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The inspiration behind this story

Readers of my generation may have come across the prolific Betty Neels, who retired from nursing in 1969 and then began to write warm-hearted romances, in a medical setting, for Mills & Boon. She died aged 91 in 2001, having written over 130 of them. 

Her stories are traditional and quite chaste—she confined her protagonists to the occasional kiss. Her first book was called Sister Peters in Amsterdam and subsequent stories followed a similar pattern. The hero was usually a Dutch hospital consultant (Neels’ husband was Dutch), the heroine an English nursing colleague or a Cinderella poor girl figure. He usually drove a Bentley or a Rolls, while she was a nurse or did unskilled work and had a self-effacing and very caring personality, often with family responsibilities. Cats and dogs often featured.

The heroines were quite feisty at times, but nevertheless susceptible to the gallant, masterful, honourable, hard-working, RICH knight-in-shining armour who came to take her away from all this. The heroine couldn’t believe he would fall for her, given the sophisticated beautiful creatures in his social circle. The hero generally owned several properties, each staffed by loyal longstanding servants, who’d known him since childhood. He usually fell in love with the heroine at first sight, before setting out to woo and win her. Nostalgic stuff! 

This is my third tribute novel in memory of Betty Neels, again in a business rather than medical context. It is set in 1983, just as desk-top computers and word-processors were beginning to appear in offices. The Claribel of the title is a shorthand typist, forced to seek another job when her firm in London goes bust in the economic difficulties of the early eighties. Quite out of character she applies for a post in rural Wiltshire and much to her astonishment, gets appointed. And so her challenges begin, for she must first get there – no mean feat when a Rolls Royce almost knocks her down in the lane approaching the most enormous house she has ever seen.

Dedication

This nostalgic sweet romance is my third tribute novel in memory of the late Betty Neels. 
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31st March 1983 (Maundy Thursday), Wiltshire

The rail network was busy, with hardly a spare seat to be had. The day before the start of the Easter weekend would not have been Claribel’s choice to travel, but she really had no option. She had to present herself promptly at 9am on Tuesday April the fifth, ready to begin her new job. Travel over the Easter weekend itself would quite likely have been unreliable or non-existent. So she’d rung her new employer to ask if she could arrive early – of course, give yourself a few days to settle in, he’d said.

The whistle had just gone and they began to roll out of Reading Station. Claribel pulled her instructions from her shoulder bag. There were four more stops to Westbury, where she must change to another line for a short journey to her destination at a tiny halt called Belhurst. She hoped the guard would remember to stop the train for her. It was one of those request stops. He’d also promised to get her bike and suitcase off the guard’s van, not to mention her tailor’s dummy. The latter was unpackable really, so she’d used one of those huge plastic bags from the dry cleaners to cover it. At least its presence made her a memorable passenger, especially when he’d joked about it and she’d told him it was called Fred.

She re-read the letter, which confirmed her appointment and explained how to reach the place – or at least the nearby village, where more detailed directions would await her. It was something of a mystery tour and, all told, it was hard to believe she’d actually accepted the post without precisely knowing where it was based. It will do you good to step into the unknown, her friend Kate had remarked, New place, new people and all that healthy country air. Perhaps she was right, but then Kate was by far the more adventurous personality. Claribel tended to be safety-first in her approach to life. That made her careful and, she supposed, quite conventional – and quite boring too! On the other hand those qualities made her a good administrator with great attention to detail. It was one of the things she’d put in her application – not her personal character assassination, but her reliability and thoroughness!

She must have been smiling, for the woman opposite met her eye and smiled back. She broke the eye contact and put away the appointment letter, not particularly wanting to get into conversation. Resting back her head, she closed her eyes for a while, recalling how this strange adventure had come about. It had really been a combination of unforeseen circumstances that had forced her hand. 

First there was the delightful news that Kate had become engaged to Geoff, the man she’d been dating for several years. They would live in his house in a posh part of south London. Therefore Kate would no longer be paying half the rent for the flat in Islington, which they’d shared for five years now. She must find another flatmate or move into something smaller. Then it became clear that neither of those two options were financially feasible, because the company she’d worked in as a shorthand-typist for the past eight years went bankrupt. She was out of a job, with no easy prospect of getting another, given that unemployment was running at well over three million. There would be massive competition for any vacancies going and shorthand-typists were two-a-penny anyway.

Claribel had become quite depressed, those dark forebodings made worse by her lack of sleep. It felt hopeless. What am I going to do? she’d bemoaned to her friend. Kate had been practical and quite unsympathetic really. Claribel Carter, you will stop feeling sorry for yourself and do something positive about your future. I’m sorry if you feel I’m letting you down, but life can get predictable and boring if nothing changes. This is a chance to move on to new pastures, meet new people and so on. Come on CC – try and see it as an opportunity rather than a problem. 

That had sounded like a Geoff-ism to Claribel. She’d managed to hold back the tears she’d wanted to cry and humbly responded, Any suggestions would be gratefully received.

It was Geoff, an outgoing, confident man with a career in marketing, who came up with a possible solution. We need to identify your unique selling point, he’d explained – which received a look of incredulity from Kate and a What’s that when it’s at home? from Claribel herself. You know, he’d explained, what makes you special, a cut above the rest? What do you have that no one else does?

No one had spoken for a moment. Surely her friends knew Claribel as well as she did herself. She was staid and conventional and not a risk-taker. That was probably why she’d reached the age of 28 without a serous relationship – that is, she’d had one brief fling with an older and, as it turned out, married man, when she was 18, but nothing long-term. That experience had completely put her off and she certainly had no prospect of becoming engaged.

Let’s think it through, Geoff had said. There may be plenty of people with the same skill set as you and the same years of experience and we know there’ll be masses of competition for any job going in the current climate, especially in the capital. We must stress your adaptability – your willingness to work in situations and places that others may not be so keen on taking.

Claribel had been horrified. You mean leave London? But I’ve never lived anywhere else.

Kate had touched Geoff’s arm affectionately. What had you in mind, darling? How would we go about finding such a post?

Easy! Let’s look in ‘The Lady’

That was how, last December, they’d trawled through countless job ads to find something she could apply for. Even now she’d got the job, Claribel wondered how on earth it had come about. She had perhaps stretched the truth a little. But truth could be slightly elastic, couldn’t it?

It had been Kate who’d spotted the ad they’d finally gone for. Listen to this, she’d said, holding up the hand that wasn’t clutching the magazine, to get their attention. Shorthand Typist/Secretary: Experienced, cheerful, adaptable person required to start early April, for country estate office, dealing with agricultural, forestry and sporting interests and an expanding seasonal public access enterprise. Unfurnished apartment available. Salary negotiable according to age and experience. Apply for particulars to Estate Manager, Estate office, c/o Box No 1482, main Post Office, Salisbury. Closing date: 24th December 1982.

Claribel had objected at once. Country estate office? But where is it? Surely it can’t be in the middle of Salisbury. And what if they won’t accept the testimonial I got from the personnel manager before the company shut down for good. I’ve no idea where to find him for a proper reference.

At least let’s work on a letter of application, Geoff had said. You can explain everything and  ask questions at the interview – which is why we must compose a brilliant application so they can’t not shortlist you. He’d found a sheet of paper and a pen and sat poised. A little thinking outside the box is called for, methinks.

Claribel had no idea what he’d meant by that last remark – was it perhaps the same as lying? She hoped not. Checking through her completed application, she didn’t believe so, for everything on it was more or less true. Cheerful might be stretching it somewhat. She knew she had a reputation for taking her work very seriously and her lack of a light-hearted, warm approach to colleagues was probably the reason she’d not risen to a supervisory position during her eight years at the firm.

A week before Christmas, to her surprise and delight, she’d been summoned for an interview. A second surprise was that it was to be held in a very posh Georgian mansion in Mayfair and not in Salisbury, which was a lot easier on her purse. A middle-aged woman answered the door and conducted her to a waiting area situated off the entrance vestibule. It was clear there was competition as two of the seats were already occupied. Claribel nodded hello and got out her notes. She didn’t really need to go over them again but it avoided getting into conversation. The two women were about her own age or maybe a little older and she could not help overhearing a remark made by one to the other: Well I shall expect chapter and verse on where this country estate is situated. It’s ridiculous not to tell us. Claribel agreed, but didn’t say so and she certainly wouldn’t make it a condition of accepting the job if offered. She needed employment!

The interview was conducted by the man she’d be working for, a Mr Taylor, who was the Estate Manager to whom she’d sent her application. By the end of the process she’d assured Mr Taylor that she wouldn’t mind living in the country a bit and it would make a nice change from London. When he mentioned she’d probably find it useful to have her own means of transport, she guessed he’d assumed that, at almost 28 years of age, she’d have her own car. She assured him that wouldn’t be a problem, but neglected to confess that her vehicle was in fact an old 3-speed Raleigh bicycle. Would she be interested in the apartment? Definitely, she’d replied, and no, she’d have no trouble furnishing it. In fact she had not a stick of furniture as the stuff in the flat was all borrowed from Kate’s rather well-to-do parents. The phone call had come that evening to offer her the post and she’d accepted.

Kate and Geoff were naturally very keen to know exactly where she’d be based.

I honestly can’t tell you, she’d informed them. I’m to use the Box Number in Salisbury for correspondence. I think I can have visitors but must get permission. Mr Taylor, the man I’ll be working for, explained that the owner – that’s how he referred to him rather than by name, so I have no idea who owns the estate...I guess I’ll find out once I’m there... Anyway, this owner apparently has a thing about publicity and nosey journalists and security. Mr Taylor didn’t actually say so, but I got the impression he doesn’t trust anyone!

So here she was, almost at her destination, or rather at the place she’d be disembarking from her first train, Westbury. Once she’d gathered her possessions, she must take another train a short distance along the route towards Salisbury, alighting at the small hamlet of Belhurst. There, according to Mr Taylor’s instructions, she was to kindly call in at the Belhurst Arms pub to collect a letter giving further instructions. The note would give the full address and directions to her new place of work. Of course Claribel had a good idea where it must be already. As Gran had been fond of saying, I’m not as dumb as I’m cabbage-looking. It had been easy enough to consult an ordinance survey map and check out the village of Belhurst and which estate might fit the bill. She favoured Devereux Park, either that or a neighbouring one called Medfield Court. Beyond that, she knew nothing, not its size, acreage or principal activities, nor who its mysterious owner might be.

The guard on her second train was most obliging and saw to unloading her bike and suitcase, and of course Fred, but after that she was on her own, since the halt wasn’t staffed. She wheeled her bike across to the pub, which was no trouble at all to find. It was only a short distance from the station and clearly at the centre of the village, a sweet cobbled area with a small Post Office shop and a bus stop beside it, plus an old-fashioned lamp-post. Signs attached to the lamp-post indicated Warminster one way and Salisbury the other. A short distance along the Warminster Road was a second lamp-post, with another sign beneath a red triangle saying ‘School’. She was quite surprised that such a small community had its own school. There were several cottages along the road in both directions, mostly thatched, and beyond the school sign she made out the squat tower of what must be the village church. 

She turned to cross back over the road and fetch her suitcase plus Fred, but stopped just in time. It was the roar of the engine that warned her, before a flash of red vehicle sped past – a low-slung sports car of some kind with the soft top fixed in place, so she couldn’t make out who was driving – some tearabout, no doubt. She fetched the case and, with Fred tucked under one arm, crossed back over the road, checking both directions most carefully as she did so. The speeding driver must be half way to Salisbury by now. Leaving the case beside the bike, but keeping hold of Fred to get him inside before those threatening skies delivered their promised rain, she stepped into the pub to enquire after her letter.

“Hello there,” called a friendly female voice with a west country accent. “You must be Miss Carter.”

What a relief! She was expected, so her letter must be awaiting her. “Yes, that’s right. I believe Mr Taylor left me a letter.”

“He did that. I was hoping you’d get here in time. We close from three till five-thirty and I’m going shopping. I’m Pat – Pat Smithson – and my old man’s John, as you’ll see over the door there. He’s down the cellar right now.” She turned to the shelf at the back of the bar and picked up a sealed envelope, which she handed to Claribel. “Here we are – Miss Claribel Carter. Care for a drink while you’re here?”

“That’s kind of you, Mrs Smithson. I could murder a cup of tea – and the use of the Ladies.”

Mrs Smithson pointed to one side of the bar. “Through there for the loos. Would you like to leave your friend with me?” They both laughed, as Claribel propped Fred in one of the wheelback chairs at the nearest table. “I’ll go and brew up.” Mrs Smithson said. “Could do with one myself and I’ll be ringing for time soon.”

Claribel had little experience of visiting pubs. She’d never drunk alcohol really, just the odd sip of Champagne at special celebrations. This place appeared quite ancient, with uneven walls and floors and low ceilings and plenty of exposed beams. The toilets were ancient too, with old-fashioned high up cisterns and long chains to flush them. The whole place smelled of stale cigarette smoke.

Two elderly men, who’d been occupying the table nearest the glowing open fireplace, were just leaving as Claribel returned to the bar. From their whispers and less than covert glances her way, it was clear that newcomers must be a topic of interested gossip. Mrs Smithson cleared the two empty pint glasses from the table, gave it a wipe, and then fetched the tea tray. This she placed on the table before going to bolt the main door and put up the closed sign.

While the kind landlady poured out the tea, Claribel opened her letter and was unsurprised to see a map showing Devereux Park and the winding lane of about three miles that led from the village to the main house. Mr Taylor also wrote that he’d be at an appointment in Salisbury most of the day but should be back around six. Meanwhile the housekeeper, Mrs Doreen Taylor (my wife! he wrote) would show her to the apartment in the stable block and, by the way, no furniture had been delivered yet!

“So you’ll  be working at the big house, then,” Mrs Smithson said.

“That’s right. I start on Tuesday, which gives me a few days to settle in. I wonder if I can ask you a favour. Might I leave my suitcase and my tailor’s dummy with you until I can arrange for them to be collected?”

“You’re not in a car, then?”

She shook her head. “No, a bicycle, I’m afraid.”

Seeing the woman’s astonishment, she added, “And the train of course!”

Mrs Smithson nodded. “Of course, I heard it a  few minutes ago. By all means leave your case, my luv and...er...”

“Fred,” Claribel said. 

“Right! Finish your tea then you can fetch in your case.”

The kind lady disappeared off back to the kitchen, while Claribel swallowed the rest of her tea, before making for the back door she’d spotted near the toilets, as the front was bolted. By the time she’d returned via the same route with her case, Mrs Smithson had still not re-appeared. Then she heard her voice. She must be on the phone in the kitchen.

Eavesdropping never did anyone any good, her gran used to say, when admonishing Claribel for doing that very thing. She didn’t catch all of it, but it must surely be about herself. It made her blush.

“...and pretty as a picture, golden hair, which I swear is natural, as are her lovely curls, I’d say. She has the sweetest smile with dimples in rosy cheeks. She’ll be coming your way in the next hour I’d say. Someone needs to collect her suitcase and a tailor’s dummy called Fred, both of which I’m currently looking after...Oh, so Tom can’t come. What about His Highness? He’ll want to meet this one, I think. A sight more attractive than Miss Wallace...” There was laughter then, before Mrs Smithson gave a cheerful, “All right, Dor, see you soon,” and ended the call.

“Here I am with the suitcase, Mrs Smithson,” Claribel called out, to give the impression she’d only just come in.

“Stand if up against the wall there,” she said, as she emerged from the kitchen and pointed to one side of the corridor. “Now I’ve rung the house and someone will be along to fetch it, hopefully by this evening.”

“It won’t be a disaster if not,” Claribel told her. “I’ve got basic supplies in my small rucksack, toiletries, nightie etcetera. It’s easy enough to cycle with that on my back. What I will do is get my waterproof over-trousers out of the case and swap this jacket for my anorak as I suspect it’s coming on to rain.”

“Aye, more wet days than dry so far this year,” Mrs Smithson said. “Are you sure you want to cycle? You could get a ride with your case.”

“I’ll enjoy the fresh air and exercise, thanks, after spending most of the day on trains.” She delved into the case to swap the items of clothing around, then refastened it and stood it by the wall, before donning her waterproofs. As she did so, she recalled the speeding sports car. Would that be the one to fetch her case? She hoped not, since she didn’t give much for its chances of arriving in one piece. Then she reflected that it was most likely too large to fit into such a low-slung car anyway. She decided to ask about it.

“This does seem like a lovely place, Mrs Smithson, so pretty and peaceful – except for a red sports’ car I saw flashing through the village when I arrived.”

The lady nodded and her mouth quite turned down. “Thought I heard him. That would be his lordship from Medfield Court, showing off his latest Ferrari, no doubt. He really needs to be prosecuted for driving so recklessly near a primary school. At least it’s holiday time now. Perhaps he’ll become more responsible when he weds, though when that will be I don’t know. There are rumours about, but he likes to play the field. Always been a tearaway.”

“I see. He’s not likely to be using the track to Devereux Park, I trust?”

“Highly unlikely, I’d say – no love lost there.”

That was a relief. Claribel slipped her rucksack on and made for the back door. “I’ll be off then, Mrs Smithson. Thanks again.”

“Go carefully, lass...and I’ll be seeing you, no doubt,” she said, giving a nod of approval as she noted Claribel fixing her safety helmet in place.

It appeared the lane to Devereux Park began right beside the pub and headed slightly north-east away from the railway and the village. Thinking about what she’d overheard in the pub, she guessed Dor must be Doreen Taylor, wife of Mr Taylor, whom she’d be working for. But who was His Highness? Surely the owner to whom Mr Taylor had referred was not a Prince!

A three-mile cycle would normally take Claribel less than half an hour, but that was on flat, straight, tarmac. This was a fairly rough and bendy track, full of pot holes, which in turn were full of water, so you couldn’t see how deep they were. It was slow going and she might as well have walked. At least her destination was now in sight. That huge place must surely be the house. Then suddenly a curtain of rain obliterated the view. It had been a fine drizzle so far, but now it was a deluge, rapidly creating huge puddles, so she could no longer see where the pot-holes might be. It was safer to dismount and push the bike along. She crossed to the righthand side, so technically she’d be facing the oncoming traffic. That was a bit of nonsense really, since the lane was only single track with a few passing places. At least there’d been no traffic thus far. Nevertheless she kept to the verge and wheeled the bike on her left, so it would get hit before she did, perish the thought.

Ironically, at that moment a vehicle swept towards her around the bend and she had no choice but to throw herself, bike and all, into the ditch to avoid being hit. The driver had clearly not seen her, which was hardly surprising given the pouring rain and the fact he or she would be on the side opposite to where Claribel was walking. It must be a very quiet engine, for she’d not heard it coming. It was most definitely not a red Ferrari, but large and grey. 

Once she’d got her breath back, she cautiously moved about and established she was not, much hurt – maybe a little bruised, but no broken bones. She began to get angry. It had been a big car, taking up the full width of the narrow lane. It was irresponsible to drive so fast and not to sound the horn on bends like the one the car had suddenly rounded.

She decided to walk rather than ride the rest of the way, which was vastly uncomfortable, given that her trainers were now awash with sticky mud. At least her precious bike was still in one piece.
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Sir William Devereux, 14th Baronet, was in his library and not best pleased to hear Mrs Taylor’s distinctive knock on the huge oak door, not least because he’d given instructions he was not at home and not to be interrupted. He laid down his gold fountain pen – a long ago gift from his long dead grandfather – and called “Come in, Mrs Taylor,” trying to sound warmer than he felt. It was a nuisance to be interrupted. He was trying to complete some personal correspondence before taking the dog for a walk in time to wash and change and attend the Maundy Thursday service at Belhurst parish church this evening.

Mrs Taylor duly poked her head round the door. 

“Sorry to interrupt, sir,” she said, “only I’ve had a call from Pat Smithson at the Belhurst Arms and it seems Tom’s new secretary has arrived.”

William frowned. This was nothing to do with him. He had his own secretary. Miss Wallace, now in her early sixties. She had recently gone down to two days a week, Tuesday and Friday, which was adequate for his needs, and he was dreading the day she informed him she wanted to fully retire. She might not be up to the minute in office technology but her old-fashioned ways suited William. The estate manager’s office seemed to go through new secretaries like nobody’s business. None stayed long. 

After their experiences with the last one, he’d told Tom to ensure he had strictly nothing to do with the new appointment, nor the resulting secretary. What had possessed the man to appoint the last one, who had resembled a cat-walk model? He’d wondered what Tom’s wife had thought of it at the time, for Tom and Doreen were a happily married couple in their fifties, long employed on the estate as manager and cook/housekeeper respectively. When the trollop had found her way to William’s private apartments late one evening, it had been the last straw. She had some excuse about being nervous after hearing noises outside her apartment, which was situated in the old stable block, and had come for help.

His widowed mother, still Lady Devereux, given William’s single status, had another explanation. Trying to entrap you, no doubt, had been her verdict. She’ll have to go. She was probably right, but fortunately for William, their handyman-come-security guard, affectionately known as Brod, had heard the woman creeping stealthily through the kitchen and followed her up.

William had rung the extension in the Taylors’ cottage and summoned them both to deal with it together. It had not been past midnight and fortunately, he had still been fully dressed. He and Brod had immediately escorted the woman back down to the kitchen, where the Taylors had taken over. Brod later assured William that he could vouch for the entire time the girl was in William’s company, since he was there too. That night the versatile man had added the unlikely role of chaperone to his normal duties. 

The following day, William had been unsurprised to learn that there had been no evidence of a disturbance at the stable block and the young lady had been dismissed with a generous packet of severance pay. Evidently, her replacement was now here. William hoped Tom had done better with this choice, not that he was likely to find out for he intended having nothing whatsoever to do with her. Tom had been apologetic about the last one. It’s difficult to fill a post like this. Not many young women are keen on living and working in the remote countryside.

Now, for some reason, Doreen Taylor had come to see him about the new lady. He fixed a smile on his face, swallowed his annoyance and responded to the apologetic housekeeper.

“How can I help?” he asked.

“They have her suitcase at the pub and Pat wondered if we could fetch it. Apparently she came by train.”

“So she needs picking up as well?”

“No, but Fred does.”

“Fred? Has she brought her brother with her or something?” He trusted it wasn’t a dog. Perhaps it was some huge stuffed toy won at a fair.

“You’ll find out,” she said, amusement in her tone. “Miss Carter won’t need a ride. She’s on a bike.”

He glanced out of the window. “In this weather?”

“Yes. Tom mentioned that she seemed to have the kind of robust constitution that would do well in the country. No days off work in the past three years, apparently. She keeps fit riding her bike everywhere.”

“Short of balancing a suitcase across the handlebars and this Fred sitting on her shoulders. I see the difficulty...and Tom’s in Salisbury today, of course.” He sighed and got to his feet. “All right, but I’ll have to go now.” He gathered up his letters and locked them in the central top drawer of his huge Georgian mahogany desk. It would only take about 15 minutes to get to the pub and back, so he really shouldn’t feel too put out about being landed with the unexpected task.

Had he been recruited to collect the new secretary and her bike, as well as the suitcase and Fred, he’d have taken the Range Rover. But given that it was only the suitcase and the mysterious Fred, he chose to use the Rolls. He’d not had her out in a week, never mind that she’d need a thorough wash and polish afterwards. He’d have the valet service come and do that after Easter.

He reached Belhurst reasonably quickly, given that sudden torrential downpour, which had slowed him down considerably. He drew up in the pub’s small carpark, now empty, being in afternoon closure time. Entering through the backdoor, he called out, “Hello, anyone home.”

He found John Smithson polishing the beer taps. “Afternoon, Will,” he greeted William. Despite William being the pub’s owner and therefore the Smithsons’ landlord, they were very informal with one another. As a teenager, William had once worked for Pat and John, clearing and washing glasses and doing odd jobs about the place to earn some money. It had been a kind of conspiracy against William’s stingy father, who’d only paid him a very paltry allowance.

“I take it you’ve come for that suitcase and its guardian over there.” He pointed out a sizeable case on wheels, covered in blue cloth – one of the cheaper makes, but in good condition. It was either fairly newly acquired or its owner didn’t travel very much.

“I have, John, thanks. Good heavens, what’s that thing like a headless mannikin propped beside it?” 

“Pat introduced it as Fred. I believe it’s called a tailor’s dummy.”

William tucked Fred under one arm and with the other hand pulled up the handle and tipped the case. “I’ll be getting back – but see you on Monday for the barbecue.”

“Yes, it’s likely to be a damp one I’m afraid.”

It was an annual tradition on Easter Monday to hold a community barbecue at the pub. It was a ticketed affair and the profits went to a local charity. The Johnson couple at Devereux Park’s Home Farm donated the meat, while William himself footed the bar bill. That considerably expanded the profit margin. It was an event William had negotiated with the Smithsons over ten years ago now. Before he left the pub, he couldn’t resist adding, “I trust Tom Taylor’s done better with his appointment this time.”

“Couldn’t say,” John Smithson replied, with quite a twinkle in his eye. “Haven’t met the young lady – but Pat assures me she’s very nice. You should have passed her on the lane. She was cycling.”

William shook his head. “She must be a fast cyclist. I saw no one on the lane.”

“She must be very fast, then,” the man replied, but he was frowning as he glanced at his watch. “She only left twenty minutes ago, just before Pat went shopping.”

“She might have taken the track to Home Farm by mistake. They’ll set her right.” William said, as he wheeled out the case the same way he’d come in.

On approaching the main gates of the beautiful place he’d been privileged to call home for the past 35 years – his entire life of course – William had to revise his assumption about the new secretary’s record cycling speed. There in front of him was a bedraggled-looking figure in hooded anorak and over-trousers, with mud-spattered shoes beneath. He suspected, from the way they clung to her, that the jacket and trousers might not be that waterproof. She was wheeling her bike and appeared to be limping. He had to halt,  because they could not both negotiate the pillared entrance at the same time.

She must have heard the engine however – good hearing, he guessed, for it was very quiet. Still holding the handlebars of the bike she came to a halt and glanced back over her shoulder. On her seeing the car, all hell broke loose. She propped her bike against one of the pillars. He definitely couldn’t get through now. Was that her intention? It must be, for she then stood alongside it, completely blocking his path, so that, short of mowing her down, he had to come to a stop too. Hands on hips, lips pursed in a thin, straight line, she appeared ready to do battle.

He must get out of the vehicle, he supposed, and talk to the wretched creature.

Reluctantly, for it was sill raining, though less heavy now, he opened the door and climbed out. He had on his usual casual outfit of tweed jacket, toning plain chinos and a tweed cap. Before he could speak, she did – or rather, she shouted.

“Are you the same driver who came along the lane about fifteen minutes ago? You must be. That car’s big enough to fill the road, which it certainly did. Filled it to the extent that there was no room for a bicycle, let alone one being pushed by a pedestrian. I don’t know who the owner of this pile is...” At this point she waved one hand in the general direction of the grand Palladian mansion behind her, before continuing. “If I happen to come across him, I shall respectfully suggest he could usefully get something done about this disgraceful lane.” She now gesticulated towards the road. “He might also like to consider sacking his chauffeur and filling the role with a better driver than you are! Why the hell didn’t you sound your horn when you came round the bend?”

At this point the woman ran out of steam. She was quite red in the face and panting slightly.

“My apologies, madam,” he said, while he had the chance, studying to retain a quiet and reasonable tone. “Clearly I didn’t see you in all the pouring rain and I apologise for not thinking to sound my horn. One gets very little pedestrian traffic on the lane, but that’s no excuse.” Perhaps she was surprised at this ready admission on his part, for she made no immediate response. He’d well and truly taken the wind out of her sails.

Before she could gather her thoughts for another tirade, he added, “I notice your garments are black. For future reference, it would be sensible to wear a high-visibility jacket, or at least high-vis stripes to show you up in such murky conditions. I was driving with my lights on. You should have seen me.”

“Oh, I saw you all right, as you came hurtling round the corner. The problem is, you didn’t see me.”

He studied the bike for a moment. “Quite. Hurtling does not exactly describe a speed of 15 miles an hour, which is all that is sensibly possible in these conditions. But, whatever my speed, you didn’t have your own lights on. In fact, unless I’m very much mistaken your bike does not appear to be fitted with lights.”

If he wasn’t so annoyed, William decided he would have found the expression that now came over her face quite endearing, a kind of caught-stealing-a-cream-bun-from-the-larder look, as the guilt due to the obvious, inescapable conclusion that she had at least been partly in the wrong, began to dawn on the now embarrassed woman. While he still had the upper hand, he continued.

“You seem to have hurt your ankle. Would you like a lift along the drive. I take it you’re reporting to Mrs Taylor, as her husband’s out for the day.”

She opened her mouth as if to respond, but then changed her mind. She pursed her lips again, while her brow creased into even more of a frown. As he saw it, she had a choice at this point. Either she could admit the blame was really 50-50, or she could hold her ground and make him take all the responsibility. Her reply, when it came, clearly told him which option had won the day.

“I wouldn’t ride in a car with you even if you were Keke Rosberg in a Ferrari, whom I suspect I might have seen speeding through Belhurst earlier this afternoon.”

“Red convertible?” he asked.

“I think so – red at least.”

“One of our neighbours, Viscount Medfield. Now what about that ride?”

“I’ll walk, thank you.”

So she followed Formula One, did she – or perhaps had a boyfriend who did? He sent a sympathetic thought to the put-upon chap, whoever he was. “I’m glad I didn’t actually hit you.” he shouted after her.

She stopped then and he could read the tension in her shoulders. Not turning round, she too raised her voice and shouted back, “No thanks to you that you didn’t. If I hadn’t jumped into the ditch and dragged my bike on top of me, you’d likely have killed me!”

He really shouldn’t have, but the picture she drew made him quietly chortle. He trusted she’d not heard, as it was rather unkind to draw amusement from a situation that had left her wet and presumably quite cold, as well as slightly injured. However, he decided to get in the last word and called after her, “If you hadn’t done that I might actually have seen you and braked in good time. I was not going that fast.” The latter was true, but he hadn’t actually seen her and, worst case scenario, if she’d not taken avoiding action he might have killed her or injured her badly. He went quite cold at the thought.

As he watched her disappear around the side of the house towards the service rooms at the back – at least she knew her place – he felt somewhat confused. She was a stubborn, opinionated woman, quite rude and unwilling to admit her own culpability in a situation that fortunately had not resulted in serious injury to either party. On the other hand, seeing her shoulders droop as she walked away gave the impression that she was quite upset or possibly in more pain from her injured ankle than she’d cared to acknowledge. She had spoken her last words to him without turning to face his way. He wondered if that might be because she was holding back tears. Her voice had certainly sounded a little wobbly.

Well, let Doreen Taylor deal with it. He need have nothing more to do with the woman. Let her continue to think of him as the reckless chauffeur. However, if she was going to reside in the stable block it was quite likely she would eventually discover his true identity and would probably feel quite foolish as a consequence. Recalling her choleric visage a few moments ago, he decided she would look quite pretty when she blushed! The woman was safely out of sight now, so he returned to the car and drove to the garages, which were situated to the other side of the main house, out of sight behind a small stand of silver birches.
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Chapter 3
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Claribel reached what must be the entrance to the service rooms at the back of the huge place. It was still raining a little, for which she was grateful, as Mrs Taylor was less likely to spot her tears. She felt a little ashamed at how she’d spoken to that man. He might only be a driver, but he’d been quite polite and reasonable and was owed more respect than she’d shown him. Considering the situation from his point of view, she reluctantly admitted, at least to herself, that it must have been near impossible for him to see her in this outfit – and her bike frame was also a quite dark blue. She presumed it must be him who’d been sent to fetch her case and she’d not even said thank you.

She entered a covered yard, from which several doors led off. Propping the bike against a wall she made for the nearest door, the most likely choice, for she could hear the clatter of cooking pans being moved about.

“Mrs Taylor?” she enquired of a middle-aged lady in white overalls, standing by a large stove.

“That’s me. And you must be Miss Carter.” As she spoke, she laid aside the spoon she’d been stirring something with and turned around. “Lord love me, what happened to you?”

Claribel managed a wan smile. “I fell in the ditch.” She had already decided not to mention the Rolls Royce or its driver. It did not do to be telling tales about members staff to other employees. It would remain a secret between her and that objectionable man.

“So I see...and you’re limping. Goodness me, what you need is a soak in a hot bath.” She stood arms akimbo, as if assessing the situation. “Suitcase should have arrived by now. I’ll go chase that up, but first, a bath.”

“I think I’m supposed to be in the stable block,” Claribel said.

“Yes, I know that was the plan, but Tom – my husband – told me your furniture’s not arrived yet. He didn’t know which carrier you were using, so we couldn’t chase them up.”

“Ah, well...um...I don’t exactly have any furniture and even if I had, of course I’d not been given the delivery address until today.” 

Mrs Taylor tutted. “Ridiculous business. I told Tom it was quite wrong not to be open about where you’d be working. And the secrecy hasn’t worked either.” She went across to the floor-to-ceiling dresser and picked up an envelope. “This arrived for you yesterday, so somebody knows where you are.” She handed it to Claribel.

“My friend Kate’s writing. She’s very resourceful, but I’ve no idea how she found out.” No doubt the letter would tell her and she longed to open it, but for now, put it down on the table.

“At least you’re here now,” Mrs Taylor said. “I
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