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            PROLOGUE

         
 
         The order came when dawn was a mere promise on the eastern horizon. The grumbling men fell silent as they crawled out of the miry, stinking trench, their meagre refuge for the past two days. Bent double, they ran through the mist across no man’s land, fixed bayonets aimed at the invisible enemy.
 
         The leaders covered twenty yards before the mine blew. Half the platoon vanished in an eruption of flame, mud, and blood.
 
         Swallowing dry sobs, the chaplain stumbled towards the nearest screams. Private Harvey – ’Enry ’Arvey – a Cockney monkey of a man, always a cheerful word for a pal who was down, showing bewildered young recruits the ropes, so proud of his wife in the munitions factory somewhere in the Midlands, his boys, two ever more tattered photographs …
 
         Henry Harvey, legless, bleeding to death far from home.
 
         The chaplain dropped to his knees. Beneath him Mother Earth shuddered as the big guns started up. Harvey’s limp hand in his, he prayed aloud. Silently, he cursed the Lord. 
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 1

         
 
         ‘Darling, I wish I could. But Johnnie’s taking me out to lunch and he’ll be here any moment.’
 
         ‘Johnnie?’ The hint of jealousy in Alec’s voice tingled along the wires to Daisy’s ear.
 
         With a small, smug smile, she explained: ‘Johnnie Frobisher – Lord John – my brother-in-law.’
 
         ‘Oh, Lady John’s Johnnie.’ His relief was patent, though he was several miles away, at New Scotland Yard.
         
 
         ‘Lady John’s Johnnie!’ Daisy laughed. ‘I’m sure she asked you to call her Violet, darling. Anyway, he’s come up to town for the day and invited me to lunch with him.’
 
         ‘The Ritz, I suppose, or the Savoy,’ Alec said gloomily. A Detective Chief Inspector’s salary did not run to luncheons at the Ritz.
 
         ‘Darling, you know I’d rather be with you at Lyons’ Corner House eating Welsh rarebit, but how could I have guessed you’d be free today? Oh, there’s the doorbell, I must run.’ She turned to call down the stairs to the daily char in the semi-basement kitchen: ‘I’ll get the door, Mrs Potter! Alec, I’ll ring you up at home this evening. Toodle-oo, darling.’
 
         Daisy carefully hung up the earpiece of the brand new telephone apparatus she and Lucy had splurged for not a week ago. Lucy had paid the whole cost of the extension to her photography studio in the old mews behind the ‘bijou’ residence they shared, but Daisy’s part of the expense was quite steep enough. They were back to living on eggs, cheese, and sardines, so a meal at a good restaurant was jolly welcome.
         
 
         All the same, and much as she liked Johnnie, she had rather lunch with Detective Chief Inspector Alec Fletcher. She had scarcely set eyes on her fiancé since that glorious weekend in the New Forest.
 
         The memory brought back the small, smug smile as she glanced in the looking-glass over the hall table. She straightened the blue straw cloche garlanded with white rosebuds, which perched on her honey-brown shingled curls. The hat’s colour matched her eyes, which Alec was wont, when, annoyed, to describe as ‘misleadingly guileless’, though he spoke in more flattering terms when in a softer mood.
 
         Daisy’s linen costume was a darker blue piped with white. Quite smart, she thought, if only her figure were fashionably boyish. The straight lines and hip-level belt could not be said to suit her.
 
         As she wrinkled her nose at the rounded curves Alec considered delightfully cuddlesome, she noticed three freckles. All very well in the country but not acceptable in town – she added a quick dab of powder. She had given up trying to hide the little mole at the corner of her mouth, since Alec told her an eighteenth-century face-patch placed in that position was known as the ‘Kissing’. 
         
 
         With a sigh, she wished Johnnie had not happened to invite her to lunch on one of the few days when Alec was able to escape from the Yard at midday.
 
         Pulling on her gloves, she went to the front door. As she opened it, a furnace blast met her. Even here in Chelsea, the August air of the metropolis stank of baking asphalt and petrol fumes.
 
         ‘An absolute oven, isn’t it?’ Johnnie greeted her.
 
         Like Alec he was in his mid-thirties and of middling height, but – unlike Alec – slight and fair. He was impeccably dressed in a light grey lounge suit of unmistakable Savile Row cut. Only the sun-browned face gave away that he was a country gentleman come up to town for the day. Against his tanned skin, the white line of a scar slashing from jaw to brow stood out sharply. Otherwise, his most distinctive feature was his nose, passed down in the family from generation to generation.
         
 
         He fanned himself with the soft hat in his hand. ‘Whew!’
 
         ‘Too frightful!’ Daisy agreed. ‘What on earth tore you away from the depths of Kent on a day which must be heavenly among your orchards?’
 
         A hint of colour tinted Johnnie’s cheeks. ‘Oh, ’er, business,’ he said uneasily, adding hurriedly as he handed Daisy into his maroon Sunbeam touring-car, ‘I thought we’d go to the Belgravia, it’s the closest decent place. Would you like me to put up the hood to keep off the sun?’
 
         ‘No, thanks. We’d stifle.’
 
         Politeness forbade asking what sort of business was making him as jumpy as a grasshopper, but it didn’t stop Daisy wondering. She hoped he was not in financial difficulties, as so many farmers seemed to be these days. His eldest brother, the marquis, was immensely wealthy, but Johnnie would hate to have to beg to be bailed out.
         
 
         Perhaps over lunch he would succumb to the wiles of her guileless eyes and tell her what was wrong. Daisy never quite understood why people, even complete strangers, confided in her, but they did.
 
         As he drove towards the Belgravia Hotel, she enquired after Vi and the boys.
 
         ‘I thought you talked to her when you had the telephone put in,’ he said in surprise.
 
         ‘That was nearly a week ago!’ Daisy shook her head at his typically male incomprehension of the female need to communicate. No doubt he heard from his brothers only at births, marriages, and deaths.
 
         ‘As a matter of fact – promise you won’t tell Lady Dalrymple?’
 
         ‘Cross my heart and hope to die,’ Daisy said promptly. ‘I never tell Mother anything unless I absolutely have to.’
 
         ‘Violet doesn’t want her to know yet,’ Johnnie said, his face turning brick-red, ‘but she’s just discovered she’s … er, she’s expecting another baby.’
 
         ‘Spiffing! Congratulations. At least, she’s not ill, is she? Is that what’s troubling you?’
 
         ‘No, no, she seems very well at the moment. But it is another reason why … Well, that can wait. How is your writing going, Daisy?’
 
         With this suggestion that all was to be revealed, Daisy managed to restrain the curiosity which was her besetting sin. She told Johnnie about the stately home article she had just finished for Town and Country magazine, and the London Museum article she was about to begin for her American editor.
         
 
         Johnnie put in a ‘Really?’ and an ‘Interesting!’ but she suspected he did not hear a word.
 
         ‘“’Twas brillig, and the slithy toves did gyre and gimble in the wabe,”’ she said as the Sunbeam turned into Grosvenor Gardens.
 
         ‘It sounds like fascinating work. Here we are.’ He drew up in front of the hotel.
 
         What was the matter?
         
 
         Johnnie pulled himself together sufficiently to deal with the commissionaire and maître d’hôtel. They were seated at a quiet table in a corner. The restaurant was not busy, as all those in their right minds who could afford it were out of town.
 
         Glancing vaguely at the bill of fare, Johnnie said, ‘What would you like, Daisy? They do very good oysters Rockefeller here. The all-pervading American influence, I suppose.’
 
         ‘August has no “R” in it,’ Daisy pointed out. ‘You are distracted.’
         
 
         ‘Sorry,’ he apologized meekly.
 
         ‘Luckily, I don’t care much about oysters, anyway. Something cold to start with, please. Melon, perhaps, or do they do consommé Madrilène?’
 
         With a visible effort, Johnnie put his mind to the menu. Daisy refused a cocktail, since they always made her sleepy and she had to get back to work that afternoon. She settled on the chilled consommé, followed by sole  Colbert, chicken Mireille, and pêche Melba. Johnnie asked abstractedly for a cut off the joint.
         
 
         ‘I shan’t need to eat again for a week,’ said Daisy as the waiter left with their order. ‘How do you suppose one gets one’s name affixed to a dish? Melba was Dame Nellie, of course, but who was Colbert?’
 
         Johnnie blinked at her, bemused.
 
         ‘Never mind! Though maybe I’ll do a spot of research; it might make an amusing article.’ She leaned forward. ‘Now, tell me what’s wrong, Johnnie.’
 
         ‘Well, it’s … I … No, I don’t want to spoil your meal. I’ll tell you over coffee. Don’t you think most dishes are probably named after the chefs who created them?’
 
         ‘Probably. Too fearfully dull! But oysters Rockefeller must be after the millionaire, mustn’t they? And I think Madrilène is from Madrid.’ Daisy allowed herself to be distracted, though she was beginning to grow anxious about news bad enough to threaten to spoil such a divine lunch.
         
 
         If Violet was well,was Johnnie ill? Had he been given six months to live, or something ghastly like that? Did he want Daisy to break the news to Vi? Gosh, how simply frightful!
 
         He didn’t look ill, only rather careworn. His valiant attempts at conversation tended to lapse into silence, and he toyed with his food. Daisy made herself deliberately savour each delicious mouthful, feeling a need to fortify herself both mentally and physically. Johnnie pushed his roast beef and French beans around the plate. He didn’t even taste his pêche Melba, though the peaches and raspberries were fresh, not tinned, and simply too heavenly.
 
         ‘Will you take coffee in the lounge, sir?’ 
         
 
         Johnnie looked at Daisy, who shook her head, deciding it was easier to talk seriously where they were. Unaccustomed as she was to more than a snack for lunch, the food was having the same effect a cocktail would have. She was afraid she might succumb to the comfort of a lounge chair.
         
 
         The coffee came. The waiter went. ‘Right-oh,’ said Daisy, ‘what’s up?’
 
         Shiftily avoiding her eyes, Johnnie said, ‘Well, after all, I don’t think …’
 
         ‘Don’t funk it now! You can’t leave me in suspense, imagining all sorts of frightful things. You … Your business in town wasn’t in Harley Street, was it?’
 
         ‘Harley Street?’ Startled, he met her concerned gaze and his resistance crumbled. ‘No, no doctors, I’m healthy as a horse. Daisy, Violet’s been telling me the most extraordinary stories about your detecting murderers right and left, and tracking down kidnappers and such.’
 
         ‘Well,’ said Daisy cautiously, wide-awake now, ‘I have given Alec a hand now and then, much as it pains him to admit it.’
 
         ‘I need help,’ Johnnie blurted out. ‘Could you come down to Oakhurst for a few days? Violet won’t think it at all odd that you want to get away from town. In fact, she’ll be delighted to have you come and stay. I’ll tell you what, maybe Fletcher would let you bring his little girl with you. She and Derek hit it off like a house on fire at your engagement party. Same age, aren’t they? Violet was saying only the other day that it’s not good for a child to be stuck in the city in the summer heat.’ He sat back with an air of triumph. 
         
 
         Daisy brought him remorselessly back to the point. ‘All very well, and I dare say Belinda would be thrilled, but what sort of help do you need? With some kind of investigation? I’m not a private enquiry agent, you know. Alec’s the detective.’
 
         ‘Not the police! It’s not a police matter. I’m not even sure if it’s a crime, and I certainly don’t want anyone else knowing. So …’
 
         ‘Knowing what?’
         
 
         Johnnie tugged on a suddenly too-tight Old Harrovian tie. A dull flush once again crept up his tanned cheeks, showing up the scar, hitherto practically invisible in the diffuse indoor light. ‘Well, er …’
 
         ‘I have to know what I’m to investigate, Johnnie! Though, actually, I can’t possibly spare the time just now, so that’s all right, you need not Reveal All.’ Daisy drank the last drop of coffee in her cup and started to put on her gloves.
 
         ‘No, please.’ He reached out a hand across the table. ‘I must tell someone or I shall go mad, and you are the only person I can bear to tell who might be able to give me practical advice. As a matter of fact, I’ve been getting perfectly horrible anonymous letters – what I believe our transatlantic cousins call Poison Pen letters?’
 
         ‘Good heavens!’ Daisy exclaimed, adding candidly, ‘I can’t imagine you doing anything you could be blackmailed over.’ Though she was fond of Johnnie, and he suited her sister very well, she had always considered him a bit of a dull dog.
         
 
         ‘It’s not exactly blackmail. Not yet, anyway, though I suppose it will come to that. No demands as yet, except to repent and sin no more, but one can’t very well stop doing something one did only once, years ago, and repented as soon as it was done.’
         
 
         ‘Difficult, yes. What was it?’
 
         Johnnie blenched. ‘Do you really need to know?’
 
         ‘I take it you want me to try to find out who wrote the letters. How do you expect me even to begin if I’ve never seen them and don’t know what they’re about?’
 
         ‘You will come, then?’ he asked eagerly.
 
         ‘I’m not sure. I just might be able to arrange it. But I’d have to see the letters, so unless you want me to learn about your evil deeds – sorry, deed – from the Poison Pen, you had much better tell me yourself.’
 
         ‘Yes.’ His shoulders slumped. ‘Yes, you’re right. But not a word to Violet, or to Fletcher. Promise.’
 
         ‘I promise.’
 
         ‘I don’t want you to think I’m trying to make excuses, but let me explain the circumstances.’
 
         ‘Go ahead,’ said Daisy.
 
         
             

         
 
         The field hospital was swamped by casualties from the Third Battle of Ypres – Wipers, as the Other Ranks wryly called the ruinous remains of the Belgian town. From snug pill-boxes surrounded by a sea of mud, the Boches poured forth machine-gun fire and mustard-gas to wipe out mired British troops by the hundred thousand.
 
         Exhausted medics stitched and amputated, and evacuated those who survived back behind the lines as fast as transports were available. No less overtaxed, the hospitals in the rear tidied up the human wreckage sent to them, and watched helplessly as their patients died in droves, of infections and gas-corroded lungs.
         
 
         Naturally, Major Lord John Frobisher received the best care available. The last scraps of shrapnel were dug out of his body. Nothing could be done for the crudely sewn-up wound on his face other than to keep it clean.
 
         He was shipped home to England to recuperate, his cheek still swollen, the gash a lurid purple brand.
 
         ‘I didn’t care much as long as I was with the rest of the fellows,’ Johnnie told Daisy. ‘It didn’t seem to matter when so many were so much worse off. Then we landed at Dover and everyone else went off on the troop train to London. I took the local to Oakhurst.’
 
         ‘Vi and the baby were in Worcestershire,’ said Daisy, ‘at home with us, at Fairacres.’
 
         ‘Yes, but I was very tired and tense, not fit for civilized society. I needed a day or two to put myself straight before I saw Violet. I felt I hardly knew her – we weren’t married much more than a year, remember, before I went off to France, and I’d had only one fortnight’s leave since then.’
 
         ‘Spent at Fairacres,’ Daisy recalled, ‘with Derek afraid of the stranger who claimed to be his daddy, and Violet having to look after him because half the men were called up so the maids were doing their work. And Mother being Mother.’
 
         She exchanged a commiserating glance with Johnnie. Lady Dalrymple, now the Dowager Viscountess, would find something to complain about in Heaven. At the time, Daisy seemed to remember, the burden of her mother’s song had been the injustice of her son-in-law’s obtaining leave when her son, Gervaise, as yet had not. Gervaise had his fortnight later. He chose to spend half of it in London before returning to Flanders, to his death.
         
 
         Some of the wounds of war were invisible, and slow to heal.
 
         Daisy shook her head, shook the memories away. ‘You had to come to Fairacres,’ she said. ‘Kent was too dangerous, too close to the Continent, getting bombed regularly. Father wouldn’t have let Vi go to Oakhurst?’
 
         ‘By George, no. I don’t hold Lord Dalrymple to blame.’
 
         ‘But I understand why you wanted to go home first, after the hospitals and everything.’
 
         ‘I nearly didn’t make it that day,’ Johnnie said. ‘Three changes, and I kept drowsing off. The trains were practically empty, what with so many women and children having been evacuated. When I reached Rotherden Halt, there was no station fly. Our chauffeur was in the service, of course, but no one was expecting me, anyway. I left my bags in the ticket office and walked into the village. It was just after opening time, so I decided to drop into the Hop-Picker to fortify myself for the slog up to the house.’
         
 
         ‘A mile from the station if it’s an inch, and uphill all the way. A pick-me-up was just what you needed,’ Daisy agreed.
 
         ‘The landlord’s daughter, Maisy, whom I’d known all my life, screamed when she saw me. She pulled herself together and served me, but she couldn’t bear to look at my face. Believe it or not, until that moment I hadn’t considered what the effect would be on women. On Violet.’ 
         
 
         ‘Oh, Johnnie!’
 
         ‘I’d only seen nurses, who were used to much worse.’ He fingered the thin white scar. ‘It’s nothing now, but then it was hideous, loathsome, and I didn’t know how it would heal. I finished my whisky pretty quick, glad I’d ordered a double because I didn’t have the nerve to ask for another. It was raining, luckily. I more or less slunk through the village without meeting anyone. Then the rain stopped and all at once the sun came out, just as I passed the Vicarage. You remember Rotherden?’
 
         ‘Yes, of course.’ Since the war, Daisy had visited often. ‘The Vicarage is next to the church, which is right across the street from your gates, so you were safe.’
 
         ‘So I imagined.’
 
         Opposite the Vicarage, on the other side of the Oakhurst gates from the lodge, stood a small Queen Anne house, weatherboarded and hung with tile in the local style. A pleasant residence, quite close to the street but with a large garden behind, it had been bought a year or two before the war by a childless widow. Mrs LeBeau was then about thirty, an attractive and sophisticated woman.
 
         John, newly married, settling down to wedded life and learning to run the estate left him by an uncle, had scarcely noticed her existence.
 
         ‘She came out of her front door just as I passed. I knew her to pass the time of day – we’d been introduced at someone’s house and I think Violet had invited her to morning coffee once or twice. That sort of acquaintance. At any rate, she called a greeting, asked was I home on leave. I couldn’t very well ignore her.’ 
         
 
         He had turned his head to return her greeting. She swallowed a gasp as the westering sun struck full on his face.
 
         ‘You poor man, you look exhausted,’ she said. ‘Are they expecting you up at the house? Lady John isn’t there, I know. Come in and have a cup of tea and a biscuit before you go home. I was just going to return this book to Mrs Molesworth, but it can wait.’
 
         After a chocolate bar from a station slot-machine for lunch, and a double whisky drunk much too fast, John felt greatly in need of tea, not to mention sympathy. He went in.
 
         ‘You’ll have guessed by now,’ he said to Daisy, staring down unhappily at his hands, ‘that I stayed the night.’
 
         Daisy didn’t know what to say. Living in Bohemian Chelsea, she was acquainted with any number of people whose marriage vows were more honoured in the breach than the observance. She supposed it didn’t matter much as long as neither husband nor wife minded. But it was different when her brother-in-law had been unfaithful to her own sister.
 
         How would quiet, self-contained, self-possessed Violet, always unimpeachably correct, take it if she ever found out?
         
 
         ‘Violet mustn’t find out!’ Johnnie broke into Daisy’s silence. He looked at her with a sort of pleading defiance. ‘Especially now. Yet … I told you I repented long since, but it was only half a repentance. I was not Mrs LeBeau’s first lover since she lost her husband, so I’d nothing to reproach myself with there. And she gave me the courage to face Violet.’ 
         
 
         Unwillingly, Daisy nodded. ‘Yes, I see that. It was just the once, and you’ve never told anyone else?’
 
         ‘Not a soul.’
 
         ‘Then Mrs LeBeau must have written the letters.’
 
         ‘That was my first assumption, but I can’t believe it of her. I’ve met her quite often in company since the end of the War, and she’s never let drop so much as a hint. Not even a sidelong glance. Besides, whatever your opinion of her morals, in other ways she’s a lady through and through, well-bred, cultivated. The letters are badly written and spelled, as well as … pretty filthy.’
 
         ‘That could be a disguise,’ Daisy pointed out. ‘Did you bring them to show me?’
 
         ‘No. I wouldn’t want them found on me if I was knocked down by a bus crossing the street,’ Johnnie said wryly. ‘I burnt the first one, but it’s difficult to find an excuse to burn things in August. The rest are in a locked drawer in my bureau at home. Will you come?’
 
         Suppose the next letter went straight to Vi? Daisy sighed. ‘Yes, I’ll come. Give me a couple of days to research the London Museum, so that I can write the article at Oakhurst. I must get going, I’ve an appointment with the curator at three.’
 
         ‘I’ll run you there.’ He pushed back his chair and came around the table to hold hers. ‘Er, where is it? I’m not much of a hand at museums.’
 
         She laughed. ‘Lancaster House, right next to St. James’s Palace. No distance. I’d rather walk across the parks, thanks all the same. I need a few minutes to get my thoughts on the right track.’ As they left the restaurant, Daisy asked, ‘Did you mean it about inviting Belinda to Oakhurst?’ 
         
 
         ‘Certainly. We’ll be glad to have her.’
 
         ‘Her grandmother won’t approve of “giving her ideas above her station”, but I’m sure Alec will be pleased. I’ll leave it to him to persuade Mrs Fletcher. I’ll telephone when I’ve settled on a date and train.’
 
         ‘I’ll pay the fares, of course,’ Johnnie said gruffly.
 
         Daisy stopped on the hotel steps and kissed his cheek. ‘You’re a dear, Johnnie. I’ll do my best to sort things out for you. Cheerio. See you soon.’
 
         ‘Cheerio, Daisy. Oh, by the way, I don’t think I’m the only one getting letters. Something Lomax said made me think he might be another victim.’
 
         By the time she turned into Buckingham Palace Road, Daisy realized her folly. She groaned. In the first place, she hadn’t the foggiest how to set about finding a Poison Pen. In the second place, if somehow she succeeded, how was she to stop the culprit broadcasting the victims’ peccadillos to the world?
 
         Victims, plural. Brigadier Lomax – and how many others? – might prefer not to risk having their persecutor unmasked. Daisy could very well find herself treading on more toes than a centipede’s!
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2

         
 
         
            YOU’RE A STINKING HIPPOCRITT, A WHITED SEPULKER! YOU’VE GOT A NERVE, SITTING AS A MAJUSTRATE AND SENDING POOR FOLK TO PRISON FOR POACHING, WHEN YOU’VE BEEN CONSERTING WITH A WHORE.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            FILTHY ADULTORER, YOU BETRAYED YOUR WIFE. FILANDERERS MUST BE PUNISHED.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            FORNYKATION IS A SIN. YOU THINK YOU GOT AWAY WITH IT, BUT YOU’VE BEEN CAUGHT OUT AND YOU WILL SUFFER, YOU FOUL LECHER.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            YOUR AFFAIRE IS KNOWN. YOU CAN’T HIDE FROM JUSTICE. YOU DESERVE TO BURN IN HELL.
            

         
 
         ‘That’s the lot,’ said Johnnie, ‘except the first. I chucked the envelopes, but they were all addressed in the same writing and postmarked in the village. I’m sorry to subject you to such beastly stuff. Sometimes I feel I must have imagined the whole business, and then I look at them again, and …’ With a bewildered expression, he glanced around the library. 
         
 
         The crude letters were startlingly out of place in that staid room. Two walls were taken up with bookshelves, crammed with calf-bound volumes collected over the centuries and seldom if ever opened since their purchase. The chairs were similarly aged and leather-covered, but worn to a comfortable shabbiness, as was the faded Turkey carpet on the oak-planked floor. The mahogany and satinwood Sheraton roll-top bureau at which Johnnie sat seemed defiled by the papers strewn on its well-polished surface.
         
 
         ‘There’s nothing worse than one can find in lots of modern novels, other than the spelling.’ Daisy shook her head. ‘And that doesn’t ring true.’
 
         ‘What do you mean?’
 
         ‘Look: Every word with more than two syllables is spelt wrong, yet every apostrophe is correct.’ She scanned the notes, printed in block capitals with a blunt pencil on cheap notepaper. ‘In fact, all the punctuation is all right – most unnatural.’
 
         ‘I’m a bit shaky on commas, myself,’ Johnnie conceded.
 
         ‘And it’s equally unnatural that only long words are misspelled. A girl in my form at school who was a rotten speller hardly ever got long words wrong because she was unsure of them so she looked them up. What tripped her were “your” and “you’re”, or “there”, “their” and “they’re”.’
 
         ‘Maybe, but someone uneducated might not think to check the spelling, or even own a dictionary.’
 
         ‘No,’ Daisy agreed, ‘but he’d get short words wrong as well, things like f-o-w-l for “foul”, or l-e-t-c-h-e-r for “lecher”.’ 
         
 
         ‘Or n-o-n-e for “known”,’ said Johnnie, entering into the spirit of the thing. ‘W-i-t-e-d for “whited”.’
 
         ‘Or goodness knows what for “caught”, which is brief but frightfully peculiar. It looks to me as if the writer simply stopped whenever he came to a long word and thought up a way to spell it wrong.’
 
         ‘What about “affaire” with an “e”?’
 
         ‘That’s the most suspicious of all. What’s the odds against misspelling the English “affair” in such a way it just happens to be right for the French spelling so often used for an affaire de coeur? No, I think your Poison Pen wrote that word without thinking, which seems to me to imply a certain degree of sophistication.’
         
 
         ‘Dash it all, Daisy, I hate to believe one of our sort of people wrote this … this filth,’ Johnnie said gloomily. ‘I suppose it must be someone I know. How will you set about finding her?’
         
 
         ‘Or him.’
 
         ‘Aren’t these things usually written by frustrated spinsters? Or him,’ he added in haste as Daisy frowned. ‘Do you think you have the slightest chance of …?’
 
         ‘Daddy! Aunt Daisy!’
 
         Johnnie swiftly scooped the letters into the bureau drawer, shut it, and locked it, as his son and heir bounded into the library. Derek, a wiry nine-year-old with hair bleached to straw by the summer sun, was followed at a more decorous pace by a skinny girl half a head taller,with ginger pigtails. Alec’s daughter Belinda came shyly to stand beside Daisy, while Derek skidded to a halt before his father.
 
         ‘Daddy, Mummy’s got up from her rest and she says we can have tea in the summerhouse because Mrs Osborne’s coming, so will you come and have it with us and play cricket afterwards, because you don’t like Mrs Osborne? You can come too, Aunt Daisy. I mean,’ he corrected himself ‘we shall be glad of the pleasure of your company. Mrs Osborne doesn’t like children. She pretends to and pats you on the head and calls you a fine little man.’
         
 
         ‘Frightful!’ said Daisy, laughing.
 
         ‘Well, it is. Po-sit-ively hu-mil-iating.’ He looked at Belinda, and for some reason they both dissolved in giggles, already sharing a joke which excluded grown-ups. In general, Derek hadn’t much time for girls. However, the daughter of a genuine Detective Chief Inspector from Scotland Yard was in a class of her own.
         
 
         ‘Derek, you mustn’t talk like that about Mrs Osborne,’ his father reproved him. ‘And what makes you think I dislike … No, don’t tell me. I can’t think what children’s manners are coming to, these days. Do try for a little discretion!’
 
         ‘All right, Daddy, but will you come? Please!’
 
         ‘And you, Miss Dalrymple.’ Belinda slipped her hand into Daisy’s.
 
         ‘I think not, darling. Mrs Osborne is the vicar’s wife, isn’t she?’ Who better to know everything going on in the village? ‘I’m afraid she may be justifiably offended if I make myself scarce.’
 
         Belinda’s hand tightened. ‘I’ll come with you. May I?’
 
         ‘Don’t you like to play cricket?’ Johnnie asked kindly.
 
         ‘Oh yes, m-my lord,’ the child stammered, shyly raising eyes a greener shade of grey than Alec’s.
 
         ‘Daddy, she doesn’t have to call you “my lord”, does she?’ 
         
 
         ‘By George, no. Uncle John would seem appropriate in the circumstances,’ said Johnnie with a teasing glance at Daisy, who felt herself blush, a fearfully Victorian habit she despised but had never managed to control.
 
         Derek added to her confusion. ‘I suppose,’ he said consideringly, ‘you can’t call Aunt Daisy “Mummy” until she’s married to your father. You’d better call her Aunt Daisy, like I do. Do come and have tea with Daddy and me. Cricket’s more fun with three than two, and Peter doesn’t count. You can’t help being better than he is, even though you’re a girl.’
 
         Belinda accepted with equanimity this comparison of her sporting skills with his five-year-old brother’s. ‘All right,’ she said.
 
         They all went out to the terrace behind the red-brick Jacobean manor house. The heat, so unbearable in London, was a pleasant warmth here, relieved by a slight breeze scented with hops, though the large black dog who thumped her tail in greeting stayed panting in her spot of shade. Violet looked delightfully cool in a simple cotton voile frock and shady hat. She was seated in a white wicker chair, with Peter playing on the Kentish ragstone paving at her feet.
 
         Daisy’s younger nephew was a chubby, silent child, quite capable of amusing himself alone for hours. He looked up from the wooden horse and cart he was trundling around the legs of his mother’s chair and beamed at Daisy, whom he had not seen since her arrival, but said nothing. Daisy bent down to kiss him.
 
         ‘I’m bidden to the summerhouse for tea, darling,’ said Johnnie. ‘Is that all right?’ 
         
 
         ‘Yes, do go with the children. You won’t find it at all amusing here. And take Peter, please. You’d better disappear before Mrs Osborne arrives.’
 
         Her husband glanced back at the house in mock alarm.
 
         ‘Come on, Belinda, I’ll race you!’ cried Derek. ‘Come on, Tinker!’
 
         The big black dog jumped up on hearing her name.
 
         ‘Maybe I should hold Peter’s hand,’ Belinda said doubtfully, with a slightly nervous glance at Tinker Bell.
 
         ‘Go on with Derek,’ said Johnnie. ‘I’ll bring Peter. Come along, old man.’
 
         ‘I’ll run too,’ Peter announced, and he lumbered off across the lawn after the others. Tinker bounded back to him and licked his face before galloping after Derek and Belinda. Johnnie brought up the rear.
 
         ‘Oh dear,’ Vi sighed, ‘poor Peter will never be any good at sports, I’m afraid. It’s such a handicap for a boy.’
 
         ‘Bosh,’ said Daisy bracingly. ‘I expect he’ll be a brilliant wrestler, or a good, solid batsman, the sort who stays in for hours.’
 
         ‘Perhaps. Belinda’s a nice child. Daisy, I hope you won’t mind, I asked her to call me Aunt Violet.’
 
         ‘No, why should I mind?’
 
         ‘Well, if you happened to be having second thoughts …’
 
         ‘None,’ Daisy averred. ‘I simply adore Alec, and Bel, too. Mrs Fletcher’s a bit of a fly in the ointment, but we’ll come to an accommodation. Did you? Have second thoughts, I mean, when you were engaged?’
         
 
         ‘Not really, but that was rather different.’
 
         Daisy raised her eyebrows. ‘How so?’ 
         
 
         ‘Oh, I was marrying a suitable man, more or less chosen for me by Mother, amid general congratulations, whereas you’re not doing at all what is expected of you.’
 
         ‘You weren’t in love with Johnnie?’ Daisy demanded, shocked. Fifteen when her sister married, she had believed it the most romantic match conceivable.
 
         ‘Not then,’ Vi said softly. ‘I liked him very much, better than any of my other suitors, and …’
 
         ‘Mrs Osborne, my lady,’ announced a footman.
 
         A tall, solid woman of forty or so advanced across the terrace with a determined air more appropriate to the Canadians advancing on Passchendaele. Red-faced, she looked stickily hot in a grey silk frock, too dressy in comparison with Daisy’s and Violet’s light cottons. Daisy recognized her, having met her once or twice on previous visits.
 
         She recognized Daisy. Having greeted her hostess, she said with heavy whimsy, ‘A little bird whispered in my ear that you had just arrived in our rural corner of the world, Miss Dalrymple. How d’ye do?’
 
         ‘It’s very pleasant to escape from town in this weather.’
 
         ‘Indeed, London in the summer is unbearable. I try to avoid going up in August. And even worse for children – I heard you brought a little girl with you?’
 
         Obviously, Mrs Osborne considered it her duty to ferret out every scrap of gossip. Assuming she was equally ready to disgorge the tittle-tattle, she could be useful, so Daisy bit back her annoyance and answered with a smile, ‘My fiancé’s daughter.’
 
         Mrs Osborne returned her smile, revealing tombstone teeth. ‘Ah yes, we read the announcement of your engagement in The Times. Allow me to offer my felicitations. A Mr Fletcher, I believe. Would that be the Nottinghamshire Fletchers?’
         
 
         ‘Not exactly.’ Daisy threw a mischievous glance at Vi. ‘The connection with Scotland is closer. And how is your family, Mrs Osborne? I trust the vicar is well?’
 
         ‘Very well,’ said Mrs Osborne, with an odd emphasis, as if she was trying to persuade herself. ‘His brother is staying with us for a few weeks during the long vacation. He’s at Cambridge, a Professor of the Classics. He and Osbert have such learned discussions, I’m sure I can scarcely follow a word.’ She produced a rather thin laugh.
         
 
         ‘How are the children?’ Violet enquired kindly.
 
         ‘I had a letter from Gwendoline just this morning, Lady John. She’s having a marvellous time with her cousins. The Cambridgeshire Osbornes, you know, Miss Dalrymple. My son, Jeremy, is climbing in Austria with a party from his school. A public school, of course, and really quite excellent, though one of the lesser known ones. I’m afraid we couldn’t afford Eton or Harrow, but one has a certain position to uphold, does one not, Lady John?’
 
         ‘Quite,’ said Vi, whose sons had been entered at Harrow before they were born, automatically and without her having any say in the matter.
         
 
         ‘Jeremy and Gwendoline will both be here for the Church Fête, before they go back to school. We hold it at the very end of the month, Miss Dalrymple. So many people seem to go away in August these days,’ she added disapprovingly, continuing to talk as a pair of parlourmaids unloaded Georgian silver and Royal Doulton on to the wicker table. ‘What common farmers and shopkeepers want with a day at the seaside I cannot conceive.’
         
 
         ‘A change and a rest, and a bit of fun for their children, I suppose,’ said Daisy, trying to keep the tartness from her voice.
 
         ‘They’d do better saving their money, and so I tell them. Thank you, Lady John, China with lemon, please, and two lumps.’
 
         ‘Indian with milk, please, Vi,’ Daisy said promptly in a spirit of contradiction, ‘no sugar. A watercress sandwich, Mrs Osborne?’ She handed a plate of crustless brown-bread triangles.
         
 
         ‘From your own stream, Lady John?’ The vicar’s wife took one and delicately nibbled a corner. ‘Delicious. I always say it’s impossible to buy watercress as good as what is grown at Oakhurst.’
 
         ‘I’ll have a bunch sent down to the Vicarage,’ Violet promised.
 
         ‘Too kind! To get back to the fête, I was hoping for a word with you on that subject. You won’t mind, Miss Dalrymple, if Lady John and I talk a little parish business?’
 
         ‘Not at all,’ said Daisy. ‘Are you opening the fête again this year, Vi?’
 
         ‘Yes indeed, Lady John is quite indispensable.’
 
         ‘I’m nowhere near as indispensable as you, Mrs Osborne.’
 
         Mrs Osborne preened herself. ‘If the church is not to collapse in ruins, someone must organize these affairs,’ she said, assuming an air of modesty, ‘and it usually falls to the lot of the vicar’s wife. Nothing would get done if one did not tell people what to do and see that they do it, however helpful they intend to be. However, some people one might wish were a trifle less eager to play a part,’ she added with an ominous frown, ‘which is what I want to consult you about, Lady John.’
         
 
         ‘Yes?’ Violet asked, looking a trifle dismayed.
 
         ‘It’s Mrs LeBeau.’ Her tone was grim. Daisy pricked up her ears, while trying to appear more interested in a scrumptious Banbury tart. Mrs Osborne went on, ‘She heard that our usual fortune-teller can’t make it this year, and she’s offered to take her place.’
 
         ‘I think Mrs LeBeau would make an admirable fortune-teller,’ said Vi. ‘I don’t think you’ve met her, Daisy. She’s dark and terrifically magnetic. With a bright scarf over her head, she’ll look just like a gypsy.’
 
         ‘You can’t have considered, Lady John! To leave her alone in a darkened tent, with the men going in one by one – it’s inviting trouble.’
 
         ‘What do you imagine might happen?’ Violet was quite angry, considering her usually equable temperament. ‘What could happen, with a queue waiting outside? The fortune-teller’s is always one of the most popular booths. What is more, it’s women, children, and courting couples who consult her. Men don’t seem to find it amusing.’
         
 
         ‘They will when it’s That Woman,’ muttered Mrs Osborne not quite under her breath. ‘I don’t think it’s wise,’ she said obstinately, aloud. ‘If you were to have a word with her …’
 
         ‘I’ll do nothing of the kind. It’s most generous of Mrs LeBeau to offer her services in aid of re-leading the church roof. I dare say I shall consult her myself. What else can we anticipate? Tombola, and a white elephant stall, and a bran tub for the children seem to be staple favourites. Lord John is looking forward to presenting the prizes for the races. I expect you’d like me to judge the jams and jellies as usual?’
         
 
         ‘Speaking of jam,’ said Daisy, ‘may I cut you a slice of this Victoria sandwich? Violet’s cook does have a particularly light hand with a cake, doesn’t she? Do you have a home-made cake stall at the fête?’
         
 
         Mrs Osborne’s feathers were skillfully smoothed. Daisy and Violet had a great deal of practice, as the slightest breath of adversity, real or imagined, was enough to ruffle their mother’s plumage.
 
         After enumerating the prospective delights of the fête, Mrs Osborne asked, ‘May we hope you’ll be staying on for our little country jollification, Miss Dalrymple?’
 
         ‘I’m not sure.’ By that time, Daisy thought, she might have been sent to Coventry by half the population of Rotherden. ‘It depends partly on how much I can get done while I’m down here. This is a working holiday for me.’
 
         ‘Working!’ Mrs Osborne looked shocked, and avidly curious. A viscount’s daughter working? her expression said.
 
         ‘Daisy is a writer,’ Violet explained. Dear Vi – so conventional herself, she had always supported Daisy’s desire to be independent. ‘She does jolly good articles for Town and Country, and for an American magazine.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, Town and Country. For a moment … but I couldn’t credit, my dear Miss Dalrymple, that you would have anything to do with the sort of rubbishy modern novels written by that most undesirable young man who has taken Brigadier Lomax’s cottage. Piers Catterick he calls himself.’
         
 
         ‘I know the name,’ said Daisy. ‘He’s quite popular.’
 
         ‘Disgraceful! I don’t imagine you have met him, Lady John, but he was shockingly rude when Osbert called to welcome him to the parish. And when I delivered the parish magazine, he tore it up before my eyes.’
 
         ‘Oh dear,’ said Violet serenely.
 
         ‘Naturally I haven’t read any of his books, but I believe they are full of … You Know What. I spoke to Brigadier Lomax about it – he is a churchwarden, after all, and ought to set an example – but he said the cottage is let on a long lease and there is nothing he can do. I must say, he was quite disagreeable.’
 
         ‘Oh dear,’ Violet repeated with unimpaired calm. ‘Another cup of tea?’
 
         ‘Thank you, so kind, but I really must be going. It’s Cook’s afternoon off, and Doris is quite hopeless without constant supervision. I dare say she has forgotten to serve tea. Osbert won’t mind, very likely won’t even notice, but Osmund will crack one of his dreadful jokes and that I cannot bear!’
         
 
         With this final outburst, Mrs Osborne made her farewells and departed. As soon as she was out of hearing, Daisy succumbed to the laughter she had managed to hold in check.
 
         ‘What’s so funny?’ Violet asked resignedly, adding hot water to the pot and pouring them each another cup of tea.
 
         ‘Oh, Osbert and Osmund Osborne for a start! Poor things, what can their parents have been thinking of?’ 
         
 
         ‘Even worse than Violet and Daisy,’ Vi conceded, her mouth twitching. ‘I believe there’s a third brother called Oswald.’
 
         ‘Too, too frightful!’ said Daisy, awed. ‘I suppose, once they had two, it wouldn’t be fair to change for the third and give him a decent name. I’ve always thought Gervaise was jolly lucky not to have been christened Narcissus, or Chrysanthemum, or something. But actually, the Osbornes’ names were the icing on the cake. What set me off was a vision of Mrs Osborne tackling the brigadier on the dread subject of S-E-X.’
         
 
         ‘You Know What,’ Violet corrected with a chuckle.
 
         ‘Y-K-W? Ghastly woman. Does she really run the village?’
 
         ‘She does her best. She’s told me her privileged position as vicar’s wife makes organizing people a duty, though I think she regards it rather as a pleasure.’
 
         ‘Undoubtedly. She seems well entrenched. Have they been in Rotherden long?’
 
         ‘Since well before the War, before I came here. He was an Army chaplain during the War, but her uncle was a clergyman and he came out of retirement to take care of the parish, so she stayed on.’
 
         Sipping her tea, Daisy wondered whether Mrs Osborne had seen Johnnie enter Mrs LeBeau’s house that day six years ago. If so, fond as she was of reviling people, she would surely not have kept such a tidbit to herself. Half the population of Rotherden, if not the whole, might be aware of Lord John’s misdeed.
 
         ‘She’s a fearful gossip,’ Daisy observed, reaching for a last Bakewell tart. ‘Three reputations destroyed at one sitting – Mrs LeBeau, Brigadier Lomax, and Piers Catterick – besides slanging her maid and her brother-in-law!’
         
 
         ‘She certainly knows all the gossip,’ Vi said doubtfully, ‘but I’m not sure that she passes it on indiscriminately. She once said she felt it was her duty to keep me apprised of what was going on in the village, as though Johnnie or I could do anything about it! She has a rather feudal view of the aristocracy, I’m afraid.’
         
 
         ‘Not to mention an absolutely Victorian view of You Know What. What was all that about the dissipated Mrs LeBeau? She lives in the house by your gates, doesn’t she? Who is she?’
 
         ‘Our local Scarlet Woman. She’s a widow, and she has a lot of visitors, gentlemen as well as ladies. That’s enough to damn her. If there’s any more concrete evidence, it has not been passed on to me, thank heaven. I like her. As long as she’s discreet, her private life is none of my business. Oh, here come the children. Don’t let Derek bully you into playing cricket if you don’t want to!’
 
         Derek approached at full speed, his normal mode of progression. Behind him, Belinda had Peter by the hand. Her braids bobbed as she tried to teach him to skip along. From her Clark’s sandals, skinny, newly scratched legs rose to grubby knees, and the hem of her white cotton frock was smeared with mud.
 
         Every footstep a squelch, Derek bounced up to the terrace. ‘I hit the ball into the stream,’ he announced cheerfully. Retrieving the cart and horse from under Vi’s chair, he stood on one foot, the other dripping, and precariously balanced Peter’s toy on his head. ‘It was a smashing hit, would’ve been a six easily. But we couldn’t find the ball.’
         
 
         ‘Po-sit-ively hu-mil-iating,’ said Belinda, and they both started laughing.
 
         The cart and horse wobbled. ‘You’ll break it,’ wailed Peter.
         
 
         ‘No, I shan’t. Here, take it. Daddy got fed up and went to write some boring letters or something, so will you come and play with us, Aunt Daisy? We can use an old tennis ball. It really flies!’
 
         ‘No,’ said Daisy. ‘I’m much too full to run after boundary hits. I thought I’d stroll down to the village and buy some postcards. You can come too, if you like.’
 
         ‘Oh yes!’ cried Derek. ‘I’ve got tuppence. Do you like humbugs, Bel?’
 
         ‘Not to be eaten before your supper,’ said Vi. ‘Go and change your shoes first, and next time do try to remember to take them off before you wade. Take Peter up with you. It’s time he went back to Nanny.’
         
 
         ‘I’d like to go with you,’ Belinda whispered in Daisy’s ear, ‘but I got my frock awfully dirty.’ She bit her lip.
 
         ‘You’d better change too, darling, but don’t worry, the mud will brush off when it dries, I expect. I’ll tell you what, we’ll see if we can find some cheap shorts and Aertex shirts in the village. Then you won’t have to bother about staying clean.’
 
         ‘I’ve only got two shillings. And Granny doesn’t approve of shorts for girls.’
 
         ‘Granny isn’t here,’ Daisy pointed out, thankfully, ‘and your daddy gave me some money for your expenses. Off you go.’ 
         
 
         After the vicar’s wife, she reflected, the village shopkeeper was usually the person most conversant with local gossip. Her chief aim, however, was to spy out the land, to see which houses besides the Vicarage over-looked Mrs LeBeau’s front door.
         
 
         Then she’d have to find out who lived in them, how long they had lived there, and whether they had been away during the War. Which would be just a basis for investigation, she thought rather despairingly. How long would it take to get to know her suspects well enough to guess who might have written those foul letters? And what if Mrs Osborne was indeed the source of the story, so that absolutely anyone might know Johnnie’s secret?
 
         Perhaps he had set Daisy an impossible task. How much easier it would be to assume the author was Mrs LeBeau herself, and just look for proof.
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