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The photographer in this book, Ed Walinski, walked in more-or-less uninvited when I thought my cast of characters was complete. He quickly took on many of the endearing traits of the real photographer in my life, my husband (also Polish, also, oddly enough, named Ed).

My husband died, most unexpectedly, while this book was being written. I never had the chance to tell him I was ‘putting him in it’. I trust he knows now. So – Ed, my dearest love, this one’s for you.


CAST OF CHARACTERS

Dorothy Martin, American, sixty-something, once widowed, now living in England and married to:

Alan Nesbit, English, retired chief constable for county of Belleshire

Lynn and Tom Anderson, American expats living in London, good friends of Dorothy and Alan

Jim and Joyce Moynihan, American expats living in converted thirteenth-century abbey, which is still called Branston Abbey

Mr and Mrs Bates, English, servants to the Moynihans

Ed Walinski, American photographer and writer

Julie and Dave Harris, American. Julie is Joyce Moynihan’s sister

Michael Leonev (Mike Leonard), English, dancer

Laurence Upshawe, English, former owner of Branston Abbey, retired physician

Paul Leatherbury, English, the vicar of Branston village

Pat Heseltine, English, female, a solicitor from Branston village and the village


ONE

Anyone who has ever read a Traditional English Mystery ought to remember that a country house weekend can be, as Pogo used to say, fraught. I think I’ve read every TEM ever written, so I should have known better, but obviously my memory was taking a holiday that afternoon when Lynn called. And even weeks later, when we were nearly at our destination, my doubts were of another nature. ‘I don’t know, Alan. I’m not so sure this was a good idea.’

My husband, fully occupied with negotiating the narrow, winding lanes of rural Kent, quirked an eyebrow without taking his eyes off the road.

‘I can’t think what possessed me to say we’d go. We don’t even know these people. And an old house is bound to be freezing cold in this awful weather, and there’ll be stairs everywhere, and my knees aren’t really healed yet, and anything could happen to the cats while we’re gone, and...’ Running out of objections, I heaved a histrionic sigh.

Alan is used to my moods. ‘We’re committed now. And you’ll enjoy yourself. You know you love old houses. Not to mention the fireworks for Bonfire Night – Guy Fawkes and all that, you know. Lynn wouldn’t have wangled the invitation for us if she hadn’t thought the people, and the house, were reliable.’

Our good friend Lynn Anderson, an American expat like me, had called from London a month or so ago. ‘Dorothy, my dear! Tom and I have been travelling and just heard about your operation. How are you! How are the knees?’

I’d flexed them cautiously, one at a time. ‘Better every day, and they’d be better still if the blasted rain would only stop. I wouldn’t say I’d want to run a marathon just yet, but then I never did.’ My titanium knees were three months old, and functioning better than I’d dared hope. ‘You wouldn’t believe how spry I am, compared to when you saw me last. Speaking of which, when are we going to see the two of you again?’

‘That’s why I called, actually. Tom and I have an Idea.’

I could hear the capital letter, even on the phone. ‘What sort of idea?’ I asked cautiously. The last time I’d involved myself in one of the Andersons’ Ideas, before Alan and I were married, I’d ended up in Scotland with a lot of quarrelsome people and a dead body.

‘How would you and Alan like to come with us for a country house weekend?’

I chuckled. ‘As in huntin’ and shootin’ and musical beds? I thought all that went out with P.G. Wodehouse. And haven’t all the traditional country houses been turned into B-and-Bs these days, or given to the National Trust, or something?’

‘A lot of them have been, what with death duties and the cost of living and the impossibility of staffing those enormous places. But a few are still in private hands, mostly rich foreigners, and one of them happens to belong to some Americans we know, business associates of Tom’s. We ran into them in Antibes last week. They bought this huge old pile from someone who had moved to Australia or some place like that, and they invited us to come for a weekend next month. It’s to be over Bonfire Night, and they’ll have fireworks and all. It’s a good-sized house party, I gather, with some other people staying over, so the minute I heard about your surgery I thought you’d be needing some R and R and called the Moynihans to ask if I could bring two more. They said “the more the merrier”.’

I’d hemmed and hawed, but after Lynn assured me the house, Branston Abbey, was old and interesting, and that the present owners had installed central heating and an elevator, I’d said that Alan and I would go. But the rain, which had kept up for a solid month, had kept my knees aching and my spirits at low ebb.

The road straightened and widened a bit. Alan looked over at me and grinned. ‘This was your idea, you know.’

‘Actually it was Lynn’s. I should have known better. How do we know we’ll even like these people?’

‘Knees still hurting?’ said Alan, responding to the real cause of my ill temper.

‘Oh, not much, just stiff and a bit cranky. Like me. Sorry, Alan. I know I pushed you into this, and I expect I’ll have a wonderful time once we— great God in heaven, can that possibly be the house?’ I pushed back the broad brim of my hat so I could see better.

Through a stand of trees that had lost some of their leaves, I could see, on a small rise, a remarkable building. From where we were it looked like a miniature castle combined with the Houses of Parliament and a touch of Her Majesty’s Prison at Wormwood Scrubs.

Alan pulled the car over as far as he could to the side of the narrow lane and leaned over me, knocking my hat off, to look out my window. ‘Well,’ he said at last. ‘Well.’

‘Lynn said it was interesting,’ I said faintly.

Alan just shook his head and put the car in gear.

There was another fifteen minutes of twisting lane before we turned into the private drive. It wound for about a mile through a lovely autumn-shaded wood and across a pretty stone bridge, and finally ended up on the gravel forecourt of the house. Up close it wasn’t quite so intimidating. For one thing, a lot of the details were hidden around the many odd angles.

Alan took our luggage out of the boot and stood frankly staring at the house. ‘I would say,’ he said, ‘that this is a genuine abbey, late 1400s, that has been treated in rather cavalier fashion over the centuries. Looks like an encyclopedia of architectural styles, from the Late Perpendicular of the original abbey, to Tudor, through Georgian to a few bits of Victorian Gothick, with a hint of Brighton Pavilion thrown in for good measure.’

‘A bad case of architectural indigestion, in fact,’ I replied rather sourly. ‘Reminds me of Brocklesby Hall.’ The Hall, a big house near Sherebury, was built in early Victorian times in imitation of a number of styles. It is undeniably impressive, in a nightmarish sort of way.

‘Oh, no, no comparison at all. That monstrosity was built all of a piece. It was meant to look like that, God help us. This is organic – it grew, as the needs of the owners changed over the centuries. Good taste here, terrible taste there, but it’s genuine. Do you know, Dorothy, I think I’m going to enjoy this weekend. If other amusements pall, we can always go on a treasure hunt for the best and worst bits. I’d swear that gargoyle up there is original fourteenth century, for example.’

‘You’re showing off. Ten to one you looked it up before we started.’ I craned my neck, but my interest in gargoyles is limited, and the wind was picking up. ‘I’m sure it’s everything you say, but I’m cold and my hat’s going to blow off. Can we admire the house from inside, do you think?’

At that moment a door opened and Lynn, effervescent as always, burst out with another woman, middle-aged and running a little, comfortably, to fat. She was dressed in a tweed skirt, a cashmere sweater, and pearls, and the fact that they were a little too new and a little too flawless marked her instantly as our American hostess.

Lynn performed introductions. ‘Dorothy, this is Joyce Moynihan. Joyce, Dorothy Martin and Alan Nesbitt.’

‘So glad to meet you,’ said Joyce with a warm smile. ‘Lynn’s told me all about you both. Dorothy, I love your hat. I wish I looked good in them. Now, dear, you mustn’t try the front steps. They’re one of our big-deal show pieces, but I’ll bet this weather is playing hell with your knees. I had one of mine done a while back, so I know. Anyway, you must be freezing in this awful wind, so if you’ll just come with me, there’s an entrance to what used to be the servants’ hall, and an elevator a few steps beyond. Not exactly the most elegant way to enter the house, but once you’ve had a nice hot bath you’ll be better able to tackle stairs and we’ll give you the grand tour. OK?’

Her accent was pure Midwest, speech I hadn’t heard in quite a while, and her welcome glowed with that all-embracing cordiality that you get from the nicest Americans. ‘OK!’ I said, my good spirits restored. I followed her and Lynn into the house, Alan bringing up the rear with our suitcases.

Joyce left us at the elevator. ‘I’ve been running around today like the proverbial chicken, and right now there’s a crisis in the kitchen I have to deal with, so I hope you don’t mind – Lynn knows the way. As soon as you’re rested, come down and have some tea. No special time, just whenever you’re ready. See you later.’ With a cheerful wave, she was off at a trot in the direction of what I supposed was the kitchen.

‘OK, Lynn, you’ve been here a day already. Clue us in to the set-up,’ I said the instant the elevator door closed. ‘Why is Madame dealing with kitchen crises? Don’t tell me the cook has left in some sort of a huff.’

‘My dear, you’re still fixated back in 1930s novels. Cooks don’t leave in huffs nowadays. They’re paid enormous salaries and demand exactly the equipment they want, and cook exactly what they please. Most of them are caterers, actually, just coming in for special events. This one is a permanent fixture, lives here with her husband, who’s a sort of general factotum – butler cum chauffeur cum handyman. And she’s not old and fat and comfortable. Quite the contrary, in fact. Young, très chic, cooks divine nouvelle cuisine. Her husband is a hunk – tall, fair, great bones, classic good looks.’ Lynn rolled her eyes in a mock swoon as the elevator came to a stop on the second floor, or in English terminology the first floor, the one above the ground floor. She led us down the hall, up a step, to the right, then down a step and around a corner.

‘We shall need a trail of breadcrumbs,’ said Alan mildly. ‘Do you mean to tell me one man looks after this entire sprawling house? Because I won’t believe you.’

‘Mr Bates – note the Mister, please, he doesn’t like to be called Bates or whatever his first name is. And he doesn’t look after the house at all, except for maintenance jobs, plumbing and electric and so on. There’s a cleaning service that comes in for the dusting and scrubbing and all that, and a lawn and garden service for the grounds. Mr Bates supervises – in grand fashion, I might add.’

‘And voilà, the servant problem is solved,’ I commented, slightly out of breath. ‘It must cost a small fortune.’

‘Probably, but Jim Moynihan still has a biggish fortune, so it’s all right. And here we are, finally. I had Joyce put you in one of the Tudor bedrooms. I thought you’d like sleeping where Queen Elizabeth might very well have slept, once upon a very long time ago.’ She opened the door.

‘QE One, that would be— oh!’ My first sight of the room took my breath away.

This wasn’t fake Tudor, ‘stockbroker Tudor’ as the English sneeringly used to call it. This was the real thing, a room created or at least redecorated when the first Elizabeth sat on the throne. The walls were panelled in carved oak, the linenfold panelling so often seen in the stately homes I had visited. Everything else was carved, too – the fireplace in stone, the ceiling in elaborate plasterwork. The casement windows had tiny diamond panes, and the floor was made of wide oak planks darkened to near-black over the centuries.

‘Wow!’ I said brilliantly.

Lynn grinned. ‘There are no words, are there? And this,’ she said, opening a concealed door in one corner, ‘is not the priest’s hole or the powder closet – though it certainly may once have been one or the other – but your very own bathroom. Joyce and Jim remodelled them all – after months of delays getting planning permission, I might add – and all done in the very latest American-style plumbing. Yours has a whirlpool bath, with steps to get into it.’

I sank into a chair by the fire, which was blazing away. ‘I’ve fallen into a dream of paradise. Don’t anybody wake me up.’

‘Told you you’d like it,’ said Lynn triumphantly, and left us to get settled.

I walked over to the window. Alan came to stand beside me, and we looked out on to one of the most beautiful landscapes I’ve ever seen. A broad stone terrace next to the house gave way to a sloping lawn, the kind of lawn I’d never seen anywhere but in England – lush, green, and perfectly smooth. I remembered reading, somewhere, someone’s recipe for the perfect lawn: You plant grass, and then mow and roll it for four hundred years.

The rain had stopped for a bit, mercifully, and the clouds had thinned enough to let colours assert themselves. To one side, flower gardens were still brilliant with chrysanthemums and asters, though the roses were getting sparse. In the middle distance, perhaps a hundred yards from the house, shrubs and a pond gave way to taller trees, oak and ash and some I didn’t recognize. A path wound through the plantings down to a silver river on which a few swans floated, pale and graceful, their feathers ruffled now and then by the rising wind.

‘“This scepter’d isle”,’ my husband quoted softly, ‘“...this other Eden, demi-paradise... this precious stone set in the silver sea...”’

‘Mmm. Or, as we crass Americans have been known to put it, this is what God would do if He had money. No wonder the Moynihans love it here. The view alone is worth however many million pounds they paid for the place. And Joyce is a perfect dear. You were right, Alan – as is your irritating habit. I’m going to have a good time here.’

I took a long, luxurious bath in the wonderful tub. I hadn’t been able to get in and out of a regular tub in ages, what with the bad knees, so I was especially grateful for the steps.

‘You’re going to turn to a prune, love,’ Alan said finally. ‘Besides, tea awaits, and I’m feeling rather peckish.’

So I reluctantly got out, dressed, and found my cane, and we set out in search of a staircase to take us down to tea.

Alan has an excellent bump of direction, which is a good thing, because I have virtually none. Give me a map and I can find anything. Without it I’m hopeless. I paused in the hallway. ‘This way?’ I said tentatively, pointing to the left.

‘No, to the right, I’d think. We didn’t pass any stairs on our way from the lift, so it must be on down the corridor.’ And of course he was right – again. The next little jog brought us to a somewhat more modern part of the house and a grand staircase down to the entrance hall. ‘Georgian?’ I ventured, looking at pillars and pilasters, marble and polished stone.

‘Well done, my dear! Basically Georgian, modified a trifle so as to blend in with the rest of the house. I imagine this part was redone when a particularly prosperous owner began to entertain largely, and wanted to show off. The place must have an interesting history, though the Internet didn’t mention much.’

‘Aha! You did look it up! Well, I’ll just bet our hosts are dying to give us all the details. I tell everybody about our house, and it’s not at all in the same league.’ Monkswell Lodge, the house where Alan and I live in Sherebury, was built in the early 1600s as a gatehouse for the man who bought what used to be Sherebury Abbey before Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries. It’s a wonderful house and we love it, but it’s always been a modest dwelling. Branston Abbey was a showplace.

The stairs were broad and shallow, easy even for my not-quite-perfect knees. They were feeling better, anyway, after my bath. The house was, true to Lynn’s word, filled with a gentle warmth that spoke of efficient central heating, and when we followed the sound of voices to what was probably called the drawing room, we found the fire lit and the temperature almost too warm. Several people were gathered in the room, chatting and drinking various beverages.

‘There you are,’ called Joyce. ‘Found your way, I see. I keep meaning to have maps of the house printed up, but I keep forgetting. It really isn’t complicated, anyway, once you figure out the basic plan. So sit and have some tea – or whatever you’d prefer – and let me introduce everybody.’

Evidently the kitchen crisis had been solved. The meal laid out on several trays was an elaborate, Ritz-style spread of the kind I didn’t know anyone ever did in private homes these days. Alan and I sat down next to Lynn and Tom, and I looked dubiously at the array of sandwiches and scones and cakes. ‘It’s all right, D.,’ said Tom, sotto voce. ‘Dinner isn’t till eight. Eat all you want.’

Well, I wasn’t going to do that. I engage in a perpetual struggle with my love of carbohydrates. Besides, I’d lost some weight after my surgery, and I didn’t want to gain it all back. But I accepted a cup of tea from my hostess – ‘Yes, milk and two lumps, please’ – and took a couple of tiny sandwiches and a scone. Lunch was a distant memory, and I was truly hungry.

‘Now, let me introduce you to everyone,’ said Joyce, when we’d eaten and drunk our fill. ‘You know Tom and Lynn. And this is my husband, Jim. Jim, this is Dorothy Martin and her husband Alan Nesbitt. We’ll all have to behave ourselves this weekend; Alan’s a retired police VIP.’

My husband, who was a chief constable for many years, was used to this kind of remark and took it with equanimity. Jim Moynihan smiled and hoisted a teacup in salute, as another, very graceful and good-looking man approached.

‘And I, my dear lady, cannot wait another moment to meet you. Michael Leonev, at your service.’ He pronounced it Mee-kha-ail, but his accent reminded me of the Beatles and his hair was blond. I must have looked sceptical, because he took my hand, kissed it, and grinned. ‘Between you and me, luv, Mike Leonard from Liverpool, but all the best dancers are Russian, so—’

‘Royal Ballet,’ I said, a faint memory surfacing. ‘Swan Lake. I saw the reviews, though I didn’t get to town to see a performance.’

‘Yes, well, next time I hope to do Siegfried, but Von Rothbart isn’t a bad role. More acting than dancing, actually, and usually done by someone much older.’ Mike, or Michael, frowned, which was unwise. Lines appeared that made me wonder if he was really too young to play the evil sorcerer, but then he gave me a winsome smile and looked like a boy again.

Joyce deftly disengaged us and led us to the two men sitting in front of the fire, who rose as we approached. The smaller one extended his hand. ‘Ed Walinski. Glad to meet you.’

‘You’re American!’ I said, pleased. He looked the part, too. He was dressed like most of the men in slacks and a sweater, but the clothes looked more Brooks Brothers than Savile Row. Of modest height, he nevertheless looked as if he could hold his own against most challengers. At the moment, though, his round face was creased in a smile.

‘Of Polish descent, with a touch of Irish and some German somewhere. And that’s about as American as they come!’

‘Ed’s going to do a book about this house,’ said Joyce with obvious pride. ‘We’re very excited, because no one’s ever done a proper history of the place, and certainly not an illustrated one.’

‘Oh, how stupid of me!’ I slapped my forehead. ‘You’re that Walinski – the photographer! I’ve admired your work for years, and your narratives are just as good as your pictures. Are you going to take pictures of the fireworks?’

‘Sure! Fireworks over that roofline – wow! And I can afford to waste shots – I brought tons of film.’

‘You’re not a convert to digital, then?’

‘Yeah, for some things. Snapshots, Bertha-in-front-of-the-Parthenon, that kind of junk. And I use it for test shots, to make absolutely sure the picture’s set up right. I’ll use it for the preliminary house shots a lot, because that’s going to be tricky, particularly those gargoyles. I may have to spend the whole weekend just figuring out how to get up there for a good shot.’

‘No, you won’t,’ said Joyce firmly. ‘Aside from the pyrotechnics, you’re going to spend the weekend having a good time and getting to know the house a little. And Mr Upshawe, here, is going to help. Dorothy and Alan, meet Laurence Upshawe, the former owner of Branston Abbey.’

Upshawe, tall, thin, graying at the temples and looking almost too much like an English landowner, gravely shook our hands.

‘Oh, my, how could you ever bear to sell such a wonderful place?’ I gushed, and then could have kicked myself. If the man had had to part with his ancestral home to pay death duties or something awful like that...

But he smiled. ‘You mustn’t think it was a frightful sacrifice, or anything of that sort. Actually, you know, I didn’t grow up here, and I was never terribly fond of the house. Branston Abbey belonged to my father’s cousin. My father inherited it because his cousin’s son died quite young, and Father was the next in line. The estate was entailed then, you see, and Father was thrilled when it came to him. He had visited the place often as a child, and he loved every gable and gargoyle with quite an unreasonable passion. But entail’s been done away with, so when my father left the house to me, I was free to do with it as I liked.’

‘And what you liked was to sell it to the Moynihans and go to – Australia, was it?’

‘New Zealand,’ he said with the patient air of one who grows tired of explaining the differences between two widely separated countries. ‘But in point of fact, I sold Branston Abbey—’

He was interrupted when the door to the room was flung open and a couple marched in, puffing and stamping and complaining noisily.

The woman wore several layers of sweaters. The top one looked expensive, as did her wool slacks, but the net effect was lumpy and shapeless. The man was dressed in a red plaid flannel shirt over a rather dirty yellow sweatshirt, over a black turtleneck, with goodness knows what underneath that. His pants were liberally splashed with mud, as were his L.L. Bean boots. He had in one corner of his mouth a large cigar from which issued a cloud of foul smoke.

‘Holy shit, tea you’re drinking!’ he roared, removing the cigar for a moment. ‘That stuff’s for old grannies and pansies. Gimme some Scotch, Jim. It’s cold enough out there to freeze the balls off a brass monkey. Why anybody lives in this godforsaken country’s beyond me, let alone in a draughty old wreck like this. Cheers, everybody.’ He drank down at a gulp half the stiff drink Jim had silently handed him, while the rest of us sat dumb.

Joyce cleared her throat. ‘Dorothy and Alan, my sister Julie Harrison and her husband Dave.’


TWO

The party broke up quickly after that. Alan left with the photographer, after getting my assurance that I’d much rather the two of them toured the house without me. The dancer, whose eyebrows had risen nearly into his hair, did an elaborate stage shrug and performed a neat series of pirouettes out the door. Upshawe murmured something inaudible and drifted away, and I had only a moment to wish I’d gone with Alan and the photographer, after all, when Tom took me on one arm and Lynn by the other. ‘The ladies are tired, Joyce. I’m sure you’ll excuse us.’

‘I’m not in the least tired,’ I said when we were out of there. ‘But thanks for rescuing me. I couldn’t figure out how to escape tactfully.’

Lynn sighed. ‘Tact isn’t really necessary anymore. Joyce is used to Dave and the effect he has on civilized people.’

‘And she’s thoroughly fed up with him,’ added Tom. ‘Are you up to the stairs, D., or do you want to use the lift? I warn you, you have to go back through the drawing room to get there.’

‘The stairs, by all means. They’re not at all steep, and up is always easier than down, and I wouldn’t go back in there if the alternative was climbing to the top of the Statue of Liberty. Is he always like that, or is he drunk?’

‘Not drunk yet, probably, but he soon will be,’ said Tom. ‘And yes, he’s always like that, drunk or sober. I met him something over twenty-four hours ago, and the acquaintance has already been about a week too long. And his wife is just as bad.’

‘Oh?’ I said. ‘She didn’t say a word in there.’

‘She will,’ said Lynn, and I had seldom heard her sound so cool. ‘She’s a whiner, not a blowhard. She’ll be launched by now on a steady trickle of complaint about weak tea, dry sandwiches, the wrong kind of jam tarts, and hard chairs. I’m sure she’ll throw in a few jabs about the village, too. The essential message will be, if it’s English, it’s inferior. Dave agrees, but louder.’

‘So why did they come to visit, if they hate it so much?’ I had reached the top of the stairs and could stop concentrating on making my knees do what they were supposed to.

‘We haven’t figured that out yet,’ said Tom. ‘You still need an arm?’

I shook my head.

‘We thought at first,’ said Lynn, ‘that they came to sponge on Joyce and Jim. But Dave keeps telling everyone how rich he is, how he could afford to retire young because he was smarter in business than everybody else. So either he’s lying or there’s some other reason they’re here. I don’t know how Joyce and Jim put up with them.’

‘Jim isn’t going to, much longer,’ said Tom. ‘I overheard him—’ he looked around and lowered his voice, ‘talking to Joyce earlier this afternoon, and he’s about had it. Says they can stay through the weekend, because of the big doings on the fifth, but after that he’s kicking them out. I think he’ll do it, too. I got the idea, from the tone of the conversation, that the two sisters have never hit it off, and one reason the Moynihans moved to England was to get away from the Harrisons. So I suspect he’ll happily give them their walking papers.’

We had reached our bedroom. ‘Let’s go in and have some privacy,’ I suggested. ‘I guess there aren’t servants listening in every corner, like in the old books, but I’d feel more comfortable behind a good solid door.’

We settled in front of the fire and Tom found some sherry in a cupboard. ‘Good hosts,’ he said, pouring us each a glass. ‘They think of everything for a guest’s comfort.’

‘Dorothy, it’s pathetic,’ said Lynn. ‘Joyce and Jim are so proud of their house. They’ve put so much time and effort into fixing it up – and money, my word, tons of money. Everything was to look authentic, but at the same time be modern and labour-saving. They went so far as to take out a perfectly good Aga, because it was an old solid-fuel one Joyce wasn’t sure she could make work right, and put in a state-of-the-art electric one – but specially designed to look just like the old ones. They wanted this first big party to be perfect. I gather they’ve been planning every detail for weeks. And then a couple of days ago sister Julie barged in with her impossible husband and went about alienating everybody in the house. Joyce was in a rage this morning over Dave’s criticisms of the house. He doesn’t know a thing about the subject, but that doesn’t keep him from holding forth. And Julie saw Mike yesterday making eyes at Laurence—’

‘I forget who Laurence is.’

‘Upshawe, who used to own the place. Such a nice, easygoing man, and absolutely brilliant – he’s a retired surgeon. And good-looking, even if he’s not very young. Anyway, Julie saw them, and made the most awful remarks. I won’t even repeat them, they’re so foul, but let’s just say they represented her views about gays, foreigners, dancers, and the English in general. And Laurence, poor dear, isn’t in the least interested, but he’s kind, and didn’t tell Mike to go peddle his papers. But Julie went straight to Joyce to tell her all about it.’

‘I’ll bet she just laughed. She looks like the unflappable sort.’

‘Well, she didn’t take it seriously – not in one sense. But she was upset all the same, because of Julie’s sheer malice. Julie actually tried to get Joyce to kick Mike out of the house for “flagrantly immoral behaviour”.’

‘When all he did was look at the man?’

‘That’s all. And half of that might have been acting. Mike’s a trifle... dramatic.’

Some of my sherry went down the wrong way. ‘Yes, I’d noticed,’ I said when I could speak again. ‘A necessity in his profession, I’d have thought. And anyway, who cares, nowadays? Well, it’s all going to make for an uncomfortable weekend. I wonder if we—’

‘Oh, Dorothy, don’t think of leaving! For one thing, Tom and I need someone to talk to if everyone else stops speaking to anyone. For another, Joyce is almost at her wits’ end, and you and Alan can be counted on to behave yourselves. Besides, everyone is interesting except the Horrible Harrisons.’

‘I’d say Dave Harrison was interesting,’ said Tom thoughtfully. ‘In the sense of the old Chinese curse.’

‘It’s a strange mixture, certainly,’ I said, relaxing as the sherry took hold. ‘For an English country-house weekend, there’s a remarkable shortage of Brits. Let’s see.’ I began counting on my fingers ‘Two, four, six, seven Americans – no, eight, I forgot Walinski, the famous photographer – and just three Englishmen, the dancer – Mike – and Laurence Upshawe, and Alan. Oh, and the Bateses.’

Alan came in just then. ‘Someone taking my name in vain? I’ll have one of those, Tom, if you’re pouring.’

Tom poured Alan’s sherry and then went to put more wood on the fire, and I stretched my legs out to unkink my knees. ‘So did you enjoy your tour of the house, love? You weren’t very long about it.’

Alan took a sip of his sherry. ‘The tour was curtailed by Mr Harrison, whom we encountered in the oldest part of the house, the only remaining part of the original Abbey. He imparted a great deal of misinformation about the building materials, style, and construction methods of the period, contrasting them unfavourably to the... er... dwellings he was responsible for building before he retired from business. I believe he called them “manufactured homes”. It seems an odd term.’

I shook my head in disbelief. ‘They’re houses built in trailer factories, using many of the same materials and methods. They aren’t bad-looking, some of them, but they tend to crumple like paper in bad storms like tornadoes and hurricanes. The mind boggles at the idea of comparing them with a building that’s stood for – what? – seven hundred years.’

‘That, in rather more colourful language, was what Walinski said. The disagreement became rather heated, whereupon Walinski called Harrison a damned idiot and punched him in the nose.’ Alan tossed a handful of cashews into his mouth.

‘He hit him?’ I said in disbelief. ‘What did you do?’

‘The man didn’t seem to be in need of medical attention. So I shook Walinski’s hand – gently, in case he had injured it on the idiot’s face – and found my way back here.’

Lynn broke into song. ‘“Hooray and hallelujah, you had it comin’ to ya”,’ she carolled. ‘I mean he had it coming, but it doesn’t rhyme that way. Anyway –’ she raised her glass – ‘here’s to Ed Walinski and his strong right hand.’

Alan grinned. ‘I might have done it myself if Walinski hadn’t got his licks in first. More sherry, anyone?’

After Lynn and Tom left, I put my feet up for a few minutes with ice-packs on the knees, which were protesting a little about recent activity. But I was restless, and it still wasn’t anywhere near time to get ready for dinner. ‘Do you suppose,’ I said to Alan, who was absorbed in The Times crossword puzzle, ‘that it’s safe to wander around and explore a little? I really, really don’t want to run into either of the Horrible Harrisons.’

‘He’s probably retired with aspirin and a case of the sulks. That blow to the nose was painful, and when he fell he hit his head against an oak door jamb. As to his wife, I couldn’t say.’

‘I think I’ll chance it. Coming with me?’

‘Thanks, I’ll finish this, if you can cope on your own. What on earth can they mean by “He touches with a pot, pleadingly”?’

I thought a minute. ‘How many letters?’

‘Ten, beginning with a P., I think.’

‘Eureka! I finally got one. Panhandler.’

‘Hmm. It fits, but what’s a panhandler when it’s at home?’

‘A beggar. An American term. Pot equals pan. Touch equals handle, and also ask for money, and the whole thing means pleading. Ta-da!’

I’m no good at the English ‘cryptic’ crosswords, so I was ridiculously pleased to have solved a clue Alan couldn’t. He grinned and saluted as I picked up my cane and left the room.

I walked, carefully, down the beautiful Georgian staircase and turned right, since I had seen nothing of that side of the house, the oldest part, if my vague idea of the layout was correct. Leading out of the entrance hall was a lovely panelled door, with an elaborate cornice over it and a massive bronze door knob. I turned it, pushed the door back, and stepped into a different world.

This had surely been part of the cloister of the old abbey. It was now an enclosed hallway, dimly lit. Arched windows on my left looked out on the gloomy November afternoon. Darkness had fallen early, as it is wont to do in the autumn in these northern latitudes. (The coming of short days still catches me by surprise in my adopted country. Because of England’s mild climate, Americans tend to forget that all of the UK lies farther north than any point of the Lower Forty-Eight.)

By the light of a lamp outside, I could see through the diamond panes the shadows of trees and bushes, tossed fitfully back and forth by the increasing wind. Above me, the fan-vaulted roof stretched ahead perhaps forty feet to another doorway, this one pure Gothic, with a pointed arch.

On my right, small but sturdy buttresses supported a wall pierced by two similar arched doorways. The door in the nearer one was slightly ajar, and through it I heard voices.

The male voice was loud and bombastic. I would have recognized Dave Harrison anywhere. I hadn’t heard Julie speak, but I assumed the petulant female voice was hers. Alan had guessed wrong. They were up and about, and in foul moods, and their bitter quarrel was getting closer to the door.

I loathe embarrassing encounters, but all the escape routes were too far away for a person with healing knees, so I took the coward’s way out. Sliding behind one of the buttresses to wait in the shadows until they had left, I hoped devoutly that they wouldn’t glance my way.

‘...why we had to come to this pile of garbage in the first place! There isn’t even a TV in our room. And the food!’

They were in the doorway now, their shadows bulking large in the light from the room.

‘Well, we didn’t come to watch TV,’ said Dave, ‘so just shut up about it. And you could stand to lose a few pounds, babe.’

‘Me!’ Julie’s voice rose to nearly a shriek. ‘What about that beer belly of yours? And you put away Jim’s Scotch just fine. With no ice, yet. God, I hate this place.’

‘Keep your voice down! Do you want your sister to hear? You came, sweet cakes, for a loving family visit, and don’t you forget it. And we’re staying till we get what we want. And till I get even with that dumb Polack!’ The last came out in a vicious whisper, as they moved past me up the hallway toward the main house.

Once I heard the connecting door open and close, I breathed again and moved on down the corridor. But as I explored the old abbey rooms, I wondered mightily. The Harrisons could have bickered and complained anywhere. Why had they chosen Branston Abbey?


THREE

I had been unsure about the clothes I would need for the weekend. ‘Are we going to have to dress for dinner?’ I had asked Alan, and he’d been mildly amused.

‘Only as formally as you’d dress for a meal at a good restaurant. I shall certainly not take my dress suit.’

So it was a ‘little black dress’ I wore that first night, with a pair of small diamond earrings Alan had given me one Christmas, and a string of pearls. I regretfully left my frivolous black cocktail hat in its box. I may be the last hat wearer in the UK, barring the Queen, but there are limits to what one can get by with in a private house.

We gathered in the drawing room for a pre-dinner drink, and my hopes that the Harrisons would absent themselves were immediately dashed. There they were, standing by the fireplace. Julie’s dress was of gorgeous dark green satin, well-cut, but not quite concealing those extra pounds Dave had mentioned. Still, she looked quite nice, and would have looked nicer if her face had not been set in a scowl. Dave, with a large Band-Aid across his nose and two black eyes beginning to develop, was waving a glass of Scotch around as he lectured Jim Moynihan on something or other. Plainly the drink was not his first since he left the cloister. His speech was slurred and his discourse rambling enough to be incomprehensible.

‘You said he hit his head,’ I said to Alan in an undertone. ‘Should he be drinking?’

‘Probably not. Are you going to tell him so?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Someone should. But no, I’m not brave enough. Besides, if he passes out he’ll be a lot less trouble for everybody.’

‘The sentiment does not do you credit, love. I agree with it wholeheartedly.’ He handed me a glass of sherry from a tray, and took one himself.

The slurred voice rose higher. ‘Be damned if I will! Came to this fuckin’ place and I’m not goin’ home till I get—’

His wife’s shrill voice rose over his. ‘Shut up, Dave! You’re drunk and sounding like an ass!’ She removed the glass from his hand and threw its contents into his face.

He turned to her, his face alarmingly red, his mouth opening and closing rather like a fish. Jim took a large handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to Dave. ‘You’d better mop up, pal. Then we’ll send a tray up to your room. Julie, you’ll look after him, I’m sure.’

Julie looked rebellious for a moment, then shrugged. ‘He’ll pass out in a minute or two, anyway. And be better company, at that, than this mouldy bunch.’ She stalked out of the room.

‘Mr Bates, would you help Mr Harrison to his room, please?’ Joyce took over smoothly. ‘I’m afraid he’s not feeling very well. And if Mrs Bates could prepare a dinner tray for them?’

It seemed as if the entire room breathed a collective sigh of relief as the butler seized Dave in a firm grip and ‘helped’ him out of the room. Certainly Joyce took a deep breath before she smiled and addressed us all.

‘Sorry about that,’ she said. ‘Dave drinks a little more than he should, from time to time, but I’m sure he’ll be fine. Now some of you haven’t met our other dinner guests. Dorothy, Alan, this is the vicar, Paul Leatherbury. And this lovely lady is, believe it or not, our village solicitor, Pat Heseltine. Pat, meet Dorothy Martin and her husband Alan Nesbitt.’

Pat Heseltine resembled my idea of an English solicitor approximately as a peacock resembles a mouse. Perhaps fifty, she still had a perfect figure and smooth, creamy skin. She was poured into a little gold number that must have set her back hundreds and hundreds of pounds. It set off her flaming red hair beautifully. She wore no jewellery, and didn’t need it.

My dear husband’s eyes widened. He took her hand and held it, in my opinion, just a moment too long.

‘Good evening,’ I said, with a smile that, despite my best efforts, was a little stiff. I trust my husband completely, but this woman could tempt a celibate saint.

‘Don’t worry, luv,’ said the vision in a voice of whiskey and honey, winking at me. ‘They all do it – doesn’t mean a thing.’

I responded with a meaningless smile and turned with some polite remark to the vicar. We were interrupted by a strident, discordant clamour from outside the room. I nearly dropped my sherry glass, and all conversation stopped.

Joyce looked mischievous. ‘The dinner gong, ladies and gentlemen. I believe dinner is served!’

There were no empty places at the table. Evidently the efficient Mr Bates had removed those assigned to the Horrible Harrisons. I did a quick count as we walked into the room and nudged Alan. ‘Eleven of us at table,’ I whispered. ‘There would have been thirteen with the Harrisons. Isn’t there some kind of English superstition about that?’

‘Then it’s a good thing they’re not here. For more than one reason.’ He grinned at me before we were separated by our hostess.

In the old days husbands and wives were never allowed to sit together at table. The Moynihans were sticking to tradition, so I found myself, quite happily, between Ed Walinski and Mr Upshawe, with Lynn, the vicar, and Mike Leonard across from us, and the Andersons, Pat Heseltine, and Alan scattered about on either side. I wasn’t altogether happy that Pat and Alan were seated next to each other, but the woman had to sit somewhere, I supposed. Given our uneven numbers, there were too many men sitting next to each other. Jim Moynihan sat at the head of the table and Joyce at the foot.

For a little while I had no attention to spare for anything except my dinner. If I’d thought about it at all, I had expected decent food, but not like this. We started with a consommé julienne, none of whose ingredients had ever seen a tin. The fish was a morsel of perfectly cooked sole Bonne Femme, followed by chicken in some sort of creamy cheese sauce, accompanied by perfectly cooked vegetables. I had got to the salad course before I became interested in any conversation that didn’t involve passing the butter or accepting a little more wine.

‘I know almost nothing about the history of this amazing house,’ I said to Mr Upshawe, ‘except that it was obviously once an abbey. Did your family live in it for a long time?’

‘Well, my father was the first one in my immediate family to live here,’ he said, ‘and his cousin’s family not for very long, in relative terms. They bought the house in... 1843, I think it was – when the Branston line ran out. Now the Branstons had lived here for centuries, literally. Henry VIII gave the original Lord Branston the Abbey property, and incidentally the title, for “services rendered to the crown”. Nobody knows exactly what those services were, but I gather tradition tended to believe they were of a salacious nature. Old Henry was a bit of a Jack the Lad, as I expect you know.’

‘What’s a “Jack the Lad”?’ asked the photographer.

‘Oh, sorry. Let’s see... a rip, a roué, a rogue.’

‘A Royal Rascal,’ Ed contributed.

‘In short,’ I said, ‘a man who does exactly as he pleases. Which would fit Henry, all right. Although all I really know about him, come to think of it, is that he had six wives and murdered two of them.’

‘Please! Beheaded them. Judicial murder.’

‘Oh, yes. I stand corrected. It does make a tremendous difference. Especially to the victim.’

‘Who should have tried to keep her head,’ Ed put in. I was beginning to warm to this man.

Laurence Upshawe laughed and held up his hands. ‘I’m not here to defend Henry. He would need far better counsel for the defence than I. And how did we get started on him anyway?’

‘The house,’ I prompted. ‘He gave it to Lord Branston for services rendered.’

‘Oh, yes. In fifteen-something. And it remained in Branston hands for three-hundred-odd years, until there were no Branstons left and my great-great – I forget how many greats – uncle bought it. By that time it was pretty much the hodgepodge you see now, except for the Gothick and Regency touches, which were added by the first couple of Upshawe generations.’

‘For which,’ put in Joyce Moynihan, ‘they are either blessed or cursed, depending on whether you prefer your architecture pure or fun.’

‘“Pure” was past praying for at that point,’ said Upshawe with a chuckle. ‘The old chaps who built the place wouldn’t have known it by the time my family took possession.’

‘The monks didn’t approve of such monk-ey shines?’ That was Ed. We all groaned appreciatively.

‘The resident ghosts apparently took it in their stride,’ said Upshawe amiably. ‘If ghosts can be said to have a stride.’

‘In their glide,’ suggested Ed.

‘Exactly. But the County didn’t like us, ghosts to the contrary notwithstanding. We were called the “Upstarts” for years, my father told me, and even now I think there’s some feeling in the village that we’re incomers. In any case, the Vicar could probably tell you a great deal more about the history of the house than I can.’

‘Then the vicar’s the man I need,’ said Ed. He looked across the table, but the vicar was deep in conversation with Jim Moynihan. ‘Tomorrow,’ said Ed.

‘I want to know about the ghosts.’ I turned back to Upshawe.

‘Well, again, I don’t actually know much about them. No one’s ever seen them, so far as I know. Certainly I never have. I will admit there’s an odd feeling about some of the rooms occasionally, especially in the cloisters and on the second floor. That is, the third floor to you Americans. We never used those bedrooms much, for some reason. And there used to be a story in the village about strange noises, but I don’t know that I give much credence to it. I’m something of an agnostic when it comes to ghosts.’

‘But surely, in a house this old, where people have given birth, and died, and lived happily and unhappily for centuries, there would be plenty of reasons for restless spirits, or at least an atmosphere,’ I argued. ‘I’m inclined to believe in ghosts. In England, anyway. Not in America so much. We’re too young a country to have really old houses. Partly because we tear them down before they have a chance to turn into something amazing like this place.’

‘“Amazing” is the word, certainly. Some would call the whole place a travesty,’ said Upshawe apologetically.

‘Interesting, though. You gotta admit there’s nothing boring about this heap,’ said Ed, serious for a change. ‘I can’t wait to get started with the pictures tomorrow. Something different, everywhere you look.’

Alan left off his conversation with the delectable Pat to say, ‘Dorothy and I may go with you, if you’ve no objection. We thought of going on a sort of treasure hunt for architectural oddities. I agree with you about the house, Ed, but it wouldn’t appeal to a purist.’

‘Nor,’ said Mike, the dancer, with a malicious smile, ‘to our American visitors the Hor— the Harrisons. One does hope their views do not prevail. I heard Mr Harrison say, this afternoon, that the entire structure – “the whole damned place” was the charming way he put it – should be levelled, and a modern resort hotel built on the site. The better, one gathers, to attract tourists, despoil the countryside, ruin the village, and make millions.’

‘My brother-in-law’s opinions,’ said Joyce calmly, ‘are often somewhat... peculiar. Jim and I usually pay no attention. This is, in any case, a listed building, and therefore untouchable. You cannot imagine the hoops we had to jump through just to get planning permission to modernize the bathrooms, and add a few. More wine, anyone?’

We were nearly all suppressing yawns by the time we’d finished an amazing orange soufflé and refused (most of us) Stilton and biscuits. Those who cared for after-dinner coffee had it in front of the drawing room fire, with drinks available for those who wanted a nightcap.

The miserable weather had returned, with rain falling in torrents. I turned to the vicar, who sipped his pale whiskey and soda in the armchair next to me. ‘You’re going to get terribly wet going home, if this keeps up,’

‘I’ve accepted Mrs Moynihan’s kind invitation to stay the night,’ he said placidly, ‘as, I believe, has Miss Heseltine. In the words of the immortal W.C. Fields, “It ain’t a fit night out for man nor beast”.’ His English-accented version of the famous line set me into such a fit of laughter that I developed hiccups and had to be slapped on the back.

No one lingered long. It was a night for snuggling down under the covers, and besides, ‘We’re all afraid the Horrible Harrisons will show up again,’ said Lynn in an undertone as she and Tom left the drawing room with Alan and me.

I yawned. ‘I think Dave’s out for the count, but you’re right. The mere possibility casts a pall. Let’s just hope his hangover is bad enough to keep him in bed late tomorrow.’

‘Amen,’ said Alan piously, and we trooped upstairs to bed.
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