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DEADLY DESIRES


AT HONEYCHURCH HALL




Chapter One


“I’d rather die than let the wretched government build a high-speed rail network through here.” Mum pointed to a green flyer that was pinned to the post of a five-bar gate.


STOP OPERATION BULLET!


SAVE MINUTES, LOSE CENTURIES!


JOIN OUR PROTEST GROUP TODAY


“Operation Bullet,” Mum went on. “What a silly name. More like operation bunkum.”


“Bunkum?” I scoffed. “Who uses the word ‘bunkum’ these days?”


“Don’t you care about all this?” Mum put one Wellington boot–clad foot on the first bar and used her good hand to haul herself up.


“Careful,” I teased as Mum began to wobble. “Remember your age.”


“I’m not seventy yet, thank you very much,” Mum declared. “Anyway, it’s got nothing to do with age. It’s my gimpy hand.”


“Which is why I suggest we just lean over the gate and admire the view.”


“I’ll be glad when you go back to London and stop nagging me,” said Mum. “When did you say you’re leaving?”


“When I’m sure you can manage on your own,” I retorted. “And you promise not to get into any more trouble.”


“Me? Trouble?” Mum gave me a withering look. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”


It had been nearly six months since Dad died and two since I discovered that my mother had secretly sold our small family home in London and moved over two hundred miles away to Little Dipperton in Devon. If that wasn’t enough of a shock, thanks to a broken hand, Mum’s request for me to help her with “some typing” led to an astonishing discovery. My conventional, respectable mother was actually Krystalle Storm, the internationally best-selling romance writer of racy bodice-rippers. Furthermore, Krystalle Storm’s real identity—and the extent of her earnings—was a closely guarded secret. Fortunately my father never discovered her alter ego—nor has HM Revenue and Customs, which is all the more ironic given that my father had worked all his life as a tax inspector.


But that was just the beginning.


Following my retirement from hosting Fakes & Treasures, Mum and I had planned to open our own antiques business and now she’d changed her mind. To say I was perplexed was putting it mildly. And now here we were, bickering as usual.


“Well, I’m definitely joining that protest group,” said Mum with a hint of defiance.


“You see?” I exclaimed. “You’re already asking for trouble. Stay out of it, Mother. Anyway, the government hasn’t even built the HS2 from London to Birmingham yet. It will be years before they start this one.”


“I don’t see why we need a new line down here,” my mother went on. “What’s wrong with the one we’ve got?”


“It’s archaic,” I said. “That’s why.”


“I didn’t expect you to understand.”


“Please let’s not argue,” I said.


Mum breathed in the crisp October air and exhaled with a sigh. “None of that city pollution here. You’ll miss this, just you see.”


“Cows and manure? I doubt it.” The problem was, I knew Mum was right. I would.


It was a day of fitful sunshine and spiteful showers. Around us sprawled a mosaic of undulating farmland enclosed by ancient hedgerows that rolled down to the River Dart. Thick belts of pine forests were interspersed with lush woods sprinkled with rust, gold, red, and myriad shades of green that shimmered in the autumnal breeze.


“Did you know that Honeychurch Hall was a Royalist stronghold in the Civil War?” said Mum wistfully.


“Yes.”


“The Roundheads and the Cavaliers fought up here,” Mum went on. “It’s haunted of course.”


“Of course.”


“Can’t you just hear the sound of cannon fire?”


“Not at the moment. No.”


“Sir Ralph commanded his troops from up here.”


“So you keep telling me.”


We were walking Hopton’s Crest named after Sir Ralph Hopton, a Royalist commander in the first Civil War who secured the southwest of England for King Charles I. The rough track that had run along the top of this ridge nearly four hundred years ago would have afforded panoramic views. Today, they were still spectacular but marred by banks of overhanging trees and unruly hedges. At the end of the crest, the track narrowed to a steep path that wound down through sloping woodland and past a marshy swamp aptly named Coffin Mire.


Below, on one side of the ridge, nestled the small village of Little Dipperton, and on the other, tucked between trees and centuries-old dry stone walls, lay the magnificent Honeychurch Hall estate in all its fading glory, along with the peculiar equine cemetery, ornamental grounds, Victorian grotto, and vast walled garden that was lined with near-derelict glasshouses.


Mum’s Carriage House stood adjacent to her estranged neighbor Eric Pugsley’s hideous scrapyard. At one time a thick belt of trees separated the two but Eric soon cut that down—just to annoy my mother, or so she claimed.


From our vantage point and with autumn in full swing, we were treated to an eyeful of old bangers—or as Eric liked to call them, “End-of-Life Vehicles”—a hearse, pyramids of tires, and discarded pieces of farm machinery. There was also a car crusher machine and Eric’s red Massey Ferguson tractor that was parked outside a battered old caravan that served as his office.


“Let’s look on the bright side,” I said. “If Operation Bullet really happens it will be the end of Eric’s kingdom.”


“And that’s supposed to give me consolation?” Mum said. “Actually, it was Eric’s idea to form the protest group for Little Dipperton. The railway line will cut right through the village as well as Honeychurch.”


“Good luck to him,” I said. “As the saying goes, ‘you can’t fight city hall.’ ”


“Oh yes we can,” said Mum. “I’ve decided to join him.”


“What?” I gasped. “You’re going to be in cahoots with Eric?”


“Yes, I am,” Mum declared. “In fact, there’s a protest meeting on Thursday evening at the pub.”


I started to laugh. “I thought you couldn’t stand him.”


“I can’t,” said Mum. “But what choice do I have? Apparently Eric asked Lord Honeychurch for his support but was told to leave well alone and mind his own business.”


“And it isn’t yours, either,” I said.


“Of course it is! I live here.”


“What does Edith think?” I asked.


“Her ladyship, you mean.” Mum still couldn’t bring herself to call the dowager countess, Lord Rupert Honeychurch’s mother, by her first name despite being invited to do so on numerous occasions. As far as my mother was concerned, being over familiar with the gentry—as she insisted on calling the upper classes—was inconceivable. “We’re not supposed to talk to her about it, either,” Mum continued. “His lordship doesn’t want her upset.”


“That’s a first,” I said. “Just weeks ago Rupert was trying to get her committed to that retirement facility—”


“Sunny Hill Lodge,” said Mum. “But I do think she’s got some form of dementia, Kat.”


“Well, I’m sure Edith’s seen the flyers all over the countryside. They’re hard to miss,” I said. “And Muriel from the post office has been running a petition for weeks.”


“That’s true,” Mum admitted. “Perhaps his lordship doesn’t see the point in distressing her, knowing that the railway line won’t be built in her lifetime.”


“Possibly,” I said. “How old is Edith now? Eighty?”


“Eighty-five but you’d never think it,” said Mum. “She could live on for years.”


I had to agree with her on that point. Lady Edith Honeychurch still rode sidesaddle every day, ran the local pony club, and was altogether a formidable character.


“Do you know how old the Queen Mother was when she died?” said Mum.


“I have no idea,” I said. “But since the royal family is your area of expertise, I suspect you’re about to tell me.”


“One hundred and two!” Mum exclaimed. “Yes! One hundred and two! And she still had all her teeth.”


I waved the wicker basket I’d been carrying. “Come on. Let’s go and find those sloes for Mrs. Patmore.”


“Mrs. Patmore?” Mum frowned, then grinned. “You’re right! Our Mrs. Cropper does look like the cook from Downton Abbey. It must be the uniform and mobcap.”


Mum pointed to a small wood at the bottom of the field below. “She told me that the sloes are along the blackthorn hedge down there.”


“Near Coffin Mire.” I pulled a face. “The place gives me the creeps. And besides, with all the rain we’ve been having, it’ll be boggy.”


“Suit yourself.” Mum strode a few yards farther on and paused at the foot of a stile embedded in a dry stone wall. “I’m going.”


“Wait.” I gave a heavy sigh. “Someone’s got to keep an eye on you.”


A sign saying TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED & POACHERS WILL BE SHOT was accompanied by the added warning BEWARE OF THE BULL roughly painted on a piece of wood and nailed to the top rail.


“That’s that then,” I said with relief. “There’s a bull in the field.”


“There’s no bull in there,” said Mum, making a meal of climbing over in her ungainly Wellington boots. She was wearing a green wool skirt that more than hampered her progress. “It’s just to frighten off trespassers.” There was the sound of material ripping.


“Blast!” she cried.


“I told you not to wear a skirt,” I said. “I may be a Londoner but I know how to dress for the occasion.” I had donned jeans, and bought myself a three-quarter-length Barbour jacket and pair of Barbour boots from nearby Dartmouth, a little fishing port with real shops.


After helping Mum disentangle the fabric from the barbed wire, we set off again.


She was right. There were no cows to be seen.


“Told you so,” Mum muttered.


“I hope Mrs. Cropper appreciates your efforts,” I said.


“When it comes to making sloe gin, I’ll go above and beyond,” said Mum. “Besides, she’s shorthanded in the kitchen. They can’t find a new housekeeper. Vera was a hard act to follow.”


We both fell silent. Although it had been weeks since I’d discovered Eric’s wife Vera’s body in the grotto, I would never forget it.


Mum squeezed my arm. “Sorry, dear,” she said gently. “I know you still think about her. But as Lady Edith would say, life goes on—wait!” She gasped. “What on earth—?”


We came face-to-face with a large rectangular placard that had been staked into the ground. Garish red lettering on a black background announced HS3 CROSSING FROM HERE.


“Operation Bullet.” Mum’s expression hardened. “They’ve already started marking the boundaries!”


A further nine placards, spaced at regular intervals, split the field in half and continued all the way to the bottom of the hill.


It was a clear indication of what destruction lay ahead and I was surprised to find I was as upset as my mother. “What are you going to do?” I asked.


“I’ll talk to Eric and we’ll call an emergency meeting,” said Mum grimly. “If I get my hands on whoever put those boards up their life won’t be worth living.”


“Shall we pick the sloes tomorrow?”


Mum shook her head. “We’re here now and those signs aren’t going anywhere.”


We followed the footpath that hugged the boundary where mounds of upturned earth bordered a recently cleared ditch. Birds took flight as we walked on by, a reminder that it wasn’t just people who would be affected by the proposed new railway line, but wildlife, too.


To the right of the blackthorn hedge another five-bar gate stood open revealing a muddy bridleway that eventually came out at the rear of Eric’s scrapyard. From where we stood there were more wretched placards standing in the field that rose up the other side of the valley.


“They’re going to destroy this entire valley,” said Mum.


“Look at all those sloes!” I said, hoping to distract her. Even at this distance, the blue-black berries were visible in the hedge that stood diagonally opposite us.


“Let’s cut across here,” said Mum.


A vast expanse of marshland stood before us. “Are you kidding?” I said. “That’s a swamp. We should follow the hedge line where the ground will be firm.”


“Rubbish. Follow me and do what I do.”


Tufts of marsh grass sat in black, inky puddles. The air smelled stagnant and we were soon ankle deep in scummy water. As the sun disappeared behind the clouds again, the wind picked up.


“You know it’s haunted down here, don’t you?” shouted Mum over her shoulder.


“According to you, everywhere is haunted,” I shouted back.


“Remember I told you about Sir Maurice?” said Mum. “This is where he lured a platoon of Roundheads to their doom by pretending to be their commanding officer. They drowned in Coffin Mire.”


“Harry’s version is much more interesting,” I said and recounted the earl’s seven-year-old son’s graphic embellishment of the tragedy where the men were eaten alive by alien worms with piranha-sharp teeth.


“There is something wrong with that child,” said Mum. “Now watch how I pick my way through this bit.” She suddenly picked up speed, shouting, “Only tread on the tussocks and don’t stop moving.”


I gingerly put one foot on top of a clump of grass but the ground literally quivered under my weight. “It’s like walking on jelly!” I cried as my boot sank up to the shin with a horrible hissing, suction sound. It emitted the most awful smell.


“Mum! Wait!” I wrenched my foot out and hopped from tussock to tussock after her.


“Keep going!” Mum yelled. “This is very, very boggy. Follow me—Oh!”


She pitched forward but her feet were stuck fast. Instinctively, I grabbed the edge of Mum’s raincoat and managed to haul her sideways. Her feet shot out, causing enough momentum for us both to do a wild tango before landing on muddy but firm ground.


“Great. That’s just great,” I said, extricating myself from under her. Mum was beside herself with mirth. “You should see yourself,” she gasped. “Covered in mud and oh, you stink!”


“Thanks,” I said. “If I wasn’t here you could have drowned just like an escaped convict on Dartmoor.”


“We’d better go your way.” Mum clutched her nose, sniggering. “But I’ll go ahead. I don’t want to be downwind.”


Five minutes later we had set the wicker basket on the ground between us and were picking sloes.


“Speaking of escaped convicts,” said Mum casually. “Did I tell you that my brother is on parole?”


“Your stepbrother, you mean?” Up until two months ago I hadn’t even known Mum had a brother. In fact, I’d discovered she had had two stepbrothers. Both had been boxers with Bushman’s Traveling Boxing Emporium back in the 1950s and ’60s. It was yet another of the many skeletons that seemed to continuously tumble out of my mother’s closet.


“I had wrongly assumed that Alfred must be out of prison given that he helped you move to Devon,” I said. “Why? Are you planning on seeing him again?”


“Oh, yes. I thought he could have your room.”


“What?” I squeaked. “He’s coming to Honeychurch?”


“That’s right,” said Mum. “On Thursday, in fact.”


“You can’t be serious!” I said. “You hardly know him! He’s a criminal!”


“Rubbish. It was just a few forged passports and whatnot. Such a fuss over nothing,” said Mum. “Alfred is going to join our protest group. He’s very good at organizing that sort of thing. Do you remember hearing about a riot at Wormwood Scrubs prison a few years ago?”


“Don’t tell me—”


“That’s right. Alfred was the ringleader.”


“Then how did he get out on parole?”


“He has his ways,” said Mum. “Alfred tells me he can get hold of T-shirts. We can put the Stop-the-Bullet logos on them—SAVE MINUTES, LOSE CENTURIES.”


“And I suppose Alfred will stay with you rent-free?”


“Aha! That’s where you’re wrong,” said Mum triumphantly. “As a matter of fact, her ladyship is thrilled. It’s all arranged. He’s going to help with the horses and do a few odd jobs around the place.”


“What?” I said again. “He’s going to work at the Hall?”


“Yes. I just told you that. Don’t you ever listen?”


“Since when did you decide all this?”


Mum paused for thought. “A couple of weeks ago, or perhaps it was longer.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I’m telling you now.”


“Why do you do this?” I exclaimed. “Is it to deliberately torment me?”


“It’s hardly any of your business,” Mum said. “Besides, they need a new stable manager with William away—”


“Not away,” I reminded her hotly. “William is in prison for manslaughter, or have you forgotten?” Prison again, I thought. There seems to be a recurring theme here.


“It was an accident.”


For a moment I was speechless. “William strangled the housekeeper, Mum.”


“I don’t want to talk about Vera,” said Mum quickly.


“What’s more, he impersonated your stepbrother. I suppose you’ve forgotten about that, to say nothing of how he attacked me!”


A glazed expression crossed my mother’s features. She started to hum. I could see I was wasting my time.


“Does Alfred even know anything about horses?”


Mum inspected the contents of the basket. It was already a quarter full. “Lady Edith and Lady Lavinia needed help—”


“I’ve been helping with the horses—”


“You’re going back to London. This weekend if I remember correctly.”


“Mum, please,” I begged. “You hardly know Alfred.”


“He’s family,” said Mum. “Alfred needs a job and he was very good with the horses we had on the road.”


“That was over half a century ago,” I reminded her.


“We used to call him Dr. Doolittle because he could talk to the animals.”


“Whatever.” I groaned and tried to focus on pulling the berries off the hedge and not getting stabbed by the vicious thorns. Mum was right. It was none of my business.


“That’s why it’s better that you are going back to London, dear,” said Mum. “Although promise me one thing—”


“What now?”


“Don’t get talked into taking Dylan back.”


“His name is David!” I said. “And that’s none of your business.” With a mother’s uncanny intuition, she had hit a nerve. It was true. I had been toying with the idea of at least meeting my ex-boyfriend for coffee.


“Well, Dylan’s clearly trying,” said Mum. “I’ve never seen so many flowers. Your bedroom looks like a funeral parlor. I do wish you’d meet someone else, darling. Someone available. Someone who wants to have children.”


“Don’t start that—”


“Hello?” came a male voice. “I thought I heard voices.”


There was a rustle of leaves and a tall, clean-shaven man in his late forties wearing a smart tweed jacket and flat cap emerged from the bridleway. He had a slight limp and was using a beautiful antique walking cane.


“Well, well, well,” said Mum in a low voice. “Here comes a romantic contender!”




Chapter Two


“Ladies, good afternoon,” the stranger said. “I hope I haven’t disturbed your walk.”


“We’re picking sloes,” said Mum, openly giving him the onceover. “I’m Iris Stanford and this is my lovely daughter, Katherine.”


I gave a nod of greeting. My mother couldn’t be more obvious about her intentions for me. It was embarrassing. But even more embarrassing was the fact that we both stank of bog.


The man stared at me intensely. I took in his gray eyes with their long, dark lashes, sexy cleft chin, and full sensual lips and felt my face redden. Clearly my mother’s descriptive accounts of her male heroes in her latest tome had infected my powers of observation.


“There are more sloes on the other side of this hedge. Valentine Prince-Avery.” He smiled and offered his hand—then promptly withdrew it, wrinkling his nose.


“Sorry, I know we smell,” I said.


“Valentine!” Mum’s eyes widened. “Goodness. What a wonderful name. Very Regency.”


“Kat Stanford?” Valentine snapped his fingers. “Of course! I thought I recognized you! Fakes & Treasures! They call you Ra-punzel! It is you, isn’t it? Your hair gave you away.”


As a former TV celebrity-of-sorts, my waist-length chestnut hair was my trademark feature. “I’m thinking of cutting it all off.”


“Kat inherited her lion’s mane from my side of the family,” said Mum proudly. “Her father went bald at an early age but as you see, that is unlikely to happen to her—or her children. When she has children, that is.”


“I’m glad to hear it,” said Valentine, suppressing a grin. “It’s a pity you retired, Kat. I never missed an episode. I’m a bit of a collector myself.” He gestured to the walking cane.


“I was admiring that.” The ox bone cane had a distinctive ivory handle fashioned in the head of a French bulldog. “It’s unusual.”


“It belonged to my great-grandfather,” said Valentine. “He was a collector of curios. As a matter of fact, I’ve come to Devon for the Chillingford Court auction. Such a shame.”


It was an all-too-common theme. The Jacobean house had been in the family for centuries and had passed to the son who no longer wanted—or could afford—the upkeep of a twenty-thousand-square-foot mansion. Every single thing, including the walls, fixtures, floors, and doors was to go under the hammer on Wednesday.


“We’re going to the auction, too!” Mum exclaimed. “Perhaps Kat can give you some tips?”


“That would be very nice,” said Valentine.


Our eyes met and I was glad to see his sparkled with amusement.


“Will your wife be joining you?” Mum asked bluntly.


“Mother!” I hissed and mouthed “sorry” to Valentine. “Lovely to meet you. Come on, Mother, we have sloes to pick.”


“To answer your question,” said Valentine. “I’m a widower.”


“Oh, I am so sorry,” said Mum who had the grace to look embarrassed at last. “But I’m sure your children must be a great comfort.”


Right at that moment I would happily have thrown my mother back into Coffin Mire but Valentine seemed unfazed.


“They would be if I had children,” he said.


Mum brightened. “I keep telling Kat, don’t wait too long.”


Valentine laughed. At least he seemed to have a sense of humor. “I’ll let you ladies continue with your fruit picking. Oh, by the way, I’m staying at the Hare & Hounds.” He withdrew a business card and pushed it into my hands. “In case you feel like a drink this evening, I’d really like to hear your opinion on a couple of lots I’ve got my eye on. That is, if you aren’t too busy.”


“She’s not,” said Mum firmly.


I gave Valentine’s business card a quick glimpse and gave a start of surprise.


The irony of the situation was not lost on me but I doubted that Mum would see it that way—VALENTINE PRINCE-AVERY. COMPENSATION CONSULTANT: HS3. There was a mobile phone number and a website address.


Mum looked over my shoulder and gasped. “Why! The nerve of it! Those placards littering the countryside must be your doing!”


“Mum,” I protested, “Mr. Prince-Avery is only doing his job.”


“You deliberately misled us!” she fumed. “Why did you say you were here for the auction?”


“I am here for the auction,” said Valentine calmly. “But I’m also here to talk to property owners who will be affected by the new railway line.”


“You are trespassing!” Mum went on. “I’ve a good mind to report you to the police!”


Valentine listened placidly to Mum’s outburst that went on to include a conspiracy theory, the prime minister, and inexplicably, 9/11. Finally she ran out of steam and ended with, “So there. Put that in your pipe and smoke it.”


I was mortified. “I apologize, Mr. Prince-Avery—”


“Valentine, please. And I’m used to it,” he said wryly. “But I do want to explain your options, Mrs. Stanford.”


“I don’t want options—”


“Especially regarding the location of the rolling stock depot—”


“Rolling stock depot . . . rolling stock . . .” Mum sputtered with indignation.


“We’ll be in touch,” I said. “I think you’d better go.”


A Klaxon horn startled us all. “Get off this land!” came an angry shout. “You’re trespassing!”


We turned to see a four-wheel mobility scooter trundle into view. Plastic shopping bags overflowed from the front wicker basket and others dangled from the handlebars. Perched in the captain’s seat was a florid-faced woman in her seventies. She was dressed in a purple-knitted wool coat and matching wool cap embroidered with red flowers. A younger version—wearing an identical outfit in orange—was trailing behind. Over the crook of her arm was a broken twelve-bore shotgun.


“Oh God,” muttered Mum. “It’s the Gullys.”


Valentine looked startled. “Who?”


“Joyce and Patty. Mother and daughter.” Mum pointed to a small patch of woodland where a cottage was just visible through the trees. “They live at the end of the bridleway in Bridge Cottage.”


“Bridge Cottage? The place by the river?” Valentine said. “I knocked there earlier today but no one answered.”


“They are a bit odd,” said Mum.


“Good heavens!” he exclaimed. “Is that a real shotgun?”


Joyce sounded the horn again and stopped her mobility scooter just yards away from where the three of us were standing. She turned to her daughter and gave her a curt nod. Patty fumbled in her pocket and withdrew two cartridges.


“What is she doing?” Valentine said with growing alarm. “Is that thing loaded?”


“It is now,” said Mum as Patty expertly popped the cartridges into the barrels and handed the gun to her mother.


We looked at each other in horror.


“Surely she’s not going to fire?” said Valentine.


A deafening shot rang out that echoed around the valley, sending startled birds soaring into the sky. Mum grabbed me and screamed.


“The next bullet is for you!” Joyce shouted and pointed the twelve-bore at Valentine.


He didn’t hesitate. He turned swiftly on his heel, clambered over the stile, and took off across the field as fast as his limp could take him.


Joyce trained her gun on his retreating figure and fired again. Luckily, it missed him by miles.


“You shot at him!” I exclaimed, unable to believe what had happened.


“He was trespassing,” Joyce exclaimed.


“You shouldn’t have done that.” I was appalled. “Yes, he was trespassing, but he wasn’t poaching.”


“Mother is very upset,” said Patty. “Muriel from the post office told us that Bridge Cottage isn’t eligible for compensation. The cutting will pass just yards from our front door and there is nothing that we can do about it. He’d better not show his face around here again or next time, Mother won’t miss.”


My mother finally found her voice. “Goodness. Well done. That certainly scared him off, didn’t it?” She gave a nervous laugh.


Joyce looked at Mum and muttered something unintelligible under her breath. It didn’t sound complimentary.


We all eyed each other warily. There was something unnerving about the four of us standing in the bridleway—mothers and daughters, all about the same age.


“There is a protest group meeting on Thursday,” said Mum. “You should come.”


Neither Joyce nor Patty answered. Instead, Joyce broke the barrel and handed the shotgun back to her daughter. Joyce started the mobility scooter and the pair returned the way they had come without another word.


“You’re so lucky to have me,” said Mum.


“I know. I am.” And I meant it. “Especially since you don’t have a deadly weapon. Poor Patty. Fancy having a mother like that.”


“Patty’s just as bad as Joyce,” said Mum. “They’re like two peas in a pod.”


“Wait a minute—is that the Patty who worked up at the Hall recently?”


“Lasted all of three weeks,” said Mum. “Apparently she can’t hold down a job—at least, that’s what Mrs. Cropper says.”


“Why?”


“Her mother needs her more, apparently,” Mum said. “Joyce has got a weak heart, high blood pressure, some kind of neurological disorder—you name it, she’s got it. Patty is working part-time at the pub to make ends meet but I doubt if that will last long.”


A car engine sputtered into life. Across the other side of the valley, I saw the roof of a metallic-blue SUV move along the hedge line and disappear from view.


“I bet that’s Valentine’s car,” said Mum. “I’ve never seen anyone walk so fast with a limp.”


“Well, so much for that budding romance,” I said dryly. “Shall we see if he was right about the sloes on the other side of the hedge?”


Mum and I cut through a gap and into the bridleway. On one side stood a bank of old oak trees. Lying on the ground at the base was a Merrythought Jerry mouse dressed in a hand-knitted red cardigan.


“Mum!” I said with dismay. “Look.” I bent down to pick up the toy. “It’s Ella Fitzgerald.”


“Where is that naughty boy?” Mum scanned the area.


“Harry!” I called out. “We know you’re hiding. Where are you?” Frankly, I was concerned. Harry and Ella Fitzgerald were inseparable.


Mum and I fell silent, listening for any giveaway sounds. This was the third time he’d run away from boarding school in the past four weeks.


“Harry!” I said. “We’re not cross with you, we want to make sure you’re alright, that’s all. We’re not angry. Please come out.”


There was a rustle from above. We looked up to see Harry, standing on a wooden platform high in the oak tree. He was dressed in his Biggles helmet, goggles, and white scarf. A pair of binoculars swung around his neck.


“Squadron Leader Bigglesworth, I presume,” I exclaimed, addressing Harry’s alter ego.


“I wonder if Lady Lavinia even knows he’s missing?” said Mum in a low voice.


“What on earth are you doing up there, sir?” I said.


“I’m on surveillance, Flying Officer Stanford,” said Harry. “I’m afraid the enemy is afoot. The Germans are trying to build a runway but we soon saw ’em off, made ’em run.”


“He must have seen Joyce shoot that gun,” Mum said anxiously.


“Have you got Flying Officer Fitzgerald down there?” Harry demanded.


“Yes, sir,” I said and lifted up the velveteen mouse. “Fortunately, she’s fine—just a little shocked from falling out of that tree.”


“She didn’t fall! She was shot down,” said Harry grimly. “We need better defenses.”


“Why don’t you come down and give us a full report, sir.”


Mum rolled her eyes at me and whispered, “Stop encouraging him.”


“It’s just a game, Mum,” I said.


“Our first casualty,” Harry went on. “And there’ll be more. We’ve got the Honeychurch dormice to protect. Are you with me, Stanford?”


“Yes, sir,” I said giving a snappy salute.


“Good. Because we’re now officially at war.”




Chapter Three


“Do you think the bag ladies are double agents?” said Harry as he joined Mum and me at the bottom of the tree.


“Bag ladies?” Mum exclaimed.


“Mummy calls them the bag ladies,” Harry went on. “Because they always have tons of bags everywhere. She says they live in a rubbish dump.”


“Oh—you mean Joyce and Patty Gully,” said Mum, stifling a grin.


“I didn’t think much of their tank,” Harry declared. “And the purple bag lady was a terrible shot. She missed that German by miles.”


“The gun went off by accident,” I said quickly. “Joyce didn’t know it was loaded.”


“That was silly,” said Harry. “Father’s told me everything about guns. Ours are kept in a locked gun cabinet in the gun room.”


“Here is the wounded warrior.” I handed him the Jerry mouse, anxious to steer the subject away from guns. “Flying Officer Fitzgerald will survive.”


“But what will happen to the other mice—the real ones?” Harry bit his bottom lip and suddenly, Biggles was forgotten. Standing before us now was a very worried little boy.


“I remember those mice as a child,” said Mum.


“William told me it was important I protected them but I can’t if I’m at that horrible school.”


“I’m sure they’ll be safe,” I said.


“Not if these woods are cut down,” Mum said.


“Shh,” I hissed.


“When is William back from the Himalayas?” Harry demanded.


“The Himalayas?” Mum and I were both taken off guard at the mention of the stable manager’s name. We exchanged looks of confusion. I knew that the family had kept William’s true reason for his absence—namely a charge of manslaughter and prison sentence—a secret from Harry, but I hadn’t thought to ask what it might be.


“Mummy says that William and Vera have gone on a mountaineering expedition to the Himalayas and that they’ll be gone for a very, very long time,” said Harry solemnly.


Yet again, when it came to Harry, I was at a loss as to what to say. Often he would come out with brilliant comments that showed him to be extremely bright. Other times—such as now—he seemed so gullible. Boarding school must be sheer torment for someone so sensitive and with such a vivid imagination. I was fond of Harry and it troubled me.


“Well, enough of that now,” said Mum briskly. “Let’s take you home. Your parents must be worried sick.”


Harry dug in his toes. “I’m not going back to the front and you can’t make me!”


“Don’t be silly,” Mum scolded. “You’re a grown boy now.”


“I’m sure we can work out whatever’s worrying you,” I said, glaring at Mum.


“You promise?”


“Yes,” I said. “Let’s go”


“You’re asking for trouble, Kat,” Mum muttered.


“Now . . . where’s your school uniform?”


“Oh. That.” Harry slipped behind the tree. More rustling followed and a few minutes later, he reappeared dressed in his school uniform of blazer, gray trousers, striped tie, and cap.


“I’m afraid that Squadron Leader James Bigglesworth has left the building,” Harry said gloomily.


I laughed. “Of course he hasn’t,” I said. “He’s disguised as Harry Honeychurch.”


Harry brightened. “Yes! He is! I mean, yes! I am!”


The three of us set off for the Hall.


“How did you get back here from school, Harry?” said Mum. I had been thinking the same thing. It had to be at least fifty miles away.


“I took the bus,” he said. “I’m not stupid.”


Mum leaned in and whispered, “Just think! He could have been abducted, for heaven’s sakes. The country is full of perverts these days.”


“Be quiet, Mother!” I whispered.


“But it was a jolly good thing I did escape,” Harry went on. “Because someone had to keep an eye on the enemy.”


“That’s true,” I said.


“That man with the limp was waiting for you for ages,” said Harry.


“What do you mean, waiting?” I said sharply.


“He waited until you were picking the sloes.” Harry laughed. “I saw you fall into the bog. You were really lucky you weren’t eaten by alien worms with piranha-sharp teeth!”


“I wonder why he was waiting for us,” Mum mused.


“To see you, Mum,” I said. “Remember? He wanted to tell you about the rolling stock depot and discuss your options?”


“What’s rolling stock?” Harry asked.


“Let’s talk about this later, Mum,” I whispered.


Harry’s eyes widened. “Like somewhere to store ammunition and bombs? Like a factory?”


“No, nothing like that,” I said. “Harry, why don’t you tell me about the dormice? Where do they live?”


“Oh! They live in Cavalier Copse. They’re arb . . . harb . . . arb . . . they live in trees and hedges.”


“Arboreal?” I suggested.


“Yes!” Harry beamed. “William says they travel from tree to tree and never touch the ground. They’re going to hibernate now until April.” His face fell. “William says they build their nests in hollow trees and roots but . . . what if all the trees are cut down?”


“They won’t be,” said Mum grimly. “Not if I have anything to do with it.”


“Tell me what the dormice like to eat,” I said, hoping to distract him.


“Insects,” said Harry. “But hazelnuts are their favorite.”


As we walked up to the stile at the top of the field, Harry chattered happily about the Honeychurch dormice, and for a while “the enemy” and boarding school were forgotten.


Suddenly, the five-bar gate in the corner was thrown open and a herd of Devonshire Red Ruby cows and their calves drifted in.


“Cows.” I looked over at Mum and said pointedly, “I told you there were cows in this field.”


“Oh! Quick. Hurry!” Harry clambered over the stile. “William told me that the cows who have babies don’t like us in their field. He said that a holidaymaker was trampled to death last summer whilst walking his dog.”


“That’s horrible,” I exclaimed.


“I heard about that,” said Mum. “Apparently, he panicked and started to run. You should never run away from cows, especially if they have calves.”


“So says the country girl,” I joked as I helped Mum over the stile and we both jumped down on the other side.


“You forget that when I was a girl I spent every summer in the country,” Mum declared.


“There was a stampede,” Harry went on with obvious relish. “He was surrounded by a million cows who stamped on him until all his limbs fell off and his insides exploded.” Harry gave a heavy sigh. “I’d rather be trampled on than go back to school.”


“Tell me all the good things about your new school,” I asked.


“There aren’t any.”


“Of course there must be,” Mum chimed in.


“You’ll make friends eventually,” I said. “No one likes being the new boy.”


“I won’t. I hate it. The boys make fun of me.” Harry’s top lip quivered. “They called me a sissy for taking a toy mouse to school.”


“I bet some of them secretly have toys but aren’t brave enough to admit it,” I said, trying to jolly him along.


Harry slipped his hand into mine. “You promised I would never go back,” he said again.


“Told you that was a mistake,” Mum whispered into my ear.


“What about changing schools?” I suggested, knowing the moment I said it that it was the wrong thing.


Harry brightened. “I could go to my friend Max’s school. I could come home every day!”


“Well . . . that’s up to your parents,” I said hastily.


“Will you ask Mummy? Please, Kat, please!”


We entered the cobbled courtyard at the rear of the Hall and headed for the entrance to the servants’ quarters.


“Goodness, someone’s been busy with a broom around here,” said Mum.


Mum was right. The last time I’d been this way the cobbled courtyard had been cluttered with an assortment of old farmyard appliances, pieces of wood, and sheets of corrugated iron and mounds of rubbish. Instead, everything had been piled into a large builder’s skip that stood in the corner.


Harry started to drag his feet. “Can’t I come and stay with you?” he said. “Father is going to be so angry.”


“Not angry, just worried,” I said. “Come on, shall we go and see Mrs. Cropper first? Maybe she’ll make you some hot chocolate. You must be starving.”


“Alright,” whispered Harry and clung to my hand even tighter.


We stepped through the back door and Mum and I stopped in surprise.


“It looks like the broom has been in here, too!” I said.


The long flagstone corridor that led to the kitchen quarters had always been thick with grime and cobwebs. Not anymore. Even the yellowing painted walls looked as if they had been wiped down.
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