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Remembering

Carol

who loved Jane Austen’s novels


ONE

‘Another raspberry fritter? They would most certainly have been a favourite of dear Jane’s.’ Dora Clackington beamed, holding out the plate of burnt offerings towards Georgia. ‘I shall be taking oodles of them to the Gala on Saturday.’

Georgia Marsh braced herself. This social pantomime was growing more agonizing by the minute, and only her father’s presence was making it bearable. ‘Thank you,’ she said, as warmly as she could, as she took a fritter. If Jane Austen had indeed dined on these, she pitied her greatly. ‘What Gala is that?’ she asked politely.

‘At Stourdens,’ Dora said in tones of reverence. ‘An annual event held in Jane’s memory, and this year is a very special one.’

‘You simply have to come,’ Elena contributed brightly. ‘After all, there was a murder there once.’

Peter Marsh avoided Georgia’s eye. When her father had diffidently broached the question of coming to Edgar House this evening, Georgia had been appalled. It was bad enough to learn that Elena – her mother and Peter’s former wife – was in England, without having to meet her for the first time in some years in the presence of virtual strangers. Georgia dimly remembered Dora and Gerald Clackington from her childhood and they were pleasant enough, but Dora’s effervescent jollity was making it harder, not easier, to cope with the situation.

Georgia decided to make a determined effort to keep the conversation flowing. ‘Whose murder?’ she asked Elena.

It was unlikely that Peter would be any more interested than Georgia was in the answer. Just because father and daughter worked together on cold murder cases didn’t mean that they automatically pursued violent death at every opportunity. Nevertheless, it was an impersonal topic and therefore to be welcomed.

Even now she could hardly believe she was engaged in small talk with her mother, who was chattering gaily (nervously?) as though the last fourteen years had never happened. Elena had telephoned out of the blue to tell Peter she was staying in Kent with her great friends Dora and Gerald at Edgar House in Harblehurst, not far from Canterbury. Would he and Georgia come to drinks there the following night, Elena had pleaded.

Georgia had fumed when Peter had broken the news, and he had fallen very silent. Now she felt ashamed of her initial reaction as she noticed how those elegant manicured hands were twisting together on Elena’s lap. This was an effort for her mother too, as well as for Peter. Elena was over sixty although her fine features and model-like figure would seem to belie any advancing years.

In theory, the difficulties between them had been ironed out some time ago, but nine months earlier Elena’s second husband – whom Peter and Georgia had both liked – had died at their home in France. It had been the Clackingtons whom Elena had summoned to help, and it was not for another month that Elena had told her daughter and former husband of her loss. The wound at being so disregarded still lingered with them both and only added to the uneasy relationship that had existed between them since Elena had walked out. She had been unable to cope with the double blow of Peter becoming wheelchair-bound only a year after the loss of their son Rick.

Why was she back here so unexpectedly? Georgia wondered. Just to pay a visit to the Clackingtons? Georgia doubted that, and although not a word had been said about future meetings while Elena was here, she was beginning to have misgivings.

Peter must have decided to join in Georgia’s valiant efforts to keep the conversation going. ‘I know Stourdens, of course,’ he said, ‘and I do remember something about a murder. Remind me, whose murder?’

‘Robert Luckhurst, the then owner.’ Gerald Clackington cleared his throat in embarrassment, as though murder were a man’s topic, not fit for ladies’ ears. ‘It was in 1985. Found shot in Abbot’s Folly – that’s an eighteenth-century monstrosity in the grounds of Stourdens. Thought at first to have been by one of the villagers, who were presenting some kind of protest, but in the end the chap who owned this place went down for it. You’ll know that this used to be a roadhouse before we took it over. He’d lost the licence for it – given to his wife instead – and he blamed Luckhurst who was on the council at the time. Mind you, there was a lot of gossip about his being fonder than he ought to be of Luckhurst’s wife.’

‘The very idea,’ Elena said indignantly. She spoke so enthusiastically that it was clear she too wanted to keep the conversation away from the personal. ‘I knew Amelia Luckhurst. You remember her, Peter darling, don’t you?’

To Georgia’s amusement ‘Peter darling’ didn’t look as though he had a clue who Amelia was, or didn’t want to. References to their joint past made him uncomfortable.

‘Gerald and I are so thrilled to see you all here together,’ Dora hastily cooed. ‘Elena is delighted you could come, aren’t you, darling? So very nice.’

Georgia mentally ran through all the emotions churning away inside her, but ‘nice’ didn’t apply to any of them. Nevertheless, she managed to smile brightly and agree that it was.

Dora and Gerald must be in their late fifties, she estimated. In her youth Dora must have been a pretty, doll-like girl, and her soft gentle features, excitable body language and speech, and pink frilly chiffon outfit suggested that she had not moved on. Gerald still seemed the manly adoring protector he must always have been to her. He was almost Dickensian in his upright bearing and stiff formal manner. Not unfriendly, far from it, but reserved. His wife, on the other hand, made Georgia think of David Copperfield’s childlike wife Dora, who might have grown to be rather like Dora Clackington, anxious to please by the only methods she knew. Then she reproached herself for making such swift judgements. First impressions were not always right.

‘Do come to Stourdens on Saturday, Peter,’ Elena urged. ‘You and Georgia would be able to find out more about that murder case.’ Her nervousness was becoming more apparent. ‘You might even have handled it, darling.’ Peter had been a DI before a shooting incident in 1995 had put him in a wheelchair for life.

‘No. It’s coming back to me though.’ Peter seemed as keen as Georgia to stay on neutral ground.

What else could they do in these circumstances? Jane Austen would doubtless have handled it more smoothly, although similar emotions must have been seething away in her characters’ hearts under the mask of polite behaviour demanded by the society in which they moved.

‘If the case was as cut and dried as you say, Gerald,’ Peter continued, ‘that would explain why it’s not at the top of my brain’s filing system any longer.’

‘What happened to Amelia?’ Elena asked. ‘I’m afraid I’ve lost touch.’

Gerald obliged with the answer. ‘She moved away, just like the killer’s family. Tanner was his name, Frederick Max Tanner, generally known as Max. Wife’s name was Esther. We dealt with her when we bought this place. Way back it was a coaching inn, the Edgar Arms, so named after the family who built and lived in Stourdens for a century or two. It would have been on the main London to Canterbury Road. No bypass then. You probably came here in its later days, Peter, and you too, Georgia.’

Georgia had a faint recollection of having been brought here as a child for a Boxing Day meet, where the mysterious Stirrup Cup and red jackets, referred to as pink, defied any satisfactory explanation. She sometimes wondered whether those early unsolved mysteries had fostered in her the desire to tackle puzzles, which in turn had led to Marsh & Daughter’s cases. She and her father now investigated cold cases – which were usually far from cold when the truth was known – and then recorded them in a series of books which was published by her husband, Luke Frost.

Because of its origins, Edgar House had an unusual layout, so Gerald had explained. A timbered medieval building at heart, parts of it had been extended and restored over the years, and this had resulted in its now having two long wings to the main house. One of them, Dora had told Georgia with pride, had been the local Assembly Rooms. Georgia had only seen the front building so far, formerly the inn’s bars. The old arched entrance through which carriages would have clattered into the yard had now been converted to become the entrance hall of the house. The large living room, in which they were sitting, had been on its left and must have been the main bar. At the far end of the room a corridor led, Georgia guessed, towards the kitchen area and the side entrance through which Gerald must have guided Peter, as his wheelchair had not taken kindly to the steps at the main entrance. Georgia had come in that way – to be pitchforked straight into Elena’s arms. Whereas Elena had been overcome with emotion, Georgia had felt frozen to the spot, and then mentally kicked herself for mishandling the situation.

‘I just about remember the inn, but I don’t recall meeting Tanner,’ Peter said. ‘The case is coming back to me though. Didn’t he continue to protest his innocence after being convicted? I suppose that’s natural, but was there any doubt about the verdict?’

‘Doesn’t seem to have been,’ Gerald grunted. ‘Anyway, he must be out of prison long since. His wife moved away after selling the whole caboodle to us. Being a big pub off the main road by that time, she couldn’t find anyone to take over the licence. Rather fancied having a go myself, but Dora wasn’t keen.’

Dora looked prim. ‘Not at all suitable, Gerald.’

For him or for her? Georgia wondered meanly. She couldn’t see Dora Clackington taking easily to the role of publican’s wife. Far too much hard work and far too many long hours. Gerald, on the other hand, might have made a good stab at playing Mine Host.

‘We simply jumped at the chance to acquire the property, however,’ Dora continued.

‘Such a wonderful building,’ Elena said instantly.

Georgia agreed, but nevertheless she was puzzled. The conversion from pub to private house must have cost the Clackingtons a packet, and although the building was interesting, there must have been many others on the market that would not have required so much work. Dora and Gerald, however, seemed to her a couple who had always expected their comforts.

‘Oh no.’ Dora looked mysterious. ‘Because of her. There are connections, you see.’

‘To the murder of Robert Luckhurst?’ Georgia was confused. Had she missed something?

‘No, to dear Jane.’ Dora waved a hand around the room, settling the question. Georgia had picked up on her hosts’ enthusiasm for Jane Austen as soon as she arrived. It wasn’t difficult. The walls boasted Regency prints and reproductions of the famous Jane Austen silhouette and the two portraits, and the bookcases were full of what looked like early editions of her works and Austen biographies and commentaries. Dora’s eagerness implied more than a normal commitment, however.

‘Jane Austen herself had links to the inn?’ Georgia asked.

Dora looked smug. ‘Modest ones, not to be compared with Stourdens. However, we can claim the honour of The Watsons.’

‘Who were they?’ Peter enquired.

Elena tittered. ‘The title of one of Jane Austen’s unfinished novels, my love.’

How could she? Georgia fumed as she saw Peter’s face at her mother’s put-down, intentional or not, and she found it hard not to retaliate. Instead she asked steadily, ‘Was it set in this pub?’ She instantly regretted the reference to a ‘pub’. Not the right word to use to Dora about Edgar House, even if Gerald had done so.

‘Certainly it was,’ Dora replied stiffly. ‘Part of it at least. The Assembly Rooms where The Watsons’ all-important ball takes place are clearly ours, on the first floor of our longer wing. The castle where Lord and Lady Osborne reside in the novel is based on Stourdens, where the Gala is to be held on Saturday. I’m sure you must have visited it.’

Georgia had. It was near a hamlet called Dunham several miles away from Medlars, the house she shared with her husband, Luke. Dunham was only a mile or so from Godmersham Park, which Jane Austen had frequently visited, as the elegant Palladian mansion was owned by her brother Edward. Stourdens was also an elegant Georgian mansion, but in dire need of restoration. Set in grounds that shielded it from the Ashford road, the house itself could not be visited, but the gardens were opened once or twice a year to the public under the National Gardens Scheme. This was more for their Humphrey Repton design than their modern maintenance, however. To Georgia, judging from the outside of the house, which was all she could see during her visit to the gardens, it was in sad need of tender loving care – and presumably, therefore, of cash. She had a vague memory of having briefly met the current owners, and she had pitied them their plight.

‘It was here at Edgar House, of course, that it all began,’ Dora added firmly.

‘It?’ Peter queried. He was not particularly interested in Jane Austen, and Georgia could see the struggle he was having in fixing his mind on anything but the fact of his former wife’s presence.

‘Jane’s great love affair, which ended tragically,’ Dora informed them in a low sombre voice. ‘She had begun to pour her heart out about it in writing The Watsons, but the effort proved too much for her, poor darling, and she abandoned the novel.’

It was a long time since Georgia had read Jane Austen’s unfinished works, and she had to fish around in her mind. ‘Isn’t it at the ball in the Assembly Rooms where Emma Watson dances with a little boy to save his pride?’

‘Yes, indeed.’ Dora said, seeming a little put out, as though none but she should be in command of Austen knowledge. ‘It was here that Jane met her true love, a story she intended to celebrate in The Watsons; at the point Jane laid the story aside, only the first meeting had taken place. Love had yet to come. It is known how she intended to end the novel, however, because her great-grandniece recorded that Jane’s sister Cassandra had known how Jane had intended to continue the story. Emma Watson would be happily united with the gentleman who loved her, despite the fact that Lady Osborne had cast desirous eyes upon him with wedlock in mind. Alas, there had been no such happy ending in Jane’s real life. The Watsons was intended to record a happiness that was denied to her in her own life.’

Peter seemed genuinely interested, to Georgia’s surprise. Whereas the murder of Robert Luckhurst had failed to arouse his curiosity, Jane Austen had apparently struck a chord. ‘But why did she abandon the novel?’

Dora wagged a provocative finger at him. ‘Ah, you detectives. There’s no holding you back. Shall we tell them the full story, Gerald?’ she asked skittishly.

From his expression, Georgia interpreted Gerald’s answer as a thundering ‘no’, although he managed to restrain it to a mere, ‘Better not, Dollybird.’

‘Oh, please,’ Elena begged.

‘Not until Saturday, darling,’ Dora replied mysteriously. ‘After that it will become public knowledge, but we can’t pre-empt Laura’s great day.’

What on earth was all this about? Georgia wondered. This story of a great love affair was news to her, but then she was no expert on Jane Austen’s life. She could see Peter’s patience fast evaporating again, and he must have decided that enough was enough.

‘I’ll make a guess, shall I?’ he asked jovially. ‘Jane Austen murdered her lover and left his body in the folly.’

Elena gasped, but Gerald and Dora merely seemed bewildered. ‘Oh no, nothing like that,’ Gerald replied.

Peter looked somewhat abashed. ‘I’m sorry, Elena. If you knew Amelia, you must have known Robert Luckhurst too, and so I should not be making jokes about him. He doesn’t seem to have been a particular friend of yours, though,’ he added awkwardly.

‘No, darling. He was very reclusive,’ Elena replied. ‘I hardly knew him and I knew Amelia only a little better...’ She hesitated. ‘Not a very happy marriage, I’m afraid.’

‘So the rumours that she sought fresh woods and pastures new in the way of gentlemen friends might be true?’ Georgia said.

‘Oh, no.’ Elena looked shocked. Then she must have caught Peter’s eye because she giggled. ‘Well, perhaps. Just occasionally.’

Something tugged at Georgia’s heart. Some distant memory of Elena laughing one magical day in Georgia’s childhood when they had been picnicking on the downs. All of them: Elena, Peter, herself – and Rick. Peter had slipped over and landed with one hand right in the middle of the jelly. Judging by Peter’s expression, he had some similar memory.

‘With Max Tanner?’ he almost snapped at Elena.

‘I never knew. I really didn’t know her well.’ Elena retreated, perhaps alarmed at the shared moment of intimacy.

Nonsense, Georgia told herself, nonsense. She was imagining this emotional tension, perhaps because she wanted to – but what did that imply? Change the subject quickly. ‘What happens at this Gala?’ she asked.

Dora needed no urging. ‘It’s going to be such fun. Laura Fettis, who owns Stourdens, is my greatest friend – except for you, Elena,’ she added diplomatically. ‘Such fun. I am sure she will show you the Stourdens Jane Austen collection which dwarfs our own modest memorabilia.’ She put her finger to her lips. ‘But I must say no more about that until Laura has spoken. I can tell you about the Gala itself, though. There will be Georgian cookery demonstrations and a buffet of Georgian food – and shuttlecock. You must all play shuttlecock, you really must. There will be riding, fencing, and of course dancing. Naturally, you must all come in costume.’

Dora beamed, and Georgia saw Peter’s face fall. She shared his feelings. To be clad in period costume was not something she warmed to. ‘And bring your dear husband, Georgia,’ Dora added, oblivious to their reactions. ‘After all, as a local publisher he should be present. He might even discover another Jane Austen.’

‘I’ll ask him,’ Georgia said, trying to imagine Luke dancing the cotillion while checking out hopeful authors.

‘Costume,’ Peter muttered. ‘I’m afraid breeches and swallowtails are somewhat beyond me.’

‘But you must come, Peter,’ Elena said firmly. Georgia saw him hesitate, and her misgivings returned now that it seemed certain this was not going to be the last they saw of Elena on this trip to England. Nevertheless, Georgia was all too conscious that there was a gulf between them that had to be faced and somehow crossed, which could not be achieved by retreat. Was seeing Elena again on Saturday going to help that problem disappear? No, in Georgia’s view. At best Saturday would produce the sort of situations that Jane Austen’s novels depended on, in which private emotions were frustrated by social demands. At worst the day might bring forth far more than frustration. Stourdens was not only a place where Jane Austen had seemingly suffered great unhappiness, but also one where twenty-five years ago the owner had been murdered.

Neither of these factors should cast its shadow over the Stourdens of today, and yet not wanting to back away from meeting Elena again was the only reason that she had not pleaded an earlier engagement for Saturday. Stupid, Georgia told herself, because the murder of Robert Luckhurst was a case that had been solved, and the killer was probably free by now. Still proclaiming his innocence? She couldn’t help wondering.

Going home to Medlars brought its usual comfort. Georgia felt a lift of the heart when she pushed open the heavy wooden door into the old house, a door that almost seemed to be welcoming her home with a ‘Cheer up, I’ve seen many problems far worse than this’. She could hear Luke in the kitchen, probably already cooking supper, so she dropped her shoulder bag and hurried to join him. A wave of pleasure swept over her as she hugged him – which seriously impeded his risotto and resulted in a cascade of rice grains landing on the floor. After dealing with this emergency, he listened patiently to her account of her evening before speaking.

‘I can’t wait to see you in bonnet, bulging panniers and white muslin dress. Got any old pillow cases you can wear?’

‘I’ll find something,’ Georgia said hollowly. ‘Anyway, don’t laugh. You’re coming with me. They all want to meet the famous publisher.’

He groaned. ‘Famous publisher not want to meet them. Count me out. I hate costume events.’

‘I need support, Luke,’ she pleaded. ‘Elena will be there.’

He pulled a face. ‘Point reluctantly ceded. What’s her game?’

‘I don’t know, but there’s a hidden agenda somewhere. All my antennae are waving.’

‘She is your mother,’ he said gently. ‘Suppose she wants to return to England?’

Trust Luke to put into words her secret fear. ‘That’s a scary thought.’ And that was putting it lightly.

‘Because she might interfere with Marsh & Daughter’s work?’

She considered this. ‘Perhaps,’ she admitted, ‘but it’s more than that. I can’t forget the way she walked out because she didn’t want the responsibility of looking after Peter.’

‘Perhaps she can’t either, but you should all be able to move on now that Rick’s disappearance has been solved. That’s no longer lying between you.’

Rick had disappeared on a walking holiday in France, and for fourteen years there had been no clues as to what had happened to him. Then two years ago, thanks partly to a tip from Elena on a possible witness, they had followed the trail to a boating tragedy on the Danube in which he drowned. Georgia had finally managed to get Peter to accept that that was fact and not theory. Elena’s current visit seemed to have nothing to do with Rick, and yet Georgia was afraid that even her presence might trigger Peter’s doubts again. And as for Luke’s suggestion, surely Elena would not wish to return permanently to England? She had not needed her former family when her husband died last year, so why should she now? The question mark hung in the air like a sword of Damocles, until she firmly banished it.

When she reached Marsh & Daughter’s office in Peter’s home in nearby Haden Shaw on the Friday morning before the Gala, Peter began without ado: ‘Max Tanner. Press references. A few stray ends. DI Hamlyn took the case. Remember him?’

‘Dimly,’ Georgia replied, relieved that Peter seemed to be throwing himself into the Luckhurst case. She had spent the day before reading the proofs of Marsh & Daughter’s current book, but she had been worried that Peter might be brooding about Elena. ‘Solemn and sarcastic comes to mind,’ she added.

‘Spot on. I’d like to get one up on him.’

‘Hasn’t he retired by now?’

‘That won’t spare him.’ Peter paused. ‘Might be worth our giving that Jane Austen Gala a go on Saturday.’

She took the bull by the horns. ‘Is this about Luckhurst or Elena?’

Another pause, longer this time. ‘Let’s find out what she’s up to, daughter mine. Meanwhile, let’s assume it’s about Robert Luckhurst.’

The subject of Elena was clearly closed, and on the whole, Georgia reflected, remembering Luke’s advice to keep it cool, that was a good thing. Was Peter seriously considering taking on this case, though? So far, probably not. Marsh & Daughter had their own ‘rules’ for choosing new cases, and this one did not qualify. She suspected that Peter was merely using it as a distraction from Elena, and if so, there was no reason she couldn’t do the same.

‘You said there were a couple of loose ends over the Tanner conviction,’ she prompted him.

‘Yes. For instance, why should he choose to take his revenge for a lost licence twelve months after losing it?’

‘There was another reason for the murder,’ Georgia reminded him, ‘if it’s true that he and Amelia Luckhurst were an item.’

‘Worth bearing in mind. Luckhurst seems to have been a funny sort of chap,’ Peter reflected.

‘Don’t tell me he was the Stourdens Jane Austen fan?’

‘An understatement. I rang Dora and badgered her into telling me more. He seems to be of the obsessive collector genus.’

‘Expensive hobby when Jane Austen is the subject.’

‘Not if you’re handed down the goods by your father,’ Peter said. ‘But the Luckhursts owned Stourdens from the middle of the nineteenth century, so it seems odd that we are only hearing about this collection now. A question mark, don’t you think?’

‘It’s possible. Lots of old mansions still have unexplored attics full of goodies. It just needs an enthusiast to inherit – and Robert Luckhurst seems to have been just the chap. Any idea what the collection consists of?’

‘None, so we’re left with the Clackington Claptrappers’ heavy hints. Anyway, it’s hardly relevant to the Luckhurst murder because theft wasn’t the motive for it. Not a mention of theft in the trial reports or from what Dora could tell me. Jane Austen’s archive was in the Folly when Luckhurst was killed, but it wasn’t touched. So we have to look elsewhere for a motive, if we exclude the ones we know about. And there seems no reason to do that at present. Tanner seems either to have planned his crime very oddly or to have been seriously unlucky in having so many potential witnesses turn up.’

‘Explain please.’ She knew he liked nothing better than explaining. Anything to stop thinking of tomorrow and meeting Elena again. Georgia was painfully aware that her reluctance to think about her mother might be linked to emotions whose origins were too deeply buried to want to unearth, as well as those springing from more obvious causes.

Peter obliged. ‘It was Saturday sixteenth June. Tanner and Luckhurst were mates of a sort, because they belonged to the same classic car club, which met every month at the Edgar Arms and had a summer annual beano at Stourdens. Apart from that one day, Luckhurst was severely reclusive, being paranoid about having his precious Austen collection pinched. Which, as I told you, it wasn’t.

‘What happened was this,’ he continued. ‘Just as the classic car owners were getting into their serious technical jargon stride, their numbers were swelled by a protest group of twenty or thirty Dunham residents complaining about the closure of a footpath across Stourdens’ land. It had apparently been used by farmers for time out of mind, and a diversion had been agreed through the woods. That wasn’t much help to the farmers, though, as only the path that led through Stourdens was wide enough to take farm machinery and animals – which it had duly done for ages past, with no objection being raised by the Luckhursts. Robert Luckhurst was a councillor, however, and had taken it into his head to decide that the footpath in question was a threat to his precious collection. Unfortunately, the protest group was not a peaceful reasonable deputation, as it was led by a determined hothead, one Tom Miller. He soon winkled out that Luckhurst had fled from the classic car line-up to take refuge in his beloved Abbot’s Folly.’

‘Just what is that? Gerald just said it was a monstrosity.’

‘Patience. I gathered from Mike Gilroy that—’

‘I knew it!’ Georgia said resignedly. ‘You just had to get on the phone to him, didn’t you?’ Chief Superintendent Mike Gilroy had been Peter’s sergeant in his police career days, and to Peter he still was. Mike was extraordinarily patient, but Georgia had no intention of letting Peter take too much advantage of this.

Peter had the grace to blush. ‘One more call wouldn’t upset him, and the records must have been easy to access. I was working there at the time, for heaven’s sake. Anyway, since you ask,’ he continued firmly, ‘this mock folly was a—’

‘Isn’t that a contradiction in terms? All follies are mock.’

‘Wrong. Follies were beginning to parody themselves towards the end of the eighteenth century, and this one is apparently hardly a ruin. It’s a gothic horror, and Robert used it as a study. On the day he died, the protesting horde swept through the grounds to it and found Tanner there talking to Luckhurst on a mission of his own. For whatever reason, in due course the protest group retreated, but Robert was found shot an hour later. He’d been dead at least half an hour. Tanner had witnesses who swore he returned to the main house with the protest group, but then went straight back to the pub. According to him, the real villain had been the village toughie, Tom Miller.’

‘What good would killing Luckhurst do for their cause?’ Georgia objected.

‘I presume that Amelia might have been seen as the softer touch in the footpath battle. It never came to be an issue, however, because it was revealed that Tanner’s chief witness was an outsider who had done more time than Big Ben.’ A pause, then Peter added, ‘I wonder if Amelia Luckhurst is going to be at the Gala?’

‘She can have my ticket,’ Georgia muttered.

‘Not keen, eh?’

‘No, for obvious reasons.’ She didn’t have to spell them out. ‘Plus the fact that I have to conjure up a Jane Austen outfit not only for myself but for Luke too. How are you going to cope? Can I help?’

‘No need. I rang Kate.’

‘Who’s she?’

‘Costume Kate, Ltd. She hires them out.’


TWO

Georgia forced herself to rise early on the Saturday morning. It was either that or diving under the bedclothes and claiming a sudden dose of flu. She was not, but not, looking forward to this Gala. Even Peter was more interested than she was in seeing the folly where Robert Luckhurst had died, but she still saw it only as a distraction from Elena’s presence.

‘At least it’s not raining,’ Luke observed, regarding his image gloomily in the mirror. He had an uncommon knack of echoing her own reservations, Georgia thought. At the moment these were concentrated on her costume. The sheer stupidity of donning Regency dress on a Saturday morning in the twenty-first century was taking its toll. Dora had eventually conceded that Regency, for Gala purposes, could be taken in its broader sense of beginning from about 1800 rather than from 1811 when the future George IV formally became Regent during the mental instability of his father. After all, Georgia had pointed out (having done some hasty research), Jane Austen was visiting Kent well before 1800.

She had therefore opted for the earlier fashion of a high-waisted open-fronted dress over a silk underskirt, rather than the later straight clinging classical-style dresses of muslin or lawn for which her figure was hardly a bonus, being tall but not sylphlike. Besides, she had been too mutinous to follow Peter’s example and hire a costume, and an ancient long silk nightdress seemed to serve the purpose well, with the help of some speedy work on an out-of-date red evening dress. Nevertheless, she had eyed the result with some dissatisfaction the previous evening, until Luke solved the problem by fishing out a rather dashing scarf, which he deftly turned into a pseudo cap with a sprig of grapes attached.

‘High fashion then,’ he informed her. ‘Looked it up in a book.’

With the long gloves apparently so essential, the outfit looked passable, although showers were forecast.

‘I’m sure umbrellas were invented by then,’ she said, fixing on the cap and grapes and adding an artistic ribbon she had tracked down in her meagre haberdashery supplies. ‘At least for women. Not sure about men. Anyway, we can pop one in the boot.’

‘I think Sheridan had something to do with popularizing umbrellas for men, but I doubt that ran to fold-up National Trust brollies,’ Luke observed. ‘They were probably so huge that they required a servant to run alongside carrying it aloft. Just at the moment I’m out of servants.’ He gave another disparaging look at the Luke Frost Famous Publisher image of pantaloons hastily improvised from grey trousers tucked into long grey socks fished out of their walking gear drawer, a flashy waistcoat and an outgrown tailcoat from his past, plus – a great find this – an ancient opera hat.

‘I do not feel an up to the knocker Regency gent,’ he announced nevertheless. Being Luke, he had consulted a book on Regency jargon in case it came in useful at the Gala.

‘How do I rate as your bit of muslin?’ she retorted.

Luke laughed. ‘Bang up. Ah well, let’s get it over with. At least we’re allowed to take a car. I thought we might have to hire horses.’

‘We could walk,’ Georgia threatened him. ‘The Regency folk were great walkers.’

‘We’ll take the car and tell them it’s a landau.’

Dunham itself consisted of little more than a pub and a few cottages on the Canterbury to Ashford road with farms and farmland stretching into the hinterland. Just past them Georgia spotted the lane that led only to Stourdens, and she began to feel more optimistic. The late June sun was shining, albeit weakly, the trees and meadows were flaunting their summer green glory, and rural calm seemed to prevail. From what Dora had told them, she reasoned that there would be enough diversions at this Gala not to become too heavily embroiled in emotional discussions with Elena. They might even escape the Clackingtons, once Peter had satisfied his interest in the Luckhurst murder.

Beyond them the ground rose gently to hill and woodland. The lane crossed the railway line and led on to the end of the tarmacked roadway and the beginning of Stourdens’ drive. Georgia’s optimism began to fade as they drove along it. The gravel needed weeding, and rhododendrons and undergrowth on both sides of the path blotted out what sun there was, which made the path in front of them look forbidding. As Luke turned into the field signposted for car parking the day ahead once more felt to Georgia like a very bad idea indeed.

The house looked less dilapidated than when she had last seen it, but that was perhaps because the sun had emerged once again, at least temporarily. Closer inspection revealed that the Georgian portico was roped off to prevent the unwary from walking under it, the roof was concave in places, and there were cracks in some of the stonework. Georgia decided that as a mere outsider she rather liked the air of decayed grandeur.

Arrows pointed Gala guests through a side gate to the rear lawns and on to an extended terrace, which gave Georgia a wide view of the gathering beneath. The landscaped gardens that she remembered were covered with marquees and stalls, peopled with a mob of visitors who from here looked to be clad in some approximation of Regency dress. Georgia was impressed. The TV and film productions of Jane Austen novels must have done a good job of raising awareness of costume; bonnets were bobbing, skirts were swishing, and men uncomfortably clad in boots (or Wellingtons, which would only just have squeezed into the time period) strolled up and down in a semblance of elegance. A grey-haired thin man in rather superior boots but a peasant costume glanced up at the new arrivals, swept off his low-brimmed hat and afforded them a deep bow, which she graciously acknowledged with a curtsy. Perhaps today would not be as bad as she had feared.

It was still only 11.30, thirty minutes after the Gala had opened, and yet it looked to be in full swing. Georgia had seen Peter’s car in the car park, but so far no sign of anyone they knew. Two ladies sitting at a table at the foot of the steps down to the lawns eyed her meaningfully, flourishing what looked like raffle tickets in their hands. Were raffles invented by the 1790s? Could be, because gambling and lotteries were all the fashion then. In fact what these ladies were offering proved to be programmes in the form of a fan, with a map of the grounds and attractions. Georgia gratefully dropped a contribution into the box at the ladies’ side for donations in aid of local charities.

She studied the map but could see no sign of the folly Dora had mentioned, only of something named Abbot’s Retreat, which she assumed must be near to it. Both Retreat and Folly would probably have been part of the Humphrey Repton design for the gardens, to form points of interest to the overall effect of ‘wild untrammelled nature’ so popular in the eighteenth century when Stourdens was built. She remembered seeing an attractive small garden when she last came here and wondered whether this was Abbot’s Retreat. If so, she would pay a return visit today.

‘Georgia!’

Peter, looking rather grand in his hired costume of breeches, frilly shirt, waistcoat and topper, was wheeling himself rapidly towards her, with a somewhat frenetic look. Perhaps this was because Elena, in a pale blue low-cut silk number (which had no business to suit her years but somehow did) was doing her best to steer him – something Georgia knew he hated. Dora and Gerald were behind them, both trying to keep up with an increasingly faster wheelchair; coupled with their Regency costumes this gave the effect of a Caucus race out of Alice in Wonderland. Peter needed rescuing now.

‘I’ll deal with this, Luke,’ Georgia offered. ‘Unless you want to get involved, you can politely fade away.’

‘Done,’ Luke muttered, smiling warmly as he went over to make his apologies to Peter and Elena, with a friendly wave to the Clackingtons.

‘Georgia,’ Dora panted as she and Gerald reached them, ‘is that your dear husband? Where is he off to?’ Not waiting for an answer, she continued, ‘You simply must come to meet Laura and Roy.’

‘Roy?’ Georgia asked.

‘Laura’s husband,’ Gerald explained. ‘A good chap. They’ve agreed to take us round Abbot’s Folly. Officially it’s off bounds today, but they’ll open it for us.’

‘There they are,’ shrieked Dora, pointing to four people just emerging from the house.

If ever a group’s body language was crying out not to be interrupted, this one’s was, Georgia thought in dismay. There was an elegant woman in her fifties clad in a classical-style flimsy white dress with red spots, with a matching red handkerchief shawl round her neck, who seemed on the verge of tears; the red-cheeked man at her side in frock coat and hessian boots, presumably Roy, looked about to go off pop; and the younger couple in their twenties – a fair-haired girl who was clearly their daughter, and a dark saturnine-looking young man who held possessively on to her – looked respectively scared and furious. Nevertheless, Dora sailed blithely up to them in her flowing lilac muslin gown. Gerald at least had the decency to hang back on the grass with Georgia, Peter and Elena.

‘Laura darling,’ Dora cried. ‘So good of you to agree to our little tour. Here we all are, ready for our treat. Marsh and Daughter are simply longing to see Abbot’s Folly.’ She turned round to beckon to them, but fortunately Peter’s wheelchair gave them every excuse to remain where they were. ‘They’re simply fascinated by the murder,’ Dora explained to her friend, ‘and I told them you might show us your Jane collection as an extra special treat.’ She beamed.

For a moment it seemed to Georgia as if someone had punched the Pause button and the screen had frozen. All four remained still, emotion raw on their faces. Reluctant they might be, but this seemed an extreme reaction.

Roy was the first to pull himself together. ‘Glad to do so sometime. Very glad.’

Dora obviously wasn’t good at reading subtext because she tapped Roy playfully on the shoulder. ‘Now, you naughty man. Don’t tease us. We know you’re waiting until the announcement this afternoon to talk about it, but for old friends you can surely make an exception.’

Even Elena looked doubtful at this obviously unwelcome proposal, and Georgia would have quietly melted away into the crowd at this point if it wasn’t for Peter. He, typically, backed Dora up. ‘Just a quick peep,’ he called out blandly. ‘Can I get the wheelchair into this folly of yours?’

Georgia knew perfectly well that when he wanted to Peter could usually get in virtually anywhere and so had only raised the issue as a polite blackmail. Laura made what was clearly a supreme effort, as years of ingrained social politeness came to her aid.

‘Of course you may see Abbot’s Folly, and there’s room for the wheelchair. There’s a ramp somewhere,’ she managed to say. ‘Jennifer – Tim, I wonder if you’d do the honours and escort Dora’s friends there?’

Georgia could read the dismay on their faces, and she blenched.

‘I hope you’ll excuse me,’ Laura continued, ‘but I have to see to the catering, so I can’t take you myself. Roy...’ She looked in appeal at her husband, and – reluctantly it seemed to Georgia – he followed Laura back into the house, leaving them with Tim and Jennifer.

Georgia was horrified at the way the issue had been forced, and she was also puzzled. Putting on an event of this size was a lot of work, and this one, with its Georgian buffet luncheon and its dancing and fencing displays, as well as other entertainments, was a massive undertaking. Even so, it seemed to her that Laura Fettis had shown more distress than overwork would explain, although her family did not seem to share the same emotion: they had looked angry and even fearful rather than upset. This was clearly a family at loggerheads, and whatever had happened had resulted in a heated discussion of some sort.

Whatever their problem, Tim took skilful command. ‘Let’s go.’ He even managed to look enthusiastic about the prospect. ‘You OK with that, Jen?’

‘Yes, I’ll just get the key.’

Jennifer seemed glad of the excuse to leave them while she dashed back into the house, and Tim jumped down to the lawn to join the folly party. Dora, apparently oblivious to the trouble they were causing, hurried down the steps and gaily chattered on. ‘Of course, dear Jane Austen visited Stourdens frequently, and she must have known Abbot’s Folly and the Retreat. That’s the name of the garden that Laura has so beautifully restored. Stourdens, according to the records, was lying empty when Edward Austen, later Knight – Jane Austen’s brother, of course – first moved to Godmersham Park. The third baronet had just died, and the title went to a brother who disliked Stourdens – dear me, how could he? – but then he died, and his son, the fifth baronet, and widow left it some years before they moved here. That’s why there are no references to Stourdens in Jane’s surviving early correspondence. After the Great Tragedy, she might not have wished to visit it...’

Dora rattled on infuriatingly as they waited for Jennifer to return. Eventually she did so, looking more composed, and Tim led the party off with a distinct air of ‘let’s get it over with’. Grim determination had replaced his initial burst of social welcome.

Someone had to break the silence that fell as they followed in Jennifer and Tim’s footsteps, however, and it might as well be her, Georgia thought. ‘I notice Abbot’s Folly doesn’t seem to appear on the plan of the garden we’ve been given,’ she said.

‘It’s closed to the general public, that’s why. We can’t afford the insurance,’ Jennifer said, turning round to explain. ‘We will in due course, once—’

‘When all the excitement begins,’ Dora finished for her mysteriously, ‘but I can tell that—’

‘Not till after four o’clock,’ Tim reminded her pleasantly. He had one of those bland faces that could produce emotions smoothly as required, Georgia thought. He would make a good politician.

‘Oh, of course,’ Dora agreed hastily. ‘My lips are sealed.’ To prove the point she placed a forefinger over them.

‘We do have plans for Stourdens.’ Tim relented a little. ‘You’ll see in the programme that Laura will be making an announcement this afternoon. Press, TV, you name it.’

Georgia noticed that Jennifer remained silent, which reinforced her feeling that all was not well with the Fettis family.

Dora seemed about to let forth again, but Tim forestalled her. ‘The folly is on the far side of Abbot’s Retreat, which we’re just coming to.’

Georgia recognized from her previous visit where she was now, as the path left the main lawns and she could see the garden on the right. As they reached its gateway in the red-brick wall she could glimpse the small sunken garden that she remembered. It had a mock cloister round three of its walls, mostly covered in roses, and a spectacular fountain in the midst of a central flower bed with roses and lupins. At the far end was an arbour watched over by stone angels. There had been a peace and delight about this garden, and she would certainly come back to it alone later today, when she didn’t have her mind on either follies or Elena.

‘Who was this Abbot?’ Elena asked.

‘The youngest brother of the third baronet,’ Tim replied. ‘He was eccentric to say the least. He never married, lived here with his brother’s family and died in 1790 not long before the third baronet died. The story goes that he was too mad even to be given that sinecure for younger sons, becoming a parish priest. Result: he called himself an abbot, built his folly and holed himself up here.’

‘It would be nice to think,’ Jennifer chipped in, clearly with some effort, ‘that Stourdens inspired the gothic Northanger Abbey in Jane Austen’s novel, but we don’t have evidence to that effect. So far as we know no priory or abbey has ever existed on the site.’

‘If one did,’ Tim joked, ‘it surely wouldn’t be a monstrosity like this, would it?’

Georgia could see his point as they reached the folly. She thought it more of a fantasy than a monstrosity though. It was a stone building, with a large tower on either side at the rear and a forest of smaller turrets shielding a central domed roof. Overall, the effect was gothic in the extreme. The centre of the building with its domed roof might on its own have been imposing, but with the army of protecting turrets it looked more like a child’s witch house than one in which any self-respecting abbot would want to immerse himself. The gothic effect was made worse by the fact that the building was surrounded by tall trees looming so close that they seemed to form an aggressive guard of their own.

Tim managed to find the ramp and beckoned them inside the folly. Georgia assumed that Peter would be eager to shoot in first, but for some reason he was hesitating, letting Dora, Elena and Gerald precede him. As he followed them, he turned his head to call out sharply: ‘Georgia!’

There was a warning tone in his voice, but it was too late. As she went in, a wave of nausea and dizziness swept over her, which was all too familiar. ‘Fingerprints on time’ was the name she and Peter had given to the sixth sense they shared, which kicked in usually where violence or injustice had taken place, both of which were present here. Abbot’s Folly reeked with them. The atmosphere felt dank and evil. It would be easy to claim that this was sheer imagination, she thought, or that these ‘fingerprints’ had no such cause, but for Marsh & Daughter they sparked off the cases they investigated. This initial instinctive reaction was an unwelcome pivot, although from then on facts would take over in their investigations.

There were fingerprints here. No doubt about that. Max Tanner had been convicted for Robert Luckhurst’s murder, but he had maintained he was innocent. A miscarriage of justice? She’d talk it over with Peter later, when she had recovered from the nausea that still overwhelmed her.

‘Darling, you don’t look well. What’s wrong?’ Elena said anxiously, fluttering around her as they stood in the entrance hall to the folly.

‘Nothing,’ Georgia muttered. ‘Hunger pains, I expect.’ She forced a laugh, but Elena did not let it drop.

‘You were always a nervous child. Come outside,’ she urged.

‘No,’ Georgia replied. ‘I’ll be fine.’ She wanted to see how badly Peter was affected, but he was following Tim and the Clackingtons into the room on their right.

‘Did Jane Austen know this folly?’ she managed to ask Jennifer. This would be safe ground, for the girl was still exhibiting all the signs of wanting to be a hundred miles away. Change the subject, get away from murder, she thought, and this feeling will pass. Think about Jane, talk about Jane, forget fingerprints. And yet she couldn’t, because the dizziness was clogging her mind. To her horror she realized she was clinging to Elena’s arm as they followed the others.

‘Robert Luckhurst’s study,’ Tim told them.

Despite herself, Georgia was impressed. Mahogany bookcases lined the three straight walls of this oddly shaped room, and where the semicircular entrance hall arched into the study, there were tables, cupboards and office equipment. The central desk had a large computer on it, and yet nothing in this room struck a false note. She felt Jane Austen could stroll in at any moment and feel at home.

Dora clapped in enthusiasm. ‘Oh look,’ she said, ‘the very place where Robert must have communed with dear Jane. Now where, oh where, is your Austen collection kept, Jennifer?’

Jennifer was clearly unwilling to talk on the subject, because she simply replied that she did not know. Georgia took on the task of chatting to Dora to prevent her pushing the question further – at least it was a distraction from the nausea.

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ Elena whispered.

‘I’ll be fine,’ Georgia repeated shakily. ‘I can’t miss this.’

She could do so all too easily, and from what she could see of Peter’s expression he was suffering the same reaction as she was, although he was better at hiding it.

‘Is this the room where Luckhurst was killed?’ he asked Tim.

‘Yes, as far as I can gather,’ Tim said. ‘Robert did his duty in greeting the classic-car owners in front of the main house, then retreated back here, probably because he’d been forewarned about the protest group being on its way. Max Tanner seized his chance and barged in here, where they talked – or argued – for ten minutes or so until they heard the protest group outside, sounding pretty threatening. Max went out into the entrance hall, but the protest group pushed past him, and there was a confrontation with Luckhurst in the doorway here. Eventually, Tom Miller agreed to leave, after Robert said he would give the matter more thought. Well, according to Miller he did leave. According to Tanner, he left as well. The jury decided otherwise – that Tanner stayed behind, shot Robert Luckhurst and then went back to the pub.’

‘No doubt that it was Tanner’s gun?’

‘None. It was found back at the Edgar Arms.’

‘Didn’t he know the protest march was going to take place?’

‘Yes, he did. He just mistimed it.’

‘Would anyone in Dunham still remember it?’ Georgia managed to ask through another wave of nausea.

‘Of course they do,’ Jennifer said uneasily. ‘They’ve long memories, and they brood. Even when Mum bought Stourdens and told them about the path being OK for them to use, they went on foul-mouthing her.’

‘But if Tanner was convicted, why did the issue remain?’

‘I don’t know. That happens in small communities. Which is why Tim and I have made a point of making sure Dunham is included in any plans, but—’

‘Jen,’ Tim said quietly.

She stopped abruptly. ‘Sorry.’

Jennifer had clearly been on the point of disclosing something about this famous Stourdens plan, but why did she take the matter so seriously? Georgia wondered. Was she scared of Tim? He seemed to have identified himself with the family, but was that because of his relationship with Jennifer or because he was a consultant of some sort?

‘Did Amelia Luckhurst believe Tanner guilty?’ Peter asked Jennifer.

‘I’ve no idea. You’d have to ask Mum or Dad.’ Jennifer cast an uneasy look round the room and was clearly eager to leave.

Then Dora’s voice rang out – but from behind them on the far side of the entrance hall. ‘Oh, look!’ she cried.

Taken by surprise when Tim realized Dora was no longer with them, he let out one furious expletive before hurrying to join her in the room opposite, leaving them to follow in his wake.

Elena sighed. ‘Oh dear,’ she whispered to Georgia. ‘Dora really does go too far sometimes.’

This room was smaller than the study and different in style. It had less natural light, but was painted pale green to offset that disadvantage, and it was simply furnished with a sofa and three armchairs, together with several beautiful small tables.

‘Not here, please,’ Tim was saying to Dora, almost pleading. ‘You really must leave.’

‘But the door was open.’ Dora looked hurt. ‘I only had to push it a little way. I won’t do any harm, will I?’

‘No,’ Peter said, before Tim could answer her.

Dora took this as encouragement. ‘Just look at them, Peter,’ she said innocently. ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’ She was pointing at the wall to Georgia’s right. Georgia caught her breath as she looked at the three paintings that hung there. There were two charming watercolours, one of a man, and the other of a young woman. Between them was an oil painting of a man in Nelsonian naval uniform in heroic pose against a background of a stormy sea. It was badly in need of cleaning, but it was still striking, although it was the watercolours that held Georgia’s attention. Not, she thought, by the same artist, and yet the two seemed linked, partly through the fact that the young woman was gazing straight across to the companion piece, whose subject was returning the look with great tenderness. Looking at the oil painting carefully, she was almost sure it was the same young man in both.

‘Aren’t they gorgeous?’ Dora trilled at Georgia’s side. ‘This one is Jane herself.’ The young woman was clad in a long white dress with a blue shawl around her shoulders, and she was sitting in a garden, perhaps even Abbot’s Retreat, judging by the cloister and roses around her. She was seated, but the book in her lap lay disregarded as she looked lovingly outwards. ‘It’s painted by her sister Cassandra,’ Dora added.

Jennifer and Tim’s faces were perfectly blank, and neither of them confirmed or denied it. That would only goad Peter onwards, Georgia thought. Sure enough he asked: ‘Who’s the naval captain in the middle, Tim?’

For a moment Georgia thought Tim would not reply, but at last he said, ‘We think it’s a John Opie portrait. It’s of a Captain William Harker, and no, you won’t have heard of him.’

‘The watercolour is also of him,’ Dora added eagerly, ‘and it is by Jane herself. She was talented at drawing – her brother Henry testified to that.’

If this was correct, Georgia knew these watercolours were something remarkable indeed. Virtually nothing remained of Jane Austen’s own artistic work, and there were hardly any drawings or other likenesses of the novelist, only one or two by her sister Cassandra. And here might be a third. If so, it was of major importance.

‘You two lovebirds can tell us much more, I’m sure,’ Dora said archly to Jennifer and Tim. ‘You have the collection here – the room at the rear?’

Tim stiffened. ‘I’m afraid there’s no time for that now.’

‘Just a peep,’ Dora said, inching past him to the door.

This time she had gone too far. ‘No,’ Jennifer said flatly, visibly trembling with either fear or fury. ‘The room is locked, and we have to go. Don’t we, Tim?’

‘Sorry, but yes.’ Tim positioned himself in the entrance hall and in front of the third room, as if daring Dora to try the doorknob.

He and Jennifer then almost bundled the five of them out of the folly – to Georgia’s relief, interesting though the portraits were. Thankfully, once she was outside in the fresh air the nausea began to pass, but as she turned to speak to Tim and Jennifer, she realized they had locked up and were already hurrying along the path back to the house.
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