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  CHAPTER 1




  The approach was not inviting. In spite of her spiffy new – well, not a 1926 model, but almost new – motor car, Daisy felt discouraged.




  First she had to navigate the grim, smoke-belching Potteries towns, one of those lists of names beloved of geography teachers: Stoke, Hanley, Burslem, Longton, Tunstall, Fenton. Amalgamating

  them into the city of Stoke-on-Trent hadn’t made them any prettier.




  Beyond Derby came an endless series of equally grim, grimy mining villages; rows of tiny, grey cottages lining the steep-cobbled streets. Small shops, pubs and chapels merged into the general

  dinginess. Here and there she saw the surface excrescences of mines – large, squat buildings of blackened brick, loomed over by tall chimneys and mysterious iron wheels.




  In between, glimpses of green, precipitous slopes would have offered moments of relief had they not been wreathed in veils of autumnal mist. Daisy clenched the steering wheel with fingers

  crossed, praying she’d reach her goal before the mists turned to fog.




  ‘I must have been mad to come,’ she muttered to herself. It had all started with a perfectly innocent letter.




  Sybil Sutherby, née Richland, had been at school with Daisy. They hadn’t met for many years – in fact, not since Sybil left school in 1915, a year ahead of Daisy. An

  occasional Christmas card in the early years had reported her marriage followed by the birth of a daughter.




  Daisy hadn’t been invited to either wedding or christening, but there was nothing to cavil at in that. Not only was Sybil a year older and little more than an acquaintance, the War had put

  paid to lavish celebrations of such events. As far as Daisy could recall, she hadn’t heard so much as a whisper from or about Sybil in ten years.




  Nor had she wondered what had become of her schoolfellow. They had never been close enough for that.




  So she was surprised when the letter arrived. It was just a note, really. Sybil, living in the country, was coming up to London for a couple of days. She would love to see Daisy. Could they meet

  for coffee, perhaps, or lunch or afternoon tea?




  On the day specified, Daisy had arranged to meet her best friend, Lucy, alias Lady Gerald Bincombe, for lunch at Maxim’s, in Wardour Street. Though Lucy would have preferred Monico’s

  or the Café Royal, Maxim’s was conveniently near the publisher of their book on the Follies of England. In ecstasies over the success of that venture, he was eager to discuss with them

  another book of photographs by Lucy with commentary by Daisy.




  Succumbing to her besetting sin, curiosity, Daisy had written to Sybil asking her to join them – and posted the letter before mentioning it to Lucy.




  ‘Sybil Richland?’ Lucy’s outrage came clearly along the telephone wires. ‘Sybil the Swot?’




  ‘Come on, darling, she wasn’t that bad. Some of the girls thought I was a swot.’




  ‘You did have your nose in a book a lot of—’




  ‘Lucy! You were no keener on games than I was, as I recall, though you never opened a book until forced to. In fact, I can’t imagine what you did with your time at school.’




  After a moment for reflection, Lucy said candidly, ‘Neither can I, I’m thankful to say. I wonder what Sybil wants.’




  ‘Why should she want anything, other than to look up old acquaintances?’




  ‘If you’d thought that, you could have pretended to be out of town. I’m sure you, too, suspect an ulterior motive.’




  ‘Not exactly, but I do think it’s a bit odd. Surely she must have plenty of closer friends in London.’




  Lucy laughed. ‘Very fishy!’




  ‘Besides, we haven’t been in touch for years. Even if she happened to notice in a newspaper when I was married, how did she know where to address a letter?’




  ‘Daisy, you’re famous. She probably reads your magazine articles avidly and says to herself, “ To think I was at school with her!” She wants to be seen with a

  celebrity.’




  ‘What rot!’




  ‘Your editor at Town and Country might have given her your Hampstead address, or your cousin, if she wrote first to Fairacres.’




  ‘Geraldine would do that, without asking me first.’ Daisy’s second cousin, Edgar, had become Viscount Dalrymple on the death of her father and brother. His wife,

  Geraldine, liked to have a finger in every pie. ‘Bother, do you really think that’s it?’




  ‘Who knows? Never mind, it’s only lunch,’ said Lucy, ‘and we have an appointment directly afterwards.’




  Daisy didn’t like driving in central London, so she took the tube from Hampstead and walked from Tottenham Court Road station to Maxim’s. The uniformed

  commissionaire ushered her in with as much deference as if a taxi had dropped her off outside the dazzlingly white façade with its gilded wreaths, silvered turret and mauresque windows.




  The maître d’hôtel greeted her inside.




  ‘I’m meeting Lady Gerald Bincombe,’ Daisy told him.




  ‘Mais oui, madame, Lady Gerald arrived but a moment since. She requested a table on the balcony.’ He crooked a finger at an underling, who relieved Daisy of her coat and

  escorted her upstairs.




  Lucy had chosen a table next to the ornamental brass rail, banked with flowers, that separated the green-and-gold balcony from the oval opening to the main dining room below. Though a

  professional photographer, Lucy was also a member of fashionable society, from sleek, dark Eton crop to scarlet-painted fingertips to barely knee-length hemline. It was typical of her to want a

  good view of the other patrons of the establishment.




  That was not the reason she gave for her choice. ‘Darling, I thought we’d better hide up here. I have a frightful feeling that Sybil has probably turned into the sort of dowd one

  doesn’t care to be seen with.’




  ‘How unkind! Why?’




  ‘You said she wrote from a farm, in Derbyshire of all places.’




  ‘What’s wrong with Derbyshire? Ever heard of Chatsworth?’




  ‘Of course, but the country seat of the Duke of Devonshire can hardly be compared to a farmhouse!’




  ‘Hush, I think this must be Sybil coming up the stairs now. She looks vaguely familiar. And quite smart enough to associate with me, if not at your exalted level. You’re always

  telling me I have no notion of fashion.’




  The young woman ascending the staircase wore a heather-mixture tweed costume. Daisy was no expert, but the skirt and jacket looked to her to be quite nicely cut, though well-worn, making the

  best of a figure somewhat on the sturdy side. The lavender cloche hat, adorned with a small spray of speckled feathers, matched the silk blouse. A string of pearls, silk stockings and good leather

  shoes – low-heeled – completed the picture of a well-to-do if not fashion-conscious country dweller visiting the capital.




  Sybil Sutherby certainly didn’t look like a typical farmer’s wife. Though, like Daisy, her only make-up was a dab of powder on her nose and a touch of lipstick, her face was not

  noticeably weathered. In fact, she was rather pale, accentuating a dismayed expression that Daisy put down to Lucy’s unexpected presence.




  ‘Hello, Sybil. How nice to see you after all these years,’ said Daisy, stretching the truth somewhat.




  ‘Daisy, you haven’t changed a bit.’ They shook hands.




  The waiter seated Sybil, handed menus all round, and departed.




  ‘You remember Lucy? Fotheringay as was.’




  ‘Lucy. Of course.’ She hesitated. ‘It’s Lady Gerald, isn’t it?’




  ‘So you keep up with the news, Mrs Sutherby,’ Lucy drawled. ‘How do you do?’




  ‘For pity’s sake,’ Daisy said, annoyed, ‘we were all spotty schoolgirls together. Let’s not stand on our dignities. I’m going to decide what I want for lunch,

  and then I’d like to hear what you’re up to these days, Sybil.’




  Discussing the choices on the à la carte menu thawed the ice between Lucy and Sybil a bit, to Daisy’s relief. Lucy, as usual, chose a salad for the sake of her figure. Daisy, who

  cared less for her figure and ate in superior restaurants far less frequently, picked the poulet rôti au citron et aux courgettes. She’d make up for it by having the clear

  consommé first. Sybil opted to follow suit. Daisy had the impression that she was preoccupied, her thoughts far from the delectable selection offered.




  The waiter returned and took their order.




  After a moment of slightly uncomfortable silence, Sybil said abruptly, ‘I’ve read some of your articles, Daisy. You write very well.’




  Lucy gave Daisy a knowing look. ‘What about you, Sybil?’ she asked with a hint of a sarcastic inflection. ‘Have you settled into a life of cosy domesticity?’




  Sybil flushed. ‘Far from it. My husband was killed in the War. I was lucky enough to find a job quite quickly, as . . . as secretary to an author. A live-in job, where I can have my little

  girl with me.’ Her hand went to her necklace. ‘I didn’t even have to sell Mother’s pearls. And I’ve been there ever since.’




  Daisy decided it was a bit late to start expressing condolences, which would inevitably lead to further, endless condolences. Everyone had lost someone in the War – Daisy herself had lost

  her own brother and her fiancé – or in the influenza pandemic, which had killed her father, the late Viscount Dalrymple. She seized on a less emotionally fraught topic. ‘Is your

  author someone I might have read?’




  ‘I doubt it. A rather . . . specialised field. But I did hope to have a word with you, Daisy . . .’ She glanced sideways at Lucy.




  ‘About your work? Go ahead. Lucy won’t mind. Underneath the frivolous exterior, she’s a working woman, too.’




  ‘I don’t think . . .’




  ‘You haven’t got yourself involved in the production of “blue” books, have you?’ Lucy’s question was blunt, but for once her tone was discreetly lowered.




  ‘Certainly not!’




  ‘Sorry. It’s just that the way you said “a rather specialised field” tends to leave one to jump to conclusions.’




  Daisy laughed. ‘I’m prepared to swear that’s not the conclusion I jumped to. What’s the matter, Sybil?’




  ‘I’d prefer to talk to you later.’




  ‘No can do. Lucy and I have an appointment with our joint editor immediately after lunch. But Lucy knows all my secrets – well, almost all. She’s not going to blurt out your

  troubles to all and sundry.’




  ‘Silent as the grave,’ said Lucy. ‘Cross my heart and hope to die. My lips are sealed.’




  ‘Be serious,’ Daisy admonished her severely, ‘or why should Sybil trust you?’




  ‘It’s not so much—’ Sybil began, but the waiter interrupted by arriving with their soup.




  By the time he went away again, she had made up her mind.




  ‘All right, if you say so, Daisy. I wasn’t sure whether . . . I know you married a detective, and I heard that you’ve helped him to investigate several crimes.’




  ‘Lucy, have you been telling tales, after I’ve been crying up your discretion?’




  ‘Darling, I’m not the only one aware of your criminous activities. What about your Indian friend?’




  ‘I hardly think Sakari would have any opportunity to spill the beans to Sybil!’




  ‘But there have been at least a couple of other old school pals you’ve saved from the hangman. Word gets around.’




  ‘It’s nothing like that!’ Sybil exclaimed. ‘Not murder, I mean. Just a mystery of sorts. There’s probably nothing in it.’




  ‘In what?’ Daisy asked.




  ‘It’s an uncomfortable, troubled atmosphere, really. I feel as if something’s going on, but I can’t pin it down. That’s why I want your help.’




  ‘If you can’t be precise,’ said Lucy impatiently, ‘how do you expect her to advise you?’




  ‘I was hoping you’d come and stay for a few days, Daisy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me it’s all in my imagination.’




  Lucy looked at her as if she was mad. Daisy was intrigued. She had indeed been caught up in the investigation of a number of unpleasant occurrences, but they had all been concrete acts of a

  violent nature. A mysterious atmosphere would make a change and might prove interesting. What was more, with no crime in the offing, Alec could hardly object to her going to stay with an old

  friend.




  In someone else’s house, she remembered. ‘Won’t your employer mind your inviting a guest?’




  ‘Oh, no. I’m not just a stenotypist, you know, I’m Mr Birtwhistle’s confidential secretary and . . . and editorial assistant.’




  ‘Birtwhistle? I’ve never heard of an author by such a noteworthy name. Does he use a pen name?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Sybil, but did not elaborate, as the waiter returned to remove the soup dishes and present the entrées.




  Lucy, all too obviously disapproving, turned the conversation to her and Daisy’s publisher and what he might expect in the way of another photo book. Not until they parted on the pavement

  outside Maxim’s did Daisy have a chance to tell Sybil she was game and would write as soon as she knew when she could get away for a few days.




  As a result, one dreary Monday in late September Daisy found herself driving nervously up a narrow, winding lane – two stony ruts with grass growing up the middle,

  between dry-stone walls. Apart from the rumble of the motor of her sky-blue Gwynne Eight, the only sound was an occasional bleat from the black-faced sheep on the misty hillsides beyond the walls.

  Outcrops of limestone were more common than trees, and in these bleak uplands the few ashes she passed were already turning yellow.




  A fingerpost on her right directed her up a still steeper, narrower, twistier lane, not much more than a cart-track. One side was open to a grassy slope, blue with harebells, with a stream at

  the bottom and a rising hillside beyond. On the other side, a high bank cut off the view. Overgrown with nettles and thistles, it had an abandoned air.




  Eyrie Farm – the name hadn’t struck her before, but now she kept thinking of it as ‘Eerie Farm’. She was glad to see the line of telephone poles following the track, a

  reassuring connection to the world. Every fifth pole or so provided a perch to a hawk or falcon, so perhaps the name Eyrie was appropriate. What had birds used for perches before telephone poles

  and wires?




  More pertinent questions clamoured in Daisy’s mind. Sybil’s reply to her letter had not informed her of Birtwhistle’s pen name. Perhaps he wrote ghost stories, or wrote about

  and even dabbled in the occult. What had her insatiable curiosity landed her in this time?




  Lucy was right: she must be crazy to have accepted Sybil’s invitation.




  







  CHAPTER 2




  Daisy drove round a sharp bend and with startling suddenness found herself enveloped in fog. A bank was hazily visible on her left only because the lane was so narrow. The

  other side dropped into nothingness, with only an occasional boulder to mark the edge – of a precipice? Heart in mouth, she nudged upwards, tensely alert to catch the sound of an approaching

  engine before she met it nose to nose.




  The blue Gwynne – gleaming when she left Hampstead, dust-coated now – did not like grinding uphill at two miles per hour. It stalled. A muffled baa-ing and the burble of

  running water reached Daisy’s ears as she hastily set the hand brake, double declutched, and changed into neutral.




  She pulled out the choke just a little, as the engine was warm – in fact, considering the hill, she was lucky the radiator wasn’t boiling over. Thankful that she had insisted on

  buying a car with a selfstarter, she pressed it. An ineffectual whir caused a momentary alarm, then the motor coughed and started. In first gear, she inched upwards again.




  Seconds later, she emerged into bright sunshine. The incline lessened. The way ran straight for a quarter mile or so. The tumbling brook was right alongside the track now, four or five feet

  below.




  What had looked like the crest of the slope turned out to be a minor ridge. The stream cut through it, under a stone bridge even narrower than the lane. On the bridge, Daisy stopped and gazed

  backwards.




  Below her was a blank whiteness, as if the world had ceased to exist but for the smooth humped islands of the highest hills.




  Turning to look ahead, she saw a shallow green valley opening out, protected on three sides by higher ridges. The stream tumbled down the far slope then meandered towards her. A copse stood out

  brilliant yellow in the late afternoon sun. A square house of grey granite, its stone roof lichened and multi-chimneyed, showed its age by its small, mullioned casement windows. Two more modern

  wings with larger sash windows, early Victorian perhaps, reached forwards to shelter a circular patch of colour that must be a flower garden.




  Smoke trickled from the chimneys, promising warmth within. Though isolated, not eerie after all, Daisy was happy to note. Not really eyrie, either, since for that name the farm

  house ought to be perched on a crag, but she wasn’t about to quibble.




  Feeling happier about her odd errand, she drove on and parked the Gwynne on the gravel sweep, between the flowerbeds and the front door. She sat for a moment in the car, tired – relieved

  to have arrived safely, enjoying the display of roses, chrysanthemums, asters and Michaelmas daisies in the beds and the fading hydrangeas along the south-facing wall on either side of the door.

  From the nearby copse of sycamores came the cawing of rooks.




  Daisy shivered. The air was growing decidedly chilly.




  The door had a large brass knocker in the shape of a bird of prey, appropriate, she supposed, to the eyrie. She rapped loudly.




  Abruptly, before she could lower her hand, the door swung open. The woman who stood there was certainly not a maid. Short and plumpish, she wore a crimson wool frock, the hem a few inches below

  her knees as befitted her apparent age of somewhere just on the right side of fifty. Over it was a warm, cable-knit cardigan.




  She smiled. ‘Oh, hello, you must be Mrs Fletcher. I’m Ruby Birtwhistle. I was just going out to cut some asters for the dining room table.’ She had a slight accent, mostly

  Northern English with an odd touch of American, to Daisy’s surprise. She waved a hand in a stained glove, wielding a pair of secateurs. ‘Excuse me, won’t you? Do go on in. Lorna

  will have heard the knocker and be on her way.’




  With that, she slipped past Daisy and headed with a brisk step for the flower-garden, followed at a more dignified pace by a stiff, elderly black-and-white sheepdog. Daisy saw her stoop to pull

  a weed or two.




  Amused at the odd welcome, Daisy stepped into a wide, low-beamed hall. She guessed it to have been the main room of the old farm house. The beams still had iron hooks where sides of ham and

  strings of onions must once have hung. The floor was stone, with large, faded rugs here and there. The ambience was a trifle gloomy in spite of walls and ceilings painted white, except for the

  beams. Well-stuffed Victorian sofas and chairs, reupholstered in the lilac and primrose floral patterns beloved of the Edwardians, clustered about the hearth. A small coal fire in a wide iron grate

  in a large fireplace left the large room almost as chilly as outdoors.




  Lorna – whoever she might be – did not immediately appear. Nor did anyone else, so Daisy looked about her. On either side, a staircase rose from the front to the rear of the hall.

  Beneath the stairs, doors to left and right must surely lead to the wings. There were two more doors in the back wall, one on each side of the fireplace, perhaps to the kitchen and what the

  Victorians called ‘domestic offices’.




  It was very quiet, could almost have been deserted, but the solid stone walls of the old building were probably responsible. Even the raucous crowing of the rooks outside was cut off by the

  small windows. The eerie feeling returned.




  Had Sybil simply succumbed to the atmosphere of dread in the isolated house? She had apparently been quite contented to live here for seven or eight years, so it hardly seemed likely.




  And dread was far too melodramatic a word for the depressing effect.




  One of the back doors opened and through it came a pale, gaunt woman with grey hair scraped back from her face into a bun. She was clad in a dark-grey dress with a drooping hem, a ratty

  mustard-coloured cardigan and plaid carpet slippers.




  At the same time, a girl appeared through the left-hand door, from the west wing. She was an elegant figure in a low-cut pink-and-black silk frock that ended quite two inches higher than Lucy

  would have worn in town, let alone in the country. Long, silk-clad legs ended in very high-heeled shoes that made them seem even longer.




  Her head was turned to speak to someone following her, presenting to Daisy’s view a long bob of chestnut hair. Daisy wondered if the colour was natural. She couldn’t be sure in the

  dim light. It made a striking combination with the pink dress and a long string of pink glass beads. Together with the extra-short skirt, the effect could be seen as a symbol of independence

  – or defiance. Defiance of whom? What was her position in the household? Did she have anything to do with Sybil’s mystery?




  The girl turned. She looked to be eighteen or nineteen, ten years or so older than Sybil’s daughter could possibly be.




  Seeing the droopy woman, she said, ‘Aunt Lorna, isn’t it about time to light the lamps? It’s like a dungeon in here.’




  ‘I can’t do everything at once, Myra.’ Her Northern accent was considerably stronger than Mrs Birtwhistle’s. She gestured sullenly at Daisy, who had taken her for a maid,

  a function she appeared to fill. ‘Just coming to answer the door, I was.’




  ‘Oh, how did you get in?’ Myra asked Daisy, the words less than polite but the tone merely interested. ‘You must be Sybil’s friend. You’ve no idea what a relief it

  is to see a new face in this mouldy mausoleum.’




  ‘Your . . . Mrs Birtwhistle was just going out as I arrived. She invited me to step in.’




  ‘Aunt Ruby’s always busy! This is my other aunt, Miss Birtwhistle. She’s always busy, too. Do come and sit by the fire and get warm while I give her a hand with the

  lamps.’




  ‘I can manage them, thank you very much! Not a thing would get done in this household if we all had to wait on your help.’




  Myra ignored the censorious part of this, but blithely accepted the first part as a rejection of her offer of assistance. ‘Not that it’s much of a fire, I’m afraid,’ she

  went on. ‘Would you rather go to your room first? Oh, this is Walter, by the way.’ She indicated with a casual wave the man who had followed her in. ‘Walter Ilkton, I should say.

  Walter, this is Mrs Fletcher. At least, I suppose that’s who you are?’




  ‘Right, first try. How do you do, Mr Ilkton?’




  Ilkton was considerably older than Myra, in his mid-thirties at a guess. Tall and fair, he, too, was dressed rather more smartly than was appropriate for a farm house in the depths of

  Derbyshire. He wore dark-grey ‘Oxford bags’ and a black blazer with an Old Harrovian tie, black with double white stripes, transfixed with a large pink pearl tie-pin. Apart from the

  pearl, he would have fitted nicely into a house party at one of the more formal country houses.




  The vulgarly obtrusive pearl made Daisy doubt that he was justified in sporting the tie, but when he returned her greeting, his voice confirmed his schooling. Though he spared her a glance as he

  spoke, his devoted – almost worshipful – attention was only momentarily diverted from Myra’s manifest charms.




  These were revealed more clearly as Miss Birtwhistle shuffled round lighting oil lamps. Neither gas nor electricity had yet made its way to the isolated farm. In Daisy’s view, this was

  sufficient to account for Sybil’s sense of impending doom. She could only hope modern plumbing was not likewise lacking but up here in the hills it seemed only too likely.




  Be that as it might, Myra was an exceptionally pretty girl.




  ‘Mrs Birtwhistle is your aunt?’




  ‘By marriage. Sort of. My mother was Uncle Humphrey’s favourite cousin. Aunt Lorna is his sister, so she’s really more of an aunt than Aunt Ruby is. My name is Olney, though.

  I’m sure you’d like tea, wouldn’t you? Aunt Lorna, how about a spot of tea?’




  ‘And who’s to bring in Mrs Fletcher’s bags, I’d like to know? The girls have gone home already.’




  Daisy was about to announce that she was quite capable of bringing in her own bags, but Myra said carelessly, ‘Oh, Walter’s man can fetch them, can’t he, darling? Be an angel

  and find him. And he may as well take her car round to the stable yard, Walter, while he’s about it.’




  Wondering whether the ‘darling’ was a casual modernism or a sign of a close relationship, Daisy let herself be bustled up to her room to powder her nose while Walter Ilkton departed

  through one of the doors at the rear, a trifle sulkily.




  ‘Is Mr Ilkton another relative?’ Daisy asked.




  ‘Heavens no! I made his acquaintance at a house-party last year. He’s utterly dotty about me, you know. He actually wears that frightful tie-pin I gave him. I bought it in Woolworths

  for a shilling, as a lark. I can’t decide whether it’s a scream or simply too divine of him.’




  ‘I wonder if he’d go so far as to wear it in London if you met him there.’




  ‘Oh, I do see him in town, quite a bit.’ She giggled. ‘And no, he doesn’t wear it there.’




  ‘Is he staying for long?’




  ‘As long as he’s allowed, I expect. He wrote to say he was going to visit an elderly relative at Smedley’s Hydro in Matlock – he has Expectations; not that he needs them,

  he’s rich as Midas, which is why the pearl is so funny – and as he’d be nearby, he said, he’d like to pop in to say hello. Of course, Aunt Ruby invited him to stay the

  night. That was three days ago and he’s showing no signs of leaving. Last time he visited his elderly relative, he stayed for a week.’




  ‘Doesn’t your uncle mind?’




  ‘He’s having one of his bad spells, poor dear. Aunt Ruby may have told him Walter’s here, but their paths haven’t crossed.’




  ‘I’m sorry he’s unwell. It’s not a very good time for me to visit.’




  ‘It’s nothing serious. He gets sort of depressed and lethargic and dopy, and all he wants to do is sleep all day.’




  ‘Rotten for him,’ Daisy commiserated.




  ‘It would cast a bit of a blight over all of us if I let it. I come down from town now and then to cheer them all up.’ Myra opened a door. ‘Here you are. You should have

  everything you need. I did your room myself. Well, with Betty. She’s one of the farm girls who comes in. The other one’s Etta. Very confusing, like a tongue-twister – I get mixed

  up and call them Betta and Ettie. But I do help when I’m at home, whatever Aunt Lorna says! She likes to play the martyr.’




  ‘That was my impression.’




  ‘How right you were! Bathroom and lav opposite. Running water laid on, piped down from the spring where the stream rises. But if you’d like a bath, please mention it to an aunt in

  advance because the boiler takes simply ages to heat up again afterwards. Speaking of heat, I’m frozen.’ She hugged herself, shivering. ‘I think I’ll go and put on a

  cardigan, however much it disappoints Walter. Perhaps even woollen stockings, if I can find any, and sensible shoes.’




  ‘Sounds like an excellent idea,’ Daisy agreed, boggling at the vision of that frock topping woollen stockings and sensible shoes. ‘When you’ve done that, would you mind

  letting Sybil know I’ve arrived?’




  Myra looked doubtful. ‘Is it five o’clock? We’re absolutely not allowed to disturb her before five.’




  Daisy checked her wristwatch. ‘By the time you’ve put on your woollies, it will be.’




  ‘So that’s why it’s so beastly dark in the old house! The windows are bigger in the wings, so it’s lighter here, but would you like a couple of candles? Unless

  you’d rather have a lamp? We don’t usually bother with them upstairs until it’s time to change for dinner . . .’




  ‘No, no, thanks, it’s quite light enough.’




  ‘Right-oh. I’m glad you’ve come, after all. You’re not a bit like I expected an old school friend of Sybil’s to be.’




  ‘Quite human, in fact.’




  ‘What? Oh, I suppose I shouldn’t have said that! Sorry! Come down as soon as you’re ready. I happen to know Aunt Ruby’s made a sponge cake for tea.’




  Divesting herself of hat, gloves and coat, Daisy wondered what on earth she had let herself in for. She hadn’t expected the acme of comfort in a farm house, however well adapted for an

  author who could afford a secretary-cum-personal assistant. However, Sybil might at least have warned her that half a dozen people would apparently be sharing an unreliable hot-water supply and a

  minimal, part-time staff.




  Did Mrs Birtwhistle reign in the kitchen, or merely make an occasional cake for visitors? Did she do all the gardening, too, or just pull weeds she happened to notice when cutting flowers? Was

  the drooping Lorna really as put-upon as she made out? Were the farm girls who came in by the day the only servants when Walter Ilkton, with his man in tow, wasn’t wearing out his

  welcome?




  Still, the bedroom looked comfortable enough.




  A knock on the door presaged the arrival of Ilkton’s manservant with Daisy’s suitcases. A small, neat, sandy man, very correctly clad in black, he didn’t look at all as if

  he’d be willing to lend a hand with such tasks as stoking the boiler and scrubbing the kitchen floor.




  Though she was dying for a cup of tea, Daisy dawdled over making herself presentable to go down. She hoped Sybil would come and explain the situation more frankly than she had felt able to in

  the presence of Lucy or by letter. At least she could give Daisy more information about the inhabitants of the house.




  But Sybil didn’t come. Daisy was tired and thirsty. She was probably keeping the others from their tea. Besides, it might be more useful to meet them without preconceptions, without being

  influenced by Sybil’s view of them.




  Among other things she didn’t know, she realised, was what sort of books the ‘dopy’ Mr Birtwhistle wrote, and under what name.




  







  CHAPTER 3




  With all its lamps lighted, a heavy curtain drawn across the front door to keep out draughts, and the fire built up, the hall was more cheerful and a few degrees warmer than on

  Daisy’s arrival. Coming down the stairs, she was surprised to see, hanging over the mantelpiece, what appeared to be the skull of a Highland bull. Or did the cows also have those huge,

  wide-spread horns? In any case, it was an odd sight where a heavily antlered red deer buck would be unremarkable – stuffed, not skeletal.




  Perhaps Mr Birtwhistle had gone shooting in the Highlands and bagged a cow by mistake. In that case, the trophy showed an ability to laugh at himself. Did he write humorous novels, ironic,

  droll, witty, or facetious?




  Somehow funny fiction didn’t chime in with Sybil’s sense of foreboding. Daisy could imagine, though, how working constantly with someone else’s sense of humour might destroy

  one’s own.




  Sybil came to meet her at the foot of the stairs. Behind her, three men stood up: Ilkton, impeccable but for the Woolworths pearl; a younger man, equally tall, lean, with wavy, very dark hair;

  and a slender youth whose crimson velvet smoking jacket, silk cravat in a red-and-blue paisley pattern, wispy moustache and rather long hair, fair and untidy, suggested artistic leanings.

  Water-colours or poetry, Daisy surmised. Mrs Birtwhistle and Myra were seated by the fireplace.




  ‘Daisy,’ said Sybil, ‘I’m so sorry I wasn’t available when you got here. When I’m in the throes of . . . typing, I get muddled if I’m interrupted, so

  there’s a rule that no one is to disturb me. I forgot to tell people that it didn’t apply when you arrived.’




  ‘Do you have trouble reading your own shorthand, if you don’t transcribe it at once? I do. But no, you couldn’t keep a job like yours if you were as hopeless as I

  am.’




  ‘No, it’s not that. Have you met everyone?’




  It struck Daisy that she was still being evasive about her employer’s literary endeavours. Was it possible Lucy had been right? If Mr Birtwhistle was indeed writing obscene stories, or

  ribald, combining raciness with humour, Sybil might have just found out that she could be prosecuted for merely typing them.




  Surely, though, she wouldn’t have stayed for years in such a job, however badly she needed to earn her own living.




  As these thoughts crossed Daisy’s mind, she said, ‘I met Mrs Birtwhistle, in passing. And Miss Olney and Mr Ilkton. Miss Birtwhistle, too, but she’s not here.’ Unless she

  was lurking in some dim recess. ‘And an aged sheepdog, though we weren’t introduced.’




  ‘Scurry. Not very appropriate now he’s growing old. Retired from the farm, of course.’




  ‘He’s bagged the hearth rug, I see.’ The dog had raised his head and looked round at the sound of his name. Realising he wasn’t being summoned, he sank back into

  paw-twitching dreams of rabbits, or of sheep.




  Sybil smiled. ‘His favourite spot at this time of year.’




  They crossed the room to the group by the fireplace. Sybil introduced the black-haired, slightly shabby Neil Carey, who turned out to have sparkling-blue Irish eyes. The artistic young man

  turned out to be the son of the house, Simon Birtwhistle.




  ‘For God’s sake, call me Simon,’ he said. His voice had nothing of his mother’s or his aunt’s accents. ‘I can’t abide that horrible mouthful.’




  ‘Don’t blaspheme,’ said his mother in fond reproach. ‘Simon is writing a literary novel, Mrs Fletcher. The younger generation seems to find it necessary to use bad

  language, I can’t think why. I’m not referring to your work, of course. I read your articles with a great deal of pleasure.’




  ‘Thank you,’ said Daisy. Bang went that theory. Surely Mrs Birtwhistle couldn’t remain in ignorance of the content of her husband’s books, and he could hardly produce

  salacious stuff without using ‘bad’ – if not blasphemous – language.




  ‘So you also write, Mrs Fletcher?’ asked Carey.




  ‘Yes, mostly magazine articles about places and family history, that sort of thing. Someday I’d like to try my hand at a novel, but I never seem to find the time to settle down to

  it. I have toddler twins, you see, as well as an older daughter. There are too many interruptions. Do you find that a problem, Simon?’




  ‘Certainly. One needs sustained periods of quiet thought to produce anything of literary value.’




  Daisy laughed. ‘I don’t expect to produce anything of literary value. Something more on the lines of detective fiction.’




  ‘Oh, that rub—’ Simon caught his mother’s admonishing eye and coughed. ‘That kind of stuff. Carey has written a brilliant play, that was put on in

  Dublin.’




  ‘For the one night, before the censor was after closing it down,’ the Irishman drawled, grinning. ‘Sure our government have set up what they call the Committee on Evil

  Literature.’




  ‘You’re all too clever for me,’ said Ilkton. ‘I don’t pretend to be able to put together more than a bread-and-butter letter.’




  ‘But you dance divinely, darling,’ Myra assured him. ‘Simon has two left feet, when he can be persuaded to take to the floor. He can’t hit a ball, either, unlike

  Walter.’




  ‘You play cricket, Mr Ilkton?’ Daisy asked, more than willing to abandon the subject of writing, which seemed to be making Sybil uncomfortable.




  ‘I got my Blue,’ he said modestly. If he really could barely string two words together, it said a good deal about the admission standards at Oxford and Cambridge colleges, which were

  ruled as much by family connections as by academic brilliance. ‘And I played a couple of years for Warwickshire after the War. Not professionally, of course. It’s just the occasional

  village green match for me nowadays, though. Tennis is more my game these days.’




  ‘Walter and I were partnered at tennis. That’s how we met.’




  Daisy could picture him being athletic on the cricket pitch or tennis court; impossible, though, to imagine him getting filthy and bruised playing rugby, like Lucy’s husband, Lord Gerald

  Bincombe, let alone galloping across muddy fields after a fox, or tramping the moors with a gun on his shoulder. He was the man-about-town type, who expected urban amenities on his forays into the

  country. He probably had an elder brother who had inherited or would inherit the hunting and shooting. Ilkton? No, she didn’t know any Ilktons.




  ‘We can’t all be intellectuals,’ Simon pronounced indulgently. ‘Carey has already nearly finished another play. It’s historical and sure to be banned by the Lord

  Chamberlain.’ He spoke with as much pride as if this was admirable and he’d written it himself.




  ‘And by the Committee on Evil Literature? Dare I ask what it’s about, Mr Carey?’




  ‘Queen Anne and the Duchess of Marlborough.’ His blue eyes glinted.




  Daisy couldn’t remember anything about Queen Anne except that she was dead, which seemed too obvious to be notable. Queen Anne’s lace, she thought, but that was a type of cow parsley

  and hardly relevant. And there was a favourite mnemonic of her history teacher: Britain Relied On Marlborough, the initials of which were the initials of battles won by the Duke of Marlborough, but

  the names of the battles, what the war was about, and whom Britain was fighting escaped her. Probably the French; it usually was. Or the Irish?




  ‘Something to do with Ireland? Oh, William of Orange was her brother-in-law, wasn’t he? Orangemen!’




  ‘William of Orange put the Irish—’ Ilkton stopped as Mrs Birtwhistle held up her hand.




  ‘Not now, if you please. Irish politics has its place, no doubt, but this is not it. Milk and sugar, Mrs Fletcher?’




  The dog, in response to something apparent only to him, plodded to the door to the west wing and stood there till Simon opened it for him. ‘Uncle Norman must have come in,’ he said

  with a laugh. ‘Scurry always knows.’




  Tea proceeded on its customary course. After an unsatisfactory lunch in a tea-shop somewhere south of Derby, Daisy was glad to see there was plenty to eat, from bread and butter and watercress

  sandwiches to Mrs Birtwhistle’s sponge cake, which turned out to be excellent. If she was the sole mistress of the kitchen, there was no danger of starvation.




  Of Sybil’s ‘troubled atmosphere’ Daisy detected little, apart from occasional sniping between Simon, representing the intellectual party, and his cousin Myra, whose outlook on

  life was frivolous. These potshots were firmly repressed by Mrs Birtwhistle before they could escalate into a squabble. She was less successful in quashing Carey and Ilkton, but they were more

  successful at concealing animosity with banter – Ilkton urbane, Carey volubly Irish.




  Carey was Ilkton’s rival for Myra’s favour, Daisy suspected. Myra flirted happily with both.




  Miss Birtwhistle trudged into the hall at some point and accepted a cup of tea, though she ate nothing. Mr Birtwhistle in his sickbed was not mentioned, except for a brief reference to the

  doctor’s expected visit later that evening. Sybil was taciturn. Daisy had every intention of cornering her after tea and finding out just what she had been so hot and bothered about.




  Refusing a third cup of tea and a second slice of cake, Daisy gave Sybil a Look with a capital L.




  Sybil got the message. ‘If you’ll excuse us, Ruby,’ she said, ‘I’ll drag Daisy away for a chat. We’ll go to my office, Daisy. I have a sitting room upstairs

  – Monica and I occupy the old nurseries, over this hall – but the office is more convenient, and warmer, because I’ve had a fire all day. One can’t type with frozen

  fingers.’




  Following her towards the right-hand passage, Daisy glanced back at the group by the fire. Mrs Birtwhistle was gazing after them with a decidedly anxious expression. Odd! Perhaps, after all,

  there was something in Sybil’s forebodings.




  







  CHAPTER 4




  Sybil’s office was very like Daisy’s at home in Hampstead. A couple of easy chairs stood by the fireplace, but the room’s main feature was naturally a desk

  with a typewriter and all the expected accoutrements. Three piles of neatly aligned papers must be the original manuscript, for the editor; the first carbon for the author’s files; and the

  second, almost unreadable carbon for emergencies.




  On each side of the window were bookshelves, one side holding reference books, many of which Daisy recognised from the spines: the Pocket Oxford Dictionary, Roget’s Thesaurus, an

  encyclopaedia, and so on. The other was almost filled with piles of magazines, rows of cheap paperbound books and a set of more substantial books in colourful dustcovers. Daisy went straight to

  the second bookcase and started reading titles.




  ‘The Stranger from Dead Man’s Gulch, Six-Shooter for Hire, Queen of the Prairie . . . Westerns! All by Eli Hawke. Alias Humphrey Birtwhistle, I assume.’




  ‘Yes, of course.’ Sybil added coal to the fire, poked at it, and invited Daisy to come and sit down. ‘He spent ten years in the Wild West as a young man,’ she continued,

  ‘so he really knows his stuff.’




  ‘Has this anything to do with your problem? With the troubled atmosphere you were talking about? I’ve crossed the Wild West by train and seen a couple of Western films, but I

  wouldn’t claim it’s a subject I’m familiar with.’




  ‘It’s all rather complicated . . .’




  ‘He hasn’t taken to wandering round the house wielding six-shooters and threatening to shoot “them thar dad-burned rustlers,” or anything like that?’




  ‘Heavens no!’




  ‘Myra said he’s ill. Depressed.’




  ‘Sort of. Perhaps I’d better start at the beginning.’




  ‘It’s usually a help. You’ve been working for “Eli Hawke” for seven or eight years?’




  ‘Yes, we’ve been here since late in 1919.’




  ‘That’s right, you brought your daughter with you. She must be . . . What, nine or so? She’s at school, I take it.’




  ‘Monica just started this month as a weekly boarder at the Lady Manners School in Bakewell. The Birtwhistles offered to pay the fees. They’ve been very kind.’




  ‘Then— Sorry! I won’t keep interrupting, promise. You came in 1919 . . .’




  ‘I was hired as a stenographer, mostly just to type out what Mr Birtwhistle had written in longhand, occasionally to take dictation, mostly letters. He preferred to write down the stories

  himself. He says he thinks on paper, not aloud. You’re a writer, I expect you understand?’




  ‘I’ve never dictated, but I can imagine losing my place very easily if I didn’t have my own words right in front of me.’




  ‘That’s what he said. His handwriting is pretty bad, so sometimes I’d be guessing at a word, and, though he went to a good school, his spelling is atrocious.’




  ‘So you’d correct it.’




  ‘I couldn’t let it pass, could I? His publisher was very pleased with the first manuscript I turned in. They’d been having the books typed in London, and they always had a lot

  of errors to contend with, either because the typist didn’t correct misspellings, or because she overcorrected, making the cowhands speak the King’s English.’




  Daisy laughed. ‘I can imagine. You must have been a real godsend to both Mr Birtwhistle and his publisher.’




  ‘So they told me. Very gratifying. The publisher paid Humphrey more, because they didn’t have the expense of the typing, and he raised my salary.’




  ‘I should hope so!’




  ‘After a couple of books – he was putting out three a year, believe it or not – I really started to get the hang of things. Then I started to notice inconsistencies, just odd

  little things like someone having blue eyes in one place and steely grey in another. At first I used to draw them to Humphrey’s attention. He didn’t really care. He told me to put that

  sort of slip right without bothering him. I began to do more and more editing. It sort of crept up on me, until I was rearranging paragraphs to make them more effective or more logical.’




  ‘Mr Birtwhistle didn’t mind?’




  ‘He didn’t even notice. By the time the galleys came, he’d be halfway through the next book. He left checking them to me.’




  ‘Then he found out how much rewriting you were doing,’ Daisy guessed, ‘and your troubles started.’




  Sybil shook her head. ‘If he ever noticed, he didn’t say a word. Everything went on smoothly in the same track until, about three years ago, he came down with bronchitis that turned

  into a bad case of pneumonia. He was horribly ill and took a long time to recover. He had written about two thirds of Double Cross at the Circle C. The date the publisher expected it was

  creeping up on us. In the end, Humphrey told me how he wanted the story to continue and the final scene he’d planned, and asked me to do my best with it.’




  ‘Good heavens! Weren’t you scared out of your wits? Actually writing a book is a very different kettle of fish from editing someone else’s work, even if you were already doing

  a fair bit of rewriting.’




  ‘I was nervous, of course, but it wasn’t as if I had a choice.’




  ‘You had your living to earn.’




  ‘And Monica’s. And I owed Ruby and Humphrey a great deal. They pretty much depend on the income from the books to make life up here tolerable.’




  ‘I assumed he must have family money.’




  ‘He inherited this place. The Birtwhistles were just yeoman farmers, sheep farmers, until coal was found on their land, in the early 1800s. They sold that bit of land at a good price but

  spent most of the money on buying and adding the wings to this house. They wanted to be far away from the mine works. They bought a couple of small-holdings up here to rent out, tenant farms, as

  well.’




  ‘Adding up to a small estate.’




  ‘Yes, raising them towards, though never quite attaining, the status of gentry. Humphrey was the eldest son of the eldest son, in spite of which he was the one to go off adventuring in

  America. He did a bit of silver-mining while he was there and came back with money and a wife.’




  ‘I thought Ruby sounded American!’




  ‘He met her in the Wild West – she was a teacher in some practically invisible town – what we’d call a village. They put in the running water here when he brought her

  home, but his funds didn’t stretch to gas or electricity.’




  ‘I should think it would cost a fortune to bring either up here, so far from anywhere. A generator would be more practical.’




  ‘I suppose so,’ Sybil said vaguely. ‘They did bring in the telephone, just a few years ago. Anyway, until Humphrey’s books started to sell, they managed on what was left

  plus the rent from the farms, which is shared with Norman and Lorna. I believe Norman is paid a salary out of that, for managing the place.’




  ‘And Myra Olney? How does she fit in?’




  ‘Myra has an income of her own, enough for her school fees at first, and now for expensive frivolities. Enough to live on in reasonable comfort, really, but not in the style she’d

  prefer. It’s in some sort of trust, so she can’t get at the capital, fortunately.’




  ‘I presume Simon isn’t pulling his own weight yet, if he ever will. I wouldn’t have thought the sort of stuff he writes sells well enough to live on the proceeds.’




  ‘If he ever finished anything and sold it! You see the situation. That’s why— Well, it could have been very awkward if they weren’t such nice people.’




  ‘You mean, your finishing the book for him?’




  ‘That was only the beginning. When I read over the entire, completed manuscript, from start to finish, it seemed . . . unbalanced is the best word I can find. I’d tried to

  write in Humphrey’s style. I ought to have gone back and worked harder on the part I’d written, to bring it into line with his. Instead, I edited the rest to conform to mine. I

  didn’t rewrite the whole thing, just made a few alterations and additions.’




  ‘Not much more than you’d already been doing,’ Daisy commented.
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