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ENGLAND – SPRING 1926




CHAPTER ONE

Sir Bayard Cherville, resplendent in his royal-blue dressing gown, stood gazing out of his open bedroom window and breathed in deeply the fresh spring air. It was the last week of April, but already the weather felt more as if they were in the middle of May, and the perfume from his gardens below bore the unmistakable mix of wallflowers and narcissus, bluebells and hyacinths.

Beyond the formal gardens of Cleeves Lea Manor spread the rest of his grounds and estate, set in the gently rolling acres of south Yorkshire. Over six miles away lay the coast, just far enough that the salt in the air didn’t affect his crops but close enough for him to keep his yacht and enjoy sailing her, whenever the weather was right and the mood took him. At five feet ten, with grey hair and eyes, he was getting a little solid around the middle now, but still considered himself to be a fine figure of a man. 

He turned from contemplating his fiefdom, and far more critically regarded the woman lying in the four-poster bed behind him. She was propped up against the cushions and studiously pretending to attend to the tea and toast on the tray which her maid had just brought in and had carefully positioned over her knees.

Lady Sybil, at thirty-two years old, was a pale, slender woman, exactly twenty years younger than her husband. She possessed a fine length of ash-blonde hair (currently caught up in a becoming bedcap of pearl-coloured silk and lace) and startling aquamarine-tinted eyes. Her husband often said that it was his lady wife’s eyes that had first captured and then hopelessly ensnared him, when he’d first been introduced to her at some soiree or other in Wimbledon five years before.

The youngest daughter of an impoverished son and lord, she had accepted his proposal of marriage six months later, reluctantly conceding that she was in dire danger of becoming an old maid if she didn’t. And even more reluctantly facing the fact that, despite her beauty, breeding and charm, her lack of any dowry worth its name meant that she would almost certainly never be able to make a better match.

It was the truth that Sir Bayard might lack the sophistication she would have preferred, for he came from a generation of landed gentry that were first and foremost farmers, but in Cleeves Lea Manor, at least, a lovely Georgian house with wings stretching back to Elizabethan times, the new Lady Cherville had no cause for complaint. Better yet, wool had made Sir Bayard’s ancestors wealthy enough to keep all successive Cherville brides in silks and pearls, and although the Great War, taxes and the changing times had nibbled into the coffers somewhat, the family were still a name to be reckoned with throughout this part of the county.

It hadn’t taken long, however, for Lady Sybil to chafe at such isolated country living and she had quickly taken to prolonged visits to town, forcing her husband, over the last few years, into hosting rather lavish weekend parties so that he might keep her entertained, whilst safely under his watchful eye. Not by nature a gregarious man, Sir Bayard was nevertheless proud of his home, gardens and estates and liked showing them off well enough and so he bore these proceedings stoically.

So, on this Thursday morning, he found himself contemplating the arrival of the first of his guests for the latest gathering, and his lips twitched in a rather evil-looking smile as he observed his wife making a show of nonchalantly buttering a slice of toast. She studiously avoided the jar of Oxford marmalade, as she watched over her svelte figure with a ferocious regard that had once intrigued him but now only amused him. For he knew well enough why she wanted to stay young, slim and beautiful.

‘We’ve got a mixed bag coming up this time, haven’t we, m’dear?’ he murmured, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his dressing gown and wandering casually back towards the marital bed.

His wife eyed his approach warily. ‘Well, darling, whose fault is that?’ she retorted crisply. ‘If you will go and invite an extra person behind my back at the very last minute and not even let me know in good time…’ She shrugged a slender shoulder to indicate her displeasure at such behaviour.

Sir Bayard affected a look of innocence. ‘But I thought you two were such good friends?’

Sybil felt herself tense and forced a bored smile onto her face. ‘That’s not the point, Bay, and you know it,’ she chided, careful to keep her tone light now. ‘A good hostess picks and chooses her guests carefully, so that they can complement one another, and we can make the most of them. It’s an art, you know, choosing houseguests who can rub along well enough, whilst at the same time, sparking off each other, thus amusing everyone concerned. I had a perfectly balanced group, and then you go and tell me now, this very morning, that you’re bringing in someone who’ll upset the whole—’

‘Nonsense,’ Sir Bayard interrupted her bluntly. ‘You fuss too much. I think this weekend party will go with a swing and probably prove to be one of our best yet.’ And so saying, he turned and headed back to the window again, before tossing a final comment over his shoulder. ‘And I, for one, intend to enjoy it enormously.’ 

And he would too, he thought, his somewhat anticipatory smile quickly falling away as he stared out over the awakening countryside. Oh yes, the Lord of the Manor mused, watching a pair of blackbirds patrolling the well-manicured lawns for early-morning worms. He intended to enjoy the coming long weekend very much indeed. But not everyone, he suspected, would get as much satisfaction out of the things that he had planned for the following few days.

Lying in bed, Sybil watched his back thoughtfully. After four years of marriage, she’d come to know her husband very well, and she was sure that he was up to something. In some ways he was rather childish, and like some children, he could show a definite cruel streak when the mood took him. Uneasily, she put the tray to one side of the bed and swung her feet to the floor. ‘Well, I’m off to have a bath,’ she said, as casually as she could manage.

But as she made her way down the landing towards the nearest bathroom, she was feeling anything but casual. He couldn’t know, could he? The thought made her shiver uneasily, and she told herself crossly not to get a case of the collywobbles. Of course he couldn’t know – there was no way he could possibly have found out. She’d been so careful. They had both been so careful. This unexpected little twist of fate just had to be one of life’s odd little coincidences, that was all. It was all very annoying and everything, but they only needed to keep their heads for a few days, after all. 

In the bathroom, where her maid had already half-filled the tub, she poured some of her favourite scented French bath salts into the gently steaming water and settled in with a small sigh of pleasure. But her mind couldn’t rest easily, as she tried yet again to convince herself that she was worrying over nothing. After all, Bayard did sometimes invite people to their parties that she’d rather he didn’t. Take silly Agnes, for instance. He’d put his foot down over inviting her this weekend because the last time they’d enjoyed her hospitality she’d brought the son of a Duke to table, which was always something of a coup, and he insisted they owed her. 

Still, her guilty conscience insisted, asking the annoying, fussy, old maid that was Agnes Warren to come was a far cry from inviting…

Suddenly, Lady Sybil sat up in the bathtub with a quick cry of distress as another realisation swamped her. For once, though, her thoughts weren’t solely concerned with herself and her own woes and worries, but with someone else’s.

‘The Rowes!’ she yelped, appalled. Good grief, she simply must stop the Rowes from coming! With a splash, she clambered out of the tub and awkwardly tried to don her silk dressing gown. Of course, she was so wet that it stuck and clung annoyingly to her form, preventing her movements, and with a near sob of frustration, she had to stop and dry herself with a towel first, all the time wondering what time it was.

Perhaps, if she was lucky, they wouldn’t have left for the train yet? But coming all the way from Oxfordshire, they’d be sure to be setting off early.

Cursing her husband roundly, she all but ran down the landing and the stairs, some locks of her damp, long hair flying free from under her bath cap as she headed for the telephone in the hall, quite scandalising Jardine the butler, who was on his way to his pantry to polish the breakfast silver.







In their Woodstock home, mother and daughter Elizabeth and Bernadette Rowe, known as Betty and Bernie to their closest friends, surveyed the large trunk standing in the hall with somewhat shamed faces. They closely resembled each other with their big blue eyes, their short but shapely figures and the shade of their brown hair – though Bernie favoured the more fashionable bobbed hairstyle of the day, whilst her mother kept her locks long, if swept back and up-rolled into a neat bun on the back of her head.

Widowed young, Betty had raised her late son Marcus and her daughter single-handedly. The two women had always been very close, and after the tragedy that had rocked them both last year, they had taken to clinging to each other more tightly still. Now they looked from one another and then back to the trunk, sighing almost simultaneously.

‘We are only going for a long weekend,’ Betty said fretfully. ‘Do you suppose we should…?’

‘Absolutely not,’ her daughter said instantly, not needing her mother to complete the sentence to know what she was about to propose. ‘We have to hold our end up amongst Lady Sybil’s glamorous set, don’t forget, and besides, we don’t have time to go through it and prioritise our outfits into two suitcases instead.’ She glanced at the grandfather clock standing in the hall, ponderously ticking away the minutes. ‘We’ll miss the train for sure, and who knows when the next connection will be? Yorkshire is all well and good, but Cleeves Lea is the very dickens to get to.’

‘At least they have their own private halt,’ Betty pointed out. ‘And Sir Bayard will send the Rolls to pick us up.’

‘That’s true – oh, what it must be like to have private railway stations and a gorgeous manor house to live in,’ Bernie said dryly. ‘I must say, Mother, your best pal really does have a knack of coming up roses. I’ve never known someone so jammy as her ladyship.’

Betty gave her incorrigible but beloved daughter what she hoped was a stern look. ‘I do wish you wouldn’t say such things. I know you moderns think it’s very funny and all that to be disrespectful to your elders, but I for one don’t like it.’ 

‘Sorry, Mummy,’ Bernie said meekly enough, although her blue eyes were twinkling.

Betty sighed inwardly, but in truth, her heart really wasn’t set on defending her old friend too stalwartly. Even as the youngest child at their boarding school, Sybil had quickly acquired the irritating habit of always being able to get what she wanted. Which was something that Betty, even at almost six years her senior, had never managed to acquire.

‘I think that’s Mr Draper here with the taxi,’ Bernie said, hearing a car engine rattling along outside. ‘I do hope he can manage that humongous trunk!’ In fact, it took the former blacksmith Mr Draper very little time or effort to affix the trunk to the back of his rattle-trap car, and within minutes they were heading noisily for the station. Betty, vaguely watching the splendour of Blenheim Palace recede in the distance, gave a little sigh. It was always nice, of course, to get away and visit old friends, but there was no place like home. Then her smooth brown brows puckered into a little frown; home hadn’t really felt like home for some time now.

She was only too aware that it was nearly a year to the day since their whole world had turned upside down – so perhaps it was just as well that they had been invited to spend such a dark anniversary far away from Oxfordshire and all that was so familiar. Perhaps in the depths of the beautiful, rolling Yorkshire countryside, the painful memories wouldn’t be so bad. 

‘I do hope the other guests are going to be a gay crowd,’ Bernie said wistfully, as if reading her mother’s mind. ‘Sir Bayard hinted that he had a real “celebrity” lined up. I wonder who it is?’

‘As long as he’s not a magician, I don’t mind,’ her mother said firmly. ‘I really can’t abide magicians. All that “pick a card” business and juggling about with those poor doves and rabbits. I’m sure the poor things can’t like it.’ 

As the two Rowe women contemplated the sad fate of luckless doves and rabbits, back at their house, their housekeeper answered the telephone to a distressed and rather breathless Lady Sybil, and had to inform her ladyship that, alas, madam and Miss Bernie had already left for the station.

At Cleeves Lea Manor, Sybil hung up with a string of frustrated swear words that made the parlourmaid, scuttling past on her way to the morning room, squeak in alarm and turn a vivid shade of embarrassed puce. Just wait until she told the little tweeny about the mistress’s latest goings-on! The in-between maid had always looked up to her so! 







In Harrogate, Miss Agnes Warren was enjoying a much more leisurely and stress-free start to her day. It wasn’t that far for her to travel to dear Lady Sybil and Sir Bayard’s place, and she had already arranged for a private car, due to arrive in a few hours, to take her all the way to the front door. She did find rail travel such a chore. Even in first class you never knew just who might take a seat in your carriage, did you?

Aged forty-seven, she was a slender woman of five feet seven or so, with brown hair rapidly turning grey, hazel eyes and a good complexion, but she somehow gave the impression of being much older. It was perhaps her clothes, which tended to be dowdy and dull, or perhaps her air of trying to blend into the wallpaper. An only child who had lived with her parents until their deaths, she knew herself to be unsophisticated, and had never quite seemed to discover the trick of how to overcome such self-knowledge. This left her inevitably feeling socially awkward and nervous in company. Paradoxically, however, she knew herself to be lonely and craved the company of others – but wished she could learn the trick of winning their approbation.

Her large Victorian house, which she’d inherited from her wealthy and beloved parents, overlooked a small park and one of the spa town’s many first-class hotels, but for once the tranquil and rather splendid scene outside her window failed to soothe her. Indeed, as she ate her grapefruit half and drank her herbal tea, she was so excited that she found it difficult to even sit still. 

For something wonderful had happened to her recently, something so utterly beyond her wildest dreams that she still wasn’t quite sure that it had actually happened at all. But of course, it had. And whilst she had been persuaded to keep it a secret for now, after this weekend everything would have to change. Wouldn’t her friends have something to say when they found out…

At this point in her pleasurable daydreams, her maid, Clara, came in and asked if she wanted some toast. Clara was, like her employer, in late middle age, but there any similarity between the two women ended. Practical, easy-going and intelligent, the maid regarded Miss Warren with her usual mix of affection and exasperation.

Something had put the little duck into a tizzy and no mistake, Clara thought now, but as her maid of many years’ standing, she’d learned to take it all in her stride. For it didn’t take much, she’d quickly realised, to upset her employer’s equilibrium – which was never exactly robust at the best of times.

‘Oh Clarrie, have you packed my book?’ Agnes instantly asked, for the sixth – or was it seventh? – time. Patiently, the maid assured her that her precious book had been duly packed. As had all her medicines – and extra bottles too, just in case. And her best beaded shoes. And her spare reading glasses.

‘Well, don’t forget my gloves,’ Agnes reminded her. ‘I want the white linen pair, then the pale blue silk gloves with the lace, the long black pair – oh, and my kid gloves in case the weather turns chilly.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

Agnes quickly waved away the idea of toast and with a bird-like glance, dismissed the maid with a little twitter. It was only after she was sure that she was alone that she went to the cupboard and withdrew several small paperbacks and hid them furtively in her voluminous handbag. These ‘penny dreadful’ murder mysteries were her main indulgence, and her addiction to reading them was a foible which she fondly believed she’d successfully kept secret from her household and friends for many years.

Of course she had done no such thing, and many a time after she’d left a bridge party or a WI meeting, her former companions had laughingly wondered what tale of murder or wrongdoing she was about to go home and avidly devour next.

In the kitchen, Clara and the cook were discussing their employer over large cups of tea. The cook, a huge behemoth of a woman who had an undeniably light hand with pastry, began to munch on the rejected toast that she’d already prepared and sighed. ‘Is it just me, or is the old dear all of a flutter about something? More than usual, I mean,’ she added, as Clara paused with her cup halfway to her lips.

‘No, it’s not just you. She’s been on edge all week. It’ll be this weekend party she’s going to, I expect.’ Clara rolled her eyes. ‘You know what she’s like.’

The cook did indeed. ‘If she quotes to me once more from that dratted book of hers about how I can improve my way of living, I might just brain her with it,’ she said, not meaning a word of it. 

‘It’s just her latest fad, it’ll be over soon,’ Clara comforted her. Before someone in her sewing circle had introduced Miss Agnes to The Art of Harmonious Living by Dr Randolf Schuber, it had been the tarot. Before that, it had been some sort of diet. And before that … what had it been now? Oh yes, origami. She had almost driven Clara mad by leaving little paper dogs and cats scattered about. ‘I know what you mean though – and if she quotes that silly Doctor Schuber fellow’s nonsense at me one more time I might just scream myself!’ 

The cook sniffed. ‘It’ll be nice to have a bit of peace and quiet around here for a few days, without having her constant twittering and fussing to deal with,’ she said, and Clara couldn’t help but agree. There probably wasn’t a more generous or kind-hearted mistress that you could wish for than Miss Warren, but sometimes she did get on one’s nerves so!







At that moment, not far away in the historical city of York, Bill Endicott watched his man making a neat fist of packing his case and felt a sense of profound satisfaction. He hadn’t always been able to rely on the services of a valet during his scapegrace existence, but right now things were coming up roses all right. And what could a fellow do but enjoy it to the fullest?

Just turned thirty, he was a tall man, standing an inch over six feet in height, and was endowed with a head of fair hair to go with blue eyes and a rather square face with a strong jaw. This Adonis athleticism had allowed him to squeak into Oxford, where he’d rowed and played amateur tennis rather more than he’d ever studied, although his natural intelligence (despite his lazy nature) had allowed him to scrape by with a more-or-less-decent second-class degree in history.

He was leaning nonchalantly against the mantel of his fireplace. He had recently taken rooms in the attic of a large Victorian pile that had not long been turned into a rather smart set of flats. In his hand was a letter, smelling of violets and written in a flowing feminine hand, the contents of which were causing a rather rakish smile to play about his lips.

His valet, a somewhat sobersides sort of man by the name of Hatchett, pretended not to notice this. At nearly forty, he’d long since learned to pretend that all his ‘gentlemen’ were indeed gentlemen, even when they clearly weren’t.

‘Shall I pack the diamond studs, sir?’ he inquired gravely.

‘Eh? Oh, yes, I suppose you’d better,’ Bill agreed airily, but his eyes glinted as he contemplated this latest gift from his ‘little woman’. It would make old Sir Bayard’s eyes bulge a bit to see those little beauties glittering in his shirtfront all right! And it would do the old duffer good too, to be put out of sorts for once. His way of looking down his nose at you, all superior and haughty, could really niggle at a chap.  

Whistling a ditty from the latest song doing the rounds at the music halls, he took out and glanced at his pocket-watch and nodded absently to himself. Yes, he had plenty of time to make the journey towards the coast. It wouldn’t do to be late.

The thought somewhat sobered him, and he abruptly stopped whistling.

For, in truth, he wasn’t much looking forward to the weekend party at Cleeves Lea, and he would be jolly glad when it was over and done with. But then he shrugged philosophically. Sometimes in life you just had to grit your teeth and grin and bear things.







Also living in York, but in a far more genteel neighbourhood of the cathedral city not far from the Minster Close, two others also contemplated Sir Bayard and Lady Sybil’s weekend party, but with a great deal more pleasure. And since they would not be travelling there until tomorrow, they were not concerned, just yet, with all the preparations that surrounded spending time away from home.

Roger and Daphne Potts-Gibbon, however, had very different reasons for looking forward to this small break from their domestic norm. 

Daphne, the daughter of a former archbishop and a mother who had been the offspring of an earl, was a handsome, rather than beautiful, woman, with red-gold hair and distinguished grey eyes. Tall and slender, at forty-two she was three years older than her husband and was hoping that the coming weekend party would provide her with some bridge players worthy of her time and effort, and that conversation over the dinner table wouldn’t include either business or golf. For, it had to be said, much as she was generally happy with her lot and with her choice of spouse, she did sometimes miss mixing with people who understood her.

A gentle and genteel soul, she loved her garden and her dogs and her husband – probably in that order.

Roger was a different kettle of fish altogether and regarded her now with much affection as he reached for his hat and prepared to leave for his office. Balding and running a little too fat, he’d been born in London to academic parents who regarded his more practical-minded and money-making propensities with a mixture of vague dismay and reluctant pride. A self-made and now very wealthy man, he had, he knew, very definitely married ‘up’ when he’d bagged Daphne, and he was inordinately fond of her and very grateful that she’d ditched the rarefied world of her upbringing to take him on. It would have been nice if they’d had children, but he wasn’t about to let that intrude too much on the pleasure he insisted on taking out of life.

‘Daphers, old girl, would you mind awfully buttering up old Bayard for me a bit this weekend?’ he asked, checking in the breakfast-room mirror to make sure that his club tie was straight.

At this, his wife lifted her elegant head from her contemplation of a seed catalogue and regarded him with an amused eye. ‘Oh? And just how much butter, exactly, do you think I should apply?’

Roger grinned. ‘Oh, you know, just get him in a good mood and all that. I want his name and title to adorn the board of directors for this new subsidiary I’m starting up. And there’s nothing that inspires confidence in investors more than a solid, long-standing title on the letterhead.’

‘I can’t think why,’ Daphne murmured dryly, thinking of her mother’s rich and indulgent set in particular. ‘Most of the finest houses in the land have more black sheep in their lineage than Sir Bayard’s flocks of prime Herdwicks or Wensleydales or whatever it is he runs over all those square acres of his.’

Roger grinned. ‘Darling, if your sainted father could still hear you talk sometimes, he’d probably pop out of his gaiters in shock.’

‘Daddy would have done no such thing,’ Daphne corrected him amiably. ‘He’d almost certainly have agreed with me.’

‘Do you know who else is coming to this bash of the Chervilles?’ Her husband, satisfied with the knot in his tie, regarded his jowls with a scowl. He would have to start reducing soon, no doubt about it. But not until this weekend was over, obviously. Sir Bayard did keep such a fine table.

‘No,’ Daphne answered with a small sigh. ‘I expect there’ll be the usual mixed bunch, with some “name” or other, for our delectation. I just hope there won’t be too many young people though, insisting on the gramophone and dancing the Charleston all night long.’

‘Oh, I’m sure you can trust the Chervilles on that score,’ her husband said confidently, and popping an absent-minded kiss on the top of her head, he reached for his hat and left her to her spring bulbs. 







The next day, Friday, dawned as warm and sunny as the day before, and by mid-afternoon it was positively balmy. Sitting in his first-class seat in a comfortable pullman carriage, Arbuthnot Lancelot Swift, having dined on Dover sole and a very nice parfait, sat replete and dozily content, looking out over the ever more glorious rolling hills and wooded dales as the train headed steadily northwards. 

He had no idea that he had been cast as the celebrity, or ‘name’ for the Lord of the Manor’s upcoming bash but wouldn’t have minded much if he did. He was a happy-go-lucky enough chap, and nobody could accuse him of having a notably swollen head or an unwarrantedly high opinion of himself. He was simply looking forward to doing a spot of fishing in the nearest river, indulging in a bit of cricket perhaps, the playing of a few games of billiards with some like-minded cove and making the most of whatever fine dining was on offer. 

Then his eyes met those of the young and beautiful blond-haired girl seated opposite him, and his spirits fell a little, as he realised that he’d have to include doing a bit of work in this itinerary as well. A certain Miss Valentina Coulton-James would make sure of that! 

‘So, what chance is there of a proper ghost this time, do you think?’ that young lady asked him now, all business. ‘Our last two were total washouts.’

Arbie (or ‘that young fool Arbie’ as he was commonly known to friends and relations alike) sighed and shrugged. His second volume of The Gentleman’s Guide to Ghost-Hunting had been published a few months ago and had been met with as much rampant acclaim and success as his first effort. Primarily a holiday guide for those with an interest in spooks and spectres, the humorous and self-effacing accounts of his attempts to unearth fresh spectres and ghouls to delight his readers now meant that he’d been plagued by his publishers into signing a contract for yet another book. 

This, naturally, was something that he had tried desperately to avoid, for not only was he inherently lazy, but after having been orphaned young and left a considerably legacy by his late parents, he had no financial impetus to bestir himself into unwanted labour either.

No, the sole fault for his current need to investigate yet more holiday destinations (and local ghosts) could be laid firmly at the door of his old friend Val. Having grown up in the same Cotswold village together, the vicar’s daughter had terrorised him since infancy, and through a process that still baffled him completely, had somehow taken to calling herself his ‘literary assistant’. And, as might be expected of a vicar’s daughter, her work ethic was the exact opposite of his own.

Hence this acceptance of Sir Bayard Cherville’s invitation to attend a weekend party at his manor. Not only was the area a prime holiday spot, being so close to the coast and possessing a most picturesquely ruined abbey, walking paths and other such attractions, it also came with its own ghost – thus making it a prime candidate for inclusion in his next tome.

‘I can’t say that I have any more high hopes of our ghostly signalman, Jethro Hoskins,’ Arbie responded dampeningly, ‘than I had of the “lavender lady” or the “crying child”. Just as we never caught so much as a whiff of our lavender-scented and allegedly murdered lady of Boresmouth Priory, nor so much as a muffled sob from the tragic tot of Totnes, I daresay our chances of catching a glimpse of a ghostly signal lamp at our destination’s end is just as unlikely.’

Val regarded her companion with a displeased eye. ‘Well, if that’s going to be your attitude, I can’t imagine the next book will sell more than a dozen copies! Come on, old bean, buck up! We need a really good chapter to get our readers’ blood up. Maybe this will be it. A fateful and tragic train accident when Victoria was still sitting on the throne and the hero who died trying to prevent it. Sounds to me as if the reading public will lap it up. Aren’t you the least bit excited?’

Arbie, who felt as excited about his latest chapter as a plateful of cold leftover bubble-and-squeak, could only offer a weak smile as he consulted his pocket-watch. ‘Well, we’ll be arriving at Middle Stratton soon, anyway. I do hope the other guests won’t turn out to be too grim,’ he added anxiously. He still had nightmares sometimes about a weekend party that he’d attended just before his twenty-first birthday, when he’d been stuck with an overseas missionary, a teetotal duchess, a deaf professor of physics and the dreariest lot of wilting wallflowers a chap could imagine.

At this further evidence that the so-called celebrated author had pleasure rather than business at the forefront of his mind, Val gave him another disapproving glance. ‘All you want to do is loaf about and have a jolly good time,’ she accused. 

Arbie, though, had by now acquired more than enough sense to let the remark pass without comment. Not only was it accurate, and thus indefensible, he knew that arguing with Val about anything was pointless. A tall, splendid girl, she often put him in mind of one of the Valkyries, and as such, he as a mere mortal knew his place.

‘Ah, we’re slowing down. I think this must be our stop,’ he said, as the steam train’s puffing wound down to a mere asthmatic wheeze. As the train came to a halt, they could hear the conductor’s reassuring shout carrying down along the platform.

‘Alight here for Middle Stratton and Cleeves Lea Manor. Alight here all for Middle Stratton!’

As Arbie opened the carriage door and started hauling out their luggage (for he doubted that the middle-of-nowhere spot included the services of a porter), he noticed one or two other doors opening further down the train. And after clambering down and holding out an arm to Val to assist her onto the platform, he regarded his fellow travellers with interest.

One or two were clearly village women returning from the nearest market town, easily identified by their laden shopping baskets, and one was just as clearly a farmer, who set off at such a brisk pace towards one of the surrounding hills that Arbie suspected he had miles to tramp before he got to his steadings. But the three others who alighted were of a vastly different type.

One, an elegant and rather handsome woman with a chic chignon of red-gold hair, caught his eye at once. She was accompanied by a man who, judging by his solicitous treatment of her, could only be her husband. A shorter, fatter, balding individual, he was dressed as expensively as his spouse. Fellow guests of Sir Bayard, Arbie mused, or he was a Dutchman’s uncle. (And he wasn’t.)

Unfortunately, the last passenger to uncoil himself from the train reminded Arbie of nothing so much as a snake-oil salesman, and his heart sank a little at the thought of spending the next four days or so in his company. Tall and lean, with black hair made to look almost like water by the application of too much pomade, he had black liquid eyes to match. Worse still, he was dressed like a fop.

So when, after glancing around to get his bearings, this individual followed the sign pointing to the footpath that led to the nearby village, Arbie heaved an audible sigh of relief.

It was at this point that Arbie caught the eye of the rather handsome woman and saw her smile faintly at him. Thus encouraged, he approached her diffidently. ‘I say, you aren’t by any chance going to Sir Bayard’s bash too, are you?’ he asked affably.

Daphne Potts-Gibbon regarded the handsome youth briefly. Somewhere in his mid-twenties, he had copious amounts of dark brown hair and a rather agreeable square jaw and chin. Dressed in Oxford bags and wearing an Oxford college tie that she vaguely recognised, he had an engaging smile and rather fine grey eyes. ‘Yes, we are. I take it you are our fellow guests?’ she replied, her gaze taking in Val also, as she came to a halt beside Arbie. 

Arbie agreed that they were. ‘Mr Swift, and this is Miss Coulton-James,’ he introduced them. ‘How do you do.’ At which point, the man beside her spoke.

‘Roger Potts-Gibbon and my wife, Daphne. How do you do.’

There followed that moment of awkward silence which often occurs after strangers make themselves acquainted without the benefit of a third party known to them all. It was into this hiatus that a man stepped onto the now deserted platform. Dressed in a chauffeur’s bottle-green uniform, he regarded them respectfully.

‘Party for Cleeves Lea Manor?’ he asked politely.

Everyone concurred that they were, indeed, for Cleeves Lea Manor, at which point the chauffeur obligingly began to ferry their luggage to the end of the platform, where a rather rudimentary road played host to a magnificent Silver Ghost Rolls-Royce.

‘Well, this bodes well,’ Arbie said quietly in Val’s ear as he regarded the sumptuous automobile. ‘If Sir Bayard has as good a taste in port as he does in transport, looks like we’ll be in clover, old thing.’

Val couldn’t help but secretly agree with this pleasant assessment, but of course, nothing of that showed on her face, and taking the hand offered to her by a polite Roger Potts-Gibbon, she allowed herself to be helped into the car’s luxurious interior.
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