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Cast of Characters


The Honeychurch Hall Estate


Kat Stanford (40), antique dealer and our heroine


Iris Stanford (70), widow and novelist, aka Krystalle Storm


Earl of Grenville, Lord Rupert Honeychurch (50s)


Lady Lavinia (mid 30s), Rupert’s second wife


Harry Honeychurch (11), son and heir


The dowager countess, Edith Honeychurch (90s)


Tenants


Eric Pugsley (40s), handyman, operates a scrapyard on the estate


Delia Evans (60s), head of house


June Barker (50s), newcomer


The police


Detective Inspector Greg Mallory (40s), current village police officer


Chief Superintendent Stella Greenleigh (40s), Mallory’s ex in more ways than one


Detective Inspector Shawn Cropper (40s), former village police officer


Desk Sergeant Malcolm (50s), cameo


PC Quinn (20s), Stella’s driver and assistant


Returning minor characters


David Wynn (40s), international art and antiques investigator, Kat’s former fiancé


Ginny Riley (30s), cut-throat journalist


Troy Barnes (40s), cameraman


And introducing (in alphabetical order)


Alison Fisher (early 50s), manager of Sunny Hill Lodge


Bradley and Leigh (20s), Alison’s sons


Connie Hicks (50s), daughter of Stan Holden, signalman


Elena (30s), carer at Sunny Hill Lodge


Felicity Oxley (40s), wife of Giles Oxley


Giles Oxley (50s), prototypical model railway builder


Gloria Weaver (50s), interim head of planning and environmental strategy


Ian Hicks (50s), Connie’s husband


Keith Fisher (60s), builder


Tony and Donald Draycott (80s), brothers


Marcus Draycott (50s), Tony’s son









Chapter One


The turning was so narrow I almost missed it – just a gap in the hedge, no signpost to say where it led. I eased my Golf in, wincing as random brambles scraped the paintwork, slowly making my way along the lane strewn with water-filled potholes. I was used to Devon country lanes with their trademark high hedgebanks, but this was a whole new experience.


The lane was supposed to end at what was left of Honeychurch Halt, a tiny rural railway station where trains once stopped only on request.


As it happened, the Halt had been attracting a good deal of publicity, thanks to Crime on the Line, an exhibition by Giles Oxley, the renowned prototypical model railway builder, at Dartmouth Antique Emporium. Among his five dioramas – each depicting a notorious crime – Honeychurch Halt featured in a re-creation of a botched heist in 1974.


So when I received a text – peppered with capital letters – from a Connie Hicks from Shropshire, asking me to meet her at Railway Cottage to value her father’s ‘RARE model railway collection’ from his days working on the old line, I was naturally intrigued, and cautiously optimistic.


I say ‘cautiously’ because between Antiques Roadshow, Fakes & Treasures – which I still missed hosting – Bargain Hunt and Cash in the Attic, it often felt like the whole country fancied itself an expert in what was more often than not just bric-a-brac.


But you never know!


Railway Cottage appeared suddenly, crouched next to a stone viaduct. It was two-up, two-down, built in the late-Victorian style – plain red brick with a steep slate roof, narrow chimney stacks and tall sash windows. It looked half derelict. A builder’s hoarding lined the exterior, and a silver Kia was parked alongside.


I continued on to the Halt, where, just moments later, the lane widened into a muddy turning space.


So this was it.


Curious, I got out, struck by the pungent metallic smell of wet iron and a faint tang of soot.


Only the vague outline of the crumbling brick foundation of the platform remained. Corroded signal posts marked the points along the sunken track bed, now choked with grass and weeds. The signal box, fractured water tower and coal stack were somehow still standing. Across the way, half hidden in overgrown trees, was the carcass of a camping coach – a relic of the days when old rolling stock was converted into static holiday accommodation. A small lamp hut stood nearby, surprisingly intact. Beyond it, the track bed forked and sank into a mossy cutting, then rose onto an embankment and disappeared into a wooded glade.


At the edge of the site, a second run of hoarding fenced off the land. A planning notice, dated only ten days ago, announced that Bradleigh & Sons had applied for a ‘change of use to commercial development’.


Yet another piece of British heritage gone. Why was I even surprised? Connie’s father had only just died, and already the developer had snapped up the cottage and land.


I headed back to my car, turned around and parked nose-to-nose with the silver Kia.


‘Don’t park there,’ a cane-wielding woman bellowed from the doorway. ‘You’ve blocked me in!’


I hadn’t. There was plenty of room for her to get out, but I didn’t argue.


Bracing myself for what lay ahead, I plastered on a smile and went to meet her.


‘Mrs Hicks?’ I offered my hand. ‘Kat Stanford.’


She eyed me with suspicion. ‘What were you doing up at the Halt? Are you from the council? Because if it’s about that planning notice, it’s nothing to do with me. They couldn’t wait, could they? Lifetime tenancy. Once Dad was out, they were in. Vultures.’


I hoped I looked sympathetic. ‘We spoke on the phone – well, texted really,’ I said. ‘I’m here about your father’s model railway collection. Remember?’


‘Oh. Right.’ She let out a faint wheeze. ‘Sorry. I’m overdue for my jab. I suppose you’d better come in.’


She stepped aside to let me by, leaning heavily on her cane. She had the brassy locks of bottle dye and wore pink leggings and a matching oversized sweatshirt. I guessed she was younger than she looked – maybe fifties – but her health was poor. There was a greyish cast to her skin, and her breath was shallow.


‘Sorry about the state of the place,’ she muttered. ‘Never knew he lived like this.’


The house was – quite frankly – uninhabitable. It looked like it had been ransacked.


Open boxes lay scattered on the thin carpet, worn down to the boards. Bulging black bin bags were shoved against the skirting. A sofa sagged under broken springs, its cushions tossed onto the floor. A bookcase and a cracked glass-fronted display cupboard stood empty. The only form of heating came from a three-bar electric fire. A handful of cheap prints clung to the walls, and propped on the mantelpiece stood a single framed certificate, oddly formal against the rest of the room.


In the corner, a nylon sleeping bag lay rolled next to a pillow edged with lace ruffles – presumably Connie was sleeping here. I couldn’t think of anything drearier.


‘I don’t know when the builders are pulling the place down,’ she said. ‘I’ve only got this weekend to clear everything out. Hubby’s coming down by train tomorrow. With my leg, I can’t get up to the attic.’ She nodded to a dark room beyond. ‘Stuff’s in the kitchen.’


The kitchen was no better. A gas stove blackened with grease, a rusting fridge, and a sweep of filth pushed into the corner with a broom. On the quarry-tiled floor sat a line of neat boxes, filled to the brim with empty whisky bottles. The sight was depressing.


Connie saw my face. ‘Yeah, I know. Dad always loved his drink. Pity you can’t get money back on bottles these days – I’d make a fortune. Still, maybe it’s not too late.’ She cracked a smile. ‘Before she died, Mum told me that Dad had left me one – a fortune, that is.’


‘Stranger things have happened,’ I said lightly.


‘Yeah, isn’t that the truth. He owes me for a rotten childhood.’


I wasn’t sure what to say to that. ‘You must miss him all the same.’


Connie gave a wry smile. ‘Oh, he’s not dead yet.’


‘Ah . . .’


‘But he’s as good as,’ she said with a sniff. ‘Dementia. Alzheimer’s. What’s the difference?’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t be,’ Connie said. ‘He was a miserable man. Mum and I got away the moment we could.’


‘Where is he now?’


‘Sunny Hill Lodge,’ she said with a sudden burst of disbelief. ‘Yeah, I know. Fancy, right?’


My jaw had dropped. ‘Lucky man!’ Sunny Hill Lodge had to be one of the most expensive residential nursing homes in Devon.


‘Got the call from social services two weeks ago now. Someone found him wandering on the main road, stark naked. Turned out she ran Sunny Hill Lodge and she managed to get him in – some fund for retired workers on the railway is footing the bill.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Although following Dad’s injury, he hadn’t worked for donkey’s years. But I’m not complaining. Nice woman, she was.’


I knew Margery Rooke, the manager of Sunny Hill Lodge, from the odd fundraiser and doing a valuation or two. It was just the sort of thing she would do.


I took in the squalid surroundings and felt a pang of sadness at the fate of so many elderly people living alone. Connie’s father would definitely have a better life where he was now.


‘Did he get many visitors?’


She thrust out her chin, defensive. ‘I called him at Christmas and on his birthday. Why?’


‘I just wondered if you had siblings nearby.’


‘Brother died a few years back,’ Connie said flatly. ‘Mum when I was ten. My aunt brought us up. After Dad got shot, he was never the same. Then the railway closed and he took to drink.’


‘Wait – got shot?’ I repeated.


‘Why else do you think I got in touch?’ Connie seemed incredulous. ‘The hold-up! The robbery! Dad was the signalman who got his kneecaps shattered. Bastards!’


‘That was your father?’ I was stunned.


‘Got a certificate for it, too. It’s on the mantelpiece. Framed, it is. You can see for yourself.’ She nodded to the sitting room. Clearly I was to go and get it for her.


So I did.


‘Go on,’ she said. ‘Read it.’


It was a commendation issued by the South Devon and West Moorland Railway.




Presented to Stan Holden, signalman, in grateful recognition of his courage and steadfastness of duty during the incident of 13 October 1974, by which further loss was prevented and the interests of the railway were upheld at great personal risk.





‘A hero he was,’ Connie said, adding bitterly, ‘Pity he was never a hero to me. Course, I was just four at the time. But Mum remembered it well.’


I stood holding the certificate as a silence stretched between us.


‘Worth selling, d’you reckon?’ Connie asked.


‘Possibly,’ I said carefully.


‘My hubby reckons that with people going to see the exhibition, someone’d pay good money for Dad’s things. Said someone once paid fifteen grand for Winston Churchill’s false teeth.’


I gave a surprised little laugh.


‘Though Dad didn’t have false teeth. Unless he’s wearing them. I wouldn’t know.’


‘Are you planning on going to the exhibition?’


‘No. I hate crowds. That’s why I thought you could sell the stuff on my behalf.’


‘Sorry. The exhibition is more of a historical display – not really a place for buying and selling.’


‘That’s what you think.’ Connie gave a secretive little smile. ‘Dad always told Mum he had something valuable. He was adamant. I reckon it’s his precious train set – or the diamonds.’


‘Ah, those.’ I smiled.


‘Yeah,’ Connie agreed. ‘Mum swore that’s what the thieves were really after.’


‘It’s my understanding nothing was ever stolen. That’s what made it so tragic. Two men dead – and for what? Your father was a hero.’


‘You think?’ Her voice was laced with sarcasm. ‘Maybe that was the official version, but not according to Mum – and she should know.’


‘Why? Was she there when it happened?’


‘No, we were up north visiting family.’


I was about to ask why her mother would know in that case, but decided against it. I’d heard the rumour about the diamonds. Everyone had. But since I’d been coordinating the exhibition with Oxley, I knew for a fact it was just that – a rumour, an urban legend.


‘Do you want to show me what you have?’


Otherwise I’d be here all day.


‘In the pantry. Under the pink bedspread.’


I set the certificate on the counter.


The pantry was lined with shelves of tins I didn’t even want to touch, let alone check for expiry dates. There were Oxo cubes in faded cardboard, a tin of Golden Syrup with the lion logo almost rubbed away, and a stack of rusting biscuit tins with brands I vaguely remembered from childhood that had been phased out years ago. I bent to shift the grubby candlewick bedspread and my heart sank.


What I saw was a muddle of scratched and faded engines, mismatched carriages, rusting and broken pieces of track and random figurines. One box held an assortment of photographs and several hardback books, minus their dust jackets. Another a rusted hand signal lantern, a dented guard’s van lamp, and a couple of metal lever plates with barely a trace of lettering left.


‘Hubby says, “Sell what you can, Connie.” I mean, that certificate thing must be worth a bomb. As you said, Dad was a hero.’


‘I honestly can’t give you a valuation just like that,’ I said. ‘I need proper light. I need to sort through everything. Do you know if there’s an actual set in here?’


Connie shrugged.


‘Do you have any of the original boxes?’


She shrugged again. ‘Maybe they’re in the attic.’


‘It increases the value if you have them. What about a track plan showing the layout?’


‘You must be joking.’ She clutched the door jamb. Her face crumpled, and for an awful moment I thought she might cry. ‘It’s sad. That’s what it is. A whole life reduced to just boxes of nothing.’


Embarrassed, I was relieved to find something of value – and not only that, something perfect for Harry, the future heir to Honeychurch Hall and, though I’d never tell him, one of my favourite people. He’d just broken up for the Easter holidays and turned eleven today. Most boys might expect footballs or gadgets, but with Harry’s new obsession with the railways, I knew this old book would be treasured.


It was The Working and Management of an English Railway, written by George Findlay in 1891, with a gold steam train etched on the faded red boards. I flicked through the pages, crammed with neat drawings and black-and-white photos of steam engines as well as chapters bearing intriguing titles such as ‘Shunting’, ‘The Working of Goods Stations’, ‘Signals and Interlocking’, and ‘Railways as a Means of Defence’. Harry would absolutely love it.


‘I can buy this from you right now,’ I said. ‘How about twenty-five pounds?’


‘Forty,’ she said.


I put the book back in the box.


‘OK. Thirty,’ she said quickly. ‘I’m on disability. Hubby hasn’t worked for—’


‘Thirty. Final offer.’ I turned away, annoyed with myself. The book wasn’t even worth twenty pounds. Still, I pulled out the cash and handed it over.


Connie nodded to the boxes. ‘What about those? I’m telling you, you won’t be sorry. If you can sell them for me, I’ll make sure you get a good commission.’


I was about to refuse when her eyes met mine. ‘Please,’ she whispered. ‘It would mean a lot. And yeah, I’m sorry if I get snappy.’ She pulled up her sleeve to reveal a medical alert bracelet engraved with Type 1 Diabetes – Insulin Dependent. ‘Plays havoc with my moods.’


I caved in. ‘I think the best I can do is take them back to my showroom for a proper look. When do you head home?’


‘Sunday. I’m back at work Monday.’


Back at work? She’d told me she was on disability. I let it go.


I picked up my tote. ‘I’ll need you to sign a receipt of transfer . . . Oh, wait.’ I cursed inwardly. This was turning into a waste of time. ‘Since these belong to your father, he’ll have to sign it.’


Her jaw dropped. ‘You’re kidding! He wouldn’t have a clue what he’d be signing!’


‘Sorry.’ I didn’t have a good feeling about Connie. Part of me even wondered if she was who she claimed – there were enough horror stories about people scamming the elderly.


‘Unless you can prove you’ve got power of attorney?’


‘Oh, for Pete’s sake!’


‘You have my phone number,’ I said. ‘Get your father to sign it and call me.’


‘No, wait!’ Connie cried. ‘We’ll go and see him now.’


I suppressed a sigh. Sunny Hill Lodge was on my way home.


‘I’m not coming back for the boxes,’ I said bluntly. ‘Let’s load them into your car, and if we get your father’s signature, we’ll transfer them to mine.’


Needless to say, it was left to me to heft them out to the drive.


‘I’ll meet you there,’ I said.









Chapter Two


I hadn’t been to Sunny Hill Lodge for months. Once, it had been a beautiful Regency villa with tall sash windows, slender iron pillars and a delicate cast-iron veranda that wrapped around the front. Now a residential nursing home, it was – if you had the money – a warm, gentle place to spend your final years.


Turning through the imposing gates, I was startled by how much it had changed. To be fair, nowhere looks its best in late March. There were plenty of daffodils and primroses peeking through the long grass, but the verges hadn’t been mown, and the once-crisp topiaries flanking the front door had lost their shapes.


I parked my car on the gravel forecourt. Connie had already said there was no reason for me to go in with her.


While I waited, I checked my phone – happy to see that Mallory had found a moment to text and tell me he missed me. Over the last ten days, we’d hardly seen each other. He’d been seconded to his old patch in Plymouth to work a cold case, and was being unusually secretive about it.


A knock on my window broke into my thoughts. I recognised the woman gesturing for me to lower it. I’d seen her quite a few times at the Emporium, hovering around Oxley’s dioramas, taking photos on her phone.


In her early fifties, she wore distinctive oversized glasses bearing the Chanel logo, their rims accented with small diamonds. Her shoulder-length hair – stiff and unforgiving – was marked by blonde highlights several shades too bright. There was plenty of gold jewellery on show, and usually she carried a Birkin but this afternoon she wasn’t even wearing a coat.


‘Can I help you?’ She shivered in her thin jersey dress in the cold wind.


‘I’m waiting for someone,’ I said. ‘Her father’s a resident – Stan Holden.’


‘Ah.’ She nodded. ‘That’ll be Connie Hicks.’


‘Yes. That’s right.’


‘Do come inside where it’s warm.’


‘She’ll be back in a moment, but I appreciate it.’


Recognition flickered across her face. ‘You’re Kat Stanford,’ she exclaimed. ‘I used to watch your show, but . . . Of course – the Emporium!’ She slipped her hand through the open window to shake mine. I caught a glimpse of a Rolex on her wrist. ‘Mrs Fisher. But do call me Alison. I’m the new manager here.’


I was both surprised and dismayed. ‘Margery Rooke has left?’


Alison looked equally taken aback. ‘You know Margery?’


‘Not personally,’ I said. ‘In a business capacity.’


‘We hoped she would have stayed on, but she decided to retire instead, which was such a shame. We took over just before Christmas . . . Oh!’ She broke off as a black hearse sped towards us – and I mean sped. There was nothing dignified about its arrival. The horn gave a sharp beep, the driver – a young man sporting a handlebar moustache – waved, and the vehicle tore around the corner, flinging up gravel before vanishing from sight.


Alison seemed flustered, hastily adding, ‘New company. I don’t know what’s happened to the world. No respect. The undertakers are getting younger . . .’


‘Like policemen,’ I offered, trying to ease her distress. ‘If you want a recommendation, Hollis & Webb are very good. They’ve been around for ever.’


‘Thank you, dear.’


‘Got it!’ Connie crowed as she joined us, waving the transfer receipt. ‘Don’t think Dad knew what he was signing, but oh well.’


‘Hello, Mrs Hicks. I’m Alison Fisher,’ Alison said warmly. ‘We spoke on the phone.’


Connie blinked. ‘Oh. So you’re the lady who found him.’


‘Poor man. I’m happy to say he’s settling in very well.’ Alison’s gaze flicked to the paper in Connie’s hand. ‘I heard you mention signing?’


Connie stiffened. ‘Did I?’


‘You know,’ Alison said pleasantly, ‘if you ever need legal paperwork witnessed or certified, we can handle it right here. We like to make things easy for our residents and their families.’


‘Thanks, but we’re good,’ said Connie. She turned to me. ‘Let’s shift the boxes, Kat.’


Alison, almost blue with cold, offered to help, but Connie waved her away. ‘Kat’s got it.’


‘I’ve got it,’ I muttered, and started loading the boxes into the back of my car.


‘Goodness,’ Alison exclaimed. ‘What have we here? Are these Stan’s? Perhaps he’d like them in his room.’


‘No, he wouldn’t,’ Connie shot back. ‘There’s enough of his junk to clear out at the house as it is – I don’t fancy having to come here and sort through more of it after he’s gone.’


Alison blinked. ‘Of course. Well, if there’s anything I can—’


‘There isn’t,’ Connie snapped, but then she seemed to soften. ‘You’ve been kind enough already.’


With a polite nod, Alison headed back to the building.


‘I don’t trust her,’ Connie said suddenly. ‘You know what these places are like. You read about it all the time – staff nicking stuff from rooms and the like. If she got wind of what’s in those boxes . . .’ She gave a knowing nod before adding, almost as an afterthought, ‘Did you see that Rolex she was wearing?’


She wasn’t expecting a reply, so I didn’t give one. ‘Let me take a quick look at the transfer receipt before you go.’


Other than Stan Holden’s signature – looking surprisingly legible – the receipt covered all the bases.




I, Kat Stanford, hereby acknowledge receipt of three assorted boxes of vintage toy trains and miscellaneous items belonging to Stan Holden for the sole purpose of valuation. I confirm that these items will remain the property of Stan Holden until they are returned. No sale, transfer or other disposition of these items will occur without prior written consent.





We parted ways, with me promising to call her in the morning. At the end of the drive, she turned right, while I turned left and headed for home.


I paused to let a striking Mercedes G-Wagon turn in – matt black, blackout emblems, deep-dish rims, no number plates. Harry would have called it ‘murdered out’. As it rolled slowly past, I caught a glimpse of the driver – late fifties, handsome in a rugged way, with charcoal hair streaked with silver. Beside him sat a much older man, gaunt, with receding iron-grey hair.


Margery had always managed to give Sunny Hill Lodge an elegant, old-world charm. Now, under Alison, it seemed to be attracting a very different sort of clientele.


Alison and her bling were soon forgotten when I passed through the towering granite pillars of Honeychurch Hall, each topped with a hawk, wings outstretched. I loved living on the estate.


I used one of the eighteenth-century gatehouses as a showroom and appointment venue for my business, Kat’s Collectibles and Valuation Services, and the other as a storeroom for my stock. My home, Jane’s Cottage, sat on a hill at the far edge of the property.


Unlike my mother, who owned the Carriage House outright, I rented all three buildings from the ailing dowager countess. While she was alive, I felt secure. But Rupert, the 15th and current earl, had made it increasingly clear that my future here was far from certain. I’d never truly warmed to him – and the more I saw of him, the less I wanted to.


Because of the remote location, I rarely got foot traffic unless there was an event at the Hall – an open garden, the annual English Civil War re-enactment or something similar.


The following weekend was Easter, and the Museum Room would be open, with a display on the eccentric Arctic explorer Gerald Honeychurch, brother of the 9th earl, alongside the grand launch of the Polar Tearoom. Just another of Delia Evans’s tireless fundraising schemes to make Honeychurch Hall a popular stop on the country house map.


My mother’s on-again-off-again best friend – and self-appointed head of house – had certainly turned the Honeychurch fortunes around. But she was like Marmite: people either loved her or couldn’t stand her. I hovered somewhere in between.


I parked outside the showroom and disabled the burglar alarm, then ferried the boxes inside before making a quick cup of tea. After that, I took Findlay’s railway management book out of my tote and wrapped it in tissue paper, usually reserved for shipping dolls or bears. I’d already bought Harry a copy of STEAMIMAGES9: The Year of the Tornado by renowned photographer Peter Slater for his birthday – we were all due at the Hall at four for cake – but I thought he’d enjoy this little extra surprise.


Setting my tea down on the floor, I dropped to my knees, grabbed a pen and paper, and turned my attention to the first box.


My instincts had been right – not exactly junk, but close enough.


There was a handful of battered engines and carriages – mostly from the 1950s and 60s – with missing parts, chipped paint and wheels that didn’t quite sit straight. A couple of tin wagons, various sections of track, crumbling model trees, and a tunnel made of warped cardboard. Dutifully I made a detailed list, thinking that since I would be paid a percentage of the valued objects, it wasn’t exactly going to make me rich. Or even buy me lunch. Still, an agreement was an agreement.


I picked through the contents of the remaining boxes. The lantern, lamps and levers belonged on a scrap heap, but several of the framed photographs might hold some historical value for a railway enthusiast – especially now that the Halt was destined to become a business park.


I took out my loupe. Frankly, the figures could be anyone. The man in uniform was presumably Connie’s father, but the others? Who knew, or cared!


Then my heart gave a jolt of excitement. Tucked at the bottom of the box was a vintage travel poster – linen-backed, the colours still sharp. Bold lettering announced Camping Coach Holidays at Honeychurch Halt, with a stylised steam locomotive pulling a single carriage nestled beside a wild-flower-dotted platform. Dartmoor rose soft and blue in the distance. I grabbed my loupe again to check the signature: Tom Purvis, one of the great commercial poster artists from the Golden Age of Steam. A real find. Probably worth around £800, maybe more to the right collector. At least I’d have some good news for Connie.


The short peep of a car horn sounded outside – my mother. It was almost four, time to head to the Hall for Harry’s birthday tea. We’d agreed to go together. I’d have to finish this later.


Mum had been low for months, avoiding people and rarely leaving the house, but she would never dream of disappointing Harry. I’d been trying to get her alone for weeks, yet she always claimed she was either buried in the latest Star-Crossed Lovers draft or noodling with a proposal for a new series that she must sell to keep the bills paid. The events of last autumn – the devastating betrayal by a man she’d trusted for decades – had aged her, and her usual ‘get on with it’ mentality had taken a hard knock.


I’d watched her cheerful energy ebb away under the weight of what she owed HMRC. The money embezzled in her name had wiped out her savings, and she’d only narrowly avoided prison, spared because she was the victim rather than the perpetrator. Her publisher’s contract already tied her to three books a year, but she was desperate to write more, hoping a new series might keep her afloat. Unfortunately, every proposal had been rejected, and she’d slipped into a kind of inertia that frightened me more than I dared admit. She was even falling behind on her contracted books, and had stopped keeping to her daily schedule in her writing house – the little sanctuary that she loved even when she wasn’t putting words on the page.


I collected Harry’s gifts, locked up and went outside, plastering on a bright smile and remembering not to sound too cheerful, or come out with things like ‘at least you’ve been published’ or ‘at least you didn’t go to jail’. Mum called it ‘silver-lininging’, and it drove her nuts.


I slid into the front seat of her Mini, relieved to see she’d made an effort – a dark green kilt, cream polo neck under a black padded gilet, and a dash of make-up.


‘You look nice, Mum. Is the kilt new?’


‘You’ve seen it before,’ came the short reply. ‘Did you know Delia’s going to be on West Country Round-Up tonight – and she won’t let anyone forget it.’


‘What for?’


‘What do you think?’ Mum said wearily. ‘Next weekend’s Easter affair. I don’t know how she manages to get all this free publicity. Lucky she does, as his lordship certainly can’t afford any.’


‘Oh well,’ was all I said. ‘What did you buy Harry for his birthday?’


‘A book on knots.’


‘Knots? Ah. I’m afraid he’s into trains now.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ Mum groaned. ‘I thought he wanted to sail single-handed around the world. Isn’t he still with the Sea Scouts?’


‘Don’t worry about it,’ I said quickly. ‘I have two books for him on trains. You can give him one of those if you like. And it’s already wrapped!’


‘I just can’t keep up,’ she grumbled.


Nor could I. When I’d first met Harry, he was obsessed with Biggles, the fictional First World War fighter pilot. He even dressed like his hero, in goggles and a white scarf, and collected everything he could on him. Since then, he’d wanted to be an astronaut, captain a pirate ship, and sail around the world. Trains seemed to be the latest craze.


‘I suppose I could keep the book on knots,’ Mum said grimly. ‘Just in case I want to hang myself.’


‘Don’t talk like that,’ I said sharply. ‘You should never joke about a thing like that.’


‘I got another rejection this morning. I mean, how can I pay back HMRC if I don’t have any income?’


‘At least you’re still getting royalties. I mean . . .’ Too late. The two dreaded words had slipped out. ‘I wonder if the sun will come out today.’


Mum scowled. ‘Nice try.’


We didn’t speak again until the soaring chimneys of the Palladian-fronted Hall rose into view. Where the drive divided, one way leading to the stable block and its neat sand arena, Mum took the left fork to the main entrance, where Rupert’s new Range Rover – an Autobiography model in gunmetal grey – and a battered Fiat 500 bearing a decal of Earth with the slogan There Is No Planet B were parked in the turning circle. The fountain in the centre, with its rearing bronze horses, seemed more exuberant than usual, its high arcs of water reaching almost Bellagio-like heights.


The grounds looked immaculate under Delia’s formidable management. Her rotating crew of day gardeners and ‘day dailies’, as she called them, was nothing like the army of staff the Hall had had in its heyday, but it was impressive enough. I still couldn’t help wondering who was footing the bill. Delia always behaved as if she ran the show single-handed, but there was a new je ne sais quoi to things lately that made me suspect Rupert had come into some money.


A large skip sat beside the drive, brimming with rubble and broken concrete. Next to that was a Ford Transit flatbed truck with the faint outline of a logo – Bradleigh & Sons. It was strewn with planks, cement bags and coils of electrical wire, all secured with fraying ropes. On the dashboard was a sea of food wrappers and empty plastic bottles. The wing mirror was cracked and the rear bumper had half fallen off. A battered toy gorilla rode the front bumper.


Gesturing to the skip, I said, ‘Wow. The builders are still here! The exhibition is next weekend. That’s cutting it a bit fine.’


Mum parked. ‘Her ladyship was adamant that the general public shouldn’t traipse through the main house. Why else do you think they’ve put in a new entrance?’


‘A new entrance?’ I was genuinely surprised. ‘Where?’


She pointed to a flagstone path that wound around the west wing. ‘Through the Polar Tearoom and gift shop—’


‘Gift shop!’ I blurted out. ‘Edith agreed to that?’


Mum shrugged. ‘What do I know?’


We were halfway up the front steps when the door flew open and a woman in her early fifties – red-framed glasses, frizzy grey hair, long patchwork coat – brushed roughly past Mum.


Delia followed, wearing a look I could only describe as gloating. She was sporting a new chin-length wig in a gorgeous chocolate brown – she’d lost her hair to alopecia years ago, but never seemed self-conscious, wearing her wigs with the same brisk confidence she brought to everything else. Like my mother, she was a loyal Marks & Spencer fan, and today wore a neat navy dress with a Peter Pan collar.


The woman floored her little Fiat, spraying gravel as she sped away.


‘You’ll never guess what’s happened,’ Delia said with glee.


My mother bristled – she hated it when Delia had the upper hand. ‘Go on. The suspense is killing us,’ she said drily. ‘Presumably it’s to do with that very rude woman who nearly knocked me over.’


‘Gloria Weaver. She’s the interim head of planning and environmental strategy.’


‘I know,’ Mum sniffed, though I was quite sure she didn’t.


Delia paused, positively bursting to deliver her news. ‘The doors have got to come out. The bifolds!’


‘What bifolds?’ Mum looked utterly baffled, and I was none the wiser.


‘The entrance to the Polar Tearoom.’ Delia rolled her eyes. ‘I warned his lordship, I said to him, you need to have planning permission. You can’t just knock down walls willy-nilly.’


‘I thought it was your idea,’ Mum declared.


Delia turned pink. ‘I only suggested it. Frankly, I didn’t think he’d agree, but he made a deal with the builder.’ She lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘He came into some money. Probably won big on the Premium Bonds.’


‘His sort don’t do Premium Bonds,’ Mum said with scorn.


‘Wait a moment,’ I said. ‘I thought Giles Oxley was the planning officer.’


‘Where have you both been?’ Delia laughed. ‘Oxley’s been suspended pending an investigation into bribery and corruption. Pushing stuff through when he shouldn’t have.’


‘When did you find out?’ I asked.


‘About half an hour ago.’


Awkward didn’t begin to cover it. Whatever this was had clearly been simmering under the surface for a while, and yet I struggled to take it in. Giles Oxley was so mild-mannered, almost shy. It was impossible to picture him at the heart of a scandal. Of course, I only knew him as a railway enthusiast, not in his day job as a planning officer.


‘Oh,’ said Mum. ‘So not common knowledge yet.’


‘I’m telling you – heads are going to roll. Ms Weaver is on the warpath. You don’t want to mess with an environmentalist. They’re a different breed.’


‘Speaking of rolling,’ Mum cut in, ‘we need to get a move along or we’ll be late for birthday cake.’


Delia spun around and set off, heels click-clacking over the black and white marble floor, a flash of red sole with each step. She moved with exaggerated poise, rather like a horse doing passage in dressage. Walking in high heels had never come naturally to her, and it showed.


‘Wait – are those new shoes?’ Mum said suddenly.


Delia threw her a smug glance. ‘Yes.’


‘Wait,’ Mum said again. ‘Are they . . . Louboutins?’


Delia just gave an airy wave and continued on her way.


Mum turned to me, incredulous. ‘Louboutins! They must have cost a bomb.’ She snorted and raised her voice. ‘Someone’s got money to burn.’


‘If you must know, I have two pairs,’ Delia tossed back. ‘I’d let you borrow one, but your feet are so much wider than mine. I don’t want them stretched.’


Mum baulked at the insult. Then, with mock sympathy, she said, ‘Such a shame about the bifolds. I suppose you’ll have to cancel the event. You’ll never be ready now. I’m sure his lordship must be livid.’


‘Cancel?’ Delia stopped, spun around and laughed. ‘Of course we can’t cancel. What an extraordinary thing to say. I’m on West Country Round-Up tonight. Tickets have been sold, two hundred commemorative copies of Tales from the Tundra: Adventures of an Arctic Explorer have been printed, sponsors are in place – oh, and I meant to tell you, Iris, that we’re going with Salcombe Gin. They’re paying a fortune for product placement.’


I waited for Mum’s reaction. She’d made a lot of her own gin specifically for this occasion.


‘I’m sure Salcombe will be thrilled,’ she muttered, before adding with a frown, ‘But this book? I suppose writing is just another of your many talents.’


Delia laughed again. ‘Who has time for writing? No, I just borrowed a few photos of Gerald from the Museum Room, sent them off to one of those new online publishing services – I forget the name – and they did the rest. Layout, captions, everything. Then I put the photos straight back.’


‘So what was the point?’ Mum demanded. ‘If they were already in the Museum Room.’


Delia rolled her eyes. ‘Because people will pay for the book, Iris, and that’ll cover the cost of printing and make a nice little profit too.’


‘It still sounds like a waste of money to me,’ Mum retorted. ‘And if the tearoom isn’t finished, just be careful you don’t end up with egg on your face.’


‘Oh well, if I do, I do.’ Delia shrugged. ‘C’est la vie.’


‘C’est la vie?’ Mum’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Are you feeling all right?’


I was amused. It was a valid comment. In normal circumstances, Delia would’ve had a full-blown crisis if she couldn’t find her scalloped paper doilies.


Delia gave a secretive smile. ‘Very much so. Oh yes. I couldn’t be better.’ She turned pink. ‘I’ve been bursting to tell you, but . . .’ She nodded at me and mouthed, ‘Not in front of the children,’ before adding brightly, ‘Come, we mustn’t be late for June’s cake.’


I looked at Mum. ‘Who is June?’


‘One of Delia’s day dailies,’ said Mum.


‘Not exactly, Iris.’ Delia paused, in that annoying way she had, before blurting out, ‘I’m training my replacement.’









Chapter Three


‘Your replacement?’ Mum’s voice shot up an octave. ‘You’re leaving? But that’s absurd! You’ve turned the Hall around – you love it here! You’ve worked miracles! Why on earth would you walk away now?’
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