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  PROLOGUE


  Midnight at Ciros. The strains of the Charleston died away amid applause for the coloured band. As a babble of talk and laughter arose, the young man led his partner
  from the dance floor. The older man watching him noted that his well-cut evening togs were slightly rumpled, his face too red even for the aftermath of the vigorous dance. The youthful tart hanging
  on his arm didnt seem to care, though an excess of face-paint made it difficult to be sure.


  Her spangled, low-waisted frock was short, in defiance of fashion, which this season had sunk hems back to near the ankle. With her shingled hair and the dangling bead necklace, she might be
  either a chorus-girl or a bright young thing.


  With a contemptuous sneer, the watcher approached and accosted her partner. A word with you, old chap.


  The young man regarded him with sullen dislike. Hang it all, cant it wait? His words were slurred.


  I have just learned that you are going down to Hampshire tomorrow.


  Yes. The govnor insists on all the family turning up for Christmas, but Ill be back in town in a fortnight. Whats the hurry?


  Ive taken a fancy to see your ancestral acres. Invite me.


  Dash it, I cant do that! Here, Gloria, you go on back to our table. He gave the girl a light swat on her rear end, clad in pink artificial silk  a chorus-girl, then.
  Carmine, lips pouting, she obeyed, but glanced back as she went and gave the older man the come-hither look of a would-be vamp.


  I suppose my sister put you up to this, her escort continued sulkily.


  You may suppose what you please. I want an invitation.


  The paterll think it deuced odd.


  The pater will think it something more than deuced odd if he should happen to get wind of a certain transaction. The note of menace in his smooth voice made the
  others face pale. Ive no ambition to join your familys Christmas celebrations. Boxing Day or the day after will do, and Ill stay to see in 1923  a year of
  great promise, I feel sure.


  Oh, very well. Now the young man sounded merely petulant. Consider yourself invited.


  He turned away, pushed through the noisy crowd to his table, and ordered cocktails. Five minutes later, as the band struck up again, he took his giggling chorus-girl back to the dance floor to
  shimmy away his troubles.


  By then, the source of his discomfiture had already left the nightclub. He gave the chauffeur his orders and leaned back in the Lanchester, a cold smile of anticipation curving his thin
  lips.


  




  CHAPTER 1


  Hell come to a bad end, mark my words, and she wont lift a finger to stop him. Its the little ones Im worried about. The stout lady
  heaved a sigh, her old-fashioned mantle, a hideous yellowish green, billowing about her. Four already and another due any day now.


  Daisy Dalrymple was constantly amazed at the way total strangers insisted on regaling her with their life stories, their marital misfortunes, or their childrens misdeeds. Not that she
  objected. One day she was going to write a novel, and then every hint of human experience might come in handy.


  All the same, she wondered why people revealed to her their innermost secrets.


  When the plump lady with the drunkard for a son-in-law left the train at Alton, Daisy had the 2nd Class Ladies Only compartment to herself. She knelt on the seat and peered at her face in the
  little mirror kindly provided by the L&SW Railway Company. It was a roundish, ordinary sort of face, pink-cheeked, not one calculated to inspire people to pour out their souls. A confidante,
  Daisy felt, ought to have dark, soulful eyes, not the cheerful blue that looked back at her.


  Near one corner of a mouth of the generous, rather than rosebud, persuasion dwelt the small brown mole that was the bane of her existence. No quantity of face-powder ever hid it completely.


  The scattering of freckles on her nose could be smothered, however. Taking her vanity case from her handbag, Daisy vigorously wielded her powder-puff. She touched up her lipstick and smiled at
  herself. On her way to her first big writing assignment for Town and Country, blas as shed like to appear, she had to admit to herself she was excited  and a little
  nervous.


  At twenty-five she ought to be sophisticated and self-confident, but the butterflies refused to be banished from her stomach. She had to succeed. The alternatives were altogether too blighting
  to contemplate.


  Was the emerald green cloche hat from Selfridges Bargain Basement a trifle too gaudy for a professional woman? No, she decided, it brightened up her old dark green tweed coat just as intended.
  She straightened the grey fur tippet she had borrowed from Lucy. It was more elegant than a woollen muffler, if less practical on this icy January morning.


  Sitting down again, she picked up the newspaper the woman had left. Daisy was no devotee of the latest news, and on this second day of January, 1923, the headlines she scanned looked very much
  like those of a week ago, or a fortnight: troubles in the Ruhr and in Ireland, Mussolini making speeches in Italy, German inflation raging out of control.


  Opening the paper, she read a short piece describing the latest wonders unearthed from Tutankhamens tomb, and then a headline caught her eye:


  FLATFORD BURGLARY


  Scotland Yard Called In


  Daisy had been at school with Lord Flatfords daughter, though not in the same form. Shocking how the merest mention of an acquaintance was more interesting than the most serious news from
  abroad.


  In the early hours of the New Year, thieves had walked off with the Flatfords house guests most valuable jewellery, not yet returned to his lordships safe after a New Years
  ball.


  She had no time to read more, for the clickety-clack of the train over the rails began to slow again and the next station was Wentwater. Wrestling with the leather strap, Daisy lowered the
  breath-misted window. She shivered in the blast of frosty air, heavy with the distinctive smell of a coal-fired steam engine, and wondered whether a cold neck was not too high a price to pay for
  elegance.


  At least the knot of honey brown hair low on her neck, out of the way of the hat, provided a spot of warmth. For once she was glad she had indulged her mother by not having her hair bobbed.


  The train rattled and shuddered to a halt. Leaning out, Daisy waved and called, Porter!


  The man who answered her summons appeared to have a wooden leg, doubtless having lost the original in the Great War. Nonetheless, he made good time along the platform, swept clear of snow. He
  touched his peaked cap to her as she stepped down, clutching Lucys precious camera.


  Luggage, madam?


  Yes, Im afraid theres rather a lot, she said doubtfully.


  Not to worry, madam. He hopped nimbly up into the compartment and gathered from the rack her portmanteau, tripod, Gladstone bag, and the portable typewriter the editor had lent
  her. Laden, he somehow descended again. Setting everything down, he slammed the door and raised his arm. Right away! he shouted to the guard, who blew his whistle and waved his green
  flag.


  As the train chugged into motion, Daisy crossed the footbridge to the opposite platform. She surveyed the scene. The station was no more than a halt, and she was the only person to have
  descended from the down-train. Signs over the two doors of the tiny building on the up-platform indicated that one end was for Left Luggage, the other serving as both Waiting-Room and Ticket
  Office.


  The Hampshire countryside surrounding the station was hidden by a blanket of snow, sparkling in the sun. Frost glittered on skeletal trees and hedges. The only signs of life were the train, now
  gathering speed, the uniformed man carrying her stuff across the line behind it, and a crow huddled on the station picket fence.


  Your ticket, please, madam.


  She gave it to him to clip. Im staying at Wentwater Court, she said. Is it far?


  A mile or three.


  Oh, Lord! Daisy looked in dismay at her luggage, and then down at her smart leather boots, high-heeled and laced up the front to the knee. They were definitely not intended for
  tramping along snowy country lanes, and the station was obviously too small to support a taxi service or even a fly.


  I shouldnt worry, madam. His lordship always sends the motor for his guests, but likely its hard to start in this weather.


  The trouble is, Daisy confided, Im not exactly a guest. Im going to write about Wentwater Court for a magazine.


  The porter, cum station master, cum ticket collector looked properly impressed. A writer, are you, madam? Very nice, too. Well, now, if you was to walk, I can get a boy from the village
  to bring your traps after on a handcart. Or I can telephone the garridge in Alton for a hired car to come pick you up.


  Daisy contemplated these alternatives, one uncomfortable, the other expensive. Her expenses would be paid by the magazine, eventually, but she hadnt much cash in hand.


  At that moment she heard the throb of a powerful motor engine. A dark green Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost pulled up in the station yard, the brass fittings on its long bonnet gleaming. A uniformed
  chauffeur jumped out.


  I reckon his lordships counting you as a guest, madam, said the porter with vicarious satisfaction, picking up her baggage.


  Miss Dalrymple? asked the chauffeur, approaching. Im Jones, from the Court. Sorry Im late, miss. She were a tad slow starting this morning, which she
  aint usually be it never so cold, or Idve got going earlier.


  Thats quite all right, Jones, said Daisy, giving him a sunny smile. God was in His Heaven after all, and all was right with the world.


  He opened the car door for her, then went to help the porter stow her bags in the boot. Daisy leaned back on the soft leather seat. There were definite advantages to being the daughter of a
  viscount.


  Of course, shed never have got the assignment to write about stately homes were it not for her social connections. Though she didnt know the Earl of Wentwater, she was acquainted
  with his eldest son, James, Lord Beddowe; his daughter, Lady Marjorie; and his sister, Lady Josephine. Her editor had rightly expected that doors forever closed to any plebeian writer would swing
  wide to welcome the Honourable Daisy Dalrymple.


  The Rolls purred out of the station yard, down the hill, round a bend, and through the village of Lower Wentwater. The duck pond on the village green was frozen. Shrieking with laughter, several
  small children in woollen leggings were sliding on the ice, nothing but bright eyes showing between striped mufflers and Balaclava helmets.


  Beyond the little stone church, the lane wound up and down hills, past fields and farms and scattered copses. Here the snow on the roadway lay undisturbed except for two eight-inch-deep wheel
  ruts made by the earls motor on its way to the station. Daisy was increasingly glad she had not had to hoof it.


  In the middle of a wood, they came to a brick lodge guarding tall wrought-iron gates that stood open. As they drove through, Jones sounded the Rollss horn. Daisy glanced back and saw the
  lodge-keeper come out to close the gates behind them. A moment later, they drove out of the trees.


  Wentwater Court spread before them. On the opposite slope of a shallow valley stood the mansion. The crenellated and turreted central Tudor block, red brick dressed with stone, was flanked by
  wings added in Queen Annes time. Virginia creeper, though now leafless, masked the transition from one style to another, and a pair of huge cedars softened the rectangularity of the wings.
  Closer, at the bottom of the valley, the gravel drive crossed an elaborate stonework bridge over an ornamental lake. The ice had been swept clear of snow, and skaters in red and green and blue
  skimmed its length or twirled in fanciful curlicues.


  Jones, stop, please, Daisy cried. I must take some photographs.


  The chauffeur retrieved the tripod from the boot for her. Do you want me to wait, miss?


  No, go ahead, Ill walk up. She set up her equipment on the edge of the drive and adjusted the camera. A frown creased her forehead.


  Most of her photographic experience had been in Lucys studio. Peering through the viewfinder, she tried to picture the scene before her shrunk to half a magazine page. The skaters on the
  lake would be mere dots, she decided.


  Nonetheless, she took a couple of shots of the entire scene before directing the camera at the mansion alone to take several more. Then she picked up the whole apparatus and trudged down to the
  lakeside to get close-ups of the skaters and the pretty arched bridge.


  The skaters had already seen her, and one or two had waved. As she approached, all five gathered at the nearer foot of the bridge.


  Hullo, Daisy, called Marjorie. We thought it must be you. Her fashionably boyish figure was emphasized by a tailored cherry red sports coat and matching skirt. Daisy
  knew that the white woollen hat concealed bobbed hair set in Marcel waves. Her Cupids-bow lipstick matched her coat, her eyebrows were plucked and darkened, and her eyelashes were heavily
  blacked. At twenty-one, Lady Marjorie Beddowe was a quintessential flapper.


  Welcome to Wentwater, Miss Dalrymple. Her brother James, a stocky young man some three years older than his sister, wore plus-fours and a Fair Isle pullover patterned in yellow and
  blue. His face, heavy jaw at odds with an aristocratically narrow nose, was pink from exercise; he had discarded coat, cap, and muffler on the heap piled on a bench on the far side of the lake.
  You know Fenella, dont you?


  Yes, very well. Were from the same part of Worcestershire. Daisy smiled at the shy girl whose engagement to James had recently been announced in the Morning Post.
  And Phillip is an old friend, too, of course.


  What-ho, old thing, havent seen you in an age. Fenellas brother, a tall, fair, loose-limbed young man, grinned at her. Good-looking in a bland sort of way, Phillip
  Petrie had been Daisys brothers best chum until Gervaise was killed in the trenches. Taken up photography, have you? he asked.


  In a way.


  He seemed to be ignorant of the reason for her arrival. She would have explained further, but Marjorie broke in eagerly to introduce the fifth skater.


  Daisy, this is Lord Stephen Astwick. She gazed with patent adoration at the older man. You havent met, have you?


  Ive not had that pleasure, he said suavely. How do you do, Miss Dalrymple. At about forty, Lord Stephen was an elegant figure in a leather Norfolk-style
  jacket, his black hair pomaded back from his handsome face.


  Lord Stephen. Daisy inclined her head in acknowledgement. She didnt care for the way his cold grey eyes appraised her. Dont let me interrupt your sport. I want
  to take some pictures from a bit farther along the bank.


  Let me carry that apparatus for you, Phillip offered, stepping forward. It looks dashed heavy.


  No, do go on skating, Phil. The more people in the photographs, the merrier.


  A flagged path around the lake had been cleared and sanded. As she started along it, Daisy noticed Marjorie taking Lord Stephens arm in a proprietorial grip.


  Show me that figure again, she said to him with an artificial titter. I will get it right this time, I swear it.


  If you insist, Lady Marjorie, he acquiesced, with a slight grimace of distaste. Daisys instant dislike of the man was confirmed. Marjorie might be a bit of a blister, but
  Lord Stephen had no call to show his contempt so plainly.


  Finding the perfect position on a short jetty beside a wooden boathouse, Daisy set up her camera. She took several shots of the skaters, with the bridge in the background. Obligingly, they all
  stayed at the near end of the lake, though she had seen them whizzing under the bridge earlier. It was a pity that colour photography was so complicated and unsatisfactory a process, for the bright
  colours of their clothes were part of the charm of the scene.


  Daisy finished the roll of film. The other rolls were in her Gladstone bag, so she packed up, detaching the camera from the tripod and carefully closing its accordion nose. As soon as she
  stopped concentrating on her work, she became aware of the biting chill nibbling at her toes and cheeks.


  The folded tripod tucked awkwardly under one arm, the camera case slung by its strap over her shoulder, she trudged on around the lake. A path of sanded, well-trodden snow led up from the bench
  towards the house. Before she reached it, Phillip skated over to her.


  Finished? Ill give you a hand up to the house if youll hold on half a tick while I take off my skates.


  Thanks, that would be a help.


  He skated along to the bench to change his footwear. As she strolled to join him, Daisy wondered if he was about to take up his inconstant pursuit of her. Ever since she had emerged from her
  bottle green school uniform like a butterfly from its chrysalis, the Honourable Phillip Petrie, third son of Baron Petrie, had intermittently courted her. More for Gervaises sake than her
  own, she sometimes thought.


  She smiled at him as he relieved her of her burdens. Though she steadfastly refused his periodic proposals, she was fond of her childhood friend and erstwhile pigtail-puller.


  Did you bring skates? he asked, shortening his long strides to match hers up the hill, slippery despite the sand.


  No, I didnt think to.


  I expect you can borrow some. We could come straight down again. Its a pity to waste such a topping day.


  Yes, but Im not here as a guest, or at least, not for pleasure. Im going to be busy.


  He looked startled. What on earth do you mean?


  I have a commission to write about Wentwater Court for Town and Country, she told him with pride.


  You and your bally writing, he groaned. Dash it, Daisy, it shouldnt take more than an hour or so to put together a bit of tomfoolery for the gossip column. You can
  scribble it off later.


  Not a paragraph or two, a long article. With photos. This is serious, Phillip. They are paying me pots of money to write a monthly series about some of the more interesting of the lesser
  known country seats.


  Money! He frowned. Hang it all, my dear old girl, you surely dont need to earn your own living. Gervaise would be fearfully pipped.


  Gervaise never tried to tell me what to do, she said with considerable asperity, and hed have understood that I simply cant live with Mother, let alone with
  Cousin Edgar. He couldnt stand Edgar and Geraldine any more than I can.


  Maybe, but all the same he must be turning in his grave. His sister working for her living!


  At least writing is a whole lot better than that ghastly secretarial work I was doing. I did enjoy helping Lucy in her studio, but she doesnt really have enough work to justify
  paying me.


  It was Lucy Fotheringay put you up to this independence tommyrot in the first place. Are you still sharing that Bayswater flat with her?


  Not the flat. Daisy seized the opportunity to avoid the subject of her employment, though she knew shed not escape his ragging forever. We have a perfectly sweet
  little house in Chelsea, quite near the river.


  She went on to describe it in excruciating detail, which Phillip was too well brought up to interrupt. Before her narrative reached the attics, they reached the front door. Phillip being laden
  with skates, tripod, and camera, Daisy rang the bell.


  A footman in plum-coloured livery opened one half of the massive, iron-bound, oak double doors. Stepping in, Daisy handed him her card and glanced around.


  Oh, I cant wait to photograph it! The early Tudor Great Hall was everything she had heard. Linenfold wainscoting rose to a carved frieze of Tudor roses, bulrushes, and
  stylized rippling water. Above, the walls were whitewashed and hung with tapestries of hunting and jousting scenes, alternating with crossed pikes, halberds, and banners. The vaulted hammerbeam
  ceiling was high overhead.


  Daisy despaired of ever doing the vast room justice with her camera.


  She shivered. A blazing fire in the huge fireplace opposite her did little to disperse the winter chill rising from the flagged floor. A cold draught blew from the arched stone staircase at one
  end of the hall. The footman hurriedly closed the front door behind Phillip.


  Youll be the writing lady, miss?


  Yes, thats right. She had ordered new cards with her profession proudly emblazoned beneath her name, but she hadnt yet received them.


  Obviously unsure what to do with her, the footman turned with relief to the stately, black-clad butler who now appeared through a green baize door at the back of the hall. Its Miss
  Dalrymple, Mr. Drew. He handed over the card.


  If youll please to come this way, miss, his lordship will receive you in his study.


  Thank you. She put out her hand as Phillip made to go with her. The last thing she needed was his censorious presence hovering at her elbow when she discussed her work with Lord
  Wentwater. Dont wait about, Phil. Go back to your skating in case theres a thaw tonight. Ill see you later.


  Quickly powdering her red nose as she followed the butler, she realized that her nerves had vanished. She had never found it difficult to charm elderly gentlemen, and she had no reason to
  suppose that the earl would be an exception. Half the battle was already won, since he had given her permission to write the article and invited her to Wentwater. Having seen the magnificent Great
  Hall, she had no doubt that shed find plenty to write about.


  The butler led the way from the Tudor part of the house into the east wing. Here he tapped on a door, opened it, and announced her. As Daisy entered with a friendly smile, Lord Wentwater rose
  and came round his leather-topped desk to meet her.


  A tall, lean gentleman of some fifty years, he did not return her smile but shook the hand she offered, greeting her with a grave courtesy. He had Jamess straight, narrow, aristocratic
  nose, and the greying hair and moustache gave him an air of distinction. Daisy thought him most attractive despite his age and the rather Victorian formality of his manners.


  The Victorian impression was heightened by the heavy mahogany furniture in the study and the dark red Turkey carpet. A Landseer painting of two black retrievers, one with a dead mallard in its
  mouth, hung above a superb Adam fireplace.


  Still chilled, Daisy gravitated automatically towards the fireplace, pulling off her gloves and holding out her hands to the flames.


  Wont you sit down, Miss Dalrymple? The earl indicated a maroon-leather wing chair by the fire. Taking the similar chair opposite her, he said, I knew your father, of
  course. A sad loss to the House of Lords. That wretched influenza decimated our ranks, and so soon after the War slaughtered the next generation. Your brother, I believe?


  Yes, Gervaise died in Flanders.


  Allow me to offer my condolences, somewhat belated, I fear. To her relief, he dropped the unhappy subject and went on in a dry, slightly interrogative tone. I am flattered
  that you have chosen my home to write about.


  Id heard how splendid the interior is, Lord Wentwater, and for my January article I couldnt count on being able to photograph outdoors.


  Ah, yes, your editors letter mentioned that you would be bringing a photographer with you.


  Daisy willed herself not to blush. Unfortunately, Mr. Carswell has come down with flu, so Ill be taking my own pictures. She hurried on before he could express his
  sympathy for the nonexistent Carswell. It would be most frightfully helpful if you have a small windowless space I could use as a darkroom. A boxroom, or storeroom, or scullery, perhaps? As
  Im no expert, Id like to be able to see how well my photos have come out before I leave, in case I need to take more.


  That brought a faint smile to his lips. We can do better than that. My brother Sydney  hes in the Colonial Service  was a bit of a photography enthusiast in his
  youth, and had a darkroom set up.


  Oh, topping!


  The equipment has never been cleared out, though you may find it rather old-fashioned. Is there anything else I can do to facilitate your work?


  Ive read a bit about the history of the house, but if there are any interesting anecdotes not generally known . . . ?


  My sisters the one you need to talk to. She knows all there is to be known about Wentwater and the Beddowes.


  Lady Josephine is here? Spiffing!


  Again the fugitive smile crossed the earls face. Lady Josephine Menton was as loquacious as she was sociable, a noted hostess and a noted gossip. No one could have better suited
  Daisys purpose.


  Im sure I can trust your discretion, and your editors, said Lord Wentworth, standing up. Come, Ill take you to her and introduce you to my wife. They
  are usually to be found in the morning-room at this hour.


  They crossed the passage and he ushered her into a sunny sitting-room furnished, with an eye to comfort rather than style, in sage green, cream, and peach. As they entered, a grey-muzzled black
  spaniel on the hearthrug raised his head in brief curiosity, twitched his stumpy tail, then went back to sleep. One of the two women sitting by the fire looked up, startled, a hint of alarm in her
  expression.


  Annabel, my dear, here is Miss Dalrymple. I know you will see that she is comfortable.


  Of course, Henry. Lady Wentwaters musical voice was quiet, almost subdued. She rose gracefully and came towards them. How do you do, Miss Dalrymple.


  Daisy was stunned. She had read in the Post that the earl had recently remarried, but shed had no idea his second wife was so young. Annabel, Countess of Wentwater, was no more
  than a year or two older than James, her eldest stepson. And she was beautiful.


  A warm, heather-mixture tweed skirt and bulky thigh-length cardigan did nothing to disguise a tall, slender figure, somewhat more rounded than was strictly fashionable. Her pale face was a
  perfect oval with high cheekbones and delicate features, her coiled hair dark and lustrous. Dark, wide-set eyes smiled tentatively at Daisy.


  I leave you in good hands, Miss Dalrymple, said the earl, and turned to depart.


  His wifes gaze followed him. In it, Daisy read desperate unhappiness.


  




  CHAPTER 2


  So, Daisy, you have taken up a career? The stout, good-natured Lady Josephine sounded more interested than disapproving. Im sure your mother must be
  having forty fits.


  Mothers not frightfully keen, Daisy admitted. Shed much rather I went to live with her at the Dower House.


  A stifling life for a young girl. She should thank her lucky stars you are writing for a respectable magazine, not one of the scandalous Sunday rags. Why, I myself have a subscription to
  Town and Country. I look forward to reading your articles, my dear.


  Thank you, Lady Josephine. She turned to the countess. Its jolly decent of you and Lord Wentwater to let me come. I felt a bit cheeky even suggesting it.


  Not at all, Miss Dalrymple. Lady Wentwaters response was calm and gracious. Her eyes were shadowed now by long, thick lashes, and Daisy wondered if she had imagined the
  wretchedness. Henry is proud of Wentwater, she went on. Hes glad of the opportunity to boast of it vicariously.


  True, observed her sister-in-law, but Im the one who knows the place inside out. Ill show you around later if you like, Daisy. I expect youd like to go
  to your room for a wash and brush-up now. One always feels shockingly grimy after a train journey, doesnt one?


  Lady Wentwater, slightly flustered at this gentle reminder of her duty, rang the bell.


  The housekeeper led Daisy back to the Great Hall, up the stone stairs, along a gallery, and into the east wing. As they went, Daisy enquired about the darkroom Lord Wentwater had mentioned.


  Yes, miss, all Mr. Sydneys machines and such are still there, the woman assured her, and kept dusted, you may be sure. Down in the sculleries it is. The kitchens are
  a regular rabbit warren. Just ask anyone the way.


  Is there electric light?


  Oh yes, miss, his lordship had the electric light put in throughout, being safer than gas, though I will say the generator has its ups and downs. If theres aught else you need in
  the photography line, just ask me or Drew. Here we are, now. That theres the lavatory, miss, and heres your room.


  The square, high-ceilinged bedroom was light and airy, with flowered wallpaper and matching bedspread and curtains. The furnishings were old-fashioned but comfortable, and a cheery fire burned
  in the grate. A small writing desk stood by the window, which faced south, towards the lake. Daisy was relieved to see her camera and tripod on the chest-of-drawers.


  An apple-cheeked young maid, in a grey woollen frock and white cap and apron, was unpacking her suitcase. She turned to bob a curtsy. Daisy smiled at her.


  Mabel will take care of you, miss, said the housekeeper with a swift glance around the room to make sure all was in order. Anything she cant manage, send her for
  Barstow, her ladyships maid. Our girls go off duty at eight, except for one who brings round the hot-water bottles and is on call until midnight. The bathrooms through that door
  there. Youll be sharing with Miss Petrie  her rooms on the other side. Coffee will be served in the morning-room at eleven, and luncheons at one. Will that be all,
  miss?


  Yes, thank you.


  Beginning to thaw at last, Daisy took off her hat and coat. She changed boots for shoes, smoothed her pale blue jersey jumper suit, tidied her hair, and powdered her nose.


  Please, miss, I cant open your bag.


  No, its locked, Mabel. Theres nothing in it you need deal with, only photographic equipment.


  Youre the writing lady, arent you, miss? the maid asked, wide-eyed. I think thats wizard, reely I do. You must be ever so clever.


  Amused, but nonetheless flattered, Daisy admitted to herself that Phillips disapproval had piqued her, so that even the chambermaids admiration, added to Lady Josephines
  acceptance, bucked her up no end. In a cheerful frame of mind, she went back down to the morning-room.


  As she entered, the butler was depositing a tray with a Georgian silver coffee set on a table beside Lady Wentwater.


  Has a flask been taken down to the skaters, Drew? she asked in her soft voice.


  Daisy missed his answer as Lady Josephine greeted her.


  Just in time for coffee, Daisy. You know Hugh, of course.


  Sir Hugh Menton, a gentleman of unimpressive stature eclipsed by his wifes bulk, had risen as Daisy came in. How do you do, Miss Dalrymple, he said, a twinkle in his eye.
  I understand you are now an author.


  She shook his hand. Not quite, Sir Hugh, merely a novice journalist, though I have high hopes.


  Ah, Josephine likes to anticipate the splendid accomplishments of her friends, he said fondly, with an indulgent smile at his wife.


  Better than anticipating failure! she said tartly.


  Much better, Daisy agreed. I remember last time I saw you in London, Lady Josephine, Sir Hugh was in Brazil and we decided his very presence ensured excellent harvests of
  both coffee and rubber. I hope your trip was successful, Sir Hugh?


  Perfectly, thank you, though I cant claim all the credit for the harvests. I put good men in charge of my plantations and leave them to get on with it, with occasional visits to
  keep them up to the mark. Theres a fine line between interference and inattention.


  That Sir Hugh knew how to tread that fine line Daisy did not doubt for a moment. Besides his extensive rubber and coffee plantations in Brazil, he was reputed to have made a vast fortune in the
  City. Yet despite his shrewd decisiveness in business matters, he was as courteous and gentlemanly as Lord Wentwater, though in a more modern, worldly, and approachable way. Daisy liked him.


  He asked how she preferred her coffee and went to fetch it for her and his wife.


  Will you have some cake, Miss Dalrymple? Lady Wentwater enquired. She had provided a large slice of Dundee cake for Lady Josephine without asking, Daisy noted with amusement.


  Breakfast seemed an age ago. Yes, please, she said.


  At that moment two young men came in. Lady Josephine took charge of the introductions. My nephews, Wilfred and Geoffrey, Daisy. Miss Dalrymple is to write about Wentwater Court for
  Town and Country magazine.


  Jolly good show. Wilfred, a year or so older than his sister Marjorie, was as much a typical young man-about-town as she was a flapper. From sleek, brilliantined hair, faintly
  redolent of Parma violets, to patent leather shoes, he was impeccably turned out. Daisy could imagine him languidly knocking a croquet ball through a hoop, but skating was too energetic a pastime
  for him. A hint of puffiness about his eyes suggested that he probably saved his energy for living it up in nightclubs. His mouth had a sulky twist.


  His younger brother, a large, muscular youth, muttered, How do you do, and stood there looking vaguely uneasy, as if he didnt quite know what to do with his hands. He headed
  for the coffee table as soon as Wilfred began to speak again.


  I bet you wish youd gone to write about Flatfords place, Miss Dalrymple, Wilfred drawled. What a scoop that would have been! Youve heard about the
  robbery?


  Just that it happened. Something about a house-party and a ball?


  Thats right. It seems to have been one of a series of burglaries, but of course its the more interesting for being close to home. In fact, some of us went to the ball on New
  Years Eve, you know, but the pater insisted on us leaving early so we missed all the excitement.


  You were lucky to go at all, Lady Josephine told him. Only a rackety set like Lord Flatfords would hold a ball on a Sunday, New Year or no New Year. I was surprised
  Henry let you attend. In any case, leaving at midnight made no difference. The robbery wasnt discovered until the morning.


  He sighed. Youre right, of course, Aunt Jo. Excuse me while I get some coffee. He drifted off.


  Wilfred is a pip-squeak, said his aunt. Geoffrey may yet amount to something. Hes up at Cambridge, and already hes a boxing Blue though hes only
  nineteen.


  The youngest Beddowe had taken a seat by the coffee table and was silently consuming a huge wedge of cake.


  The last crumb disappeared as Daisy watched. She found she had picked the almonds off the top of her slice and eaten them first, a bad habit from nursery days.


  More cake, Geoffrey? Lady Wentwater asked with a smile.


  Yes, please.


  The bottomless pit, said Wilfred, grinning. Unoffended, Geoffrey ate on.


  By the time Daisy finished her coffee and went over to beg a second cup, Geoffrey was on his third slice. He had uttered no more than another Yes, please. Daisy put his reticence
  down to shyness.


  Lady Wentwater was quiet, too. Wilfred held forth about the Music Box Revue with the rather desperate air of one who considers it his duty to keep the conversation going under difficult
  circumstances. Daisy, who had seen the show, threw in occasional comments, and Lady Josephine asked about the sets.


  If the sets are good enough, she said, one can amuse oneself admiring them during the dull bits. Do you like revues, Annabel, or do you prefer musical comedies, as I
  do? she added in a good-natured attempt to draw her young sister-in-law into the discussion.


  Ive never been to a revue, and only one musical comedy, but Ive enjoyed the few plays Ive seen.


  Of course, youve had little opportunity to go to the theatre, said Lady Josephine and turned back to Wilfred. The critical note in her voice surprised Daisy.


  The countess looked so discouraged Daisy tried to cheer her. Shall we do a matinee together next time you come up to town, Lady Wentwater? she suggested.


  Oh, thank you . . . Id love to . . . but Im not sure . . . Wont you please call me Annabel, Miss Dalrymple?


  Yes, of course, but you must call me Daisy.


  She had noted that Wilfred and Geoffrey both avoided addressing their stepmother by her Christian name. No doubt Lord Wentwater would frown on such familiarity, yet to call her
  Mother was equally difficult. It was altogether an awkward situation, her being so much nearer in age to her stepchildren than to her husband. Sympathizing, Daisy wondered whether
  that was enough to account for her obvious low spirits.


  Lady Josephine finished her coffee and heaved herself out of her chair. Well, Daisy, shall I give you a tour of the house before luncheon? Why dont you come along, Annabel?
  Im sure there are stories you havent heard yet.


  Id like to, but I simply must write a few letters, Annabel excused herself.


  Though who she has to write to, Lady Josephine muttered as she and Daisy left the morning-room, I cant for the life of me imagine. When Henry married her she was
  utterly friendless. They met in Italy last winter, you know, she explained. Henry had had rather a nasty bout of bronchitis and was sent there for his health, and she was newly
  widowed.


  Her tone told Daisy a great deal about her opinion of young, beautiful, friendless widows who married wealthy noblemen old enough to know better.


  The tour started in the Great Hall, which was still used occasionally for large dinner-parties. I shant tell you all the stuff you can get from books, said Lady Josephine
  frankly. Theres quite a good book in the library about the house and the polite history of the Beddowes  you know the sort of thing, who married whom, and who was minister in
  whose cabinet  but you wont get the family stories.


  Im relying on you for those.


  Well, the first Baron Beddowe built the place in Henry VIIs reign, a clever chap who ended on the right side in the Wars of the Roses  after several changes of allegiance.
  His grandson was one of the few noblemen to entertain Queen Elizabeth without being bankrupted.


  How did he manage that? Daisy asked, scribbling in her notebook in her own version of Pitmans shorthand.


  Rather disgracefully, Im afraid. She descended on Wentwater with her usual swarm of retainers. The second night, at a lavish banquet in this hall, my ancestor picked a quarrel with
  one of the courtiers. The Queen had been trying to rid herself of the fellow, without success as he was the son of an influential nobleman. Supposedly in his cups, Wilfred Beddowe stabbed the
  fellow to the heart with that poniard up there between the halberds. She gestured at a gem-encrusted dagger hanging on the wall, in pride of place over the cavernous fireplace.


  And Elizabeth was so grateful she departed the next day?


  Yes, expressing shock and censure, of course. However, the Earldom of Wentwater was created not a year later.


  Daisy laughed. Thats just the sort of story to make my article interesting. Lord Wentwater wont mind my using it?


  Good Lord, no. Just dont put the scandals of the last century or so into print. Lady Josephine went on to tell a scurrilous tale of her great-uncles involvement with
  Lillie Langtry and Bertie, Prince of Wales. Henry has rather reacted against that sort of thing, she said. In some ways hes more Victorian than the Victorians. I do
  sometimes worry that he wont be happy with Annabel.


  She seems quite a sedate sort of person, Daisy said tactfully.


  But so much younger. If only my chump of a nephew had not invited Lord Stephen!


  Daisy made a token effort to avoid the confidences she was dying to hear. I havent been able to place Lord Stephen, though the name Astwick is familiar. Who exactly is
  he?


  The younger brother of the Marquis of Brinbury. Always a bit of a black sheep, Im afraid. In fact rumour has it his father disinherited him, but he made good in the City, though
  Hugh doesnt trust him an inch.


  Sir Hugh jolly well ought to know.


  Hugh is the knowingest man in the City, agreed his proud wife. Hed have put paid to Wilfred inviting Lord Stephen if hed been consulted.


  Wilfred invited him? How odd! I wouldnt think theyd have anything in common.


  High living, said Lady Josephine wisely, but if you ask me, Marjorie put him up to it. Shes potty about the fellow, got it into her silly head shes madly in
  love with him. Thank heaven he dont show a particle of interest in the girl. If only I could say the same of Annabel! But thats beside the point. Lets go up to Queen
  Elizabeths chamber. It hasnt been changed since she spent her two nights at Wentwater.


  Her curiosity frustrated, Daisy concentrated on matters historical. The notebook filled with mysterious curlicues she hoped shed be able to decipher later. As they moved up through the
  house, she learned about the shocking split in the family when an eldest son fought for Parliament against the Royalists; the daughters who had ended up as old maids because their father had spent
  their dowries on building the new wings; and the Regency bride who had eloped with a highwayman.


  Lady Josephine frowned. On second thought, perhaps youd better leave that one out, Daisy. It hits a bit close to home. Not that I mean to suggest theres the slightest chance
  of Annabels succumbing, she hastened to add. But one cant deny that Stephen Astwick is a handsome man, with an insinuating sort of charm  and not a scruple in the
  world. His name is constantly in the scandal sheets, linked with those of ladies who ought to know better.


  Annabel eloping with Lord Stephen? Daisy asked in astonishment, turning from the turret window where she had been watching a rider on a bay horse canter across the park.


  They were acquaintances some years ago, I gather, and now he is really pursuing her in the most determined and ungentlemanly way, quite blatant. Im afraid poor Henry is at a loss
  what to do. He cant throw Brinburys brother out of the house as if he were some plebeian bounder. They belong to the same clubs!


  Gosh, what a ghastly mess.


  Mind you, Henry is far too gallant to mistrust his wife. In fact, Im not at all sure hes aware of whats going on under his nose. My brother has always been the
  impassive, stoical sort, you know, impossible to guess what hes thinking. I feel I ought to open his eyes, but Hugh has absolutely forbidden it.


  Tears had sprung to the plump matrons eyes and her second chin quivered. Daisy patted her arm and said soothingly, if meaninglessly, Im sure Lord Wentwater has everything
  under control, Lady Josephine.


  Oh, my dear, I should not burden you with our troubles, but it is such a relief to get it all off my chest and simply nothing shocks you modern young things. There, now let us forget all
  about it. Where were we? Oh yes, this is the very room where Charles II was caught in flagrante with the then Lady Wentwaters young cousin. He was not invited again.


  She prattled on. As Daisy took down her words, she resolved to keep a close eye on the inhabitants of Wentwater Court. To a would-be novelist, the intrigues of the past were not half so
  intriguing as those of the present.


  Some time later, from yet another turret window, Daisy saw the skaters straggling up the hill towards the house. Lady Josephine glanced out and consulted her wristwatch. Heavens, how time
  passes. We must go down if youd like to see the ballroom before lunch.


  Yes, please. Oh, thats odd. Surely Lord Stephen isnt going off somewhere just before lunch? A grey Lanchester on its way down the drive had stopped. As Daisy watched,
  Astwick crossed to it and spoke to the driver.


  I expect hes sending his manservant off on some errand again, said Lady Josephine, irritated. My maid tells me the fellow is gone more than hes here. I only
  wish hed take his master with him!


  Dismissing the unpleasant subject, she took Daisy down to the ballroom, chattering about the splendid formal dances of her youth. The vast ballroom was shrouded in dust covers. Daisy decided not
  to request that it be exhumed for her to photograph. There was enough of interest in the older part of the house.


  Lady Josephine sighed. Of course, you young things prefer nightclubs these days. Well, my dear, Ive shown you the best. Do feel free to wander about by yourself, and Ill try
  to answer any questions you may have.


  Youve been perfectly sweet, Lady Josephine. She riffled through her notebook as they started down the stairs. Ive got loads of material here to start with, and
  some topping ideas for photographs. Id like to try a shot of the family in front of the fireplace in the Great Hall, if you think Lord Wentwater will agree.


  Ill speak to him, her ladyship promised.


  In the drawing-room, a long, beautifully proportioned room furnished in Regency style, they found several members of the household already gathered. James, with Fenella at his side, was
  dispensing drinks. He mixed a gin-and-tonic for his aunt, and Daisy requested a small medium-dry sherry.


  I cant drink a cocktail before lunch or I might as well chuck in the towel as far as getting any work done this afternoon is concerned, she said.


  Theres no focussing a camera when you cant focus your eyes, James agreed with a grin.


  And its difficult enough to read my shorthand at the best of times. Thank you. Taking the glass, she looked around the room.


  Nearby Wilfred, his voice a fashionable drawl, was recounting to his stepmother the plot, such as it was, of Al Jolsons musical comedy, Bombo. As Daisy watched, he wet his whistle
  with a gulp from his nearly full cocktail glass. She doubted it was his first. Annabels sherry glass was also nearly full. She seemed to have forgotten it, standing with bowed head, either
  listening to Wilfred with more interest than his tale warranted or lost in her own thoughts.


  By the fireplace, Sir Hugh and Phillip chatted together  politics, Daisy guessed, hearing mention of Bonar Law and Lloyd George. Marjorie stood by looking bored. She was smoking a
  cigarette in a long tortoise-shell holder and her cocktail glass held the remains of a pink gin. Daisy guessed that Phillips glass contained dry sherry. She knew he preferred sweet, but he
  considered it unmasculine and always asked for dry in company. His nose wrinkled just a trifle as he sipped, confirming her guess.


  Lady Josephine went to join her husband, and after a moment Marjorie drifted away from that group. Coming over to the drinks cabinet, she handed her brother her glass.


  Fill it up, Jimmy, old bean.


  It had better be a small one, James warned. Father will be here any minute.


  Dont be such a wet blanket. She drew ostentatiously on her cigarette and blew a stream of smoke over her shoulder.


  Daisy hastily retreated from the prospect of a family squabble. She went over to Annabel and Wilfred. Annabel looked up and smiled absently.


  Have you seen the new show at the Apollo, Miss Dalrymple? Wilfred asked.


  Daisy, please. No, not yet. Is it good?


  Oh, pretty tolerable, dont you know. The finale was rather a  his voice died away as Lord Stephen entered the drawing room  rather a nifty do, he
  finished with an effort, a gaze burning with resentment fixed on the older man.


  Making some casual response to Wilfreds words, Daisy watched Lord Stephen. He went up to the drinks table, where Marjorie greeted him with a languishing look.


  Lord Stephen always has a dry martini, she instructed her brother.


  Make it a gin-and-twist, if you dont mind, old chap, Lord Stephen promptly requested.


  Right-oh. James gave his pouting sister a malicious glance and handed over the drink. He sounded malicious, too, as he continued, I say, Astwick, would you mind asking my
  stepmama if shed like a refill?


  My pleasure. The bland tone was belied by the predatory curl of his thin lips, the gleam in his hard eyes.


  As he approached, Wilfred blanched. Must have a word with Aunt Jo, he muttered, and sheered off. Why on earth had he invited the man if he detested him? Daisy wondered.


  Miss Dalrymple. Lord Stephen nodded to her but his attention was already on the countess. Annabel, my dear, Beddowe sent me to find out if your drink needs refreshing, but I
  see his solicitude was in vain. He ran his fingertips across the back of her hand, holding the still-full glass.


  The amber liquid shimmered as her hand trembled. Yes, thank you. I have all I want.


  All? Few can claim to be so lucky as to possess all that they desire, he said with a meaningful smile. I know I do not.


  But I do, Lord Stephen. She flashed him a glance under her long lashes. Daisy couldnt tell whether she was just flirting, trying to rebuff him, or deliberately leading him
  on by playing hard to get.


  Come, now, didnt you promise to call me Stephen? Miss Dalrymple will think you dont count me your friend. I assure you, Miss Dalrymple, Annabel and I are very good friends
  from long ago, arent we, my dear? He laid his hand on her arm.


  Yes, Stephen. Her voice quivered with suppressed emotion. She neither shook off his hand nor moved away.
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