
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Please to remember the fifth of November: Gunpowder, treason and plot. 
            
  
            For I see no reason why gunpowder treason Should ever be forgot. 
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            CHAPTER 1

         
 
         ‘I’m going to learn to drive,’ Daisy decided as the Triumph two-seater slowed on entering the village of Didmarsh-under-Edge.
         
 
         ‘I quite enjoy it,’ said Gwen. ‘Except for cranking the engine when it’s cold.’
 
         Though the November air was chilly, the sun shone on pale gold Cotswold stone, and michaelmas daisies still bloomed in cottage gardens. Here and there, the last bronze and yellow leaves clung to the twigs of tall beeches and elms. ‘It would be spiffing to be able to hop in the car on a beautiful day like this and buzz out of London into the country for a few hours. I could go and visit Belinda, my stepdaughter, at school. Imagine not having to worry about train timetables and being picked up at the station and all that rot.’
 
         ‘I don’t mind picking you up at the station,’ Gwen assured her, her thin face earnest. Turning into a narrow, steeply rising lane between the churchyard and the Didmarsh Post Office and General Store, she raised her voice to be heard over the roar of the motor. ‘Would your husband let you drive?’ 
         
 
         ‘Alec? Good gracious, he doesn’t tell me what to do! Just because he’s a policeman, it doesn’t mean he tries to lay down the law. At least …’
 
         Daisy paused. She had been going to make an exception for the times when she found herself involved in one of Alec’s cases, when he most definitely, if unsuccessfully, did attempt to control her actions. But those times were best not talked of, though Gwen had probably heard rumours through the Old Girls’ network.
 
         ‘I wouldn’t have married him if he’d shown signs of wanting to dictate what I can or can’t do,’ she amended. ‘This is 1924, after all, not the Victorian Dark Ages. By the way, I hope you haven’t told all your family that Alec’s a policeman. Lots of people get a funny look in their eyes when they find out I’m a policeman’s wife.’
 
         ‘No, you asked me not to and I haven’t. But I wasn’t thinking so much about that; more about …’ Gwen took her eyes from the road to cast a quick glance at Daisy’s bulging midsection.
 
         ‘The baby?’ Daisy patted the bulge, which her coat so nicely concealed when she was standing but seemed to emphasize when she was seated. ‘I suppose I’d better not take driving lessons until after it’s born. Soon I won’t be able to fit behind a steering wheel. Another three months! I never dreamt nine months could seem so long. But that has nothing to do with Alec.’
 
         ‘Daisy!’
 
         Daisy laughed. ‘Sorry, I mean my being pregnant doesn’t have anything to do with Alec being, or not being, dictatorial. If you see what I mean.’
 
         ‘I do. I’m just so used to my father always getting his way  – not just with Mother, with all of us – that I can’t quite fathom how a modern marriage works. Here we are.’
         
 
         The lane continued slanting upward across the steep slope, the Cotswold escarpment, between hedges wreathed with old-man’s beard and berried briony. Soon the hedges gave way to drystone walls. After a quarter mile or so, always climbing, Daisy saw on their left stone gateposts bracketing a gap in the wall. Gwen neatly negotiated the sharp turn into the drive between open wrought iron gates. In curlicued script picked out in gold, the left-hand gate bore the legend Edge, the right-hand Manor. The small gatehouse looked deserted.
         
 
         ‘No gatekeeper since the war,’ Gwen observed. ‘Biddle, our gardener, lives there now. He’s not there during the day, of course, and Mrs Biddle “obliges” in the house, so we leave the gates open for convenience.’
 
         ‘Hardly anyone has gatekeepers these days.’
 
         A row of yews sheltered the cottage to the north. As the Triumph drew level with the bushy ever-greens, a series of ear-shattering explosions rang out. Daisy’s heart skipped a beat before she realized the car was backfiring.
 
         Or was it? Gwen stamped on the brake, staring back at the trees. Following her gaze, Daisy saw movement amid the dark green foliage, and then her ears rang with a second set of bangs and pops. This time, guessing the cause, she spotted flashes on the road behind the car.
 
         ‘Squibs.’
 
         ‘Those little devils!’ Gwen jumped out of the car and tore in among the trees.
 
         She emerged triumphant a few moments later, each hand grasping the collar of a small, wiry and decidedly grubby boy.  She marched them over to the car. ‘Apologize to Mrs Fletcher at once,’ she snapped, ‘or I’ll tell your grandfather and he’ll give you a proper whopping.’
         
 
         ‘Mummy won’t let him,’ the younger whined. He was eight or nine, the elder perhaps ten.
 
         ‘Your mother won’t hear about it till it’s over. Addie’s brats,’ she said to Daisy. ‘I expect you remember my sister Adelaide from school?’
 
         ‘Vaguely. She’s a couple of years older, isn’t she?’
 
         ‘Yes, she’ll be thirty in January.’ She shook the boys. ‘Hurry up and apologize, or it’ll be too late.’
 
         ‘Sorry,’ the elder muttered sullenly, echoed by his brother.
 
         Gwen gave them another shake. ‘You can do better than that.’
 
         ‘We’re very sorry, Mrs Fletcher, but it was only squibs. They’re not dangerous or anything.’
 
         ‘They jolly well are when you throw them at a car,’ their aunt pointed out. ‘I could have been startled enough to run it off the road. Get into the dickey, both of you, and be careful of Mrs Fletcher’s luggage. Adrian will have to sit on your lap, Reggie.’
 
         ‘We don’t want to go to the house,’ Reggie said mutinously.
 
         Adrian panicked. ‘We said sorry, Aunt Gwen. You can’t tell Grandfather now!’
 
         ‘I ought to. But I won’t if you both empty your pockets and give me every squib you possess.’
 
         ‘But we bought them with our own money!’ Reggie protested. ‘What if we promise not to throw them at cars?’
 
         ‘Every one,’ Gwen said, uncompromising.
 
         Well acquainted with the contents of her eldest nephew’s pockets, Daisy was not surprised at the odds and ends laid  out on the running board. Besides a dozen squibs, and a roll of caps, which Gwen also confiscated, the collection included three fluffy toffees, a matchbox containing two dead beetles, quantities of string, a stub of pencil, several small, smoothly rounded stones and a catapult. Gwen hesitated over this last.
         
 
         ‘Didn’t Aunt Babs take this away from you?’
 
         ‘She just gave it back. We promised not to shoot at the farm animals or the greenhouses or anything. She kept it for a whole week, and it’s a ’specially good one!’
         
 
         ‘Oh, all right. Take your stuff and get in.’
 
         ‘Why?’
 
         ‘Because I say so. Because you’re going to tell your mother exactly what you did. Not that she’ll do anything about it,’ Gwen muttered, resuming her place behind the steering wheel, her comment supported by the boys’ insouciance as they climbed into the dickey. ‘I have a feeling I’m going to regret giving in over that catapult.’
 
         ‘But they’re easy to make,’ Daisy pointed out. ‘They could easily replace it.’
 
         ‘Too true.’
 
         ‘Boys will be boys,’ Daisy murmured, though she had always hated the second part of her nanny’s favourite saying: ‘but girls must be young ladies.’
 
         The drive led back across the hillside, for the most part on the level. As they passed some farm buildings on the lower slope, Gwen waved to a woman in trousers talking to a man perched high on the back of a massive cart horse.
 
         ‘My sister Barbara. She’s the eldest of us.’
 
         ‘Aunt Gwen?’ came Adrian’s quavery voice from behind. ‘You won’t tell Aunt Babs, will you? About the squibs?’
 
         ‘Why shouldn’t I?’ 
         
 
         ‘Because she said if we do anything else bad this week, she’ll duck us in the horse trough and she doesn’t care if we catch our death of cold.’
 
         ‘It would jolly well serve you right.’
 
         ‘It would be murder,’ Reggie said self-righteously.
 
         ‘Well, we don’t want murder in the family, so I won’t tell her, as long as you behave yourselves till bedtime. Sorry, Daisy, when I invited you, I’d forgotten it was the boys’ half-term holiday. And there are other ructions in the family at present, I’m afraid.’
 
         ‘Never mind, I’ll just ignore all that and concentrate on my article. It’s jolly decent of your people to let me come. My American editor is really keen. They don’t know about the Gunpowder Plot over there, so he thinks it’s frightfully exotic. It came just before the Mayflower and the Pilgrims and all that, which is when their history begins.’
         
 
         Gwen laughed. ‘If I recall correctly, we started at school with Caesar’s invasion of Britain in something b. c.’
 
         ‘But after that, there wasn’t much besides Alfred and the cakes until 1066. I hope you’ll be able to tell me the history of your Guy Fawkes celebration. It’d be nice to have some background as well as a description of tomorrow’s fête.’
 
         ‘Father will be only too glad to expound.’
 
         ‘Good.’ Daisy’s insatiable curiosity got the better of her. ‘And if you want to let off steam about the ructions, I’ll lend a sympathetic ear … or not, as the case may be.’
 
         ‘It might help to have an outside opinion,’ Gwen said thoughtfully. ‘Besides, after all, your father was a viscount and Father’s only a baronet.’
 
         ‘I shouldn’t dream of interfering! On that basis or any other.’ 
         
 
         ‘What’s a viscount?’ Adrian enquired.
 
         Gwen and Daisy looked at each other in dismay. They had forgotten the little pitchers with big ears in the dickey.
 
         ‘A lord, you dunce,’ said Reggie, his manner insufferably superior.
 
         ‘I’m not a dunce!’ Adrian was at a disadvantage, seated as he was on his brother’s knees, but he made a spirited attempt to bring his fists to bear.
 
         ‘Horse trough!’ Gwen warned.
 
         The rest of the journey was accomplished in peace.
 
         
             

         
 
         Daisy had visited Edge Manor several times during her school days. She and Gwen had never been particularly intimate friends, but her own childhood home, Fairacres, was less than twenty miles away across country. She knew Gwen’s family had owned the land hereabouts since the Wars of the Roses. The Tyndalls had accommodated themselves over the centuries to the whims of history, having managed to remain inconspicuous but always on the right side at the decisive moment, like the Vicar of Bray.
         
 
         Edge Manor, built and periodically rebuilt with local limestone, had likewise accommodated itself over the centuries to the whims of its owners and the exigencies of its situation halfway up a steep hillside. The south front, before which the Triumph drew up, was taller and narrower than most small country houses. To the right of the cobbled forecourt stretched a row of garages, once carriage houses, more usually tucked away somewhere out of view of residents and visitors.
         
 
         Beyond the façade, the building stretched northward with,  as Daisy recalled, a great many inconvenient flights of two or three or half a dozen steps here and there to adjust to the terrain. But to compensate, the long west side provided a spectacular view of the terraced gardens and the village and across the Vale of Evesham, where most of the Tyndall acres lay.
         
 
         ‘Leave your camera and typewriter in the car, Daisy,’ said Gwen. ‘Someone will fetch them. You boys can carry the rest in.’
 
         She ushered Daisy into the house, followed by her subdued nephews struggling with the luggage. The wide entrance hall, two storeys high, was floored with polished oak. Apart from a couple of antique chests, it was furnished as a sitting room, with sofas and chairs grouped on a large rug around a blaze in the fireplace opposite the front door. The late-afternoon sun poured in through tall south and west windows, each graced with a vase of golden beech leaves, crimson-berried hawthorn and pink and orange spindle.
 
         This inviting scene was marred by the two angry men in the middle of the room.
 
         One was an imposing figure, whose voluminous plus fours and shooting jacket with baggy pockets made him appear even larger than his already-impressive size. Daisy recognized Sir Harold Tyndall. His girth had grown and his hairline had receded since last she saw him, but his reddish moustache bristled as fiercely as ever. A tall, bull-necked bear of a man, to mix a few metaphors, he was roaring like a lion: ‘What the devil made you suppose the bounder would be welcome at Edge Manor?’
         
 
         ‘Miller is not a bounder, sir!’ The boyish young man confronting him, bursting with indignation, was an inch or  two taller and equally large-boned. However, his frame had not yet filled out and he was loose-limbed, lanky, in his light blue blazer with a Cambridge college crest on the pocket and wide-legged Oxford bags. ‘He’s a—’
         
 
         ‘Pshaw! He’s aiding and abetting this nonsense of yours, and he’s got his eye on your sister, or I’m a Dutchman.’
 
         ‘Gwen?’ The youth must be Jack Tyndall, Daisy realized. She saw that Gwen was very pink-cheeked, whether embarrassed by an unwarranted assertion or dismayed by its accuracy. Jack, obviously astonished, continued, ‘I don’t think—’
         
 
         ‘That’s the trouble, my boy, you don’t think! Tyndalls have run this estate for centuries, passed directly from father to son, and my son is not going to break that trust for some footling, short-lived fad.’
 
         ‘Aeronautics is not a—’
 
         ‘Father, Jack,’ Gwen interrupted, ‘here’s Mrs Fletcher.’
 
         The combatants swung round. Sir Harold advanced to shake hands.
 
         ‘Ah yes, Dalrymple’s daughter. We’re delighted to have you come and write about our festivities, Mrs Fletcher. The Tyndalls have held a Guy Fawkes fête nearly every year since 1606, even during the Commonwealth. Oddly enough, Bonfire Night was the only traditional festivity allowed by the Puritans, though it celebrates the foiling of a plot against the monarchy.’
 
         ‘Cromwell should have been grateful to the plotters for their attempt to blow up James the First, which might have saved the Puritans the trouble of beheading Charles the First,’ said Jack. ‘How do you do, Mrs Fletcher.’
 
         ‘You remember my brother, Daisy? He must have been twelve or thirteen when you last met.’ 
         
 
         ‘A horrible, cheeky pest of a schoolboy.’ Jack had a charming grin.
 
         ‘Not half as pestilent as—’
 
         Daisy nudged Gwen to remind her she had promised not to tell her father of his grandsons’ misdeeds. The boys themselves had vanished.
 
         Jack pulled an expressive grimace. ‘What have they done now?’ he asked.
 
         But Sir Harold had not noticed the byplay, intent as he was on urging Daisy over to the windows so that he could point out the site of the fireworks display and the beginnings of the bonfire. ‘You see, down there on the meadow below the terraces? My gardeners and tenants have been piling up brush for weeks.’
 
         As her host maundered on, telling how the fireworks had begun as a demonstration of loyalty to the first Stuart king and continued as a much anticipated local event, Daisy grew increasingly desperate. The baby had decided to bash her in the bladder, over and over again, as if bouncing a ball off a wall. She might be a modern, emancipated, working woman, but explaining her situation to the baronet was more than she could face.
 
         To her relief, Lady Tyndall came to the rescue. A faded, delicate, anxious-looking woman, she inserted herself between her husband and her guest and said almost pleadingly, ‘Harold, I’m sure Mrs Fletcher will be interested in your stories later, but first she wants to wash off the grime of the journey and put her feet up for a while before tea.’
         
 
         Though Sir Harold looked offended, he made no objection. ‘I’ll see you at teatime, Mrs Fletcher,’ he said, and stamped off. 
         
 
         ‘The downstairs cloakroom is over there, as I expect you remember,’ said Lady Tyndall, pointing. Daisy fled.
 
         When she emerged, feeling much better, Gwen was waiting for her.
 
         ‘Mother said she took one look at you and knew what you needed. I saw you were desperate, but I thought it was just my father. He often makes me feel that way. I didn’t dare interrupt when he was on his hobbyhorse. Sorry I didn’t realize what was wrong, but I’ve never been pregnant.’
 
         ‘The little brute was kicking me like mad, in a sensitive spot. It’s a very strange sensation. You’ve no idea.’
 
         ‘I can’t imagine! Come on up to your room. Your stuff’s been taken up. I had Jack fetch the typewriter and camera because I knew you were concerned about them. You’re all right on the stairs, aren’t you?’
 
         ‘Perfectly all right.’
 
         ‘I must say you look positively fit as a fiddle. Addie used to fuss like anything when she was pregnant, and Mother cosseted her.’
 
         At an easy pace, Gwen led the way up the superbly carved Jacobean oak staircase. Following, Daisy asked, ‘Has Adelaide come back to live at Edge Manor? Her husband was killed in the war, wasn’t he?’
         
 
         ‘No and yes. She married a neighbour and lives with her mother-in-law just down the lane, between here and the village. Stephen was killed in 1915, when she was pregnant with Adrian.’
 
         ‘Widowed at twenty, with two young sons!’
 
         ‘I know it’s hard, but Addie really manages to make the worst of things. She never stops moaning and groaning, and she spoils the children abominably when she’s not  complaining about their mischief. I’m afraid Mrs Yarborough encourages her to spend most of her time here in the bosom of her family.’
         
 
         For all her brave words, Daisy was tired from the train journey and glad to reach the top of the stairs. ‘At least the boys are old enough to go away to prep school, aren’t they?’ she asked as they crossed the landing, a gallery open to the hall below.
 
         ‘Yes, but she won’t send them. They go to a day school in Evesham, where the discipline appears to be nonexistent. And she intends them to go on to Prince Harold’s Grammar in Evesham, so there’s no relief in sight. She claims she can’t afford a Public School.’
 
         ‘Wouldn’t Sir Harold …?’
 
         ‘He might, if he could be persuaded that it’s his own idea. The trouble is, Reggie and Adrian are scared to death of him, so they behave themselves when he’s around. One really can’t go talebearing, and they’re beginning to realize it, so threats don’t work very well any longer. I’m not sure he’d really cane them anyway. He was so proud of Addie when she produced two boys so quickly, he’s inclined to think they can do no wrong.’
 
         ‘Pity!’
 
         They had turned up another three steps into a passage and passed several doors. Now Gwen announced, ‘Here’s your room. Mind the steps down. Two of them.’
 
         The warning came just in time as Gwen opened the door on a dazzling flood of golden evening light.
 
         Descending the steps with care, Daisy had an impression of comfortable blue furnishings, but her attention was on the view across the Vale to the Malvern Hills, so near her own  childhood home. ‘Oh, lovely! I do envy you your view. There are advantages to living in St John’s Wood, so close to central London, but views aren’t one of them.’
         
 
         ‘Mother told me to give you the best spare room, not stuck away up on the second floor with the rest of us like when you were a mere school friend. It doesn’t run to its own bathroom, though, I’m afraid. You’ll share with the parents, but there’s plenty of hot water. That’s their rooms we passed on this side, bathroom, et cetera, opposite, and Father’s den at the end.’
 
         ‘Are you still up at the top?’
 
         ‘Yes, Babs and Jack and I, and Jack’s friend who’s visiting.’ A faint pink rose in Gwen’s cheeks as she mentioned her brother’s friend. Miller, Daisy recalled, the bounder who was encouraging Jack in his aeronautical nonsense and might or might not have his eye on Gwen. ‘I expect you remember what a strange layout this house has.’
 
         ‘Vaguely.’ Daisy took off her hat and coat and went over to the washstand, waving Gwen to a chair.
 
         ‘We live on the west side and the servants get the east side, facing the hill. Difficult as it is to get servants since the war, I keep expecting those who remain to rebel one of these days and demand a decent share of light and air. On the other hand— I don’t expect you remember our butler, Jennings?’
 
         ‘I have a vague impression of an ancient personage in rusty black.’
 
         ‘He’s even more ancient now, but he refuses to retire to a nice comfy cottage, and to give up that coat. He can’t manage the stairs anymore and he only appears at dinner. Most of his time seems to be spent doing the silver, but he still rules the staff with a rod of iron.’ 
         
 
         ‘Another reason for them to quit en masse, I’d think, besides the dark rooms.’
 
         ‘At least they have electricity now. When Father put in the generator, he had the servants’ side electrified as well as the rest.’
 
         ‘Anything that makes things easier for the servants must make things easier for your mother. I thought she looked … not very well.’
 
         ‘She’s been “not very well” as long as I can remember. I suppose we never thought twice about it when we were children, but looking back, I can see she was always fragile. But she hasn’t had to run the house since the end of the war. As soon as Babs and I were demobbed from the Land Army, I took over.’
 
         ‘Babs still works on the land, though?’
 
         ‘She found she really enjoyed farming, and she needed something to keep her occupied. We both lost fiancés in the war, you know. Three unlucky sisters – it sounds like one of the grimmer fairy stories, doesn’t it?’ Gwen fell silent, a faraway look in her eyes.
 
         Daisy nearly told her that she, too, had lost her fiancé. But Michael had been a conscientious objector, a Quaker pacifist who had been blown up driving a Friends’ Ambulance. Though he had been at the front, he had not fought, and the prejudice against ‘conchies’ remained strong. Besides, though her first love would always have a place in her heart, she had found a second, whereas the Tyndall sisters had not.
 
         Or was there something going on between Gwen and the unknown Miller? Before Daisy could come up with a delicate way to probe, Gwen sighed and went on.
 
         ‘But your brother was killed, wasn’t he? We’re lucky that  Jack’s the baby of the family by several years and was too young to join up. It would have killed Mother to lose him. I just wish he hadn’t invited … But I mustn’t trouble you with our squabbles.’ She stood up, with an effortful smile. ‘The Guy Fawkes fête always makes Father feel frightfully Lord-of-the-Manorish and he’s thrilled that you’ve come to write about it, so he jolly well ought to be in a good temper. I’ll leave you in peace now. I’ve got to go and try to persuade Addie to punish those blasted boys. Tea in half an hour in the drawing room, if you feel up to coming down.’
         
 
         ‘I’m eating for two, remember. I’ll be there,’ Daisy promised, hoping the bounder Miller, sower of dissension, would be present. She was dying to meet him.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2

         
 
         When Daisy left her room and turned towards the stairs, Lady Tyndall was coming out of a room ahead of her, the last on the right. She saw Daisy and waited for her.
 
         ‘I hope you’ve managed to rest a bit after that dreadful journey.’
 
         ‘Oh yes, thank you. I put my feet up for a while.’
 
         ‘That is my sitting room.’ She gestured back at the door she had just closed. ‘You are very welcome to make use of it, to relax in, or for your writing.’
 
         ‘That’s very kind of you, Lady Tyndall. My bedroom seems to have everything I need.’ Even a second bed, which she wished Alec was occupying.
 
         ‘I know Gwen had a desk moved in for you. I wasn’t sure if it was adequate for a professional journalist.’
 
         ‘Perfectly. I’m looking forward to writing about your celebration. I hope my dashing away like that didn’t upset Sir Harold so much that he won’t be willing to tell me the rest of the history.’
 
         ‘Harold isn’t used to being thwarted.’ Lady Tyndall gave her a tired smile. ‘Usually, I don’t find it worth the effort  to cross him, but I could see you were in dire need of rescue.’
         
 
         ‘I was,’ Daisy said gratefully. ‘It’s one of those flies in the ointment they don’t warn you about. In general, I’m very well.’
 
         ‘I’m glad. I was unlucky; my pregnancies were very difficult. But you look blooming.’
 
         ‘I’m healthy as a horse, and with an appetite to match, I’m afraid.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry, there will be plenty to eat at tea. Pam is always hungry, and Jack – if he’s too thin, it’s not because he doesn’t eat enough. He’s just a boy still, in many ways. But he’s too old to accept his father’s laying down the law, if Harold would only realize it.’ Lady Tyndall had been speaking half to herself. As she and Daisy reached the foot of the stairs and started across the hall, she gave herself a little shake and said, ‘I expect Gwen told you we have another guest.’
 
         ‘Yes, a Mr Miller?’
 
         ‘He’s a friend of Jack’s … rather unsuitable, I’m sorry to say. Not quite what you might call “out of the top drawer”. I hope you won’t mind meeting him.’
 
         ‘Of course not, Lady Tyndall. I’m a journalist, after all. I write about all sorts of things and talk to all sorts of people. My articles about stately homes were the thin end of the wedge in a way, something I could do that most journalists can’t.’
 
         ‘I’ve read some of them. Most impressive.’ She ushered Daisy into the drawing room.
 
         Everyone in the room was at the windows, absorbed by the sunset, a spectacular fiery blaze set off by expanses of cool  green and lemon yellow. They turned as Lady Tyndall shut the door against draughts from the hall.
         
 
         “‘Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight,”’ Jack Tyndall quoted. ‘It looks as if we’re going to have good weather for the fireworks. I’m glad you didn’t come all this way, Mrs Fletcher, just to attend a washout.’
 
         ‘So am I,’ Daisy assured him.
 
         ‘May I introduce a friend of mine? Martin Miller – he’s an aeronautical engineer.’ This last was pronounced in a defiant tone.
 
         The man who stepped forward was not in the least what Daisy had anticipated. The ‘bounder’, far from being dressed in flashy bad taste, wore a perfectly acceptable dark suit, well cut, if not of Savile Row tailoring. He was older than one might have expected of a friend of the youthful Tyndall heir, with the beginnings of crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes and dark cropped hair greying at the temples. At least forty, she judged; perhaps that was why his influence over Jack was feared, though he seemed rather on the serious side, more likely to be a good influence than bad.
 
         As for his possible influence on Gwen, he wasn’t particularly good-looking, but there was nothing to object to in his appearance. And Gwen was a spinster of twenty-seven in a world where a large proportion of men of ‘suitable’ age and class had perished in the war.
         
 
         ‘How do you do, Mr Miller.’ Daisy offered her hand and he shook it, his clasp firm, warm, and dry – no handshake like a filleted fish to make Sir Harold take against him. ‘Were you building aeroplanes during the war? My husband was in the Royal Flying Corps, a spotter pilot. Perhaps you had a hand in producing the “crates” he flew?’ 
         
 
         He smiled, but his eyes were wary. ‘I did, though not so much actual production. My company was mostly working on design.’ The final g of working was voiced, faintly but distinctly grating on the ear and placing his origins firmly in the Midlands and the lower middle class.
         
 
         Not that Daisy cared, but Sir Harold was bound to take a dim view.
 
         ‘What are you doing now?’ she asked. ‘I mean, now that we don’t need fighters any longer. I presume you’re a believer in the future of air passenger travel?’
 
         Jack intervened eagerly. ‘We still need war planes! Germany can’t be trusted. And now Winston Churchill – he was Minister for Air after the war, remember? It took a while but he ended up convinced of the necessity of air power. Now they say he’s going to join the Conservative cabinet, and he’s bound to push for rearmament.’
         
 
         ‘Ridiculous waste of money!’ Sir Harold had come in unnoticed. ‘The Bosch knows when he’s beaten. As for air travel, no one in his senses would risk his life in the air only to save a little time.’
 
         ‘With all due respect, sir,’ said Miller, ‘a number of airlines have been operating here and in Europe for several years. Now that the government has formed Imperial Airways and started to subsidize—’
 
         ‘Ridiculous waste of money!’
 
         Daisy was torn between interest and trying to think of a polite way to escape.
 
         ‘That’s a matter of opinion, Father. The fact is, people are going to go on designing and building aeroplanes, and I want to be one of them.’
 
         ‘And my company needs bright young engineers like Jack.’ 
         
 
         ‘Over my dead body! What this country needs is landowners who take care of their land. Where should we be without farmers to feed us, eh? Jack’s place is right here, running the place like twenty generations of his forefathers.’
         
 
         ‘But I’m not in the least interested in farming, sir,’ Jack protested. ‘Babs knows all there is to know, and what’s more, she likes doing it.’
 
         ‘Babs is a girl.’ The baronet glared at his eldest daughter, who had just come in, switching on the electric lights at the door. ‘No, by George, Babs is a woman, and if she doesn’t stop messing about on the estate and hurry up and find herself a husband, she’ll be past praying for.’
 
         Babs shot her father a look of venomous dislike. Though she had changed from trousers into a tweed skirt and long hand-knitted cardigan, it was obvious that she didn’t expend much effort on her appearance. She had made no attempt to disguise with powder and lipstick the effects of her outdoor activities on her complexion. Her straight dark-brown hair was bobbed very short. She wore flat shoes, and her only jewellery was a Victorian ring, a diamond and ruby half-hoop, on her ring finger.
         
 
         An heirloom engagement ring, Daisy assumed, destined never to be joined on the work-roughened hand by the intended wedding ring. Gwen’s ring finger was bare, she thought; could it be a sign that Gwen had new hopes? And if so, was Martin Miller their focus?
 
         With an abrupt nod to Daisy, Babs went over to her mother and Gwen. Both were still standing at one of the windows, looking out, but Daisy guessed from their taut stance that both had been listening to the altercation behind them. 
         
 
         They turned to greet Babs. The family resemblance between the three women was obvious. All were slight and fine-boned, perfect for the current low waisted, straight-up-and-down fashion. In Lady Tyndall’s case, this was emphasized by the frailty of ill health, as Daisy had already noted. In contrast, the way Babs moved suggested a wiry strength still brimming with restless energy after a day out and about on the estate. As for Gwen, Daisy remembered the delicate prettiness of her girlhood and wondered which was most responsible for its fading: the passage of time, the loss of her fiancé, or the anxieties of life with her irascible father.
         
 
         Gwen was still pretty when she smiled, but now, distressed, she looked quite plain. Seeing Daisy stuck amid the squabbling men, she said something to Babs, who shrugged. After a moment’s hesitation, Gwen visibly braced herself and moved forward to extricate her friend.
         
 
         By this time, the antagonists were repeating themselves. Daisy decided she wasn’t going to learn anything new. She was about to slink away to forestall the rescue effort, when a couple of maids came in with the tea things.
 
         The argument stopped short. One maid started to set out cups and saucers and plates of bread and butter, cakes and biscuits on the tea table, near the fireplace. The other girl went to draw the cream-and-gold curtains, hiding the last embers of the sunset. The room was transformed from a scene of battle to the cosy haven proper for afternoon tea. Lady Tyndall went to sit behind the table, ready to pour.
 
         Under cover of the bustle, Gwen apologized. ‘I’m so sorry, Daisy. I didn’t realize you’d got caught up in the conflict.’
 
         ‘Merely as an observer. They forgot I was there. I dare say I could have sneaked away without their noticing.’ 
         
 
         ‘Jack used to be good at coping with Father, but since he came down from Cambridge, he’s become so stubborn …’
 
         ‘I imagine he’s growing up. He knows what he wants to do with his life – which, I must say, sounds to me perfectly reasonable – and he has Mr Miller to back him. Miller seems to be a staunch, sensible sort of a chap.’
 
         ‘You like him?’ Gwen asked eagerly.
 
         ‘I like what I’ve seen of him. I haven’t seen nearly enough of him to form an opinion. Have you known him long?’
 
         ‘I met him last spring. One of Jack’s lecturers worked with him during the war and invites him to Cambridge every Lenten term to speak to the mechanical-engineering undergrads about the aircraft industry.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t tell me you attended a lecture on mechanical engineering!’
 
         ‘Heavens no! Come and sit down near the fire. It’s a beastly cold night. I’ll fetch you a cup of tea and tell you how it happened.’
 
         But as Gwen turned away, her father approached with a cup and saucer and a plate heaped with food, which he presented to Daisy.
 
         ‘Need to keep your strength up, eh?’ he said genially, sitting down beside her. ‘If you ask me, half my wife’s trouble was that she didn’t eat enough when she was expecting the girls. I kept hoping for a son, but she kept dropping females.’
 
         A number of sharpish retorts raced through Daisy’s mind, but she reminded herself that Sir Harold was her host. ‘You got a son in the end,’ she pointed out, and seeing a scathing comment about Jack on the tip of his tongue, she hurriedly added, ‘Not to mention two grandsons. Aren’t you going to have a cup of tea?’ 
         
 
         ‘Never touch the stuff. “Cat lap”, my grandfather used to call it.’ He raised his voice. ‘Dodie, where are the boys? Weren’t they up here today?’
 
         Lady Tyndall looked helplessly at Gwen, who said, ‘Addie took them home, Father. I think she decided they needed an early night. They were getting a bit … overexcited about the fireworks tomorrow.’
 
         Not to mention the fireworks today, Daisy thought. ‘You were going to tell me the history of your Bonfire Night celebration, Sir Harold,’ she reminded him.
 
         That kept him happily occupied while she devoured the plateful of delicacies and sipped at the distasteful tea, which was far too sweet. Lady Tyndall wouldn’t have sugared it without asking, so perhaps Sir Harold was trying to feed her up. Kindly meant, no doubt.
 
         While listening to and taking mental notes on his lecture, she watched the others. Jack and Babs had their heads together, both with disgruntled expressions but eating with unimpaired appetites. Gwen and Miller sat on either side of Lady Tyndall. All three looked unhappy and their conversation appeared to be desultory.
         
 
         Gwen glanced over and happened to catch Daisy’s eye just as she took a sip of the syrupy tea. Perhaps Daisy’s nose wrinkled involuntarily. At any rate, Gwen said something to her mother, and a moment later Martin Miller came over.
 
         ‘Beg pardon for interrupting,’ he said, ‘but Miss Gwen wondered if you’d like a fresh cup of tea, Mrs Fletcher? Yours must be getting cold.’
 
         ‘Yes, please. A spot of milk, no sugar, thanks.’
 
         He grinned at her, his sober face lightening. Daisy wondered if Gwen had tried to stop her father oversweetening  the first cup. ‘Right you are. Can I fetch you anything, sir?’
         
 
         ‘No, thank you,’ Sir Harold said ungraciously. As Miller left, the baronet went on, quite loud enough for him to hear, ‘Running errands for Gwen! He needn’t think she’ll get a penny from me if she takes him. Dashed counter jumper!’
 
         ‘Whatever Mr Miller’s origins,’ Daisy ventured, ‘engineering is an altogether respectable and necessary profession.’
         
 
         ‘So is street sweeper. That doesn’t mean I’ll accept one as my son-in-law. Did Gwen invite you here to try to talk me round? Because, I warn you, you might as well try to drink the Severn dry.’
 
         ‘Certainly not. She invited me because she thought, quite rightly, that I’d be interested in writing about your Guy Fawkes fête. I am a journalist, after all. A profession of doubtful respectability and questionable necessity.’
 
         Sir Harold waved his hand dismissively. ‘An odd hobby for a young lady of your birth, to be sure, but there can hardly be any question of your respectability.’
 
         Daisy fumed. Not that she wished her respectability to be questioned – though she did wonder what Sir Harold would think if he knew her husband was a policeman – but writing was her profession, not a hobby, and she had made a living at it before she married. She fumed silently, however. Having come all this way, she was jolly well going to get her article. She was too professional to spoil it by quarrelling with her infuriating host.
         
 
         ‘You were telling me about when Prince Albert died,’ she reminded him.
 
         ‘Yes, that was in 1861, in December. The following November, the Queen was still in mourning, so my grandfather  was of two minds about holding the fête.’ He blathered on about his grandfather’s quandary.
         
 
         Miller brought Daisy’s fresh cup of tea and deposited it on the table at her elbow. She thanked him with a smile. Sir Harold talked on, ignoring him as though he were a servant. The younger man’s answering smile died and his lips tightened.
 
         If it was just a question of Miller’s courting Gwen, Daisy rather doubted Sir Harold cared enough to be so rude to a guest. Should his daughter dare defy him, he would just wash his hands of her and write her out of his will. What really rankled with the baronet was what he saw as the engineer’s subversion of his son and heir’s duty to the land and the traditions of his ancestors.
 
         Miller obviously supported Jack’s enthusiasm for aeronautics, but Daisy had so far seen no sign that it had originated with him or would fade should he vanish from the face of the earth. Perhaps the uncertainty was all that had prevented Sir Harold from kicking Miller out of his house.
         
 
         Nor was Daisy convinced of any serious romantic tie between Miller and Gwen. A few hints, yes, but nothing Alec would consider to be evidence. With luck, Gwen would decide to confide in her.
 
         Sir Harold had run down at last, Daisy realized. She had missed the whole story between 1862 and the present, including the Great War, but she could always ask for a repeat later, with the excuse that she didn’t have her notebook on hand. He hadn’t noticed her inattention. His large face smug, he was watching Jack and Babs, who were still talking earnestly together.
 
         ‘Babs will change his mind for him,’ he said with  confidence, good humour restored. ‘She knows the worth of the land. All young men with any spirit rebel against their parents for a while. I don’t say I didn’t myself! Jack’ll soon see this tomfoolery of his in the proper perspective. By George, I’m thirsty after rattling away for so long. I hope I haven’t bored you, Mrs Fletcher. I believe I’ll drink a cup of tea after all. Shall I have Dodie refill your cup?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, please. No sugar,’ Daisy said firmly.
 
         
             

         
 
         Two and a half cups of tea made Daisy head for the downstairs cloakroom as soon as the tea party broke up. By the eighth month, she thought, she wasn’t going to dare to move more than a hundred yards from a lav. When she came out into the hall, no one was about. She decided to go up to her room and type up notes of what she could recall of Sir Harold’s discourse.
 
         She was halfway up the stairs when Lady Tyndall and Jack came out of the drawing room. They didn’t notice her.
 
         ‘Dearest,’ Lady Tyndall was saying, ‘it’s not that I mind your being an engineer, if that will make you happy.’ She turned and took his hands. ‘You know I only want you to be happy.’
 
         ‘I know, Mother.’
 
         ‘But I will hate your living so far away. I thought once you were finished with school and university, you’d come home for good.’
 
         ‘Coventry’s not far. Not much more than thirty miles. I’ll be able to buzz over at weekends.’
 
         ‘If your father will have you in the house. Oh Jack, I’ve never known him so angry!’ 
         
 
         ‘I’m still his only son. But if he does disown me, I can earn my living doing what I love instead of dying of boredom. You’ve no idea how I loathe the idea of spending my life worrying about pruning and late frosts and blossom rot and peach-leaf curl, if that’s what it’s called. If the worst comes to the worst, you can always come and visit me in Coventry. I say, doesn’t it strike you as rather funny?’ Jack said gaily. ‘Instead of being sent to Coventry as a punishment, I’m being threatened with disinheritance if I go there.’
 
         Lady Tyndall burst into tears. ‘Jack, you’re such a child still,’ she sobbed. ‘How can you know how you want to spend the rest of your life?’
 
         He hugged her. ‘Wait till I show you round the factory, Mother. You’ll see why I want to be part of it all. Maybe I’ll even be able to take you up in a plane!’
 
         Daisy, though greatly tempted to linger and listen, had continued to tiptoe up the stairs and across the landing. She turned up the three steps into the passage and heard no more.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 3

         
 
         After half an hour’s work, Daisy had enough historical background for her article, barring a sentence or two about the form of the celebration, if any, during the Great War. Though she hadn’t really listened, thinking back she heard an echo in her mind of Sir Harold saying they had dressed the guy as Kaiser Bill. She hoped so. It would be a nice touch.
 
         The article had to start with an explanation of the Gunpowder Plot for her American readers. No, first she’d quote ‘Please to remember …’ and then go into the explanation.
 
         The baby started doing acrobatics. Daisy put her hand on her abdomen and felt its head, then an elbow or knee. Girl or boy? she mused. She didn’t really mind, and Alec claimed he didn’t, either. Belinda, her stepdaughter, wanted a little sister. Daisy missed Bel, who had chosen to go to boarding school with her friends instead of staying at home and attending a day school in London.
 
         Daisy loved Belinda dearly, but she could understand now that it might be even more difficult to let go of one’s own child, a child once carried in one’s own body. Lady Tyndall, after suffering the separation of school and university, had  had every reason to expect Jack to come back to Edge Manor and stay. His home and the home of his ancestors awaited him. Yet he chose to follow his own dream, even if it meant renouncing his inheritance.
         
 
         Could Sir Harold legally disinherit him? Since he had threatened to do so, presumably the land was not tied up in trusts or entails or whatever it was that had caused Daisy’s family estate to revert to a distant cousin when her father and brother both died. Though the baronetcy would no doubt go automatically to Jack, he would be Sir John Tyndall of nowhere in particular. But who would end up with those rich orchards and market gardens?
 
         Not Babs, the logical person, if Sir Harold’s tirade meant anything. Adelaide’s older boy, perhaps? Reggie was at least a direct male descendant, though through the distaff side. Might the baronet require him to change his name to Tyndall and conveniently ignore the intervening female generation?
 
         A knock on the door interrupted Daisy’s reflections. ‘Come in!’
 
         Gwen stuck her head around the door. ‘Oh, sorry, you’re working. I don’t want to interrupt.’
 
         ‘No, I’ve finished what I was doing.’ Daisy moved over to the two easy chairs by the fireplace. ‘Come and sit down.’
 
         In the hearth, surrounded by blue-and-white Dutch tiles, a wood fire had burned down to glowing embers. Gwen took a log from the basket on one side and placed it on top, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney. ‘One thing about owning orchards, we always have wood to burn.’ Still looking into the fire, red-faced, she added, ‘I have to apologize. I’d never have suggested your coming down here now if I’d known my father was going to kick up such a dust.’ 
         
 
         ‘That’s all right. He’s not kicking it at me.’
 
         ‘Of course not. He’s really pleased that you’re writing about Guy Fawkes. The thing is, he’s always so cock-a-hoop over Bonfire Night that I assumed he’d let all this other business lie while you’re here. If I’d known Jack was going to invite Martin – Mr Miller – I’d have told him to wait till next week. But he had the same idea, that Father would be easier to deal with now.’
 
         ‘It doesn’t seem to have worked.’
 
         ‘On the contrary. It’s reminded him that the annual celebration is another thing that’s been passed down from father to son for centuries. I walked out in the middle of yet another row about it. Father’s obsessed with not breaking the chain. He doesn’t realize how much the world has changed, that these days young men won’t allow themselves to be chained to family tradition.’
 
         ‘And young women won’t allow their parents to dictate whom they may marry?’ Daisy said on a questioning note.
 
         Blushing, Gwen leant down to poke the fire. ‘It’s not a question of marriage. He hasn’t said anything.’
 
         ‘But you like him.’
 
         ‘I like him a lot. Babs thinks I’m being unfaithful to Larry’s memory. She was madly in love with Frank and I don’t think she’ll ever get over his death. I was very fond of Larry, but I want a home of my own, children …’ She sighed.
 
         ‘You were telling me how you met Mr Miller.’
 
         ‘Oh, yes. I told you he gave a lecture at Cambridge to the engineering students. He invited any who were interested in going into the aeronautical industry to visit the factory during the Easter vac, and go up in an aeroplane.’
 
         ‘An irresistible invitation!’ 
         
 
         ‘Actually, very few accepted, but Jack went, on his way home. He stayed so late, Martin put him up for the night. Then next morning, his car wouldn’t start. It turned out to need a part that couldn’t be got till Monday – this was Saturday – and Jack had invited a friend here for the weekend. Martin would have flown him home if there were anywhere suitable to land. As it was, he drove him home, so of course Mother invited him to stay, and as Jack had to entertain his friend, I ended up entertaining Martin.’
 
         ‘I see.’
 
         ‘Of course Mother never dreamt I might fall for him. He’s quite a bit older, and … and of a different social class. But he’s every inch a gentleman,’ Gwen said fiercely, ‘in the true sense of the word. And he’s frightfully clever, doing very well in his job. He can easily support a family.’
 
         So it wasn’t ‘a question of marriage’, Daisy thought, amused. ‘What does your mother think now of the … um … attraction between you?’ she asked. ‘Obviously your father is very much against it.’
 
         ‘Poor Mother’s torn between disapproving of Martin’s background, worrying about Father’s disapproval, and wanting desperately to get a spinster daughter married at last. That generation’s shibboleths – well, you know. What did Lady Dalrymple think of your marrying a policeman?’
         
 
         ‘She was absolutely appalled. I sort of led her to believe Alec was a bobby, a uniformed constable.’
 
         ‘Oh, Daisy, you didn’t!’ Gwen laughed.
 
         ‘So when she discovered he was no less than a Detective Chief Inspector at Scotland Yard, it came as quite a relief. Besides, she’d actually given up on me long before, when I chose to work for a living instead of joining her at the Dower  House. Gosh, when I think what life would have been like if I’d given in! Either we’d have squabbled constantly or I’d have become a doormat.’
         
 
         ‘I can’t imagine that.’
 
         ‘No, more likely I’d have turned into a sour old cat. Just think, I’d never have met Alec. Lucy and I survived on eggs, sardines and cheese for a couple of years, but we had a lot of fun.’
 
         ‘Have you seen much of Lucy since she married Lord Gerald?’
 
         ‘We’ve dined with them a couple of times, and we’ve been to the theatre. It’s difficult to arrange evening engagements – Alec works such unpredictable hours. I lunch with Lucy in town now and then. She’s still photographing away, but now that she doesn’t have to worry about making a living, she can choose her subjects. I think she’s very happy. It’s not always easy to tell with Lucy.’
 
         ‘I must admit, she used to rather terrify me at school, the way she mocked everything.’
 
         ‘Including herself. That’s Lucy.’
 
         They went on to talk about other school friends until it was time to dress for dinner.
 
         
             

         
 
         When Daisy went down to the drawing room, only Jack and Miller were there, standing beside a tray of drinks. She heard Miller say, ‘To tell the truth, I’d rather have a beer, but I hope I know better by now than to ask for one.’
 
         ‘Not at all, my dear chap. I’ll ring for Jennings …’
 
         ‘Good Lord, no! I’d hate to be responsible for the old fellow taking a step more than he need.’ 
         
 
         In time, one might cease to notice the intrusive g, Daisy supposed.
         
 
         Jack laughed. ‘Right-o, have a gin and It.’
 
         ‘No, thanks. Give me a sherry, a very small one.’
 
         ‘Here, but you needn’t drink it. We’ll stroll down to the Three Ravens after dinner for a pint or two.’
 
         ‘As a matter of fact, I was thinking of hopping it after dinner. I’m only making things worse, for both you and Miss Gwen.’
 
         ‘Miller, you can’t leave now!’ Swinging round to confront his friend, Jack caught sight of Daisy, who had hesitated on the threshold. ‘Hullo, Mrs Fletcher, what can I offer you? A cocktail? Don’t tell me you despise them, like my father and this old fuddy-duddy here.’
 
         ‘As a matter of fact, it’s sherry I dislike.’
 
         ‘So do I. What’s it to be?’ He turned back to eye the drinks tray with dissatisfaction. ‘Not that there’s a great deal of choice. Gin and It?’
 
         ‘Could you manage just a drop of It, with soda? Oh, you have Dubonnet. That would be nice, a small one.’
 
         ‘Coming up, one Dubonnet. By the way, I expect you heard us planning an excursion to the local pub after dinner. Would you care to pop down with us? It’s quite a nice inn actually, though most frightfully rural and full of yokels. But Babs is going down to meet a couple of our tenant farmers, and if you come, I’m sure Gwen will, too.’
 
         ‘I’d like to.’ Daisy remembered the hill. ‘There’s a footpath to the village, isn’t there? We wouldn’t have to walk right round by the road. I’m sure I could make it down, but oh dear, I’m not sure about walking back up all those steps.’
 
         Jack blushed, his glance flashing involuntarily to her  middle. ‘Oh, of course, sorry! But that’s all right; I’ll run you down and back in the old bus.’ He looked at Miller, who gave a resigned shrug. ‘Good, we’ll all go down, then. Oh Lord, here’s Addie. I hope she doesn’t decide to come with us.’
         
 
         Adelaide, like her sisters, took after their mother, but she was plump – a condition with which Daisy entirely sympathized – and her mouth was set in a permanent pout of discontent. Her income might not run to a public school for her sons, but it apparently covered the latest in London fashion, if not Paris. Her pale green silk crepe frock was embroidered with gold and crystal beads from the scalloped hem at knee level to the spaghetti straps. The back was cut even lower than the front neckline, which barely came within hailing distance of Addie’s neck. Daisy felt cold just looking at her, in spite of her own long sleeves and high neck.
 
         ‘It’s freezing in here,’ she said petulantly.
 
         ‘I’ll lend you a cardigan,’ said Babs, following her from the front hall.
 
         ‘One of yours? No thanks! I wouldn’t be seen dead in any of your clothes. I’ll have a gin and ginger, Jack, and for pity’s sake, don’t overdo the ginger. Oh, hullo, Daisy. Mother Yarborough, my revered mama-in-law, was going to some dreary dinner party, so I thought I might as well come up and see you. I hate dining alone.’
 
         ‘You’re dining here, Addie?’ Gwen entered from the corridor. ‘Did you tell Jennings?’
 
         ‘No, but I gave my coat to that stupid maid you just hired. She’ll tell him.’
 
         ‘Why should she? I doubt it would cross Dilys’s mind that you’d turn up for dinner so late without warning. Why on  earth didn’t you ring up on the phone? There won’t be a place set for you.’
         
 
         ‘For heaven’s sake, just ring for Jennings and tell him I’m here.’
 
         Gwen looked ready to explode. Jack said quickly, ‘I’ll go and tell him, Gwen. You know we only ring for Jennings in dire emergencies, Addie.’ His laughing, half-guilty look at Miller acknowledged that he’d been on the point of committing that sin a few minutes ago. He chucked his cigarette in the fireplace and went out to the corridor.
         
 
         ‘Jennings would be useless in a dire emergency,’ Addie pointed out. ‘It takes him hours to get from his pantry to the dining room. I can’t imagine why you don’t pension him off.’
 
         ‘I’ve told you – he doesn’t want to go and Father won’t insist. If you want to argue with either or both, go ahead. Martin, would you mind pouring me a small sherry?’
 
         ‘Coming up. Here’s your gin-gin, Mrs Yarborough.’
 
         Adelaide accepted her drink with an ungracious nod. Apparently, she disapproved of Martin Miller. She took a sip and pulled a face. ‘Ugh, I told Jack not to drown the gin!’
         
 
         Jack returned just in time to hear her. An incipient squabble was interrupted by the arrival of Sir Harold and Lady Tyndall. A few minutes later, the connecting door to the dining room opened and the butler appeared. A bent, wizened figure in faded black, Jennings kept one hand on the door-jamb for support as he announced in a voice like a badly oiled hinge, ‘Dinner is served, m’lady.’
 
         It was kind of Sir Harold to keep the old man on, Daisy thought. Though, on the other hand, he might be difficult to replace. These days, one didn’t have a string of footmen eager to move up to the top of the servants’ hierarchy. Doing  without a butler would be a lowering of standards Sir Harold was unwilling to face, even if the one he had wasn’t much use.
         
 
         Throughout dinner, Jennings stood by the side-board, discreetly leaning against it, and in the creaky voice he seemed unable to lower to a butlerian undertone, he directed the two parlour maids who served the meal. The maids, one very young, one elderly, withdrew after serving each course, but Jennings remained propped in his place. Whether it was his inhibiting presence or a truce for the sake of digestion, dinner passed without any overt quarrelling, to Daisy’s relief. However, the polite conversation was decidedly strained.
 
         Lady Tyndall led the ladies from the dining room, leaving the gentlemen – or two gentlemen and a ‘not quite’ guest – to the port and brandy and cigars.
 
         ‘They won’t be long,’ Gwen whispered to Daisy. ‘Jack’s not keen on port, Martin loathes it, and Father hates sharing it with people who don’t appreciate it. I should think we’ll be able to get away in a quarter of an hour or so.’
 
         ‘I’ll fetch my coat. What about your parents – do they know we’re going?’
 
         ‘Gracious no! To a pub? They’d have forty fits. All right for the men, of course, but no lady would be seen in a public bar. The Three Ravens is perfectly respectable, though. I’ve been several times with Jack, and Babs goes down quite often to talk to the farm people about modern agricultural methods Father won’t consider, won’t even discuss. If it was good enough for his forefathers …’ She grimaced.
 
         ‘Then how will we explain leaving the house?’
 
         ‘Jack’s going to tell them he’s taking us for a spin. It’s a clear night and the moon’s coming up.’
 
         Clear and cold: frost already sparkled on the grass when  Jack and Daisy set off in the Triumph. He’d offered to take everyone in the family Crossley, but the other three elected to walk down the footpath to the village. Adelaide showed no disposition to want to join them. She was busy describing some frightfully clever exploit of her boys to their admiring grandparents.
         
 
         Though the moonlight was beautiful, the chilly air nipping at Daisy’s ears almost made her wish she had asked Jack to put up the hood. She pulled her hat down and tucked in the motoring rug he had thoughtfully provided.
 
         Her mind full of questions, she racked her brains for something to say which would appear neither nosy nor critical of his family or friend. She was about to enquire what part, if any, he was going to play in the fireworks display tomorrow, when he said abruptly, ‘I say, do you mind if I ask you something, Mrs Fletcher?’
 
         ‘Ask away. I won’t promise to answer.’
 
         ‘No, of course not, if she told you in confidence … The thing is, it’s what my father said, about Gwen and Miller. You heard, didn’t you? I just … I can’t imagine … I mean, he’s quite old!’
 
         ‘Gwen’s my age. We’re no longer spring chickens, alas. I dare say you still think of her as your big sister. Well, in a way she still is, but you’re an adult yourself now.’
 
         ‘She’s always been my favourite sister. She’s nearest to me in age, though she’s six years older. I’m twenty-one, so she’s …’
 
         ‘Don’t say it!’ Daisy laughed. ‘We ladies of a certain age prefer not to examine that particular number.’
 
         ‘So I suppose Miller isn’t really too old for her, is he? Only, I haven’t seen any sign that they … care for each other particularly. Not that I’d mind if she married him. He’s a jolly  good fellow, absolutely brilliant, and what does it matter if he’s not a gentleman? I mean, all that tommyrot is frightfully old-fashioned, don’t you think?’
         
 
         ‘Rather. My husband’s father was a bank manager.’
 
         ‘No, really? And your father was a viscount. It just goes to show!’
 
         ‘But you can’t expect your parents to see it that way. Parents do tend to be antediluvian.’
 
         ‘I suppose so,’ Jack said disconsolately. ‘It’s just that Father thinking there’s something between them, even if there’s not, gives him one more reason to object to Miller. It’s all my fault.’
 
         ‘What, exactly?’
 
         ‘If I’d only broken it to him gradually! You see, he sent me to Cambridge to make the right sort of friends, punt on the Cam and row in the Mays, and generally kick up a lark. I should have told him when I first got interested in engineering.’
         
 
         ‘Why didn’t you?’
 
         ‘I funked it. I knew he’d be angry. I mean, he’s always been jolly good to me, and let me do pretty much what I wanted, but I’d never before wanted most frightfully to do something I knew he’d strongly disapprove of. I suppose I thought, too, that perhaps I’d find I wasn’t so keen after all, and then he need never know I was buckling down to my books instead of boating on the river and developing a taste for fine old port.’
 
         ‘When did you decide engineering was it for you?’
         
 
         ‘I was pretty sure last summer, summer 1923, that is, and quite sure by the end of the Michaelmas term. I couldn’t decide which branch I wanted to go into – hadn’t even  considered aeronautical – till Miller came to talk to us. Then he showed me around the factory.’
         
 
         ‘Gwen said Mr Miller came here last spring. Is that when you told your father? He’s surely had time to get over the shock!’
 
         ‘No, I asked Miller not to say any more than that he’d taken me up in a plane. I was afraid Father might refuse to let me go back for the Easter term, my last term. There was nothing definite at that point anyway. They couldn’t give me a job till they saw how I did in the Tripos. They only take the top people, you know. There’s no room for mistakes with an aeroplane.’
 
         ‘Gosh no!’
 
         ‘Well, I didn’t do too badly,’ Jack said modestly as they passed the gatehouse, now with lights in the upstairs windows. He swung the little car around the sharp bend into the lane with a verve that made Daisy clutch her seat. ‘They offered me a job. Since I wasn’t desperate to start earning a living, Miller suggested I should take the summer off before I started, and read all the latest stuff on aeronautics.’
 
         ‘Summer’s long past,’ Daisy pointed out.
 
         They entered the village. Jack turned right into the main street and came to a halt in front of a many-gabled building of the inevitable Cotswold stone. The moon, a lantern and the Triumph’s headlamps illuminated the inn sign: three ravens perching on the body of a fallen knight in armour.
 
         ‘What a grim sign!’
 
         “‘And I’ll pick out his bonny blue e’en,”’ Jack quoted, grinning.
 
         “‘Many a one for him makes moan …”’ She didn’t attempt a Scots accent. “‘But none shall ken where he is gone. O’er  his white bones when they are bare, the wind shall blow for evermair.” But that’s the “Twa Corbies” – two ravens. “The Three Ravens” is “God send every gentleman such hounds, such hawks, and such a leman.” The hounds and hawks and his lady keep the ravens away.’
         
 
         ‘I bow to your superior knowledge.’
 
         ‘Well, they didn’t teach us any science at school, and not much arithmetic, but we did learn our literature.’
 
         ‘Don’t tell Dawson, the landlord. He’s dashed proud of that sign. I’ll tell you what: if you don’t mind sitting here for a minute, I’ll pop in and see if the others are here yet. You won’t want to be the only lady present.’
 
         Daisy wasn’t so sure of that. In spite of coat, hat, gloves, scarf and a motoring rug, she was cold. But no doubt all sorts of rumours and speculation would go around the village if she walked in, pregnant, alone with Jack. She said, ‘Yes, do,’ and tucked the rug tighter around her legs.
 
         They had arrived just too soon for her to find out when and how Jack had broken the news of his grand ambition to his parents. On the other hand, she hadn’t been forced to deny or acknowledge any attraction between Gwen and Miller. In any case, she knew only one side of that aspect of the story.
 
         Before Jack returned, she heard the other three approaching. Miller and Babs were discussing farm machinery. Glancing back, Daisy thought she saw Gwen holding hands with Miller, but away from the inn’s lantern the deceptive moonlight made it hard to be sure. Jack came out just then and hailed the walkers, and when they reached the car, Gwen and Miller were a good yard apart.
         
 
         Three boys came up to them, pulling a handcart containing a bundle of old clothes vaguely human in shape. 
         
 
         ‘Penny for the guy!’ they chanted. ‘Penny for the guy!’
 
         Jack and Miller delved into their pockets for change and dropped a few coins into the out-stretched cap. The boys, apparently impervious to cold, settled on the pavement near the door of the pub, waiting for customers to come out.
 
         ‘Don’t you lay a finger on the car, or I’ll skin you alive,’ Jack threatened.
 
         Notably, the three glanced at Babs before swearing and crossing their hearts and hoping to die if the car came to any harm at their hands.
 
         ‘Is that your guy?’ Daisy asked Jack as they went in.
 
         ‘No, they just throw something together as an excuse to beg for money to buy a few fireworks of their own. Ours is a work of art. I should know, I made it this year. Come to think of it, it’s rather a gruesome custom, isn’t it, Mrs Fletcher?’ Jack teased. ‘As gruesome as the inn sign. Burning an effigy, I mean. And Guy Fawkes wasn’t burnt at the stake anyway, he was hanged.’
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