?”


			“That I can answer,” Sergeant Barclay replied. “Yes, he is the son of the landlord of the village pub. He isn’t in the area any more sir. Bob told me he had gone to London.”


			“Bob?”


			“Bob Cook, the landlord, sir.”


			“We will have a word with him when we have finished here. Now Lady Dunfermline, Miss Parker, I am going to have to ask some questions that might seem to you impertinent, but if we are to find the perpetrator of this act of vandalism I need to have as much information as possible.”


			Lady Dunfermline smiled; she had been waiting for this question. It had been smashing itself around in her head since she read the word last night – why ‘murderer’? Why on earth should anybody accuse Roddy of that?


			“Shall we sit down, Inspector? I think this may take some time.”


			


			“Why would anybody choose the word murderer? It is very specific and not a common accusation used by someone bearing a grudge, particularly given the fact that your son is dead and has been for four years.”


			“Nobody in their right mind could think that Roddy would kill anybody,” Celia replied. “We were only talking about that last night.”


			The inspector’s eyes widened. “A strange topic of conversation.”


			Celia laughed despite herself. “We were discussing the fact that Roddy and Hugo do not take part in shoots. Neither of them is interested in guns.”


			“Not surprising given the war, Miss.” Sergeant Barclay had been a keen member of the local beaters before the war, but even the sound of a shotgun now was enough to have him running in the opposite direction. A year ago, he would have been cowering in any confined space he could find, but today, he would take himself away.


			“No, you misunderstand, this was before the war, neither of them has ever taken part in a shoot.”


			“There are other ways of murdering somebody,” Philips said dryly. “However, let’s focus on this painting for the moment. Your son was in Flanders for most of the war, is that correct?”


			“Yes, he was, he joined up on the 3rd of September 1914 and was in France from March 1915, almost until his death. His final leave was in July 1915. He was here for two weeks.”


			“And before the war, where was he?”


			“He spent most of his time here or in London … but …”


			For the first time, Lady Dunfermline realised that there were times when Roddy had taken himself off on his travels and that she didn’t know where he had gone or with whom. What had he done in those weeks and months? Murder, no, not Roddy, but then she had thought the same of kind, gentle Jamie Monro and he had hanged for murder.


			“But what Lady Dunfermline?”


			Philips’ voice brought her back from the dark events of twenty-two years ago. “Oh, nothing Inspector, I was thinking about the day he went off to fight for the first time.”


			She might look calm, but she didn’t lie well, which Inspector Philips appreciated, however, there was more going on here than appeared at first glance. “I understand your Ladyship, but I suspect this is the work of someone closer to hand. Is there anybody in the village that might have suffered at the hands of your son in some way?”


			“If that is what you think, then I am your man, not Roddy.”


			Hugo had walked unseen into the gallery from the private garden and had heard the question. The inspector turned around to see the young man walk toward him with hand outstretched.


			“Hugo Melville, Roddy’s brother.”


			There was no mistaking that, he thought, the resemblance was striking, and they both resembled their mother. It could have been Hugo in the painting. 


			He took the young man’s hand and shook it. Barclay looked on in amazement. He hadn’t seen Hugo since 1914, and this was a very different person from the shy boy who had stood in the background at every village function.


			“Why do you think someone from the village has suffered at your hand, sir?”


			“The husband of our local shopkeeper suffered at my hands and has every right to call me a murderer.”


			“Darling, that was during the war, you were only doing your duty … and you got the DFC to prove it,” Celia added defensively.


			“Can you give me the details please? This might help us to find the culprit quickly, and then we can leave you in peace.” This information offered the first moment of hope Inspector Philips had felt since arriving at the Hall an hour ago.


			“Our local shopkeeper married a German, a naval officer.” 


			“Good God! How could that happen?”


			“He was held in the local POW camp.”


			“Muller, I should have guessed, bloody Boche living in our village. Don’t worry your Ladyship, we’ll have him locked up within the hour.” Sergeant Barclay jumped up and headed out of the room.


			


			“Barclay, stay where you are. I admit that I am surprised by this news, but I need more evidence before I chase after some man in the village, even if he is German. Understood?”


			Barclay moved away from the door, but it was clear that he needed nothing else to convince him. Muller was the man who had done this, and he would suffer for the insult. 


			“Sir, if you could continue.”


			“Gerhardt Muller was on board a Zeppelin that was shot down over London in 1916, the day that Roddy died. Muller was the only survivor and suffered hideous burns. When I heard that there had been a survivor, I made sure that he came to the POW camp near here. The men worked on the local farms, and friendships grew. Charlotte Holmes, a widow, met Muller and they weathered a pretty horrendous storm of local displeasure to get married. When the men were repatriated, he stayed here, and they run the local shop. So, you see, if anybody could be called a murderer, it is me, not Roddy.”


			“Does this man know that you are responsible for shooting down his Zeppelin?”


			“Oh yes, I went to see him while he was in the hospital. We often talked about what had happened. He, like Celia, says it was my duty and declares that he would have done the same.”


			“We will speak to him, but unlike my sergeant, I will wait to see what he says. He may well have a perfectly good alibi.”


			“Oh, I think you will find that he has,” Hugo added mischievously.


			While the interviews continued in the house, Isobel was walking back from the village. The atmosphere in the house was so tense that she decided to get some fresh air, volunteering to take the post down to the post office. Any excuse to get away. She had passed the police car on her way out and was glad to avoid their questions. She didn’t have any answers. The whole incident had been so ridiculous, yet somebody had taken the time and put themselves at risk to paint over Roddy’s portrait. Any number of people would have walked through the gallery in the hours building up to the unveiling, although … “The paint was still wet, it was dripping.”


			


			“What was that, Lady Isobel?”


			Unaware that she had spoken the words out loud, she turned to see the vicar, Ian Page, walking behind her.


			“Oh, Rev. Page, I didn’t see you there.”


			“I’m not surprised, you seemed miles away.”


			“I was.”


			“Somewhere nice, I hope.”


			“No, not really, I was replaying the events of last night in my head, and I remembered something.”


			“That the paint was still wet.”


			Isobel looked stunned and backed away. “How did you know that?”


			The young man laughed and then apologised. “You were speaking out loud, just then. I heard you say, ‘the paint was still wet, it was dripping.’ I promise it is nothing more sinister than that. I am neither mind reader nor, heaven forbid, the culprit.”


			Relief flooded through her. She shared her mother’s opinion that this was the work of someone who hated the family and that it wouldn’t be the last attack on them. There was no telling where this would lead if he weren’t caught quickly.


			“I suppose the whole village knows,” she said quietly.


			“Oh yes, I had three parishioners call at the vicarage within ten minutes of each other to tell me what had happened. In a particularly traumatic fashion, I must say.”


			“Yes, it would have been easier if it had been ripped or painted all over, but the allegation made is horrific. We know Roddy isn’t a murderer, yet why would someone do this?”


			“I don’t know, Lady Isobel. It is perplexing and disturbing for the whole household. I was on my up to the house to see if I could assist in any way.”


			“That is kind of you, although I don’t know what anybody except the police can do at the moment.”


			“Oh, you would be surprised at the things people say to a minister of the church. Things they wouldn’t say to a police officer. We are much less intimidating you see.”


			“You never met your predecessor, Canon Smythe.” Isobel shuddered. “He was the most intimidating man I ever met. Those staring eyes and eyebrows, so bushy that sheep could hide in them. His voice boomed louder than a bittern. Oh no, I would rather talk to a hundred police officers than Canon Smythe.”


			Ian Page smiled. “I had heard stories, but you are correct, I never met him. He has been dead for a year I understand.”


			“Yes, he died last winter, and we wondered when we would get our new vicar. What took so long?”


			“The war, as it is with most things. Many of us were serving in France with the army, and it has taken a while to bring us all back and place us in parishes. I had considered returning to Oxford and the life of academia, but somehow it seemed very dry and waspish after France, so I opted for a parish instead.”


			“You gave up a place at university! I suppose it’s easy to do that when there is no struggle to get there.” She shook her head in disgust. “If you think life in a little village is going to be anything but dry and waspish you are sadly mistaken, Rev. Page. A place like this can suck the lifeblood out of you and leave you withered and very dry indeed.”


			He backed slightly away from Isobel, who, in full flood, released all her pent-up frustrations at the unsuspecting man. She knew that she was doing it, but since the floodgates opened, there was no stopping her. He represented every man that had been given education on a plate and then treated it with disdain.


			To his credit, he listened to every word and knew better than to interrupt her. He had three sisters and no brothers and had learned quickly that the world was not fair to women. Happily, however, his parents had no qualms about educating their daughters, and all were happy, doing what they chose, the eldest married, with children, the second a writer and the third in her first year at Oxford, studying for a degree. She would be among the first cohort of women to be awarded a degree there.


			Finally, Isobel finished and felt both relief and mortification. This man had listened to years of frustration and pain, without blanching, arguing or walking away. She was at a loss as to her next move. Thankfully, she was saved by a young woman in a rather dashing car, who had pulled up beside them. Isobel hoped that she hadn’t heard too much but realising that she would probably never see her again, felt a little better.


			The driver had heard enough to understand that the young woman was angry. The minister must have wondered what had hit him.


			“I’m sorry to interrupt your conversation, but I am looking for Hatton Hall. I should have checked my route, but I am a little lost.”


			“What a coincidence, that is where we are going. I’m Ian Page, the vicar of Hatton, and this is Lady Isobel Melville.”


			“You, I could just about guess at,” the young woman said, pointing to his dog collar.


			“Ah yes, it is something of a giveaway.”


			“Can I offer you both a lift, as you know the way and I have the transport?”


			“She is a beauty, isn’t she?”


			“Who, Mabel here? Yes, she is, isn’t she. I confess she is my crazy indulgence, ridiculous, I know, but when the chance came to buy her, I couldn’t say no. Lady Isobel, will your parents let me park her up at the Hall?”


			“Good Lord, why would they stop you from parking your car at the Hall?” Isobel asked.


			“Well, I don’t know how they feel about a member of staff having a car, never mind parking it at the Hall.”


			Isobel’s eyes widened. “A member of staff!”


			“Oh, good heavens, I haven’t introduced myself. I’m Claire McKinley, new governess for Lady Fiona Melville. How do you do?”


			“Well, Miss Claire McKinley, can I say that it is a pleasure to meet you and if it is deemed inappropriate for you to have Mabel up at the Hall, you can keep her at the vicarage. I will sit and stare at her all day.”


			“Be careful Vicar, that is one of the seven deadlies I believe,” Claire replied.


			“Oh, it is, indeed it is, and I shall enjoy every minute of it.”


			


		


	

		

			Chapter Four


			The long drive up to the Hall gave Claire time to take in her new surroundings. The park stretched as far as the eye could see in all directions. To her left was a deer park, alive with animals. The steam of their breath gave an ethereal aura to them, which reminded her of the stories her father read to her as a child — tales of Robin Hood and Hearne the Hunter, mythic England at its most atmospheric and romantic. To her right, in the distance, was a lake, with a mist hovering a few feet above it. Winter birds were settling in, and the sound of geese pervaded the stillness of the air. It was a place of legend, and despite herself, she felt drawn to it, part of it, which she admitted was presumptuous of the new governess. 


			“It is stunning. It must be wonderful to be part of this.”


			Isobel smiled. “It is a beautiful place, and I love it, but as you must have heard when I was shouting at the vicar, some of us want more in our lives than beautiful surroundings.”


			“I heard a bit of what you said but going away to university isn’t going to take you away forever. You will still be part of it; you will still come home.”


			“If I ever get away. My father is dead against it, but to be honest, that isn’t the real problem. I would go if I could, he would forgive me … eventually.”


			“So, what is stopping you?”


			“I have no formal education, I was taught by our nanny, who was fine for all the attributes a Victorian lady would need, but not much use for the twentieth century. I need some discipline in my studies to prepare me for entrance exams. I need Latin and science; I want to study medicine.” Isobel stopped. Why was she blathering all this to a woman that she had never met before and who would, as she now knew, be living in the same house?


			Before any further conversation could take place, Hatton Hall rose out of the morning mist. It was breathtaking, and Claire stopped the car to take it in. Hatton Hall was a Palladian masterpiece, sitting incongruously in an English landscape. 


			“I’m sorry, but this is one of the most beautiful views I have ever seen. It must be one of the most elegant houses in England.” Claire sat and stared at the scene that opened up before her.


			“Wait until you see Abercrombie … as beautiful as this is, nothing will prepare you for the castle.”


			Claire smiled and looked at the future.


			She restarted the engine and swung Mabel round to the entrance to let Isobel and the Rev. Page get out. She might be new to this governess life, but she knew that she wouldn’t be allowed through the same door. 


			“Police … what has happened? Nothing bad, I hope?” Claire parked opposite the police car and jumped out to open Isobel’s door. As she did so, the Hall’s door opened, and Lady Dunfermline appeared with the two police officers.


			“Your daughters, Lady Dunfermline.” Inspector Philips recognised Isobel from a painting in the gallery. 


			“Not quite Inspector, the one getting out of the car is my eldest daughter, the other one is my new governess.” She could not disguise her surprise at the scene before her but accepted that today was going to be one of those days where nothing would be quite as it should.


			“Good Lord …” before he could finish his sentence, a horse trotted around from his left and stopped by the car.


			“What a beauty …” Lady Fiona was off the horse and into the driver’s seat before anybody could blink.


			“She is my youngest daughter, Inspector.”


			“Can I have a spin in this, please? My last bit of freedom before my old governess arrives to ruin my life.”


			“Fi!”


			Isobel’s embarrassment was not shared by Claire, who jumped into the car beside Fi and introduced herself. “Lady Fiona, may I say how much I am looking forward to being your governess, I am Miss McKinley.”


			“Oh, thank the Lord for that, I thought Mama had employed some ancient old dragon to keep me in my place.” Nothing, it seemed, would throw Fi out of kilter. This new governess offered a promise of adventure, no need for the frog in the bed, for the moment.


			“Fi, out of the car now and take Tommy back to the stable and for my sake, make yourself presentable. Miss McKinley and I have to have a conversation about you.” Lady Dunfermline turned to Inspector Philips. “I apologise for the interruption, Inspector, please do what you need to and resolve this as quickly as you can.”


			“You can rest assured I want to resolve this quickly and leave you in peace.”


			The real meaning behind his words was not lost on Lady Dunfermline, but she had no desire to prolong his agony. The sooner the culprit was caught, the happier they all would be.


			“I will speak to the people in the village first as there seem to be a couple of them worth talking to, then I will return to the house to speak to your servants. I may not need to if all goes well in the village.” He tipped his hat and walked to the police car.


			“A Vauxhall Velox,” he said as he passed Claire. 


			“Yes, are you interested in cars, Inspector?” Claire asked.


			“No,” he replied quietly, “but I am interested in governesses who can afford a car.” With that, he got into the police car and disappeared down the drive, towards the village.


			That makes two of us, she thought.


			“Now Miss McKinley, if you would like to take your car round to the garage, I’m sure Stevens will find a place to keep it safe. Then Archibald,” she turned to the butler who was standing behind her, “if you could ask Mrs Gotobed to bring Miss McKinley to my study, I think we can start again.”


			“I hope we meet again soon, Miss McKinley.”


			“I’m sure we will Rev. Page. Right let’s get Mabel settled and then we will see what happens next. This is turning into quite an introduction.”


			


			“Miss McKinley, I’ll show you to the garage.” Sam Deakin was not going to miss an opportunity for a ride in a car, and somebody had to take her there.


			By the time Claire arrived at Lady Dunfermline’s study door, she had met many of the house servants. They were all intrigued by this new governess, and while some of the older staff were shocked by her cheek at appearing in a car that was as good as His Lordship’s, the younger ones looked on in admiration. They could also envisage some trips out in the car if they were lucky. Mrs Gotobed held her judgement; she would watch Miss McKinley carefully, but if she could do her job and create a ‘lady’ out of Lady Fiona, she would not complain. The world was changing and who said that governesses had to be dowdy widows or gentlewomen fallen on hard times. If she was not ashamed to be a servant in an important house, why should a young, modern girl? 


			She would still watch her, though.


			Lady Dunfermline’s study was neat and ordered, with her desk in front of a bay window that gave a magnificent view down to the lake. It was bright and warm, even on this October morning. The décor showed a lighter touch than the rest of the house, and there were no paintings to be seen on the walls, only photographs, all taken by Lady Dunfermline. People and landscapes photographed at their homes in Norfolk, London and her beloved Fife. 


			A visit to Nathan Parker’s studio in Mayfair had sparked her passion for photography, and she pursued it as often as she could. As well as the society photographs, for which he was famed, he took landscape studies for his personal pleasure. They were mostly of estates owned by his clients, but some displayed wilder, less cultivated landscapes. He offered to teach her how to take photographs, so she chose Abercrombie Castle, the family home in Fife as her subject. He became a frequent guest, and when his wife died giving birth to their daughter, he occasionally brought the child with him.


			Claire entered behind Mrs Gotobed, only to find the room empty.


			


			“I’m sure that her Ladyship won’t be long, so we will just wait.”


			“The photographs are wonderful, aren’t they? Who took them?”


			“Her Ladyship, she has a passion for photography, it runs in the family.”


			“Photography?”


			“No, passions.” She smiled to herself. “They all have passions, Lady Dunfermline’s is photography, Lord Hugo’s is flying, Lady Isobel’s books and Lady Fiona, mischief.”


			“What about Lord Dunfermline, what is his passion?”


			“His estates and his family.”


			“More than enough for any man,” Lady Dunfermline said, as she entered the room. “Thank you, Mrs Gotobed. I will ring when I have finished. If you could send one of the girls to take Miss McKinley to her rooms, I would be most grateful.”


			“Well Miss McKinley, you made quite an entrance today.”


			Claire had the uncomfortable feeling that she had blotted her copybook before she had even started her job. All a bit too familiar for Lady Dunfermline’s taste, she suspected. She would have to watch her step in future. There was so much to find out and annoying her employer on day one was not going to help her.


			“I am very sorry, I didn’t mean to cause any offence.”


			“I’m not offended in the least. I only meant that you have become a celebrity in the house already. I employed you because I thought you would do an excellent job with my daughters and I can see that you have already made friends with one and Fiona is well on the way to hero-worshipping you, which if nothing else, will give Celia a break.”


			“You said daughters. I thought you wanted me to be governess to Lady Fiona. Is there another child in the house?” Claire had expected one child. That she could handle, especially one like Fiona, but two! She was starting to feel that she had made the wrong choice of a job with the Melvilles.


			“Fiona is more than enough for anybody, don’t worry, we have no more. No, there is a more delicate task I would like you to undertake for me, and nobody else must know.”


			This sounded more interesting than two wild ten-year-olds.


			“Please go on.”


			“My daughter, Lady Isobel, is desperate to train to be a doctor. Lord Dunfermline is set against it, for many reasons, some of which are sound, and some which should have been thrown out with the last century. I, however, believe that she must be allowed to follow her passion, as Mrs Gotobed puts it. She is intelligent; the staff at the Hampstead Military Hospital, where she worked during the war, spoke highly of her and Dr Grey said that she had all the qualities needed to make a fine doctor.” 


			“What do you want me to do?”


			“I want you to help her in any way you can. You might be able to get information to help her. She spends most days in the library reading and studying, but with no fixed aim. You sat the Oxford entrance exams; perhaps you can guide her. You have Wednesday afternoon’s free, as Lady Fiona rides then and additionally, you will have Saturday and Sunday without her. I have decided that she needs to have more contact with children of the same age, so have arranged for her to spend weekends with friends. I know that this is somewhat irregular, but I want you to be as much Lady Isobel’s teacher as you are Lady Fiona’s, but I could not say so at your interview.”


			“May I ask why?”


			“To be honest, I hadn’t thought about it until we met. I realised that you were the answer to this problem and that you could do Isobel a lot of good. I hope this hasn’t changed your mind about the job. You can leave after one month as we agreed at your interview. However, I suspect that it will suit you more than trying to tame my youngest child. Will you see what you can do for Lady Isobel?


			“I will do what I can your Ladyship, of course.”


			“Excellent. I have already told Lord Dunfermline that you will be using the library, when he is not in it, which is a good deal of the time.” She smiled as she said this. “So, nobody will be surprised to find all three of you in there. If you decide to go on an, how shall I put it, ‘educational visit’ and take Isobel, nobody will question it. Indeed, your car has turned out to be a great advantage as I wondered how we could ‘borrow’ Stevens’ without Lord Dunfermline knowing.”


			“Good old Mabel, she has a place here after all. Rev. Page will be disappointed.”


			Lady Dunfermline looked surprised.


			“He wanted to house Mabel at the vicarage; he has a passion for cars.”


			“I am sure he will make do with the odd glimpse. Now, are you ready to go to your rooms? They are next to the nursery and quite presentable. You have a bedroom, sitting room and a private bathroom up there. Not perhaps what you are used to, but cosy and convenient. You can decide if you want to eat up there or with the staff. Fiona eats with her nanny; it is something that gives Nanny the feeling that she is still needed.”


			“Oh, I see, I had assumed that she had retired. I thought she was at my interview to give her expert opinion.”


			“She is retired but has been with the family forever. Her first job as a seventeen-year-old was as nanny to Lord Dunfermline, when he was five. She looked after all of our children, but over the last few years, she has developed signs of dementia, so she stays here, in the house to keep her safe. Some days she is as sharp as a tack, and on others, she lives in the past, mainly in Abercrombie, when Roddy was a boy. I think they were her happiest days.”


			“Abercrombie, Lady Isobel mentioned it.”


			“It is Lord Dunfermline’s family home. It is in Scotland.”


			“I have only been out of England once and to be honest, hardly out of London or Hertfordshire.”
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