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Chapter One


‘You’re not going to break in, are you?’ asked the taxi driver, keeping his eyes fixed on the road glimpsed rhythmically through the windscreen wipers.


Becky Thomson laughed. ‘I’m obviously going to be one of your more boring passengers. No, I’m not going to break in.’


‘Just thought you might be undercover.’


‘I wish but nothing that exciting, I’m afraid. Why? Do you get hired by many burglars?’


‘No. Shame really; they’d probably tip well.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Usually when I take people where you’re going, they’re not – let’s just say they aren’t so well dressed for the English weather.’


The rear-view mirror framed his eyes as he flicked a curious look at her. Becky wondered what he meant. She was wearing a presentable suit and her long copper-coloured hair was pulled back in a business-like ponytail. Then she realised what was bothering the cabbie: the old coat which enveloped her, dripping water over his back seat. Glamorous it wasn’t but she loved it; it had survived journeys across the seas and oceans and a sojourn in the rubbish bin before she had rescued it under her mother’s glare of disapproval.


‘Ah, you don’t think I’m dressed appropriately to be interviewing Mr Darnley.’


‘Well, I suppose it depends what you’ve got on under there.’ The taxi driver cleared his throat again, and she sensed he was embarrassed his last comment had sounded more lascivious than he had intended. ‘So he’s the lord of the manor, is he? Mr Darnley?’


‘I guess he is,’ said Becky.


‘I take all sorts of people there – always dressed up to the nines – but I never knew who actually lived there. So what are you interviewing him about?’


‘Architecture,’ Becky answered, which was at least half the truth.


‘Architecture? For the Essex Gleaner?’ The cabbie sounded incredulous and no wonder. The local paper maintained a relentlessly pedestrian tone, favouring fêtes above politics, arts and industry. Her own gentle article on a Brown Owl’s lament that Brownies no longer had the sewing skills to fix their badges to their sashes had been afforded a generous quarter page last week.


‘I’m sorry. I’ve made a real mess of your cab.’


‘That’s all right,’ he said. ‘But next time don’t wait outside. Huh? When I pick someone up from your offices I just normally buzz that Patsy woman and she calls them.’


‘OK.’ But Patsy hadn’t been at her desk this morning. The Essex Gleaner office had been deserted. No McBride, no Patsy, no Ian (thankfully). No anyone. Only ten minutes late – as her bus to Chelmsford had got snarled in rain-sluggish traffic – Becky would have normally worried she was meant to be somewhere with the others but had dismissed this concern when she found the brusquely worded memo on her desk: get a taxi to Noak Hall and interview Matthew Darnley, Esquire. About a very sensitive topic, but one that he was (apparently) keen to discuss. Familial guilt, maybe? If she’d known about the assignment in advance of course she wouldn’t have worn this old coat.


The windows were too misted-up for Becky to see the Essex fields roll by but she felt the change as the taxi slid from smooth A-roads to pot-holed B-roads and the way grew ever more winding. The taxi driver grunted each time he had to change down a gear as though every bend in the road was a personal insult.


‘You wouldn’t believe some of the people I’ve taken to this place. They’re always late and having a go at me for not going faster round these bloody bends. I ask them if they would rather I just drive straight into a ditch but they don’t like to hear that, do they?’


‘Well, it’s OK. I’m not late,’ said Becky, hoping this would mollify the driver’s sudden bad humour.


They stopped to turn right and Becky noticed that a vein in his temple was throbbing in time with the clicking of the indicator. He was waiting for a huge agricultural vehicle with metal jaws to lurch past. She rubbed a porthole in the steamed-up side window and saw the sign for Noak Hall.


‘Of course you know why the roads round here are so bendy and twisty?’ he said.


‘It’s just the lay of the land, I suppose.’


‘Lay of the land?’ he repeated. ‘Look around. It’s as flat as a pancake. The lord of the manor didn’t want common roads with common people mucking up his fields so the roads had to skirt round his manor.’


‘But that was a long time ago,’ said Becky and got a grunt in reply.


They turned down a long drive, along which plane trees formed a guard of honour. In the distance, strobed by the windscreen wipers, a white stately pile was growing larger. Through her porthole, Becky glimpsed a rain-pocked lake sitting in grey meditation among rolling green fields. So much land. Green, boastful land.


‘It was the Normans, wasn’t it?’ said the cabbie.


‘Sorry?’


‘Nicking our land. All those bloody French names. And the enclosures and all that.’ His socialist indignation swelled as Noak Hall grew larger in the windscreen. ‘It’s the sense of entitlement I really object to. You know? Inherited wealth. Most of the people I bring here can’t even be bothered to exchange a few words with me.’ He turned round to look at Becky. ‘Not you, of course.’


‘Oh, good,’ said Becky, relieved when he turned back to look where he was going.


‘We should have another Peasants’ Revolt. Finish what we started.’


‘We?’


‘My lot’s always been in Essex. I reckon some of them would have been involved. Probably all ended up swinging or with their heads on pikes.’


Becky laughed. ‘You have a strong sense of history.’


‘Don’t you?’


‘Not really. I’m afraid that I found history pretty boring at school.’


‘Yeah, but you’ve got to know where you came from, haven’t you?’


‘I’ve never really thought about it. I don’t even know where my grandparents came from,’ said Becky, apologetically.


‘Ask them!’


‘I’d need a Ouija board.’


‘Ah.’ He toned down his truculence. ‘Well, you’ve got to admit you could feed a county off these grounds – and look at it now – just bloody lawn.’


‘Actually, I agree with you,’ said Becky. There was something faintly obscene about the cropless green acres that surrounded them.


‘He must be a rich bastard, excuse my French. And that bloody mansion. What do you call it? Neo-something.’


‘Neo-classical, I think.’


As they approached the Hall itself, Becky could see the main drive ended in a lollipop shape at the head of which lay a small flight of steps up to a grand portico and beyond that an uncovered courtyard. Beyond that stood the huge house. She wondered if all the cabbie’s other fares to Noak Hall felt as daunted as she did right now. Probably not judging from his description of them.


He stopped the cab before the steps and turned to Becky. ‘Is Darnley an old bloke, or what?’


‘I don’t know.’ Becky hated arriving for an interview this unprepared. She paid the fare and asked for a receipt but hesitated before opening the car door. A pang of unease hit her as though she wasn’t supposed to be here.


The cabbie must have noticed. ‘Are you going to be more than an hour?’ he asked.


‘Probably less.’


‘Right, I’m going to wait for you. There’s a little area for parking over there by the side of the house. I’ll just stay up there, out the way. No extra charge. I’ve got sandwiches and a paper – that should last me.’


‘Thank you,’ said Becky. ‘Actually, I would appreciate that.’


She got out of the car and ran up the steps, pausing as she spied smoke rising from the chimneys. Once again Becky wondered if she should really be here. Maybe she should be looking for the tradesman’s entrance. No, Matthew Darnley himself had suggested this assignment and she was bloody lucky to get a story of substance so early on in her career. She would go to the front door like a proper guest.


The skies were still pouring water as she sprinted over the courtyard so that, by the time she had reached the door and swung the heavy knocker, her coat had more than managed to rehydrate itself. At her third knock the door was opened by a middle-aged woman with flour-patinaed hands and a horrified face. She looked at Becky’s coat, then at Becky and then past her to the empty courtyard.


‘Has Fielding just dropped you off like this? In the rain?’


‘Pardon?’


‘Has Fielding – oh never mind. I’m sorry but we weren’t expecting you for another hour.’


Becky had assumed it would just be her and Mr Darnley. ‘We?’ she said.


‘Oh, er, nous ne expectons pas vous – I don’t suppose you speak English?’


‘Yes. Actually it’s all I speak.’ Becky felt a wave of panic. ‘Mr Darnley does know the interview will be in English, doesn’t he?’


The woman looked at her and again at her coat, obviously baffled. Becky could hear a digital bleeping from somewhere inside the house, faint but insistent. The woman obviously heard it too for she ushered Becky in with sudden urgency.


‘Look, just follow me – we’ll sort this out in a second.’


The digital pulsing grew louder as Becky followed the woman along a green entrance hall with ornate plasterwork, past a portrait of an elderly man (Darnley?) and into a huge kitchen, where Becky realised she had interrupted preparations for a big do. As well as the delicious roast lamb smells which were wafting from an oven that looked large enough to be in a forge, the aroma of freshly baked pastry arose from trays of golden-clad nibbles on the kitchen counters. The woman took another tray of nibbles out of the oven and then reset the digital kitchen clock – which looked as incongruous as a microwave would in the kitchen of Downton Abbey.


‘Right,’ said the woman. ‘I’m Mrs Collie, by the way. ‘Would you like a drink?’


‘I’m Becky Thomson. Please don’t worry about me. Can I just sit here, out of the way, until Mr Darnley is ready?’


‘Of course,’ said Mrs Collie, opening the door of the substantial oven, and testing the meat. Succulent wraiths of steam streamed out as if in happy escape. Evidently satisfied, she shut the door and turned a dial on the oven. ‘So you’re not from Paris?’


‘No, from the Essex Gleaner. And I’m from Essex.’ Becky pulled a barstool from beneath the central counter and winced as her coat shed water on the kitchen flagstones.


‘The Essex Gleaner? And Matthew – Mr Darnley’s expecting you?’


‘I haven’t met him before, but yes. He wants to talk about this house. And I can see why. I can’t imagine living in a place this enormous.’


‘He doesn’t live here. He’s abroad most of the time.’


‘Oh. Now I am confused,’ said Becky. ‘I assumed if he wanted us to do an article on the house it was his main residence – an old family home. You mean he has other places too?’


Mrs Collie didn’t reply but she looked perplexed. ‘He’s going to be pushed for time,’ she said. ‘And I didn’t think he did interviews. I must admit I’m a bit surprised.’


‘To be honest I was,’ said Becky. ‘Considering the topic he’s suggested but good for him for being so open about it.’


‘What topic?’


‘Architecture and slavery. He suggested the Essex Gleaner do an article on the grand homes of Essex and how much of the original money to build them came from the colonies, plantations. Well, the slave trade.’


‘The slave trade?’ echoed Mrs Collie.


Now Becky was certain she shouldn’t be here. She fumbled in her bag and unfolded two typed sheets. One was the memo about the invitation from Mr Darnley, the other a sheet of notes – presumably from Mr McBride – with a list of potential questions to put to him. The questions were surprisingly accusing for an editor who preferred articles on Brown Owl to reports of crime and ‘unpleasantness’ as he put it. Becky had already thought of some more anodyne substitutes. Even if Mr Darnley’s inherited wealth owed its origin to highly unsavoury activities, there was no point barging in with questions like: ‘Do you feel personally culpable for your ancestors’ involvement in the African slave trade?’ Not when Mr Darnley himself had raised the topic as something the paper should do an article on.


Mrs Collie held out her hand for the papers and Becky passed over the memo, hoping Mrs Collie wouldn’t also demand to see Mr McBride’s list of aggressive questions. Judging by the prolonged silence Mrs Collie was not so much reading the memo as studying it. She looked up and gave Becky a long appraising stare before shaking her head and handing back the piece of paper. Something was definitely not right.


‘And you look too young to have made any enemies.’


‘What do you mean?’ said Becky.


Before Mrs Collie could answer, the kitchen door swung open and a six foot three man in his early thirties walked in, doing a comic double take when he saw Becky sitting on the barstool. He was dressed formally in a dinner jacket, white shirt and well-pressed black trousers.


‘Good grief, Mrs Collie,’ he laughed. ‘Is it Waifs’ and Strays’ week? You must tell me about these charity exploits.’ He grinned at Becky. ‘I can claim back tax on them.’


His dark hair and eyes suggested he might be French but his voice seemed a hotchpotch of accents: a jumble of Irish, maybe Welsh, maybe American.


‘Just you stop being so unkind,’ Mrs Collie scolded. ‘This is Becky, a friend of my daughter. The poor girl got caught in that downpour and dropped in here to shelter.’ She gave Becky a glance loaded with warning.


He held out his hand. ‘I’m Matthew Darnley.’


What? Becky had anticipated an elderly man – someone who was nearing the end of his life and seeking redemption – not a tanned, strapping man who looked like he had no regrets about anything he’d done.


‘Hello, Mr Darnley.’ She shook his hand and winced as a small shower of rain was shaken from her right coat sleeve onto the flagstones.


‘What on earth were you doing out in this?’ he asked.


‘It’s an embarrassing story,’ she said. ‘And too long to tell.’ She hoped he wouldn’t pursue the subject as it was now obvious that he hadn’t been expecting a reporter and knew nothing of an interview. It occurred to her that the brusque memo hadn’t come from Mr McBride at all. There was only one joker on the newspaper payroll who would have the temerity to set her up like this. As soon as she got back to the office, she would show the memo to Mr McBride. Even though his pet favourite had written it, surely he would be furious to see the missive that had been sent in his name.


Matthew was watching her with curiosity and she realised she was frowning.


‘Well, then,’ he said. ‘Can I get you a towel?’


‘Oh, no thanks,’ said Becky; she just wanted to be as inconspicuous as possible until she found an opportunity to leave.


‘At least take your coat off; it looks soaked through. You’re not on an illegal hunt, are you?’


Becky shook her head. ‘It’s not a hunting jacket – it’s just my father’s old coat.’ Having it around was usually a sign he was back on shore leave – except the last time the coat had come home her father was no longer in it.


Matthew grinned. ‘Shame. You’d fit in round here. When I started coming to this country it took me a while to work out that the richest people wear their oldest gear when they’re fishing or hunting.’ And, the grin still on his face, he moved over to a selection of wines standing on the kitchen’s granite worktop.


Becky tried not to stare as he examined some of the bottles. If he thought she was of the Horse and Hound set he was way off track. She wondered which country he was from. Fortunately he’d lost interest in her now. He turned towards Mrs Collie, who was busy transferring the pastry nibbles to a trolley.


‘Did Fielding go to pick up Miss Carette?’


‘Left on the dot, Mr Darnley.’


Sitting on the stool, quiet as a mouse, Becky eavesdropped shamelessly. She watched as Matthew Darnley made light work of uncorking the vintage wines and left them to breathe. And she listened to the last-minute reminders of what he wanted served and when, which Mrs Collie was to pass on to ‘the girls’ – whoever they were. ‘And I must remind them the petillant is the one Miss Carette prefers.’


‘But I thought you said she only drank pink champagne!’


‘No, Mrs Collie. You’re thinking of the wife of that obnoxious man from Luxembourg.’


‘It’s the ladies and their fancies that complicate things,’ Mrs Collie grumbled. ‘You should just give them Babycham and be done with it.’


‘You think so?’ He grinned and turned to Becky. Apparently he hadn’t forgotten her after all. ‘Do you drink Babycham?’


‘I’m afraid not,’ she said. ‘Even though I come from Essex.’


‘You see, Mrs Collie, your theory is quite flawed.’


‘Yes,’ said Mrs Collie. ‘But I dare say this young lady is more sensible than some of your guests.’


Becky wasn’t sure how to respond to what could have been faint praise or a subtle way of saying she wasn’t ‘guest material’.


‘Oh you can see how sensible I am,’ she said. ‘Choosing a day like this to be out.’


‘If I had more time I would love to hear your embarrassing long story,’ said Matthew, locking eyes with her. It was a relief when the sound of merry voices approaching the kitchen broke the spell and he finally looked away. A door on the far side of the room opened and three young women, chattering like starlings, appeared. They were dressed in waitresses’ uniforms and stood bunched in the doorway for a second, their uninhibited banter dying on their lips when they discovered Mrs Collie wasn’t alone. Then they came in, murmuring diffident ‘good evenings’ to Mr Darnley.


He grinned to acknowledge them and listened as Mrs Collie passed on his instructions. Satisfied everything was in hand he turned to Becky once more. ‘Maybe you’ll come back and tell me that story when the weather is better,’ he told her.


‘Maybe, I will,’ she responded politely, knowing as well as he surely did that they were unlikely to meet again.


He nodded and walked out; moments later mellow background music floated through to the kitchen. She could hear a tenor sax embroidering the melody with laid-back ease. He was obviously in a room nearby, creating ambience for his lucky guests, having erased Becky from his mind the instant he left the kitchen.


Mrs Collie, a bit pink in the face, pushed the trolley towards the door the girls had come through, summoning one of them to hold it open for her. Before the door shut again, Becky caught a glimpse of a room with a dark gleaming table set with sparkling silver, crystal glasses and a central display of what looked like white orchids. All very elegant, very inviting.


Mrs Collie bustled back into the kitchen. ‘Aren’t those napkins ready?’


The young woman whose deft fingers had been pleating the napkins so that they fanned out into a perfect crescent assured her that they were.


‘Well take them in, love, take them in!’


There was an edge to Mrs Collie’s voice now – a sure sign that zero hour was fast approaching.


Becky slid off the stool and thanked Mrs Collie for her intervention. ‘I think I was set up.’


‘Sounds like it. A nasty trick. Do you know who it was?’


‘Yes, a colleague from work. It was someone I turned down. I’m guessing this was his little joke.’


‘Just as well you turned him down, then.’


Becky looked around the kitchen, wondering which of the doors was the best to use; presumably as an uninvited guest she should go out the tradesmen’s entrance. Mrs Collie noticed her confusion and quickly gestured for Becky to follow her. They retraced their steps to the front door and Mrs Collie opened it. Outside it was still damp and grey.


‘Have you got a car?’


‘Yes, thanks,’ said Becky, stepping into the courtyard. ‘A taxi is waiting for me.’ Thank God for her socialist cabbie and his insistence on hanging around. ‘Sorry to have been a bother.’


‘Not your fault.’ Mrs Collie shut the door and Becky hurried across the courtyard and down the steps. The first guest was already arriving: a Bentley had stopped at the head of the lollipop. Becky hesitated on the bottom step, wondering whether to run like a panicked Cinderella or adopt a sedate pace. But the young woman in the back of the Bentley was clearly oblivious to Becky’s presence: she held a compact mirror in her hand and was making a rapid last-minute appraisal of her face and hair. She needn’t have bothered: she looked exquisite.


Becky headed towards the side of the house in the direction her taxi driver had indicated. Halfway there she turned back to see Matthew Darnley running swiftly down the front steps. Although the rain had reduced to barely a bitter drizzle, he unfurled an umbrella before opening the car door and helping the James Bond beauty out. She was almost as tall as he was and her only concession to the weather was a long feather boa worn with a model’s casual panache about her shoulders. Becky heard Matthew greet the lady (Miss Carette, presumably) and her reply and realised they were speaking in French. Neither noticed her as Miss Carette, in her shimmering beaded shift, flung her white arms about Matthew Darnley’s neck and he, in turn, encircled her slender waist. There was no way that lady was going to be served with Babycham tonight. Becky turned her back on Matthew Darnley and his companion, pulled up her coat collar and walked on to the side of the house, where her carriage awaited – and within it – a very curious driver.


Half an hour later the taxi driver, outraged on Becky’s behalf, dropped her outside the Essex Gleaner’s offices. She headed straight for Mr McBride’s room, with ‘his’ memo in her hand, and knocked on his transparent door. But the plump editor was on the phone and he gestured with an impatient swipe that he was not to be disturbed.


Returning to her desk Becky was relieved the few other people in the office paid her no attention; presumably they thought her earlier absence was due to a genuine assignment. She checked her emails and ate her meagre salad from a Tupperware box, feeling a twinge of deprivation as she imagined the multi-course luncheon being served at Noak Hall. She googled Matthew Darnley and the first few items on the results list concerned his ownership of the Monmouth Hotel (five star) in north Essex; there was no mention of Noak Hall.


Patsy came in with a shop-purchased sandwich and made a beeline for Becky the moment she saw her. ‘Where were you?’ she asked. ‘McBride called a meeting first thing. Fortunately he didn’t notice you weren’t there.’


‘That’s good,’ said Becky, though Patsy’s unintended slight cruelly confirmed her earlier lack of judgement. How had she believed that Mr McBride would send a junior reporter to interview someone on a topic as challenging as slavery? She had let her enthusiasm trample over good sense.


‘Don’t look so down,’ said Patsy. ‘You didn’t really miss anything. He gave us a talk on ethics. He’s got it into his head that we’re all hacking phones and going through people’s rubbish bins. Something I can’t imagine you –’


‘Becky’s always going through people’s rubbish bins,’ a voice said behind them. Ian. For an obese bloke he moved with a surprising stealthiness; usually the first indication of his presence was a shadow across the computer screen closely followed by his hand on her shoulder and a cheery ‘I know a much better way of doing that’. Patsy mouthed ‘prat’ and went to her desk.


Becky wondered briefly if she could just ignore Ian. She had refused his ‘help the new girl’ overtures on many occasions, knowing any favour would be called in with an insistence she join him for a drink or a meal and there were more competent colleagues who would help her without starting a tab. Also his unsolicited advice usually involved him balancing one buttock on her desk and cupping a hand over hers to guide the mouse but Patsy had warned her not to upset him until her twelve-month probation was up. After that – with more legal protection behind her – she could tell him where to stick his buttock.


For now though he wasn’t going to take the hint to leave her alone and anyway she wanted to confront him about the trick he’d played on her. Becky turned around.


‘So how was your morning?’ he asked, evidently expecting a temper tantrum because he grinned and dodged an imaginary punch. ‘I suppose you met the lord of the manor.’


‘I did,’ said Becky.


‘And?’


‘And what? He seemed nice enough.’


Ian’s face lost some of its anticipated glee. ‘But what about the questions? What did Darnley say when you asked him about the slave trade?’


‘I didn’t bother asking him,’ said Becky. ‘It was obvious someone had tried to set me up. By the way, was this to get at me or do you have something against him?’


‘He’s an arrogant git. Swanning round his manor and not letting people fish in his lake.’


‘Ah, so that’s what it was about,’ said Becky. ‘Unbelievable. How did you know he would be at Noak Hall today? I’m told he’s hardly ever there.’


Ian tapped his nose. ‘Inside information. So go on, tell me what he said.’


Becky ignored the question, reached into her bag and laid the two taxi receipts on her desk. ‘How am I going to claim for these?’


Ian casually pulled loose notes from a pocket and threw them on to her desk. He put the taxi receipts in his pocket.


‘I bet you didn’t even meet him,’ he said, scowling.


‘Would you like to bet where I’m going now?’ said Becky. ‘I have to discuss an ethical matter with Mr McBride.’


‘Discuss away,’ snapped Ian and slimed off. Becky looked round for the memo and Mr McBride’s ‘instructions’. They were no longer on her desk. At the far end of the office Ian was feeding something into the shredder. Evidence gone.




Chapter Two


Only three weeks to go before her twelve-month probation was up and Becky had managed to avoid any assignments that involved Ian. Until now. She’d barely got into the office before Patsy hurried over.


‘Ian says I’m to tell you he’s just gone to fill up and then he’ll be waiting for you in the car park.’


Oh God; she could look forward to half a day of Ian ogling her breasts while pretending to photograph something. ‘I didn’t know he was covering the rally?’


‘Rally?’ said Patsy, frowning. ‘That’s not what he said.’


‘I’m supposed to be covering the vintage car rally at Marsden Common in an hour,’ Becky fumed. ‘They’re expecting me. Right, I’m going to speak to Mr McBride. I know Ian’s his nephew and all that, but –’


Patsy sighed. ‘Don’t bother. McBride hardly ever goes against Ian. Our boss has no children of his own. He thinks the sun shines out of Ian’s – camera.’


‘What? Just let him get away with it? If nothing else, it’s unprofessional.’


‘And when your probation is over you can say so,’ said Patsy. ‘I’m sure Ian’s delegated someone else to cover the car rally.’


‘Did he say what this is all about and where we’re going?’


‘Somewhere in the country, I gather. You’d better hurry.’


The telephone on her desk shrilled. Becky picked up the receiver but before she could say a word Ian’s voice demanded, ‘Are you coming down or what?’ He rang off before Becky could even reply.


Furious about the sudden change to her day and even more furious she couldn’t do anything about it, Becky headed downstairs. In the car park Ian was behind the wheel of his Citroen, revving its powerful engine impatiently.


‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ she said.


‘That’s a fine way to show your gratitude. You should be on your knees, thanking me.’


‘Thanking you for what?’


‘For arranging the most exciting day you’ve had since you’ve been in this sad little office. But if you want to go and tell our esteemed editor that you refuse to go –’


‘Your uncle knows about this – assignment?’


‘Oh yes,’ said Ian. ‘You know how it is: I suggest things; he agrees. Now, chop, chop.’


Fuming Becky got in and belted up. She remembered the word ‘nepotism’ came from favouring nephews – never a more apt use.


‘And don’t look so sour,’ snapped Ian. ‘I’m doing you a favour here.’


The F-word again – always ominous. ‘A favour?’


He plonked a folder in her lap. ‘Feast your eyes on that,’ he told her. ‘And while you’re at it, try to be a bit more appreciative of what I’ve set up for us, will you?’


She didn’t respond but, as he tore out of the car park, she opened the folder and examined the brochure inside. It showed photos of a gloriously mellow stone building cloaked in Virginia creeper and surrounded by manicured lawns that set it off to perfection. ‘The Monmouth Country Club UK,’ she read aloud, ‘Matthew Darnley’s newly renovated oasis of calm in today’s hectic world.’


She shut the brochure and gave Ian an unfriendly stare. ‘We’re going to a hotel owned by Matthew Darnley?’


‘Yup.’


‘Why? Has it been burgled or something?’


‘Not yet. Unless I take a fancy to the cutlery.’ He giggled as though he had said something amusing. ‘Anyway, all you need to know is that I’ve fixed for you to do an interview.’


‘Hang on a moment. I can do a write-up on the place but an interview? Please tell me you haven’t arranged for me to talk to Matthew Darnley.’


‘Maybe I have. Maybe I haven’t,’ Ian chanted.


Becky wished now she had found out more about Matthew. Having googled him after their first meeting she had suppressed her curiosity; with no professional excuse to research him she had felt the same unease as when her younger brother tried to ‘stalk’ potential girlfriends online: it was a bit creepy.


‘I know all you have to do is point a camera and click but I can’t talk to someone without doing some research first.’


‘Got you going!’ Ian laughed. ‘’Course you won’t have to talk to Matthew Darnley. Even if he was at the Monmouth today, I don’t think he would bother with a junior reporter from a piddling little local rag. No, you’ll be speaking to the manager.’


‘About what? I’m not prepared.’


‘Oh, wing it,’ Ian snapped. ‘His name is Chris Harris and he happens to be a friend of mine. While you interview him, I’ll mosey around’ – he was putting on a very tiresome mock-aristocratic accent – ‘take in the stately rooms, the lounges. Maybe even take a wander upstairs; see if the bedrooms rate my personal approval. Who knows, I might want to stay there some time soon? I mean look at the brochure. Would you say “no” to a stay in their honeymoon suite?’


‘Depends who with,’ said Becky.


‘You wouldn’t say “No” to Darnley.’


Even if this merited an answer, Becky wouldn’t have known what to say. Did she want to bump into Matthew Darnley again? He just might ask about that long embarrassing story. The car jarred over a pothole and she checked to see if Ian was paying attention to the road: nope – he’d been casting a not-furtive-enough look at her breasts. Ian quickly tried to camouflage his inability to stare straight ahead by rabbiting on about the assignment.


‘You could say I got him the job.’


‘Who?’


‘Chris Harris. He was umming and ahhing about accepting the position. I told him to go for it. So now he’s manager of the Monmouth Hotel. He’d never have taken the job if it wasn’t for me.’


‘And how do you know him?’


‘He and his wife moved into my street. They didn’t know anyone – bit lost really. So I introduced him to a few people, you know, took him down the pub.’


‘You’re calling in a favour?’


He giggled in that annoying way again. ‘What else can you do with them?’


An unwelcome thought flashed through Becky’s mind. ‘Does this Chris know we’re turning up today?’


‘Oh yeah. I’ve told him you’re going to write a lovely piece about the hotel – so long as he treats us right. I expect a free lunch out of this at least.’


‘I didn’t think Mr McBride was into giving free advertisements.’


‘My uncle likes us to support local businesses.’


Not that local. They had left the A12 before Colchester, and seemed to be slaloming along the sort of B-roads so despised by her socialist taxi driver a few weeks earlier.


‘Got any plans for tonight?’ said Ian.


He’d caught her on the hop so she didn’t have a chance to invent a night out. ‘Er…’


‘Obviously not,’ he said, smugly. ‘Friday night as well. We need to get you out a bit more from whatever dreary bedsit you inhabit.’


Becky sighed inwardly. She was embarrassed that, at twenty-three, she still lived at home with her mother and brother but this was an economic necessity; she was only going to look for somewhere to rent when she knew she had a firm job. She could now look forward to an argument with Ian later about why she wouldn’t join him for a drink or meal or whatever evening out he was planning.


But she forgot about excuses to foil Ian’s evening plans as they turned into the entrance to Matthew’s hotel. The approach to the Monmouth was stunning, a long curving drive revealing a mature, stately building – perfect in its setting of manicured lawns and with an established Virginia creeper hugging the façade. Becky really did feel like she was entering a sequestered place of peaceful loveliness.


‘Why don’t you take a picture for our piece? The light’s perfect right now,’ she suggested as they got out of the car.


‘All in good time,’ said Ian. ‘Let’s go and winkle out old Chris.’


They didn’t have to. A tall figure stood by the main entrance, they saw him right away and she – if not Ian – could tell immediately he wasn’t a bit pleased to see them. Apologetically the first thing he did was cry off the interview ‘with Miss Thomson’ due to the pressure of other commitments. His accent was similar to Matthew Darnley’s, which Becky still couldn’t place, so he certainly wasn’t local despite living in Ian’s street. And, unlike Mr Darnley, Chris Harris seemed unaccustomed to the constraints of formal dress; one hand was constantly tugging at his shirt collar and tie. He was obviously still new to the job, treading warily, his face pale with anxiety to make good. Becky felt really sorry for him.


Not wanting to add to the harassed man’s problems, she took herself off to explore; Chris Harris was going to have Ian dogging his footsteps as it was, selfishly determined to get whatever favour he was after, and since she was here she might as well get a feel for the place. Having looked over the beautifully landscaped grounds, and watched as a team of workmen created a fiendish bunker on the spanking new golf course, she went indoors.


Becky introduced herself to the pleasant girl at reception and explained she was doing a write-up for a local paper. The young woman agreed with her that the hotel suggested a more mellow, less hectic age than our own. ‘It’s what the owner wanted to achieve; the atmosphere of a comfortable Edwardian country-seat but with modern amenities and French cuisine.’


‘So it’s a sort of fusion hotel?’


‘That’s right. He’s very big on the French stuff. Microwaves are banned from the kitchens. It’s only been open for three months but it’s really taking off. Quite a few famous people have started coming too.’


Becky laughed. ‘Really?’ She couldn’t imagine any A-listers wanting to spend time in Essex.


‘Really,’ the girl said. ‘This bit’s off the record, right? Look who we’ve got staying.’


She twisted her screen and pointed at a name that meant nothing to Becky; presumably someone who featured in the celebrity magazines she didn’t read or in the reality TV programmes she didn’t watch. Maybe she should gen up on this sort of trivia for the sake of her career. And then the receptionist panicked. ‘Promise you won’t put that in your article?’ she said quickly. ‘I’d be out on my ear if the boss knew I’d let you see this. He’s really strict about client confidentiality.’


Becky assured her she wouldn’t breathe a word then froze, staring at the screen in disbelief. ‘Just a moment – that’s my name at the bottom. What’s that doing there?’


The girl winced. ‘Hell. Was it supposed to be a surprise for you? I didn’t realise. Your boyfriend just had Chris type the booking in himself. Mr Ian Watt and Ms Becky Thomson – the bridal suite for tonight.’


‘The what?’


‘The bridal suite. That’s what it says here.’


Becky’s felt her stomach lurch as she read the linked names on the screen again, furious that Ian would take such a liberty. Furious, too, at his conceit in thinking his ‘charm’ was such that he could actually talk her into spending a night with him here – well – anywhere. And then she remembered Ian’s earlier set-up.


She forced a smile at the receptionist. ‘I take it you were in on this joke? A very good wind-up, by the way.’


The receptionist looked confused. ‘Sorry?’


‘Presumably my colleague put Chris up to this and told you to show it to me.’


‘No, it’s a real booking.’ The receptionist looked horrified. ‘You mean Mr Watt isn’t your boyfriend?’


‘No, he is not. Cancel it.’


The girl hesitated.


‘You can do that, surely?’


‘Well, no,’ stuttered the girl. ‘It’s a special code for free stays. Chris typed it in; I can’t undo it.’ The telephone next to her rang. ‘Look, we’ll get Chris to sort it out in a minute. Let me just get this call.’


Seething with indignation, Becky left her to it and sat in one of the classic English antique chairs in the reception area. So this was the extra favour Ian had intended extracting from the manager. And pathetic Chris Harris had gone along with it.


She wondered whether to have it out with Ian as soon as she saw him. Or maybe it would be more satisfying to see how he intended to break the news to her and then deal with it – preferably in front of Chris, who clearly needed to ‘man-up’ where users like Ian were concerned.


And here they were: Ian coming along the corridor with a jaunty swagger, followed by Chris Harris, looking deathly, his forehead beaded with sweat.


‘Becky,’ exclaimed Ian. ‘Isn’t this a lovely hotel? Are you getting enough for your write-up?’


Chris was looking at her with an anxious intensity. God, he really believed she had the power to influence would-be local customers.


‘It’s a lovely setting,’ she told him. ‘And I’m sure your hotel doesn’t need the publicity.’


‘Everyone could do with good publicity,’ said Ian, quickly. ‘And isn’t it nice of old Chris to insist that we have lunch here?’


‘It’s nice that Mr McBride has agreed to cover our expenses,’ said Becky. ‘Or shall I just ring him now to confirm it’s OK?’


Ian glared at her, while ‘old Chris’ looked resentfully at him.


‘Lunch is on the house,’ Chris murmured, standing aside. ‘Would you like to come this way, Miss Thomson?’


He led them to a table in the walnut-panelled dining room and handed them each one of the Monmouth’s ornate, gold-tasselled menus. He then disappeared into the kitchen, emerging seconds later with a waiter who he brought to the table just as Ian was holding up a knife to the light.


‘Is there something wrong with it?’ asked Chris.


‘Relax, old boy,’ said Ian. ‘I was admiring the hallmark.’


‘You may need to frisk him when we leave,’ said Becky and noticed Chris cast a bewildered look at Ian, who was now perusing the menu.


From where she was sitting Becky could see part of the reception desk through the open dining-room door and made a mental note to ask the receptionist for a screen print of the bridal suite booking. Once she got back to the office she would show it to Mr McBride; surely even his favoured nephew wouldn’t survive this. But then the receptionist moved back into her line of view and it wasn’t the young woman from before; an older man had taken her place. Becky cursed inwardly.


Ian completed his protracted perusal of the menu and settled for moules marinière. ‘And, I suppose, let’s have a look at the wine list.’


‘You’re driving,’ snapped Becky and then, more gently to the waiter, ‘a salad, please. And a glass of tap water.’


‘You haven’t even opened your menu,’ said Ian. ‘How can you do a write-up of the food based on a salad?’


‘I’m not a food connoisseur,’ said Becky.


‘How about a perigourdine salad?’ asked Chris, ‘it has duck and walnuts and –‘


‘Does it need a lot of preparation?’ said Becky. ‘We have to be back in the office this afternoon.’


‘No more than for a plain salad.’ Chris cast a surprised look at a frowning Ian.


‘Hang on,’ Ian said. ‘We’re not in a rush.’


‘I am. I have work to do.’ Becky snatched the menu from him and handed it, together with her own to the waiter. ‘I’d like the salad Mr Harris mentioned, please.’ The waiter made off with their order before Ian had a chance to protest.


He glared at Becky. Chris, who had been hovering with uncertainty, hurriedly pulled up a chair. ‘I’m sorry I was so tied up earlier on, Miss Thomson. Is there anything about the hotel you’d like to ask me?’


Becky felt she had enough information for her write-up but realised Chris was misinterpreting her aggression towards Ian as dissatisfaction with the hotel. She took a notepad out of her bag and tried to think of a tame question. ‘What clientele are you trying to target?’ she asked.


Chris embarked on a rather rambling explanation about the hotel being within easy reach of both Stansted airport and London and listed the European countries they planned to target, especially France. Becky felt guilty that she was only pretending to take notes. Ian looked bored until their food arrived. Chris moved on to a long account of the struggle to find British staff who could speak French fluently. Becky’s attention wandered. How was she going to convince the receptionist now on duty to give her a screen print of the bridal suite room booking? She turned to look at him to see if that provided inspiration but found her view blocked by a man standing in the doorway: Matthew Darnley was scanning the dining room as if to check all was well.


No dinner jacket and formal wear today, of course, just a smart business suit. But other than that, Matthew Darnley was as dark, tall and good-looking as she remembered. His gaze landed on Chris and Becky saw him frown, presumably wondering what his manager was up to. Unfortunately, as she was scrutinising him, he caught her at it. He did a similar double take to the one in his kitchen. ‘Hello,’ he mouthed silently then smiled at her. Embarrassed, she gave him a small smile back and refocused on her meal.


She made a half-hearted attempt to eat her salad, which was delicious but she could not enjoy knowing they were not paying for it. Ian, who had no such qualms, was eating a mouthful of mussels and dribbling as he talked about the difficulty in getting access to private fishing lakes while Chris tried to look interested. Becky turned back to see if Matthew was still in the doorway. He wasn’t. He had walked to the reception desk and must have asked the receptionist to twist round the monitor so he could examine the screen. Panic struck Becky – Matthew would see that booking. She could strangle Ian. The urge to race over to reception and plead with Matthew Darnley not to be misled by what he was certainly going to read was almost overwhelming. Becky twisted her napkin in her lap, agonised – prayed – that he’d miss the damning entry. But of course he didn’t and seconds later she heard his raised voice. The other diners stopped eating and looked towards reception too.


Chris Harris went white and pushed back his chair. ‘God, it’s Matthew. I wasn’t expecting him until tomorrow. Excuse me.’ He hurried out to the reception area.


‘Pathetic, isn’t he?’ Ian sneered. ‘You’d think he was in the army. Jumps to it at the mere sight of his employer.’


‘Maybe you would too, if your job was on the line.’


Matthew Darnley stormed into the dining room with Chris in tow.


‘Which table?’ he said. Chris pointed out where Ian and Becky were sitting and Matthew marched over.


Becky darted a look at Ian, intending to ask him how he was going to deal with the situation he’d provoked. She got a fierce and urgent whisper that amazed her, ‘Just remember whatever I did was for both of us, we’re in this together – right?’


‘No we’re not,’ Becky hissed back as Matthew reached them, his discomfited manager fingering the knot of his tie and trailing in his wake.


Ian, first, was the focus of Matthew’s attention. ‘And you are?’


Ian gave his name and occupation on the Essex Gleaner then stupidly tried to curry favour. ‘You’ve never met me, Mr Darnley, but I’ve often admired the grounds of your Noak Hall.’


‘Then you must have been trespassing,’ snapped Matthew. He picked up Ian’s camera. ‘I really don’t need your newspaper’s publicity but, just to satisfy my curiosity, how many photos of the Monmouth did you take this morning for your readers?’


Ian muttered something about the unsatisfactory light. Matthew gestured for Chris to pull back the dining-room curtains fully. Sunlight streamed into the room, motes dancing in the beam.


And then Matthew was standing before her – no inclination now to smile. He didn’t say anything for what seemed to Becky an eternity, ‘So you’re a reporter?’


Becky nodded.


‘And I suppose it was just a co-incidence that you were at Noak Hall the other day?’


No, that was another stunt of Ian’s, Becky wanted to say, but with her boss’s nephew sitting opposite she didn’t dare. When she hesitated, Matthew snapped ‘Never mind’ and rested his hand on the spiral-ringed notebook beside her plate. ‘So who did you interview today, Miss Thomson?’


Becky could hardly say she had had an informal chat with the young receptionist who had been on duty earlier.


Impatient for an answer, Matthew Darnley peeled back the cover on her notebook to reveal a page with nothing on it but the name of the celebrity guest who Becky hadn’t recognised. She had idly scribbled it down meaning to google the man later and see if it was someone she should have heard of.


He tore out the page and scrunched it in his pocket. ‘You’re every bit as bad as your boyfriend, aren’t you?’


Becky found her voice. ‘He is not my boyfriend.’


‘No? Well you’ll forgive me, Miss Thomson, for assuming that he was. I just saw your names on the monitor booked into the nuptial suite here for tonight. Sorry to be a killjoy but I’ve cancelled that booking. We don’t accommodate freeloaders.’


He turned to Chris Harris. ‘Normally it would be your job to escort undesirables off the premises but this time I’ll see to it myself.’


Matthew stood there glaring until Ian and Becky put their knives and forks together on their unfinished meals and rose to follow him out of the restaurant. Ian strode ahead nonchalantly, hands in his pockets, but Becky had never felt so humiliated in her life. When she attempted to lag behind Ian, and be less conspicuous, Matthew Darnley firmly cupped her elbow. He didn’t make her go faster than she wanted but he didn’t release her either. And she’d never forget the pair of snooty women in the lobby who, fully aware of what was going on, gave her the once over before shrinking away as if she were contaminated. At that moment she didn’t know who she hated more – wheeling-and-dealing Ian who’d got her into this nightmare situation or Matthew Darnley who was convinced she had schemed to get something for nothing. He saw them all the way to Ian’s car and for a moment Becky thought Matthew was going to push her head down – policeman-style – as she got in but he stood back and said nothing. She could feel his eyes on her until Ian pulled away.


‘Got to admit,’ Ian said, as they pulled out of the driveway. ‘It was a bit of a laugh.’


Becky didn’t reply and spent the rest of the journey back to Chelmsford planning what she’d say when she marched into the editor’s office and denounced his nephew for sexual harassment.


But when they arrived at the Essex Gleaner’s premises Mr McBride was already pacing the car park, furious.


‘I’ve had a call from the proprietor of The Monmouth. He tells me how disappointed he is that a pair from our newspaper tried to blackmail the staff there into giving them a free room for the night. So, whose idea was it?’


Becky looked at Ian to see if he was going to own up but he said nothing. Mr McBride angrily waved his nephew away and signalled for Becky to follow him. He showed her into his office, sat down and stared at her, unsmilingly.


‘When I call a meeting for all staff I expect all staff to attend.’


‘Sorry?’ said Becky.


‘My ethics meeting – two weeks ago. I assumed you weren’t there because you were ill. Now I’m told you spent that morning nosing around Mr Darnley’s place. So I want to know who authorised you to look for a story concerning him?’


‘No one authorised me, as such,’ said Becky. ‘But Ian –’


‘Did you discuss it with anyone first?’


‘No, I couldn’t. Because Ian –’


‘Your employment is terminated with immediate effect.’


‘You can’t do that,’ Becky blurted out.


‘You’re on probation. So I can.’


Becky stared at him. She was sure Mr McBride knew who was really to blame.


He blinked under her gaze. ‘You don’t adhere to the core values of the company and your performance is unsatisfactory.’


No one had suggested that before but Becky could see there was no point arguing. Mr McBride marched her to her desk, and, humiliatingly, called Patsy over to relieve Becky of her smartphone, laptop, and security pass. Everyone in the vicinity kept their heads down. Becky looked around. There was no sign of Ian, which was probably just as well as she had no idea what shape her fury would take if she saw him.


For the second time that day Becky was escorted from a site with no opportunity to explain.




Chapter Three


‘Fired?’ said her mother, frowning. Having never really got her head around Becky’s job at the Essex Gleaner, she was now having problems understanding Becky’s sudden loss of it. ‘But why?’


‘I’ve told you why,’ said Becky, wearily. She’d actually toned down the account of her day to say she had refused to go out with the nephew of the editor and they had decided her face didn’t fit. Her mother thought that any non-secretarial office job was straying into dangerous territory and tales of illicitly booked bridal suites and being thrown out of hotels would just consolidate this view.


Her brother, Joe, was full of impotent indignation on Becky’s behalf. ‘You should take them to court for sexual harassment. You have rights.’


‘Yes, probably. But taking them to a tribunal is not a great start to my career.’


‘Maybe it’s for the best,’ said their mother.


‘How is it for the best?’


‘Well, you know, maybe it was a bit too much for you. You need to find a job that’s a bit more – steady. Forget this writing business.’


‘It’s journalism,’ snapped Becky. ‘And I will get another job.’


‘But you said the job market was even worse than last year.’


‘You don’t have to be so negative, Mum.’


‘I’m just saying.’


Becky stormed up to her room. What was wrong with their mother? But she recalled her maternal grandparents had been mired in a sort of old-world working-class passivity too. ‘That’s not for the likes of us,’ was a common catchphrase; one that was brought out when the young Becky had expressed an interest in university or even when Joe, in his early teens, had said (hopefully) that he needed satellite TV to watch the football.


‘It’s ridiculous,’ their grandmother had snapped. ‘Working-class people having satellite TV.’ She seemed oblivious to the satellite dishes that had erupted like shelf fungus on the other houses in their estate.


Becky needed someone she could confide in – someone who was the antithesis of her mother – and she had just remembered a half-forgotten invitation from someone exactly like that. A quick phone call confirmed her friend would be delighted to see her tonight.


Becky walked out of the house, down the scrubbed front path which crouched in fear between her mother’s sparse and regimented flower beds, and to the nearest bus stop where she caught a bus to the much more upmarket area of Hutton. From there it was only another short walk to a property whose front garden was so lush and exotic she could imagine animals breaking out of a zoo just to lose themselves in its thickets of pampas grass and bamboo. She rang the bell and the lady who had created this carefully crafted wilderness opened the door with a delighted smile.


‘Becky,’ the lady cried. ‘Long time no see. Come in.’


Clara Babonneau was one of several people Becky had interviewed while covering an ‘Open Gardens’ event and by far the most interesting. A very lively lady in her mid-sixties, she was like an exotic migrant who had apparently ‘flown in to England to see what English gardens were about’, having been informed – or misinformed – that the English were obsessive gardeners.


Exasperated by the sanitised English front garden, Clara had self-published a book on designing ‘wild gardens for suburbia’ and had been so endearingly appreciative when Becky plugged her book in the Open Gardens piece, that she insisted Becky came round for dinner one night. Despite the age difference and the fact the two could not have been more different – Becky had seldom left the UK whereas Clara was well travelled – it had been a fun evening and a friendship had been formed. Neither had talked much about their own families: Clara revealed she had been widowed when she was relatively young and, perhaps sensing Becky’s ambivalence about her own home, had insisted Becky drop round whenever she needed a break. But aware from their conversation that Clara seemed to have a vibrant social life, with bridge nights and visits from old friends who were passing through England, Becky had been reluctant to take her up on her offer – until today.


Becky followed Clara into the living room and sank into a sofa.


‘I was going to offer you tea,’ said Clara, ‘but you look like you need something stronger.’


‘To be honest, I think I do.’


‘Then let me have a look in the medicine cabinet.’


Clara rootled through the drinks cupboard, eventually holding up an unopened bottle wrapped in yellow cellophane. ‘I picked this up in Paris last month. I’ve been dying to try it out with someone.’


A few minutes later they were sitting side by side on the sofa and wincing over something that tasted like peppered sherry.


‘It’s, um, warming,’ said Becky.


‘It’s revolting,’ said Clara, cheerfully, ‘but I think the English believe that medicine has to taste horrible to be effective.’


Becky laughed as Clara topped up both glasses. She was elegantly dressed but with a hint of ‘something other’. Her eyes were very dark, her skin dusky and, though her hair had turned silver, Becky thought that today it was tinged with a rebellious lilac rinse.


‘So,’ said Clara. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘I’ve been sacked,’ said Becky.


Clara had the foresight to put down her glass before reacting with a dramatic hands-to-face action accompanied by some French words which Becky assumed were expletives; she sensed that Clara thought it unladylike to swear in English.


Becky started to explain about Ian but then stopped. ‘Actually, it’s a really tiresome story. I won’t bore you with the details.’


‘Idiots; their loss. But let me think – we’re in June now.’ Clara frowned and pushed her sherry glass round the table, as though she were at a séance. She beamed. ‘But this is amazing timing. Serendipity. I’m going back home.’


‘Oh,’ said Becky, crestfallen. ‘You’re leaving Essex?’


‘I only meant to stay a year and it’s been almost eighteen months.’ Clara patted Becky’s hand. ‘I need someone to help me with a new project. How about working for me?’


‘Working for you?’ said Becky.


‘I have a little – venture, let’s call it. Something that’s been bugging me for years. There’s a book I must write before I lose the energy. I need help with research and editing, and –’


‘A gardening book?’


‘No, dear. A history book. On a subject very close to my heart. Now have you ever heard of the Battle of Sedgemoor?’


Becky smiled apologetically. ‘I’m afraid not. Where did it take place?’


Clara rolled her eyes. ‘England, of course! The Battle of Sedgemoor was the last pitched battle to be fought on English soil. 1685. Now who was King?’


‘Er – a Charles. Um – or a James.’ Becky hoped this wasn’t a job interview; her knowledge of history was pretty gappy.


‘Well done. Charles II and James II were both king in 1685.’ Clara’s eyes gleamed with something akin to passion. ‘King Charles II died without having a legitimate son so his heir was his younger brother. James was a staunch Catholic and not a popular man whereas the Duke of Monmouth – that’s Charles’ illegitimate son – was by many accounts a charismatic man. And a Protestant.’


Becky tried not to wince at the mention of Monmouth; after this morning’s ejection from the hotel it wasn’t a name she particularly wanted to hear again but, as Clara went on, it seemed she would have to adjust to hearing it quite a lot.


‘The Duke of Monmouth had much support from the people in the West Country, particularly the poorer farming folk. They fought the royal army armed with farm tools, scythes, billhooks – whatever they could get their hands on.’ Clara paused, lost in reverie, and Becky wondered if she was picturing herself there on the battlefield, whacking a royal soldier with a pitchfork.


‘So what happened?’ Becky asked.


Clara returned to the present. ‘Well, they lost, of course. Those who weren’t executed were exiled. It was tragic.’ She sighed. ‘I often wonder how many people in Somerset could trace their ancestry back to those poor men who were dragged from their families.’


‘Can I ask why you’re so interested in the subject?’ said Becky. She couldn’t recall Clara mentioning any English ancestors.


Clara seemed momentarily lost for an answer then shrugged and said, ‘let’s just say I feel sorry for the underdog. And that the Duke of Monmouth was a fine man.’


Becky felt Clara was holding something back but was reluctant to probe more; perhaps the reason for Clara’s interest in the subject would become apparent later. ‘It sounds interesting,’ she said, carefully. ‘So how would I be helping?’


‘Research: collating the hundreds of scrappy notes I’ve made over the years, typing it all up, and – well everything really. My son has bought me a laptop and done everything possible to entice me to use the thing but I can’t be doing with it.’


‘This sounds almost too good to be true,’ said Becky. ‘You promise you’re just not feeling sorry for me?’


Clara blinked. ‘I promise there’s a real job.’


‘OK,’ said Becky. ‘So this would be a book about the Duke of Monmouth?’


‘No,’ said Clara. ‘This will be a book about the poor people who fought to get him on the throne. Effectively, they became white slaves.’


How ironic that on the day of her second encounter with Matthew Darnley the S-word should come up again. But here was a lady of colour wanting to write about white slaves. Becky was intrigued. ‘I’m up for it.’


‘As I say, I’m packing up here,’ said Clara. ‘So how about you come away with me. Let’s say – I don’t know – for three months?’


‘Away?’ said Becky.


‘We need to be where the primary sources are. I want to rely on the original documents. You do have a passport, don’t you dear?’
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