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      Little Biddington, Devon – April 1924

      “I don’t even like dogs,” Lady Matilda Farnworth said firmly. The dog at her feet, a Basset Hound named Wellington, gave a heartfelt whine.

      “My lady.” Her companion nodded at Wellington. “Not in front of the D.O.G. You know he’s a sensitive soul.”

      “He’s a dog,” Lady Matilda said, refusing to spell the word out as her companion had done. When all was said and done, he wasn’t even her dog. Wellington had belonged to her deceased husband, Percival, otherwise known as the Earl of Dartcombe. Percy had adored the hound, whereas she had simply tolerated his presence.

      “Well, I think it’s an honour to be asked to open the local dog show.” Hetty Trelawny steered the conversation back to its original subject.

      While Matilda was sure that was true, she herself couldn’t think of anything she’d rather do less. Since her husband’s sudden death just over eighteen months ago, she had very rarely left the house, let alone fulfilled social engagements.

      One notable exception was the wedding in Ireland she had attended just prior to Christmas. It was the wedding of one of the cousins on the paternal side of her family. Matilda felt as though she owed it to her father to attend. She certainly didn’t go because she had any great desire to see the Earl of Chesden marry. Her recollection of those relations had not been favourable. However, meeting them again at the wedding was a pleasant surprise. Not only was the guest list full of interesting people, but Alexander, the new Earl of Chesden, had matured into a very decent young man.

      “I’m sure,” Matilda replied absent-mindedly. “But don’t know why Lady Northmoor can’t do it. After all, she’s here in Devon.”

      “Lady Northmoor has dogs entered in the show,” Hetty said so patiently that Matilda was as certain as she could be that it wasn’t the first time her companion had said those words to her.

      Tommy and Evelyn Christie, or Lord and Lady Northmoor as they were more properly known, were some of the more entertaining guests she had met at the wedding in Ireland—and Tommy’s Aunt Em was an absolute card. The Earl of Chesden’s new bride was the elder of Tommy’s two sisters. It had been their friendship that helped to make the occasion bearable and stop her dwelling too much on how sad she was when recalling her own wedding day.

      Matilda had found out, to her dismay that having money, a title, and a rather nice country estate did not cushion one from experiencing heartache or the ordinary trials and tribulations of everyday life. She had been perfectly content living in Devon as Percy’s wife until he had quite suddenly died in a shooting accident. The freak incident had thrown her life into turmoil for many reasons—not the least of which was how much longer she could continue to live in Biddington Court. Percy’s solicitors had, as yet, not found the male heir who they believed would inherit the estate. Quite what would become of her after that, Matilda did not know.

      “You’re thinking about Lord Dartcombe again.” Her companion tilted her head to one side as she studied her mistress.

      There wasn’t a person on earth who knew more about Matilda and her feelings than Hetty, but that didn’t mean she wanted to discuss them with her. Though she had, on occasion, talked to Wellington about how she felt. The dog had been just as bereft as she when Percy died and had taken to howling unless he was in the same room as Matilda. Perhaps she reminded the dog of Percy, or he had just attached himself to her as his new master. Either way, the hound refused to be shaken off and followed her everywhere. Even when they were in the same room, his big eyes followed her as though he was afraid that she, too, would leave him.

      It wasn’t that he was a bad dog. He was actually a very good dog. He trotted quite happily through the grounds at heel, occasionally running off to follow a scent, but quickly returning to Matilda’s side. Percy had trained him impeccably, but Matilda just wasn’t a dog lover. She never had been. Which was why it was so ironic that she, of all people, had been asked to open the local dog show.

      “Perhaps there will be some exotic breed that you simply fall in love with, and you will have more fun than you think?” Hetty suggested.

      Matilda shook her head. “It’s the Dartcombe and District Dog Society Show. It will be full of spaniels, hounds, some of those awful yappy dogs, as well as the usual retrievers and Labradors. The most exotic thing on show will undoubtedly be Adelaide Forsyth’s hat.”

      “Goodness.” Hetty giggled. “Do you think she will wear that one with the enormous pheasant plume at the front?”

      “I do hope not.” Matilda smiled as she recalled the most glamorous woman in Little Biddington’s headwear. “It’s hideous.”

      “I can’t wait to see which dog wins.” Hetty was so excited, she was practically bouncing in her chair. “Imagine if it’s one of Lady Northmoor’s. That would be quite marvellous.”

      “I’m sure her dogs are very nice,” Matilda said.

      “I can scarcely believe she is still showing her dogs,” Hetty said, and her gaze skittered to somewhere over Matilda’s shoulder. Her companion was going to say something that caused her embarrassment. “Given her delicate condition.”

      “She’s having a baby.” Matilda raised her eyebrows. “You can say that, Hetty. It isn’t at all rude.”

      “Shouldn’t she be at home resting or something?” Hetty wondered. “Women do the most extraordinary things these days, but really, when one is with child, you would expect her to stay home.”

      “I’m certain Lady Northmoor knows her own mind and body, and how much rest she needs,” Matilda said in a voice that brooked no argument. Hetty was a wonderful companion, but sometimes her viewpoint was practically Victorian. “Besides which, Lord Northmoor is here in Devon with her. He will certainly ensure she takes care of herself.”

      “They’re rather grand, aren’t they?”

      “They’re exceptionally grand,” she agreed. “However, they are jolly nice people once you get to know them.”

      “It just shows,” Hetty remarked. “One can’t judge a pie by its crust.”

      Matilda stared at her companion for a moment, wondering what on earth she was talking about. Then she realised: ‘You can’t judge a book by its cover.’ It didn’t matter how many times Hetty had been corrected in the past, she continued to get even the most basic sayings wrong.

      Matilda glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner of the drawing room and exhaled heavily. “I suppose it is time we left.”

      Hetty clapped her hands together as she got to her feet. “I’ll get Wellington’s lead.”

      The dog lifted his head and thumped his tail on the ground at the sound of his name. “He can’t come.”

      “Of course he must come.” Hetty glanced back at me. “You know how dreadfully upset he is when you leave him behind.”

      “He needs to get used to it,” Matilda insisted. “After all, it’s not as if he is a baby. And, if he were, he would be left with a nanny.”

      Wellington had travelled to Ireland, and it was his presence that led to the first conversation between Matilda and the Northmoors. Evelyn particularly was enchanted by the Basset Hound and after their first meeting, she ensured that Matilda was not on her own. She had found it rather nice to be taken under someone’s wing after her months of self-enforced exile.

      “I shall look after him.” Hetty looked at the dog, who still lay at my feet. “Oh, do please let’s take him, my lady.”

      Matilda got to her feet, narrowly avoiding standing on the blue ball the dog favoured. “If it’s not him practically tripping me up, it’s his toys, or his smelly bones.”

      “Don’t be cross,” Hetty encouraged. “Come along, my lady. We are going to have a quite marvellous day. I can feel it in my skeleton.”
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        * * *

      

      “Lady Dartcombe! How positively wonderful to see you again!”

      “Likewise, Lady Northmoor. I trust you’re well?”

      Evelyn rested a hand on top of her swollen stomach, with a slight grimace. “As well as one can be expected. I thought Lady Isabelle was an active child, but I confess I was not prepared for this little one.”

      “Going to play football for England, I expect.” Tommy nodded towards his wife’s stomach. His words carried an expectation of absolute truth rather than the typical pride of an expectant father. “Perhaps he’ll be just like Neil Harris.”

      “It could well be another girl,” Evelyn said with an indulgent smile at her husband. “Who is Neil Harris?”

      “You’ve heard me speak of him before.” Tommy grinned. “He’s a rather good centre-forward. Plays for Newcastle United.”

      “Of course.” Evelyn looked at Matilda and raised her eyebrows. “Just a time or two. You and Harry are excited to see him play at Wembley in a couple of weeks.”

      “In the FA Cup final, you know,” Tommy said to Matilda. “I managed to get some tickets for me and my younger brother. Evelyn wasn’t interested in coming with me. Can’t understand why.”

      Matilda smiled at the obvious joy the young couple exuded whenever they were around each other. If she didn’t know better, she would assume they were newlyweds, but the Northmoors had been married since before the war.

      “Perhaps he’ll play rugby,” she suggested, though she had little knowledge or care for either game. She wasn’t much interested in ball games at all except for tennis at Wimbledon.

      “He might be a she,” Evelyn said with a look at her husband that told Matilda this was something she had said on many previous occasions.

      “You know that I really don’t mind either way.” Tommy looked at Evelyn in such a way that Matilda’s eyes brimmed with tears. She had loved Percy, and she had never once doubted that he loved her back, but the clear adoration the Northmoors had for each other left her feeling as though something had been lacking in her marriage.

      “Were you quite comfortable in your lodgings?” Matilda asked brightly to cover her maudlin emotions. “I really think you ought to have stayed with me.”

      “Oh, we’ve brought the dogs.” Evelyn gestured towards three rather beautiful black and tan dogs.

      “I’ve got Wellington, as you know. I’m sure we’d have all muddled along perfectly well.” Matilda did not mention that mostly Wellington lay on the floor snoring. He certainly did not share the intelligent, energetic look of her dogs.

      “They can be quite boisterous,” Evelyn said. “They don’t mean to be, but they’re large dogs. I was worried they’d swish things off low tables with their tails—expensive items, or those you treasure. I would have hated for them, or us, to be a bother. Now, do tell me all your wonderful village gossip.”

      Tommy raised an eyebrow. “Evelyn, I’m quite certain that not all villages are teeming with intrigue and secrets. We’re not in Hessleham now.”

      “Nonsense, Tommy! All English villages are exactly the same. Everyone has secrets, and there’s almost always something simmering beneath the surface.”

      “Oh, not here in Little Biddington. It’s such a quiet place.”

      “Lady Northmoor is quite right,” Hetty said with a knowing look at Matilda. “All sorts of things happen in our village. I’m sure you would
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