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Dedication

For my erudite, wise friend Louise Dumas – the very finest person to plot wrangle with whilst yomping over the South Downs




Chapter 1

‘And the bodies were never found?’ Barney asked.

In the cosy kitchen of her Kensington basement flat, Alice Beeton’s friend looked up from the open copy of Hello! magazine spread before him.

‘No. Apparently not,’ Alice said, peering through the glass of her new oven door, pleased to see that her chocolate fondants had risen to perfection.

She removed them from the oven, the kitchen instantly filling with a delicious chocolatey aroma. ‘But I suspect that he has no idea about any of it. Or would even care if he did.’

She pointed her oven glove at the open pages of the magazine and the picture of Guy Scott looking smug on his mega yacht. The same mega yacht that Jinx, Alice’s best friend and business partner, happened to go to a party on in August, where she was swept off her feet by the flamboyant business tycoon. According to Jinx, who remained dizzy as a schoolgirl, it was love at first daiquiri.

It had been very therapeutic over lunch to confide in Barney how difficult it had been running The Good Household Management Agency without Jinx, and certainly not nearly as much fun. Or profitable for that matter. Alice was used to placing high-end staff in London’s most elite homes and country estates, but she hadn’t realised just how much she’d grown to rely on Jinx, whose up-to-date social connections had always ensured a steady flow of potential new clients … until now.

It seemed unfathomable to her that Jinx had so readily taken a sudden sabbatical from the job she loved for this Scott fellow, who according to Hello! had just bought Amberleigh Park House and was intending on turning the crumbling Regency pile into a private members’ country club, with the help of some bigwig investors.

Alice, of course, had immediately done some digging, finding herself down an internet rabbit hole, and had just shared her very interesting findings with Barney. About how Amberleigh Park House had been an architectural jewel of the Regency era. About its owner, Sir Edmund Gurnton, being a pal of George IV. And about how Edmund, just before he’d died, was said to have buried ‘his greatest treasure’ in the grounds of his huge estate.

Rumour had it that the treasure was a colossal diamond that he’d purloined from a maharaja on his trip to India. For many years after his death, on Sir Edmund’s birthday in November, a treasure hunt had been held, with a few selected guests along with everyone from the local village scouring the grounds of Amberleigh Park for the jewel. That was, until two people had gone missing during the hunt.

‘It’s intriguing, but all rather ancient history, wouldn’t you say? And I take it along with the two young men, the treasure was never found either?’ Barney asked, as Alice passed him his fondant ramekin. He made an appreciative noise.

‘No. Not as far as I know. The treasure hunt stopped just after the First World War,’ Alice said. ‘The house has had various owners since, of course, but it’s been empty for years, until lover-boy here came along with his grand plans.’

‘Have you told Jinx any of this?’

‘I couldn’t get a word in edgeways on the phone, so I emailed her,’ Alice said. ‘But I’m not sure she’s even read it.’ She couldn’t help sounding miffed. ‘She seems totally preoccupied with Guy.’

Barney chuckled and Alice pulled a face. He knew as well as she did that Jinx had notoriously bad taste in partners. Her four marriages had all been a disaster and Jinx had completely sworn off men until this one had turned her head. ‘It’s not funny, Barney. I mean, what type of man is he? He has rather eccentric clothes-taste, don’t you think? Plus, if you ask me, that’s an indecent number of rings.’

‘Alice, are you asking me to make some enquiries about this Mr Scott?’

‘Oh, Barney, would you?’ Alice asked, gratefully, putting down her spoon. She knew he was long retired from GCHQ, but Barney could still call in favours from his old contacts who had access to databases and information that the public never saw.

‘I don’t mean to snoop. Honestly, I don’t, and Jinx would kill me for meddling,’ she added, because it was true and also because this was code for Barney needing to be discreet, ‘but I’ve just got a funny feeling that, well, maybe she’s in too deep. It’s all happened so fast. What if it goes wrong?’

‘Oh, ye of little faith,’ Barney said, raising an eyebrow at Alice. ‘Why not let love take its course?’ He poured the thick cream into the chocolatey ramekin with a flourish. ‘Be happy for them.’

‘I do want her to be happy,’ Alice said curtly, dismayed not only that Barney had added such a lavish amount of cream to his pudding, but also that he seemed to have turned into a romantic.

‘It’s just an adjustment, Alice. You’ll feel better once you get someone else to help at the agency.’

‘Easy for you to say,’ she muttered. ‘And anyway. All this talk of love. She’s acting like she’s a teenager.’

‘But love is love. Strikes when one least expects it.’

Alice narrowed her eyes. This again was a very un-Barney-like sentiment. But then he’d also been behaving like a seventeen-year-old, rather than a seventy-year-old of late. He’d been utterly miserable after his wife Honey had died, but after his brief flirtation earlier in the year with an undercover Dutch agent, during all that business with the Messent family, he seemed to have his pep back. He’d recently discovered a dating app and now Alice felt a pang of alarm. He wasn’t suggesting that he was in love himself, was he?

Agatha, Alice’s corgi-Jack-Russell-cross, was standing patiently by her bowl and barked twice.

‘All right, I haven’t forgotten you,’ Alice said, leaning over and dribbling some of the cream from the bone china jug into Agatha’s bowl. ‘Don’t say I don’t spoil you,’ she added, ruffling Agatha’s ear and smiling as her little dog devoured the cream in a very un-ladylike way.

Barney, who’d made fast work of his pudding, scraped out the bottom of the ramekin, lingered indulgently on the contents of his spoon and then, as soon as Alice had finished, patted the front of his chunky fisherman’s jumper as if deeply satisfied, scrunched up his linen napkin, and placed it on the table with a flourish.

‘Top notch, as ever, Alice. But you’ll have to excuse me.’ He looked at his watch.

‘Where are you going? You’ve only just finished lunch.’

A first-class Sunday lunch at that – a juicy roast chicken, roasted carrots and parsnips, buttery savoy cabbage, peas, home-made sage and onion stuffing and glistening gravy. She was looking forward to digesting it all over a long game of Scrabble this afternoon as a reward for her hard work. She and Barney had been playing together for years, and she felt confident she might edge ahead in their leaderboard today.

‘I’ve got to get suited and booted. I have my second date tonight with Pamela,’ he said, grinning and waggling his bushy salt-and-pepper eyebrows with delight. ‘She’s got tickets for dinner jazz.’ He added a flourish on the ‘jazz’.

‘Oh,’ Alice said, failing to keep the disappointment from her voice, but Barney didn’t notice.

What even was dinner jazz? And on a Sunday night?

‘You know, you could have a lot more fun yourself, Alice,’ Barney said, giving her a pitying look, as he shrugged on his anorak a few minutes later. ‘It only takes a minute to sign up to one of the apps,’ he added, before kissing her lightly on the cheek.

Alice had always enjoyed the feeling of getting her kitchen shipshape after a meal. There was a certain satisfaction in knowing that there was ‘a place for everything and everything in its place’, as the great Mrs Isabella Beeton had once declared. Alice’s distant, but much revered relative’s quote was framed in needlepoint on the wall. Tonight, however, as she looked out through the basement kitchen window up to the street, the light drizzle falling against the glow from the lamppost outside, a mournful Chopin nocturne playing on Classic FM, she lingered over the clearing up.

Was it really nearly a year since her fifteen minutes of fame following all that excitement at Hawthorn Hall? Somehow, that brief period of her life now all seemed to Alice like a dream.

Sometimes, like now, she wondered whether she missed it. All that excitement. Along with the sense of deep personal fulfilment that whole adventure had brought her once she’d cracked the case. Yes, actually, if she was honest, she did. Not to mention the people she’d met because of it. But this was her real life. Her perfectly pleasant, even if a little mundane, town mouse of a life. Who was she to start complaining now?

She took the two ramekins from the table and washed them in the sink, still put out over Barney rushing off when she still had so much to discuss with him about Amberleigh Park House’s past and Sir Edmund’s treasure hunt. But maybe Barney was right, and it was all just ancient history. At least he’d agreed to make a few enquiries about Jinx’s new beau.

It wasn’t really fair to blame Barney for having other plans, though. Today’s lunch had been a last-minute affair anyway, after her increasingly flaky brother Jasper had cancelled her visit. Something about his wife, Sassy, doing an influencer shoot in the house, whatever that meant. But even so, with her family, Jinx and now Barney otherwise occupied, Alice did feel a little … well … overlooked.

Was Barney right? Should she try the dating apps? Even though he was twenty years older than her, he now seemed to have attractive women falling over themselves to listen to him talk about his various eccentricities like making small animals out of matchsticks.

But she really couldn’t think of anything worse. How could one possibly make up one’s mind about a potential partner from something so superficial and misleading as a photograph? In Alice’s experience, men who were aware of their own good looks rarely had a good character to match. Besides, the whole ‘swiping’ thing seemed to her to be so wretchedly unromantic.

Without any help from the internet, however, she was stumped about how she might meet someone whom she remotely fancied, let alone might be life-partner material.

The only small hint of romance she’d had in years had been with Detective Rigby, who she’d met in the course of all that high drama earlier this year, and who’d then valiantly come to her rescue. She’d rather hoped things might pick up between them again, when, months later, he’d turned up at the Good Household Management Agency’s new offices in Knightsbridge, asking Alice if she’d help him out on another case he’d been working on. An offer she’d jumped at, of course – especially as the dishy, if somewhat shabby, detective had suggested that their chat happened over dinner.

Alice hadn’t been able to decide whether it had been the opportunity to assist in some real police work again that had been more exciting, or the chance to be with Detective Rigby alone in a restaurant. But it was immaterial. Detective Rigby had never called or come through on his offer. And, as the months had passed, Alice had concluded that he’d forgotten her and moved on to more important things. Ghosting. Wasn’t that what Helly, her young office manager called it? Rude would be a more accurate word.

She sighed, noticing that Agatha had sidled next to her foot, nuzzling into her leg, as if in solidarity. Her little dog always seemed to be in perfect tune with her emotions, and she leant down to pick her up for a cuddle.

‘You’re right,’ Alice said, looking into Agatha’s intelligent brown eyes. ‘There’s really no point in moping, is there? Shall we do a little loop around the block?’

Alice placed Agatha gently down and she immediately trotted to the hallway and picked up her lead in her mouth.

Yes. Right foot forward, Alice thought, shrugging on her ancient Burberry mac and pulling her wine-coloured beret down low over her dark-brown bob, before checking her reflection and smearing on some lip balm. She’d do what her old governess Mrs Doulton always said and ‘spin self-pity around into self-care’. When she got back from her walk, she’d have a relaxing salts bath and watch the new season of Only Murders in the Building.

But just as she put her hand on the door, Alice’s mobile trilled with an incoming call and her heart did a little leap when she saw Jinx’s name.

‘Oh, well hello, stranger,’ Alice answered.

‘Don’t be sniffy, Alice,’ Jinx replied.

Having known each other since they’d been at school, Jinx knew every intonation of Alice’s voice and had picked up her admonishment loud and clear.

Chastened, Alice felt herself smiling. It was always impossible to stay cross at Jinx. ‘I miss you, that’s all.’

‘All the more reason why you’re coming next weekend,’ Jinx said.

‘Where?’ Alice asked, remembering in a rush how Jinx always had a knack of railroading her.

‘Amberleigh Park, of course. Guy … oh my God, Alice, he love, love, loves your idea.’

Alice frowned. ‘My what … ?’

‘About the treasure hunt, silly,’ Jinx reminded her. ‘We’re going to reinstate it. Everyone’s up for it.’

‘The treasure hunt? You mean for Sir Edmund’s greatest treasure?’ Alice checked, trying to catch up. Had she implied that the treasure hunt should be reinstated in her email? She was pretty sure she hadn’t, but even so, she felt a rush of excitement that Jinx had shared her email with Guy, who might now make something as fun and exciting as this happen. Hmm. Maybe she’d misjudged him after all.

‘Yes! Do say you’ll come. Because I was also thinking, didn’t Detective Rigby once say you had an eye for detail?’ Jinx continued with that teasing tone in her voice that Alice found so annoying, but she let slide now. ‘Which means that, out of everyone, you might actually even manage to find the bloody thing.’




Chapter 2

Alice rarely used her car, as parking permits were so expensive on her street … not that one could ever find an actual parking space, even if one wanted to park. Yet she adored her car. Jasper, in a rare act of generosity, despite having inherited the entirely of their parents’ estate, had given her the rusty British Racing Green MG Midget on her thirtieth birthday, and she couldn’t bear to part with it. Financially, it made no sense to keep it, but it did come in handy for trips to the countryside. Luckily, Massoud, the private chauffeur she’d had on her agency’s books from the very beginning, very kindly kept it for her in his large garage at the end of a discreet mews in South Kensington.

Alice let Agatha’s lead go, needing to concentrate on manoeuvring her wheely suitcase and the large overstuffed tote bag over the cobbled stones. She’d packed all the things she might need for the weekend in Amberleigh Park, including, of course, a tin of freshly baked millionaire shortbread for Jinx. It was the only thing she could think of to take as a suitable house-warming present. Because, after all, what did you take to the couple who had seemingly everything?

The long metal concertina doors of Massoud’s garage were open, and he was busy polishing the bonnet of his pride and joy – his shiny black Bentley. He was a well-built man, who looked, even now, in his sixties, like he could handle himself in a tussle. Rumour had it that he’d once worked for the Egyptian special forces when he’d been younger, but he’d never divulged the details to Alice, although she had witnessed his sharp thinking first-hand during all the antics they’d found themselves involved in earlier in the year. Yet, far more than his comforting physical presence, it was his calm, reassuring manner that always put Alice – and all of his passengers – instantly at ease.

‘Miss Beeton!’ he called, waving and wiping his hand on his chamois leather, before neatly folding it up and putting it in the pocket of his pristine midnight blue boiler suit. Alice, who’d always tried to get Massoud not to be so formal, smiled. She respected that he was an absolute stickler for decorum and waved back.

‘You really didn’t have to,’ she said, nodding to her Midget which he’d clearly just finished polishing. The spoked wheels were positively gleaming.

Unused to seeing him out of his chauffeur uniform and matching black cap, Alice noticed that his wavy dark hair was streaked with grey, although his bushy black moustache remained as effortlessly dashing and virile as ever. They chatted for a while about his recent trip home to Cairo with Dora, his wife, who’d found some winter sun most cheering. And, of course, about his clever grandson Wissam, who, thanks to Alice’s glowing reference, had now secured a fabulous new job in a tech company in the city.

After thanking Massoud for taking such great of her car, Alice packed her suitcase into the small boot and jammed her tote in the back. Agatha hopped up into prime position on the passenger’s seat.

The engine rumbled into life. Alice put the car in gear, but as it jogged over the cobbles, it let out a few nasty exhaust coughs. Agatha, jumped, terrified, and started to whimper. Massoud caught up with the car and knocked on the window. Alice wound it down with the little door handle.

‘If you get stuck, you’re to call me. Promise?’

‘Thank you, but I’m sure we’ll be fine,’ she said, soothing Agatha. Yet as Alice drove out of London, the lorries thundering past, she could detect a nasty electrical oily smell, and she wondered whether Massoud suspected something about the car he hadn’t told her.

‘Don’t give up on me,’ she muttered, praying it would make it as far the small Sussex village next to Amberleigh Park.

It felt strange to be leaving London without her destination being her own family’s home of Hawthorn, which she still liked to visit as often as she could. Alice’s parents had inherited the tumbledown Elizabethan mansion from her paternal grandparents, but when they’d then died in a helicopter crash, they’d left everything to Jasper at the tender age of eighteen. Not that it bothered her. Well, not that much. More, it was something she’d learned to put to the back of her mind. Or most of the time, anyway.

Or at least when Jasper’s wife – or @yummymummyinthehall, as her Instagram profile professed her to be – wasn’t trumpeting her semi-aristocratic status all over the internet. In spite of the fact that she and Jasper barely had two beans to rub together because of their awful business choices. Meaning that more often than not it was down to Alice to pay the bills for the upkeep on the old place just to stop it falling down.

In fact, just six months ago, when Alice had given Jasper the sizeable reward she’d received from the Dutch government, rather than spending the money on re-tiling the roof as he’d promised, he’d built a state-of-the-art influencer studio for Sassy, where she now appeared to spend much of her considerable free time posing for selfies and doling out ‘life hacks and glow-up tips’ to her followers. Alice tried very, very hard not have unkind thoughts about her sister-in-law, but from the few posts she’d seen on social media – thanks to Helly sharing them with her at the office – the way Sassy pouted at the camera made Alice squirm. There seemed to be no dignity in such blatant self-promotion.

So, yes, maybe she should be grateful to be off to visit somewhere new for a change. She was never shy of a new adventure, after all.

London’s sunshine had given way to thick cloud by the time the M23 turned into the A23. Even more ominously the MG was slowing, and making asthmatic little sputtering noises, leaving Alice receiving angry horn blasts as the traffic overtook her.

What a relief it was, then, to get onto the slower country roads, but the village of Amberleigh Cross was still three miles away when the car finally gave up the ghost and lost power altogether.

Alice pulled over into a puddle-strewn layby, watching the leaves fall down from the trees overhead with a purpose – as if they were exhausted commuters, eager to get to their resting place.

‘Damn it,’ she said, as Agatha cocked her head in agreement.

There was really no point in calling Massoud, despite his chivalrous offer. It would be terribly inconvenient for him to have to come all the way to Sussex now. Besides, she didn’t rate his chances of getting the car going again, even despite his prodigious mechanical skills. When she turned the ignition key again, nothing happened at all.

Alice called Jinx, who seemed put out that she was so late as she’d wanted Alice to witness the splendour of her new pad in full daylight. She said she’d call Steve, the local village mechanic, and send him her way.

Fifteen minutes later, a large tow truck trundled down the lane and pulled to a stop opposite her lifeless car. A man in his mid-thirties in a nylon shell suit emblazoned with the words ‘Steve Can Fix It’, jumped down. He had blond hair, cropped short and a nice face, Alice thought, although from his swagger, he obviously knew it.

‘Don’t worry, I’m not a strip-o-gram,’ he called, as he crossed the road to her. Realising that his joke was lost on Alice, he added, ‘So you run out of petrol then?’

He was brandishing an old-fashioned, green jerry can.

‘No, of course not. I’m still half full,’ Alice said, annoyed that he assumed she might be that hopeless. She described the symptoms the car had been exhibiting, before letting Steve get in the driving seat himself. It didn’t take him long to conclude that she was right. It really had broken down for serious reasons, and he’d have to take the car to his garage to have a proper look. He offered to put the MG on the back of his truck and to drop Alice off at Amberleigh Park House on the way.

There wasn’t much room in the cab, as two large metal cylinders lay wedged in the footwell.

‘Sorry about those,’ Steve said, as Alice bunched her knees up under her chin on the passenger seat with Agatha squished in beside her. ‘I just got new ones. For diving,’ he added, seeing Alice’s curious look.

‘Oh, how interesting. Where do you dive?’

‘The Red Sea, if I can,’ Steve said, ‘but otherwise, I’m in a history group and we go and dive the wrecks down on the coast.’

They trundled down the narrow lane and Alice realised that she’d probably made just as many assumptions about Steve at first glance as he had about her. If he was in a history society, he clearly wasn’t just a pretty face. They were soon chatting about the recent documentary on television about the secrets of the Titanic shipwreck.

‘Ah, we’re nearly there. This is all Amberleigh Park,’ Steve said, pointing out the long, stone boundary wall skirting the property that they were now driving alongside. ‘My grandad used to work here and my dad too, when he was young, but I haven’t really been here much since I was a kid. I’m looking forward to seeing the old place,’ Steve said. ‘We’ve seen the new owner’s helicopter quite a bit, mind. The ladies at the church are well miffed at him for flying over during Sunday service.’

How uncouth, Alice thought, picturing Mr Scott again on his flashy yacht in Hello! before mentally ticking herself off for being such a snob. Just give him a chance; he might not be so awful, she reminded herself.

‘I know a little bit about the house’s history,’ Alice admitted, telling Steve some of what she’d already researched about Amberleigh Park, although she didn’t mention the treasure hunt. She wasn’t sure if Jinx and Guy had gone public about that yet.

‘That all sounds about right,’ Steve said. ‘Ah, here we are.’

Steve pulled up in front of a pair of ancient stone pillars, with ivy-clad metal gates that gave no clue as to what lay beyond them. Jinx had left a complicated message about calling a number to be let in, but, far preferring old-fashioned methods, Alice jumped down from the cab and pressed the buzzer. This was certainly different to Hawthorn Hall, where Alice’s parents and now Jasper and Sassy never bothered to lock the gates. But then of course they weren’t remotely as well off as Guy Scott. So, no doubt had a lot less to steal.

A camera buzzed and turned towards her from high up on the right-hand pillar, leaving her self-consciously tucking her hair behind her ear.

‘Alice,’ Jinx’s voice screeched. ‘You made it.’

‘Only just.’

‘Hang on.’

The gates glided open and Alice hopped back into the cab.

They drove past a dilapidated grey stone lodge house. It was unoccupied but, with a bit of TLC, Alice thought it would make a rather splendid home in its own right. She craned to look through the windscreen, taking in the magnificence of Amberleigh Park itself, which was even larger than she’d been expecting, with what looked like hundreds of acres of fields and copses fanning out either side.

Between the gnarled branches of the lichen-covered trees, she glimpsed the shimmer of a lake, reflecting the glory of autumnal leaves around it. In a clearing on the other side, a stone folly had been built, with an onion dome on top reminiscent of the Brighton Pavilion. Everything about the grounds, in fact, was grand, secluded and stately, and Alice started to comprehend for the first time just why it was that Jinx hadn’t given Alice and her London life a second thought since she’d moved here.

‘You know that this is one of the places old King George used to stop off on the way to London for his cheeky secret liaisons?’ Steve said. ‘One of his “safe” houses for his more …’ he shot Alice a lewd wink ‘… clandestine affairs, if you know what I mean? He liked well-endowed women. Up top,’ he added. ‘Rumour has it that he had a bit of a thing for Clara, Sir Edmund’s missus.’

‘Goodness,’ Alice said, never failing to be amazed by the more scandalous character traits that always seemed to make it down through history. She craned her head, looking through the windscreen as the driveway bent round to the left, then forked, with one path leading on to a stable block. She couldn’t help imagining herself arriving here by horse and carriage, like some heroine from a period television drama, as Steve ploughed on down the other fork onto a grand gravel forecourt. Alice let out an awed sigh as she stared up at the imposing façade of Amberleigh Park House. She already knew from her research that it had been built at a time when elegance and theatricality had been at their height, and she saw straight away that this place would certainly have fitted in with the Prince Regent’s circle. It was classical, symmetrical and just a little bit showy. In other words, a perfect example of its type.

The walls were a pale-cream stucco, now softly weathered to ivory and grey. Its central portico was supported by four slender-looking pillars, which to Alice’s mind lent it a distinctly feminine feel. The roof was slate with a balustraded parapet, topping a symmetrical grid of tall, flaking sash windows, adorned with dainty ironwork balconies.

Alice was itching to have a good nosey around inside. Her misgivings about Jinx moving here so soon into her new relationship were dissolving into a buzzing sense of excitement. How thrilling to have access to such a glorious house as this.

Steve pulled up outside the stone steps leading up to the front doors, just as a very tall man with oiled shoulder-length curly black hair stepped out. He stared at them evenly, with his well-muscled arms folded tightly across his no-nonsense black suit.

‘Looks like he’ll be the security, then,’ Steve said, peering through the windscreen. ‘I’d heard the new owner is very cautious, but then I guess you’d have to be if you were this rich.’

Alice clambered down from the cab in time to see Jinx running out of the house and down the steps, her arms outstretched. She was wearing a shocking pink flouncy dress with a purple tartan waistcoat, her blonde hair fashioned into a chignon with a little net over it. But to top it all off, she was also wearing a pair of sixteen-hole Doc Martens. In purple. Alice laughed at the sight of them, relieved that Jinx’s outlandish dress sense had survived all the way out here to the countryside intact.

‘Darling,’ Jinx gushed, rushing towards Alice and wrapping her in an effusive hug and enveloping her in her expensive perfume. She was much taller than Alice who now felt her cheek crushed against the buttons of Jinx’s waistcoat. ‘Oh, I’ve missed you. So much. How are you?’ she said, pulling away and holding Alice’s face, before smooching her cheeks. Alice felt a sudden rush of affection, accompanied by that familiar comforting feeling whenever she was reunited with Jinx, the person who knew her, and quite possibly, loved her the most.

Agatha scampered over and barked. Jinx picked her up, as Agatha panted, overjoyed to see Jinx too. Steve followed, hitching up his boiler suit and looking up at the building, clearly impressed.

Jinx turned to Steve, shooting him a beaming smile. ‘Thanks for rescuing these two,’ she then said, before leaning back into Alice and widening her eyes, signalling that his good looks were not lost on her. Her best friend hadn’t changed a bit and was just as naughty and irreverent as she’d been as a teenager. Thank God.

There was an awkward moment, during which Alice assumed that Jinx might offer Steve a cup of tea for his troubles, but she didn’t. Steve, looking between Alice and Jinx, nodded.

‘Right, then. I’ll be on my way,’ he said. ‘I’ll let you know if I can fix her back at the garage, or whether I’ll need to call up to town for more parts.’

As Steve hauled her bags out of the cab, Alice thanked him and put her mobile number into his phone. Swinging effortlessly back into the driving seat, Steve started reversing the lorry, leaving both Alice and Agatha wincing at its piercingly high-pitched alarm.

A tall man in a green and blue plaid suit, holding his phone against his ear, came striding out of the house, waving his arm wildly, as if to chop off the noise. Alice recognised him instantly, although Guy Scott had looked a lot less ferocious in the Hello! centrefold. He was younger than Alice had been expecting, his lack of crow’s feet suggesting that he was in his late forties, and not just someone with an expensive skin care routine. Typical of Jinx to have snared a younger man.

‘I’m on a call. What the hell is all that racket?’ he shouted over the noise, pointing to the truck.

Oblivious, Steve waved in greeting. Guy growled and turned to go back inside the house, but Jinx grabbed his arm.

‘Darling, this is Alice,’ she said. ‘I told you she was coming.’

As the truck finally headed off up the drive, Agatha barked, and Guy recoiled in alarm.

‘She’s brought a dog?’ he said.

‘Not a dog,’ Jinx said, defensively taking Agatha out of Alice’s arms and snuggling her. ‘This is Agatha. Our baby.’

Guy’s gaze swept briefly to Alice, and she smiled. ‘Um … er … hello,’ she ventured, offering her hand.

‘Yeah, um, hi,’ he said, giving her the briefest of handshakes, before holding up his finger and turning his attention back to the phone.

‘Don’t mind grumpy pants,’ Jinx said. ‘He’s always a brute when he’s in work mode. He’s hyper-focused, you see. He’ll be charm itself in a minute.’

If you say so, Alice thought, before cautioning herself to really try and give Guy the benefit of the doubt, even if, as Mrs Doulton always said, you never get a second chance to make a first impression, and he’d certainly already failed to cover himself in glory with that.

‘Come on, come on, let me show you everything,’ Jinx chivvied her along, setting Agatha down.

Alice reached for her wheely bag.

‘Oh, leave that. Luka will take it,’ Jinx said. ‘Let him do his job.’

Alice relented, as the security guy headed towards them in long strides. He didn’t make eye contact as he picked up her bag and strode towards the house, not letting the wheels touch the ground, leaving Alice battling the absurd thought that he might even be considering checking the contents.

She watched her MG on the back of Steve’s truck disappearing out of sight through the trees and felt, momentarily, as she had when her parents had dropped her off at boarding school when she’d been eleven and she had no idea what lay in store for her.




Chapter 3

Alice followed Jinx up the shallow stone steps, past two enormous stone statues of whippets, dragging Agatha so that she didn’t cock her leg on them, and on through the ornate wooden doors. They were crafted from rich mahogany, with a lion-head knocker and brass hinges and above them was a glorious semi-elliptical fanlight glazed with glass bars.

‘So! What do you think?’ Jinx asked, as Alice stopped on the threshold.

Ahead of her, across the ancient black and white marbled tiles, a double staircase swept up to the floor above, carpeted in a tacky gold runner, which didn’t look remotely original or indeed fitting. More pleasingly, the original cast-iron handrail ran up the stairs in a fetching, heart-shaped double curve. An enormous glass dome flooded the hall with light.

‘It’s rather spectacular, isn’t it? I mean, wouldn’t it just be heavenly for a wedding?’ Jinx enthused, heading up the steps, then coming back down regally towards Alice, miming being a bride. ‘Oh, not me, silly,’ she said, hooting at Alice’s expression. ‘Well, not yet, in any case.’

It was on the cards then, Alice thought ominously.

‘So, this is the great Sir Edmund, I take it?’ Alice asked, wandering over to the foot of the stairs and gazing up at the portrait of a Regency gentleman in all his finery. He had a friendly face, although his blond hair looked a bit suspect. More than likely a wig. The other portraits she’d seen of him during her research had showed him sporting quite the variety of barnets. He was wearing a fine silk waistcoat, a huge diamond stick pin in his cravat. He had a book on his lap, under one bejewelled hand, the other resting on the arm of a chair.

‘Yep. That’s him. So camp,’ Jinx said, thoroughly approving. ‘Kitchen’s this way. Come on.’ She strode between the two staircases and on into a corridor at the back. ‘Let’s get you a cuppa. Agatha too. She looks like she’s gasping.’

The part of the house they entered now was clearly only designed for staff to see. It felt much more cramped, positively warren-like, in fact; the stone corridor turning down into a set of steps to the semi-basement.

‘A warning. This is Dorota’s domain,’ Jinx said, putting her hand on the door that was covered in green baize with brass tacks all around it, designed, Alice noticed, in the way these doors were in old houses, to keep out the cooking smells and the hubbub of the staff below stairs. ‘She does everything, but we’re all made to suffer for it.’

Alice gasped and broke into a wide smile as Jinx opened the door. It was as if she’d opened a portal back in time. Ahead was a vast kitchen with a flagstone floor, a long wooden table and a huge black range in the chimney breast. One entire wall was covered in an armoury of shiny copper pans as well as wooden shelves loaded with various copper moulds for all kinds of jelly and cakes, and labelled tins for herbs and spices. Above it, a board of service bells had roman numerals for each of the various bedrooms they corresponded to. The light came from high windows near the ceiling, with long, sloping sills, no doubt designed that way to prevent those toiling below becoming distracted by outside events.

‘Oh, Jinx,’ Alice exclaimed. ‘Isn’t it wonderful!’

‘I knew you’d love it,’ Jinx said. ‘Dorota, this is my best friend, Alice.’

A small, stocky woman with severely cropped hair turned away from the bubbling saucepans on the black range and wiped her sweating face on her apron. ‘I am busy,’ she said, with a strong accent, which Alice suspected was Eastern European.

‘Please. Don’t let me disturb you,’ Alice said, with a reassuring smile. She knew all too well how it felt to feel under pressure when cooking.

Three large porcelain sinks stood in a row beneath the windows, with scrubbed wooden draining boards in between.

‘Is this all original?’ Alice asked, seeing an archway that led to a back-kitchen-cum-boot-room with a half-glazed door, through which she could see worn stone steps outside leading up to ground level.

‘Yes. All original,’ Dorota said, pointedly looking at Jinx. ‘Not changed. Until now.’

‘Dorota is not a fan of our plans,’ Jinx said to Alice, and Dorota, who was clearly thick-skinned, shrugged in agreement. ‘I keep telling you that it’ll be so much easier once all this has gone. That range is a death trap. You said yourself it’s leaking gas. Honestly, Alice, it’s a miracle the whole place hasn’t gone up like a box of fireworks.’

‘True,’ Dorota said with a reluctant nod.

‘Fortunately, we already have some mod cons,’ Jinx added, filling up an electric kettle.

‘Watch out,’ Alice said, her nose catching a whiff of a cooked roux. ‘That’s about to catch.’

She pointed and dutifully Dorota heaved the pan off the gas flame.

‘How many are you cooking for?’ Alice asked, seeing that the large pan of cauliflower was also in danger of turning to mush.

‘Too many,’ Dorota said, darkly.

‘It’s only ten of us,’ Jinx said, as if she were making a big fuss. ‘I’ll explain who’s coming later. We’ll all be lost around the dining table, but Guy’s insisting that we christen the rooms that have been “done”.’

Dorota gave Alice a sardonic raised eyebrow.

Agatha made a small noise, and Alice saw she was standing in front of her, panting.

‘Is there a bowl I can have for Agatha?’

‘In there,’ Dorota said, pointing to the cupboard. ‘Keep dog away from her,’ she said, nodding ominously to the ceiling.

‘Who?’ Alice asked, confused.

‘Barbara. His mother.’

‘Guy’s,’ Jinx clarified.

‘Oh? What’s she like?’ Alice asked. Jinx hadn’t mentioned that Guy had
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