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	Chapter 1  



	Mary Phillips was late, not egregiously so but enough to cause some inconvenience to Elsie, Verity’s cook and housekeeper. 

	“I’ll hold off on the spatchcock then. The soup’s simmering so I’ll not start on anything else until I hear from you,” Elsie said, turning abruptly on her heel and returning to the kitchen. 

	Verity shrugged and turned an amused glance on her brother, Mortimer, sitting languidly by the parlour fire, swinging his pocket watch to and fro.

	“Yes, Mortimer. There’s no need for sarcasm. She’ll be here soon.”

	“I dare say. What was it she called me last time?” 

	“A conceited, self-satisfied dilettante. I think that was it, and don’t pretend to be offended, you’re as fond of her as I.”

	Minutes later, a rapid series of taps on the front door signalled Mary’s arrival. Verity rose and stepped into the hallway. “It’s all right, Elsie, I’ll answer it,” she called out, not wishing to risk further displeasure from that quarter.

	“Did something delay you?” she asked, helping Mary to take off her coat and hat.

	“Oh Gosh. I am a bit late, aren’t I? No excuses, I’m afraid. Just lost track of time.”

	“Never mind. Come on through.”

	Mary’s lateness was hardly a surprise. Easily distracted and often lost in thought, punctuality was not her strong suit. She and Verity had first become acquainted two years earlier through a common love of music.

	At the invitation of her great aunt Dorothy, Verity had attended a performance of Verdi’s Requiem at the Royal Albert Hall and found herself seated next to a young woman whose friendly, outgoing demeanour had resulted in a friendship. Three years younger than Verity, Mary had secured a teaching position in a small private academy in Knightsbridge, catering for the daughters of the middle classes. But, as she was quick to point out, her passion lay in the theatre and a strong desire to make her way as an actress.

	Mortimer rose as they entered the drawing room and extended his hand. With a brief handshake and words of welcome, he ushered Mary to a seat, receiving, as always, a warm smile of acknowledgement. 

	There’d been a time when Mortimer had wondered whether such an apparent sign of amity signalled an attraction on her part, but as they became more familiar with one another, it was obvious that she saw him as a rather amusing figure whom she enjoyed teasing as she would a brother. 

	Verity had, on occasion, played matchmaker by inviting one or other of Mortimer’s wide circle of male friends and acquaintances to make up a foursome for dinner or a visit to the opera, but Mary had shown no inclination to form an attachment. So tonight, it would be just the three of them.

	“Glass of sherry?

	“Mmm – yes please, Mortie.”

	“Now, Mary, have you any plans for Christmas? I know it’s still several weeks away, but Mortimer and I wondered if you would care to join us at Thorneycroft. It will be us three, plus Papa and our disreputable Uncle Ambrose; you’ll like him, I’m sure,” Verity glanced at Mortimer, whose look of surprise confirmed that this was the first time he’d heard of any such idea.

	“Oh, that’s very kind of you,” Mary replied. “It’s most unexpected. I’m quite taken aback. Oh, dear, that doesn’t sound right. I mean, it’s most thoughtful of you and, well, yes actually, yes, I’d love to.”

	“That’s wonderful, isn’t it Mortie?” Verity said, rising to press the bell, signalling to Elsie that dinner should be served.

	“Uh – yes, yes, wonderful, capital idea,” Mortimer ventured, knowing better than to question the matter.

	Dinner passed without incident, the conversation consisting of light-hearted exchanges on their various day-to-day doings, and some discussion of current affairs. Mary joined in a little distractedly, waiting for the right moment to make her announcement. Elsie had just served baked lemon pudding for dessert when she spoke up.

	“I’ve some news for you,” she said in a strained, high-pitched voice.

	Verity and Mortimer both stopped attacking their pudding and looked up quizzically.

	“News, dear, what news?” Verity asked.

	“Well… well, I’ve resigned.” 

	“Whatever for, Mary? I thought Miss McGregor was very pleased with you. Did you hear that, Mortimer? She’s resigned from McGregor’s Academy.”

	“Of course, I heard it. I’m sitting right next to her, aren’t I?”

	“Let me explain,” Mary continued. “It’s nothing to do with my performance or anything like that. I’ve been quite happy there, though it’s hardly an occupation that offers any real satisfaction. It’s dull, Verity. Deadly dull. With every day that passes, I see my life slipping by. I…”

	“Well, yes, you’ve said that before, but why this sudden decision? What will you do? Where will you go?” 

	“For heaven’s sake, give the poor girl a chance to explain,” Mortimer interceded. “Mary, you have the floor. Please enlighten us, and take your time,” he added, glancing pointedly at his sister.

	“It came out of the blue, really. But to get to the point, I’m going to be in a play, a proper play, I mean, not amateur dramatics this time. A professional company and a substantial part, if you please.”

	Mary’s theatrical ambitions were well known to both Verity and Mortimer. A stalwart of one of London’s better-known amateur dramatic societies, she’d played many parts over the years, gaining steadily in experience and reputation. Having developed several contacts in the profession, she’d started to press her case as an aspiring actress. 

	“It was Anthony Spencer himself who approached me. He’s asked me to join his company for a forthcoming tour and guess what the play is to be.”

	Anthony Spencer was a name well-known to all three. One of the foremost impresarios in England, he was the driving force behind some of the most popular theatrical productions of the past decade. Mary had come to his notice the previous year, playing Raina in an amateur production of Shaw’s new play Arms and the Man. He came backstage to congratulate her and they ran into one another from time to time at various theatrical soirees. Mary had suspected his interest in her to have another motive, but thus far, he’d behaved with the utmost decorum.

	“My word, Anthony Spencer, eh?” Mortimer said, clearly impressed. “And the play?”

	“Go on, hazard a guess.”

	“Oh, I don’t know.” Mortimer, whose theatrical tastes were more or less limited to popular operettas, struggled to bring anything to mind. “Wait a minute, I’ve got one - She Stoops to Conquer.”

	Mary and Verity snorted in unison. 

	“She Stoops to Conquer?” Mary gave him a pitying look. “What on earth made you come up with that? No, not even close.”

	“It’s a contemporary work?” Verity interposed.

	Mary nodded vigorously. “Oh, why don’t I just come out with it – It’s The Importance of Being Earnest.”

	Mortimer gave a low whistle.

	“My dear, how marvellous,” Verity said excitedly. “How wonderfully risqué, scandalous even.” 

	“But wasn’t the play closed down?” Mortimer asked.

	The original production had been staged by the famous actor-manager, George Alexander, in February of that year at St James’s Theatre, to general acclaim. However, the subsequent scandal arising from the Marquess of Queensbury’s pursuit of its author, Oscar Wilde, through the courts and Wilde’s imprisonment on a charge of gross indecency had mired the play in notoriety. After eighty-six performances, it closed.

	“Yes, Mortimer, it was, but Anthony Spencer is convinced that the play should stand on its merits and is assembling a touring company to take it around the home counties and into the Midlands.” 

	“When shall you start?” Verity asked.

	“In January. We open in Windsor, and the tour will continue into the spring.”

	“What will you do in the meantime?”

	“I have one month’s notice to work out at McGregor’s, then I’ll be coming to you for Christmas. After that it’s rehearsals and off we go. My goodness, I can hardly believe it’s happening.”

	“And the part? What part are you playing?”

	“Cecily – Cecily Cardew. I’m so thrilled.”

	Mortimer got to his feet. “May I propose a toast to you and a wonderful career on the stage? To Mary.”

	“To Mary,” Verity echoed. 

	“Thank you both,” Mary blushed at the attention. “Actually, I’m petrified. The thought of joining a professional cast is quite terrifying. I’ll show myself up, I’m sure of it.”

	“Nonsense,” Verity proclaimed. “You’re obviously capable, or Anthony Spencer would never have approached you.”

	“Yes, I realise that, but I can’t simply turn up to rehearsals cold. I must master my part first. Ideally, I’d like to rehearse the whole thing if I could find someone to read the play with me.”

	“Is that all? What could be simpler? We, Mortie and I, can read the play with you. I’ll take the female parts and Mortimer can cover the male roles. Don’t give me that strange look, Mortie. Of course, we must assist Mary. We have a month before Christmas, so there’s no excuse. We shall find the time, and I’m sure that it will be great fun.”

	After Mary left in a cab, Verity and Mortimer sat silently near the fire while Elsie busied herself clearing the table.

	“Goodnight, Elsie and thank you for a delightful dinner,” said Verity as Elsie headed back to the kitchen.

	“Goodnight, Miss Verity, Mister Mortimer,” Elsie responded with the merest hint of a smile.

	When the door closed behind her, Mortimer piped up. “What prompted you to invite Mary for Christmas? You might have told me first.”

	“Oh, I only just thought of it. It will be fun to have her along. She’ll brighten the atmosphere. Remember how dull last Christmas was? Well, I intend to brighten things up this year. And she has only her sour brother and sister-in-law to go to otherwise.”

	“What on earth do you think she’ll make of Papa, not to mention Uncle Ambrose?”

	“She’ll help to lift Papa’s mood and as for Uncle Ambrose, who knows? I’m sure it will be most amusing one way or another.”

	“And rehearsing the play? You may have plenty of spare time to devote to it, but I have my work and all manner of other plans between now and Christmas.”

	“Mortimer, any plans of yours will have to accommodate the play. It’s really not much to ask and we can’t possibly let Mary down, can we?”

	“Not now that you’ve promised that we’d help her, of course not. Oh well, all right, I’ll do my bit. But I wish you’d consult me before charging in headlong.”

	“Good, that’s settled.” 

	 


 

	
	Chapter 2  



	Thorneycroft Hall came into view as the carriage emerged from an avenue of elms. In the weak December sunlight, its honey-coloured stonework glowed dimly amid the curtains of ivy festooning the building. Standing in flat parkland, a mile or so from the village of Flaxminton, the house had its origins as a modest manor built by plain John Mallard nearly four centuries earlier. It had been extended and refashioned to suit the whims and ambitions of his descendants. While vestiges of the old house remained, the Hall, as it now stood, was largely the creation of the second baronet, built in the Palladian style. The formal, parterre gardens which once graced it had, in due course, given way to a supposedly natural landscape of smooth grassland, artfully positioned belts of trees and a serpentine lake, designed by a disciple of Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown.

	Verity and Mary sat side by side with a rug across their knees, their breath misting around them as they chattered. Verity called out points of interest as they proceeded at a quick trot towards the house. To their right, a glimpse of Frederick’s Folly, named after the third baronet and, over on their left, the lake and grotto.

	They’d travelled down from London by train as far as Bicester, where Higgins the coachman met them for the eight-mile journey to Flaxminton and Thorneycroft. Mortimer preceded them by two days to attend to some estate business and it was he who now greeted them as they drew up at the steps below the main entrance.

	“You’re both very fortunate that the weather’s set fair today, the last two days have been nothing but wind and rain,” he said as the women alighted, then led the way up the steps and through the front doors into the vestibule where a maid took their cloaks.

	Proceeding through the entrance hall, Mary looked about curiously. Her knowledge of country houses was confined to depictions in magazines and the descriptive powers of Jane Austen. While not the grandest of houses by any means, Thorneycroft possessed many of the adornments that Mary associated with such places. The walls in the hall and up the main staircase displayed portraits of past Mallards, interspersed with a still-life or two, and half a dozen alabaster busts in alcoves, the fruits of the third baronet’s Grand Tour.

	“How is Papa?” Verity asked Mortimer. 

	“He’s having one of his better days. Played a little whist with Uncle Ambrose and Timmins this morning, quite lucid, actually. He’s resting now. It remains to be seen whether he’ll feel well enough to join us for dinner.”

	Mary had been forewarned that their father, the Reverend Sir Stanmore Mallard, Bt. did not enjoy the best of health. Suffering a delicate constitution since childhood, he was, at the age of fifty-eight, prone to a weak chest. His chief burden, however, lay in his increasingly severe bouts of depression, which had been a feature of his life since the tragic death of Lady Mallard five years earlier. Consequently, he’d withdrawn both from overseeing the running of his estate, which fell increasingly on Mortimer, and his duties as Rector at Flaxminton, which now devolved to his curate, Wilfred Timmins. 

	“Oh, Timmins. Not still about the place, is he?” Verity wrinkled her nose in distaste. To her, he represented the very image of Pride and Prejudice’s odious clergyman, Mr Collins.

	“No, he’s gone off on the Lord’s business, I’m happy to report,” Mortimer replied. “Sadly, none of us will be able to avoid his presence over the Christmas period. Mary, don’t let us sour your view of the man. However, we’d be glad to learn your opinion of the pompous ass.”

	Mary arched her eyebrows and decided it was best to say nothing in response.

	“And Uncle Ambrose?” Verity said.

	“They seek him here. They seek him there. Hasn’t changed. Never know from one minute to another what he’ll say or do. He’s taken to rummaging around in the attic when he’s not prowling around the estate. Generally turns up for dinner, though.”

	Uncle Ambrose was actually Sir Stanmore’s cousin. Having spent many years on the subcontinent, he’d turned up at Thorneycroft Hall shortly after Lady Mallard’s death with a hard-luck story about having been swindled of most of his life’s savings by an unscrupulous business partner in Bombay. Offered temporary shelter by his cousin, he’d somehow contrived to remain under Sir Stanmore’s roof. His eccentric manner and perpetual good humour provided a much-needed antidote to the Baronet’s low spirits, so that he had, in a sense, become indispensable.

	Verity led Mary up the marble staircase and along the gallery to an airy bedroom overlooking the lake and the deer park beyond. 

	“I thought the blue room would suit you, Mary. It has the best outlook. I’ll have to leave you for the present and look in on Papa. He’s becoming increasingly frail, I’m afraid. 

	“There’s your luggage by the bed. I’ll send Janet up to help you unpack. We dine at seven-thirty. I’ll drop by at six-forty-five and take you down for drinks. If there’s anything you need, just ask Janet. She’s very obliging.”

	 


 

	
	Chapter 3  



	Mary sat in the drawing room, enjoying the warmth of the fire, as Mortimer uncorked the champagne. Verity conveyed Sir Stanmore’s apologies. He felt unable to join them for dinner, but hoped he would have the pleasure of making Miss Phillips’s acquaintance the next day. “He’s asked for a tray to be taken up. His appetite is much diminished,” Verity explained.

	As they lifted their glasses, a commotion outside had them turning their heads. The door swung open to reveal the lanky, ruddy-faced figure of a man in antique costume. Slashed doublet, ruffed collar, puffed Venetian breeches, stockings, hat and shoes of black velvet and a short vermilion cape worn jauntily over the left shoulder. Every inch the Elizabethan courtier, save for the ginger mutton-chop whiskers adorning his face.

	“In God’s name, Ambrose, what on earth are you playing at and what the devil was that racket?” Mortimer said, while Verity collapsed in a fit of giggles. Mary sat with her glass halfway to her lips, staring in amazement.

	“Oh, never mind, just a bit of a contretemps with that suit of armour out there. I’ll set it right later,” Ambrose replied airily in a rich baritone, showing no sign of embarrassment.

	“But your clothes, did you think we were having a fancy-dress party?” Mortimer persisted.

	“Ah, aren’t they simply wonderful? Found them in the attic. Couldn’t resist putting ‘em on. Have you been up there? It’s a veritable treasure trove, old chap. All sorts of things… Oh, we have company, do we? Hello, my dear, and whom might you be?” Ambrose stepped up to Mary’s chair, bowing with a flourish, and sweeping his hat off to reveal a large bald patch surrounded by a fringe of red hair.

	Verity rushed forward to interpose herself between Mary, who sat frozen in her seat, and Ambrose, who had replaced his hat and stood looming over her, grinning broadly.

	“Now, now Sir Walter, if that’s who you think you are, give the poor girl some space,” she said.

	“Aye, aye your Majesty,” Ambrose responded, skipping backwards and bowing again.

	“Mary, this is Uncle Ambrose. Don’t be fooled. He knows full well who you are, because Mortimer and I told him that you would be joining us for Christmas. I suppose every family has its eccentric side. This is ours.”

	“Pleased to meet you, Mr Mallard,” Mary ventured, leaning sideways to peer at him around Verity.

	“My dear young lady, the pleasure is all mine. What a great treat it is to have such a pretty young thing on the premises. Not married, are you? Can I hope? I feel an ode coming on. Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?”

	“Ambrose enough!” Verity commanded. “We will go through to dinner and you will behave yourself. Mortimer, I will hold you responsible for keeping him under control.”

	Mortimer nodded gravely, stifling his laughter and offering his arm to Mary as Verity swept out towards the dining room.

	 


 

	
	Chapter 4  



	Mary woke at the sound of the curtains being drawn, admitting an encouraging shaft of sunlight. 

	Janet placed a tea tray on the dressing table. “It’s a fine morning, miss. Miss Verity says she’ll see you at breakfast at half-past eight and I’m to lay out your outdoor clothes for a walk around the estate.”

	So it was that two hours later, the two women were seated at the far side of the lake near a large willow.

	“I hope you’ve now recovered from the shock of your encounter with Ambrose,” said Verity.

	“Well, yes, and he did behave himself at dinner; such interesting and amusing anecdotes. I found him most entertaining.”

	“Yes, he does have a talent in that direction. Just how much is true is another question, but there’s no harm in him. The fact is, none of us knows much about his past life. He says he’s never married, but who knows what really lies in his past? The main thing is that Papa values his friendship.”

	“He didn’t appear at breakfast. Nor did Mortimer.”

	“Ambrose never appears at breakfast. As for Mortimer, he rose early to visit some of our tenant farmers with Clough, the estate manager.” 

	“How is Sir Stanmore this morning?”

	“Fatigued. He’s decided to conserve his strength today. ‘Verity,’ he told me, ‘I’m determined to enjoy Christmas Day with you and Mortimer tomorrow and, of course, I’ll need my strength to attend church. I fear this may be my last Christmas on this earth and I want it to be a happy one.’ I know in my heart he’ll not see another,” Verity whispered.

	“Oh, I’m sorry.”

	“That’s enough morbid talk. Come on, nothing like a good brisk walk to lift the spirits.”

	***

	When they gathered in the drawing room that evening, Verity had regained her spirits. Being Christmas Eve, a group of children from the village entertained them with carols before being sent on their way with mince pies and small gifts. Ambrose made his presence felt, singing along lustily and regaling the children with quips and funny stories. To Mary’s disappointment, he was dressed conventionally in a dark suit.

	“We’ll have a little entertainment when we retire here after dinner,” Mortimer had forewarned her. “Verity plays the piano well and I don’t mind admitting to a passable tenor. Some Schubert perhaps, and something from Gilbert and Sullivan. Would you be up to a duet, do you think?”

	“Yes, of course, how delightful,” Mary responded warmly, happy at the chance to perform. “Will we just be entertaining ourselves?”

	“No, we shall have an audience. Papa will come down and Mr Timmins will call in for a mulled wine or two before he takes the midnight service at Holy Trinity, but most importantly, we’ll have the servants, those that want to come along, that is. I should warn you, however, that Ambrose will insist on performing what he calls his party piece. I’ll not spoil the surprise by telling you what it is. Just be sure you’re not sitting close to him.” Mortimer winked conspiratorially.

	A jolly evening it turned out to be. Sir Stanmore came in leaning heavily on a stick and supported by his valet. He looked much older than his years, but despite his obvious infirmity, he greeted Mary in a strong, clear voice and spent a few minutes in conversation, showing a special interest in her forthcoming debut on the professional stage.

	“Met Wilde once you know. Clever chap, I thought. Seems he was too clever for his own good in the end.”

	As she prepared to take her seat, she caught sight of a singular figure in the doorway talking to Verity. She knew instantly by his sombre clerical outfit that this must be Mr Timmins. Thin, tall and pale-faced with lank brown hair, his head bobbed up and down in a most distracting fashion as he spoke, transferring his weight constantly from one foot to another. Mary felt a strong urge to giggle at the sight of him and almost did so when Mortimer caught her eye and imitated the curate’s actions. She dreaded an introduction, fearing that she would lose her composure but was saved from embarrassment when Verity abruptly led the curate to a seat, announcing that the entertainment was about to start.

	The impromptu programme of music and song passed pleasantly. Mary and Mortimer performed some snippets from The Mikado, receiving particularly enthusiastic applause from the servants. As the music died away, it was replaced by subdued whispers. Mary looked around at the standing semicircle of maids and manservants, several of whom were grinning and nudging one another and nodding in the direction of Ambrose who had risen from his seat and turned to face his audience.

	Ah, thought Mary, here comes the famous party piece.

	The audience fell silent. Ambrose stood stock still, expressionless. Moments passed and Mary sensed anticipation building around her.

	Then, in little more than a whisper, Ambrose spoke in a brittle, high-pitched voice. His eyes stared madly as he scanned his audience – 

	‘Twas brillig and the slithy toves 

	Did Gyre and Gimble in the wabe; 

	The opening verse of Carroll’s Jabberwocky held the room spellbound.

	Ambrose’s face contorted suddenly into a grotesque leer, teeth bared, arms raised above his head, fingers curled like talons –

	Beware the Jabberwock my son!

	The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!

	Beware the Jubjub bird and shun

	The frumious Bandersnatch!

	Ambrose was a man possessed. He became the Jabberwock, the embodiment of hideous ferocity, arms flailing, head thrashing from side to side. 

	Then, in a flash, he became the monster’s adversary, the ‘beamish boy,’ with his imaginary sword, all noble determination and courage in the face of the hideous Jabberwock 

	One, two! One, two! And through and through

	The vorpal blade went snicker-snack!

	His right arm swung once, twice, cleaving the fell beast, and Mary realised why Mortimer had advised her not to be seated too close. In his wild abandon, Ambrose’s whirling arm took poor Mr Timmins on the temple, sending him sprawling onto the floor. Mary started from her seat to help, but Mortimer held her back, shaking his head, “Best to let him finish,” he warned.

	Ambrose didn’t miss a beat. As Timmins struggled to rise, he planted his foot squarely on the curate’s chest, as though he were the vanquished monster, “O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!” he thundered, declaiming the final two verses and taking a triumphant bow. It was only then that he appeared to realise Timmins’s plight.

	Mortimer dashed forward to help the spluttering man to regain his seat and what little dignity he had left. The servants erupted in a gale of laughter and clapping, delighted at the spectacle until a sharp look from Verity subdued them.

	“My dear Mr Timmins, do forgive me,” Ambrose said. “When the Jabberwock’s upon me, I fear I am not responsible for my actions. There now, let me get you another glass of mulled wine to revive you.” He was quite unabashed.

	“No, no,” Timmins responded shakily. “Upon my word, sir, I am most put out. In front of the servants, sir? Shameful, shameful. No, I must leave for the church. What a to do.

	“Sir Stanmore, Mr Mortimer, Miss Mortimer, I will take my leave. Good night.” 

	With that, he shot a malevolent look at Ambrose and walked stiffly out into the hall. Mortimer followed and could be heard making soothing noises as he accompanied him to the door.

	Mary looked across at Sir Stanmore, wondering whether the spectacle would have been too much for his delicate constitution, and was surprised to see him chuckling softly to himself. Waving to Ambrose, he said, “Your best yet, old chap. Capital entertainment.”

	Christmas morning, by contrast, was an anti-climax. A bitter wind blew from the east, driving intermittent showers. In the morning, Verity, Mortimer and Mary dutifully accompanied Sir Stanmore in the carriage to Holy Trinity. Ambrose had not appeared. It was well understood that he professed no religious beliefs, although he was given to speaking approvingly of Buddhism from time to time. 

	The service was taken by a seemingly recovered Timmins, and Sir Stanmore ascended the pulpit with Mortimer’s assistance to read the lesson. His frailty was all the more evident as he gripped the lectern with parchment-white hands. Partway through, he paused and looked about vaguely. Verity was in the act of rising from her pew to go to his aid when he suddenly recovered his train of thought and continued, though haltingly, to complete the reading.

	The carriage bore them back to Thorneycroft and the promise of a roaring fire and Christmas feasting. Mr Timmins joined their party but as no room remained inside the carriage, he sat up beside Higgins, shivering. 

	As yet, neither Verity nor Mortimer had effected an introduction between Mary and the curate. She wondered whether there was some reason for this apparent breach of etiquette, but concluded that neither of them considered Timmins to be of any consequence. More a case of oversight than rudeness.

	So, when they’d all gathered in the drawing room, she took it upon herself to acknowledge the man. Sir Stanmore had settled himself in one of two armchairs near the fire, the other being occupied by Ambrose. They sat heads together in conversation. Mary found herself standing near the window with Verity and Mortimer along with two ladies, neighbours of Sir Stanmore’s. Miss Jemimah Aldridge and her sister Agnes, spinsters in their late forties, lived in nearby Dowling Court. Having no family of their own in the vicinity, Sir Stanmore had generously invited them to spend Christmas Day at Thorneycroft.

	Mr Timmins was forgotten and stood awkwardly apart, appearing to be keenly interested in a watercolour in the far corner of the room. 

	Detaching herself, Mary went and stood beside him. He surely must have been aware of her presence, but he kept his eyes focused on the painting.

	“Not a Constable, I fancy,” she ventured.

	Timmins turned to face her, removing the pince-nez through which he’d been examining the picture. “Ah, no indeed, miss, a quite different style of landscape, to be sure. A Scottish scene by Horatio McCulloch. A fine piece,” he said, nodding repeatedly, in a most distracting fashion.

	“Yes, isn’t it
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