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			Chapter One

			You have probably visited many a village in your lifetime, but I can pretty much guarantee you have never been to one like Cortney Abbas. For your sake, I hope you never will.

			Oh, to a cursory glance it looks like any other Wiltshire hamlet. A main street bordered by stone-built cottages that have stood there for countless generations and are likely to remain for many more, unless the developers come along, of course. There’s the church, with the pub next to it. The village shop and its post office supply most of the villagers’ day-to-day needs. Goodness alone knows, those are simple enough. Most local folk are self-sufficient, at least in terms of eggs and vegetables. Every day, people who can trace their ancestry back hundreds of years meet, work, and live their lives as they always have done. There are few cars, quite a few horses and ponies, and most of the men work on the farms, stopping at lunchtime for a bite to eat at the pub or tucking into sandwiches made by their hardworking wives or mothers.

			On Sundays they put on their best clothes and troop off to church to hear the rector preach about the errors of their ways and to sing that verse in ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’. The one that goes:

			‘The rich man in his castle, The poor man at his gate, God made them, high or lowly, And ordered their estate.’

			So, everyone is reminded of their place in life and, just in case they remain in any doubt about it, there, at the edge of the village, are the imposing Gothic towers of Mordenhyrst Hall.

			Mordenhyrst Hall is my reason for being here in Cortney Abbas. Not that it was in my family’s heritage. Far from it. I came here because, in the first few weeks of 1928, I met and fell in love with the heir to the earldom – Viscount Simon Mordenhyrst.

			Simon was unlike anyone I had ever met before. He made me laugh, swept me off my feet, and made me feel special in a way I had never experienced before. How young and naïve I was then! When he held me close, I felt intoxicated by his presence. In short, he was everything I had ever dreamed of.

			Of course, it would have been too much to hope that his family would be the same. I soon learned he had a father who spent most of his time in the south of France with a girlfriend young enough to be his granddaughter, and one older sister. His mother had died in tragic circumstances when Simon was a small child.

			But it was his sister who was to make the greatest impression on me. And not in a positive way.

			You see, of all the people I have met in my life, Lady Cecilia Mordenhyrst holds first prize in the cruelty stakes. She and her precious coterie of sycophants represented the over-indulged, spoiled products of their age. They were the Bright Young Things of the 1920s and by the time I met them had their personas down to a fine art. They lived for pleasure, themselves and their class. To hell with anyone else, especially one who didn’t belong. One who had an accent, worse still, a Yorkshire accent, and whose lineage could only be traced back to members of the working class. In a nutshell, me. Grace Sutcliffe, daughter of Acton Sutcliffe, a self-made man who owned a carpet manufacturing mill in the West Riding, deep in the heart of the industrial north of England.

			I knew Cecilia would be trouble when Simon first introduced us. He insisted a party be held for us at his ancestral home, Mordenhyrst Hall. We had known each other for such a short time, and I wasn’t ready for all that went with living his life. For all I had found Simon easy to fall in love with, his family was another matter entirely.

			Simon had met my father once – on the same day he met me. I had conspired with Father’s sister, my Aunt Penelope, to go and stay with her in her flat in Belgravia. I craved the bright lights, Harrods and dinner at Claridge’s. Father hated the bustling capital city and resolutely insisted on staying at our not-inconsiderable home near Leeds as much as he could.

			“I could never abide London,” Father said. “It’s full of criminals and swanky overblown aristocrats with empty heads and full coffers. Nay, lass, give me good old honest Yorkshire muck anytime. It were good enough for me father and it should be good enough for thee. Find yoursen a farmer with a few acres to his name. Settle down and raise a couple of bairns. That’ll see thee right.”

			Frankly, I could think of nothing worse than settling down and becoming a broodmare. This was the 1920s after all. The war and all its misery were behind us. Mine was the generation that lived for today and to hell with tomorrow. It might never come anyway. Not that you’d know anything had changed, stuck up in my Yorkshire backwater. I doubted anything had moved on since Queen Victoria was a young bride. Of course, I couldn’t voice my thoughts to my father. He had my best interests at heart, and was trying to protect me, but I was young and headstrong. Life was passing me by, and I was determined to do something about it.

			Eventually, much against his better judgment, or so he told me, Father caved in and agreed. I believed it was actually to put a stop to a simple but effective pincer movement mounted by my aunt and me. When he saw me off on the London train, there were tears in his eyes.

			“It’s the damned smuts from the engine,” he said. But I knew different.

			Aunt Penelope was my father’s younger sister and, thanks to his generosity, lived in a handsome apartment full of her many knickknacks. She was happy to put me up for as long as I wanted. I always loved Aunt Penelope. She was the one I turned to when Mother died. Her hugs and reassurances helped me cope with my bewilderment and loss. Fathers were supposed to be strong and carry on, and Acton Sutcliffe did just that, hiding his grief from everyone, including me.

			Those first couple of weeks in London were a whirl of visits to museums, art galleries, afternoon tea at Gunter’s and Fortnum & Mason and trips to the theater to see the latest musicals. All accompanied by my aunt, who proved to be excellent company.

			Then, Father came down to stay. He had business in London and couldn’t avoid the visit.

			“There’s nowt else for it, lass, I have to drag myself away from God’s own country down to your neck of the woods. I shall only stay the one night, mind. That den of iniquity’s enough to blacken a saint’s soul.”

			I smiled to myself, wished Father a safe and pleasant journey and handed the telephone receiver back to my aunt.

			When he arrived a couple of days later, he surprised me by asking me to accompany him on a business appointment. It turned out to be a visit to the bank where my father had recently transferred both the business and the family accounts. It was a sizeable piece of business and demanded the personal attention of a senior manager.

			That role fell to Simon, who introduced himself to us. The instant I felt the warmth of his hand as he touched mine when he greeted me, I felt a connection. When I looked up into his eyes, I knew he felt it too. He behaved impeccably, of course. First, he asked my aunt if, in her role as my temporary guardian, she might allow him to call on me one afternoon, my father having returned to Yorkshire. With some reservations, she agreed. From the way I simply wouldn’t shut up about him, she knew this was no mere flight of fancy and we would conspire to meet – with or without her consent.

			Not that it meant she liked the idea, especially as our dates grew ever more frequent. She began by dropping not-so-subtle hints. “Don’t you think he’s a little old for you, Grace?”

			“He’s only twenty-seven. Seven years isn’t a lot of difference. Besides, I prefer a more mature man. Boys my age can be real pillowcases.”

			That bit of flapper slang raised a perfectly arched Aunt Penelope eyebrow. “I don’t know where you picked that term up from, Grace, but I suggest you put it back where you found it.”

			On another occasion, when I announced that Simon and I were going to the cinema to see Metropolis, she tried again. “Does your father know you two are walking out together?”

			“Not as such. No.”

			“When were you thinking of telling him?”

			“When I see him next.”

			“And when will that be?”

			“I really don’t know, Aunt.”

			“Best tread carefully when you do. Your father won’t like you taking up with someone like that. He’s out of our class, Grace.” She shook her head sadly. “I’m sorry, but I think it’s doomed to failure. Any girl marrying out of her class is asking for trouble.”

			At that moment I was literally saved by the bell as the front doorbell rang and, seconds later, Ethel, Aunt Penelope’s maid, announced Simon, and he and I trotted happily off on our latest date. I felt like the bee’s knees walking out on Simon’s arm. He was attentive and funny. He even taught me how to smoke, although I never really took to it.

			“That’s because you don’t inhale. Look, you do it like this.” He took a long drag, inhaling deeply before exhaling a cloud of aromatic smoke.

			That evening, we enjoyed a delicious meal at Simpson’s on the Strand. All around us, the chatter of the upper classes, clattering china, tinkling crystal glasses and delicious smells were accompanied by an army of bustling waiters attending to our every need. The moment I extracted a cigarette from Simon’s silver case, a waiter appeared at my shoulder ready to light it. I copied my boyfriend’s actions to the letter with the inevitable result that I collapsed in a fit of coughing and choking that caused heads to turn and disapproving glances to be directed at me. This only made me worse, and Simon laughed so hard, tears streaked down his face. A tall glass of water arrived, and I drank it down. My coughs subsided and Simon dried his tears on a pristine white handkerchief he replaced in his top pocket.

			He clasped my hands in his.

			“Oh, Grace,” he said softly. “I know we’ve only known each other a few weeks but I’m falling in love with you. You’re all I can think about. Do you think you could possibly find it in your heart to love me too?”

			I couldn’t speak. I nodded, smiled, and eventually trusted myself to speak, as realization hit me like a sledgehammer. “I love you too, Simon.”

			The rest of that evening passed in a blur. I saw the film but took none of it in. All the while, Simon’s hand entwined with mine sent shivers of joy running up and down my spine.

			By the time he saw me safely to my door, I had to tell someone. Aunt Penelope was reading in the drawing room when I burst in.

			“Oh, Aunt, he loves me. Simon told me. He’s in love with me.”

			With barely a flicker, Aunt Penelope placed her bookmark in her novel, closed it, and laid it on the small table next to her. Now, it appeared, was the time to ratchet things up a notch.

			“Sit down, Grace. I have something to tell you about Simon’s family.”

			I told myself that duty once again required her to warn me of the dangers of mixing with someone from his elevated social class, so I obediently heard her out.

			“There’s a history of insanity in that family,” she said. “The mother – God rest her soul – killed herself, you know.”

			“Simon told me. She must have been desperate to do such a thing. Especially with children.”

			“It’s the father. The earl. He may be titled and privileged but he’s a ne’er-do-well. A philanderer of the first water. There are rumors he’s fathered numerous children in the village where Mordenhyrst Hall is situated. I’m told there are an inordinate number of young people and small children bearing a noticeable resemblance to him.”

			“That seems to happen in all these society families.”

			“True enough, Grace, but in this case, there’s more to it than that. Countess Mordenhyrst – Lady Elise, the one who killed herself – may actually not have committed suicide. She may have been murdered. At least that’s the story I heard. Or, at the very least, something in the house itself drove her to take her own life, which amounts to the same thing in my book.”

			“Oh, that’s superstitious stuff and nonsense,” I said.

			“Be that as it may, but Mordenhyrst Hall has seen generations of that family come and go and the stories abound. Be very careful, Grace. It’s no place for you. No place for anyone not born to it.”

			I looked at her curiously. “They are people, Aunt. People like you and me.”

			“That’s the point. They’re not like you and me. Far from it – and this time I’m not merely talking about their social status. A friend of mine, an impeccable source of information on that family, told me. There’s something not right about the Mordenhyrsts. So much tragedy and heartbreak in one family….” She paused and shook her head. “Suffice it to say, I know I can’t stop you seeing that young man, but I would much prefer that you leave him alone. He may be charming, chivalrous and handsome, but when it comes down to it, he’s one of them and always will be. Mark my words, Grace. You’re heading for trouble if you persist with this relationship.”

			A wave of righteous anger threatened to spill out of me. How dare Aunt Penelope ruin my moment of joy? I marched to the door. “I’m off to bed, Aunt. Good night.”

			I resisted the urge to slam the door. After all, I was a guest in her home but, in my room, I raged at my reflection. Then, adrenaline abating, I took a good hard look at myself. I wasn’t bad looking, fashionably slim so I could wear the new fashions without having to bandage my breasts flat against my chest. My light golden-brown hair was shingled. My cheekbones were sufficiently prominent to give me a half-decent profile and my makeup was fashionably dramatic. Maybe my wardrobe could do with a little updating but, apart from that, while I was no head-turner, I was at least passable.

			Of course, with his good looks, title and position, Simon could have had anyone he chose. So, a worrying thought began to trouble me.

			Why, of all the girls at his disposal, had he chosen to fall in love with me?

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			We had known each other nearly three months when Simon proposed. As with his declaration of love, it occurred on the spur of the moment.

			May has always been my favorite month, maybe because it’s my birth month, and that day was its zenith. Birds sang in cheerful choruses, a cloudless sky, bright sunshine and the mingled scents of spring flowers and new leaves warmed my soul. Simon and I were strolling around Kew Gardens when he suddenly stopped under a large and ancient oak tree, took me in his arms and whispered, “Darling Grace, will you do me the great honor of marrying me?”

			I was glad he was holding me, or I would have in all probability lost my balance. Had he really said that?

			He released his grip so we could look into each other’s eyes. Had he really just delivered the best birthday present I could ever have wished for?

			In my head, a niggling concern tugged at me. Why me? I suppressed it. “Yes, Simon. Oh yes. I love you and want to marry you more than anything in the world.”

			He swept me up and spun me around. Luckily there was no one in the immediate vicinity to witness this display or they might have thought us mad. Or simply, utterly, in love.

			“I will have to do the decent thing and ask your father for your hand, of course.”

			“Of course,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt. This would come as a total surprise to him unless my aunt had already told Father about our courtship. “Will you telephone him or go up to Yorkshire?”

			Simon hesitated. “No chance of him coming to London then?”

			“Not likely. Maybe once every year or so, but no more than that. It’s only a short time since he was here. It’ll take him months to recover.” I laughed.

			Simon pondered for a few moments. “Then I…we…shall travel up there together.”

			* * *

			Aunt Penelope was almost speechless. She mumbled insincere congratulations, gave me a peck on the cheek, and shook Simon’s hand while pasting on the fakest smile I had ever seen on a person’s face.

			If Simon was nonplussed, he didn’t show it and I decided not to raise the subject with him later.

			I bit my tongue around my aunt, too. To give her credit, she didn’t try to dissuade me. Maybe she thought that her efforts thus far having failed, she would leave that up to my plain-speaking father.

			He had obviously been warned of what was coming by Aunt Penelope. All I had said was that I was coming up for a whirlwind visit and bringing Simon with me. Father asked no questions on the telephone and, when we arrived, greeted us with a kind of cold courtesy that was not typical of him and made me feel as if an icy wall had sprung up between us.

			The interview between my father and Simon was a private affair but lasted no more than five minutes, after which Simon made his way straight out to the garden and I was summoned to my father’s study.

			He was standing by the window, looking out toward the moors beyond. He turned as I entered. “Well, lass, so it’s come to this, has it? I feared it would. You go down to that heathen place and catch yourself a man with wealth, privilege and a title to boot. Very commendable, I must say. There’s only one problem.”

			My heart pounded. My father only sounded this cold when he was really angry, and it wasn’t a sight I had witnessed more than twice in my life. Neither had been an enjoyable experience. Neither had, unlike this time, been directed at me.

			“Penny warned me you’d become mixed up with yon viscount and I asked her to do some digging for me. Turns out that’s the last family any father would want his daughter marrying into.”

			“I don’t understand, Father. The Mordenhyrsts are an old and distinguished family—”

			“Distinguished! They’re rotten to the core. Every last man Jack of them. Oh, I can’t stop you marrying him. You’ve just turned twenty-one so you can do as you please. And I know you will. But I’m begging thee. Think on. Think about what you’re doing. Is there no shred of doubt in your mind about this man?”

			I swallowed down the anger I felt, the hurt, the pain of my own father taking against my decision so badly, denying my future happiness. “I don’t know what you mean, Father. Simon is a wonderful man. He’s not a womanizer, or….” I couldn’t use the word in front of my father.

			“I never said he were. If he were a womanizer or a nancy boy that would be one thing but this…. Young lady, I’ve heard things about this family that would make your hair curl. If you still had any left to curl.”

			“But what are you talking about? I wish you would just come out and say it. What is the problem with the Mordenhyrsts?”

			I had never seen Father so lost for words. “I can’t tell you details, Grace. It’s not fitting for a young lady to hear of such things, but I am your father and I’m asking…begging you to listen and obey me for once.”

			“It’s 1928, Father. Not 1828. You can’t shock me.”

			“Can’t I? Really? Can’t I? Then the world has come to a pretty pass, that’s all I can say. If young ladies can’t be shocked anymore, I don’t know what the last war was all about.”

			“That doesn’t make any sense. The last war was a terrible waste of millions of young men’s lives sacrificed on the altar of political ambition and military bloodlust. William….” I stopped. The pain in my father’s eyes at the mention of my poor dead brother was too much to bear. Captain William Sutcliffe. Blown up by a hand grenade at the Battle of the Somme. He was just twenty-three years of age.

			Father picked up a heavy book from his desk and threw it down on the floor. I swear he would have thrown it across the room if he could have been certain of not hitting me with it. “That’s enough, Grace. Go on, marry the bastard. But don’t invite me to the wedding. I shan’t be giving you away like a lamb to the slaughter.”

			Simon and I caught the next train back to London.

			“He’ll come round,” Simon said, twining his fingers with mine. “It’s just been a shock for him, that’s all. He’s from another age and finds it difficult to adjust. My father’s the same. Class is everything in their world. Everyone should know their place and stick to it. They’re not ready for the modern age. It’s our turn now. You and I will have a wonderful wedding and, one day, your father will reconcile himself. Once he sees how happy we are. How happy I make you. And I will make you happy, Grace. I swear it.”

			I believed him. Every word. I was so in love with this man, I got a lump in my throat whenever I looked at him, especially when he smiled at me, and his deep brown eyes seemed to draw me in and cosset me in a delicious sensual warmth.

			Aunt Penelope continued to let me stay with her, although it was noticeable that whenever Simon was expected, she always had some important and urgent errand to run.

			“I’ll give him your regards, shall I?” I would say, knowing she would feign not to have heard me.

			Of course, it was inevitable that Simon would want his new fiancée to meet his family and so we embarked on my first trip to the village of Cortney Abbas and the grandest of grand houses, Mordenhyrst Hall.

			* * *

			I will never forget that first drive along the seemingly never-ending private road, past acres of farmland where cows grazed, paddocks where thoroughbred horses were being put through their paces ready for the hunting season and then, that first glimpse of the mighty house itself. Turreted, its gray stone walls soaring into the sky, it took my breath away. One day, Simon would inherit all this. As the only son, he would also inherit the title that went with it. Earl Mordenhyrst of Mordenhyrst. One of the oldest hereditary titles in the country.

			But there was something that scared me about Mordenhyrst Hall, for all its magnificence. I told myself it was purely its palatial grandness. My home wasn’t small by any means, but it was built of solid local stone and exuded a welcoming promise of warmth and safety. Mordenhyrst Hall wasn’t like that. It wasn’t like that at all. The windows seemed to stare at me with something approaching malevolence. I told myself it was my imagination. I hadn’t really seen figures moving behind the glass of that upstairs room. I hadn’t really glimpsed a face that wasn’t really a face at all. Something menacing. Inhuman. Nonsense. I shook myself.

			The gleaming black Rolls-Royce drew up in front of the servants, amassed and ready to greet us. My heart pounded as reality dawned. This would be my new life. My destiny would be to stand at Simon’s side as Countess Mordenhyrst, whereupon I would take precedence over his own sister.

			I surveyed the neat uniforms of the butler, valets, ladies’ maids, cook, housekeeper, parlor maids, footmen, kitchen maids, laundry maids, gardeners…. How many of them were there? A sea of expectant faces. There must have been thirty, forty or more. And they were all there to check out the soon-to-be new addition to the family. I would be expected to learn all their names and roles in running this house. In due course I would also be expected to issue orders appropriately. God forbid I instructed the butler to perform a task suited to a footman. Nothing would be more guaranteed to set tongues wagging downstairs as to my suitability to be chatelaine of Mordenhyrst Hall.

			Right at that moment, Simon seemed to sense my hesitation and trepidation. He squeezed my arm. The lightest of touches but the smile that accompanied it, along with the slight wink, reassured me.

			“Come on, Grace, turn on that smile of yours. It won me over and I know it will win them over too. They don’t bite, I can assure you, even if Buckingham does look like a fierce bulldog. I’m told he has problems with his dentures.”

			I already knew that Buckingham had been the family’s butler since the turn of the century. I would need to get him on my side if I were ever to be happy at Mordenhyrst. That weekend would set the tone for what was to come. I returned Simon’s smile, took a deep breath and, as the liveried chauffeur opened the car door, took my first step onto Mordenhyrst soil.

			* * *

			Cecilia was waiting for us in the drawing room. She didn’t rise as we entered, but remained as she had arranged herself, dressed in an elaborately embroidered Chinese silk robe, her feet clad in fashionable embroidered mules. She was draped over a chaise longue and smoked a cigarette through a long, slim, black holder. Her hair was a dark chestnut bob that gleamed and seemed to reflect the sunlight that poured into the room. She had painted her lips in a deep crimson bow and blackened her eyelids with kohl. One leg rested casually over the other, revealing a slim pair of stocking-clad legs. She looked every inch a Hollywood movie star but exuded the air of the aristocrat she was.

			Her eyes met mine briefly as she appraised me. The coldness in those blue eyes chilled me.

			“Darling Lia,” Simon said as he leaned over and embraced her. “It’s been simply ages. But here we are at last, and here….” He stepped aside and indicated me. “Here is my lovely fiancée, Grace. She’s been longing to meet you.”

			Cecilia cast him a swift glance that said, ‘I doubt that.’ She was right. She exhaled a plume of smoke before getting to her feet in one smooth, well-practiced move. In those heels she towered a good three inches above me.

			I forced myself to move a few steps closer and she held out a slim arm. I shook her proffered hand, noting the tapering fingers, professionally manicured and painted in a shade which matched her lipstick. The color of blood. Her grip matched her gaze. Frozen.

			“So, you’re little Grace of whom we have heard so much and seen so little. In fact, nothing at all until today. Simon that was really too, too naughty of you. You know I hate it when you keep secrets from me. Remember what I used to do to you when you were a child and tried to hide things from me.”

			Simon laughed. “It’s true, Grace. Lia used to lock me in the gardeners’ potting shed, miles from the house, and then deny all knowledge of my whereabouts for hours until either one of the gardeners found me, or she tired of her game.” The smile suddenly died on his lips as if he had recalled something that disturbed him. But the hesitation was fleeting, and he was soon all smiles again.

			Meanwhile, I was being mentally appraised by his sister. She didn’t approve of what she saw. Was it my clothes? Hardly. In the short time since becoming engaged to Simon, I had purchased an entire new wardrobe from London’s and Paris’s top designers. Simon had insisted on footing the bill and had opened up accounts for me at Harrods and other leading stores. Cecilia could have no problems with my family’s financial status but, of course, for people like her, money meant nothing. It was all about power, position, titles and heritage. Once again it all came down to social class.

			Cecilia took another deep drag of her cigarette and blew the smoke out in my direction. It could only have been deliberate. I struggled not to cough but the effort brought tears to my eyes. A result which, judging by the twitch of her glossy lips, amused her.

			How dare she put herself above me simply through an accident of birth? But I knew it didn’t matter how much my inner self railed at her perfunctory treatment of me. This was the way it was, and would continue to be, in Simon’s world. If I were to marry him, I had better get used to it and I had better start fast. After all, I couldn’t say I hadn’t been warned.

			Cecilia’s attention diverted to her brother and the knowledge that she was no longer appraising me felt like a noose loosening.

			“Grace looks tired,” Cecilia said, as she removed her cigarette from its holder and stubbed it out in an onyx ashtray. “I’ll ring for her maid to show her to her room. I expect she has everything unpacked and put away by now. I have given her Nell, Simon.”

			Simon frowned. “Nell? Should I know her?”

			“Of course. Old Tom Fletcher’s youngest. She’s been in service here since she was thirteen years old. High time she moved up the hierarchy and Grace will be just the thing for her. Not too demanding.”

			Spoken by someone else that could almost have been a compliment but issuing out of Cecilia’s mouth, I knew I had just been insulted. Demeaned.

			Simon appeared not to notice the slight. “Oh yes, I remember little Nellie Fletcher. I’m sure she will do splendidly.”

			Cecilia pressed a bell at the side of the fireplace and the door was answered almost immediately. The butler entered.

			“Fetch Nell, would you please, Buckingham? Miss Sutcliffe is tired after her journey.”

			Buckingham gave a light bow. “Very good, My Lady.” He shut the door quietly behind him.

			“Actually,” I said, wishing my voice didn’t crack at that point, but my throat was so dry it felt like sandpaper, “I’m not really tired at all. I would love to see around the house and get to know my surroundings.”

			Was it my imagination or was Cecilia stifling a fit of giggles? What had I said now?

			She turned away and picked up an ornament on the mantelpiece – an action that, from my perspective, seemed completely unnecessary.

			Simon stepped in again. He took my hand. “Plenty of time for exploring later. Have a rest now and we’ll do all the orientation you like tomorrow. Cecilia’s right. You do look tired. Your eyes are quite heavy.”

			Did he know that I had guessed he was merely placating his older sister? Was he so in her thrall that he had to agree with everything she said? And what was the truth of her behavior toward him when they were children? She was four years older than him but, because of ancient traditions of primogeniture, could not inherit the estate. For a strong-minded modern woman like Cecilia, that must have rankled. I fleetingly wondered why she had never married. She must have been a debutante and had her season some years earlier. With her credentials suitors would surely have been beating down the doors. Maybe her inclinations led in other directions? I had heard of lesbians but, so far as I knew, had never actually met one.

			This was not the time to pick a fight or stand my ground. Anyway, it might be a good idea to get some rest. Something told me I was going to need all my wits about me and plenty of energy to deal with whatever slings and arrows Mordenhyrst Hall in general, and Lady Cecilia in particular, might care to throw at me. Then, of course, there was the Absent Earl, as I had learned he was often called. Simon told me he was arriving from Nice that weekend, no doubt to check out his prospective future daughter-in-law, but as yet there had been no sign of him.

			The door opened and a slight young woman of around twenty entered. She was dressed neatly in a black high-necked, long-sleeved dress. Her hair was styled traditionally, in a neat bun at the nape of her neck.

			Cecilia inserted another small cigarette from a silver case into her holder. “Grace, meet Nell. Nell, this is Miss Sutcliffe, and you will attend to her requirements. She has had a long journey and needs to rest. We shall see you at dinner, Grace,” she said to me. “We meet down here for cocktails at six-thirty, and we shall dress this evening in honor of your arrival. Nell knows what to do and will look after you.”

			That was it. I had been dismissed just as surely as Nell had. My new personal maid opened the door and stood aside for me. Simon stared out of the window, apparently lost in his own world and oblivious to me. I suddenly felt cut off and alone and, to my horror, tears pricked the back of my eyes, but nothing on this earth would permit me to cry in front of Cecilia.

			My first sight of the room that Nell had prepared for me was a mixture of surprise and delight. Sunshine streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows. A soft breeze ruffled the net curtains and provided a welcome, refreshing breath of air. It helped to blow away the feeling of being stifled that I only then realized had been gradually overwhelming me since I crossed the threshold of Mordenhyrst Hall. Maybe it was all the painted eyes in the portraits of stern and haughty ancestors adorning the walls of the marbled entrance hall, or the sensation of being watched that refused to leave me – a growing sense of menace I knew was irrational but which I couldn’t let go of.

			Set against all those centuries of history and tradition, this room – I suppose I should learn to call it my room now – made a refreshing change. The pale lemon walls, modern furniture, luxurious and inviting bed, the exquisite mirrors and lamps in sculpted frosted glass…Lalique, surely. I picked one up and examined it. Sure enough, there was the signature, and I recognized the subject. The beautiful iridescent figure of a nearly nude, dancing nymphet, draped only in a diaphanous robe, was one I had admired when Simon had taken me on a shopping trip to Harrods. He had offered to buy it for me, but I felt the price too extravagant. A warm feeling wrapped itself around me like the softest of embraces. He had bought it anyway. He wanted to make me feel welcome in my soon-to-be new home.

			“This is a beautiful room, Nell.”

			“Yes, miss. They call it the Lemon Room. That’s what it says on the bell in the servants’ hall.”

			I glanced again at the walls. “Most appropriate.” A stronger breeze billowed the net curtains and, just for a second, it looked as if someone was behind them, pushing them aside as she walked. She? I shivered and turned away.

			Nell busied herself putting out my clothes for dinner. Her soft voice brought me back to reality. “I thought your beaded peacock-blue dress would be just right for this evening, miss.”

			I smiled at her. “Perfect, Nell. Thank you. I think you and I shall get along splendidly, don’t you?”

			Nell smiled and almost instantly lowered her eyes as if her expression had been a little too familiar, too forward from a servant on such a short acquaintance. Well, to hell with it. She may have become used to all this stuffy upstairs/downstairs nonsense, but I wasn’t nearly so comfortable with over-deferential servitude. My father had never forgotten his upbringing in a small coal mining community. His father, grandfather and generations before had seen the Sutcliffes go down the pit. Acton Sutcliffe was the first to break out of its grip, and he had been saying ‘to hell with it’ ever since. Every time one of the ‘toffs’ as he called them, looked down their long noses at the forthright Yorkshireman, he took great delight in outbidding them at auction, winning the next big export deal or turning down their offer of a prestigious membership of some exclusive men’s club or other.

			“Those sorts of shenanigans are not for the likes of us, my girl,” he would say to me. “They’ll be asking me to join the Freemasons next!” His great booming laugh was as generous as the belly from which it issued. Of course, the Freemasons were about the only ones who didn’t knock on his door.

			I watched Nell as she smoothed down my chosen dress and hung it on a padded hanger. It looked so light and delicate, but the intricate beading made it quite a heavy article to wear. It skimmed the knee with an undulating hem and my midnight-blue silk shoes set it off perfectly. I was about to suggest them when I noticed she had taken them out and was examining them for any scuff marks.

			“Thank you, Nell. Exactly what I would have chosen.”

			“Thank you, miss. Would you like me to turn down the bed for your nap now?”

			I stifled a yawn. “Yes, please.”

			“I’ll draw the curtains too, so you can get some proper rest. I’ll come and rouse you at five-thirty, so you have plenty of time to have your bath and be ready to go downstairs at six-thirty.”

			I let her help me undress down to my slip and she held back the sheets for me as I sank into the cozy embrace of my bed. I wanted to find out more about this woman who would play an important role in my future life. Back at home in Yorkshire, our servants were almost like part of the family. We celebrated their birthdays, bought them presents at Christmas, laughed and cried with them. I wondered just how much interest the Mordenhyrsts took in their servants. If Cecilia was anything to go by, I suspected very little.

			* * *

			Nell helped me look my best. I was never going to be a conversation stopper like Cecilia, but with makeup and hair styled by Nell’s skillful hands, the reflection that stared back at me from the mirror was that of a confident young woman. It caused me to briefly wonder who she was.

			“Thank you, Nell. You’ve done a lovely job.”

			“Thank you, miss.” She stood back, and held out my shawl, made from the same fabric as my dress.

			She draped it loosely around my shoulders and I was ready to go.

			I made my way down the stairs feeling calmer and more collected than when I had ascended them. The door to the drawing room was slightly ajar and voices drifted out into the hall. I heard my name and stopped. Cecilia was holding forth.

			“My dear Simon, you can’t possibly be serious about marrying her. I mean, have you heard that awful voice? She sounds like a scullery maid Mama employed once. Can’t remember the silly girl’s name but she managed to get herself pregnant by one of the footmen. Naturally, Mama sacked her and threw her out.”

			“I can assure you, Lia, Grace is not pregnant and, yes, I do intend to marry her.”

			Simon’s affirmation warmed my heart. Then an unfamiliar male voice, that of an older man, added his opinion.

			“Seems like you’ve been swept away by a pretty face and a well-turned ankle, my boy.”

			“Papa’s right,” Cecilia said. “Bed her by all means, but you don’t have to wed her.”

			The older man didn’t like that. “Cecilia!”   

			“You have no room to talk, Papa. How is little Ernestine or whatever her name is?”

			“You know perfectly well her name is Eglantine and she is currently sunning herself on Lord Fairleigh’s yacht in the Bahamas. She needed a holiday.”

			“I’ll bet she did,” Cecilia said.  

			“Lia. Don’t.” My fiancé, the peacemaker.

			All my brittle confidence shattered, but the clock struck the half hour and it wouldn’t do for me to add tardiness to my list of shortcomings. I gritted my teeth, took a deep breath, and forced my head upward. I gave a slight cough to announce my impending presence and opened the door. 

			Three heads turned in my direction. Simon smiled, advanced toward me, and planted a light kiss on my cheek. “You look beautiful, darling,” he whispered. “Come and meet my father.”

			The seventh earl had a physique to match his voice. Not overly tall and with a gut to rival my father’s, he was dressed in immaculate white tie and tails, as was his son. He peered at me over half-rimmed spectacles and the look was almost lascivious, as if he were imagining me naked. I extended my hand as convention demanded and wished I didn’t have to.

			“Papa, this is Miss Grace Sutcliffe. Grace, my father, Earl Mordenhyrst.”

			The earl’s bewhiskered upper lip grazed my proffered hand, and I was glad of the silk gloves Nell had put on me. The thought of skin-to-skin contact with that man revolted me. How such a lecher could have fathered a man with the charm and personality of Simon was beyond me. Maybe age had taken its toll. He was nearing seventy, but tales of his profligacy, relayed to me by Aunt Penelope in increasingly graphic detail, not to mention his fecundity, reached back more than fifty years. His latest mistress, Eglantine DuBois, was only nineteen years old. She was a former chorus girl whose real name was almost certainly neither Eglantine nor DuBois. Her holiday in the Bahamas was probably only the preface to an ending of the current arrangement in favor of a more lucrative one with a younger man. I had heard of Lord Fairleigh. He was only thirty-five and recently widowed with not only a considerable wealth of his own but also from his late wife, who had left him a castle in Scotland and an estate in Norfolk along with a portfolio of property in Mayfair. Eglantine was evidently no slouch when it came to sniffing out the money.

			I managed to extricate my hand from Earl Mordenhyrst’s clinging grasp.

			“Welcome to Mordenhyrst Hall,” he said, as if suddenly remembering his lines. “I don’t believe I know your father.”

			Cecilia’s lips twitched and she took a sip of her martini. I opened my mouth to speak but she got in before me.

			“Grace’s father owns a carpet factory. That’s right, isn’t it, Grace?”

			“Sutcliffe’s Carpets is internationally renowned for exceptional quality,” I said. Why did I sound as if I was defending myself?

			“I’m sure your father would be proud of his daughter’s skills as a saleswoman,” Cecilia said. “It must come in handy when customers come calling.”

			“Lia. Stop it.” Simon’s voice held a warning note. Cecilia seemed about to add another catty comment, saw his expression and settled for another sip of martini.

			Simon handed me a glass. He knew how I liked my cocktails. Not too strong, well chilled and, as this was a martini, furnished with an olive. I thanked him and took a much-needed gulp. The fiery liquid burned my throat. I coughed.

			Cecilia made no attempt to hide her pleasure. “Oh dear, I’m afraid I added another drop of the hard stuff. Simon makes such weedy drinks. I prefer something with a kick in it.”

			Simon handed me his handkerchief so I could mop my eyes, trying as best I could to prevent my mascara running. By the sight of my reflection in the overmantel mirror, I appeared to have succeeded. Sadly, the handkerchief was probably ruined. I handed it back to him with a mumbled apology. He gave me a reassuring smile and tucked it away in his trouser pocket.

			“You should warn people when you do things like that, Lia,” he said. “We don’t all like to drink something with a kick of a mule.”

			Cecilia shook her head. “Oh Sy-Sy, whatever’s happened to you? You used to be so much fun. You’ve turned into an old fuddy-duddy. I can’t think why.” She glared accusingly at me.

			The door opened. Buckingham entered. “Dinner is served, My Lord.”

			“Jolly good,” the earl said. “I shall take you in, Miss Sutcliffe.” He took my arm. I had no choice. This was protocol. Simon followed us, escorting his sister.

			Dinner consisted of seven courses, all served formally by a flotilla of male servants. I was so unnerved by the way the evening had gone and the crass rudeness of my future sister-in-law that I ate little. I needn’t have worried though as no one appeared to notice. Not even Simon. The conversation excluded me entirely and revolved around the upcoming London Season; Cecilia regaled her father and brother with her latest exploits with her friends. They sounded a vacuous lot, leading futile existences, whose idea of living a fulfilling life consisted entirely of scavenger hunts, designed to humiliate people of ‘lower’ classes. Stealing a policeman’s helmet, or even his bicycle was a ‘jolly good wheeze’. Even the resulting appearance before a magistrate was ‘ripping good fun’.

			Simon and his father discussed financial matters relating to their bank. Simon was destined to be chairman one day when his father stepped down from a role he already devoted little or no time to. Such conversation went over my head and clearly bored Cecilia, who soon found a way of diverting attention back to herself. When she finally declared that she and I should leave the menfolk to their cigars and port and adjourn to the drawing room, it was almost a relief. Except that I would now have to endure something like twenty minutes alone with a woman who had set herself firmly against me.

			She was already lighting a cigarette when I joined her. I looked around, contemplating where she might decide to seat herself. It wouldn’t do to select the chair she wanted. Cecilia took a long drag on her cigarette holder and blew out a cloud of smoke before arranging herself on the chaise longue she had occupied earlier.

			“Sit
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' Evil runs deep in the foundations of the ancestral home,
' . where nothing is what it seems to be...





