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			Prologue

			London, September, 1946

			Joan pulled off her heavy gloves, stuffing them into her coat pockets, before inserting the mortice key in the lock of the back door of the pub. It was five in the morning and she was weary. An autumn chill was nipping at her fingers, and dawn had barely peered through the darkness. It was dreary and unpleasant to be out this early but Joan had no choice. The pub cleaning job was the first of four she would do that day and Joan had to start early in order to make it through the next few gruelling hours. 

			She came into the kitchen, closing the door but finding little relief in the room, which was also cold. Even so, she removed her coat, hanging it up on the hook on the back of the door. She was cold, but she would soon work up a sweat and the bulky coat was restrictive when she was doing physical labour.

			The small kitchen was in turmoil, with beer jugs and glasses stacked high and left unwashed. Joan sighed. The bar staff were supposed to wash up before they left at night but rarely ever did. She considered complaining to the day manager, but feared losing the job. The war hadn’t been kind to her, and she had been left widowed, with three small mouths to feed, and no sign of the widow’s pension she had been promised, which seemed to be tied up in red tape. She couldn’t afford to lose even an hour of the work she did, which brought in just enough to make ends meet, but left nothing for emergencies.

			Joan pushed away any irritation because it was pointless. There was nothing she could do. Her babies needed to be provided for, and it was the least she could do for all the bravery her stoic husband, John, had shown: he hadn’t wanted to return to the western front on his last leave, it was almost as though he knew he would never return. Even now, Joan remembered the desperation of their last coupling – which had left her stranded with yet another mouth to feed. But little Betty gave her such delight, with the smile that so resembled her father’s and the quiet acceptance in her young attitude that was so like Joan’s.

			

			Joan gave a smile thinking of little Betty, Stevie and Mary, all still tucked up in bed, with Joan’s mum there to sort everything for them when they woke. 

			Joan filled a kettle and a large pan, putting them on the stove. She would need plenty of hot water if she was to get these glasses and jugs pristine and, of course, there would be the bar and tables which were often stained with sticky remnants of beer. While the water came to the boil, she began to tidy the kitchen. But as she drew closer to the door leading to the bar, she became aware of music coming from inside. She paused: it was unusual to hear the Wurlitzer playing when the place was closed. Joan shrugged, then turned back to the sink.

			Not my business, she thought. 

			From the storage cupboard Joan pulled out the mop and bucket and picked up a carton of detergent before pushing open the door again between the kitchen and the space behind the bar. 

			Once the door was open, she could make out the song and the singer: Surrender by Perry Como was one of her favourite records. Joan paused and looked around the room, half expecting someone else to be there because the machine couldn’t play on its own. 

			The bar area, however, was empty, as it should be at this time in the morning.

			Joan went back in the kitchen and filled the bucket with the detergent and steaming hot water from the pan.  She added a little cold water to the mix, enough to be able to put her hands in. The brass-covered bar surfaces would need a good clean, as would the tables around the room before she began to sweep and mop the floor. Nothing but the hottest, soapiest water could deal with that mess.

			

			As she carried the bucket back into the bar, the song finished. There was silence but for the slight whirring of the machine as it stowed the record back in its bay, only to lift it again and place it back on the turnstile. 

			Joan placed down the bucket and came around the bar as Perry Como’s voice echoed around the empty space. She reached the brightly lit machine – a dark-brown imposing gadget that held twenty-four discs – the latest thing the owner had installed and she suspected it was popular among the youngsters who frequented the pub. She had never paid much attention to the jukebox beyond polishing the glass and now she was at a loss as to how to turn it off. 

			She waited until the record finished before pulling the plug. She would have to leave a note for Rob, the manager, to say the thing was broken and explain what she had done. Although she wasn’t sure he would be too happy with her decision, especially when she noticed the record hadn’t returned completely to its bay. 

			Joan turned away, shrugging. ‘Not my fault,’ she said realising that Rob must have left it that way, even as he locked up for the night. He must have known it was stuck so why hadn’t he done something about it?

			Behind the bar, Joan took out a clean cloth from under the sink and dipped it in the bucket, wringing out the cloth before she began to clean the spills from the counter. Her hands stung with the hot water, years of hard graft had caused thick callouses to form on her palms and fingers, leaving them looking so much older than Joan’s real age. But there was no time for vanity, survival, for her and the children was all she cared about, and maybe soon, with the widow’s pension forthcoming, she would be able to ease off a little. 

			An hour later she was done in the main bar, she changed the water and made her way to the women’s bathroom which would likely be an easier clean than the men’s as it was little more than a single cubicle with a toilet in, but as she pressed down the handle, the door didn’t budge. Joan pushed against it. This door was prone to swelling in the wet weather and it had been a damp month. She pressed her shoulder against the wood, giving every ounce of her slight weight until it shifted slightly. 

			

			Joan took a deep breath and tried one final push. The door gave; she fell forward into the cramped space. 

			A woman’s body lay across the toilet, slumped against the wall.

			‘Oh good God!’ Joan said, stepping back. Her shoe skidded slightly on the damp floor. She backed away, taking in what she saw, horrified by the sight, and not at all sure if the poor creature was alive or dead.

			Turning and hurrying towards the front door to call for the local bobbies, Joan didn’t even pause when she heard the jukebox firing up again and the sound of Perry Como filling the air. All she thought of was getting outside and raising the alarm. 

			She didn’t see the figure behind her, a dark shadow emerging from the gentlemen’s toilets, and only knew she wasn’t alone when a hard object hit her in the back, followed by intense pain as the knife slid home. 

			A sharp shock. Almost, she thought, like the bite of a snake.

		

	
		
			

			1

			South Yorkshire, October, 1946

			Lady Melinda Greenway came into the kitchen to find the cook, Mrs Weston, hard at work. Mel was soaked through from the unexpected downpour that had caught her and the gardener, Joseph, out on the lawn soon after they had finished deadheading the roses. The roses had survived so well that year because of this practice, and Mel was sure that with the continuing mild weather, they may yet get another bloom. 

			‘Good heavens!’ Mrs Weston said. ‘Get to the fire before you catch your death!’

			Unperturbed by a little rain, Mel smiled at the cook and took the offered towel, wiping her face and hair of the excess water.

			‘I wanted to talk about the dinner party,’ Mel said. 

			‘Everything is just as you asked for. A simple three-course dinner consisting of vegetable soup, a main of roast chicken breast in a pepper and cream sauce, and Daisy has just finished assembling the Victoria sponge cake. Mr Williams brought up some decent wines from the cellar and I think they are ready to be decanted in the dining room.’

			‘Perfect,’ said Mel, her mind immediately organising all the items into a pattern for dinner which made her stomach growl slightly. ‘But time is galloping on and I didn’t expect to get wet today so I had better go and change. I confirmed how many would be attending?’

			Mrs Weston nodded. ‘The table is set for six. The bedrooms are made up for four guests. And I’ll send Ruby and Toby to light the fires and warm the rooms shortly. It’s chilly up there and the damp weather doesn’t help.’

			

			‘You think of everything,’ Mel said. ‘I’m so grateful for you, especially with Mrs Felman in London with Laura and Jonathan.’

			‘When is his Lordship due back?’ Mrs Weston asked. ‘Only I thought it was soon.’

			Mel’s second cousin, Lord Jonathan Greenway and his wife, Lady Laura, were currently the custodians of Avonby, inheriting the title during the war after Mel’s father, George, and her brother, Valentine, were killed in the blitz, along with Mel’s mother, leaving her an orphan. They were all now away with the chauffeur Henry, and the housekeeper, Mrs Felman, at the Greenway London house.

			‘By all accounts the autumn season has been a lot of fun for them both. A proper introduction into society for their new status according to Jonathan’s letters. It has especially been a triumph for Laura and they have decided to stay another week.’

			Mrs Weston grew thoughtful, ‘I’m glad you’ve reconnected with some old friends, but didn’t you want to go with them? Do the balls and parties?’

			‘Oh no, none of that is for me. I’m much happier being at Avonby and it has been rather restful these last couple of months, especially after all that awful business with Ned and the poor wretch we found in the rose bed.1’

			‘Indeed,’ Mrs Weston said, recalling the former farmhand’s murder by his own uncle, and Mel’s part in solving the case with Inspector Derrin Bradley. Life had returned to normal despite these awful events on the estate. 

			‘Talking of Ned,’ Mrs Weston said now, ‘have you heard anything from Nancy?’

			Mel smiled at the mention of their former scullery maid and fiancée of the late farmworker. ‘She’s settled into her new life well. It’s quite something how she has taken to being a “woman of means” and running her own household in Sheffield.’

			‘Fancy Ned leaving a will like that. Taking care of the woman he loved. It’s so romantic!’ said Daisy as she rounded the nook corner where the kitchen fireplace was positioned with an empty coal bucket in her hand. 

			

			‘Is that fire stoked then?’ Mrs Weston said. ‘And stop eavesdropping girl and go and refill that bucket from the cellar.’

			‘Yes, Mrs Weston,’ said Daisy and, with a nod in Mel’s direction, she hurried off towards the cellar door to take care of the task. 

			‘I’m happy for Nancy,’ Mel said.

			Mrs Weston nodded, before turning her attention back to the pan on the stove. She scooped out a spoonful of the warm vegetable soup and tasted it.

			‘A little more salt I think,’ she said. 

			Mel picked an apple from the bowl in the centre of the huge kitchen table which served as both a communal eating place for the staff and an extra work surface when needed. Even now, the table held a pan of peeled potatoes and another with some green beans and carrots, ready to be made up for the main course. The fruit bowl was always kept full these days from the estate’s own orchard which had now nicely recovered from the neglect of the war years and was yielding both cooking and eating apples. Therefore, Mel felt no guilt at biting into the apple and enjoying it as the first food she had eaten all day.

			She experienced a twinge of nerves about the dinner. She hadn’t asked Laura and Jonathan if she could have friends staying over, or host a small dinner party, but she didn’t see why she shouldn’t be able to when they were in London enjoying themselves and Mel, as always, was left running Avonby single handed. Not that she had any less of a workload when they were home, since Jonathan had all but abandoned any show of an effort where the estate was concerned. Mel did everything, and it was, she realised, just how she liked it. She loved Avonby and was proud of the estate and all the hard work she had put in to make it what it was today. Better in some ways than the pre-war days, because it was now a working farm, selling their own produce as well as using it to feed the estate.

			She thought now of her old school friends. Clara Taylor-Smith, Eleanor Parkinson and her fiancé Charles Harris, not to mention Michael Chase whom she hadn’t seen for years because he moved to India with his parents when he was in his teens. Before the war, hanging out with Clara and Eleanor was comfortable, easy. She didn’t know Charles of course, but she trusted Eleanor’s taste in men as she was always the most sensible of the group and Mel couldn’t imagine her choosing a future husband without due care and consideration.

			

			The fifth guest was Inspector Derrin Bradley who she hadn’t seen for a few weeks. He had been busy since they last spoke, after an argument had ensued that left them both wondering where their relationship was going. But her invitation to dinner had been accepted showing that Derrin was open to receiving an olive branch. 

			It was such a stupid argument, Mel thought now. She couldn’t even recall how it started. 

			They had been discussing a case he was working on and something about her response had hit a raw nerve. After that Derrin had shut both her, and the conversation, down. They’d always been fiery, Mel knew that, but he’d always valued her opinion during the war and Mel didn’t understand why that changed. Perhaps it was an ego thing, or maybe because he didn’t want to put her in harm’s way again. Either way, since then, they hadn’t seen each other, though Derrin had called the house phone a couple of times showing he was willing to talk. It was a shame that on both occasions she had been out of the estate and missed the calls and her returned phone calls had found him unavailable also. 

			Ships that pass in the night, she thought now recalling Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem ‘The Theologian’s Tale’, which appeared in Tales of a Wayside Inn, a well-thumbed copy of which was in Avonby’s library. The metaphor was not lost on Mel as she and Derrin failed so often to negotiate common ground in any normal capacity, but somehow managed to come together during adversity. Mel wanted to change this pattern and whatever happened between them, be they friends or lovers, she did not want ‘them’ to be just nothing. Better they be enemies than that. 

			But we’re not enemies, she thought, even though she wasn’t sure what they were.

			‘I had better go and change,’ Mel said aloud to no one in particular, but Mrs Weston nodded and Daisy, returning with a full bucket of coal, gave her a smile in acknowledgement. 

			

			Mel left the kitchen, going upstairs via the servants’ staircase as she often did. It was, after all, the most convenient and discreet way of traversing the huge manor house. 

			Now on the second floor Mel passed her former bedroom, the old seamstress’s room in which her cousin’s wife, Laura, had placed her when she first arrived at Avonby in December 1945. So much had happened in those ten months, but only recently Jonathan had offered her a change of room and Mel had taken the switch because of the sheer practicality of having her own ensuite bathroom. She had smiled when Jonathan had shown her the new room. Having her own bathroom was a luxury that she hadn’t expected.

			Her new room was in the North Wing and further away from the stairs, But Mel loved the privacy this afforded, though she still felt some fondness for her former room because it had offered some security for the first time since she had been demobbed and unable to find work. For this reason, she had left the room with some regret.

			As the staff of Avonby had helped her move her few possessions into the bigger room, Mel had seen Laura lurking at the end of the corridor and she knew she was peeved. She had done so much along the way to maintain Mel’s precarious position in the household, but Jonathan’s decision changed her status and Mel was firmly ensconced as a valued member of the family by the move.

			Even so, Mel’s relationship with Laura remained tense. Mel had made many attempts to befriend and win her over, but Laura was always distant and reserved. No matter how hard Mel tried, Laura never met her in the middle at any point, so Mel decided that she had to look outside of the household for some female friendship. 

			She had been considering how to do that, perhaps even to get more involved in the local parish, when she received the letter from Clara and Eleanor. They had communicated several more times, had a few phone calls and expressed a wish to meet up. With Jonathan and Laura away, it was the perfect opportunity to have a reunion dinner party. 

			Mel opened the door of her new room and glanced around. Jonathan had arranged for it to be decorated before he told her this would be hers. The walls were painted a pale blue and Mel had a big dressing table in solid oak with a huge mirror that had two side pieces of mirrored glass hinged to either side so that she could see her face from all angles. Despite this Mel rarely spent much time in front of the mirror and only occasionally used cosmetics, of which she did at least now have a few. 

			

			There was a tall and wide oak wardrobe that matched the dressing table and a chest of drawers in the room. Although the wardrobe was still quite empty, Mel had more clothing than she’d had even two months earlier as Jonathan’s generosity now stretched to a clothing allowance. Mel didn’t take any of this for granted, however, as she knew it was all part and parcel of being a member of the Greenway family and image to Jonathan – and especially Laura – was everything. They couldn’t be seen to neglect this poor relation now that things were improving overall because of her help. Thanks to Mel, Avonby’s farm was flourishing. There was a bounty of fresh produce that was now seasonally sold at the market and even sent out further afield to Sheffield and Manchester. Construction had started on a new, bigger greenhouse to house the growth of even more. Lettuce, tomatoes, carrots, green beans and cucumbers were already in production and they were growing way more than Avonby’s occupants could eat. This, Mel knew, would increase tenfold when the new structure was completed, and it meant that some produce could be grown year-round instead of just at certain times of year as a result.

			This was all possible because Jonathan had listened to Mel. She had pointed out that if Avonby was to survive, they had to diversify and do more. Mel, as the overseer, kept a tight rein on production and they had even hired some more full-time workers to help their aged gardener, Joseph, and his wife, Rosa, in their endeavours now that they needed a more commercial yield. Post war, homegrown fresh products were even more in demand and Joseph’s experience was needed to guide the younger, fitter, team. Fortunately, the old retainer loved to share his knowledge and was proving to be a very nurturing mentor for their new employees and Mel wasn’t worried at all that he might be overdoing things, in fact, Joseph was showing a great deal of enthusiasm and energy for the task which had given him something of a new lease of life.

			

			Mel stripped away her work clothes and went into the bathroom to wash, after which she began to prepare for the evening. Wrapped in a towel she sat down at her dressing table and ran a comb through her rapidly drying hair. Then she put a few curlers in to regain control, before applying a modicum of rouge to give her cheeks a warmer glow and her lips a little blush. 

			It wasn’t a very formal affair, but Mel suspected that her guests, travelling all the way from London, would probably make some effort. Especially Clara and Eleanor who were always so fashionable before the war. At the very least the men would be in tuxedos and the women, evening dresses. With this in mind, Mel pulled out a sophisticated blue satin dress from her wardrobe and lay it on her new double bed. Would this be the thing to wear? She wasn’t sure, not having done much in the line of socialising of late. But the dress was lovely, simple and elegant as she was not one for frills and flounces. Yes. It would be perfect and she would feel comfortable too. 

			Even in the north wing the distant echo of the doorbell ringing reached Mel. With a twinge of apprehension, Mel realised that the first of her guests had arrived. She had left instructions to show them to their rooms in the guest suites over in the south wing and knew that this would be actioned by Mr Williams, the butler, and the footman, Toby. 

			She took a deep breath, catching sight of herself in the mirror. Had she changed so much since they last saw her? Not that much physically, she realised, with the hard work on the farm keeping her figure from expanding, she still had that youthful look. But what of the others? She hadn’t seen either of her friends since the night of the blitz when her parents and brother had died and she met Derrin for the first time.

			How the world continues to turn and somehow we come full circle, she thought.

			Despite her nerves, Mel continued getting ready, knowing that everything else was being taken care of by the very capable, and well-trained, employees of Avonby Hall.
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			‘This is lovely,’ said Eleanor as she came into the grand hallway of Avonby Hall.

			‘Indeed,’ said Charles. 

			‘I’ll show you to your rooms Miss Parkinson and Mr Harris,’ Williams said. ‘Please follow me.’

			‘And my chauffeur?’ Charles said.

			‘No problem, sir, we have a room ready for him in the servant’s quarters,’ Williams said.

			‘Very good,’ Charles said nodding his approval.

			Mr Williams and Toby took the small overnight cases and their garment bags and led the two guests up the main staircase.

			‘Is anyone else here?’ Eleanor asked. 

			‘Miss Taylor-Smith is already here, but Mr Chase hasn’t arrived yet,’ Williams said.

			‘Very good. Thank you,’ said Eleanor.

			‘Here’s your room, Miss Parkinson,’ Williams said opening the door. ‘Mr Harris is just across the hall and the bathroom is the second door on the left.’

			Williams placed her case down on a blanket at the bottom of the huge bed, then left to take Charles to his room, closing the door behind him. 

			Left alone, Eleanor looked around. The room was beautifully furnished with a modern dressing table and matching chest of drawers and wardrobe. Her feet sank into the luxurious carpet, and there was a smell of fresh paint still lingering, as though the decorator had left just moments before her arrival. 

			On a small table by the window was a bowl of fresh apples and a jug of fresh water with a crystal tumbler. She noticed an envelope propped up against the fruit bowl and walked towards the window. 

			

			She picked up the envelope and opened it, pulling out a piece of paper that smelt of fresh lavender. The note had the most beautiful handwriting, which she recognised as Mel’s. Eleanor had always envied Mel’s penmanship which she took in first before reading the words.

			Dear Eleanor, 

			Welcome to Avonby. I’m looking forward to seeing you. 

			Drinks will be at six. Dinner served at seven.

			Mel

			She read the short note a few times, before returning it to the envelope. There was little formality in the short letter showing how much Mel had changed since they last met.

			The bed was covered in a luxurious throw of blue velvet and plump cushions. It promised comfort and looked inviting. Eleanor was tired from the journey and was tempted to take a lie down, but she knew Charles would want her to be ready on time so instead she opened her case and began to pull out the two dresses she had brought with her. One was a calf length black satin dress with a drop waist and the other a more traditional full-length empire line in peach chiffon. Both formal – but which was more impressive? What did one wear at a dinner party in a place like this? Thank heavens she had suggested Charles bring a morning suit and a tuxedo. Even now, she wasn’t sure which it should be in this situation and formalities had changed so much in the last few years, sometimes more relaxed, and others far less so, it was hard to know.

			Worried, she decided to go and speak to Charles to make sure she made the right decision. She was always worried about faux pas, and Charles always knew the right thing to do in any given situation. As she opened the door to her room, she found herself face to face with a man she didn’t recognise. 

			

			‘Eleanor!’ he said immediately.

			‘Michael?’

			‘You haven’t changed a bit old girl,’ he said.

			Eleanor laughed, feeling awkward and somewhat nervous as Michael certainly had changed, she could barely recognise the gangly teenage boy he had once been in this sophisticated man, with his modern haircut and expensive suit. He gave her a smile and then Eleanor saw a glimmer of her former friend and smiled back.

			‘Have you just arrived?’

			‘Yes,’ Michael said. ‘I thought I’d freshen up before changing.’

			‘Can I ask, would it be morning suit or tuxedo?’ Eleanor said. ‘I’m not sure how formal Mel is these days.’

			‘Tux,’ Michael said. ‘If in doubt.’

			‘Thank you! I’ll see you downstairs at six,’ Eleanor said.

			Michael left in search of the bathroom and Eleanor headed across the corridor to find Charles’s room to make sure he agreed that this was the right attire.

			* * *

			Mel was in the hallway ready to greet everyone when Eleanor and Charles made their way downstairs. She looked up, seeing the handsome couple, Charles in a tuxedo and Eleanor in the black, long-sleeved satin dress, which showed she still had an interest in modern fashion. 

			She always was stylish, Mel thought. She was relieved at her own choice of dress, which wasn’t at all below par.

			The couple reached the bottom of the stairs and there was a little awkwardness until Eleanor hurried forward and embraced Mel. Mel squeezed her back and at the same time wondered if this was the first time they had ever hugged each other. It wasn’t a thing one did pre-war, but formalities had changed and Mel was glad of it. It was nice to be held, and it got rid of any discomfort they might have felt otherwise.

			‘And this is my fiancé Charles,’ Eleanor said.

			‘It’s great to meet you,’ Mel said, shaking Charles’s hand.

			

			‘Strong grip,’ Charles observed and, embarrassed, Mel let go of his fingers.

			‘And here’s Clara and… Michael?’ Mel said looking back up the stairs.

			The doorbell rang and Mel knew then that the final guest, her former wartime colleague, Inspector Derrin Bradley, had arrived and the evening could begin in earnest. She experienced a flutter in her stomach as Williams went to answer the door and she led everyone into the drawing room where Toby waited with a tray full of cocktails.

			‘Martini anyone?’ she asked.

			Michael was the first to reach the tray and he began to pass out the drinks to the ladies, before he and Charles finally took theirs. 

			‘Excuse me for a moment,’ Mel said. ‘Please make yourselves comfortable.’

			She went back into the hallway, just as Derrin, now relieved of his coat and hat, was walking towards her.

			‘I’m really glad you came,’ she said.

			‘I’ve been meaning to catch up with you. You look beautiful,’ he said.

			‘Thank you,’ she said with a little smile. ‘You look very handsome. Tuxedo suits you.’

			Derrin took her hand and kissed her fingers, then his eyes skipped away from hers as they caught sight of someone standing at the drawing-room door.

			‘And who is this?’ asked Clara.

			‘I had better make all the introductions,’ said Mel turning around. ‘Derrin this is Clara, Clara this is former First Lieutenant, now Inspector, Derrin Bradley.’ 

			Derrin shook hands with Clara who gave him a flirty smile.

			‘Do go in and get a drink, I need to just confer with Mr Williams,’ Mel said. ‘I won’t be a moment.’

			Williams was looking awkward and loitering by the dining room door.

			‘Is something wrong?’ she asked.

			‘We’ve had to make up two extra beds in the servants’ quarters, Miss Taylor-Smith brought a maid with her and Mr Harris and Miss Parkinson came with a chauffeur. I’ve put the maid in with Daisy for now, but she wasn’t happy with having to share with one of the house servants and protested her displeasure.’

			

			‘Ah. Clara didn’t mention her maid and I wasn’t expecting a chauffeur as I thought they were all coming by train and then taxi,’ Mel said.

			‘Mr Chase did,’ Williams confirmed. ‘But Mr Harris seemed very attached to his driver and his Rolls-Royce.’

			‘Mmmm. Well, thank you for sorting the problems for now. Let me know if there is anything further. Can you make sure they are given refreshments?’

			‘Yes Lady Melinda,’ said Williams. 
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			Introductions made, and cocktails consumed, the group was ushered into the dining room for dinner. The large formal room was resplendent with Avonby’s best china and crystal and highly polished silver candelabras positioned in the centre of the table with lit candles illuminating the room and creating the perfect mood. 

			Mr Williams and Toby have done Avonby proud, Mel thought. 

			Wine glasses were generously filled by Williams and Toby as they moved around the table. Ruby brought out warm, fresh bread rolls and salty butter and each guest had a bowl of Mrs Weston’s delicious soup placed before them. Mel noticed that no one reached for extra salt as the broth was perfectly seasoned. She ate hers with slow dignity, mindful not to mop up her plate with her bread – leaving the barracks firmly behind her.

			‘Michael has spent the last few years in India,’ Mel said to kick start the conversation between courses.

			‘How long were you there?’ asked Charles.

			‘About fourteen years. My father was a brigadier and was posted over there,’ he said. 

			‘I remember,’ said Clara. ‘We were all sad when you left.’

			‘Indeed. We were inseparable at the time,’ Michael said. 

			‘We’d have been the original Famous Five if we had a dog between us,’ Eleanor laughed.

			A general titter ran around the table, dampened down by the entrance of Williams and Toby with the main course.

			‘I didn’t really want to go to India,’ Michael said, while Williams and Toby served chicken, vegetables and gravy. ‘Even so, I enjoyed my time there. It’s very different from the way we live in England.’

			‘Hotter, for a start, I shouldn’t wonder!’ said Charles.

			Michael smiled. ‘Very much so. But you get used to it. I was referring to the less formal behaviour of colonials though. Except for my father who was a stickler for propriety.’

			

			‘To parents and propriety,’ Charles said raising his glass. 

			Eleanor reached for Michael’s hand, feeling awkward. ‘I’m sorry Michael… About your father.’

			‘Well, it’s brought me home, so please don’t be. And if this reunion is anything to go by, then I’m quite pleased now about being here.’

			‘Mel’s parents…’ Eleanor looked awkward by the conversation. 

			‘Mine were killed in the blitz,’ Mel said. ‘But then there are always silver linings. That’s the night I met Derrin.’

			‘Oh! You’re the lieutenant that rescued Mel from the wreckage!’ Clara said. 

			‘Oh no,’ Derrin said. ‘No one would ever need to rescue Mel.’

			‘And that,’ said Michael, ‘is definitely worth raising a glass to!’

			Questions abounded around the table as Mel’s friends were curious about the past few years and her wartime activities.

			‘You’d never believe that this “delicate flower” could brain a man twice her size with a wrench,’ Derrin said. 

			They were still subject to the Official Secrets Act, and Mel observed how Derrin, his tongue loosened by the wine, was enjoying telling the tale of one of their escapades without giving any names or real detail. He was more relaxed than she had been and it made her happy to see him enjoy such congenial company.

			‘No!’ said Clara but her eyes gleamed with interest and a new respect for Mel.

			‘Me? Delicate?’ laughed Mel. 

			The table erupted in mirth along with more tales from Clara and Eleanor about Mel’s childhood exploits. 

			‘Do you remember when she sent the milkman’s son packing when he tried to kiss her?’ Eleanor said to Michael. ‘You wanted to punch him on the nose but Mel said, “don’t worry, I know exactly how to deal with his sort”. And she took care of him.’

			Micheal shook his head neither agreeing with nor denying the story.

			‘What did you do?’ Derrin asked.

			

			Mel gave him a demure look. ‘I’m sure you can guess.’

			Clara began to giggle, ‘You gave him “a kick in the crunchies”, didn’t you, Mel?’

			The table erupted in a raucous bout of laughter that made Mel feel, for the first time since she left the army, that she was able to say exactly what she wanted and there would be no judging. She was among friends. She relaxed into her chair, all sign of formality gone.

			She found Derrin’s amused gaze on her from across the table and felt a slight flush colouring her cheeks at the scrutiny and the slight gleam in his eyes. At the time, neither Clara or Eleanor had understood what ‘the crunchies’ were but the terminology had still brought them all to fits of laughter for what it obviously implied.

			‘You were a bit of a Tomboy, then?’ Charles asked. ‘Hard to imagine now as you’re so ladylike.’

			Mel guffawed at the thought of being ‘ladylike’.

			‘Well, we all grow into ourselves eventually,’ Michael said. 

			‘Yes indeed,’ said Mel, grateful for his comments. ‘And look at you now. I hardly recognised you. I’m very glad you reached out when you came back to England though.’

			‘Why did you come back?’ Derrin asked.

			‘Changes in the country’s government. The next year, I believe, will see the full evacuation of all British patriots,’ Michael said.

			‘Mmm. Yes of course, Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten is the Viceroy of India…’ Charles mentioned. ‘I heard about his position in this.’

			‘That’s right,’ said Michael. ‘My father believed he will be the person to resolve the issues the British Government has in giving India what it needs – independence. But I do not want to bore any of you with foreign politics.’

			The conversation switched when the beautifully iced Victoria sponge cake was brought in and despite protestations of watching their figures, both Clara and the very lean Eleanor had a piece and enjoyed it. They were feeling comfortable around their old friends and the anxiety of suspected awkwardness and formality had left. To Mel it felt as if the years between seeing them had never happened. Was it really that awful night at Susan’s house when they’d been celebrating Mel’s nineteenth birthday that she saw them last? Michael much longer of course. But the only difference was that he was less natural and open than he used to be. She had always seen him as perhaps her closest friend before he had left for India, but now their maturity and different life experiences created a crevice that was perhaps too deep and too wide to traverse. Plus, as a man now, and not a boy, their friendship couldn’t be as simple as it once was. Though Mel regretted this, as friendship with him was something she would enjoy again.

			

			‘You never mentioned,’ Derrin said, ‘when or how you got in touch with Michael?’

			‘It was a complete coincidence. I bumped into Clara at the train station. She told me you were having a reunion. And here we all are!’ Michael said.

			‘You were very welcome to join us Michael,’ Mel said. ‘We miss Susan… who couldn’t make it, but with the gang, mostly, back together, the world does appear to be coming right again.’

			There were murmurs of agreement around the table and Mel caught Derrin’s eye. He had gone quiet, stopped drinking and appeared a little sullen compared to his earlier joviality. She forced her face to remain passive but his change in mood did give her pause for concern. What was it that had upset him?

			‘Shall we all go in the study for brandy?’ Mel suggested. 

			‘Oh, thank heavens you didn’t suggest the men retiring to the study and ladies staying here,’ Michael said. ‘That’s something no one does in India and it has been such a bore since I got back. I mean, the ladies are the greatest fun at most gatherings.’

			‘If my cousins were home, I’m afraid that might be the case here too. But as you see, formality isn’t my strong suit.’

			* * *

			‘That will be all tonight,’ Mel said to Mr Williams as the guests settled into the study sofas, crystal glasses in their hands.

			‘Very good Lady Melinda,’ Williams said.

			

			When the butler left Clara said, ‘It’s very strange hearing you referred to as “Lady Melinda”.’

			‘I know. I ask them all to call me Mel but it’s hard to change the years of old-fashioned habits that have been ingrained through service to the Greenways.’

			‘Even so, Avonby suits you, Mel,’ Eleanor said. ‘You seem very at home.’

			‘I am. I love it here. Love taking care of the land. Love the house. It is, after all, my ancestral home, even though I never thought I’d live in it.’

			‘Didn’t you?’ asked Clara. ‘Only I thought your father was next in line?’

			Mel nodded. ‘He was, yes. But my brother Valentine would have inherited from him, not me. A family custom, leaving everything to the next eligible male, which is why Jonathan now holds the title.’

			‘That’s an incredible piece,’ Michael said changing the subject. ‘Turner?’

			The group’s attention was drawn to the painting above the fireplace.

			‘You know your art, Michael. And yes, it is a Turner. Jonathan loves that painting. It does have something. The ship. The storm. The atmosphere… He looks at it for hours sometimes.’

			‘Well, I know nothing about art,’ said Charles. ‘But this brandy is superb! I don’t suppose your cousin has any cigars?’

			‘On the desk,’ Mel said. ‘Help yourself.’

			‘Any more wine, Mel? I’ll confess I have no tolerance for hard liquor,’ Eleanor said.

			Mel stood up. ‘Of course. I’ll fetch some from the cellar.’

			‘I’ll come with you,’ Derrin said.

			They left the study and made their way down to the kitchen via the servants’ stairs. At the bottom of the steps, they heard voices in the kitchen, and through the slightly ajar door Mel saw Mrs Weston slicing up the remains of the Victoria sponge, before handing it out to Williams, Toby, Ruby and Daisy. She then noticed the two new faces sitting opposite from them. One was a man in his early forties, with a very serious expression and a younger, tiny girl, who was smiling widely at Toby who was oblivious to her obvious interest in him. She knew that these were the maid and chauffeur that Williams had told her about, and was glad to see them being taken care of. The maid appeared to be getting on with everyone, though she spoke very quietly, and appeared to be quite shy. 

			

			Mel and Derrin didn’t interrupt the small group. Instead, Mel picked up a bunch of keys from a hook beside the boot room door and taking them with her she pushed open the unlocked cellar door. At the top of the stairs, she flicked on the light switch. The cellar staircase illuminated with stark electric light coming from bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling. Closing the door behind them, Mel and Derrin went down into the harshly lit cavern.

			‘You seem to know your way around every part of this house,’ Derrin observed.

			‘There is not a corner in Avonby that I haven’t explored,’ she said. 

			‘You meant it when you said you love it here, didn’t you?’ 

			‘Yes. I did. I do.’

			‘I’m glad you’re happy Mel,’ Derrin said.

			At the bottom of the stairs, Mel pushed open another door. They passed through the coal store and to the wine cellar door, which Mel now unlocked with the key. The door opened onto a wide room which was lined with wine shelves – covered with excellent wines and some bottles of French cognac. 

			Mel began to examine the bottles, carefully selecting a few. Derrin took any she chose and gathered them in his arms. 

			‘Thank you. We’ll get some fresh glasses from the cabinet in the dining room,’ she said. ‘There’s also a corkscrew in the drawer in there.’

			‘I’m not sure we need this many bottles, though,’ said Derrin.

			Mel laughed. ‘It’s nice to have a choice. I suspect Charles and Michael have some knowledge of fine wines and I would like them to be happy with what I present.’

			‘Your friends are fun,’ Derrin said. 

			

			‘I wasn’t sure how the evening would pan out. It could have been awkward. Thank you for coming. I wanted to…’

			‘There’s no need,’ Derrin said. ‘We were both in the wrong. It is time we stopped being at loggerheads all the time. And, I know I can be an arse at times.’

			Mel laughed, ‘We both can be.’

			She grew thoughtful. 

			‘It seems we are always fighting, unless we have a mystery to solve. Why is that?’

			Derrin shook his head. ‘I’m not sure. Mel…’

			A sound came from the coal store behind them and Derrin fell silent. Mel listened as she heard the subtle movement of the coal pile.

			‘It’ll be someone getting coal for the fires,’ Mel said but her voice dropped to a quieter pitch, as though she didn’t want whoever it was to discover them there.

			Derrin nodded.

			‘We’ll talk when everyone goes to bed, if you are willing to stay that long?’ Mel said.

			‘Of course. I want things to be right between us,’ Derrin said.

			They made their way out of the cellar on the heels of the person who had been in the coal store. A large piece of coal rolled from the top of the pile, coming to a stop at the bottom.

			They heard the door at the top of the stairs open, the light switched off and the door closed. 

			‘Damn!’ said Derrin as they were plummeted into darkness.

			Mel shuffled across the floor, her foot kicking a piece of coal as she went, and felt around the wall at the bottom of the staircase. Very soon the light was back on. 

			‘This sort of thing happens a lot, so we put another switch in down here.’

			‘Sensible,’ Derrin said.

			Back in the study, after much deliberation of which bottle to open, Mel filled Eleanor, Clara and Michael’s wine glasses. 

			‘What about you?’ Mel asked Charles, but he shook his head. 

			

			‘Still savouring this delicious brandy,’ Charles said.

			Once cigars were smoked, the group decanted back into the drawing room to play bridge. Mel left the empty wine bottle on the mantelpiece with a plan to dispose of it in the morning, and brought the remaining, as yet unopened, bottles into the drawing room with them. 

			After an intense card game, in which she learnt that Eleanor, Clara and Charles were very competitive, the electric lamps in the room cut out and the room was tipped into a semi-darkness, only illuminated by the fire still burning in the hearth. 

			Eleanor yelped in surprise.

			‘A power cut?’ Clara said. 

			‘Strange,’ Mel said. ‘That’s never happened before.’ She took some candles and matches from the cabinet drawer and lit them. ‘I need to go check the meter. It’s probably a fuse in the distribution board.’

			‘Oh, shouldn’t you call someone for that?’ Eleanor said. 

			‘No. It’s okay. I can fix it.’

			‘Probably best we all call it a night anyway,’ Michael suggested. ‘I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m a little worn now. And it is late.’

			Mel glanced at the clock on the mantle it was almost midnight. Late, but it could have been later.

			* * *

			As the others were left to find their way, candles in hand, back to their rooms, Mel and Derrin went to the electricity meter under the stairs. 

			Passing her candle to Derrin, Mel opened the fuse box. 

			‘The fuses look fine,’ Mel said.

			‘Maybe it is a power cut,’ Derrin said. 

			‘I thought those days were behind us.’

			‘Could be an issue at the power station,’ Derrin said. ‘Is Avonby connected to Templeborough or has it been transferred over to Mexborough?’

			

			‘I think they transferred us soon after the Mexborough station opened, before my time here, though so I’m not certain,’ Mel said. 

			‘Mmm. Mexborough may have an outage,’ Derrin said.

			‘I think I need that brandy,’ Mel said. ‘And our talk now everyone has gone to bed.’

			Holding the candle, Mel led the way through the now quiet house. The only sound was the steady ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway – which had
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