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Foreword


I first discovered Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca during my teens. It was the first book that really grabbed me on an emotional level, probably the first book I could not put down. So this book is my homage to Rebecca. Those familiar with the book will see the references to the original. If you haven’t read Rebecca yet, I suggest you do so. It’s slightly dated now but great reading.


And I’d just like to say a couple of words about one of the themes in the book: that of men taking for granted that women are fair game, that they are there to be sexually abused. This is an uncomfortable theme, but in those days some property owners still looked upon servants as their property. And the fondling and groping of young women and girls was still overlooked and tolerated in some families.


Young women and girls had to look out for one another, but of course we know now that it shouldn’t have been that way; the onus shouldn’t have been on them to protect themselves from sexual abuse. You’ll find one particular character to be repugnant. I apologize in advance!
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Chapter 1




MONDAY, OCTOBER 14, 1935


EYNSLEIGH, SUSSEX


Last night I had a strange dream. I dreamed that I was mistress of an enormous house. It was so large that I couldn’t find my way around it. I kept running down long dark hallways and opening doors but nothing looked familiar. Empty rooms. Furniture covered in dust sheets. I knew that somewhere was a man who would take care of me, but I had no idea how to find him. I awoke, sweating, reached out for Darcy and found only a cold empty bed beside me. I sat up, heart pounding, before I realized that he had gone away.





By the light of day I analyzed that dream. The strange thing about it was that it was all true. I had achieved my ultimate desire: I was married to a gorgeous and sexy man, and really was mistress of a big, empty house called Eynsleigh. I know—it’s still mind-boggling to me! It was mid-October. We had been married for almost three months and much of that time had been wonderful. Darcy and I had been to Kenya on our honeymoon—a little more dramatic than I had anticipated. I had enjoyed learning to be mistress of a large house for the first time, arranging Eynsleigh to my own satisfaction and slipping into a comfortable routine with my new husband.


I had encouraged him to turn down a desk job at the Foreign Office, knowing him too well and suspecting he would be bored with inactivity. But now I was coming to regret this as last week he had accepted some sort of assignment from person or persons unknown, and gone off, unable to tell me the nature of this assignment or where he was going. I had accepted, in theory, that this is what life would be like with Darcy. I was pretty sure by now that he did something undercover for the English government but the reality that he might disappear at a moment’s notice with no forwarding address was just beginning to sink in.


“You were the one who insisted I didn’t take the desk job, Georgie,” he reminded me as he packed a tiny suitcase for himself. He wouldn’t even let me feel useful by packing for him. “You knew what you were getting into.”


I nodded, determined not to cry in front of him. “I understand, but at least you could give me a hint about where you’ll be and how long you’ll be gone.”


He smiled at me then and ran a hand down my cheek. “Like sending you a postcard saying ‘Wish you were here’ for all my adversaries to see?”


“Will there be adversaries?” I asked, picturing men with guns hiding behind trees.


“There are plenty around the world who do not like Britain and wish us ill,” he said, “but don’t worry. I’m not going into any real danger. I’ll be back before you know it. Don’t think about me while I’m gone. Just enjoy yourself.”


“How can I enjoy myself if you’re not here?” I said, resting my head against him. “I’ll miss you every minute.”


He turned toward me then and gave me a little kiss on the fore-head. “I’ll miss you too, but we have to get on with life, don’t we? You must learn to keep yourself busy. Do some entertaining.”


“Entertaining?” I sounded more horrified than I intended to. “Dinner parties and things? Without you?”


“It’s about time we got to know our neighbors,” he said, “and you know they are all dying to take a peek at Eynsleigh and meet the lady of the house, who is reputed to be related to the royal family.”


“Oh golly,” I said. I had resolved to give up such childish exclamations when I married but they still slipped out in moments of extreme stress. “Darcy, you know very well I have no experience at entertaining. I grew up in a remote Scottish castle. We hardly ever entertained. No—make that never entertained, especially after Fig became Duchess of Rannoch. Who’d want more than one day of her company?” (Fig, for those of you who haven’t met her, is my sister-in-law. The less said the better.)


“Then this will be good experience.” Darcy looked up from folding a white shirt to give me an encouraging grin. “Nothing fancy. I’m not suggesting you have a costume ball or anything. Maybe a couple of ladies to tea or luncheon. Queenie can manage a luncheon, can’t she?”


I nodded. “Maybe,” I said dubiously.


He saw my look and went on. “It’s always useful to be on good terms with neighbors. We’ll become part of the local scene. And you never know when we might need them.”


“I suppose so,” I muttered while visions of sitting surrounded by formidable ladies at tea parties and my knocking over a cup or dropping a cream cake into somebody’s lap swam through my head. I do tend to get a trifle clumsy when I’m nervous.


Darcy put a hand on my shoulder. “You are the mistress of Eynsleigh now, you know. You have to learn how to assume the role. And it will keep you busy so that you don’t miss me too much.”


“I’ll miss you whatever I do,” I said. “Do you think you’ll be away long?”


“I can’t really say.” He gave a little frown. “Not too long, I hope.”


“In which case I’d just much rather leave the entertaining until we’re together, if you don’t mind. I’d like reassurance the first time I play at lady of the manor.”


He placed his pajamas on top of the other clothes. “Well then, why don’t you go up to your family in Scotland? There will be shoots and things, won’t there?”


“Do you want to punish me as well as desert me?” I asked, making him chuckle.


“All right. I can see that a week or so with your sister-in-law would be the ultimate punishment. In that case go up to town and stay with Zou Zou. See a show. Let her buy you clothes.”


I nodded again, still not wanting my voice to betray me. I took a deep breath before I spoke. “Yes, I could do that. I do adore Zou Zou. Or you know what? I could invite my grandfather down to stay. The Times says that the London fogs have begun early this year, and you know he has a bad chest.”


“Good idea.” Darcy gave me a bright smile and my shoulder a squeeze. “Now I must be off or I won’t catch that boat train.”


So at least I knew he was going abroad. I was so tempted to ask which boat he was taking. The Berengaria? Or the ferry across the channel? Or a tramp steamer to Buenos Aires? It could be any of the above.


“I’ll drive you to the station,” I said. “I’ll have Phipps get out the Bentley.”


I constantly surprised myself how easily something like this rolled off my tongue. We had a footman called Phipps. We had a Bentley. We had a house. It seemed like only yesterday that I was camping out in my brother Binky’s London residence, living on baked beans and cleaning other people’s houses for money. Actually all this current bounty was not technically mine. It belonged to Sir Hubert Anstruther, a dashing mountaineer and explorer, my mother’s former husband, or rather one of my mother’s former husbands (she had worked her way through rather a lot of men, some of whom she had actually married). Sir Hubert had become very fond of me and wanted to adopt me. The family had not agreed to that—the family being the royal family, since my father was a grandson of Queen Victoria. You see, I’m not quite royal but related to them—too far from the throne to get a royal allowance or a palace or two, but close enough so that I had to abide by their rules. Not any longer, however. I had been permitted to renounce my place in the line of succession when I married Darcy, a Catholic. No Catholics on the throne of England, ever!


I hadn’t found out until recently that Sir Hubert had made me his heir and had now invited me to come and live at his lovely house called Eynsleigh while he was off climbing mountains. More than that, he had told me to consider the house as my own and to do what I wanted with it. He had come home for my wedding but now had gone off again, back to Chile to find more peaks to scale. I think this had been prompted by my mother’s departure. She had been staying with us all summer, after her own impending marriage to a German industrialist fell through, and I could see that Sir Hubert still had feelings for her. I rather suspected that she might still have feelings for him and hoped that something would come of it. He would make a more suitable husband than Max von Strohheim. I had nothing personally against Max. He clearly adored my mother, but he was also becoming remarkably thick with the Nazis in Germany. I suspected his factories might now be making weapons and tanks rather than motorcars and household items. I had been secretly glad when his father died and, not wanting to upset his puritanical mother, he declared he could no longer marry Mummy, because of her notorious past. But just when Mummy and Sir Hubert were giving each other long, meaningful glances she received a telegram from Max saying he couldn’t live without her and to heck with his mother. And off she had rushed, straight back to his arms. I hadn’t heard from her for ages. My mother, being completely self-absorbed, only communicated when she needed something.


So now I found myself all alone in a big, beautiful house. Alone with precious little to do. Sir Hubert’s former housekeeper, Mrs. Holbrook, had come back at our request and the house now ran like a well-oiled machine. The one thing I had not yet done was to find a new cook. My former maid Queenie, undoubtedly the worst maid in the entire world, had now taken over the cooking. She had proved to be remarkably good at it, but could only manage the plain cooking she was used to. Eventually one does tire of shepherd’s pie and toad-in-the-hole. And as Darcy had pointed out, I knew that as chatelaine of a great house I would eventually be expected to entertain. My neighbors had been hinting that they’d love to see Eynsleigh return to its glory days with dinner parties and balls. I pictured a glittering dinner table, women dripping with diamonds and men adorned with medals and then serving them spotted dick (which, in case you don’t know, is a suet pudding with currants in it). They would prod it politely, say “Spotted what did you call it?,” take a tentative bite … no, it was not going to happen. I did need a real cook, but I had hesitated, having had no experience at all in hiring servants.


Was I brave enough to do as Darcy had suggested and start off with a tea party or even a luncheon? Queenie was a dab hand with scones and little cakes. I wasn’t so sure about luncheons. I doubted she had even heard of a soufflé and the weather was no longer conducive to ham and salad. Then I came to a conclusion. Tea parties could wait. I’d go and see Zou Zou. She might even know where I could find a cook who wouldn’t cost too much. Sir Hubert was paying for the upkeep of the house but I didn’t want to use too much of his money and of course had none of my own. Darcy was almost as penniless as I was.


Having come to a decision I found my current maid (a willing village girl called Maisie who had taken over the position from Queenie and was proving a remarkably quick learner—not having lost, scorched, or torn a single item yet) and told her to pack an overnight bag as I was going up to town. I must say it was a relief to know that I would open my suitcase and actually find a matching pair of shoes and enough underclothes after years of Queenie’s packing for me. I felt quite excited as I sat in the first-class compartment of the train and we sped past fields of startled cows toward the City. It was an absolutely sparkling day. Instead of being engulfed in fog the outline of the parliament buildings was etched against the purest of blue skies. My spirits soared. A few days of good food with Zou Zou and then taking my grandfather back to Eynsleigh. What could be better? And Darcy would be home before I knew it.


I splurged on a taxi to Eaton Square, where Zou Zou, known to the world as the Princess Zamanska of Poland, lived. I went up the front steps and gave the door a sharp knock. I waited. Nothing happened. This was odd as Zou Zou’s French maid, Clotilde, was normally in residence even when her mistress was away. It occurred to me that perhaps I should have telephoned first, but Zou Zou was an impetuous type of person who didn’t at all mind one dropping in without warning. I gave the knocker a second, louder, rap.


“The lady’s not here, miss,” a voice said and I noticed a maid, down on her hands and knees, scrubbing the front step of the next-door house. “She went off in a taxi only yesterday. She had ever so many bags and her maid with her and I heard her tell the taxi driver Victoria Station.”


Oh rats, I thought. Zou Zou had gone off to the Continent again. And with ever so many bags it was hardly likely to be a flying visit. I came down the steps feeling rather foolish.


It doesn’t matter, I told myself. I’ll rescue Granddad, take him down to Eynsleigh and we’ll have a lovely time together. We’ll take long walks and play cribbage in the evenings. I expect he’s feeling lonely too, now that Mrs. Huggins is no more. So I set off resolutely toward the nearest Tube station at Victoria. As I crossed the King’s Road I did pause and glance in the direction of my friend Belinda’s little mews cottage at the other end of Chesham Street. I gave a little sigh. Belinda had been in Paris for a month, honing her dress designing skills with the best in the business. I missed her. I missed female companionship. To be truthful I even missed Mummy, which was saying a lot as Mummy only liked to talk about herself.


I sighed and walked on. As I came onto Buckingham Palace Road I looked in the direction of the palace and felt another pang of regret. In the past Her Majesty had summoned me to tea with her and given me various little assignments. These ranged from spying on her son the Prince of Wales to recovering a valuable snuffbox or hosting a foreign princess. Actually some of those assignments had been downright embarrassing or even terrifying but it still hurt a little that I might no longer be welcome in royal circles, now that I had officially renounced my place as thirty-fifth in the line of succession.


I pushed the thought aside. I was a married woman with my own household. I had to learn to be grown-up and get on with life. Soon I hoped to be a mother with a family of my own to occupy me. Soon … just not yet. I had been married for three months and still no hint of a baby. I had begun to worry whether there might be something wrong with me.


It was still a perfect day when I came out of the station at Upminster Bridge in Essex and walked up the hill toward my grandfather’s street. Leaves clung to tree branches and glowed yellow and orange against that blue sky. Some fluttered to the ground and lay in drifts underfoot. I reached the top of the hill and turned onto Glanville Drive. It was a pleasant enough little street of semidetached houses such as one sees in every suburb around London. The front garden at number twenty-two was tiny but immaculate. Most of the summer flowers had died but there were still chrysanthemums around the pocket-handkerchief-sized lawn, and the three gnomes stared at me hopefully as I opened the front gate.


I suppose I should explain briefly for those of you who are confused at my having a grandfather who lived in a semidetached house with gnomes in the front garden, and not in a palace. My father was Queen Victoria’s grandson but he had married my mother, a famous actress and the daughter of a London policeman. For that reason I had been kept from meeting my grandfather until I was grown-up. Since then I had made up for lost time and absolutely adored him. I think that he was the one person who loved me unconditionally (apart from Darcy, that is).


I rang the doorbell and prayed that he too wasn’t out. At least he was not likely to have gone away anywhere. If he wasn’t home it would only be shopping in the high street. I held my breath but then the front door opened and there he was.


“Hello, Granddad,” I said.


A big smile spread across his face. “Well, blow me down with a feather,” he said. “The last person I expected to see, my love. What are you doing here? Nothing wrong, is there?”


“No, of course not. Everything’s perfect. I came to surprise you,” I said. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”


He sucked air through his teeth, clearly embarrassed, making me wonder for a second if he had a woman in there. “I’d love to, ducks, but you see I was just …”


That’s when I noticed that he was dressed in a suit and was wearing polished shoes instead of his slippers. What’s more, his hair was slicked down with bay rum.


“Oh dear,” I said. “Have I caught you at a bad time?”


“I’m afraid you have, my love,” he said. “You see, I’m due at my old police station in Hackney within the hour. I told my old guv that I’d be there and I can’t let him down.”


“You haven’t gone back to work, surely?”


He gave me a challenging look. “What, you think the old geezer is past it, do you?”


“No, of course not,” I said hastily. “It’s just that you’ve been retired for some time and …”


He put a big hand on my shoulder. “It’s all right, ducks. ’old your ’air on. I’m not back on the force. Just doing a bit of volunteer work. My old guv has started a scheme to keep the young folk in the area out of mischief. Get ’em while they are young. That’s his philosophy. And he came to me and asked if I’d have time to help him out with it. So of course I jumped at the idea. It’s bloomin’ boring rattling around in this house all day with nothing to do and no one to talk to.”


“You know you are always welcome at Eynsleigh,” I said. “I love to have your company and the country air is good for you.”


He gave me a sad little smile. “I know, ducks. But it’s not my sort of place, is it? Great big house like that, and all them servants. I feel uncomfortable with people waiting on me. I just don’t belong.” He paused. “Don’t get me wrong. I love seeing my granddaughter. It’s a real treat. Just not down there. Are you up in the Smoke for long? ’Cos I’ll be back this evening. I could bring in some fish and chips.”


“I only came up for the day,” I lied, hoping he wouldn’t notice the small suitcase I was carrying. “I was hoping to take you back with me. Give those lungs of yours some good fresh air.”


“Ain’t much wrong with the air up here right now, is there?” he asked, smiling up at the blue sky. “Smashing sort of day, isn’t it? Makes you want to get out and do some walking. I’m going to set up a football match for the boys. Do them good. There’s not much for them to look forward to in that dockland, you know. Most of them are finished with school and there’s no jobs to be had for love or money. In the end, crime seems like a good idea to them. That’s what my old guv is trying to prevent. Give them some hope and some skills. Put them on the right path.”


He took his pocket watch out and glanced surreptitiously at it. “Which means I have to get going. Will you walk with me to the station?”


“Of course I will,” I said. “I’m really pleased you have found something worthwhile to do. I know you must have been sad and lonely after Mrs. Huggins died.”


He closed the front door behind us and we started walking along Glanville Drive. “You know I didn’t think I’d miss her but I did,” he said at last. “You get used to somebody, don’t you? Expect to have them around. Even if you’re listening to the wireless together it’s the companionship, isn’t it? So I’m glad I’m keeping myself busy. You’ve got your own life. You and that handsome husband of yours. And pretty soon the patter of tiny feet, eh?” And he dug me in the ribs with a grin.


“I hope so,” I said. “But Darcy’s away at the moment and like you I’m feeling rather lonely. It’s only just beginning to sink in that I’m now mistress of my own house and I have to make a life for myself in the country. But it’s hard to know where to start. Darcy suggested I give luncheons or tea parties but the thought terrifies me. You know what some of those county set dowagers are like.”


He chuckled then, the chuckle turning to a cough. “Actually I’ve no idea. Never met one. But take it one step at a time, my love. You’ll find your way soon enough. And your own sort of people too. Why don’t you invite that friend of yours to stay? Belinda, isn’t it? You two were always very thick.”


“I would only she’s been in Paris for a while now. And Mummy’s back in Germany with Max.”


That made him give a little grunt. Having lost a son in the Great War he did not approve of Germans. “I think she’s making a big mistake there,” he said. “That Sir Hubert of yours, smashing chap, if you ask me. And clearly still keen on her. What did she want to go rushing back to that bloomin’ Hun again for?”


“I think she likes the money for one thing. Max is awfully rich.”


“But at what price, love, eh? Those Germans, they are slipping back to their old ways. All those rallies and that little Hitler bloke shouting and prancing around. I don’t like it one bit. I just hope your mum don’t find herself on the wrong side if another war happens.”


“Oh surely not, Granddad,” I said. “Nobody could possibly want war after the last one. Everyone saw what a frightful waste of human life it was.”


“Don’t count on it, ducks. That Hitler bloke, he’s got big ideas. You mark my words. Trouble’s coming.”


“Golly. I hope you’re wrong,” I said.
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Chapter 2




MONDAY, OCTOBER 14


IN LONDON AND THEN BACK TO EYNSLEIGH





I felt weighed down by a cloud of doom as I took the train back to Eynsleigh. No Zou Zou, no Belinda, no Queen Mary and no granddad. It really did look as if I’d have to start meeting those neighbors and getting involved in village life. And what Granddad had said about Hitler and Germany weighed on my mind. If there was another war Darcy would be called up to fight. I closed my eyes, not able to bear the thought.


Phipps had dropped me at the station as I had expected to be away for a while. I thought of telephoning Eynsleigh and asking to be picked up, but it was still a glorious day so I decided to walk. Hazelnuts were thick on the trees beside the lane. I made a mental note to come and pick some. Cows and horses peered at me over gates. Sheep regarded me suspiciously and moved away. I came into the village, down the one main street, passing the Queen’s Head pub, the baker’s, the newsagents, the greengrocer and butcher. Women out doing their shopping nodded to me. One said “Lovely day, isn’t it, your ladyship?” and I agreed that it was. From the village school came the chant of children learning their four times table. “Four fours are sixteen. Five fours are twenty… .”


It wasn’t such a bad place to be, I told myself. I would learn to get used to life here. I’d join the ladies’ guild at the church or help with the Girl Guides or the pony club. Then a few unbidden images formed in my head. Me being asked to iron the church altar cloths, polish the chalices, do the flowers … or show the Girl Guides how to tie knots… . Golly, I’d be hopeless. But I’d be all right with the pony club. I did know a bit about horses. And I’d learn the names of the children in the village school and invite them to Eynsleigh where Darcy could play Father Christmas. That was the sort of thing the owners of the big house had to do. I had bucked up a lot by the time I passed between the tall stone gateposts, each topped with a lion with its foot on a ball, and started to walk up the drive. The gravel road was lined with plane trees and at the end of it lay the rambling Tudor mansion. Its red brick glowed in the rays of the setting sun and smoke rose from its curly chimneys that were etched against a perfectly duck-egg-blue sky. Rooks cawed as they flew home for the night in a big elm tree. It was a scene of peace and contentment and I gave a little sigh.


“My house,” I whispered to myself. “This is my house. My home now.”


I started to walk up the drive and suddenly realized how hot and tired I was. The day was warm for October and the small suitcase now suddenly seemed to weigh a ton. I thought about leaving it and sending one of the servants to fetch it for me, but I didn’t want to admit any weakness to them so I gritted my teeth and marched on, sweating now under my tweed jacket.


Suddenly I noticed a cloud of dust ahead and saw a vehicle coming toward me. A small low vehicle of some sort. Not a delivery van, then. It was a red sports car and it was approaching fast, sending up a cloud of dust behind it. I had to step hastily out of the way. Who on earth had come to visit driving a car like that? One of Darcy’s friends, maybe, disappointed to find he wasn’t at home. The car drew level, was about to pass as I stood in the dappled shade of a plane tree, then suddenly screeched to a halt.


The driver leaped out and rushed toward me yelling, “Georgie, darling! It’s you! I thought I’d missed you.”


Through the cloud of dust the car had stirred up I recognized the flying figure. It was my dear friend Belinda Warburton-Stoke, her sleek black hair hidden under a bright red motoring cap with a jaunty feather on one side and wearing a flame-red cape that flew out as she ran.


“Belinda!” I exclaimed, delighted. “What are you doing here? I thought you were in Paris.”


She flung her arms around me, enveloping me in a big hug. “Just got back, darling, and thought I’d come straight down here to surprise you. You can imagine how miffed I felt when your housekeeper said you’d gone up to London for a few days.”


“I was hoping to, but nobody was home,” I said. “I walked from the station. Thank heavens I didn’t stop in the village to get a drink or I’d have missed you.”


She released me from the hug and examined me critically. “Yes,” she said. “You’re looking well. Sex obviously agrees with you, I can see. How is that brute Darcy treating you?”


“He’s not a brute, Belinda, as you very well know.” I laughed. “Darcy is wonderful, except that he’s not here at the moment. He’s gone off on some assignment he can’t talk about and I’m all alone here. So I’m extra pleased to see you. Turn that spiffy motor of yours around and come and have some tea.”


“Hop in,” she said. “You can be impressed with my new toy.”


I climbed into the passenger seat. “This is yours?” I asked.


“He’s an Aston Martin Le Mans. The very latest model!”


“I didn’t even know you knew how to drive,” I said.


“I did learn on Daddy’s estate, years ago,” she said, “but I haven’t had much chance to practice recently. I don’t actually have a license or anything, but it doesn’t really matter, does it? I have to confess to being a bit rusty, especially as this beast is quite temperamental when it comes to gears and things.”


As if to demonstrate this the gearbox gave an awful grating sound and then the car leaped forward. Belinda managed to change direction after much maneuvering with the accompanying grating of gears.


“I’m sure that can’t be good for it,” I pointed out.


“He’s a good solid British motorcar,” she said. “He can stand any amount of abuse.” With that we shot up the drive toward the house so fast that my head was thrown against the back of the seat.


“Did you know he can do eighty miles an hour?” Belinda shouted over the roar of the motorcar’s engine. “I put him through his paces over the Hog’s Back.”


“Him? It’s definitely a male?”


“Obviously, darling. Can’t you feel all that masculine power and testosterone flowing? I’ve named him Brutus.”


I tried not to smirk. “How long have you had it—I mean, him?” I asked.


“Since yesterday. I only got back from Paris two days ago.”


“I thought you were planning on staying until the end of the year at least,” I shouted back.


“I was, darling, but I got a telegram from the solicitor saying that Granny’s will had finally been proved and he needed instructions on what to do with the money. You remember my grandmother had named me in her will, don’t you? Lady Knott …”


“Not what?” I asked.


She shook her head so that the red feather danced. “Knott, darling. With a K. My mother had to grow up being a Knott. Luckily she married someone with a more normal name like Warburton-Stoke.”


She paused to give me an indignant look as I laughed. “Anyway, Granny’s will has been proved, so I caught the next boat train home and, Georgie, you’ll never believe it, but I’m actually quite a rich woman!”


We screeched to a halt outside the front steps, narrowly missing the fountain.


“Hence the spiffy sports car,” I said.


She was smiling like a cat with the cream. “I came out of the solicitor’s office and spotted it in the showroom on Park Lane, and thought why not? So I went in and bought Brutus on the spot.”


I opened my door and climbed out, brushing off the dust that still hovered in a cloud around us. “Come inside and have tea and you can tell me all about it,” I said.


I let myself in and was just taking off my jacket in the front hall when Mrs. Holbrook appeared. “Oh, your ladyship,” she said, a worried frown on her face. “I didn’t hear you come in. We thought you’d gone up to town for a few days.”


“Change of plans, Mrs. Holbrook,” I said.


“And you didn’t telephone for the motorcar. How on earth did you get from the station? A taxi?”


I didn’t like to say that I walked. “I met my friend Miss Warburton-Stoke, who gave me a lift. And I’ve brought her back for tea.”


“I’ll tell Queenie to make the tea immediately, my lady,” she said. “Will your friend be staying the night?”


I looked across at Belinda. “Why don’t you?”


Belinda beamed. “Of course. Why not?”


“Then I’ll have the end room made up right away, shall I? Did the lady bring her maid with her?”


“The lady is without a personal maid at the moment,” Belinda said. “I’ve been slumming in Paris in a tiny flat up flights and flights of stairs.”


“Goodness me.” Mrs. Holbrook looked flustered. “Would Miss Warburton-Stoke like a chance to wash and brush up before tea?”


“I think that can wait,” Belinda said. “I’m parched and I’m dying to tell Georgie all my news.”


Mrs. Holbrook lingered, the worried look still on her face. “I’m not sure what there might be in the way of cakes,” she said. “Seeing as how Queenie thought you were going away. But I expect she can whip up some scones quickly and there’s the good strawberry jam we made this summer.”


“We’ll be fine, Mrs. Holbrook,” I said. “All we really want is a cuppa and a chance to talk.”


Mrs. Holbrook scurried off. “Queenie!” I heard her bellowing. “Get to work. We’ve got company.”


Belinda looked at me suspiciously. “Did she say Queenie? Your former maid? Your absolutely dreadful former maid?”


“The same.”


“And she is now your cook? And you haven’t been poisoned yet and she hasn’t set the kitchen on fire?”


“Once or twice,” I admitted, “but she’s actually proving to be rather a good cook. Only simple English food, I’m afraid, but she does bake well. And I am supposed to be looking for a proper chef de cuisine. It’s just that it seems a little intimidating.”


I led Belinda through to the sitting room. She looked around. “You have made this so comfortable,” she said. “Those pretty loose covers on the chairs and that divine view over the lake.”


“Yes, it is quite nice, isn’t it?” I agreed. “Mummy helped me while she was still here and she does have awfully good taste.”


Belinda plopped into an armchair. “I can’t believe it. My friend Georgie who slept on my couch, who didn’t have two halfpennies to rub together, and now all this! Who would have thought that we’d both have fallen on our feet so nicely?”


“We’ve both been through a lot,” I said. Her gaze held mine. We both knew what the lot was that she had been through. The betrayal. The baby she had been forced to give up. Mine had been nothing so dramatic—just the knowledge that I was not wanted in my family home and really hadn’t had any means of support until recently. “So tell me,” I went on, lifting the conversation out of this gloomy phase, “your grandmother’s will. You knew she’d left you money, didn’t you? But it was more than you expected?”


“Oh yes. Absolutely oodles of it, darling,” Belinda said. “And not just money. Some rather extravagant jewelry, for one thing. Heavy Victorian stuff, nothing I’d wear but some really fine stones that can be reset or sold. Oh, and her house in Bath. A Georgian house in one of the crescents. Très, très elegant. And”—she paused, waving an excited finger at me—“a property in Cornwall.”


“How amazing,” I said. “I thought you told me she had sold her house in Cornwall long ago.”


“That’s right, so I did,” Belinda said. “She had a lovely property near the coast, called Trengilly Manor. I used to spend my summers there, after Daddy married the witch and I was no longer welcome in my own home. I was really despondent when Granny decided that Trengilly had become too much for her and she needed to be near good doctors, good theater and good food and moved to Bath. Then I was sent off to school in Switzerland so it didn’t matter awfully much, but I still miss that house. We had such good times there… .” Her face had grown quite wistful.


“But now you find she owned another property in Cornwall?”


Belinda nodded. “I was astounded, darling. Why hadn’t I known about it? I don’t think it’s anything impressive like Trengilly was, but it’s supposedly in the same part of the world as the old house and it’s called White Sails. It may be really nice to have a bolt-hole on a Cornish beach when I need to get away from the world.”


She looked around. “So where is everybody? You said Darcy is off somewhere, but your mother and grandfather and Sir Hubert?”


“All deserted me, I’m afraid,” I said. “Mummy went back to Max when he sent her a telegram saying he couldn’t live without her. That made Sir Hubert decide he needed to go and climb more mountains. And Granddad is whipping the boys of the East End into shape. Everyone has something to do except me… .”


We broke off the conversation as Emily, another girl we had recruited from the village to train as a parlormaid, came in wheeling the tea trolley.


“Queenie says she’s awful sorry, your ladyship,” Emily said, “but she don’t have much in the way of cake at the moment. She said she couldn’t whip cakes out of thin air.” She blushed crimson as she repeated the words.


I looked at the tray that contained cucumber sandwiches, a few chocolate biscuits, some of which were broken, and a rather sad little slice of fruit cake.


This was the part of being lady of the manor that I hated. I wasn’t very good at being stern and terrifying. “Would you ask Queenie to come here right away, Emily,” I said, trying to keep my face calm and composed.


Belinda shot me an amused look. “Quite a good cook, you said?”


After a few minutes we heard thumping in the corridor outside and Queenie appeared, red-faced as if she’d been running. She adjusted her cap which had fallen over one ear, brushed down a dirty apron and said, “Wotcher, miss. We thought you’d gone off gallivanting in London or I’d have had something for your tea.”


“Queenie, what happened to yesterday’s sponge cake?” I asked. “I seem to remember there was a big piece left.”


Queenie had the grace to blush. “Oh well, seeing as how you’d gone off for a while, we finished it.”


“You mean you finished it, I suspect.”


She gave an embarrassed little smirk.


I took a deep breath. “Queenie, this isn’t good enough,” I said. “A house like this should always have a good supply of homemade biscuits, not those odds and ends of chocolate fingers from the village shop. And there should always be some sort of cake in case visitors call unexpectedly. I’m afraid you are becoming rather lazy. Now that you only have one person to cook for apart from the staff let’s see a little more effort in the cake department, shall we?”


“Right you are, miss,” she said.


“Oh, and, Queenie, Miss Warburton-Stoke will be staying to dinner. I do hope you can rustle up something more appealing than a stodge of some sort.”


“I’ve already made a meat pie,” she said.


“That will do splendidly. Your pastry is very good,” I said. “Perhaps with a cauliflower au gratin?”


She didn’t look too pleased. “Well, miss, you see that pie was supposed to be for our dinner. I’m not sure there’s enough to go around.”


“Then you’ll have to be creative and come up with something else for the staff, won’t you?”


“I don’t know what,” she said, aggressively now. “I ain’t some ruddy magician, you know. I can’t wave me wand and rustle meals out of thin air. We don’t keep a lot of meat in the house when you’re not here.”


“Then it will have to be bread and dripping, won’t it?” I said, giving her a sweet smile. “You’ll think of something.”


“Bread and dripping? I need to keep up me strength,” Queenie said. “It’s tiring work all on me tod in a big kitchen like this.”


“Then maybe your worries are at an end,” I said. “I plan to have Miss Warburton-Stoke help me find a qualified chef.”


“What’s wrong with my cooking, then?” she demanded.


“Nothing, except it’s limited to the foods you know and we will have to start entertaining eventually when Mr. O’Mara comes home.”


“You ain’t going to get another of them Spaniards, are you? Because if so I’m heading straight back to Darcy’s auntie in Ireland. They appreciated me, they did.”


“I know that, and I do appreciate you too—most of the time. I just want you to do the job properly. And when we have hired a qualified chef, you should learn from him how to make more elaborate dishes.”


“There ain’t much wrong with a good old toad-in-the-hole or bangers and mash in my opinion,” she muttered. “Will that be all, then?”


“How about whipping us up a batch of scones, unless you’re also out of flour?”


“Bob’s yer uncle, miss,” she said, quite happily now and off she went.


Belinda gave me an exasperated look. “Georgie, she’s still utterly hopeless,” she said. “Wouldn’t it be the kindest thing to put her out of her misery right now?”


I had to laugh. “Belinda! She’s not too bad most of the time. We’ve caught her off guard, and she’s probably feeling guilty.”


Belinda had removed her chic driving cap and shook out her sleek black hair. “You’re going to have to get rid of her eventually, you know. You can’t have proper visitors here with a cook who talks to you like that.”


I sighed. “The problem is that I’m fond of her in a way. And she has been awfully brave in difficult situations. She saved my life, you know. I have come to accept that she will never learn.”


“She doesn’t want to learn, that’s quite obvious. She’s completely bolshie. But I must say I was impressed with the way you spoke to her. Quite like the lady of the manor. You’ve come a long way since you were shy and bumbling Georgie.”


“I still hate doing it,” I said. “I’m not naturally bossy.” I picked up the teapot and poured two cups. “Anyway, back to Cornwall,” I said. “This new property. What do you know about it?”


“Absolutely nothing,” Belinda said. “So I thought I ought to go down and take a look for myself. And I wondered if you’d like to come with me. A girl’s outing. And adventure. Just like old times, what?”


“Oh rather,” I said.









[image: image]


Chapter 3




TUESDAY, OCTOBER 15


On the way to Cornwall. Holding on to my hat. Belinda drives awfully fast! Golly, I hope we get there in one piece.





We set off at first light the next day. The journey did not start too auspiciously as Queenie overslept (no doubt as a result of that large piece of sponge cake and the remains of the jam roly-poly she made for dinner) and did not wake us with the customary cup of tea.


When she found out we were about to depart that morning she looked hurt. “You’re buggering off, without me?” she said. “I might be the cook now but I’m also your maid, ain’t I? It’s not right that you go off without a maid. Who else is going to take care of you?”


I found this rather touching. She had been the worst maid in the history of service but, as I told Belinda, she had also been awfully brave at times. I found myself smiling. “That’s very kind of you, Queenie. But we are going in Miss Belinda’s little sports car and frankly you wouldn’t fit inside. Besides, it’s not as if we are attending a house party where a maid would be in order. We are just going to look at a piece of property.”


“Bob’s yer uncle, then,” she said. “But if you’re buggering off, there ain’t no point in my making them cakes you wanted, is there?” And she went back to her kitchen before I could reply.


When we went to retrieve the motorcar from the stables we found that yesterday’s glorious weather had turned into a more normal October day of blustery rain that peppered windows and swirled up dead leaves. Belinda and Phipps had to wrestle to put up the roof of the sports car and we discovered that it wasn’t exactly wind- and rainproof. We set off, both of us feeling a little grumpy.


“We could wait for better weather, I suppose,” Belinda had said.


“It could rain for the whole rest of the month,” I pointed out.


She nodded agreement. “Perhaps it will be better in Cornwall. I always remember such glorious weather during my summer holidays there.”


“It’s all right. I’m used to rain,” I said. “Up at Castle Rannoch in Scotland this kind of weather was the norm. All summer too. So depressing. My brother, Binky, is the only one who manages to remain cheerful. I’m so glad I’m far away.”


“From your frightful sister-in-law, Fig, you mean?”


“I do. The last time she wrote she suggested it might be fun for them to come down to us for Christmas, since I have now inherited such a large house. Can you imagine Christmas with Fig? Father Christmas would take one look and not come down the chimney.”


Belinda laughed. I stopped talking hurriedly and grabbed on to the door as we skidded around a corner. “Perhaps you should slow down a little on these wet roads,” I suggested.


“We want to make it by nightfall, don’t we?” Belinda said. “There’s precious few places to spend the night along the way, not until we get to the coast. And night on Bodmin Moor is not what I’d recommend.”


She put her foot down again and we slithered around the next corner, coming dangerously close to the bank. Things improved a little when we picked up the main road to the West Country, except that Belinda felt she had to overtake every lorry she met. We had a few close calls, making me wonder if this trip was such a good idea after all. Then we struck out cross-country again, speeding through Winchester, Salisbury, then into Somerset and finally Devon. Luckily the inclement weather meant that there was not too much traffic, as we were still going awfully fast. We passed through one pretty Devon town after another, with Belinda impatiently negotiating narrow streets. At last she was brought to a halt in Honiton where it was market day and we had to wait while farmers drove herds of sheep or led cows through the streets. We stopped for a late lunch in Exeter, eating a rather good roast lamb in the shadow of Exeter Cathedral. We filled the tank with petrol and set off again. As Belinda had predicted, the rain had lifted a little. It was now a fine drizzle rather than the more dangerous bluster we had endured previously.


Then we forged into bleaker country, skirting the northern edge of Dartmoor with scant signs of civilization.


“I could do with a cup of tea and to stretch my legs, couldn’t you?” I suggested after we had been driving through wild and deserted countryside with only a hint of an occasional tin mine or clay digging to tell us that other humans were not too far away.


“Good luck with that,” Belinda said. “We haven’t passed a house for at least half an hour. Where are we, anyway?”


I had been assigned the job of navigator with a map on my knees. I peered down at it. “We must be close to Bodmin Moor.”


“Why does that not cheer me up?” Belinda said. “About the most desolate spot on the planet. Oh, and look, the mist is coming down, right on cue.”


And it was. As the road entered a countryside of desolate upland, the light rain turned to mist. We could hardly see the road ahead.


“One of the old smuggling routes.” Belinda attempted to sound cheerful. “We’ll be fine as long as we don’t come across four and twenty ponies trotting through the dark. Remember that poem?”


I nodded. “ ‘Watch the wall, my darling, as the gentlemen go by.’ ” I chuckled. “They don’t still go in for smuggling in Cornwall, do they?”


“Oh, I should think so. It’s in the blood. They probably have stopped deliberately wrecking ships by luring them onto the rocks and then plundering them, but who knows? They are a wild bunch down here, you know. Mad Celts.”


“Aren’t you one of them?” I gave her a challenging glance.


“Not really. My grandfather bought the house in Cornwall when they returned from India when my mother was a child. We’re not a Cornish family. So I’m actually perfectly civilized.”


“Most of the time,” I added.


I think we were keeping up the banter to keep our spirits cheerful. It really was a most dreary place. Occasionally a wheelhouse of a tin mine would rear through the mist like a strange creature, but then we’d be driving through nothingness again, the cold damp mist swirling around us.


“Just how big is this moor?” I asked. “It’s not the one with the hound of the Baskervilles, is it?”


“No, that’s Dartmoor. We’ve already done that.”


“Well, that’s a relief,” I said. “I think a giant slavering hound might be the last straw right now in making me want to spend a penny.”


“We could stop and you could go beside the road,” Belinda suggested.


“Belinda, I certainly couldn’t do that.”


“There is nobody else for miles, Georgie.” She put her foot on the brake and pulled to the side of the road. “There. A bush for you.”


Reluctantly I got out and was instantly enveloped in moist, sticky mist. I picked my way over tufts of rough grass.


“Watch out for bogs,” Belinda called after me. “Bodmin Moor is famous for its bogs.”


“Thanks a lot,” I called back. “I had an encounter with a bog on Dartmoor once and I have no wish to repeat it.”


“You got stuck in one?”


“No, I watched somebody disappear in one. It was horrid.”


“You’ve lived an interesting life,” she called after me. Her voice echoed strangely through the mist. Although I was only a few paces from the motor it was hard to say in which direction it was. I took care of the most urgent matter as quickly as I could and was thankful to find the road again. I got in, brushing moisture from my face. “It’s truly miserable out there. I hope all of Cornwall isn’t going to be like this?”


“Oh no. Just the moor. You’ll see, when we reach the town of Bodmin, we’ll be on the other side and all will be fine again. Cornwall is noted for its good weather, remember. The English Riviera.”


“Really.” I peered into the gloom.


At last the uplands came to an end and we encountered our first house. We stopped for a cup of tea and a bun in the town of Bodmin and then on again.


“Not far now,” Belinda said, and true to her word the mist had vanished, leaving that fine rain again. The road passed through small mining towns, each with streets of faceless gray stone houses. I began to wonder what Belinda thought was so magical about this place, but I kept my thoughts to myself. After all, I was with my best friend on an adventure which was certainly better than sitting alone at Eynsleigh and wondering what Queenie would serve for dinner.
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