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Special thanks to my older brother Wally, who helped develop my interest in mysterious things.

September 19, 1936

“Thank you again Lady Townshend for your hospitality. Raynham Hall has not disappointed. What a splendid place this is.” Captain Provand turned a corner inside the stately manor and gazed at a stunning grand oak staircase before him.

“Why thank you Captain, I am happy to oblige for Country Life. I cannot wait to see it featured in your lovely magazine,” the lady of the Hall gushed. 

“Shira, can we get this magnificent stair in a shot? Set up right here at the base.” The Captain studied the striking architecture that surrounded him as his assistant Indre Shira adjusted their camera. Raynham Hall was a jewel that deserved to be in Country Life. He grinned as he imagined what the final layout would look like. 

“It’s ready.” Mr. Shira backed away from the equipment with the zest of a man who’d just won a large hand at poker.

“Well, I’ll let you gentlemen get back to work. Again, I am so delighted that you could be here today.” Lady Townshend trotted off as the Captain gazed through the lense of the camera. 

“I’m going to adjust this a bit to the left, Mr. Shira.” The Captain deftly made changes as he commanded. “Alright, now.” With a few satisfying clicks, the staircase was properly photographed. Or so the gentlemen thought. 

“Wait!” Shira barked. A chill ran through the assistant as a light mist wafted down the steps. “My God, what on earth! Do you see that? Keep shooting!”

The Captain could scarcely believe his eyes. Out of nowhere, a woman in a brown brocade dress appeared on the stairs. Again, he removed the cap of the lense and with a flash, captured something strange. And just as quickly as the ghost appeared, she was gone.

“Did you get it?” Shira gasped as he stumbled from beneath the flash cloth.

“Yes, yes!”

Lady Townshend trotted in at the sounds of the commotion. “What happened?”

“Madam, forgive me for asking, but have you had hauntings here at the Hall?” The Captain came from behind the camera, his face as white as a sheet.

Lady Townshend swallowed hard and clutched at her collar. “Yes, it’s a former lady of the Hall, Lady Dorothy Walpole.”

The two men from Country Life magazine were stunned. Soon everyone in the world would know about the Brown Lady of Raynham Hall.

__________

1696

“Papa, I don’t understand.” Dorothy Walpole collapsed on a chaise in the ornate drawing room. 

Lord Walpole grimaced at his lovely daughter. Not yet in her teens, she was already quite the beauty with dark locks and porcelain skin. “Darling, this is not to be discussed. Ever. It is not appropriate.” 

“Papa please—” Dorothy straightened her stature on the plush settee and flicked her hair. 

“This is the end of this discussion. It pains me to make such a decision Dorothy but know that I do it with the best of intentions.” Lord Walpole rose from his seat and patted his daughter’s head. “It is for the best my dear. Run along now, I have business to attend to.”

“Yes, Sir.” Dorothy pouted and left the room in a dejected fashion.

Lord Walpole gazed out the window and sighed. One day his daughter would know precisely why she couldn’t marry Charles Townshend.

A few hours later, Dorothy pined away in the garden and was soon joined by her brother Robert. He strode in to console his beloved sister.

“Robert, surely our father doesn’t understand love.” 

“Oh, Dorothy, you my dear, are ready to be promised, but nowhere near ready to even entertain becoming a bride. You’re barely twelve.” The heir to the Walpole name gently chided his sister. She was on the precipice of womanhood, but Robert Walpole knew that if his father were to agree to an engagement between Dorothy and Charles Townshend, it would seem that Lord Walpole would have participated in some sort of favoritism. Lord Walpole had raised Charles like his own son. 

“But he loves me. Surely you’ve seen it?” Dorothy tried one last argument.

“Dear sister, he is a young man with many options for his future. You are a child of privilege. There is no reason for you to grow up so soon.” Robert slid onto the bench next to his dejected sibling and took her hand. “Marriage of our kind is more than love. It is a delicate match making, unions of families and power. But you can be happy. You must believe that. Promise me that the kind girl you are today will become an even more generous and fetchingly beautiful woman tomorrow?”

“Alright then.” Dorothy looked down and conceded. She’d always admired her brother’s tact and intellect. 

“Well, I believe you should continue with your studies, young lady.” Robert grinned and gave her a sweet peck on the forehead. “Off you go.”

Dorothy begrudgingly left for the manor just as Charles approached.

“So, I guess you’ve heard the news?” Charles came to a halt before Robert.

Robert resisted the temptation to smirk. Robert’s father had again refused any matrimony between Charles and his sister Dorothy. “I’m sorry, but yes.”

“It is an outrage. Am I too common?” Charles sneered.

“No, no. Sir, you must contain your temper. As we have been raised like brothers, surely you can see that my father cannot extend too many favors your way. To continue to do so would tarnish your political reputation.”

“And Dorothy is a favor?”

“Don’t treat her like a pawn and she won’t be.” Robert maintained his composure except for his lip which curled in resentment at his friend’s stupidity. “Move on, there are others you know. Don’t be so driven.”

“And this coming from a man with sky high ambitions. Well then, I’m off.” Charles adjusted his cap with a hard tug and strode away with rejection enveloping him.

“Don’t pout like a child!” Robert called after him. He sat for a moment on a chaise in the garden. Dorothy was his loveliest sister and hadn’t even reached a true adolescence. She would need more protection from future suitors, of that he was certain.

__________

A few years later...

“I understand congratulations are in order.”  The younger Robert Walpole took a sip of his beverage.

“Yes, Miss Pelham and I will be married.” Charles Townshend gazed at his fiancée Elizabeth Pelham from across the courtyard.

“A lovely young woman.” Walpole watched his friend’s expression as he drank. He couldn’t help but wonder if Charles was satisfied with Elizabeth. After all, she was a second choice. A failed proposal to Dorothy had rankled his friend for years. Robert had long considered Charles to be like a brother, but surely even Charles could see that marrying Dorothy would be deemed inappropriate.

A fit of laughter interrupted their conversation. An inebriated Thomas Wharton stumbled through some of the ground’s thicker foliage with a lady on each arm. 

“Prick.” Charles grimaced. 

“But a smart one, nevertheless.” Robert laughed. 

“The man is a swine. He defiled the church, defecating and pissing at the alter and pulpit. And how he managed to secure poor Anne Lee’s fortune, even after he’d infected her with the results of his sexual savagery, was tragic.” Charles hissed.

“Your jealousy is showing. Let it go, Charles. This is your celebration. Soon you’ll have a new bride and, with some help from my father, a new position.”

“A position that cost me dearly.” Charles took a long swill of his drink with a furrowed brow. It had been years since he’d proposed marriage to Dorothy, awkwardly asking a man that had been his guardian. He turned his head to look at his true love. In another corner of the courtyard, Dorothy Walpole chatted merrily with a female companion.

Dorothy had become a stunning beauty. A wide brimmed hat shadowed her delicate features and pale skin. Her gentle hands were placed elegantly in her lap, while her raven locks tickled at her décolletage. 

“You, Sir, need to give that attention to Elizabeth.” Robert chided Charles. “Come, it’s time to formally announce your future bride.” As the two men crossed the courtyard and began their proclamation, Thomas Wharton sprung to Dorothy’s side.

“Dorothy, my darling.” Thomas Wharton grinned wickedly and whispered. “Surely you don’t want to be here for such a frivolous moment.”

Dorothy stiffened and felt her heart drop. Thomas’ words stung. As much as she hated to admit it, Dorothy didn’t want to be present for the announcement of Charles and Elizabeth’s engagement.

“It’s not frivolous. Charles is a good man. And he is marrying a kind woman. However, I believe that catching a breath of fresh air would be lovely.” Dorothy tried to remain calm
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