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What does it mean to be part of a family?

How does it feel to truly belong to someone?

The words ‘mother’, ‘father’, ‘sister’, ‘brother’, ‘daughter’ and ‘son’ conjure different feelings for each of us, depending on our own experience.

Not everyone even has such people in their life.

I should know, for such is my case.

For those of you that have not met me before, I’m Belle.

Dido Elizabeth Belle, great-niece of the Mansfi eld family.

I have not seen my parents for several years now.

For reasons unknown to me, when I was just an infant, my mother and father handed me over to the care of my great-uncle and aunt: Lord and Lady Mansfi eld. I live with them here at Kenwood House, a magnifi cent mansion on Hampstead Heath, an oasis of glorious greenery on the northernmost edge of London.

The newspapers don’t quite know what to make of me. To them, I’m a puzzle. A member of a British aristocratic family with African heritage, born out of wedlock. In their columns they call me ‘mysterious heiress’, ‘illegitimate niece’ and ‘adopted relative’.

But I have learned that it is best not to let others define you. I prefer to describe myself as a bookworm, would-be writer and, more recently, detective.

There I am, at the centre of a painting. The Mansfield-Sancho Portrait. Two families captured together on canvas.
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I’m the one in the cream satin dress.

That’s Aunt Betty standing behind me. Lady Elizabeth Murray, Countess of Mansfield. The great organiser of the household, she commands an army of staff in a house of more than fifty rooms, if you count the servants’ quarters. Don’t be fooled by her stern expression: though strict in character and obsessed with social etiquette, at heart she is a kind, soft soul. Some say the secret to her contentment is her lifelong love for her husband.

May I present the Earl of Mansfield, Lord Chief Justice, the most powerful judge and lawmaker in England? Hence the scarlet robes of court and the flowing wig. Lord Mansfield is most famous for his rulings on slavery cases – some say his decisions are moving us towards the abolition of slavery once and for all.

To me, he is simply dear Uncle William.

My father is their nephew, Sir John Lindsay, a captain of the Royal Navy. He’s not in this family portrait because he doesn’t live with us. I can see him clear as day in his coat with the gold edges, his brown hair swept back from his forehead, his serious dark eyes staring back at me. But most of his life is spent at sea; if it were not for the picture of him that hangs in the Great Library of our house, I would not know his face at all.

No one talks to me about my mother, but I think of her every day.

Maria Bell, a young African woman whom my father met on a slaving ship in the Atlantic Ocean near Hispaniola. It has been years since I have seen her. And the only picture I have is the one stamped in my memory, but fading fast. A small, slender, graceful woman with an enchanting smile, her hair cascading down her back in long braids tipped with cowrie shells. It is almost a decade since I watched laughter spark lights in her round brown eyes as she lifted me into the sky above her head, then planted me on her hip, where I sat, a constant companion, breathing in the warm sweet perfume of her neck, my thumb in my mouth.

According to Uncle William’s account, I was born in London and lived with my mother for a time in a small room by the docks before she brought me to Kenwood.

Kenwood.

More of a palace than a home, it was a house to get lost in. I felt like a mouse in a maze.

You see, I was a tender child.

Timid, meek, unsure of what life held for me.

Over time, in Aunt Betty and Uncle William’s care, and with the guidance of governesses, I learned to read and write, to sing, to dance, to recite poetry, to play the piano, to speak French, and to ride horses. Such is the life of an eighteenth-century gentlewoman. But it was a sheltered existence. For many years I knew little of the world beyond Kenwood.

Now, however, a new fire burns in my belly and emboldens my blood.

I feel as though I could take on the world!

What made the difference? I hear you ask. How did you come by this new-found courage? The answer fills me with joy. I lived so long without it, I thought it would never come. The greatest gift a girl could ask for.

True friendship.

Readers, may I introduce – Lizzie Sancho!

The girl standing next to me: the one in the breeches, surrounded by her extraordinary family. My bright and brilliant friend. She is an inspiration to me! Curious and courageous, determined and daring. Her parents, Ann and Ignatius, run Sancho’s Tea Shop in Westminster. You may know it: it’s a café come literary salon where people gather to catch up with the latest news over a cup of tea or hot chocolate. Sancho’s is also one of the key meeting places for the Sons and Daughters of Africa – an organisation of radical rebels committed to the total emancipation of African people. Freedom fighters extraordinaire.

Lizzie lives at the shop with her mother and father, baby brother Billy and three sisters: Kitty, Mary and Frances. The Sanchos are the kind of family that would gladly share their last loaf of bread with you.

Frances, the eldest of the ‘Sanchonettas’, is now officially stepping out with Joshua, our family coachman. Joshua, with Uncle’s help, is now learning the law to support the fight for freedom. Lizzie and I are secretly banking on Frances and Joshua being married before the year is out.

Meeting Lizzie has transformed my life. She and I are officially committed to the work of detection. Joined by a sense of justice.

According to Dr Johnson’s dictionary, the definition of the word ‘detect’ is ‘to discover’, or ‘to find out any crime or artifice’.

This is the story of our next case.

Here I have set down the events as I remember them.

Read closely.

Observe objectively.

Leave no detail unexamined.

Perhaps, as my story unfolds, you will resolve for yourselves the who, the how and the why of The Case of the Purloined Portrait.
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According to Portraits and People magazine, the artist Miss Jane Harry had travelled to England from Kingston, Jamaica, and was studying portraiture under the guidance of Sir Joshua Reynolds, President of the Royal Academy of Artists.

Lizzie and I were sitting cross-legged opposite one another in a window-seat in my bedroom, devouring the latest news on Miss Harry while waiting for her to arrive for the first sitting of our joint family portrait. The rest of Lizzie’s family had been shown to guest rooms on the upper floors to ready themselves. Aunt Betty and Uncle William were each in their respective dressing rooms on the ground floor.

It was a buoyant blue midsummer morning, and swathes of pale golden sun beamed in through the high windows, dappling the polished wooden floor in petals of light. I had thrown up the sash of the window we sat in: the violet damask curtains swung dreamily in the morning breeze.

‘It says here,’ announced Lizzie, poring over a page of Abolitionist News, ‘that Miss Harry takes her surname from her African mother – Charity Harry – rather than from her English father.’

Lizzie laid down the pamphlet in her lap and eyed me earnestly. I found her features endearingly round: her nose, a soft upturned curve; her cheeks, shiny as apples; her dark brown lips full and expressive. Today, her hair was plaited to her head in an intricate pattern of elaborate zigzags and diamonds: traces of her mother’s love in their delicate arrangement.

‘Like you, Belle!’ she said, passing me the paper.

This common thread between Jane Harry’s family story and my own intrigued me. My father’s surname, Lindsay, had been denied me; neither had the surname that Aunt and Uncle went by, Murray, ever been considered mine to claim. Being born of unmarried parents in our time was challenge enough. But that my mother and father held such contrasting positions in society . . .

Sadly I knew only too well what wicked whispers and spiteful speculations such family stories encouraged in certain circles. Was this why Miss Harry had sailed halfway around the world from her family and was now striking out on her own, painting portraits professionally? Would I have had the courage to make such a move, I wondered.

‘Apparently, she’s an heiress,’ I said, scanning the page, ‘but it doesn’t say what she is due to inherit.’

‘Here she is!’ exclaimed Lizzie, suddenly up on her knees and waving exuberantly out of the window.

Lizzie cut an impressive figure today in her crisp white shirt and royal-blue breeches. She refused what she called the ‘fussiness’ of women’s fashion. ‘How am I supposed to run with all that satin bunching up around my legs?’ she had once said to me in exasperation. I thought of the row upon row of silk and satin gowns hanging in my own wardrobe and tried to imagine myself asking Aunt Betty the same question. It would not have gone down well.

Outside, a tall elegant young woman was striding up the rain-fresh emerald slope towards Kenwood House, her rich magenta cloak rippling in the breeze. Behind her, beyond the dew-dazzled grass, the wood pond shimmered sweetly in the sunshine. At the top of the hill, the artist stopped and gazed upwards, shielding her eyes from the glare with her hand. Under her right arm, she carried a large black sketchbook. Slung over her shoulder, a bag crammed full of paints, brushes and pencils, like a quiver full of arrows, ready for action!

Lizzie and I raced down the staircase and across the Great Hall, skidding on the newly varnished floor as we rushed to greet our guest. I stopped to compose myself, smoothed down the front of my cream satin dress, patted my chignon and flung open the door just as Miss Harry was lifting her hand to knock.

Caught off guard, the young artist laughed: a charmingly musical ripple of surprise. Her creamy gold skin radiated health; her green eyes sparkled like a cat’s on a night walk.

‘Thank you, girls! What an astonishingly beautiful house you have here, Belle!’ enthused Miss Harry, stepping into the hall and gazing around at the harmonious blue walls, the smooth white marble statues, the high ceiling with its wreathed patterns of flourishes and flowers. ‘Such elegant decor!’

I smiled, taking her hand in mine, and curtseyed low, as was the fashion. ‘Such a pleasure to welcome you to Kenwood, Miss Harry!’

She returned the gesture with a demure nod of the head. Lizzie, hovering behind me, grinned shyly and gave Miss Harry a friendly wave. She didn’t go in for the formal introductions of the day.

Nancy, one of the maids of the house, lingered in the corner of the hall. Anxious no doubt that we had beaten her to the door, now she was waiting to take Miss Harry’s cloak.

I shook my head briefl y; she slipped away, understanding my meaning.

‘Please, allow me!’ I said, reaching up to remove Miss Harry’s cloak from her shoulders. Her hair was a bright cloud of spun gold, swept up into a loosely tied crown of tiny coils. The dress she wore, tight at the waist, was full-skirted, in lavender and mauve stripes.

‘And let me take your bag!’ chimed in Lizzie brightly, stepping forward to take Miss Harry’s equipment.

Miss Harry offered each of us an arm. ‘Right, ladies,’ she said briskly. ‘Ready to have your image preserved for posterity?’

And with that, the three of us marched into the library, where the painting of the portrait was to take place.
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Each day for a week, the Sanchos and the Mansfi elds gathered around a small piano in the library for our sittings. There, dressed in our finest and bathed in the sunlight ushered in by the high, arched windows, we posed for Miss Harry.

Mr Sancho and Uncle William discussed the legal cases together. Aunt Betty and Mrs Sancho planned the families’ next outings to the theatre. Lizzie’s sister Mary, a quietly spoken but musically gifted young woman, entertained us all with her latest piano compositions, and Frances reminded us drily throughout that we were supposed to be keeping perfectly still for Miss Harry and therefore not talking at all!

Meanwhile the effervescent Kitty, at five the youngest of the girls, held toddler Billy in her lap and together they wriggled and giggled to their hearts’ content.

Throughout the process, Miss Harry directed her sitters with authority and ease. She eyed us intently, occasionally stepping out from behind her easel to rearrange the folds of a dress, or adjust the turn of a head.

I remember thinking at the time that it was one of the happiest weeks of my life. As well as being a record of the friendship between myself and Lizzie, this portrait confirmed me once and for all as a member of the Mansfield family.

Standing there at the centre of everything, I felt as though I really belonged.

So we spent our mornings for a full week, until, finally, the Mansfield-Sancho Portrait was complete.
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The portrait was to be unveiled at a grand Masquerade Ball at Kenwood House. Aunt Betty and Uncle William had spared no expense. Our house and grounds had been transformed into a magical moonlit Venetian garden for the occasion and over a hundred guests had been invited!

Rainbows of lanterns shimmered in the dark trees, illuminating the flashing shapes of revellers as they flitted in and out of the shadows in their costume finery. The sounds of careless chatter and bright laughter floated up from the lake where painted gondolas drifted across the water. Footmen in gold frockcoats glided among the guests with trays of bonbons, gourmandises and sparkling drinks: all supplied by ‘Sancho the Grocer – Purveyor of Fine Fayre’.

In the Great Library, the portrait hung on the back wall behind an emerald velvet curtain, like a well-kept secret. Uncle had even hired four members of the Bow Street Runners – London’s emerging law enforcement agency – to guard the precious painting. Constable Meecham, a burly man with generous whiskers, and his assistant, Officer Higson, a young nervy red-headed man, stalked the Great Hall, hands clasped behind their backs, scrutinising the guests as they arrived.

I paced up and the down by the front door, impatient to see Lizzie. At last, the Sanchos arrived, dressed in matching outfits, as a pride of lions.

‘Belle!’ Lizzie threw her arms around me in a tight, rapturous hug and spun me about to look at my costume: a scarlet firebird, with a tall orange plume rising from my hair. Lizzie was decked out in a gold waistcoat and breeches, her dark eyes dancing with pleasure behind a mask of flaming mane and feline mischief.

‘Do you know all these people?’ Lizzie asked, gazing around at the gowned guests strutting like peacocks, chattering brightly, fluttering fans.

‘Some,’ I said, threading my arm through hers, watching the guests float into the library. Together we made our way through the crowd milling around the hall. ‘Over there, the large man in the rather sombre brown coat is Dr Johnson, who wrote the dictionary! And that young woman there, in the purple and gold dress, is Frances Burney, the writer!’ I scanned the rest of the room. ‘I wonder if Miss Harry is here yet . . .’

‘There!’ said Lizzie, nodding towards the young artist, effortlessly elegant in a short-sleeved turquoise gown, her hair twisted into a golden chignon graced with a peacock feather.

Miss Harry wore long white gloves that reached up past her elbows and contrasted with the pale honey of her skin. She was nodding demurely, smiling a little, sipping from a long-stemmed glass of champagne and deep in conversation with a tall young gentleman in a sky-blue frockcoat.

We wove our way to the front of the crowd.

‘Who’s she talking to?’ Lizzie whispered.

I had not seen the young man before. His blond hair was pressed into curls that clung close to his head, and his attention seemed to be fixed entirely on Jane Harry. Her eyes, however, flitted around the room as he spoke, as though searching for someone else to converse with.

Lizzie nudged me. ‘Look at your uncle! He’s dressed as a highwayman!’

I stifled a giggle as Uncle entered the room with Lizzie’s father, regal as the king of his pride. Uncle wore the black cloak, mask and tricorne hat of a notorious roadside robber. He had his arm around Mr Sancho’s shoulder. Probably discussing their speeches to introduce the portrait, I noted. Mr Sancho, a great golden mane framing his face, surveyed the room surreptitiously over the top of his champagne glass.

‘And Mr Gainsborough? Has he arrived yet?’ he asked, nonchalantly.

I glanced around the room to see if I could spot the celebrity artist. Mr Gainsborough was currently the most renowned portrait painter of our time. According to Aunt Betty, since he and his family had moved to London, they had been inundated with social invitations.

‘Ah!’ Uncle threw up his arms in that way he had when something was beyond his control. ‘Sadly he has sent his sincere apologies. It seems that he and his nephew are otherwise engaged this evening.’

Disappointing!

Mr Sancho’s face fell. ‘I had rather hoped . . . what with . . . oh well, never mind!’

‘Mr Gainsborough painted Ignatius’s portrait a few years back,’ explained Mrs Sancho, appearing at Mr Sancho’s side and patting his arm affectionately.

‘And it is our pride and joy!’ he affirmed roundly, adding, with a wink, ‘After our own children of course!’

Mr Sancho grabbed Lizzie in a swift sideways hug that sent her mask askew.

‘Papa!’ she cried, wriggling out of his arms and straightening her costume.

Shot through with a sudden flash of yearning, I cast my eyes to the portrait of my own father hanging above the fireplace. How often did he think of me from across the sea?

‘Girls, allow me to introduce you to Mr James Knight!’ Aunt Betty, suddenly between us, started steering us towards the young man talking to Miss Harry. ‘He’s the son of an old family friend.’ She beamed as Mr Knight turned towards us. ‘And he’s a student of law!’

Mr Knight bowed low. ‘Charmed, I’m sure.’

I curtsied and held out my hand for him to shake. He did so firmly, with confidence. I watched him as he greeted each of us in turn. His manners were impeccable, his movements graceful. He seemed a perfect gentleman.

Lizzie lingered on the edge of the circle, watching the slow and intricate round of introductions with barely concealed disdain. As Mr Knight disappeared into another low bow between us, she raised her eyebrows at me in disbelief. I curbed a smile. I could not be caught laughing at the guests.

Aunt Betty turned to Mr Knight. ‘It’s wonderful to welcome you back to Kenwood!’ she said, laying her hand on his arm. ‘Though I must say I would hardly have recognised you! How you have changed since you were a boy!’

He gave an easy laugh. ‘Well, I should hope so, Your Ladyship! How old was I when we last met?’

‘I think you can’t have been more than four years old!’ Aunt said, clearly delighted to be in his company again. ‘Mr Knight starts work with us tomorrow, as a clerk of Lord Mansfield’s,’ she explained to the group. ‘William’s been so very busy with all the runaway cases that have been building up since the Somerset ruling. Mr Knight will be helping him with the mountain of paperwork!’

‘That’s reassuring to hear!’ said Mrs Sancho. ‘The freedom seekers could do with the support of the law right now.’

Five years back, Uncle had passed a law called the Somerset ruling. James Somerset was an African man who had escaped his so-called master, Charles Stuart, while here in England. When Stuart imprisoned Mr Somerset on a ship and threatened to send him to work on a sugar plantation in Jamaica, Somerset’s friends brought the case to court. After much deliberation, Uncle ruled that Somerset should go free and that no one could be forced from England into enslavement on the sugar islands against their will. The ruling was celebrated as a victory for the enslaved. Some had called it Uncle’s finest hour. It had certainly been a proud moment for our family.

Uncle moved to the front of the room and held up his hand. I shot Lizzie a look of excitement. It was time! She pushed her mask up on to the top of her head and clapped her hands together silently in front of her with a wide and joyous smile.

The music stopped and a reverential hush settled over the room.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, friends and colleagues!’ The warm Scottish tones of Uncle’s voice rolled around the room. ‘Welcome to our home!’

Beside him, Aunt Betty beamed at the crowd.

Uncle went on, his blue eyes twinkling. ‘It gives me great pleasure to present this painting to you! A unique portrait of two families brought together by the friendship between our dear girls, Belle and Lizzie!’

There were murmurs of appreciation as people turned to look at us. This was the first time that Uncle had claimed me as family so publicly. I felt my cheeks reddening. Lizzie grinned bashfully and kicked my foot.

‘Let this painting stand as a symbol of the friendship between our families!’ Uncle raised his glass, and tugged on the cord to reveal the painting.

And there we were! Our two families, as large as life, captured on canvas!

Gasps of wonder filled the room, and then rapturous applause. Inside, I thrilled with pride. Aunt Betty and Uncle William really did love me as their own. I was part of this family, and they wanted everyone to know it!

‘Ignatius,’ said Uncle, waving Lizzie’s father over. ‘Some words from you?’

Lizzie squeezed my hand tightly.

Ignatius Sancho beamed with pleasure. ‘I echo your words, sir! And will add that we are honoured to feature in Miss Harry’s work. Look there – a vision of Africans and Europeans in unity! Tonight we celebrate our shared humanity! We have cast off the bonds of servitude in favour of the bonds of family and friendship. The Somerset ruling is just one step towards the freedom that so many still seek. This painting is a fitting homage to our friendship, our freedom and our future!’

He raised his glass to the guests.

‘To friendship and freedom!’ he declared.

‘To friendship and freedom!’ the crowd returned.

Mrs Sancho stepped forward and whispered into Mr Sancho’s ear.

‘Of course!’ Mr Sancho exclaimed. ‘Let us not forget the young lady, without whom this portrait would not exist – Miss Jane Harry!’

Miss Harry turned to the crowd with a bewitching smile. ‘My thanks to Mr and Mrs Sancho, and to our generous hosts, Lord and Lady Mansfield. What a joy to paint a portrait that honours all its subjects equally!’ she said, beaming. ‘This is my wish for my work. To demonstrate that Africans and Europeans are equal in status, alike in dignity.’

‘Hear, hear!’ someone shouted from the back of the room.
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‘And,’ she added with a coy smile, ‘Sir Joshua Reynolds, who could not be here with us tonight, informs me that the Mansfield-Sancho Portrait is to go on display in the Grand Exhibition at the Royal Academy next month!’ A ripple of admiration moved around the room. Miss Harry clasped her hands in front of her. ‘I am thrilled to announce that all the paintings shown there will be judged for the prestigious Portrait Prize!’

At this, another round of applause.

I threw my arms around Lizzie in a rapturous hug. I had been reading about plans for the Grand Exhibition in Portraits and People! Hundreds of people would see our beautiful portrait at it! And if Miss Harry won the prize, her career would be set for life!

Uncle shook Mr Sancho’s hand, pumping it vigorously up and down. Mrs Sancho and Aunt Betty each took Jane Harry by the hand, offering up their personal congratulations. Frances lifted Billy, giggling, into the air, then popped him on to her hip and drew Kitty to her side. Joshua, our family coachman and Frances’s gentleman friend, watched us from the corner of the room with a bemused smile.

Let us note this moment of celebration.

Let us observe it, savour it, appreciate it.

For of course, as you will have gathered by now, it was not to last.
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So this is how I remember the events that followed.

It must have been eight o’clock when Lizzie and I ventured up to the viewpoint to gaze over London from the crest of the hill on the east side of the house. I remember distinctly because we heard St Joseph’s bell strike eight after the speeches. There, we had exchanged gifts: outward signs of our blossoming friendship. Lizzie had given me an exquisite white handkerchief, embroidered with quill pens – in honour of my obsessive note-taking – and edged with a motif of golden bells to signify my name. I had presented Lizzie with a set of calling cards embossed in gold to celebrate our new working partnership.
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From there, we had strolled back down the hill, past the library on our right, through the orangerie, the glass-walled greenhouse on the west side of the house, into the drawing room, where the guests whirled and whooped their way through a superfast jig.

At this point the carriage clock on the mantelpiece showed three minutes past nine.

‘I told you there’d be dancing!’ I cried, pulling Lizzie into the circle of people galloping around the room to the exuberant music, hands joined in a mirthful merry-go-round of abandon.

Giggling and giddy we spun, faster and faster.

And then – an explosion of smashing glass stopped us all dead.

The music scraped into sudden silence. The dancers stumbled clumsily to a halt.

Eyes darted warily around the room.

‘What was that?’ Lizzie whispered.

Shock stopped my voice in my throat.

Shouts from outside.

‘Stop! Thief! After them!’

A high-pitched scream followed. Then another, until a rising chorus of shrieks and hollers erupted and everyone was running for the doors, tumbling over each other in a desperate attempt to escape – or to witness – whatever trouble was unfolding in our midst.

‘What happened? Did anyone see anything?’ I asked as we spilled out of the orangerie.

‘It’s our portrait!’ Frances cried, racing towards us out of the darkness. ‘It’s been stolen!’

We hurried up the path towards the library amid the chaos and the panic and the noise. As we ran I became aware of something crunching beneath my shoes. All around us, splinters of shattered glass glinted on the pathway! One of the library windows had been smashed from its frame, leaving a gaping hole like an open mouth, edged with jagged glass. Through the window, the emerald curtains on the back wall framed only an empty space.

Our beautiful precious painting, the Mansfi eld-Sancho Portrait, the sign to the world of our blossoming friendship, was gone!
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At Uncle’s request, the two families gathered in the library with Miss Harry and Constable Meecham to try and ascertain what had happened, while the rest of Meecham’s offi cers questioned the guests in the orangerie.

Mrs Sancho stood by the fireplace, her arm around Jane Harry’s shoulder as the artist stared in disbelief at the bare wall. Mr Sancho held Mary and Kitty to his side, making reassuring shushing noises to quiet their crying. Aunt Betty sat on the sofa, her cheeks pale with shock, Billy on her lap. Frances and Joshua whispered urgently to each other in the corner of the room.

Lizzie was curled up in an armchair, her knees pulled tightly to her chest. She had torn off her mask and it lay on the floor beside her. She stared silently into the fire that jumped and crackled in the hearth, her brow a tangle of fury.

I squeezed into the chair next to Lizzie and draped an arm around her shoulder.

It seemed so unjust! One minute we had been celebrating such a joyous occasion, and now, here we were, shocked, confused and at a loss as to what had just happened.

Who would want to do a thing like that?’ Lizzie said under her breath, still staring into the flames. ‘That’s a picture of us! It belongs to us!’

She was right. It felt odd, the thought that someone out there, someone unknown to us, had in their possession this precious picture of us and our families.

‘What could anyone want with it?’ I wondered aloud.

Hands clasped, we sat, pressed side by side, and prepared ourselves to listen with full attention.

‘So, Meecham, please tell us exactly what has happened here,’ said Uncle, his voice slicing razor-sharp through an atmosphere tight with tension. I drummed my fingers on my lap, longing for my writing materials, desperate to take notes; for now I would have to commit the conversation to memory.

Meecham drew himself up to his full height. ‘I stood guard at the library door just as you asked, sir! Two of my officers were stationed at the front door and another was guarding the stairs to the upper floors.’

He paused, rearranged his shoulders. All eyes were fixed on him.

‘At eight o’clock I locked the library door and evacuated the hall so that no one would have access to the library while the portrait was in there, sir.’ He tugged at his collar. ‘But as you can see –’ this addressed to the rest of us – ‘the thief – or thieves – entered the library via the window from the gardens.’

Instinctively we all turned to look out of the window.

So someone – the thief – had been among us at the party then?

Meecham turned back to Uncle. ‘Quick as a flash he must have been, sir. I heard the smash, and made to enter quick sharp! But the key jammed in the lock. I daresay they’d blocked it with something! By the time I got into the room, both the blaggards and the portrait were gone!’

‘Confound it, Meecham!’ Uncle’s eyes blazed with fury. ‘I hired you specifically to provide us with watertight security on the night, man! Your job – your only job, I might add – was to protect my grounds and property! And now the painting’s gone! How do you explain that?’

Lizzie and I shared a glare. No wonder Uncle was so angry with Meecham and his men. They had not exactly demonstrated lightning responses.

‘I did my best, sir, but they’d clearly planned it in advance!’ Meecham protested.

‘So there were two of them?’

[image: ]

Meecham swallowed. ‘Yes, sir. I believe so, sir.’

‘And that was it?’ Uncle persisted. ‘You didn’t give chase?’

Meecham looked offended. ‘On the contrary, sir, I jumped out of the window and chased after them up the east slope. But I lost them on the far field. It was dark, and they disappeared into the woods on the north-east edge of the Heath.’ He shook his head in disapproval. ‘I can only assume they had a coach waiting.’

A young red-headed Bow Street Runner popped his head around the door. ‘Er, there’s a witness here I think you should speak to, sir.’

‘Thank you, Higson!’ said Meecham. ‘Show him in!’

Higson ushered in the young man in the sky-blue frockcoat, who stepped forward, taking in the room.

‘James Knight, sir, at your service,’ he said
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