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The rain was only a fine mist now, but the sky promised more. The unrelieved grayness had pursued the car all the way from Cheveley Magna with a tenacity that might have seemed oppressive had the driver been inclined to look upon nature as a giver of omens. That, however, was not the case. The leaden clouds pressing down like a vault upon the fast-moving landscape was, like the rain slicking up the road, no more than a passing and insignificant impression. It was only the destination that mattered now – and what was being left behind. 

The wreckage of well-laid plans – those plans which had come so very close to fruition – was, henceforth, no longer a concern. What had been possible to salvage had been salvaged; less, perhaps, than hoped but enough to lend a rosy tint to the beckoning horizon. The police were welcome to the rest: lies, secrets, bodies, and all. Let them make of it what they would. In a few hours, the past would be another continent. A small, faintly bitter smile tugged at the corner of the driver's mouth.

A pity all the same… 

Yet regret was a useless emotion. It could not change the hand already played, nor improve one’s odds in the next round. It was the bold whom fortune favored, not the regretful. The hands tightened their grip on the steering wheel.

Let the storm come; the course was all set to fair.

 



  Chapter 1

Preparations For a Party
[image: ]

The morning room at Cheveley Manor was filled with sunlight and birdsong, which pleased Edith Marchmont, who had very definite ideas about what an English summer should offer: ideal weather for gardening and garden parties, brisk mornings and pleasantly cool evenings, and only as much rain as her roses required, preferably falling only at night. That week, more than usual, it was critical that nature should fall in line with Edith’s requirements; on Sunday, Cheveley Manor was set to host its most important party of the year: a garden fête in honor of Richard Marchmont’s eighty-fifth birthday. A giant among his fellow City financiers, Richard was practically a god to his family – mostly loved, sometimes feared, frequently importuned. This, he did not seem to mind. Edith, who had lived with her uncle for many years and knew his character better than anyone, thought he rather enjoyed it. As far as family tyrants went, Richard was not especially savage. Few things gave him more pleasure than facilitating his relatives’ happiness, provided they did not find it necessary to contradict his notions of what their happiness entailed. Richard’s temper, once indisposed, being decidedly difficult to soothe, Edith generally found it more expedient to fall in line with his opinions than attempt to sway them. Decades of experience had made her adept at keeping Cheveley Manor’s affairs arranged to his satisfaction but, on occasion, conflagrations arose to challenge even her considerable talents. Such was the case now. 

Richard was keen on celebrating birthdays, seeing them as a perfect opportunity to gather people around him and inflict upon them his idea of a good time, but organizing a party equal to his expectations was, for once, the least of Edith’s worries. On the heels of a series of family quarrels, the weekend held decidedly modest prospects for merriment. Several of the younger Marchmonts, a fractious lot at the best of times, had taken it into their heads to embark upon what, as far as Richard was concerned, amounted to flagrant mutiny. Take Stella. She had got herself engaged to the most unsuitable young man and then insisted on telling Richard about it. Stella was altogether too young to get engaged, and Edith suspected she’d only done it from an excess of Marchmont stubbornness after Richard had made it plain, in no uncertain terms, that he considered Raoul Lagarde a good-for-nothing scoundrel not fit to escort his granddaughter to a dinner party, much less the altar. 

On this point, Edith was entirely in agreement with her uncle. Mr. Lagarde was, without question, an unsuitable match for any sensible girl. Certainly, he had an attractive countenance and charming manners. This was to be expected of a man whose lifestyle suggested a fondness for nice things and an aversion to employment. Edith did not begrudge her niece a flirtation with Mr. Lagarde, quite prepared to believe that the experience would be jolly good fun, but marriage was an entirely different matter. Fun was alright provided it was harmless, and marriage to a man like Mr. Lagarde would be anything but. If Stella went through with it, the Marchmont name would undoubtedly end up being dragged through the newspapers and the court – a thing too awful to be contemplated. On this, too, Edith was entirely in agreement with Richard. Someone had to talk sense into the girl! She had hoped that someone might be Philip – sensible advice being something an older brother ought to be counted upon to provide – but alas, so far, he had demonstrated a most irritating reluctance to intervene. It had taken all of Edith’s diplomatic skill to get Stella to agree, with undisguised bad humour, to come down from London for Richard’s birthday party, and Edith was still not certain if the girl intended to follow through on that promise. If she did not, Richard was sure to take her absence as an unforgivable insult, and Edith shuddered to think of the consequences. She wondered if it was too late to ring Stella’s flat and remind her that it was quite out of the question that she should miss her grandfather’s birthday party.

Should I also say something about that Lagarde fellow? Better not – surely Stella isn’t mad enough to think of bringing him here this weekend.

Glancing at the clock on her desk, Edith decided against telephoning; it was already nearly eleven, and Stella would already be on her way to the train station. She would come. Headstrong as she was, Stella knew not to push Richard too far. Edith hoped the same still held true of her other niece and nephew. 

The fact that Angela, who had promised to come to Cheveley Manor that morning to help her with the preparations for the fête, had not yet turned up, was not a promising sign that she, or her brother Laurence, were minded to put aside their grievances with Richard for the sake of the festivities. Edith was not unsympathetic. That a young man like Laurence – no less a chip off the headstrong Marchmont block than Stella – might resent being beholden to his great-uncle’s purse-strings, she could understand, knowing a little of what it was like to have to follow advice one didn’t much like. That such resentment should breed the occasional quarrel was also understandable. Had it not been so inconveniently timed, Edith might not have begrudged her nephew his current insurrection. 

It had begun a few weeks earlier, when Richard had informed Laurence that he was planning to lease some land on the outskirts of the village to a company that proposed to operate a car garage and petrol station. There was a good deal of money to be made from the venture, it seemed, though Edith didn’t understand why motorcars should be encouraged to stop at Cheveley Magna. The problem was that Laurence believed the land to be his and persisted in claiming it as such even after being shown the sale deed by which his father had relinquished ownership to Richard. Privately, Edith was certain that Laurence was only kicking up the fuss because he was in the hole again. Indeed, he had more or less told her as much the previous week.

“Richard is practically swimming in coin – I don’t see why he needs to go and hoard more. Meanwhile, I’ve got the bank breathing down my neck about the loan they gave me last year, when everyone knows the problems we had with our cows this winter, not to mention Fred Judd being in arrears on his lease again. Even five hundred pounds would make a world of difference just now, Aunt Edie, and what is that to him?”

“I don’t suppose your great-uncle would have done as well for himself if he’d been willing to overlook five hundred pounds, my dear,” Edith had answered calmly, sensing that her nephew was on the brink of a temper. “If I were you, I would forget the business with the sale deed, which I’m quite sure is perfectly valid. Cuthbert Tempest St. Clair was always a very careful solicitor, and I don’t see that he would have been involved in anything that wasn’t perfectly above board. And besides, it’s so like your father to have sold something and forget to tell his family about it.” 

Trying to be helpful, Edith had suggested that Laurence might explain his present difficulties to Richard and ask for a sum to tide him over until the finances of the estate improved.

Laurence had exploded at the proposition. “What!? Why, so he can throw that other business in my face and tell me again that I’m a disgrace to the Marchmont name? Thanks, but I think I’d rather take my chances with the moneylenders in London – at least one knows not to expect civility in that quarter!”

Though her nephew had not elaborated, thanks to village gossip Edith had a fairly accurate idea of what the other business was and whom it involved. The previous year, Laurence had taken to motoring up to Alton with regularity his estate business could not explain; his visits, however, seemed to coincide rather neatly with the absences from home of a certain red-haired lady’s husband. Since Laurence was well-liked by the other landowners and farmers in the area, for a while the affair had carried on quietly, without any hue and cry – that was, until the day when the lady’s husband had walked into the Cheveley Arms just after opening time and thrown a punch at Laurence, who was sitting at the bar with a couple of his tenants. News of the skirmish had promptly reached Richard’s ears, along with a helpful precis of its history, which resulted in Laurence being summoned to his great-uncle’s presence and informed that, in view of his behavior, he was never to darken the doors of Cheveley Manor again. After some weeks, this proscription had been quietly laid aside – Richard being fonder of his nephew than he was wont to admit – but the breach had not yet been fully healed, and Edith feared that Richard would dredge up the whole affair again if Laurence took it into his head to annoy him about the land lease that weekend.

It did not help matters that Laurence had also quarreled with his sister, all because of the same wretched property. Having long dreamed of setting up a horse rescue, after years of patient persuasion, Angela had at last succeeded in getting her brother to agree to set aside a parcel of land for a new stable block. Thrilled at the prospect of making her cherished dream a reality, she had thrown herself into making plans for the operation with the help of Edward Henderson, the local vet, only to suddenly be told that there would be no place for her new stables after all. Not only did Laurence not own the land he’d promised her, but he was also no longer prepared to give it over for the horse rescue even if it were his – the putative lease being a far more profitable proposition. It was a bitter betrayal, made all the more galling by the fact that Laurence had sided with Richard in the matter of bringing the petrol station to the village, something to which Angela objected as a matter of principle. Edith had counseled forbearance, pointing out that arguing with her brother and Richard would only make them dig in their heels more.

“Oh, I know that! They are exactly alike, and nobody is as bloody-minded as the Marchmonts,” Angela had declared, seemingly unaware of any irony in her statement. “I thought Laurence understood how important the new stables are, and how much good we could do once the rescue is up and running, but I was wrong. Filthy lucre is all he cares about these days! Uncle Dickie can think what he likes about that fling with Mrs. Dacre, but if you want to talk about vulgar business, well, I really can’t imagine anything topping this!”

“I know you are upset, Angela – and far be it for me to tell you that you haven’t good reason – but you ought not allow emotions to overrule your discretion. Private family matters ought to remain just that, my dear.”

“Obviously, Aunt Edie! I’m not blabbing about Laurence’s affairs all over the village, you know. But I don’t see why we need to pretend we don’t know, just because Uncle Dickie disapproves. It’s 1922, not 1822! I can’t imagine that Laurence is the first man to have a mistress, and I don’t see what all the fuss is about anyway – Mrs. Dacre is hardly a wide-eyed innocent, and that husband of hers is no saint himself, by all accounts.”

Edith had quickly changed the subject, inquiring whether some other piece of land on the estate might do just as well for the horse rescue.

“That’s just the thing: Laurence can’t really spare anything, and there’s nothing as conveniently located for Mr. Henderson’s clinic. He’s offered to help with the horses without taking any payment, which is jolly nice of him seeing how many of them would need a lot of extra care. He’s already so busy, I would hate to ask him to drive out for miles every day, just on my account,” Angela had said with unselfconscious candor.

To Edith’s way of thinking, a few extra miles were unlikely to dampen a man’s eagerness to demonstrate his devotion, but since she had not as yet ascertained the nature and reciprocity of feeling between Mr. Henderson and her niece, she had refrained from saying so. Instead, she had suggested that Angela might speak to Richard about using the old stables at Cheveley Manor for her horses.

“Horses at Cheveley Manor!? You know as well as I do that Uncle Dickie would rather die than have animals about the place. He couldn’t even reconcile himself to Winkie-Pooh, who was entirely harmless, and made Aunt Caroline give him away.”

“Now, my dear, you know that Winkie-Pooh took a dislike to poor Richard, and he did have a rather unfortunate tendency to bark at the most inconvenient hours – the dog, not your uncle. And Mrs. Bradley is happy to have him,” Edith had added, without mentioning that the Reverend Bradley’s feelings regarding the Pekingese were less sanguine than those of his wife. The vicar was a very tolerant man, which was just as well, because Edith had not been one of Winkie-Pooh’s admirers and had no wish to see him returned to Cheveley Manor. 

“Oh, who cares about Winkie-Pooh,” Angela had replied – rather unfairly, considering she’d been the one to bring up the dog in the first place. “Uncle Dickie is utterly unfeeling when it comes to anything that can’t make him pots and pots of money, and what good would a bunch of old, sick horses be to him? I don’t know why I ever thought I might appeal to his benevolence, because he has absolutely none, but to realize that Laurence is just as bloody-minded – well, that’s simply the limit!”

Remembering the conversation now, Edith frowned. If Angela was determined to cling to her resentments, as seemed to be the case, Edith would be left with no one to help with the weekend festivities. It was no use appealing to Caroline or Miss Fowler; each of them had their own pretexts to beg off, and Edith could not afford to waste time pursuing losing battles. There was much still so much to be done and ever so little time for everything to fall into place, just so. There could not be any more delays, disagreements, or last-minute changes – and, above all, there could not be any surprises. 

Please, Lord, let there be no surprises.

 



  Chapter 2

A Family Conversation
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“If you will smoke, my dear, I wish you would take a little care not to drop ash on the tablecloth. It used to be your uncle’s favorite, you know.”

Philip Tempest St. Clair smiled at the remark but didn’t raise his eyes from the letter he held in his left hand. His right hand placed the cigarette carefully in the ashtray next to his untouched cup of tea.

“Nonsense, Aunt Georgie! I refuse to believe that Uncle Cuthbert gave a single thought to tablecloth. Next, you’ll tell me that he had opinions about the drawing room curtains or Mrs. Banbury’s Sunday hat.” That esteemed lady being his aunt’s cook, the remark was intended to divert her attention. Alas, his gambit proved unsuccessful.

“I’m beginning to think something is definitely wrong,” Mrs. Tempest St. Clair declared. “We have been sitting here for nearly a quarter of an hour, and in all that time you still haven’t touched your scone, never mind your tea. And you know that Mrs. Banbury made a fresh batch this morning – your favorite ones with strawberry jam. Besides, you’ve been staring at that letter in a most peculiar way.”

“Peculiar? Aunt Georgie, I have no idea what you mean,” Philip lied. “And as I am about to make amends for my unthinking lapse, I’ll thank you not to say anything to Mrs. Banbury. I’d hate for her to think that I have grown any less devoted to her baking.” He made short work of the scone on his plate and reached for another from the overladen tray. “By the way, what did you think of it – the letter?”

“Do you know that you look like a guilty schoolboy when you’re playing for time? Your uncle used to have the same expression whenever Reverend Bradley came over to ask to borrow his best fishing rod. As for the letter, I don’t see that there is anything special about it.” Mrs. Tempest St. Clair poured herself another cup of tea and went on. “It’s true that we lost touch with Audrey after her father died and her mother married that American and moved to – where was it? Argentina? Or was it Venezuela? At any rate, if your cousin received my letter about dear Cuthbert’s passing and was reminded of her paternal relatives, it’s perfectly understandable that she might wish to visit and reacquaint herself with us.” Seeing that Philip did not immediately concur, she raised a quizzical eyebrow. “I see you don’t agree. Is there something in the letter that makes you suspicious of … what exactly?”

Philip glanced again at the evidence and shrugged. “Nothing in particular. It seems odd, that’s all – the letter arriving just now and being vague about the details of this proposed visit. That being said, I know no reason to object to it – though, if memory serves, you once told me Audrey was a trying child, fond of asking impertinent questions.”

“Considering that was nearly two decades ago, I don’t see why it’s the least bit relevant. Besides, I remember her manners being charming. Took after her mother, Marguerite. A lovely woman she was. Masses of dark hair – unfashionable in those days, but ever so striking – and marvelous violet-colored eyes. It’s why poor Reginald married her. He wanted to paint her portrait.”

“Would it not have been easier to hire her as a model?” 

“You might think so, but you’d be wrong. She was French and came from an old aristocratic family – Catholic and quite old-fashioned, so her parents would not agree to have their daughter pose as a model for an English painter of whom they’d never heard.”

“But they had no objection to her marrying him?”

“Why should they? Reginald came from a very respectable family. If he hadn’t died when he did, it’s quite possible that he’d have gotten tired of living in France and being a bohemian. He’d studied law before he took up art. Cuthbert used to say that Reginald would have made a perfectly good solicitor, if only he’d put his mind to it.”

“I ought to be grateful that Uncle Reginald never abandoned his artistic calling. Without the cushy family sinecure, who knows what fate might have befallen me? I’m afraid I don’t have the killer instinct one needs to get ahead in London,” Philip declared with mock despair.

His aunt refused to rise to the bait. “Do stop talking nonsense, my dear. You know perfectly well that it was always Cuthbert’s dearest wish that you should join the firm. He always looked on you as a son, and he was as proud of you as he would have been of his own children, if we’d been blessed with any.”

Mrs. Tempest St. Clair’s voice wobbled slightly, and Philip, who enjoyed teasing his aunt but was also extremely fond of her, decided it was prudent to change the subject.

“I daresay it behooves me to be gracious to Uncle Reginald’s child whenever she decides to grace us with her presence … though I do hope she has the good sense not to turn up just now.”

“Whyever not? Philip, do be straightforward. I can tell there is something on your mind, and it can’t be this letter. Have you talked to Stella again?”

Philip sighed. This was a topic he’d been trying to avoid from the moment he’d walked into his aunt’s house. 

“I have – several times, each one less satisfactory than the last. She is a remarkably obstinate child – and if you are about to suggest that pig-headedness is something we have in common, let me assure you that, whatever our faults, the Tempest St. Clairs are no patch on the Marchmonts. Now that she has taken it into her head that she’s in love with Raoul Lagarde, she is determined to behave like the heroine of some blasted gothic story, just because nobody can stomach the fellow. She practically accused me of wanting to lock her up in a convent because I happened to suggest that it might be a good idea if she got to know Lagarde a little better before definitively committing herself.”

“How long has she known him?”

“According to her flat mate, Lagarde wasn’t on the tapis before March. Apparently, they met at some ball or other of Lady Blessington’s.”

“That sounds quite respectable,” Mrs. Tempest St. Clair ventured, looking at her nephew for confirmation, as she had not been in London for a good number of years.

“Lady Blessington is harmless enough, but she’s notoriously indiscriminating when it comes to her guest lists. Any Johnnie can walk into one of her parties and, as long as he’s got the right sort of clothes and a bit of smooth patter, he’ll not be turned away. Come to think of it, Stella probably got mixed up with Lagarde thanks to Iphigenia Dawlish and her crowd – a more brainless group of youths I haven’t had the misfortune to come across. Miss Dawlish thinks anyone who looks like a waxed dummy version of Rudolph Valentino is ‘absolutely divvie’ – her words, I assure you.”

“Iphigenia? What an extraordinary name! Your uncle used to know a General Dawlish. Old county family – I think their place was near Aylesford, unless I’m mistaken. I remember that the General had been in India and liked to talk about all the elephants he’d shot, but he wasn’t in the least bit eccentric, and neither was the rest of his family. Still, I don’t suppose they have anything to do with this girl.”

“Your memory is as impressive as ever,” Philip replied admiringly, “but you’re quite wrong about the girl. The General’s her grandfather. I believe her parents called her Susan, but it seems she didn’t find that sufficiently artistic. Mind you, as far as I can tell, her idea of artistic expression involves going to a lot of tediously fey parties, wearing silly costumes, and consorting with a decidedly motley set of characters.”

“Oh, but surely none that are altogether undesirable! I can’t imagine the General would ever allow something like that.”

“I’ve no doubt there's a few dope peddlers somewhere in the mix – Iphigenia and her pals are the kind of jeunesse dorée who enjoy dabbling now and then – and probably more than one or two gambling den regulars, but that’s not very much out of the ordinary with that generation,” Philip observed with the detachment of someone who, being a decade older than the people under discussion, considered himself in a different category. Seeing the concerned expression on his aunt’s face, he hastened to reassure her. “Stella hasn’t got anything to do with those sorts of people, Aunt Georgie. She and Iphigenia Dawlish are hardly bosom friends, and I think Stella is clever enough to see that girl’s no role model.”

“But this Lagarde fellow – is he one of those rum people?”

“I don’t know. He’s a slippery chap to pin down. He has money or at least knows people who will lend it to him, because he’s got a nice little flat in Mayfair and his clothes come from Savile Row. His manners are quite good, and he never overdoes them. If the man is a phony, he’s a cut above the average specimen.”

“Oh, Philip, how can you be so nonchalant about it? I know you and Stella have never been very close, but she’s still your sister.”

“Half-sister, Aunt Georgie,” Philip countered briskly, “and I have to say that it’s tiresome to have people constantly remind me of it. What do you all expect me to do? Stella is nearly twenty-two, and she certainly doesn’t have me down as an authority figure – thank God, because I’ve never fancied myself the paterfamilias. I’ll leave that to Richard, who enjoys it immensely and seems awfully keen on giving Stella all sorts of advice she is determined to ignore. I wish he’d knock it off a bit because at the rate things are going, Stella is bound to do something very silly. At the very least, he could be a little more subtle about it. Blustering and threatening to disinherit Stella unless she drops Lagarde will do absolutely nothing to change her mind, but it does make things dashed awkward for me.”

“Oh, dear! This weekend –”

“Has all the signs of a disaster in the making,” Philip predicted grimly. “As a matter of fact, Richard asked me to go up to Cheveley Manor tomorrow afternoon before dinner, so we can discuss his Will. I can only assume that I shall be placed in the unenviable and ethically dubious position of having to advise my client that he ought not disinherit my half-sister. I say, Aunt Georgie, has Edith told you who else she’s invited to dinner tomorrow? I’d like to know the ground in advance, so to speak.”

“Apart from the family, only the Hendersons, my dear. And Jean Fowler will be there, of course.” Mrs. Tempest St. Clair cast a meaningful look at her nephew, who didn’t fail to catch it. “Such a nice, capable young woman.”

“Oh, rather! Frighteningly efficient, in fact,” Philip agreed cheerfully.

“And very nice-looking too, don’t you think?”

“Certainly – if you like the blonde-haired, blue-eyed Valkyrie type. Quite Wagnerian, but not the shouty kind.”

“Stuff and nonsense, Philip! You make her sound quite ghastly, and we both know she’s anything but. Why, she’s got more than a few admirers in the village, you know.”

“Is that so? Perhaps they’re all fans of the opera.”

“Take Mr. Henderson, for example –”

“Now, hang on a minute,” Philip interrupted, shifting his attention away from the scone tray. “I’m reliably informed that our esteemed veterinarian is directing his admiration in quite another quarter altogether – Angela Marchmont, to be precise.”

“Oh? And who told you that, I wonder?”

“Only the very best authority: Mrs. Banbury,” Philip said confidently, returning to the task of selecting his final scone.

“Mrs. Banbury ought to know better than to spread gossip.”

“Don’t be too hard on her, Aunt Georgie! I ask her very nicely to tell me all the latest village news, and you know she can never refuse me anything.”

“You shouldn’t be asking Mrs. Banbury, or anyone else, to gossip for you. It’s not very becoming for a man of your position.”

“On the contrary, it’s eminently sensible for a country solicitor to know the local gossip. It helps one never be caught unprepared,” Philip explained. He brushed a few crumbs from his lap, then stood up. “Thanks for the tea and scones, Aunt Georgie. I have to push off now – I promised Laurence I would look in at the pub before lunch if I could manage it.”

“How is Laurence these days?”

“Same as usual.”

“Still broken up about that Mrs. Dacre, is he?”

Philip cocked an eyebrow at his aunt. “Who’s been listening to gossip now, eh?” he chided her playfully. “For what it’s worth, no, I don’t think Laurence is losing any sleep over Mrs. Dacre. If he’s worried about anything, it’s probably money … oh, and that blasted petrol station business. Which means he’s bound to be a nuisance this weekend.”

Mrs. Tempest St. Clair followed Philip as he went into the hall and waited while he fetched his hat and gloves from the table by the front door. “I know Laurence can be a bit wild, but I always thought it would be nice if he and Stella were to make a match of it,” she remarked with a touch of wistfulness.

“Heaven forfend! Don’t start on that, or you’ll sound just like Richard. What on earth makes you think I fancy Laurence for a brother-in-law? The thought of it almost reconciles me to the Lagarde horror.”

“You have a wicked tongue, young man,” his aunt admonished him, the reproof undermined by a smile. “You won’t forget to come and fetch me later, about half past three? I told Edith I would arrive before dinner to settle in. I’m to stay at Cheveley Manor till Sunday. And they’ll want you to stay for tea as well.”

“I shall endeavor to reconcile myself to it – if nothing else, at least to enjoy my front row seat.”

“Front row seat to what, my dear?”

Philip grinned. “Why, the fireworks, Aunt Georgie! There’s bound to be quite a show.”

 



  Chapter 3

A London Interlude
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In a small flat in Mayfair, Stella Marchmont was in the middle of applying red varnish to her toenails when she heard the front door open and close again.

“Mrs. Dunning, is that you? I’m afraid now isn’t a good time, I’m just about to leave for an important appointment.” 

Footsteps crossed the sitting room and, a moment later, the door to her bedroom swung open. A tall, smartly dressed young woman in her early twenties stood in the doorway. 

“Oh, Violet, thank God it’s you,” Stella exclaimed with relief. “I thought it was Dismal Dunns, come about the rent again.”

The other girl took off her cloche hat and tossed it on a chair. “Has she called around again since Monday?” She sat and made herself comfortable on the bed, waiting for Stella to answer. 

“Yes – once on Tuesday, and again yesterday. I told her that we’d pay her as soon as you came back from seeing your parents, but she got very agitated and started shouting that she wouldn’t be fobbed off again and would have the law on us if the rent wasn’t paid by Friday.”

“How utterly beastly! I don’t suppose you’ve managed to get any money in the meantime?”

Stella didn’t immediately reply, distracted by a particularly delicate brush maneuver. Only once satisfied with the results did she look up at Violet. “’Fraid not, darling. I’ve been a perfect hermit since you left and haven’t seen anyone all week except Raoul. I couldn’t ask him for money. Naturally, he’d have given it immediately, but the idea of it – too shaming! Oh, I did ask Michael just now, but he had nothing on him, worse luck.”

“I meant to ask you if that was Michael I saw coming out of the building. He jumped into a taxi before I could say hello. By the way, weren’t you supposed to be in that taxi? I thought the two of you were taking the train up to Cheveley Magna today. It’s your grandfather’s birthday this weekend, isn’t it – or have I got my dates wrong again?”

“No, that’s right. The party is on Sunday but, as it happens, I’ve changed my mind.”

Violet’s eyes flashed with surprise. “You’re not going? Stella, is that wise? I know your grandfather’s been a touch diffy lately, but I don’t suppose he’ll be very happy if you snub him on his birthday. There’s Dismal Dunns to consider, after all.”

“Difficult?! Grandfather’s been utterly impossible! The things he’s said about Raoul, insinuating he’s a fortune hunter – it’s the end!”

“You are going to have quite a lot of lolly someday, Stella,” Violet pointed out. “Everybody knows that, even Raoul.”

“But, darling, he doesn’t care about that – not even one tiny bit!” Pushing away the bottle of nail varnish, Stella picked up a compact from her vanity table and began powdering her face. “First of all, he doesn’t need my money. He’s got plenty! You’ve seen his apartment, haven’t you? And he’s always taking me out to the loveliest restaurants and clubs and never bats an eye at the bill even when there’s champagne. He knows how much I adore it,” Stella sighed, and paused to inspect her complexion in the mirror. Satisfied that it was, indeed, flawless, she went on. “And there are all the other things – flowers and chocolates and trinkets and things. He’d hardly bother if he was broke. Besides, Raoul doesn’t care about money at all. He says that people who only think about money are crushing bores with no understanding of the things that make life worth living. Don’t you think he’s right? Just look at Grandfather. He’s got oodles of money and absolutely no imagination or aesthetic feeling.”

Rather than commit herself to an answer, Violet inquired why Stella had changed her mind about going to see her grandfather that weekend.

“Oh, I’m still going, only not today. We’re going to drive down tomorrow instead. I’ve had a brilliant idea: Grandfather hasn’t met Raoul in person yet, and I think that if he did, he would see right away that he’s got Raoul all wrong. In fact, I’m convinced they would end up getting on marvelously!”

Being inclined to disagree, Violet thought it prudent to express no opinion. “And Raoul – what does he think?”

“He thinks it’s a marvelous idea! He was a teeny tiny bit unsure at first about the timing until I explained that it’s the perfect opportunity. Grandfather loves celebrating his birthday so he’s bound to be in a good mood this weekend.”

“Has he been told that you’re bringing Raoul with you?”

Stella hesitated to answer. The matter had been weighing on her mind all morning. She turned around and cast a beseeching look at her friend. “I haven’t telephoned to let them know. I was thinking it might be a nice surprise – what do you think, Vee?”

“You silly goose! I jolly well think your grandfather’s not the type to appreciate surprises, especially when they’re called Raoul Lagarde. Honestly, Stella, if I were you, I would ring up right away and explain. It might avoid an awkward scene later.”

“Do you really think so? I suppose I could, but, oh – what if Grandfather decides to be difficult and forbid Raoul from coming? The whole plan would be ruined! Anyway, it’s too late now to change anything. Michael’s already gone to the station, and there is no train running down there tomorrow, so I shall need Raoul to take me in his car no matter what.”

“What about your brother – have you told him about this?”

Stella wrinkled her nose with puzzlement. “Philip? No, why would I? You mustn’t think that, just because he’s my brother, he’s terribly devoted to me or anything of the sort. That’s not his line at all, Vee! Philip hasn’t got a single sentimental bone in his body. And he doesn’t even try to understand me! Of course, he’s ever so much older – practically ancient, really – but he could at least try.” 

“Really, darling, you do love to exaggerate! I’ve met Philip and he was perfectly nice and quite charming and he was certainly not ancient,” Violet declared energetically.

But Stella was not to be persuaded. “You’re welcome to have him as your brother if you like. Unless you’ve decided to be one of those women who find Philip irresistible,” she added with a moue of distaste, “in which case I’ll thank you not to say any more on the subject.”

Violet, who thought she might be one of those women, heeded the injunction. “Well, I hope everything comes out alright for you this weekend. The rent, I’m afraid, won’t pay itself. Speaking of which, I’d better push off and see the Dismal Dunns and square up our arrears.”

“But, Vee, it’s not possible! I told you: I haven’t got a single spare penny just now. I shan’t be able to come up with my half till next week at the earliest. You’d best dodge Mrs. Dunning until I come back from Cheveley and we know how things stand.”

Violet got up from the bed and smoothed out her skirt. “Don’t worry, darling, I’ll sort it out. Daddy’s horse came through on a long shot this week, so he was feeling extra generous. I’ve got enough to cover the whole bit, and some pocket-change besides, so I’ll see us in the clear for now. We can square up later. Only do try and get your grandfather to throw some coins into our coffers, otherwise we’ll have to live on tea and toast next month. Oh, bother – there’s the telephone!”

Violet went to answer it, returning shortly to inform Stella that she was wanted. “It’s your boyfriend, darling, and he sounds rather grim. I’ll be off now, but good luck – I hope the weekend isn’t too shattering for you.”

Stella followed her friend out to the hallway and waved her away, then picked up the telephone receiver that had been left off the hook. “Hullo, darling,” she chirped, the greeting drowned out by the fiancé’s impatient voice. 

“I wish Miss Harrison wouldn’t dawdle so much when one is paying by the minute to hang on the line. I’m sure I made it perfectly clear that I had to speak to you on an urgent matter, and I think she—”

“You mustn’t blame Violet, darling,” Stella interjected briskly. “She came and told me right away. Such a bother that the telephone’s in the hall, one has to walk miles to answer it. Now, what’s this urgent business? I wasn’t expecting you to ring this morning. Is everything alright?”

There was a brief pause, then Raoul’s voice came through again, now propitiatory. “All is well, my love. I hope I didn’t give you the wrong impression. The thing is, I wanted to catch you before your cousin came by.”

“Michael? Oh, but he already came and left. He had to run to catch his train.” Hearing a muffled curse, Stella sharply entreated Raoul to tell her what was wrong.

“It’s nothing, only … this idea of yours that I come with you to Cheveley Magna …” There was another pause before Raoul continued, choosing his words carefully. “Naturally, there is nothing that would give me more pleasure than to meet all your relatives. I look forward to it with the greatest anticipation. But I’ve thinking and, darling, I feel compelled to ask: are we being a little precipitous in arranging for this happy event to happen now? I have no wish to intrude upon your family on such a special and intimate occasion. It would be wiser, I think, to do as you originally planned and go with your cousin by train.”

Faced with a volte face that was as disagreeable as it was unexpected, Stella offered a vehement rebuttal. “But, darling, what nonsense! A special and intimate occasion – bosh! Grandfather has birthdays every year and I expect half the village will be coming to the house on Sunday because he always invites them. I’ve already told you: it’s the perfect time for you to meet him because he is bound to be more agreeable than usual. Anyway, I can’t go with Michael. I’m sure he’s at the station by now, the train ought to be leaving soon. There isn’t another one for Cheveley Magna until Monday, so you have to drive me – there is absolutely nothing else to be done!”

The inevitability of defeat being obvious, Raoul accepted it with good grace. “Darling, don’t upset yourself,” he urged in a caressing tone. “Of course, I shall take you to Cheveley Magna tomorrow.”

Stella, only partially mollified, did not hesitate to press her advantage. “And you will stay and meet Grandfather?” 

“As I said, nothing could give me greater pleasure.” 

The assurance sounded disappointingly perfunctory to her ears, but it would have to suffice. Her plan – conceived in a sudden flash of inspiration the previous afternoon – had been hashed out enough already. To talk of it further would be extremely tiresome; to entertain second thoughts, pointless.

“It’s all settled then,” she said cheerfully. “Listen, darling, I’m glad you called, actually, because I just remembered that I told Crispin Blessington I’d go to his aunt’s party tonight for that Russian archduke – you know the one I’m talking about, Stephen or Sergei or something like that – only I haven’t got money for a taxi and, anyway, it will be ever so much nicer if you come with me. There’s bound to be a lot of boring people there, but Crispin and his friends are fun, so it might not be entirely awful. You will come, won’t you? Say, nine o’clock? Actually, no, better make it half past eight – that way, there’ll be enough time to stop on the way at Maurice’s and have one of their lovely little cocktails. What was the one you had me try last time … the Veiled Lady? Too delish! Well, goodbye, darling – half past eight, don’t forget!” 

Matters thus settled, Stella rang off. For the moment, she was satisfied. How silly of Raoul to start worrying about making a good impression on her family! She found his excessive modesty tedious, but she’d put the matter straight. Old-fashioned and prosaic the rest of the Marchmonts might be, but even they could not fail to appreciate Raoul’s superior qualities once they met him. He was superlative in every way, or at least in ways that mattered to her, and that was the important bit. She would brook no argument that, at the age of twenty-one and a half, she might not know everything that was important – above all her own mind. 

Let Grandfather or Philip try to tell her otherwise … she’d put them straight!

 



  Chapter 4

The Stranger on the Train
[image: ]

The young woman heard the platform whistle go off and glanced at her wristwatch. A small triumphant smile played on her lips. Having spent the morning worried that she might be obliged to make conversation with fellow travelers, it was delightful to find that she had a compartment all to herself. The first-class ticket had been a splurge, but it looked like it was paying off. Her valise already stowed away, she placed her carpet bag next to her on the banquette and took out the book she’d brought along for the trip. As the train began to pull away from the platform, she settled into a comfortable position and turned her attention to the open page in front of her, letting the words carry her gently into another world. 

She had not been reading for more than a few minutes when the door of the compartment flew open, heralding the arrival of a new occupant. It was a tall, well-dressed young man carrying a small suitcase in one hand, and his coat and newspaper in the other. He seemed surprised to discover that the compartment wasn’t empty, but she observed with some dismay that he made no move to leave. Worse, she took his smile as a sign that, sooner or later, an attempt would be made to coax her into conversation. It was a vexing prospect, and not only on account of the book she’d be expected to set aside. She didn’t like the look of the interloper; he had the smug, complacent air of a man who thought himself clever and, moreover, knew himself to be absurdly good-looking, which predisposed her to find him disagreeable. She gave him a quick nod and turned back to her book with an alacrity she hoped would get her message across. Please don’t talk to me.

The message, if received, failed to achieve the desired result. Having put away his suitcase and coat, the man settled himself into the seat directly across from her and, opening the newspaper, began addressing her from behind its pages.

“Bit awkward this, isn’t it? There are undoubtedly two of us here, but as it appears that one of us does not wish to acknowledge that fact, how ought the matter be approached? There must be a protocol for just this sort of situation. Regrettably, I haven’t the least notion of it. I don’t suppose you do?”

This speech, delivered without hint of self-consciousness, proved an effective offensive. In spite of herself, the young woman smiled. 

“I am not sure I comprehend the issue,” she said, not lifting her eyes from her book, “as I do believe I’ve already acknowledged the fact of your existence. Nods were exchanged, which ought to be dispositive of any question of etiquette.”

She heard him laugh and set aside the newspaper. 

“Alright, you win! I prostrate myself – figuratively speaking, since there’s hardly enough room in here to swing a cat – and humbly request the honor of being told the name of my fair fellow traveler.” Met with silence, he tried again. “Too much, too soon? You really have me at a disadvantage here. How am I supposed to know what sort of approach might induce you to talk to me when I don’t even know your name? I’ll tell you mine, if that helps,” he offered.

“What difference does a name make?”

“You know, you have the most enchanting accent. I do hope you’ll tell me all about it. But to answer your question, Shakespeare would say none. A rose by any other name and all that. I’m not sure I agree. It’s not Rose, is it – your name?

“I’m afraid not.”

“Shall I keep trying? I don’t mind, as long as there’s a chance you’ll tell me if I guess correctly. I fear, though, that you may be quite set on giving me the snub, which—”

“It’s Audrey.” 

This sudden capitulation took them both by surprise, though it delighted one more than the other. The young woman – whose name was in fact Audrey – had not meant to reveal her name and was annoyed to have done so. Her irritation was, in the main, directed at her traveling companion. He really was remarkably good-looking; worse still, he seemed determined to be charming. She sensed that resistance would require a good deal of effort so, reluctantly, she resigned herself to being charmed. She also tried not to stare and failed. True green eyes were rare in her experience, and his were undeniably green, with the brilliant clarity of gemstones and fringed by dark lashes that even the most beautiful of women might envy. His skin was lightly tanned, and there were blond streaks in his light brown hair, cut only slightly longer than the current fashion, that looked as if they had been bleached by the sun. He was clean shaven, making it easy to admire the lines of his cheekbones and jaw. 

“Audrey,” he repeated. “Is that really your name?” Before she could protest, he held up a hand in apology. “No, sorry – of course, it is! It suits you perfectly. Not everyone’s name does. I’m Michael, by the way.”

“And does it suit you?”

“I think so, but others may have different opinions. You, for example –”

“I hope you don’t expect me to offer one,” Audrey said promptly.

Michael grinned. “Still too soon? Yes, you are entirely right. I’ve been terribly presumptuous. Your eyes are full of reproach, but I’m afraid that will not deter me from carrying on. I’m starting to think that I quite enjoy being rebuked by you – not something that can be said for most of my acquaintances.”

“I’m sure I’m flattered.”

“You ought to be,” he replied, quite unruffled. “Now, tell me: how long am I going to have the pleasure of your company this fine afternoon? Where to, fair Audrey?”

She looked out of the window where green fields, now and then crisscrossed by lines of hedgerows, could be seen spreading in every direction. Her mind ran ahead, filled with thoughts of what was waiting for her at the end of her train journey. She saw no harm in answering his question. “A little place in Hampshire called Cheveley Magna. I don’t expect you’ve heard of it.” 

She was startled to see the change in his expression.

“Much as I dislike contradicting you, I have heard of Cheveley Magna. Matter of fact, that’s where I’m headed as well. What a funny coincidence! Odd place to choose for a jaunt, unless you’re going to visit someone.”

“I am visiting a relative. My aunt Georgiana–” Audrey stopped, uncertain of how much information she ought to share with a man she’d only just met. 

“Hold on! But … no, it can’t be! Don’t tell me that you’re Mrs. Tempest St. Clair’s niece? Philip’s and Stella’s cousin Audrey?”

In her astonishment, Audrey could offer only a nod by way of reply. Her mind raced, trying to grasp the implications. How did he know–

Michael laughed. “I can see that you’re trying to figure out how a man you’ve never met before could possibly know that, but it’s quite simple really: I’m their cousin too, sort of. Well, Stella’s – on the Marchmont side. My grandmother and her grandfather were siblings. I’m Michael Carrington.”

Audrey shook her head, not yet able to make sense of what he was telling her.

“You can’t place me, can you? Understandable – the Marchmont family tree, it does spread out a fair bit. You didn’t grow up in Cheveley Magna either, did you? France, wasn’t it? I seem to remember hearing Aunt Edith and Mrs. TS talking about it, years ago.”

“Mrs. TS?”

“Frightfully cheeky of me, but your aunt doesn’t seem to mind terribly, and that last name is rather a mouthful. Wait, it’s not yours as well, is it?”

Again, Audrey could do no more than nod. A smile, which had begun to tug at the corner of her mouth, was swiftly repressed.

“I’ve put my foot in it again,” Michael said cheerfully. “But you do see what I mean about keeping track of family trees and what not – deuced tricky business.”

Audrey tentatively agreed that it might be. 

“Have you ever been to Cheveley Magna before?”

“Only once, years ago, after my father died and my mother remarried,” Audrey replied. “I don’t have a lot of memories of my visit, and I never met my cousin or his sister. I believe Philip was away at boarding school then, and Stella … well, I’m not sure, but I think she was living somewhere else with her father. But I do remember one of her other cousins, a girl who was a bit older than me – Angela, I think. She had a brother, but that wasn’t you.” She frowned. “I don’t remember you at all.”

“There’s no reason you should. My father went out to India as a young man, and that’s where he and my mother met and I was born. We didn’t return to England until I was five. By then Father was something of an invalid. We settled in Devon because they thought the climate would agree with Father, and because it was a safe distance from Cheveley Magna.”

“Oh?”

“There was a falling out, years ago,” Michael explained. “The Marchmonts more or less disowned my grandmother Violet on account of her marrying Ernest Carrington.”

“Was he not a nice man?”

“If you’re imagining a dashing rogue with splendid moustaches and no scruples to speak of, you may desist. The truth is far less romantic, I’m afraid. Poor Ernie was a decent enough chap, but he had the temerity to sell buttons and, worse yet, be shockingly successful at it.”

“How terribly appalling,” Audrey murmured.

“You have no idea! Knowing one owes one’s fortune to buttons is positively humbling,” Michael declared with a grin.

“But not unbearable, I imagine, if the fortune is handsome enough.”

“Oh, it’s more than that! Quite splendid, in fact.” Michael’s grin grew more mischievous. “It makes me popular among my relatives. The buttons business is now sufficiently in the past to cast only a pleasant, golden glow. And I, in turn, am very fond of my relatives. In fact, I’m always happy to discover new ones – pretty cousins, in particular. Especially when the connection is remote enough that it need not risk becoming an awkward obstacle.”

Audrey was vexed to realize she was blushing. “Why do you keep doing that?”

“Doing what? Giving you shameless compliments? But how else am I going to get you to like me?”

“Must you? Do you try to get every woman you meet to like you?”

“As a general rule, I don’t try at all.”

“So why make an exception now?”

“Because I’m beginning to think that I like you very much, and I think it’s only fair that the feeling be mutual. I don’t suppose you’re prepared to say it might be – even just a little bit?”

Audrey refused to give him the satisfaction of an answer. Instead, she asked Michael if there was a special reason for his visit to Cheveley Magna.

“You don’t know? It’s Uncle Dickie’s birthday, and tradition requires that Marchmonts return to the roost to make the proper observances. I am a Marchmont – for most intents and purposes – and having been summoned, I make my pilgrimage.”

“I can’t tell if you’re mocking or being serious,” Audrey said, and was rewarded with a reproachful glance.

“My dearest cousin – I may call you that, I hope? After all, we are related after a fashion and as I believe you will have me disgorging family secrets in no time, I think it will be cozier if neither of us feels disloyal in the process. You agree? Excellent! Now, banish the thought that I would ever dream of mocking you. I was being perfectly serious. Uncle Dickie’s birthday is a momentous occasion.”

“Is he quite old then?”

“Yes, but his age is irrelevant. Uncle Dickie’s birthday is important because Uncle Dickie is important. Your face, dearest cousin, betrays a bafflement that tells me that English newspapers were a scarce commodity in whatever far-flung places you’ve been calling home. Uncle Dickie ranks among this country’s most successful financiers. A veritable titan of business with the temperament of one of the original Titans. Rich as Croesus and wily as an old fox.”

“You make him sound rather awful,” Audrey ventured to opine.

“Actually, I adore him. He’s a real character. And unlike most rich people, he didn’t start off that way. It was his older brother who inherited the Marchmont estate – and made a hash of it, by the by. The Marchmonts have been living off Uncle Dickie for years now. Not that he minds at all. Anyway, that’s why there’ll be a full house at Cheveley Manor this weekend.”

“Does most of the family live at Cheveley?”

“Nowadays, yes – except Stella, who decamped to London last winter and shows no signs of wanting to return. She’s studying art, or at least that’s what she’s telling everyone at home.”

“What is she like, Stella?”

“Her temperament is Marchmont all the way through. I’d better say nothing else until you’ve had a chance to discover it for yourself. Her looks are widely admired, and she knows it too. Oh, I don’t mean that she’s vain,” Michael rushed to explain. “If she had any amount of personal vanity, she wouldn’t let Raoul Lagarde hang about her like a terrible smell. But she’s not above using her looks to get what she wants.”

“And you don’t?”

Michael laughed. “Touché! I shall take that as a compliment, by the way.”

“It was merely an observation, but if having your looks admired by strangers brings you satisfaction, by all means, take it as you wish.”

Michael put a hand to his chest. “Audrey, you wound me! Worse yet, I deserve it. There is nothing for me to do but grovel for your forgiveness. What do you say? Will you agree to overlook my unseemly display of vanity, and go back to being friends?”

Faced with such effusive contrition, Audrey quickly conceded. Somewhere along the way, she had started to like Michael Carrington. As it had happened without her noticing, it was a little worrisome. 

“Who’s Raoul Lagarde?”

“He’s Stella’s One True Love – at least, according to the latest update, which I received from her own mouth just this morning. Predictably, the family is up in arms about it. Lagarde is precisely the sort of fellow the Marchmonts are bound to deplore to their very core.”

“Is it because he makes money selling buttons?”

“Tut-tut! Using my indiscreetness as a blunt instrument – why, I am beginning to think you’re altogether more dangerous than you appear, and that I ought to refrain from taking you any further into my confidence. However, I won’t. You may draw whatever conclusions you wish from that. As for Lagarde, his worst sin is that he looks and acts like a fortune hunter, and that is much worse than making money in buttons. It is, in fact, a capital sin. The Marchmonts marry money, they don’t allow themselves to be married for it. Personally, I don’t begrudge Lagarde his life of luxury, though I’d much prefer that he obtain it by means other than marrying Stella. I don’t think I’d enjoy being required to socialize with the chap on a regular basis. For one thing, he has execrable taste in cocktails. No, don’t wiggle your eyebrows disapprovingly at me, Audrey! You did not taste the concoction he tried to feed me the last time I agreed to let Stella drag me to his flat. If I didn’t know better, I could have sworn he was trying to poison me.”

“Perhaps he was,” Audrey suggested sweetly. 

“If he was, then I’d say that was damned ungrateful of him, considering I’m the only one of Stella’s relatives who hasn’t told her to give him the push.”

“Why are you holding back? It doesn’t sound as though you like him any better than the others.”

“To be honest, I find it hard to work up a decent loathing for the chap. He’s entertaining after a fashion, especially if you keep him away from the drinks cabinet. Besides, I don’t want to queer Uncle Dickie’s pitch. He and Stella are working up to a jolly big row over Lagarde, and I would hate to deprive them of it. That’s why I didn’t try to talk Stella out of her latest idiotic scheme: bringing the blighter with her to Cheveley Manor this weekend. If that doesn’t put a light to Uncle Dickie’s fuse, I’ll eat my hat.”

“But that sounds awful!” Audrey frowned. “And you … you sound positively gleeful about it.”

“Do I? But, my dearest cousin, consider this: I know the Marchmonts and you do not. Let me assure you that quarrels are something of a hobby in the family. Uncle Dickie, in particular, absolutely thrives on them – you’ll find that out soon. Speaking of which, there is something I’ve been meaning to ask you. Does your aunt know you are coming to visit her?”

The question, seemingly innocuous, took Audrey aback. Why would he ask that?

“Yes, I wrote to her after I received the news of my uncle’s death. The letter didn’t reach me right away, as I was traveling in Italy at the time, but I’m sure that she would have received mine by now.”

“What I meant was, does she know that you are arriving now, this afternoon? When I spoke to Mother last week, she mentioned that Aunt Edith had invited Mrs. TS to stay at Cheveley Manor this weekend for the festivities. So, I wondered, you see …”

Audrey did see. Her mind turned back to those last weeks in Cinque Terre; her spur of the moment decision, the letter she had sent. The letter! 

“Oh dear! When I wrote to Aunt Georgiana, my travel plans were still uncertain. I didn’t know exactly when I would arrive in England, only that it would be sometime in June.” 

Michael listened sympathetically as she explained that her aunt had written that, should Audrey ever come to England, she would be welcomed to come and visit Cheveley Magna – an open-ended invitation that Audrey had taken entirely at face value. 

“I didn’t realize this weekend … oh, what a muddle this is! Do you know if there is an inn or a guesthouse in the village? I shall stay there until I can take the next train back to London,” she said, planning aloud. She looked around her distractedly, then asked Michael if he happened to have a copy of the train schedule.

Sensing her distress, he leaned forward and took hold of her hand. He called her name softly to catch her attention and offered a reassuring smile. “It’s quite alright. You mustn’t be distressed. There is only one thing to be done, and it doesn’t involve you staying at the Cheveley Arms, which is a fine pub and a terrible inn, if one can even give it that distinction.”

Distracted by dismay over her predicament, it took Audrey a moment to realize what he was saying. “Come with you to Cheveley Manor!? But how can I?” she protested. “Your family barely knows me, and they’re not expecting me, and … and … it’s your uncle’s birthday,” she cried out. Tears of frustration threatened to embarrass her further. She’d taken on a half-baked idea and proceeded to make a fine mess of things! 

“Nonsense! It’s perfectly obvious that you must come. Your aunt will be thrilled to see you, as will your cousins, and Uncle Dickie loves to entertain guests – the more, the merrier. Cheveley Manor is one of those obscenely huge country piles that can comfortably accommodate a small army. You shan’t even need to share a bathroom – there are dozens of them!”

Audrey smiled weakly, then shook her head again. “No, I really don’t think I can impose on your uncle –”

“Yes, you can,” Michael overruled her. “And as a matter of fact, I think you must. Your presence will balance out Stella’s odious fiancé. Frankly, you would be doing the whole family a favor. There, what do you say?”

“Alright,” Audrey agreed reluctantly. “I suppose there’s no harm in going to your uncle’s house to see my aunt, but after that–”

“After that, you will stay the weekend and give me the chance to convince you that you like me,” Michael interjected, grinning. “It won’t be painful, I promise. Who knows, you might even enjoy it. And if all else fails, you shall have your book for consolation.”

 



  Chapter 5

Early Turbulence
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Sitting in the back of the Rolls Royce driven by Sugden, the Marchmonts’ chauffeur, Audrey took long, deep breaths, trying to calm her nerves. 

They will be happy to see me.

They will be happy to see me.

They will be happy to see me!

The refrain, no matter how often repeated, did little to tamp down the dread rising up from the pit of her stomach. She had waited a long time for this moment; the thought that something might go awry was intolerable. 

No, mustn’t think like that! 

She had come a long way to meet the Tempest St. Clairs, and she was determined that neither they nor she should have cause to regret it. It was now or never; running into Michael Carrington on the train had made that decision for her. 

She turned her attention to the road, now wending past a hedgerow dappled with wildflowers. Spring was promising to bloom into a glorious summer, and the open skies reminded her of home. It had been a long time since she had been anywhere that felt like home. The wall of greenery suddenly gave way, and she saw that the car was heading down towards a small vale. The edge of a lake was briefly visible, then disappeared again behind a large bank of trees. And then, at last, Cheveley Manor came into view. It was large and imposing, as one might expect of a rich man’s country seat. The elegance of its proportions was less common, however, and lovely to behold. In style, it was neither vulgar nor anonymous; it looked like it belonged to its surroundings, as if it could not exist anywhere else but in the very spot where it stood. Looking at it, Audrey decided that she liked Richard Marchmont better for being its owner. It might not be a Pemberley, she thought with a smile, but it was a very nice place to spend a weekend in the country.

As the car pulled around the circular gravel drive at the front of the house, she saw that another had preceded it. It was parked to the side of the main entrance, and three people – a man and two women – stood near it. With a jolt, she recognized one of them. The two women were of a similar age, some years past middle age, dressed in a similar fashion, and not unlike in appearance but for the fact that, while one was tall and spare, the other was short and plump. Standing next to each other, they might have produced a comic effect, were it not for the quiet dignity in their bearing that made them unassailable. The taller woman was surely Mrs. Tempest St. Clair, so the other – Audrey surmised – had to be her friend, Edith Marchmont. She turned her gaze to the last member of the trio, who stood a little apart from the others. 

Philip Tempest St. Clair was peering intently at the newly arrived car, his finely chiseled features arranged in an inscrutable expression. At a distance, it was hard to tell the color of his eyes, but she fancied they were nearly as pale as his hair. He wore a suit of dark grey tweed, its style befitting a country gentleman not insensible to the merits of fine tailoring. He was taller than his aunt and similarly spare. Her inspection was cut short by Michael, who had stepped out of the car, blocking her view.

“Hullo, Aunt Edith! Mrs. TS, you are looking as splendid as ever! Philip, old chap, how are you? I must say, I was not expecting a proper welcoming committee,” he quipped. “This ought to make the introductions easier.”

Audrey knew this was her cue to make her presence known and fought the instinct to shrink back. Don’t be such a coward! Her ears ringing with the rhythmic pounding of her heartbeat, she opened the door and carefully disentangled herself from the seat. 

“Mrs. TS, I have the honor of delivering your niece to you,” Michael announced with a theatrical flourish that brought a flush to Audrey’s cheeks. Blithely unaware of her embarrassment, Michael delivered the rest of his introduction in a similar style. “Aunt Edith, Philip – may I introduce Miss Audrey Tempest St. Clair? If she appears a little dazed, it’s entirely my fault. She’s had to put up with me on the train all the way from London, and that’s enough to test anyone’s fortitude. Go on, Audrey: tell them how what a sore trial I’ve been!”

Audrey ignored him. She felt too awkward to attempt any badinage, so she offered a simple greeting and turned her attention to her hostess. “Miss Marchmont, I must apologize for imposing on you – and Aunt Georgiana, I’m terribly sorry for turning up at such an inopportune time. I hadn’t realized – not until Michael told me – that this weekend wouldn’t do. When I wrote to you, I didn’t know when exactly I would be arriving in England and I thought I’d take the chance and … oh, I am so sorry! I don’t wish to inconvenience anyone, so I shall leave at once and return by the next train to London. If I may have a lift back to the village, then–”

Before Audrey could finish outlining her plan, Mrs. Tempest St. Clair came forward and took her by the hands.

“My dear, I am so very happy to see you,” she declared, enfolding Audrey in a warm embrace. “I shan’t hear word of your leaving right away, not after you travelled all this way. As it happens, I asked my maid to prepare your room only this morning. Edith, my dear, you won’t mind if Philip and I take Audrey back to my house now so she can get settled? It’ll mean that I shan’t be able to stay for tea, but I’ll be back in time for dinner.”

“But whatever for?” Miss Marchmont cried out. “All this talk of coming and going – such nonsense! Miss Tempest St. Clair must stay. Richard will insist. You know how much he enjoys having young persons about the place!” Having so declared, Miss Marchmont bestowed her own embrace on Audrey, decreed that she was to call her Edith, and announced that Audrey had not changed at all since her last visit to Cheveley, except by growing taller and prettier. 

Blushing profusely, Audrey thanked her and accepted the invitation. Edith beamed, and Mrs. Tempest St. Clair nodded approvingly. Audrey snuck a glance at the others. From the sidelines, Michael was observing the scene with an amused air, trying – and not entirely succeeding – to suppress a grin. Philip, who had made no move to approach her, still wore the same unreadable expression as before. 

Well, hello to you too! 

As if he’d read her mind, Michael asked Philip if he was going to greet his cousin. The question made everyone turn to Philip, who met their gazes with perfect composure and offered a cool smile in return. But for a split second, when he must have thought no one was watching, Audrey saw a flicker of annoyance pass over his face.

“How kind of you to remind me of my manners, Michael,” he said smoothly. “Miss Tempest St. Clair, how do you do? We have not met before, have we?”

“No, I don’t believe we have,” Audrey replied guardedly. “The last time I came to Cheveley Magna, I was told that you were away – at boarding school, if I recall correctly. But, please, do call me Audrey. It’s nice to meet you, at last.”

Having evidently decided that sufficient introductions had been made, Edith took Audrey by the arm and entreated her to come inside to meet the others – those being Richard Marchmont, his niece, Angela, and a Miss Fowler, who were waiting for their guests in the sitting room, where tea had been laid out. Michael’s mother, Edith explained as she guided Audrey into the house, was upstairs in her room with a headache. Struggling to keep up with her hostess, quick in step and conversation, Audrey had little opportunity to take stock of her surroundings. Before long, they had reached their destination; flinging open the doors of the sitting room, Edith pushed Audrey forward, presenting her like a prize. 

“My dears, this is Miss Tempest St. Clair. She’s just arrived on the train with Michael,” she announced breathlessly. “Reginald’s daughter Audrey, Richard. You remember her, don’t you? She came here when she was a little girl.”

Richard Marchmont slowly stood up from his armchair and came forward to greet his guests. He was a man of average height and stocky build which, like Edith’s, had softened with age. Tufts of white hair adorned the sides of his head and his shoulders stooped, but neither these nor the other signs of his advanced years did anything to diminish the sense of irrepressible vitality that emanated from his person. 

He adjusted the spectacles precariously balanced on his nose, and blinked his slightly exophthalmic, red-tinged eyes. With a genial smile, he welcomed Audrey to Cheveley Manor.

“She’s come to stay with Georgiana,” Edith explained, “not knowing that Georgiana will be here this weekend, and now she’s worried that she has come at the wrong time. Naturally, I’ve told her that isn’t the case at all, and that she must stay here too, but I think it she ought to hear it from you, Richard, because I’m not convinced the poor girl won’t try to run back to London otherwise.”

“What’s that? Of course, you must stay!” Richard bellowed, addressing himself to Audrey. “We shall hear no more talk of leaving, if you please. As my niece ought to have told you, the day after tomorrow is going to be my birthday, and I absolutely insist that you remain here as my guest. Come, come – take a seat here next to me. Ah, Mrs. Tempest St. Clair, Philip – I beg your pardon! Please, come in, come in! And who’s that behind you?”

“Hullo, Uncle Dickie! It’s the prodigal nephew.” 

“Michael, my boy! I thought I’d heard your aunt say that you’d arrived. How are you? Keeping well, I see.”

“Never better, especially since I had the pleasure of Audrey’s company on the way down here.”

“D’you mean that you badgered Miss Tempest St. Clair until she decided it was easier to talk to you than to ignore you?” inquired the young woman sitting closest to Richard Marchmont. She had unruly shoulder-length dark brown hair, haphazardly held back with barrettes, and an angular face that, though not beautiful, was made interesting by a pair of large, wide-set, flashing black eyes. 

“Angela, my sweet, you know me so well,” Michael replied with a small, sardonic bow. “Have you missed me terribly while I was gone?”

“About as much as always,” Angela replied dispassionately, moving to make room for Audrey to sit next to her. “You may have better luck satisfying your ego if you ask Miss Fowler,” she advised Michael. 

“You know very well I shan’t, because Miss Fowler never thinks about me at all.”

Addressing herself to the room in general, the lady in question declared that she had no idea what Mr. Carrington meant. Dressed in a severely tailored grey wool suit, she was sitting a little apart from the rest of the company, occupying a Louis XV style bench by the window.

“Don’t pick on Miss Fowler,” Richard warned Michael. The admonishment, delivered in a gruff voice but with unmistakable affection, failed to deter the latter from winking at Miss Fowler, who politely ignored him. “She’s the best damn secretary I ever had – pardon my language, ladies – and I won’t have her being annoyed by your tomfoolery, my boy.”

Audrey glanced at Miss Fowler and noticed that she acknowledged her employer’s compliment with a slight nod, but otherwise gave no outward indication that she found it gratifying. In all respects, she gave an impression of great reserve. Her wheat-blonde hair was pinned up in a simple but elegant chignon, whose impeccable neatness was echoed in every other aspect of her appearance. Audrey thought she was quite beautiful, but in a severe, almost clinical way. From the corner of her eye, she saw that Philip was also contemplating Miss Fowler. His expression, if not quite openly admiring, certainly suggested that he found it pleasant to rest his eyes upon her countenance.

Well, well, well – I wonder if there’s anything in that. 

The question was left unpondered, her attention claimed by conversation. Determined to make herself agreeable to the company, she was relieved to find it less difficult a task than she’d feared. With the exception of Miss Fowler and Philip – who, having brought the secretary a cup of tea, proceeded to join her in her self-imposed isolation – everyone was eager to talk to her. Better still, they seemed quite prepared to find her charming, which made the job of being charming all the easier. Unburdened by her earlier nervousness, Audrey’s spirits lifted. 

Everything was going along swimmingly, when Richard suddenly sat up in his armchair and turned to Michael. 

“I say, dear boy, weren’t you supposed to bring Stella with you on the train? Edith, didn’t you tell me last week that Stella was to come with Michael?” 

Edith stared at him, then at Michael, momentarily dumbfounded. 

“My goodness, how did I forget about Stella!” she exclaimed once recovered. “But … Michael, I don’t understand! I’m sure Stella told me she was coming with you today. No, Richard, I heard her clear as you please and there was no mistake about it. She did say Thursday, by train, with Michael.” With growing agitation, she asked Philip if Stella had told him differently. 

Philip shook his head and confirmed that he had not been made aware of a change in his sister’s plans. This information caused further consternation among all but two of the assembled party; since no one had reason to expect Audrey to have an explanation for Stella’s absence, all eyes slowly turned towards Michael. 

He grinned apologetically.

“I was going to tell you, only you were all having such a lovely time, I didn’t want to spoil the fun.” This pronouncement elicited a chorus of exclamations, ranging from the fearful (Edith) to the choleric (Richard), and he raised his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “There is no cause for alarm, but before I share news of Stella, may I remind you that shooting the messenger is generally considered to be poor form.”

“Do get on with it, Carrington,” Philip snapped. 

To demonstrate his imperviousness to such incivility, Michael remained deliberately silent for a moment, tapping his fingers gently on the armrests of his chair. To Audrey, it looked as though he was enjoying himself.

“You will be happy to hear, Philip, that your sister was in perfectly good health when I saw her this morning at her flat. Moreover, she was quite eager to be reunited with her family … and to introduce them to her fiancé.”

A painfully protracted silence followed Michael’s announcement. 

“I beg your pardon?! I can’t have heard you right, my boy – did you say fiancé? What fiancé?” Richard spluttered, his face taking on an alarmingly pink hue. “What is this nonsense about Stella having a fiancé to introduce to her family?”

“But you know who I’m talking about, Uncle Dickie,” Michael reminded him. “It’s the chap Stella told you about before: Raoul Lagarde. She’s decided that she simply can’t wait a moment longer for the two of you to meet, so she’s bringing him here tomorrow. That’s why she didn’t come on the train with me. They’re going to motor down together and join in with all the birthday festivities. She’s awfully excited about it,” he added helpfully.

 



  Chapter 6

Answers and Questions
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Audrey was to occupy a spacious bedroom, which had been Stella’s before her removal to London. The decor suggested that its former occupant liked comfort and luxury in equal measure. A profusion of expensive cut-glass bottles, no doubt filled with equally expensive perfume, littered the ornate vanity table that stood in front of one of two large bay windows overlooking the lawn at the back of the house. Apart from the vanity table, the furniture in the room consisted of a large four-postered bed flanked by a pair of night-tables, a decadently cushioned velvet settee and armchair, and a small desk. In a corner, there was a built-in wardrobe with intricately carved wood doors and, next to it, a connecting door. Audrey opened it to find a generously sized bathroom, tiled in emerald green and boasting a copper claw-footed tub.

A girl could get used to this, she told herself. 

This one had better not, whispered back the voice in her head.

“Sickening, isn’t it?”

Leaning against the door frame of the bathroom, Angela was peering at the tub. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you how much money Uncle Dickie paid to have that thing installed, and all because Stella decided that bathing in a plain enameled tub is bad for the complexion.”

“Is it?”

“I haven’t the faintest, but I expect it’s something she picked up from one of her magazines. It’s where she gets a lot of her harebrained ideas, I think.”

Angela moved away. Audrey closed the bathroom door and walked over to the bed. As soon as she sat down, a wave of tiredness washed over her. The coverlet felt soft under her hands, the mattress softer still; the prospect of stretching out and closing her eyes, just for a moment, called to her like a siren song. On the other hand, she didn’t want to miss an opportunity to speak with Angela in private and get the lay of the land, so to speak. 

She glanced at the other woman. Angela was picking up various objects from the vanity and examining them silently and without any apparent interest. After a brief deliberation, Audrey decided to broach matters head-on.

“Is he so very terrible – Raoul Lagarde?” She saw Angela stiffen slightly and wondered if she had been too abrupt. She decided to plunge on. “I’ve heard a little about him from Michael, but I’m not sure what to think. I find it rather difficult to know when your cousin’s being serious and when he’s joking.”

Angela smiled. She picked up a perfume bottle, took out its stopper, and gave it a delicate sniff. “If I were you, I wouldn’t believe half of what comes out of Michael’s mouth at any given moment. He enjoys winding people up – even pretty girls he’s trying to impress.” Seeing that Audrey was about to protest, Angela forestalled her. “There’s no need to pretend he doesn’t think you’re pretty, you know. He would have left you at the train station if he didn’t. Michael doesn’t exert himself unless there’s something in it for him.”

He'll be sorely disappointed if he expects to get something for his trouble, Audrey thought to herself. 

“I do appreciate him bringing me here so I could meet my aunt,” she told Angela. “And it’s wonderfully generous of your family to offer me their hospitality, especially when it looks like this.”

Angela shrugged noncommittally. “I don’t expect it’s going to be much fun for you, this weekend. Uncle Dickie’s been like a bear with a sore head for weeks now, and this escapade of Stella’s is only going to make him more impossible. He loves having people around, especially on his birthday, but if things don’t go his way, he takes it as a personal insult and goes into a sulk. And you’ll find that when Uncle Dickie sulks, the rest of us suffer.”

“As bad as that?”

“Yes, rather – but don’t mind me. I’ve had some bad news this morning and I’m not feeling too cheerful myself.”

Audrey weighed her options. Ought she risk being presumptuous, or take the safer road and allow the unexpected disclosure to pass without comment? Having begun with boldness, she decided to continue in similar fashion. 

“Look, I know we hardly know each other, and the last time you saw me I was an annoying little brat, so feel free to tell me to mind my business. But if you want to talk about anything, I am happy to lend an ear.”

Angela came over and sat next to her on the bed. “That’s nice of you to offer. You’re not a bit like I thought you’d be when you came in. Most of Stella’s London pals who’ve come to visit are awfully snooty, and it’s impossible to talk to them about anything without feeling like you’re being a bore. I don’t know why I thought you’d be like them, except that your outfit reminds me of something they’d wear.”

Not knowing how to respond to these remarks, Audrey changed the subject and asked Angela if she was looking forward to the fête.

“Not really,” Angela confessed. “Practically everyone in the village is invited, which means the place will be overrun with people, and Aunt Edie will have even more on her plate than usual. How she puts up with Uncle Dickie, not to mention Caroline, is beyond me. You haven’t met Caroline before, have you? She’s Michael’s mother and she’s living here as a sort of permanent house guest. She’s … well, you’ll see for yourself. She’s not as bad as Uncle Dickie, but she’s got her own particular ideas about how she wants things done for her and is not above sulking if she doesn’t get her way. Take this afternoon, for example. She said she couldn’t come down for tea because she had a terrible headache, but everyone knows it’s because Aunt Edith told her that we’d be having clear turtle soup for dinner tonight. Caroline absolutely loathes it, but it’s Uncle Dickie’s favorite and he insisted that it should be served, so what is poor Aunt Edie supposed to do?”

Audrey agreed that it all sounded rather challenging. “You must find it difficult as well, living here.”

“Goodness, no – I don’t live here! I’m sure I’d lose my mind if I did! I live at Cheveley Farm with Laurence. He’s my brother, do you remember him? He owns lots of land around here and rents it out to farmers. No, I could never live here – I have my horses to think about, you see. As a matter of fact, I’m trying to set up a rescue to take more of them in – horses that are too old or injured to keep racing – to keep them from being destroyed. It’s so barbaric, don’t you think?”

In speaking of the horses, Angela’s demeanor became animated. Her features, somewhat ordinary in repose, were transformed. She has a Joan of Arc air about her, Audrey thought. 

“... and it’s simply unthinkable that we’ll find a place that suits as well, but Uncle Dickie doesn’t care at all! He is quite adamant about that horrible petrol station and simply won’t listen to us! Not that Laurence has been any help lately – not since he’s decided that having money is nicer than having principles. At least Mr. Henderson has been a brick,” Angela declared with feeling, the colour in her cheeks deepening. “I have no idea how it can possibly go ahead without him now.”

“Who is Mr. Henderson?”

“He’s the vet here in Cheveley Magna – sorry, I forgot you wouldn’t know that already. He’s absolutely wonderful with horses. Well, he’s wonderful with all animals, but horses are his special interest. He offered to help me with the horse rescue and provide his veterinary services at no charge. I don’t have a lot of money to run the thing, you see. Actually, I don’t have any money at all … which is why I needed Laurence to give me the land and help me build the stables.”

“And he won’t?” 

“Worse than that, it turns out he can’t because the land belongs to Uncle Dickie. It seems that my father sold it to him ages ago and forgot to tell us about it. Laurence is furious about it. Serves him right, though. If he’d stuck by our original plan, together we might have been able to persuade Uncle Dickie to turn over the land for the horses. As it is –” 

Angela turned her face away from Audrey and swallowed a sob. Audrey put an arm around her and gently asked her if the bad news she had received that morning had something to do with this. “Did your uncle sell the land?”

“No, but unless he makes up his mind against it very soon, it will be too late,” Angela replied sadly. “Mr. Henderson came to see me this morning and told me that he’s received an offer from a practice in Alton to work there a few days each week. They look after Lord Petersham’s stables, and they want him to take over that work for them. Lord Petersham breeds horses, so it would be interesting work, and a lot of it. If Mr. Henderson accepts, he won’t have time to help out with the rescue anymore. It’s a good offer. Mr. Henderson would like to breed horses himself one day, so it’s not just the money, but getting a foothold in the business. Even so, he told me he would stand by his promise, and turn down the offer, if it’s certain that the horse rescue will get off the ground. He told the Alton people that he needs some time to make his decision, but he can only hold them off so long before they’ll go looking elsewhere.”

“How long do you think?”

“He didn’t say precisely, but I imagine no more than a few more days – a week, perhaps. Not long enough to convince Uncle Dickie, I’m afraid. Not now. Not with this business of Stella’s hanging over us,” Angela concluded bitterly. 

Somewhere in the house, a clock chimed. Angela straightened up and pushed back some strands of hair that had come undone from her barrettes. 

“Gosh, listen to me – talking your ear off when I’m sure you must be absolutely exhausted and desperate to freshen up. I’ll go,” she said, waving aside Audrey’s somewhat perfunctory assurances to the contrary. “You’ll probably want a bath, and I had better go see if Aunt Edie needs any help. Dinner is at seven o’clock tonight as it’s just the family – and your aunt and Philip, but they don’t count since they’re practically family.” Angela paused briefly by the door and looked back at Audrey. “I suppose that means that you are, as well.” With a quick smile, she was gone.

 



  Chapter 7

A Most Trying Morning
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“Iwill not have it!! I will NOT have that man under my roof! I don’t care where he goes, and I don’t care if he takes Stella with him. He’s welcome to the silly chit, and if he thinks it will get him one penny from me, he’s a bigger fool than she is! Showing up where he’s not wanted, dressed like some foreign popinjay and strutting about like … like … and did you see that car he was driving? God knows where he got it from! Shouldn’t be surprised if he won it in some card game. And to have him here!? It’s obscene!! I won’t have it!! D’you hear what I said, Edith?! I WON’T HAVE IT!!”

Having listened to Richard fulminate in this vein at full decibel for nearly a quarter of an hour, Edith was beginning to feel a migraine coming on.  It had been a trying morning for everyone at Cheveley Manor. Edith felt duty-bound to attempt to broker some semblance of peace but, thus far, all such attempts had been obstructed in equal measure by Richard and Stella, both of whom seemed determined to trump the other in obstinacy. Philip and his aunt had taken Stella and her fiancé into the drawing room to try to make them comprehend the expediency of arranging Raoul’s prompt departure; Edith had followed Richard into his study to try to make him comprehend the terrible fuss he’d kick up if he went through with his threat to have the local constabulary remove Raoul from the house. She hoped that the others were having better luck than her.

“… bold as brass, trying to shake my hand as if I knew him?! I don’t know him from Adam! Who are his people, hey? Tell me that if you can! God knows what pack of lies he’s told Stella. He says he works in the City – HAH! Nobody’s ever heard of him in the City. He plays poker and hangs about nightclubs with all manner of bounders and miscreants – that’s what everyone will tell you. And then to come here and expect me to pretend I think him a gentleman! HAH! Scoundrel, more like!! I’ll throw them both out, just wait and see!”

Edith had barely opened her mouth to speak, when Richard cut her off, pointing an accusing finger at her.

“And don’t bother trying to mollycoddle me, Edith! I won’t be mollycoddled, d’you hear me! I might be an old man nearing the end of his days, but I am not a doddering fool to be led around by his nose! I’ll show them!! Where’s Philip?!”

He marched over to the door, threw it open, and repeated the query. Miss Fowler, who was sitting at her desk a few feet away and who had undoubtedly heard the question the first time it had been shouted, answered that she didn’t know, but that she would go and fetch Mr. Tempest St. Clair if Mr. Marchmont so desired.

“I do!! And while you’re at it, you can tell him–”

“Now, just a minute, Richard,” Edith interjected, taking him by the arm and leading back into the study. “Miss Fowler, please stay where you are and make sure no one comes in here to disturb Mr. Marchmont,” she added before closing the door quietly. 

Putting on the most severe expression she was able to muster, she turned and faced her uncle. His temper tantrum was, thankfully, beginning to run out of steam. He was still glaring at her with a mutinous air, but his face had lost most of its resemblance to boiled beetroot. 

“Richard, this won’t do,” Edith said firmly. “Whatever we may think of Mr. Lagarde – no, please don’t interrupt me, you have made your opinion quite clear already. Mr. Lagarde is here as Stella’s guest, and Stella is your granddaughter and a Marchmont, and this is her home. Moreover, I do believe she has told everyone that she intends to marry him so unless we want the village to talk of nothing else from now till Michaelmas, we cannot turn them out. I like it no more than you do, Richard, but we must find a way to bear that man until Stella comes to her senses.” Edith ignored her uncle’s angry scoff, and her tone grew steelier. “I don’t believe for a minute that she really means to marry him. She’s just – what do you call it? Sowing her wild oats. It’s no good looking at me like that. I know perfectly well the sort of things you got up to when you were young – you told me all about them, you know. You may say that young girls these days are grown wild, and that independence has gone to their heads, but I say what’s sauce for the gander is sauce for the goose – or is it the other way around? Oh, never mind. Now, young people are bound to make a few mistakes and act a bit silly now and then. I don’t see that it helps matters at all if the whole county gets to hear that you disapprove of Stella’s friends. Surely this is a private family matter.”

“And how do you suppose it’ll stay private when everyone will comes here on Sunday and sees that … that … fellow parading around? They’re going to think I asked him to come,” Richard howled in outrage.

“So, what if they think that he’s here at your invitation? I don’t imagine anyone from Cheveley Magna has ever heard of Mr. Lagarde or would have any reason to think him a pariah – not if we don’t treat him like one. I know it won’t be pleasant for you, Richard, and I’m sorry. We shall do our best to not let it spoil your birthday. Everyone has worked ever so hard to make it special – just wait and see.”

And with that, Edith felt she had done all she could do. In a few minutes, once her uncle finished giving vent to his remaining ire, she would go and tell Philip and the others that Richard had agreed to allow Raoul to remain at Cheveley Manor until the following Monday, provided he kept out of Richard’s way as much as possible. If Stella didn’t take it into her head to be offended by that stipulation, there was hope yet that the weekend might come off successfully. Never mind that Edith now had two extra guests to manage, with the servants already busy working on the preparations for the fête; none of the family would give it a second thought. They never did. 

Aunt Edie will sort it out, they’ll say – Aunt Edie always sorts it out.

Her own bitterness startled her. It had to be the migraine; the pounding in her head had grown worse. She looked over at Richard, who had gone quiet and was staring distractedly at some papers on his desk. She could leave him now, she decided; provided nothing else set him off for the rest of the day, by dinnertime, his mood ought to be sufficiently restored to allow him to sit at the same table as Raoul. After informing him that she would have his cold lunch tray sent to his study at half past twelve as usual, she left him engrossed in his papers. 

In the drawing room, she discovered that Georgiana had carried off Stella’s fiancé to the morning room, where breakfast was still laid out. She gave silent thanks for her friend’s presence of mind. Raoul’s absence would improve her chances of cementing the tentative truce she’d managed to wring from Richard. Judging from Stella’s and Philip’s faces, their negotiations had been less successful than hers; they sat apart, studiously avoiding each other’s eyes. Also in the room were Audrey and Laurence, the former looking as if she wished to be anywhere else, the latter looking as if he had swallowed a frog.

Oh, why has he come?

They had not been expecting Laurence at Cheveley Manor that morning, and Edith could already tell that his presence would not help matters along. As if on cue, her nephew decided to prove her right.

“Fine friends you’re making in London, Stella! The last set you brought down here was obnoxious enough, but you seem to have outdone yourself this time. From what sordid den of iniquity did you pick up that specimen, hmm?”

Stella threw him a murderous look. “I’ll thank you not to refer to Raoul in those terms, Laurence. You may use that sort of language with your associates if you like, but try to remember that the rest of us don’t hang about in barns all day.”

“Ooh, la-dee-dah! Rather rich, coming over hoity-toity like this when you’ve got some phony Frenchman hanging off your coattails. At least the people with whom I associate know an honest day’s work, which is more than your chap can say, I bet. What’s he doing here anyway? Come to mingle with the unwashed country bumpkins? Not much in the way of loot around here, unless he wants to take a stab at the family silver.”

“You hateful wretch! Why are you here? To stick your nose in other people’s business and jeer at them and make yourself feel better? Oh, yes, don’t think I don’t know what you’ve been up to lately so you can stop trying to act superior! At least Raoul and I aren’t skulking around like you and –”

“Careful, Stella,” Philip interjected, seeing that Laurence had gone very red in the face and looked to be on the brink of an eruption. 

His warning briefly silenced Stella. She looked at the faces around the room and appeared to reconsider what she was about to say. She gave a shrug and turned to Laurence. “Anyway, if you must know, I brought Raoul here to meet Grandfather. We are going to be married.”

Laurence stared at her. “You’re joking!”

“I can’t imagine why you’d think I would joke about something like that,” Stella replied primly. “It would be in very bad taste, and Grandfather would hardly appreciate it.”

“I’m sure he’d appreciate it a damn sight more than finding out that man’s your fiancé,” Laurence exploded. “You don’t mean to say … you told him?! So, that’s why it looked like a funeral when I came in. You utter, utter ninny, Stella! You’ve made a proper mess of it this time, haven’t you?” 

Edith decided it was time to intervene. “Please, Laurence, no more of this now! I didn’t know you were coming over this morning. I thought we would only see you at dinner tonight.”

“I hadn’t planned on it, but Angela insisted that she had to speak to Uncle Dickie urgently and I offered to give her a lift on my way to the village. I had no idea we’d be walking into the middle of this debacle, or I’d have told Angela not to waste her time. She’ll not get very far with Uncle Dickie now, at any rate.”

Edith sighed. “Yes, just now is not a very good time to speak to Richard.” She hoped that Miss Fowler had been able to dissuade Angela from making the attempt. She listened for the sound of distant shouting and, hearing none, indulged a little bit of optimism. 

“I must say, Stella, your timing is impeccable as always,” Laurence observed, returning to the fray. “Getting your grandfather riled up just before his birthday, and without so much as a single thought for the rest of us, I’m sure. We don’t all enjoy unnecessary theatrics the way they do in London.”

“Oh, please,” Stella scoffed. “I bet the only reason you even care if Grandfather is upset is because you were hoping to touch him for a loan again. Hah, I knew it,” she cackled triumphantly, observing Laurence’s darkening color. “And as for Angela, I bet she’s trying to wheedle something out of him, too. And you’re trying to make it sound like I’m the awful one. Well, I think you’re a perfect heel, Laurence Marchmont!”

Edith intervened again. “Stop it, both of you! You should both be embarrassed, carrying on like this. What must Audrey think of us, I wonder. You’ll apologize to her, please, and stop acting like children. Now, I must tell you what has been decided. Stella, your grandfather has agreed that Mr. Lagarde may remain at Cheveley Manor until after the fête on Sunday. He will join us for dinner tonight and tomorrow, and for the fête and the party afterward. But it would be best, my dear, if the rest of the time, he stayed out of Richard’s sight. Your grandfather is set in his ways, and there is no use forcing him to do something when he’s not ready. Some other time, who knows,” Edith said, making a vague gesture with her hands. “Not, mind you, that Richard has said anything about Mr. Lagarde making another visit in the future. But I’m sure you can appreciate that such a thing will be far less likely to happen if your grandfather’s given any more cause for upset this weekend.”

The reasonableness of this observation seemed to be lost on Stella, whose cheeks flooded with color. “That’s so unfair, Aunt Edie! Just because Grandfather has some antediluvian prejudices and won’t allow anyone to contradict them, why should Raoul have to skulk around like some sort of interloper!”

“If the shoe fits, my dear,” Laurence chimed in maliciously. 

Fearing another outburst from Stella, Edith was about to intervene again when Audrey spoke up.

“I’m sure no one wants Mr. Lagarde to feel like an interloper. Mr. Marchmont very generously extended his hospitality when I arrived at Cheveley Manor unannounced, and I have been made to feel very much at home here.”

“Yes, one can see that – you’re becoming very familiar, aren’t you,” Philip said. 

Edith was taken aback. The remark was out of character for Philip. It had been spoken quietly, but a quick glance told Edith that Audrey had heard it, even if the others had not. Poor child, she took that rather hard, Edith thought, feeling oddly protective. She had no idea what had come over Philip; it was so unlike him to be even remotely discourteous, especially in the presence of ladies. She tried to remember if she knew of any old family disagreement that might explain the apparent coolness between the cousins. Audrey’s father had been the youngest of the Tempest St. Clair brothers, and something of a black sheep, hadn’t he? Perhaps there was something in that. She made a mental note to ask Georgiana about it later – delicately, of course – and rushed to fill in the silence, lest more awkwardness follow.

“Thank you, Audrey. We are very happy to have you here and we will try to make everyone’s stay as agreeable as possible. Sunday will be a full day, and there are plenty of things to do in the meantime. Stella, I expect that you’ll want to show Mr. Lagarde around? Perhaps you might organize a game of tennis later, or lawn croquet. And don’t forget about dinner tonight – drinks are at half past six sharp. Now, I must be off. There’re still ever so many things to do, and Angela seems to have forgotten that she was supposed to help me. I shall just have to manage, I suppose.”

“Is there anything I can do to help, Edith?”

“It’s very kind of you to offer, Audrey. Perhaps you might join me in the garden to help me pick flowers for the house. We need the usual and then a few extra arrangements for Sunday.” 

Audrey immediately agreed and got up from the sofa to join her, carefully avoiding eye contact with the others. Was she worried they might think she was trying to make herself Edith’s pet? Looking at Philip, Edith thought it was possible he was entertaining some such notion, and bristled. What was the harm in Audrey showing herself eager to help? It was nice of her to do that, especially when no one else showed the least such inclination. Edith glanced at Stella and Laurence, both of whom still looked sulky and appeared to be entirely wrapped up in their own thoughts. 

“Laurence, if you and your sister are staying for lunch, you had better tell Collins so he can let the cook know. And Stella, Audrey is staying in your room, so you’ll be in the Daffodil Room this weekend. Mr. Lagarde will be in the Ivy Room. Tell him for me, won’t you? Come Audrey, we had better get to work.”

 



  Chapter 8

Audrey Makes a Friend and Richard 
 Makes an Announcement
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As she brushed her chin-length black hair, slightly damp from her bath, and worked to impose a semblance of order on its rebellious waves, Audrey carefully examined her face in the vanity mirror. Freshly scrubbed and unpowdered, her skin still held a faint pink flush, which heightened its color. Hers was not a face one might find on a chocolate box, but it held the power to make Audrey hard to forget – more than one man had told her so. 

Hard to forget.

If only …

She stopped herself. There was a reason why she was taking extra care with the brush, and the small pot of lip rouge, and the dress she’d chosen to wear that evening, but she didn’t think it wise to dwell on it. She glanced at her dress again: a long slim column of midnight blue velvet, nearly the same color as her eyes in candlelight, edged with fine needlework of silver thread around the neckline and hem, purchased during a brief stop in Paris on her way to England. It had been an extravagance, indulged without hesitation; Audrey firmly believed in the destiny-changing power of a nice dress. Tonight, she intended to draw upon every resource in her arsenal. It was shaping up to be a trying evening, and she was already feeling nervy. 

Once she felt she’d done all she could to prepare, she decided to kill the extra time before drinks were to be served in the drawing room by heading to the library in search of diversion. In her experience, the right book could solve any number of life’s problems. 

Books, it turned out, were not the only thing to be found in Cheveley Manor’s library.

“Well, hello – this is a nice surprise!”

Finding herself unexpectedly staring into Michael’s smiling green eyes, Audrey was visited, again, by a familiar train of sensations: surprise, appreciation, vexation. The man was still too good-looking for her own good and that fact, rediscovered, made her cross. She wasn’t sure if she was cross at him for this unearned piece of fortune, at nature for bestowing it on him, or at herself, for being entirely too susceptible to it. 

“I was ready early, so I thought I’d come down and find a book to read until it was time for drinks,” she said to explain her presence, then wondered why she felt it necessary to do so. Somehow, that was definitely his fault.

“As far as I’m concerned, your reason for being here is quite immaterial,” he assured her. “What matters is that you are here and therefore in a position to rescue me from hopeless boredom. A few kind words will suffice … or even a few unkind ones, if you throw one of your charming smiles into the bargain.”

“Your boredom cannot be an especially grave affliction if it can be cured as easily as that,” Audrey said severely. All the same, she was unable to resist a smile.

“Or perhaps you underestimate the curative properties of your smile, my dear cousin. Mark the immediate improvement in my demeanor, if you will.”

Audrey made a show of carefully examining his countenance. “Indeed, I am not sure that I do – you seemed no less content before.”

“Cat! However, I’m not going to hold that against you – and to prove it, I shall mix you one of my signature cocktails. Oh, don’t look so alarmed! I didn’t get the recipe from Stella’s improbable Frenchman. What do you think of Lagarde, by the way? Do you follow Uncle Dickie’s orthodox line of thinking, or do you take a more broad-minded view of the matter?”

“I am not sure I ought to take any view at all,” Audrey replied carefully. Beneath Michael’s blithe banter, she sensed a keen watchfulness.

“Live and let live, is that the idea? On the whole, a very wise precept. But it won’t do here, you know.”

“And why not, pray tell?”

“The Marchmonts do not recognize neutrality. You may see yourself only as a guest here but let me assure you: as long as you dwell between these walls, you are de facto a partisan. Either for – or against. You must be prepared to range yourself on one side, or the other. You may not be Switzerland.”

This declaration, and the mock sententiousness of its delivery, made Audrey burst into laughter. “Do you actually believe any of the things you say, or do you say them merely to enjoy hearing them said?”

“It really depends on the situation,” Michael confessed readily, “but, as it happens, at the moment, I am trying to be helpful. You have a strange effect on me.”

“Oh?”

“Making me want to be helpful all the time. Someone’s bound to have told you this already, but I am not generally noted for my helpfulness.”

Ignoring the compliment, Audrey asked nonchalantly what qualities were more commonly ascribed to his character.

“Well, let’s see! In the main, tolerably charming manners, moderately expensive tastes, and a regrettable tendency towards frivolity. I am also rather good at my job, but unless you harbor a heretofore undisclosed passion for architecture, I don’t suppose that’s of much consequence to your question.”

“On the contrary, I think being good at what you do is always noteworthy.”

“Oh? I insist you go on and tell me why you think so,” Michael demanded. “Is it because one ought to be good at whatever pursuit one chooses to make one’s vocation? Or because being good at it is apt to make one successful?”

“I’m not sure,” Audrey admitted. “Perhaps both. I think talent is always to be admired.”

“Surely not all talent,” Michael countered. “A talent for evil, for example,” he went on, handing her the drink he had mixed. “Speaking of talents, try that and tell me what you think.”

Audrey took a small, cautious sip. It made her tongue tingle in a not unpleasant way. “It seems strong,” she offered guardedly.

“Hardly that – a case of the bark being worse than the bite, so to speak. You needn’t worry, you know, about my plying you with cocktails. My intentions are almost entirely honorable.”

Audrey felt a tingling that could not be, in good conscience, attributed to the drink she held in her hands. Said the wolf to Little Red Riding Hood, was on the tip of her tongue, but the arrival of Mrs. Tempest St. Clair and Edith, quickly followed by that of Caroline Carrington, thwarted her reply.

“Save that thought,” Michael whispered in her ear. He went to greet the other women and offer them drinks. He did not, she noticed, mix them the same cocktail he had prepared for her. She decided it was best not to read anything in that. 

The butler came in to announce that the Hendersons had arrived. Audrey, who had been curious to see Edward Henderson after her tête-à-tête with Angela, found reality a touch more prosaic than she had expected. The vet looked to be in his late thirties, a little above average in height, with a solid build that did not impede the lines of his smartly tailored country tweeds. His dark auburn hair was cut very short, as was the beard that covered the lower part of a face otherwise notable for its broad forehead and deep-set hazel eyes. His sister, whose first name was Helen, was a sensible-looking woman who had eschewed any attempt at glamorous evening wear in favour of a pale pink silk blouse with lace panels down the front and a dark skirt of somewhat old-fashioned design. Like her brother, she asked to be given a whisky and soda, and was not in the least affronted by Caroline’s affected surprise at her choice. After a day of helping out with the animals in the surgery and fixing up the carburetor in her brother’s car, the whisky had been well and truly earned, she breezily informed the older woman. Besides, a good whisky did wonders for the constitution – Miss Carrington might wish to try it some time. Caroline thanked her for the suggestion in a tone that made it clear she considered it both impertinent and deluded. 

This failed to repress Miss Henderson’s good spirits, which received a further boost with Angela’s arrival. The two women were evidently good friends and quickly fell into animated conversation. Although she couldn’t hear what was being said, Audrey thought she might easily guess at the general subject, having caught a glimpse of Angela’s brother, who had walked into the drawing room a few steps behind his sister. 

Like his great-uncle, Laurence was of average height and had a stocky build that, in his case, hadn’t yet begun to run soft; indeed, it spoke rather emphatically of frequently exercised muscles. He had brown hair and the slightly ruddy complexion of someone who spent most of his waking hours out of doors, but his features were surprisingly delicate – like Angela’s but more vivid in coloring. Under the light of the chandeliers, his dark blue eyes looked almost black. They were his most exotic feature; prone to flash whenever he was provoked to a temper, they gave him a vaguely piratical look. At the moment, they looked stormy – a sign, Audrey concluded, that a sibling quarrel had just taken place. Like Angela, Laurence made a beeline for a sympathetic ear to receive his grievances; cornered, Mr. Henderson accepted his fate with apparent good humor. Audrey wondered if the vet found his divided loyalties difficult to manage. 

Perhaps they’re less divided than it seems.

It was entirely possible that she was mistaken in reading a romance between the lines of what Angela had told her the previous day. Mr. Henderson’s involvement in the horse rescue might be nothing more than a favor to his friend’s sister. It was a good reminder that she ought not jump to conclusions – romantic ones in particular – whilst she remained at Cheveley Manor. There was enough drama circulating about the place; no need to imagine more. 

As if on cue, the doors of the drawing room were thrown open once more, and two resplendent figures walked in. The sight caused a hush to fall across the room. It was Michael who was the first to recover his speech. 

“Hullo, Stella – still fond of the dramatic entrance, I see. Will you make the introductions, or shall I step into the breach?” 

Observing that his cousin had fixed him with a narrow stare that would have reduced a basilisk to tears, he decided no reply was necessary. Unruffled, he introduced Raoul Lagarde to his mother and the Hendersons, then asked Stella whether it was still the case that she and Mr. Lagarde were affianced. “I should hate to give out information that might be out of date,” he explained with malicious scrupulousness.

“I am not sure I understand your remark, Carrington,” Raoul cut in sharply, “but Miss Marchmont and I are still engaged to be married, as I believe she informed her family only this morning.” 

“This morning, yes, but it’s now nearly seven o’clock and around here one can never predict what might happen between breakfast and dinner,” Michael explained. 

Audrey struggled to suppress a smile. Behind her, Edith let out a barely audible sigh. 

“Oh, shut up, Michael,” Stella burst out. “You’re not nearly as witty as you like to think, and I’ll thank you not to be rude to my fiancé. Raoul, darling, will you fix me a drink – and make it a strong one, please,” she instructed her betrothed, who hurried to obey her command. 

The tension dissipated and people began to resume their conversations. Stella looked around the room, evidently trying to decide which group she wanted to join. When her eyes finally came to rest on Audrey, a small frown appeared on her lovely brow – caused, without a doubt, by the fact that Michael was, at that very moment, leaning down to whisper in Audrey’s ear.

“Watch out, you’re it.”

“What are you talking about?” she whispered back. 

He nodded to Stella, who was walking towards them. “You’re the one she’s decided to pick for her friend. I’ll make myself scarce and let you two have a nice, cozy chat.” With a mock bow, he moved away. A moment later, he was standing next to the chair occupied by his mother, who was in the process of explaining the health benefits of her vitality tonic to Mrs. Tempest St. Clair. 

Proof of his prescience was not long in coming.

“Whoever said that girls are catty never met my cousin,” Stella said to Audrey by way of renewed introduction. “He’s not as bad as Laurence – who’s positively bearish – but he will say the most outrageous, beastly things to amuse himself. You mustn’t believe everything he says, you know.”

Audrey shared that she’d been told nearly the same thing by Angela.

“There you are, then,” Stella exclaimed emphatically, as though the matter was definitively settled. “Mind you, Angela is not exactly the greatest judge of character, either. She thinks Laurence can do no wrong.”

To avoid the necessity of taking sides, Audrey rushed to compliment Stella on her wine-red Delphos robe.

“You’re terribly sweet! It’s an old thing, but still nice enough for the country. But you simply must tell me where you got your dress – it’s too divine! So simple, really, but utterly devastating.” Upon being informed that the dress had been acquired from a small atelier in Paris, Stella announced that she had suspected the fact all along. “The color suits you perfectly! That’s so important, don’t you think? So many people just completely ignore the question of color and walk around looking positively frightful as a result. I mean, look at her,” Stella said, nodding towards Miss Fowler, who had just slipped into the room. “Isn’t that the ghastliest dress you ever saw?”

Audrey, who thought the black velvet dress in question quite elegant, ventured the opinion that it wasn’t without merit.

“If you mean the silhouette, I suppose that’s alright as far as that goes. But the color! It’s all wrong for her complexion. It makes her look so terribly wan. And she really ought to do something else with her hair. That updo makes one think of the headmistress of some dreary old boarding school.” 

In reply to Audrey’s query about her own hair, Stella confided that she’d had it bobbed the previous December – ‘Uncle Dickie was fiendishly livid for a week!’ – and that she trusted only one person to look after it. 

“His name is Antoine Pierre, and he has a wonderfully chic salon on Belfort Street. Remind me and I’ll give you the address. I won’t let anyone else come anywhere near my hair with scissors. Why, you see some positively awful bobs going about London! But I bet Antoine could do marvelous things with that natural wave you have. My hair is frightfully thick and difficult,” Stella sighed with satisfied resignation. “Antoine says it’s like slicing through a golden forest with a pocket-knife. He’s so funny!”

“Who’s funny, darling?” Having delivered Stella her drink, Raoul made a small bow to Audrey and turned to his fiancée expectantly.

“Antoine – I was just telling Audrey about what a genius he is with hair. Never mind, darling, it’s not important. Raoul is terribly possessive, I’m afraid,” Stella explained to Audrey in a loud aside. “Sometimes, I think you’d be happiest if I had no friends and saw nobody at all,” she accused her fiancé playfully.

“Not at all,” Raoul replied smoothly, though Audrey thought there was a hint of annoyance in his voice. “Naturally, I am interested in your friends. Everything about your life interests me. But I have no wish to stop you from doing whatever you like, as you well know.” To show that there were no hard feelings, he took Stella’s hand and briefly touched his lips to it. With the subject thus closed, he turned to Audrey. “I understand that you recently arrived in England from South America, Miss Tempest St. Clair?”

“Not precisely,” she answered. “My parents are currently living in Argentina, but I have been traveling this past year – most recently in Italy, a place called Cinque Terre. Have you been to Italy, Mr. Lagarde?”

“I’m afraid not, though I would like to. Perhaps we shall go there on our honeymoon. What do you think, darling?”

“I thought it was going to be Paris – or Cairo! I have always wanted to go to Cairo,” Stella said excitedly. “All those nightclubs and film stars and palm trees! And the pyramids! I’m quite mad about them. At any rate, we still have lots of time to decide.” 

When Audrey asked if they had settled on a date for the wedding, Stella shook her head. “There’s no rush, really – after all, I’m still only twenty-one. I don’t see the sense in throwing together some slapdash affair just to get it over with. A proper trousseau takes months if one orders anything decent, and I shall want the best. And there are ever so many other things one needs to consider.” 

Raoul’s suggestion that six months might suffice to arrange matters splendidly was dismissed with an obstinate head shake. “Really, darling, it’s quite impossible to be specific until … well, quite impossible at the moment.”

“It does seem as though your grandfather might need some time to prepare himself for the wedding,” Audrey said carefully. 

“Oh, I don’t care about that at all! Grandfather is being completely unreasonable about Raoul, and I don’t make it a habit to listen to people when they’re being unreasonable,” Stella declared emphatically.

“Surely, he will expect to have a say –”

“I don’t see why –”

“ – in where and when the wedding takes place,” Audrey finished her thought. “My parents would. Older people do tend to enjoy weddings a lot, I think.”

“Yes, I suppose,” Stella agreed reluctantly. “As a matter of fact, Grandfather adores putting on a show. You’ll see what I mean this weekend. And he’ll come around. He always does in the end.”

As if summoned by Stella’s words, Richard strode in the drawing room. He had the air of a man who had something he couldn’t wait to say. Behind him, Philip lingered in the doorway, looking extremely ill at ease. Audrey sensed that something was about to happen, and it was not going to be pleasant. 

Richard greeted his guests in a hearty voice and apologized for his lateness. 

“I had a very important matter to attend to, which simply couldn’t wait. You will understand when I tell you,” he said, rubbing his hands gleefully. “Ah, Miss Henderson, Mr. Henderson, there you are – how’d ye do – Georgiana, Miss Tempest St. Clair – begging your pardon, I’m afraid this will be of no interest to you, but I hope you will spare a few minutes before dinner so my family can hear how I’ve decided to settle my affairs. I propose to make a new Will.” 

A diverse assortment of expressions greeted this announcement. Audrey counted surprise, dismay, curiosity, and even disinterest – the latter on Caroline Carrington’s face – before her eyes were drawn back to Philip. There, she saw perturbation.

He knows what’s in it, and he doesn’t like it.

Confirming her suspicions, Philip spoke up. “Richard, perhaps now is not the best time to discuss it. This is a family matter, after all, and I’m sure the other guests have no wish to be made privy to it. It would be better –”

“Thank you for your opinion, Philip, but I didn’t ask for it,” Richard snapped. “This is my house, and these are my guests, and if I have a mind to say something here and now, that’s exactly what I’ll do. I’ve had quite enough of people telling me what I ought to do!”

From her chair, Caroline sniffed that she was sure she had never taken it upon herself to tell him, or anyone else, what to do. Surprised to find himself interrupted, Richard turned and goggled at her. Michael patted his mother’s arm gently and assured her that Richard’s remark hadn’t been specifically directed at her. Caroline looked like she wanted to say something else, but a warning look from her son made her sit back in peevish silence.

“Thank you, Caroline, for that valuable addition,” Richard said in a choked voice. “I’m sure I’ve never interfered in your affairs so I can’t imagine why you’d interfere in mine. One must admire that sort of restraint because it seems very few people possess it. My nephew’s children, for example–”

“Uncle Dickie –” 

“No, no, don’t start, Angela! I’ve had an earful from you today already – quite enough.” 

By now, it was obvious that Richard had worked himself into a lather, and nothing anyone could say would soothe his temper.

“The fact of the matter is,” he went on, “some of you eager to decide for me how I ought to manage my affairs, and I think it’s time I put you all straight. I might be an old man, but that doesn’t mean I’m to be led around by the nose like a ninny! Three score and twenty-five years I’ve kept my own counsel – and done very well by it. If any of you think you know better – hah! You’re welcome to try your hand, and good luck to you. But you’ll have to do it standing on your own two feet from now on. Just like I did when I was a young man. If you want my money, you’ll have to take it as I see fit to give it.” Pulling himself up to his full height, Richard puffed out his chest. “And if you don’t like it – the charity can have it all!”

“No doubt you propose to explain what you mean by that, Uncle Dickie.”

“I do, Michael, my boy, I do,” Richard said gleefully. “It will be the same for you, I’m afraid. I did my duty by your father, and I’m sure there can be no reproach on that score. Edith, of course, will be looked after – once I’m dead, Cheveley Manor is to be maintained for her as long as she lives. Miss Fowler shall receive thirty thousand pounds in gratitude for her excellent and devoted service as my personal secretary. As for the rest, all of it – property, shares, and every last penny – shall go to Stella.”

A din of voices broke out, but Richard shushed them with a quick, peremptory gesture. 

“I haven’t finished,” he boomed. “The entire estate shall go to Stella but only on condition that, no later than her twenty-fifth birthday, she marries Laurence. Furthermore, if she does not marry Laurence or if she marries anyone else …” Richard paused to glare with loathing at Raoul Lagarde before he continued, “then she’ll get nothing at all, and the whole lot shall be used to endow a veterans’ hospice here at Cheveley Manor, so it might help more deserving souls.” 

He stopped again and scanned the room, noting signs of incipient rebellion on a few faces, which he met with a sly smile. 

“And don’t think you’ll be able to break the Will because I’ll make damned sure you won’t get anywhere with that,” he promised them.

The door opened, but no one turned to see who it was this time.

“Dinner is served,” Collins announced.

 



  Chapter 9

The Beauty and the Beast
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“It’s utterly monstrous!! I have never heard of anything so – so – odious in my whole life!”

Having held in her anger through a five-course dinner, Stella had reached the end of her tether. She was now pacing from one end of the drawing room to the other in high dudgeon, every swish of her dress threatening to wreak havoc on nearby surfaces. When Edith, with an eye to her beloved collection of Dresden vases, implored her to sit down – Caroline piping in that all the to-and-fro was giving her a headache – Stella made a sound halfway between a wail and a huff, and threw herself into an armchair.

“I know you are upset, my dear,” Edith tried to pacify her, “but you must try to remain calm. It won’t help at all if we have another scene tonight.”

“And I assure you that I’ve had quite enough shouting and commotion for one evening,” Caroline sniped.

“We know about your headache, Caroline, so you don’t have to tell us again,” Angela interjected. “It’s all very well for you, but Stella is right: this is awfully horrid for the rest of us.”

“I’m not sure why you would say that, Angela,” Caroline said. “It is most certainly not very well for me. I’ve had a most unpleasant day – one could barely get any rest at all with the constant shouting – and I can’t see how I shall be able to fall asleep now with this headache and with my pulse feeling quite –”

“Oh, what’s the point,” Stella cried out. “Sitting here and pretending everything’s fine when the truth is that I’m to be sold off like chattel! And just because Grandfather has decreed that there must always be a Marchmont at Cheveley Manor. It’s positively medieval!”

“Stella, you mustn’t say things like that,” Edith pleaded. 

“Why not, if they’re true! Telling people who they must marry – as if we’re still living in the Dark Ages! If Philip had the least bit of backbone, he’d have told Grandfather in no uncertain terms that he’d not allow his sister to be treated like a piece of baggage!”

Mrs. Tempest St. Clair decided to intervene on behalf of the accused. “My dear, I’m sure Philip did everything he could to dissuade your grandfather from this present course of action, but you must know how difficult that can be, even at the best of times.”

“Oh, you would defend him! Philip is so wise, and Philip always knows what’s best,” Stella intoned scornfully, her voice climbing in a dangerous crescendo. “Meanwhile, it’s Stella who is featherbrained and difficult and it’s Stella who has to be sacrificed so everyone else can be happy!”

“Nobody is happy about this, my dear,” Edith said, only for Angela to interject pointedly that at least one person had every reason to feel quite satisfied with the terms of Richard’s new Will. 

Miss Fowler suddenly found seven pairs of eyes fixed on her. With perfect aplomb, she agreed that it was gratifying to discover that her work was held in such high regard. She wished to make it known, however, that she’d had no knowledge of Mr. Marchmont’s intentions before that evening, nor made any attempt to influence them. Having delivered this speech, she offered to withdraw from the room so that the conversation might continue without the impediment of her presence. 

“It’s alright, Miss Fowler. I’m sure no one here wishes you to go,” Edith said hurriedly. 

“If she wants to go, I don’t understand why we’d insist she stay. You can’t suppose she’s enjoying this any more than we are,” Caroline drawled. 

Nevertheless, it seemed that Miss Fowler had decided to accept Edith’s implied apology and stay put, though she remained standing near the door, a position ideal for making an unobtrusive exit. Looking around the room, Stella could see that others also seemed to be contemplating possibilities of escape. Miss Henderson glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece for the third time in as many minutes. 

“Well, I can tell you one thing for certain,” Stella blurted out, unable to bear the miserable silence any longer. “I am never going to marry Laurence – not in a million years! Not for all the money in the world! Oh, I wish I were dead!” She punctuated the declaration with a dramatic toss of her head. Was this how the early Christian martyrs had felt before being thrown to the lions or walled up alive in some nasty dungeon?

“Stella!!”

“What?! Would it be any better if I said I wished Grandfather were dead?”

“Stella, you really mustn’t say such things!” Edith cried out. “Nobody is going to force you to marry, not Laurence or anyone else. And there would be worse things –”

“Oh, Aunt Edie, don’t! Please don’t say there would be worse things than marrying Laurence. How could you possibly know? He’s always been beastly to me, treating me like a silly infant who doesn’t know anything, when he’s the one who’s dull, and oafish, and so … parochial!” She saw Angela jump out of her seat, eyes blazing, and felt a tiny spark of satisfaction. At least now she wasn’t the only person in the room who was properly angry.

“Look, I know you’ve had a rough go of it today, but there’s no need to go on like that,” Angela said fiercely. “You’re starting to sound hysterical. It’s not as if you’re being told to marry Bluebeard, for God’s sake! Laurence is a perfectly good catch, even for you.”

“And just what is that supposed to mean?”

“I’m sure I don’t know what sort of people you and your fancy friends rub shoulders with in London, but I’d be surprised if they’re all lords and ladies and Russian dukes. And if Raoul Lagarde is what passes for husband material in those circles, then I should think Laurence a very good catch indeed!”

“Oh, yes, there are plenty of women around here who think that Laurence is a real catch – only, they do seem to change their minds once they’ve caught him, don’t they,” Stella remarked acidly. Not in the least deterred by the strangled noises issuing from her cousin, she was about to expound on the subject when she saw that Edith looked on the verge of tears and decided that she’d made her point sufficiently clear. 

Ignoring a reproachful look from Mrs. Tempest St. Clair, she settled back in her chair and began rearranging the folds of her dress in a slow, studied manner. If Angela wanted to keep quarreling, she’d have to go at it alone. She, herself, would say no more. No one could accuse her of having no sense of propriety. She had spoken her mind, which was not only quite proper but a sign of integrity. If that had made some people uncomfortable, the fault was on their side, not hers. 

“Well, this has been quite an edifying conversation,” Caroline spoke up, pulling her fine India shawl tighter around her shoulders. “I think I shall say goodnight now. If Michael asks, you can tell him that I’ve gone to my room and he may come and see me if he wishes, but not later than ten o’clock. And, Edith, if you would be so kind and ring for Collins and tell him to have Millie bring me a cup of hot cocoa as soon as possible – if it’s not too much of an inconvenience.”

In the wake of Caroline’s departure, the other women rallied; soon, the hum of conversation once more filled the room. Subdued and desultory, it managed to give an impression of normalcy. Stella, who found no comfort in pretense, felt oppressed by it. By the time the men began to trickle back into the drawing room, the after-dinner ritual of port and cigars completed, her mood was quite black. Raoul’s complaints about her grandfather’s rudeness at dinner did not improve it; she briskly informed him that if anyone deserved commiseration, it was her.

“Everyone’s been quite beastly,” she grumbled, taking care to keep her voice low. “I’m fed up to the back-teeth with being told I’m over-reacting when the truth is that I’m being persecuted for absolutely no reason at all.”

“Darling, I’m sure no one thinks that.”

“Yes, they do! Oh, and you don’t want to know what they’re saying about you. I’ve tried to put them all straight, only no one listens to me. They all think I ought to shut up and marry Laurence!”

“What? You can’t possibly be–”

“Thinking about it? Don’t be ridiculous, Raoul,” Stella said crossly. “If you’re going to ask me something like that or mope about and expect me to soothe your brow – well, I’d much rather you didn’t. I told you, I’m the one who needs cheering up! And if you can’t manage it, then you can go and stand over there with Miss Fowler and see if she’ll give you any tips on how to get around Grandfather. I mean, honestly, have you heard anything so brazen? Thirty thousand pounds?!”

Raoul hastened to agree that he had not and, for good measure, opined that Stella was entirely justified in feeling the victim of cruel persecution. Mollified, she permitted him to put his arm around her shoulders and draw her into speculation regarding the existence of nefarious influences secretly at work against them. 

Perhaps he had a point, she mused inwardly. It was rather out of character for her grandfather to take so decisively against something she’d set her heart on doing. She looked around the room, taking stock of the suspects. Michael was busy flirting with Audrey; he’d evidently decided to make that his chief entertainment that weekend. She quickly crossed him off the list. He enjoyed needling her, but he was not a bad egg. Nor, as far as she could see, did he have any reason to want to see her disinherited. The same was undoubtedly true of Philip who, for all his spinelessness, was not so aberrant a brother to actively plot for her unhappiness. 

Her aunts could be eliminated on similar grounds, she decided. She suspected Edith of harboring some Victorian notions about the romantic potential of cousins, but not of being a secret Machiavelli. Edith was no more likely to engage in a treacherous conspiracy than she was to swear in church. And the same was undoubtedly true of Mrs. Tempest St. Clair.

Angela, on the other hand …

Casting her mind back, Stella decided that her cousin had sounded quite bitter that evening. Bitterness might easily make someone behave wickedly – and jealousy, too. Angela had no money of her own and lived at Cheveley Farm, where they didn’t even have a telephone, and the bathwater had to be heated on the kitchen stove. She might claim that she needed nothing more than her horses to be content, but then again, what else could she say? It wasn’t as if Laurence would buy her nicer clothes or take her to London or Paris if she asked – even if he could afford it, which he couldn’t. And that made it all the more pathetic how ardently Angela defended her brother at every turn, blind to faults that were perfectly obvious to everyone else.  

And who knows how much farther she might go, if she thought it would help him.

A shudder ran down her spine. It was thrilling, in a way, to discover oneself the object of jealous intrigues. She looked around again, but Laurence had still not come back. Evidently, he was still closeted with Grandfather, telling him all sorts of vicious lies about her and Raoul. There was nothing she wouldn’t put past him when it came to getting money out of Grandfather! 

She realized that Raoul was still talking to her, his voice low and caressing, and she lightly touched his cheek to show she had forgiven his earlier moodiness. She didn’t mind a little possessiveness – it was rather sweet, really – but he’d have to learn not to bring it out at the wrong time and annoy her. She loved him, but that didn’t mean she was prepared to be claimed as something that belonged to him. Just now, in fact, she wished he wouldn’t cling to her side so doggedly, because she had other fish to fry. She’d have it out with Laurence, she decided suddenly. Make it very clear how things stood – and how they’d always stand as far as she was concerned. The sooner, the better.

Ah, there he is! 

Laurence was followed into the drawing room by her grandfather and Mr. Henderson. It was clear from their faces that the discussion that had caused them to tarry in the dining room had been disagreeable to all parties. After speaking a few words to Edith, Mr. Henderson went over to his sister; a short, whispered consultation followed, whose purpose was easy to guess. In a few minutes, ten at the outside, the Hendersons would make their excuses and depart. 

Laurence, too, declared his intent to leave – immediately. 

“Where are you going,” Angela and Edith asked in unison.

“That’s my business,” Laurence replied brusquely. “By God, after the things I’ve had to listen to tonight, any man might get it in his head to … never mind. Henderson will give you a lift back, Angela. Don’t bother waiting up for me, at any rate. I’ll come home when I’m good and ready.” 

“Don’t you think there are some things we ought to discuss,” Stella called after him. 

Laurence turned and scowled at her. “I’ve got nothing to say to you and if you want to know what I think about this pretty little mess you’ve made, you can ask him,” he told her, nodding towards Richard. “He’s heard what I have to say, fat lot of good that’s done. I won’t hang about and listen to any more accusations and abuse. I’ve had it up to here, and you’re welcome to the rest of it!!” 

With that parting shot, Laurence stormed out, banging the door behind him.

“Charming little scene,” Michael murmured, angrily shushed by Angela, who turned beseechingly to Richard.

“Uncle Dickie –”

“No, I won’t hear any more excuses for that boy! He certainly didn’t like what I had to say and I don’t expect he’ll be back here in a hurry. Henderson, I’m sorry that you had to listen to all that,” he added gruffly. “If you’re his friend, you ought to try and talk some sense into him before he gets himself into any more trouble. I’ve washed my hands of it.”

“But what about me?” Stella cried out. “I don’t see why I should be made to suffer on account of Laurence being a disappointment!”

A chorus of predictable protests rose up, but her grandfather’s voice rose higher still.

“And who’s making you suffer, my girl?” he roared. “Eh? Tell me that, if you can! No – I’m the one who’s been made to suffer, the way you’ve been carrying on with that fellow! Well, you can have him! You’re twenty-one now, I can’t stop you. But if you want him, just keep this in mind: he’ll not come cheaply.”

 



  Chapter 10

Encounters on a Moonlit Terrace
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Above the trees at the edge of the lawn, the sky was a fathomless ink-black pool. Here and there, a pinprick of light glimmered on its surface. The sounds of the billiard game floated, ghost-like, through the open french windows behind Audrey. The night air was a cool tonic after the closed atmosphere of the house. It had been a most educational evening. She had never met a family quite like the Marchmonts before; they were, both individually and as a collective, at once prototypical and eccentric, reassuringly predictable and utterly barmy. More than once, as she had watched them that evening, a discomfiting thought had flitted through her mind: that the weekend stood as good a chance of ending in some sort of tragedy as it did in farce. 

For the time being, however, a semblance of tranquility had been restored. After Angela and the Hendersons had left, the other young people had decamped to the billiard room where a game had been quickly struck up. Michael and Philip had paired off against Stella and her fiancé without conspicuous enthusiasm but not, it turned out, without determination to win. Their determination, if not their skill, was matched by that of their opponents; very soon, the two teams had become locked in a heated contest that was, nonetheless, largely cordial. 

Audrey thought it handsome of the two men to refrain from giving Raoul the cold shoulder. Scoundrel or not, he had caused a great deal of commotion that day, and she wouldn’t have blamed anyone – least of all Philip – for wishing to see the back of him. She, herself, had little appetite for his company and could not help thinking it a shame for Stella to dance attendance on a man like him. That the young woman believed herself in love with him was obvious; it was less obvious to Audrey why. Beneath a passable patina of sophistication, Raoul had the acuity and depth of a murky pond. He also put too much brilliantine in his hair and had an unfortunate tendency to chew with his mouth open; the latter, alone, disqualified him as a romantic hero in Audrey’s eyes. It was a pity that Stella had met Raoul when she had. Even a couple more years would have made a difference.

“Are you alright?”

For a moment, she wondered if she had imagined the voice coming out of the shadows behind her. Slowly, she turned and saw Philip standing just outside the billiard room. His bow tie was missing, and he had loosened the collar of his shirt. It must have been a hard-contested game, she thought distractedly. Philip’s hair had fallen out of its usual discipline and been pushed back carelessly. In the chiaroscuro of the terrace, it had lost its flaxen glow; the tousled waves looked almost dark, unrecognizable.

“Y-yes, I’m fine,” she stammered, her heart strangely skittish. “I just wanted some fresh air. It’s quite lovely out here. Peaceful.”

At first, it didn’t seem like he’d heard her. He walked up to the edge of the terrace and stood there for a moment, with his back to her, looking out at the lawn. He searched his pockets for his cigarette case and, not finding it, turned around. Leaning against the stone balustrade, he threw Audrey an appraising look.

“Awkward night for you, I imagine,” he said.

“Worse for you, I should think.”

Philip’s smiled. It was a very nice smile. The tension in Audrey’s shoulders eased a little.

“Yes, you’re right,” he agreed. “It’s been pretty bloody, actually.”

“Do you think Mr. Marchmont means to go through with it? Changing his Will?”

“At the moment, yes. For all the good that’ll do.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, for a start, I’m not entirely certain the terms, as Richard wants them, are legally sound. I’ve told him that I’ll need to take some advice from a chap in London who knows more about this sort of thing than I do. If he says it’s no good, then nothing will come of it.”

“Did you tell Mr. Marchmont that?”

Philip shrugged, jaded in defeat. “It didn’t make a difference. He’d already decided to tell the family about the Will – to wind them up, because he’s fuming mad at them.”

“He really is, isn’t he,” Audrey mused aloud. The wrath of Richard Marchmont was something to behold.

“Oh yes, he’s practically apoplectic. All the same, it’s difficult to know if he’ll feel the same in a fortnight, or even a few days from now. The winds of Richard’s ire blow very unpredictably.” Philip glanced at Audrey and smiled again. “You’ll get used to it.”

She smiled back then quickly looked away, conscious that she was dangerously close to blushing. Beyond the terrace, the night was still, like a breath being held. Memories tugged at her, strangely insistent.

“I’ve never had a lot of experience with large families,” she said wistfully. “My relatives are spread out the world over, and I rarely get to see them – not gathered under one roof, at any rate.”

“Tonight cannot have been a recommendation for family reunions.” 

A small, effervescent laugh escaped from her lips. Philip’s expression softened. The intensity of his gaze, still fixed on her, shifted to a different key. 

“I wish you’d tell me more about yourself. We didn’t have much time to speak earlier.”

“Really? I didn’t think you wanted anything to do with me at all,” Audrey remarked lightly. “It’s my fault, coming here like this, practically forcing myself on all of you.”

“I’m sorry if I’ve made you feel unwelcome. There’s been a lot on my mind. You can probably make a good guess as to most of it.”

Audrey wondered what bits had been left out of that description. She wanted to know – she willed him to tell her – but Philip did not seem to share the Marchmonts’ propensity for unburdening themselves to her. Tempest St. Clairs played their cards close to their chest, as well she might know.

“Can we start over?” Philip asked suddenly. “From the beginning, as though we were meeting for the first time?”

“What, as though we were strangers?”

“Are we strangers?”

The question, devastatingly simple, caught her unprepared. What did it mean, she wondered, certain that there was more to it than those three bare words.

“Practically speaking, we are,” she reasoned aloud. “Aren’t we? What else would we be, if we’ve never met before?”

Philip straightened up and came forward, closing the space between them with a couple of steps. For a split second, she thought that he would lean down and kiss her, and her heart skittered, like a panicked bird suddenly aware of its cage. It was mad, of course. In one smooth movement, Philip took off his coat and put it around her shoulders.

“You look cold,” he explained, “and your visit to Cheveley would hardly be improved if you caught pneumonia.”

Audrey was grateful that in the darkness of the terrace her blush didn’t make itself too conspicuous. You’re an utter pigeon, she admonished herself silently.

“So?”

“So,” she echoed, not immediately remembering the question she was meant to answer. “Oh, right – yes. I’ll start then, shall I?” She sat up and stuck out her right hand. “How do you do, I’m Audrey.”

Philip took her hand and shook it lightly. “Audrey,” he repeated softly. “It’s a lovely name. It reminds me of …”

“A long-lost relation perhaps?”

Audrey thought she saw a hint of melancholy in his eyes before his expression shifted again, like a door closing gently. “Perhaps,” he agreed.

“And you? What is your name?”

“Of course, sorry – Philip Tempest St. Clair.” He made a mock bow, then ran his fingers through his hair to smooth it back again.

“Do you know, I’m certain that I have a cousin by that name,” she declared, a touch more coquettishly than she’d intended. “You wouldn’t by any chance …”

“Be one and the same? I must be, given the unlikely odds of there being two of us saddled with that name. I’d rather I wasn’t, just now.”

It was a provokingly opaque comment, and Audrey countered it with a raised eyebrow. “Saddled with the name, or saddled with another cousin?”

It was Philip’s turn to laugh. “I am full up on relatives at the moment,” he admitted. “Perhaps we might remain … very nearly strangers, just a bit longer.” It looked like he was going to say something else, but his gaze shifted. Behind her, Audrey heard a now familiar voice.

“I’m terribly sorry to interrupt this Tempest St. Clair family reunion, but your presence is urgently required inside.”

Philip didn’t try very hard to conceal his irritation. “By whom?”

“The beauteous Stella, who’s had another one of Lagarde’s filthy cocktails and feels sufficiently reinvigorated for a rematch,” Michael replied with habitual flippancy. On this occasion, Audrey found it decidedly irritating.

“Can’t you and Miss Fowler make a team?”

Michael affected an expression of mock dismay. “Absolutely not! I would not willingly put myself in the yoke with that woman for all the gold in the world, much less a game of billiards. She has the spirit of a drill sergeant.”

An undignified guffaw escaped Audrey’s lips before she could stop it – an involuntary disloyalty to her sex, she tried to atone by protesting Michael’s summary of Miss Fowler’s character.

“Fat lot you know, Audrey dear! In any event, Miss Fowler went off a while ago – presumably to her bed where, even as we speak, she may be enjoying the sleep of the just and righteous.”

Philip scowled. “One of these days, Carrington, you ought to learn to pick on people your own size.” 

Audrey tensed up. Watching the two men regard each other with frank dislike, she wondered if the evening had one more confrontation in store. It seemed not. Michael turned away and fixed her with a grin.

“Witness, Audrey, that I had been put in my place, and very deservedly so. Cousin Philip is my conscience, you know.”

“Haven’t you got one of your own?”

“Oh, I suppose – somewhere,” Michael said breezily. “But I hardly have need of it – Philip’s is quite unimpeachable, and he’s always around when you need him. And even when you don’t,” he added with a glint of malice. “Will you come back inside and watch us trounce the star-crossed lovers again?”

Audrey stood up. She would come in, but she wouldn’t stay to watch the game. “An insensible audience can hardly make the game more exciting, and I fear I’ll be asleep before the first strike.”

Back in her room, ensconced in a warm cocoon of blankets and pillows, the prediction failed to come true. For an hour, she tossed and turned, waiting in vain for sleep to come. She felt like a princess in a fairytale, except there was no pea to blame for her predicament. Could a bed be too comfortable, she wondered, fluffing one pillow and then the other, and tossing a third to the floor. She cast off her blanket, then pulled it back, only to conclude that no permutation of bedclothes could summon sleep. Her mind was a hive of restless thoughts, impregnable as a fortress. In a last-ditch effort to conquer her relentless wakefulness, she got out of bed, slipped on her dressing gown, and went to open a window. The night rushed in, brisk as a cold shower.

So much for the soporific properties of fresh air. 

She was about to close the window when a muffled sound caught her ear. Her room overlooked the terrace but only a small part of it was visible; beyond it, the lawn was dark. If someone was down there, they had not put on any lights before going outside. She heard more sounds – movement and then, barely audible, a voice. She thought she recognized it as Miss Fowler’s … but why should Miss Fowler be outside, in the dark, at that hour? It had to be that she was meeting someone, but who? 

Audrey strained to listen, hoping for a clue to the identity of the personal secretary’s mysterious companion. Her efforts were rewarded with silence; it seemed that the conversation had come to an end. Audrey wondered what it had been about – a very private matter, to be sure, for what else could explain the clandestine meeting. 

A clandestine assignation …

The idea was vaguely disturbing, though Audrey couldn’t say why. There was no reason why it should be; Miss Fowler’s personal affairs were no business of hers. Even so, she could not resist leaning out of the window a little farther, hoping that she might still catch a glimpse of Miss Fowler’s companion. Instead, she heard the soft click of the terrace doors being shut. 

Somewhere in the house, the grandfather clock struck one o’clock.



  Chapter 11

The Morning After the Night Before
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“Are you sure it’s alright? I specifically asked Millie to add lemon and honey, but that girl always seems to forget half the things she’d told,” Edith fretted.

Sitting up in bed, Georgiana picked up the cup from the breakfast tray, which the maid had brought in a few minutes earlier, and took a small sip. She assured her friend that the tea was exactly as she liked it, and that everything else looked perfectly splendid.

“Oh, good! I thought I’d come in, just for a moment, to make sure. With everything going on, the whole house is at sixes and sevens. Collins swears there’s been no gossip in the servants’ hall this morning, but I don’t believe a word of it. It’s impossible they didn’t hear all the shouting yesterday, and you know that there is nothing they enjoy more than a good gossip. Oh, Georgiana, I fear we’ve given them an awful lot of it – and who knows how much more before this wretched weekend is over!”

“Edith, my dear, don’t work yourself up into a tizzy,” Georgiana advised her. “You know what Richard is like: he tends to overcompensate when he thinks people aren’t listening to him as much as he thinks they ought to. It’s not the first time he’s been angry at Stella – or Laurence, either. When he’s had a chance to cool down, it’s perfectly likely that he will reconsider changing his Will. Besides, for all we know, it may not even be workable.”

Edith seized on the last remark with desperate hopefulness. “Did Philip say so? Oh, I do hope he’s right,” she said anxiously, clasping her hands together in an involuntary gesture of supplication to the deity otherwise known as Philip’s Infallible Legal Knowledge.

“I haven’t had the chance to speak to him about it, but I’m sure that he’ll be looking into the matter very thoroughly.” Observing Edith’s deflated expression, Georgiana put down the piece of buttered toast she had been about to enjoy and hastened to reassure her. “My dear, the important thing right now is not to worry and give everyone time to settle down.”

“Easier said than done,” Edith grumbled. “You’ve seen how they’ve all been acting – Stella and Laurence, not to mention Angela. Even Michael, I must say, has been less than helpful. I don’t know what’s gotten into all of them! I’d knock their heads together if I could!” 

The threat made Georgiana smile. “Young people do have an unfortunate tendency to be trying at most inconvenient times, I’m afraid,” she observed delicately. “It comes from being utterly preoccupied with their own affairs and thinking them as vital to the rest of the world as to themselves. I daresay you and I were not very different at their age, my dear. It’s usually best to just leave them to it. It seems to me that if they can manage to stay out of each other’s ways – and Richard’s – there shall be less upset all around.”

“That’s precisely what I’ve told them! But it’s done no good – nobody ever listens to me,” Edith said plaintively, as she paced by the bed. Her thoughts suddenly zagged in a different direction. “Do you suppose I ought to go and see Caroline? After last night, it wouldn’t surprise me if she’s feeling more pettish than usual and I can’t have her give Millie another dressing down. There’ll be another flood of tears, and the girl will be quite useless for the rest of the day.”

Upon receiving her friend’s opinion on the matter, Edith allowed herself to be persuaded against going to check on Caroline. Instead, after taking leave of Georgiana, she went outside to inspect the preparations being made for the arrival of the lawn canopy she had secured for the weekend festivities, then visited the kitchen to confer with Mrs. Jessop about the cakes and ices that were to be served at the fête. It was quarter past nine by the time she remembered that she hadn’t had her morning cup of tea yet, nor a single bite to eat. 

In the morning room, she found others already partaking of the ample breakfast laid out on the sideboard. She inspected each dish to make sure that nothing that ought to be there was missing, then took her own haphazard selections and sat down next to Audrey. She returned the young woman’s quiet greeting and cast her eyes around the table. 

Michael and Miss Fowler were seated next to each other, though neither seemed aware of the other’s presence. Michael’s gaze kept finding its way back to Audrey, its usual ironic expression softened by a kind of bemused wonder. At the far end of the table, Raoul Lagarde sat alone with nothing but a cup of coffee in front of him. Though he was meticulously dressed, despite the early hour, Edith noticed that his hands shook slightly as he lit a cigarette – a sign, she thought, that he was nervier than he wanted to let on. This cheered her up; hopefully, it meant that Mr. Lagarde would steer well clear of Richard until dinner.

“Come to see the penitents this morning, Aunt Edith?”

Edith gave Michael a distracted smile and looked down at her plate, where she was surprised to discover a kipper next to her toast and eggs. Who put that there, she wondered. She hated kippers. She heard Audrey ask Michael if he was counting himself among the penitents.

“Naturally! Why, don’t I look contrite? I assure you I am – even though, insofar as yesterday’s commotions, I am perfectly innocent, unlike others who shall not be named.”

Becoming aware that he was being discussed in a less than flattering manner, Raoul stirred in his chair. “I am not sure I take your meaning, Carrington.”

“I shouldn’t think my comment required an explanation, but I am willing to provide one if you find you need it,” Michael replied, lighting his own cigarette with a steady hand.

Sensing the opening beat of a fresh quarrel, Edith gave Michael a warning look. He grinned back at her, then turned to Miss Fowler and asked her to pass the newspaper. 

“I see you’re being your usual charming self this morning, Michael.”

Edith turned to see Angela standing in the doorway. She was wearing an old mackintosh over her workaday clothes – a plain brown skirt and dark green jumper – which suggested that she had walked over from the cottage with the intent to give a helping hand with the preparations for the fête. Finally. 

“Good morning to you too, Angela,” Michael said, pausing his perusal of the newspaper to bestow a penetrating glance on his cousin. “I take it that you came alone. Your brother is not indisposed, I hope.”

Angela went over to the sideboard and poured herself a cup of coffee. “He was out of the house before I came downstairs this morning,” she replied. “I expect he’s gone to see one of the tenants.”

“What an edifying example of industry – though, I must say, I’m surprised he could manage it,” Michael said lightly. “I thought he’d be in a ditch somewhere, sleeping off last night’s excesses.”

Angela glared at him but gave no rebuff. Turning to Edith, she announced that she had come to see how the preparations for the fête were coming along and offer an extra pair of hands if needed. 

“Thank you, my dear,” Edith answered, grateful for the change of subject. “The men with the lawn canopy ought to be coming soon and they will need to be talked to. There are the ornamental borders to consider … and we can’t have them put it too close to the old oak tree either. Oh, I hope it shan’t be too much of a bother! It can’t be helped, though, one must have cover in case of rain, just to be safe. In the meantime, we ought to see that there are enough tablecloths, and track down another punch bowl, and speak to Collins about the wine, and … oh, what else, let me see,” Edith recited, running through her mental checklist.

Michael leaned across the table and, in a stage whisper, suggested to Audrey that they make a swift escape. “The weather looks tolerable, so we ought to make the most of it: I hereby offer my services for a guided tour of the grounds. I promise it will be worth your time, and not simply for the pleasure of my company. The lake is quite attractive, and there is a folly on the other side whose bad taste displays one or two interesting features.”

Before she would commit herself, Audrey cast a questioning look at Edith who, in turn, asked Miss Fowler if she would be able to lend an extra hand if she and Angela found themselves short. Miss Fowler excused herself; there were letters she needed to take to the village post office for Mr. Marchmont, and she was going to have to take her bicycle, as Sugden had already been dispatched to pick up supplies for the fête. 

“Stella and I planned to go for a drive this morning,” Raoul announced. “We can give you a lift, Miss Fowler, if you like.” 

Miss Fowler accepted the offer with a demure nod, and she and Raoul fell to discussing logistics.

“I’m happy to stay and help,” Audrey told Edith.

Her offer induced an impassioned protest from Michael, who was adamant that the situation was not so dire as to require the sacrifice of Audrey’s morning on the altar of duty. “Tell her, Aunt Edith!”

Edith smiled. “What am I to tell her, exactly?”

“That she may go forth to discover the sights of Cheveley Manor with a guilt-free conscience.”

Edith nodded, and patted Audrey’s hand. “You’d better go and do what he says, my dear, or we shall never hear the end of it.” 

Having thus disposed of the matter, she felt almost giddy. How nice it was to dispense happiness – and how easy at times. Decidedly, she had done the right thing; she and Angela would manage alone. Besides, her most pressing worry had been allayed: everyone had been allotted some occupation that would keep them busy for the rest of the morning. With Richard safely ensconced in his study, there would be no opportunity for any more quarrels. As long as Collins didn’t forget Richard’s glass of madeira again at lunch … she made a mental note to remind the butler. 

She glanced at her wristwatch. There was plenty of time – and the reward of a pleasant, leisurely lunch to look forward to.

 



  Chapter 12

Trouble in Paradise
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Upstairs in her room, Stella was feeling snappish. From the moment she’d opened her eyes that morning, everything had conspired to test her forbearance. First, Millie had forgotten to bring milk with her coffee. After the maid had left, Stella had got out of bed only to realize that her slippers were nowhere to be seen; by the time she’d ransacked her suitcase and discovered that she’d forgotten to pack them, her coffee had congealed into a brown sludge. Her hair had resisted her efforts to arrange it to her satisfaction, and one of her stockings had got a run. 

She had been able to vent some of her frustration by throwing one of her evening shoes across the room, knocking a small painting off the wall in the process, but her nerves remained ticklish. She was not in the mood for company but, having promised to show Raoul around the village that morning, she felt duty-bound to put aside her misery and go on with their plans. Perhaps the drive would have a salutary effect on her battered spirits – provided, of course, that Raoul didn’t take it into his head to be annoying. 

Affixing a hat to her rebellious hair, Stella gave her appearance a final check in the mirror. Here, at least, there was something to take pleasure in. Her outfit was simple and quite sporty – a pair of slim, fawn-colored riding breeches and a jumper of fine dark blue wool – but it enhanced rather than diminished the loveliness of her appearance. Indeed, some in Cheveley Magna might have said that it suited her better than her usual attire; there was no accounting for taste, after all. She decided to throw on the coat she usually wore when she went to visit the stables at Cheveley Farm. It was old and slightly shabby, but it was comfortable, and she liked the idea of surprising Raoul with a different version of herself. He was sure to be charmed; he might even feel impelled to kiss her in a very thrilling manner. 

She found him in the main hall where, alas, fresh disappointment also awaited. Raoul bestowed a chaste and somewhat cursory peck on her cheek and told her that they could not set off immediately. 

“And why, pray tell, must we wait?” Stella inquired sharply.

“At breakfast, Miss Fowler mentioned that she had an errand to run for your grandfather in the village, and I told her that we could give her a lift. The butler just informed me that she is still with Mr. Marchmont, finishing some work, but will be ready presently. A few more minutes, that’s all,” Raoul assured Stella in a placatory tone.

“I don’t see why you had to go and tell her that! She could jolly well bicycle down to the village, it’s only a few miles. Ugh! Come on, then, let’s at least get out of here – I need some fresh air!”

Outside, the car had been brought out from the garage and was waiting for them on the drive. As they went down the front steps, Raoul belatedly realized that he ought to explain himself.

“I was just trying to be friendly, darling. I thought it might help the situation a bit.” He stole a sideways glance at Stella, who crossed her arms in silent but emphatic response. “Frankly, my dear, I’m in a damned awkward spot! Your grandfather doesn’t want me here and has chucked some pretty offensive language in my direction to make his point. Not the sort of thing one usually stands for, and yet I’m supposed to hang about the place like some poor beggar. I tell you this: coming here was a bad idea – just as I thought it would be.”

Stella whirled around.

“What are you talking about?! It was a perfectly good idea, and you were all for it! No, don’t try to say it wasn’t so,” she warned Raoul. “It’s like I told you yesterday: if you’d just made a proper effort to get on Grandfather’s good side, everything would have gone off splendidly. It would have, I tell you! But you didn’t even try!”

“Pfft,” Raoul exclaimed angrily. “And what, precisely, would you have had me do, when your grandfather threatened me with the police the moment he clapped eyes on me?”

“Yes, alright! I know he can be awfully disagreeable, but if you handle him the right way, he becomes quite reasonable.”

“I look forward to having the occasion to observe how your grandfather might be brought to reason by careful handling as you say. I have to say, so far, I have seen precious little of it. Your relatives don’t seem to have the hang of it either. They’re good at making him angry, though.”

Stella could not allow the truth to be wielded in so savage a manner against her own family. She stomped her foot and informed Raoul that she considered his opinion grossly uninformed and, moreover, extremely ungenerous. He, in turn, suggested she might display more loyalty towards the man to whom she was engaged to be married – if, indeed, her intentions in that regard had remained unchanged. 

Stella’s eyes narrowed. She was very nearly on the brink of confirming that she had, in fact, changed her mind when Raoul suddenly capitulated. Sensing his future happiness to be in peril, he had evidently decided that some things mattered more than being right in an argument. 

“My darling, let’s not quarrel,” he said in a conciliatory tone.

But Stella was not to be so easily placated. “I’m not the one who started it. And I don’t think it’s very nice to say that I’ve been disloyal. I’ve made it perfectly clear to everyone that I shan’t marry anyone else, not for all the money in the world.”

Raoul did not appear as gratified by this avowal as she’d expected him to be. “You ought to be more careful about what you say, my sweet – especially around your grandfather, who seems to have odd views regarding his familial obligations. It’s only proper that, as his closest relative, you should be his heir.”

“What, even if that means marrying Laurence?”

Raoul gave a dismissive laugh. “Naturally, the notion is ridiculous. The man is a boor and it’s perfectly obvious that he hasn’t the wits to appreciate a woman like you. No doubt, he would expect you to bury yourself in the country and content yourself with raising children and farm animals.”

This indictment ran along similar lines to those that Stella had privately leveled at her cousin, but coming from Raoul’s lips she decided it sounded quite obnoxious. No part more so than the suggestion that Laurence might be insensible to her charms. Most men were not, and why should a Marchmont have less discernment than the average specimen? Did Raoul think himself special for seeing in her qualities that no one could fail to overlook? If so, it was time to put him straight. If Raoul wanted to feel special, he should consider the fact that she had chosen him, and not the other way around. Moreover, though Laurence might lack the savoir faire one acquired by making the rounds of London’s fashionable establishments, he was dependable and hardworking and would undoubtedly make someone a perfectly good husband. 

All this, she promptly communicated to Raoul so that he might appreciate the error of his views.

Raoul, however, failed to grasp the point; rather, he seemed to take it as a declaration that Stella not only found nothing ridiculous in the idea of marrying her cousin, but considered it sensible – or, worse, appealing. His jealousy aroused, he became heedlessly argumentative, bitter where he ought to have been impassioned, and reproachful where he ought to have been beseeching. For Stella, the argument was beginning to cast an altogether unflattering light upon her fiancé. When Raoul, growing conscious that he was doing himself no favors, fell back upon the self-justification of his abject adoration, she remained standoffish. 

“The thought of that man having any sort of claim on you – it’s enough to drive me mad,” Raoul said passionately. “You do see that, don’t you, my love?” 

She offered a noncommittal shrug and when he made a move to demonstrate the sincerity of his declaration by means of a crushing embrace, she held him off.

“It’s very well to say that, but have you thought any more about what you’re going to do about it?”

Raoul looked nonplussed. “Do about it? But, darling … what can I do? We went over this yesterday. Your grandfather won’t listen to anything I have to say!”

“Then you’d better think of something that will make him listen,” Stella snapped back. “Because once Grandfather changes his Will, it will be no use carping about Laurence not being a suitable husband!”

Raoul looked startled by her sudden vehemence, and uncertain of what he was expected to do next. He settled on wrapping an arm around Stella’s shoulders and telling her in a tone more condescending than comforting that it would not be wise to act prematurely in a matter of such delicacy.

“Oh, what’s the use,” Stella cried out, shrugging off his arm. “You’re just as bad as everyone else. You all say ‘Oh, Stella, how horrible for you,’ but no one is willing to do anything about it! None of you has the guts to stand up to him! Well, I think that’s perfectly shabby! Especially for someone who swears up and down that he adores me more than anything else in the world!”

She flung the last accusation over her shoulder and strode off down the gravel drive. Behind her, she heard Raoul call her name, but she didn’t stop or turn around. He called after her again, a little louder, more panicked.

“Where are you going? Stella?! Look, here is Miss Fowler now – come back and get in the car, darling!” 

“Leave me alone,” Stella shouted, without looking back. “I don’t want to talk to you and I’m not going anywhere in that car with you and that woman. I’ll walk instead – and don’t bother following me!”

Despite this injunction, it did not cross her mind that Raoul would do anything but run after her. She was riled and, since he was entirely to blame for that, it was incumbent on him to endeavor to soothe her. An unconditional and groveling apology for his unfeeling behavior that morning might be sufficient to persuade her to patch up the quarrel. She slowed her pace slightly and listened for footsteps behind her. But the only thing she heard was the sound of a car engine turning on, and wheels crunching over the gravel drive. 

Just you wait and see, she fumed silently. 

She turned her head, a devastating set-down ready on her lips. She caught a glimpse of two heads – one dark, the other blonde – as the car drove by, neither slowing down nor stopping. The words died on her lips. She watched with disbelief as the car pulled ahead and kept going. It made a right turn at the main gates and disappeared behind the tall yew hedge. 

“Oh, that is the limit,” Stella cried out. 

Only the larks were there to hear her, and they had no answer for her.



  Chapter 13

A Fatal Discovery
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“Do you always walk this briskly, or only when you’re trying to get away from me?”

Audrey threw her companion a reproachful look and slowed her pace just a fraction. “Your aunt said that lunch would be served at one o’clock, and I’d hate to disappoint her by turning up late wearing muddy shoes.”

Michael chuckled. “Duly noted.”

“What is?”

“The fact that you abhor the notion of disappointing Aunt Edith but feel no compunction about disappointing me by cutting our walk short. Also, your shoes aren’t the least bit muddy. You might give me a little credit for that, by the way – I could have taken you through the swampy side of the lake shore, and I didn’t.”

“I think that was for the sake of your shoes, not mine,” Audrey said wryly. “Your aunt has a lot on her plate just now, and you don’t, so I think her disappointment ought to take priority, don’t you?”

“And how do you know that I am not similarly beset by worries?”

“I can’t imagine that anything truly worries you.”

“Is that so? You’d be surprised.”

“Very well, tell me, then: what’s one thing that is worrying you this very minute?”

“For a start, the thought that I made a terrible mistake. I ought to have waited until just before dinner to take you around the lake and time it so that we would arrive at that gloriously improbable folly just as the sun set behind the house. It is a much more romantic view, positively pregnant with possibilities. I speak in a purely artistic sense, of course.”

Audrey laughed. “You may rest easy on that score. It was a lovely walk this morning, and the view left nothing to be desired.”

“And, yet, here you are, eager to get away from it – and me.”

“Have you stopped to consider that my eagerness to return has nothing to do with the view or the company, and everything to do with the fact that I’m getting hungry?”

“Oh, you unromantic, practical girl!”

Audrey was unfazed by the accusation. “One has to be, when one has to make her own way in the world.”

“How very wise! One of these days, you ought to give Stella some pointers on that. She might need them, soon enough.”

“Do you really think that Mr. Marchmont will go through with changing his Will? Even if he doesn’t approve of Mr. Lagarde, it seems rather … drastic.”

“I have no idea,” Michael confessed. “Nobody in the family ever really knows for sure what Uncle Dickie is going to do. He might say one thing and do another, or he might do precisely the thing he promised. I’ll tell you this: if anyone knows what he’s going to do, it’s Philip. Your cousin knows everything.”

“You don’t like him very much, do you?” The words tumbled out half question, half statement, and Audrey immediately regretted them. She glanced at Michael, but his face showed no sign of irritation or dismay.

“Don’t I? I hadn’t really given it any thought, to be honest.” He considered the matter for a moment. “Perhaps I am a little jealous.”

Startling as she found it, Audrey didn’t think the declaration had been made in jest. She stole another glance at Michael and was surprised to see that his expression was suddenly guarded. Why on earth would he be jealous of Philip? She wanted to put the question to him but felt unaccountably shy. 

They walked in silence, apart but locked in step, until they came up to a bracket of trees marking the edge of the lawn. In front of them, the house was obscured from view by a newly erected structure. Edith’s lawn canopy had arrived and been safely installed, it seemed. They stopped under the shade of a large oak tree, taking in the transformed landscape before them. 

When Michael spoke, she heard a hint of wistfulness in his voice.

“Philip isn’t tied to this place – not like the rest of us are. He can come and go as he likes, knowing that at any time, he can choose to leave and never return. There is nothing holding him back.”

“Surely, the same is true for you … isn’t it?”

“I’ll always be a Marchmont of Cheveley Manor,” Michael replied with a twisted smile. “It’s strange. I was born thousands of miles away and all my life I’ve never spent longer than a fortnight here, yet it’s the only place that’s ever felt like home. I can’t imagine the day when I’ll come here for the last time.”

He moved away, heading towards the house, before she had a chance to ask him why such a day would ever have to come. She hastened to follow him, turning over the riddle of his last words in her mind. The ambivalence she sensed behind them – the push and pull of loving something and longing to get free of it – was alien to her own experiences. She wanted to understand it. She needed him to explain it; to make the unfathomable mundane so that it would no longer have the power to fascinate her. Michael Carrington was dangerous enough without the added allure of an enigma, beckoning to be unraveled. He was not the reason she had come to Cheveley Magna after all. She did not want to allow him to become the distraction he so clearly wished to be. So little had gone to plan so far, she had to keep her head straight.  

In the library, they parted ways; Michael went to find pen and paper, having remembered a letter he wanted to write, and Audrey made her way to her room, to freshen up before lunch. Taking the stairs, she caught a glimpse of the stooping figure of the Marchmonts’ butler crossing the main hall, carrying a lunch tray with the dignified solemnity of an old general at a public procession. His progress was interrupted by the sound of a bell, distantly ringing in another part of the house. 

Poor Collins, Audrey thought with a twinge of sympathy, there’ll be hell to pay if he keeps Richard waiting. 

She could not help feeling grateful that Richard’s displeasure was not her concern. She knew herself to be fortunate in being able to enjoy the old man’s hospitality without reciprocal obligation; from what she’d observed, his family found such obligations rather heavy going. But she was merely a guest – practically still a stranger. At Cheveley Manor, that had its advantages. 

An hour later – revived by a quick bath, her face freshly powdered, her hair held to order by a slim blue ribbon that matched her summer voile frock – she made her way downstairs again. In the hall, she ran into Philip, taking off his hat.

“Hullo, you’re just in time for lunch!”

“I’m a bit early, I think. I ran into Miss Fowler in the village, and she was in a hurry to get back, so I gave her a lift.”

“Yes, I passed her just now on the stairs and she did look rather harried,” Audrey told him. “I gathered that Mr. Marchmont is waiting for her. Everyone else is on the terrace, I think. Edith said lunch would be served en plein air to take advantage of the weather.” 

As they walked to the back of the house, Philip asked her if she’d enjoyed her tour of the grounds. Caught by surprise, she answered affirmatively.

“Miss Fowler told me that Michael offered to show you around this morning. He’s good at that sort of thing,” Philip said blandly.

“Oh?”

“Pointing out architectural features and explaining landscape design and so on,” Philip clarified. “You know he’s an architect, don’t you? I believe he’s done a fair bit of research into the history of the house. It’s only been in the Marchmont family since Richard’s father’s time, but it was originally built in the late 18th century by a baronet who went on to ruin himself with horses and sundry other unmentionable vices. But I expect Michael’s already told you all that.”

Audrey laughed and confirmed that he had done so, in vivid detail. “He’s very good at telling stories and … well, making the past come alive again.”

Philip ventured no opinion, merely remarking that he was glad she’d had the opportunity to see the grounds. “They’re the best that Cheveley Magna has to offer, though you’ll probably want to hold off your own verdict until you’ve seen the rest of the village.”

Audrey didn’t get the chance to ask him if he might show her around; as soon as they stepped out of the house, Philip went off to join his aunt and Caroline Carrington, who were occupying a couple of chaises, shaded by a large umbrella, at the far end of the terrace. In the middle, a large table had been set up with an impressive selection of cold sandwiches, assorted pastries, fruits, and several tall pitchers of iced lemonade. Angela Marchmont was the only person sitting at the table; chin propped in one hand, she appeared to be lost in thought, staring out towards the lawn. 

Edith came forward and took Audrey’s arm. “How lovely you look in that color, my dear! Come and have a seat.” 

Audrey allowed herself to be led to the table and offered a glass of lemonade. As she took her seat, she congratulated Edith on the successful installation of the lawn canopy. 

Edith beamed. “It looks jolly nice, doesn’t it? And it all happened much more quickly than I expected, and there was hardly any damage done to the grass, thankfully. Richard will be happy about that – he likes a nice, even lawn.”

Angela stirred in her seat. She turned and offered her own impressions. “It was quite interesting, actually, seeing them put it up,” she told Audrey. “Clever of them to remember what to do with all the ropes and things. Oh, there you are,” she said as she spotted Michael coming out of the house. “Did you find a stamp for your letter?”

“Yes, all taken care of, thanks,” Michael replied, eyeing the table as he approached. “What a feast you have laid out for us, Aunt Edith – I say, is there ice in that lemonade? Splendid!” He dropped into the seat next to Audrey, clinked his glass to hers and said, loud enough for everyone to hear, that they had surely earned it.

“It was a lovely morning for a walk around the park,” Mrs. Tempest St. Clair observed as she came to take a seat at the table. She asked Audrey if she’d enjoyed herself. 

“We had a marvelous time, Mrs. TS,” Michael cut in. “I had to practically drag Audrey back to the house so we wouldn’t keep you all waiting.”

Ignoring a sudden urge to violence, Audrey contented herself with remarking that she was glad of the opportunity to see such a fine example of English landscape design.

“Hullo, Miss Fowler,” Edith called out to the personal secretary who had just stepped out of the house. “Are you able to join us for lunch? I’m sure Richard can spare you for an hour or so.”

Miss Fowler hesitated, her eyes darting between the various members of the lunch party. She had changed out of the flower-patterned summer dress she had been wearing earlier and was once more attired in the manner she evidently thought appropriate to her profession. Her dark grey wool dress looked too heavy and warm for the weather – which might explain why the secretary looked so uncomfortable. 

“Thank you, Miss Marchmont, but you ought to go ahead without me. I’ve only come to ask if anyone has seen Mr. Marchmont. He asked me to meet him in his study as soon as I returned from the village, but the door is locked and when I knock, there’s no answer.”

Edith looked nonplused. As Collins had just appeared with another tray of sandwiches, she asked him if he had already taken Richard his lunch. The butler confirmed that he had done so just after half past eleven, a fact that Audrey quickly corroborated. 

“How odd that he won’t answer,” Edith exclaimed. “Maybe he’s fallen asleep. He does that sometimes, after he’s had his lunch. I’ll go and see if I can wake him up. Have a seat in the meantime, Miss Fowler, and help yourself to some refreshments. I shan’t be a moment.”

Just as Edith disappeared into the house through the library doors, another person stepped out through the billiard room doors. It was Raoul Lagarde, and he was alone.

Why am I starting to feel like I’m in the middle of a French farce, Audrey wondered, bemused. It was all the sudden entrances and exits; they made the terrace seem like a stage.

“Where’s Stella?”

Raoul glanced at Angela, who had asked the question, then at Miss Fowler, who had said nothing at all, and gave a small shrug. “I don’t know where she is, I’m afraid. She changed her mind this morning and decided to go for a walk instead of driving into the village. I just got back myself, and I assumed she’d be here. Has she not returned yet?”

As no one was able to supply a definite answer, there followed a round of lively speculation as to Stella’s whereabouts – abruptly ended when Edith rushed out of the house, pale and agitated, and announced that she had been unable to get an answer from Richard. 

“I don’t know what to do,” she fretted, wringing her hands. “Collins and I knocked very loudly, and he ought to have heard it. I just … I hope there’s nothing wrong.”

“Edith, dear, I am sure everything is quite alright,” Mrs. Tempest St. Clair said soothingly. “Philip, why don’t you go around and have a look through the window into the study, just to make sure.”

Philip went to do as his aunt had suggested, and the conversation around the table resumed, centered once more around Stella’s unexplained absence. The mystery was soon resolved, however, by the appearance of the young lady in question. 

“Jolly good trick, popping up from behind that canopy,” Michael congratulated her. “I don’t suppose you were there all along, listening to us, were you?”

“Don’t be silly,” Stella exclaimed sharply as she came up the steps to the terrace. “We walked over through the park, and only just got here. That thing was in the way, so it took extra time to go around it.”

“We?”

“Laurence and I,” Stella clarified, to the consternation of more than a few people present. Their surprise was soon forgotten. Coming around the side of the lawn canopy, Laurence nearly collided with a grim-faced Philip.

“Philip, what’s wrong?!” 

“Just a moment, Edith – please wait here, all of you,” Philip said sharply, and turned to Laurence. “You’d better come inside, I’ll need your help.”

Though it was not an auspicious start to luncheon, at first, everyone tried their best to pretend otherwise, but as five minutes stretched to ten, and the two men did not reappear, the atmosphere around the table became strained. 

Audrey felt Michael lean over to whisper something in her ear, but she didn’t catch the words. Her gaze was fixed on Edith, whose face mirrored the agitation Audrey herself felt. Suddenly, the older woman gave a gasp and, half rising from her seat, stretched out an arm as though to brace against an invisible assault.

“Philip … what is it? Is it Richard? Is he hurt?”

Philip came forward and took her hand in his. 

“I’m sorry, Edith: Richard is dead.”

 



  Chapter 14

A Family Conclave
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The doctor had been called. Edith knew it was foolish to hope that he would bring a reprieve from the nightmare that had come upon them without warning; there could be no escape now. Still, she hoped. What else could she do? 

It can’t be true. It mustn’t be true.

Without thinking, she blurted out the question she’d already asked half a dozen times.

“I’m sorry, Edith, but I don’t think there can be any mistake. Richard was poisoned. I don’t wish to upset you but there were … signs.”

Angela demanded they be told what Philip meant. 

“Yes, do tell, Philip,” Michael drawled from the far end of the terrace where he had moved to smoke a cigarette. His sarcasm didn’t fool Edith; however he might act, Michael was no less unnerved than the rest of them. He was smoking mechanically, careless of where the ash fell.

Philip’s expression darkened, but he answered in a calm, steady tone. “Extreme redness of the face, dilated pupils, and signs of disarray in his clothing. All things considered, it’s strange that none of us heard anything.”

“Richard insisted on having a double thick door put in the study, to keep noise out,” Edith explained distractedly. “But, surely, Philip, everything you’re describing could just as well be a heart attack.” 

“Was there anything the matter with his heart?”

“No, but–”

“Then I’m afraid it’s very unlikely. We shall have to wait for Dr. Pritchard, but I doubt he will feel comfortable giving a death certificate in the circumstances.”

“What are you saying, Philip?”

It was Michael who answered Angela’s question. “He’s saying that things are looking dicey for the Marchmont family. If Dr. Pritchard can’t be persuaded to sign off on natural causes, we’re left with a most unpleasant alternative – assuming, of course, that nobody is going to try to suggest that Uncle Dickie was careless enough to poison himself by mistake, or mad enough to do it on purpose.”

Edith was horrified. “Michael, no! Richard would never … oh, you must not … such things are impossible.”

“Some are, yes, which leaves the one possibility,” Michael said. 

Stella burst into tears. “Oh – oh – how can you?! Grandfather’s dead and you’re saying the most spiteful, outrageous things!”

“And you, my dear, say the most vapid things, but no one is holding it against you.”

“Alright, that’s enough!”

Having become animated, Michael refused to be chastened by Philip’s rebuke. “A bit rich, this sudden reticence of yours, old chap. You put the cat among the pigeons and then stand back and watch them flap and flop and lose their heads, trying to avoid the inevitable.”

Edith’s heart made a painful somersault. “The inevitable?”

“He means calling in the police,” Philip explained.

“But – but – surely it’s not necessary!”

“You must be mad,” Angela burst out, glaring accusingly at Michael. “We don’t even know for sure what happened yet! It could be … anything. Laurence, tell him!”

But Laurence remained silent, refusing to meet his sister’s gaze. Stella repeated her earlier accusation; this was one of Michael’s horrid, malicious jokes. “And I think it’s in very bad taste!”

Raoul, who had, thus far, remained silent, now spoke up. “Stella is right. This isn’t something to joke about. Once the police get involved, it is impossible to get rid of them.”

Michael smirked. “Speaking from experience, Lagarde?”

To Edith’s relief, Raoul chose not to dignify the insinuation with a response. Stella, however, showed no such restraint. She called her cousin a beast and reminded him, again, that her grandfather was dead.

“Yes, dear, that’s why we are talking about this,” Michael fired back, speaking as though he was addressing himself to a child. “And if you’re trying to convince us that you’re terribly cut up about it, consider that it wasn’t twenty-four hours ago you were calling Uncle Dickie all sorts of not-so-lovely names.”

Too stunned to speak, Stella looked to her fiancé to rush to her defense, but it was Laurence who took up the gauntlet, telling Michael to shut up and leave her alone. Less enthusiastically, he concurred with Raoul: calling the police was bound to be a bad idea. His words were met with a murmur of approval. Even Caroline joined the ranks.

“Michael, darling, I do think it would be rash to call them now. Much better to wait and see what the doctor says first.”

And so, in the end, it was agreed: nothing would be done until the doctor had had a chance to provide his professional opinion as to the cause of death. 

The luncheon party began to disperse. Watching them go, Edith felt uneasy. She wanted to keep them close. Safe. Too many things were happening at once, every one of them inexplicable and bizarre. Too much, too fast. Everything was spinning and tilting around her like a fairground carousel. She closed her eyes, desperate to make it stop. In the darkness, she felt a hand on her arm. 

“Are you unwell, my dear?” Georgiana’s voice, tender with concern, guided her back to the light. “You’ve had a terrible shock. Perhaps you ought to go inside and lie down for a little while. Mrs. Carrington has gone to her room, and you could do the same. I’ll come and fetch you when there is news.”

Still dazed, Edith shook her head. “I ought to stay … the children, they might need me.” She looked around and saw that only Angela was still on the terrace. She felt disoriented all over again. Where had they all gone?

“Philip and Miss Fowler went into the library to wait for Dr. Pritchard,” Georgiana told her. “I think Laurence went there too – no, I think he went the other way. And Michael took Audrey to the gazebo. The poor girl, she looked quite shattered.”

“Oh, Georgiana, what is happening to us? It’s like a horrible dream, only every time I open my eyes, it’s still real. I keep waiting – oh! I keep waiting for Richard to walk out of those doors and ask what’s wrong with everybody, why we all look like we’re at a funeral.”

She gave a gulping sob and shut her eyes tightly to stop the flood that was threatening to overtake her. This was the worst day of her life. She had come upon death before, but never like this. Never had death threatened so much that she held dear. She heard Georgiana once more suggest that she ought to go inside; if not to lie down in her room, at least to get more comfortably settled in the sitting room. 

“I’ll fetch you a nice cup of tea and I’ll have a word with Collins about the servants.”

“The servants! I’d forgotten … oh, I can’t imagine what they must be thinking! I have to go and talk to them and … the fête!! Georgiana, I must do something about the fête! Let all the guests know that they are not to come but – oh, what am I supposed to tell them?”

“You mustn’t worry, my dear. I am sure that Collins has already told the other servants that their master has met with an accident, and he and I can handle any questions they may have for the time being. I will prepare notes for the guests, telling them the same thing. If Miss Fowler can give me a hand, between us we’ll have them ready before dinnertime, and Sugden can deliver them right away. The news will eventually get out, I’m afraid, but that cannot be helped. Don’t think of it now. Come on, let’s go inside.”

In the library, they found Miss Fowler sitting at her desk, ashen-faced and tense. Philip was talking to her quietly. To his right, Edith saw that the study door was closed. The thought of what was on the other side made her go cold. Her limbs felt terribly heavy, as if they had turned to stone; she couldn’t take another step. She was grateful to see that Georgiana had gone to confer with Miss Fowler and Philip; whatever she was telling them was one less thing she’d have to try to put into words. Everything seemed to stick in her throat. A cup of tea – yes, that was what she needed. 

Somehow, she found her way to the sitting room, where she collapsed on her favorite settee. When Collins came in, she couldn’t summon the energy to ask where Millie was; she let him pour the tea and hoped that the butler would forgive her for this trespass against the dignity of his position. 

“You mustn’t worry, Miss Edith,” he said quietly as he carefully placed the teapot back on the tray. “Everything is being looked after. All the servants know what to do, and there will be no word of gossip coming from any of them, or they will have to answer to me.”

Good old Collins, Edith thought with a rush of affection. In many ways, he understood her better than anyone else. He’d started at Cheveley Manor as a footman, back when her father was still alive, and she a slip of a girl. He’d served faithfully through the changing fortunes of the Marchmonts, a part of the machinery of the house – just as she, in time, had become. Like the house, they would endure. They had to endure. She briefly touched his arm in a silent gesture of thanks. He had reminded her of her duty. 

By the time the rest of the family began to trickle into the drawing room, Edith felt returned to herself. The fear was still there, tightly coiled around her chest, and there was nothing she could do about that. At least it kept her heart from cracking open and letting the grief pour out. There would be time for that later; now, she had to do what she’d always done: keep everything from falling apart. She wouldn’t let the others down. She wouldn’t let Richard down. 

Chin up, old thing.

She beckoned for Stella to come and sit next to her. The girl was trembling like a leaf, so Edith gathered her in a hug and patted her hair gently. The motions were comfortingly familiar, harkening back to bygone, simpler hurts: a skinned knee, an upset tummy. It would be infinitely harder now to soothe Stella’s pain, to say nothing of her fear – a fear Edith recognized as her own and saw echoed in the other faces around the room. It was the fear of the condemned, waiting to hear their fate. When Philip walked in with Dr. Pritchard, it was almost a relief to know that the wait was over, even though she knew the worst was still to come. 

How absurd to feel this way, she reflected. The worst had already happened, hadn’t it? Richard was dead, and death was the end. But, no, not this time. She didn’t need Dr. Pritchard to tell her as much. It was written on Philip’s face. She forced herself to listen to what the doctor was saying, knowing there was no hope or comfort to be found in his words, only a foregone, awful conclusion. 

“I cannot tell you how sorry I am to be here under these circumstances, and I’m afraid I must bring you more bad news. I have examined Richard’s body and arrived at the same conclusion as Mr. Tempest St. Clair: Richard did not die of natural causes. I believe he was poisoned. I am unable to give a definitive opinion as to the, ah, agent in question, but that will be confirmed by analysis in due course. As it stands, I shall delay signing a death certificate until the authorities have completed the necessary, ah, processes.”

“The authorities? Do you mean the police?” Angela’s voice sounded brittle like glass.

Dr. Pritchard didn’t immediately answer. He wants no further part of this, Edith thought, and felt a stab of envy that he would get his wish. The rest of them would not be so lucky. 

It was left to Philip to deliver the rest of the bad news.

“Given Dr. Pritchard’s findings as to the cause of death, I’m afraid there was no alternative. The police are on their way.”

 



  Chapter 15

Colonel Osgoode Views the Body
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Col. Morland Osgoode had seen and heard many strange things in his life – thirty years in the army and a dozen more as justice of the peace and Chief Constable had made sure of that – and he wasn’t easily rattled. All the same, the telephone call had rendered him momentarily speechless. If it had been anyone other than Philip Tempest St. Clair on the line, Col. Osgoode would have given them an earful for wasting his time with a witless prank, but Cuthbert Tempest St. Clair had been one of his closest friends, and Col. Osgoode knew his nephew to be a man of similar sterling character and judgment, not given to tomfoolery. Still, he’d asked Philip to repeat what he’d just told him, to be sure he’d not misheard. 

Richard Marchmont – murdered!

As he drove to Cheveley Manor, Col. Osgoode clung to the possibility that there had been some terrible misunderstanding – perhaps an error with Marchmont’s medication or some other such thing. Admittedly, it didn’t seem very likely. The last time the two men had met, Marchmont had looked hale and hearty, his mind as sharp as ever. Too different in character to enter into close friendship, Col. Osgoode had nevertheless liked and respected Richard Marchmont. Undeniably mercurial, capable of reducing grown men to tears in a fit of temper, Richard had also been extremely generous with charitable causes in the parish.

The Marchmonts took great pride in their position as one of the preeminent families in the area, even though, by Cheveley Magna standards, they were relative newcomers; their Hampshire roots only stretched back a few generations, set down by Richard’s father, Thaddeus Marchmont. The two men had been alike in many ways, above all in their luck in financial matters. Thaddeus had augmented his success in business by wooing the only daughter of one of the richest squires in the county. Mary Ogden had brought him a great fortune to gild the venerable Marchmont name – venerable according to Thaddeus, who had professed himself descended from an old and illustrious Cornish line. There had been much speculation as to the veracity of this claim, particularly since no relatives had ever materialized to confirm, or deny, Thaddeus’ extravagant genealogy. At one time, it had been whispered that the Marchmonts had made their original fortune in smuggling; as with most facts of Thaddeus’ history, this had been impossible to verify. There had been something of the pirate in Thaddeus, just as there had been in his youngest son as well, but it was land, and not the sea, that had proved to be his enduring love.  

Thaddeus had spared neither time nor money in making Cheveley Manor and its extensive estate worth the envy of any country gentleman of good taste. What Mary Marchmont thought of this, no one had bothered to ask. A shy, colorless woman, in character as much as in appearance, she had not troubled her husband with her opinions about Cheveley Manor or much else besides. Indeed, she had hardly troubled him at all, producing three children – George, Violet, and Richard – in quick succession then dying at a relatively young age. Thaddeus had cherished a vision of Cheveley Manor as the hallowed seat of a long line of Marchmonts. To that end, he had left his entire fortune to his eldest son, George, to ensure he would have the means to maintain the estate in the style Thaddeus thought proper. An otherwise exemplary heir, George’s one vice – bad business deals, pursued with almost fatalistic single-mindedness – very nearly doomed his father’s plans. Were it not for Richard, Cheveley Manor might have been lost altogether. 

Armed with only a modest inheritance, Richard had gone off to London to make his fortune, where he had succeeded in making several. Fate had not been unstintingly generous, however, heaping personal tragedies even as it filled his bank accounts with gold. Richard’s wife had died young and, either from an excess of love or, possibly the opposite – nobody had dared to ask, and he’d never explained – he had not remarried. His only son, Randolph, had also died prematurely, as had Randolph’s wife. Battered by these losses, Richard had found consolation by following in his father’s footsteps. When the debts on the Marchmont estate had ballooned to such colossal proportions that George was forced to take the drastic measure of selling its crown jewel, Richard had bought Cheveley Magna from his brother and proceeded to devote himself to it with an obsessive devotion that Thaddeus would have surely approved. It was too bad that Randolph Marchmont had only had a daughter; it left one to wonder what plans the old man had made for his estate. It was something he’d have to look into, in due course, Col. Osgoode decided. 

At the house, he was ushered by the Marchmonts’ solemn-faced butler to the drawing room, where several people were already assembled. He spotted the local constable, Stan Hickley, standing unobtrusively to the side, and gave him a quick nod. Edith Marchmont came forward to greet him in a tremulous voice. She’ll be taking this hard, Col. Osgoode thought sympathetically. It was to be expected; after her father died, Edith had devoted herself to her uncle, acting as the chatelaine of Cheveley Manor and the keeper of peace in Richard Marchmont’s domestic empire. At least she was not alone; Cuthbert’s widow was with her, an eminently sensible and kind-hearted woman who could be depended upon to provide ballast in a storm. Col. Osgoode also recognized Violet Marchmont’s grandson, Michael, who was there with his mother and a dark-haired young woman he’d never seen before. 

He offered his condolences to Edith and assured her that he would do everything in his power to make sure the situation would not be more trying for the family than it needed to be. 

“I’m afraid some things will be unavoidable. There will be questions and looking around and all that. I do hope we may rely on your family’s cooperation. It will help move things along quickly and quietly.”

Edith seized on his words avidly, her anguished expression brightening ever so slightly. “Oh, I do hope so! We’ll do whatever we can to help, only …” she stammered, momentarily lost for words. “People will talk, won’t they? They’ll get a hold of the smallest scraps of information and whisper and make scandal and – oh, it shall be utterly dreadful!”

“No one will get any information from Constable Hickley or myself,” Col. Osgoode said firmly. “You may rely on our constabulary to act with all due circumspection, but I must also warn you that, as things stand, there will most likely need to be a public inquest, and there is very little we can do to stop people from attending it or discussing what they hear. Now, if you will excuse me, I must go and have a look at the scene with Constable Hickley.”

Michael sprang from his seat and offered to take him to the library, where Philip and Laurence Marchmont were waiting for them. He was handed the key to the study, which had been locked after the discovery of the body. Inside, the room looked mostly undisturbed. The windows were all closed, and none of the furniture was out of place. The desk was another matter. Papers were strewn about, some of them on the floor, as if the deceased had engaged in a frenzied attempt to find some item of vital importance. A tray, bearing several covered dishes and a bottle of wine, had been pushed to the edge of the desk, miraculously without being knocked over. 

Even from a distance, it was clear that Richard had not died peacefully. He was slumped in his chair at a strange angle, one arm hanging by his side, the other still clutching at his shirt front; his spectacles were askew, and his face was an unnaturally dark red. Next to his feet, on the floor, was an empty glass. 

Col. Osgoode carefully went around the desk to have a closer look at the body. The blindly staring face of the dead man made him instinctively recoil. Richard Marchmont had not died an easy death, and certainly not a natural one. He turned to the others, who were milling by the door. 

“Poison, was it? Nasty stuff. Put in his wine, I expect, hey? That glass will have to be taken away and analyzed. Mind how you do that, Constable! There might be fingerprints on it. Better take the bottle too, just in case. Looks like a new one. What is that – madeira?”

“Uncle Dickie’s favorite,” Michael said. “He was the only one who drank the vile stuff. Took a glass or two most days, lunch and dinner. I believe he had it special-ordered from London. Collins should be able to give you all the details.”

“Hmm, yes, very good. Philip, earlier you said the door was locked when you found the body, is that right?”

“Yes, that’s right. The door is quite heavy, as you saw, so rather than attempt to break it down, we got the extra key from the butler’s pantry. We found the room just as you see it and tried not to disturb anything. It was obvious that Richard was dead.”

“Who raised the alarm in the first place? Did he call out for help?”

“No, not as far as we know,” Philip replied. “We were gathered for lunch on the terrace, which runs along the adjacent side of the house, and with the windows here being closed, it’s unlikely we would have heard anything. It was Miss Fowler who raised the alarm. Earlier, Richard had told her that he would have some dictation for her after lunch. She was a little delayed returning from the village but when she came here, the door was locked. Neither she nor Edith were able to get an answer, so I went around the side of the house and looked through the window and saw … what you see.”

“And the wine? Who brought that in, the butler?”

“Yes, but I think I speak for everyone here when I tell you that Collins is quite above suspicion. He has been with the family for more than forty years and is absolutely devoted to them. I hope you will bear that in mind in your investigation.”

“Yes, yes! Still, let’s have him here to tell us what happened.”

Collins was summoned and confirmed that he had taken Mr. Marchmont his wine that day, along with a cold lunch, as was customary. The bottle itself was new; Collins had brought it up from the cellar that morning and left in the butler’s pantry, where the lunch tray would be made up later. Was the pantry kept locked, Col. Osgoode wanted to know. No, Collins informed him; after breakfast, anyone in the house could have entered it at any time without being noticed, the staff being busy in other parts of the house. Collins himself had spent a good portion of the morning outside, overseeing, together with Miss Edith, the workmen who had installed the lawn canopy. He had returned inside shortly after eleven o’clock to remind Mrs. Jessop, the cook, that Mr. Marchmont had given instructions for his lunch to be served early. About fifteen minutes later, he had gone into the pantry, opened the bottle and poured out a glass. Mr. Marchmont liked to have his wine aired for a bit before drinking it. Collins had left the bottle and the glass on the counter and had gone to the service wing to speak to one of the maids about another matter. Just after half past eleven, he’d taken the tray to the study.

“And that’s the usual routine, is it? Did Mr. Marchmont often take his lunch here?”

“Yes, sir. Mr. Marchmont did not like to take too much time over lunch, generally preferring a small assortment of cold dishes, so he often ate his lunch separately from the rest of the family. He usually took it at half past twelve but did on occasion ask for it to be brought out earlier if he had work to finish before the afternoon. It was Mr. Marchmont’s habit to rest for an hour or so after lunch.”

“Very good – Constable Hickley, are you taking all that down? Alright, then, that will be all for now, Collins … no, wait a moment. Did you notice anything unusual at all?”

“Unusual, sir?”

“Yes, after you poured the wine and got the tray ready and brought it here – anything struck you as out of the ordinary?”

“No, sir. When I came in, Mr. Marchmont seemed perfectly fine, just a bit impatient. Actually, now that I say that … there was one thing. I’m not sure I would call it unusual, but it did make me a few minutes late, which is why Mr. Marchmont was put out.”

“Out with it, man!”

“After I left the pantry, just as I got to the main hall, I thought I heard the butler bell ring – from the parlor, I thought. So, I put the tray down and went to see who was calling. But there was no one there – nor in the conservatory, either. By the time I went back and got the tray and brought it here, it was nearly twenty to one. Mr. Marchmont was a stickler for time, God rest his soul, so he was not very pleased. But he was quite well in himself, and when I left, I heard him lock the door behind me.”

“Audrey and I can confirm most of that, by the way,” Michael jumped in. “She saw Collins bring the tray through the front hall at around half past eleven when she was going upstairs to change for lunch. And I passed Collins in the corridor a few minutes later, headed to the library.”

“Audrey? Is that the young lady I saw earlier in the drawing room?”

“Yes, Miss Tempest St. Clair. She is here visiting her aunt,” Michael clarified.

“Ah, now let me see: that would be Reginald’s daughter, is that right?”

Philip confirmed this with a brisk nod and asked if there was anything else they needed from Collins. Col. Osgoode indicated that, for the moment, there was not, and the butler withdrew. 

Constable Hickley, who had been quietly lurking in the background, decided it was time to contribute to the investigation.

“Now, Mr. Tempest St. Clair, I wonder if you might be able to tell us who was in the house this morning – say from eleven o’clock onwards?”

It was Michael who answered, telling them that he had been out of the house since breakfast, giving Miss Tempest St. Clair a tour of the grounds. They had returned a few minutes before half past eleven, and while Miss Tempest St. Clair had gone up to her room to freshen up, Michael had gone into the parlor, where Edith kept her desk, to write a letter before lunch. 

“And you were in the parlor until lunch was served, sir?”

“Yes, but I didn’t go in there immediately, mind you, because I had to scrounge around for a stamp. Had a look through Miss Fowler’s desk then I went into the sitting room to look for Aunt Edith and ask her where she keeps her stamps. She wasn’t there, but I ran into Angela. She had no idea about the stamps, but she did tell me that lunch would be served on the terrace. As I was coming out of the sitting room, I saw Collins walk by with Uncle Dickie’s tray. Afterwards, I went to the parlour – where I found the stamps, by the by; turns out they were in Aunt Edith’s desk. I think it was just after one o’clock when I made my way outside.”

“And did you hear noises in the study when you passed through the library, sir?”

Michael had not. It was Philip’s turn next to explain his movements that morning. He had breakfasted at home and afterwards gone to his office in the village to work on certain legal documents that had to be ready for the following week. He’d worked until half past twelve when, knowing he was expected at Cheveley Manor for lunch, he had returned home to change. As he was getting into his car, he had spotted Miss Fowler outside the post office and stopped to ask if she needed a lift. She did, and in a hurry, as Mr. Marchmont was expecting her to return to Cheveley Manor before one o’clock. Rather than delay further, Philip had driven them straight to the house. On the way, Miss Fowler had explained that she’d been waiting for Mr. Lagarde who, after giving her a lift earlier and promising to return in half an hour, had failed to turn up again. 

Seeing the constable open his mouth, Col. Osgoode quickly interposed. “Who’s Mr. Lagarde? Another guest?” 

Philip confirmed that Mr. Lagarde was, indeed, staying at Cheveley Manor for the weekend. “As I was saying, I drove here with Miss Fowler, and we arrived a few minutes before one o’clock. I dropped off Miss Fowler at the front entrance then went around to the garage to park the car. When I came inside, I ran into Audrey, and we went out to the terrace together. Miss Fowler came outside some ten or fifteen minutes later – the rest, you already know. Oh, I should add: Mr. Lagarde turned up just before Miss Fowler and told everyone that he had only then returned from the village.”

“But we’ve only his word for that, and I wouldn’t bet more than a ha’penny on it,” Michael interjected.

“Is that so?” Col. Osgoode said. He cast an appraising look at Michael, then at Philip. Their respective expressions – one smirking, the other annoyed – gave him pause. “This Lagarde chap – who is he, exactly?”

“I’m afraid there’s not much I can tell you,” Philip replied in a measured tone. “Yesterday was the second time I’ve laid eyes on him, but he is here because he’s engaged to be married to my sister.”

This was not the answer Col. Osgoode had expected, but his follow-up questions were forestalled by Laurence, who cleared his throat and announced that he and Stella had joined the lunch party just after Raoul Lagarde, having walked over from Cheveley Farm.

“And how exactly did the two of you end up there, I wonder,” Michael asked him. “The last time you were in a room together, things looked decidedly uncozy between you. What was it that she called you? A disappointment, wasn’t it?”

Col. Osgoode heard the constable’s pencil scratching furiously in his notebook and began to feel that matters were taking a somewhat challenging turn. 

Laurence glowered at his cousin but went on with the rest of his story. “I had to see to some estate business on the other side of the village this morning, so I rode out early, before eight o’clock. I had just got back to the cottage – must have been around eleven o’clock, but I couldn’t say for sure – when I ran into Stella, coming up from the lane. We had some, ah, private matters to discuss and she wanted to see the horses, so we went around to the stables. We were there for a while, then Stella remembered about lunch, and we walked back to the house. Everyone saw us come, didn’t you,” he asked, directing his question at Philip, who gave a quick nod.

“Alright, sir, who else does that leave?” Constable Hickley inquired, pencil poised above his notebook.

“By my count that would be … let’s see: Edith – Miss Marchmont; Miss Angela Marchmont; Mrs. Carrington; and Georgiana – beg pardon, Mrs. Tempest St. Clair,” Col. Osgoode enumerated. “And the servants, of course. Did I miss anyone?”

“No, that’s everyone,” Philip confirmed. “As far as I know, they were all at the house this morning, but you will want to speak to them yourselves, no doubt.”

“Yes, sir, we will. Unless you object, Col. Osgoode, I think I’ll go and start asking now, while memories are still fresh, like.”

“Yes, yes, go ahead,” Col. Osgoode waved him on. “Just remember that these people have had a great shock, eh? We don’t need to bother them too long today. Just ask them to confirm where they were this morning. Other questions can wait until tomorrow. And make sure you talk to all the servants too, but mind what you tell them – we don’t want anyone spreading rumors.”

Col. Osgoode was relieved to see the constable go. The tension that had been slowly mounting in the room made him a little nervous. Hickley’s departure, however, made no improvement to the atmosphere. As soon as the door closed, Laurence exploded into a tirade that he had evidently been bottling up for some time.

“This is absolutely intolerable! Having that wretched man traipse all over the house, badgering the women and the servants and snooping around like a … like a damned bloodhound! It makes me sick!”

Philip raised a hand in a warning gesture, at the same time remarking coolly that the business couldn’t be avoided, and that it was better not to make a fuss about it.

“Easy for you to say,” Laurence barked. “You’re well out of it, while the rest of us have to sit here and answer a lot of bloody impertinent questions and have our belongings rifled through and God knows what else!”

“Give over, Laurence, will you,” Michael said sharply. “Col. Osgoode, please excuse my cousin. One of these days, he’ll learn to consider what he’s saying before he says it.” 

Laurence looked slightly abashed and made an apologetic nod in Col. Osgoode’s direction, who accepted it readily, not being a man to hold needless grudges. Misgivings, on the other hand, Col. Osgoode had plenty, and they were not proving easy to dismiss.

“At any rate, you shouldn’t take any notice of my cousin’s outbursts,” Michael went on to explain. “They are as natural to a Marchmont as breathing. And, then again, the new Will does make things a bit awkward for you, doesn’t it?” This last remark was directed at Laurence, whose expression became dangerous once more.

Col. Osgoode looked at Michael and Laurence in turn, waiting for an explanation that might save him the trouble of asking an impertinent question. It was Philip who spoke.

“There’s no new Will,” he said tersely. “Though he didn’t look as thunderous as Laurence, it was clear that Philip was no less displeased by the turn of the conversation.

“Yes,” Michael agreed quickly, “but only because someone poisoned Uncle Dickie before he could execute it.”

“You damned bloody fool! You ought to watch what you’re saying!”

But Michael was undeterred by Laurence’s outburst. “Don’t be stupid,” he counseled his cousin. “The whole business will have to come out and you’ll only succeed in making yourself look guilty if you keep acting like this. I’m not saying that Uncle Dickie was poisoned because he’d threatened us all with a new Will, I am only saying …” Michael hesitated, just long enough for Philip to intervene.

“Yes, what exactly are you saying?” he inquired crisply. “Because I fail to see any purpose in it.”

“I’m saying that the timing was fortuitous – for some.”

“You talk like that, but you had plenty to lose too,” Laurence scoffed.

“If you count a small matter of some ten thousand pounds, then yes,” Michael agreed easily. “Which I assure you I don’t, and if you want an explanation, I’m sure that Philip can fill you in. He knows everything there is to know about this family’s private affairs. And for what it’s worth, I have no idea who killed Uncle Dickie or why and, frankly, I don’t care all that much. Finding that out won’t change the fact that he’s dead.”

“I suppose, next, you’re going to tell us how terribly cut up you are about it,” Laurence sneered.

“As a matter of fact, I am,” Michael replied heatedly. It was the first time that he’d raised his voice, and Col. Osgoode realized that, beneath the studied detachment, Michael’s nerves were as much on edge as his cousin’s. “I was damned fond of Uncle Dickie, and I think it’s more than a terrible shame that someone thought it necessary to kill him. But I haven’t got the stomach for hypocrisy, so I’ll leave the theatrics to others – I’m sure there will be plenty to keep your men occupied, Col. Osgoode.” 

With that parting shot, Michael walked out of the room, leaving his companions to ponder his words in uncomfortable silence. It was difficult to know what the others were thinking; for his part, there was only one thing on Col. Osgoode’s mind. 

This will have to be a job for Scotland Yard. 

 



  Chapter 16

Enter Inspector Hawthorne
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They moved quickly, he’d give them that. Col. Osgoode glanced at the clock on his desk. It was just after ten o’clock on Saturday morning, and Inspector Hawthorne of New Scotland Yard was sitting across from him, a wry smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. He was a tall, spare man with a slightly long face whose features, in repose, had an ascetic air. In character, however, there was nothing of the hermit about Inspector Hawthorne; he was a cheerfully pragmatic man, with a keen understanding of human nature – at least so Col. Osgoode had found him in their previous encounters. 

“Got here pretty quick, hey? I didn’t know if I ought to expect you much earlier than this afternoon.”

“After the call came through last night, I had a chat with Sergeant Parker, and we agreed it was just as well to get going right away. We left London at first light, and the sergeant might have broken one or two traffic laws on the way.” The smile on Inspector Hawthorne’s face widened just a little bit before being extinguished altogether.

“Ha, ha – good, good! No trouble with the directions, then? I’ve told them to do something about the signage, but this is the only place outside the village in this direction, so it doesn’t seem to be a priority. I don’t mind it – gives me some peace and quiet, eh? And there are a couple of jolly nice fishing spots close by.”

Inspector Hawthorne opined that Col. Osgoode’s house appeared to be ideally situated and, moreover, had been no trouble at all to find. He then clasped his hands in his lap and fixed his host with an expectant look.

Col. Osgoode cleared his throat. “Right then, ahem. How much do you know about Richard Marchmont?”

“Only a little, I’m afraid. He was a big name in the City before the war, wasn’t he? Or maybe it was more like twenty years ago now. Something to do with mines in Africa, I seem to recall.”

“Yes, diamond mines in Tanzania and copper ones in Rhodesia,” Col. Osgoode said. “Railways in Argentina, sawmills in Canada, you name it; at one time or another, Marchmont had a finger in a lot of pies. All the big investment deals – the ones that paid off, anyway.”

“Lucky touch?”

“You can say that again! But you’ll see for yourself when you go up to Cheveley Manor. They don’t do anything by halves over there.”

“And the rest of the family?”

“The Marchmonts are an important family in these parts, but Richard was by far the most successful of the lot. His death is going to be big news, especially considering how it happened. It’s going to be a tricky investigation, and we need to get it right, and quickly. That’s why I called your lot. The chaps here are good as far as our usual manner of crime goes, but this is something else.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, what’s really worrying you, sir?” 

“Well, it’s like this: as far as I can tell, the murderer is almost certainly someone in the family. So, the investigation’s going to need a delicate hand, and a strong one at the same time. You see what I’m getting at, eh?”

“Mr. Marchmont was a very successful and wealthy man by the sounds of it, and such men tend to collect enemies. Are you telling me that’s not the case here? Was he universally loved in this part of the world? No grudges, no hard feelings whatsoever?”

“Now, now, I didn’t say that,” Col. Osgoode protested. “Of his old business associates in the City, I don’t know a thing. You’re better placed to look into that angle. As for the locals here, I wouldn’t say that Marchmont was beloved by one and all. He had a bit of a temper, and he certainly rubbed some people the wrong way. Nothing serious, mind you. Nothing that would push someone to garnish the man’s wine with poison, by Gad! And that’s the thing, Hawthorne – that’s what I keep coming back to: nobody outside that house could have gotten to the wine. They’d have to know precisely where it was going to be, and when, and find a way to sneak into the house at just precisely the right moment. And there wasn’t more than a quarter of an hour when they could have done it. No, it had to be someone in the house!”

“Very well, sir, I take your point. What about motive? Was the deceased a family tyrant, perchance?”

“Not at all, not at all,” Col. Osgoode hastened to assure the inspector. “Like I said, he had a bit of a temper and all that, but he was fond of his relatives, and they of him. As a matter of fact, the reason they’re all here this weekend is because they’d gathered to celebrate the old man’s birthday. The Marchmonts have always been a close-knit family. It’s what makes this whole thing so ruddy unlikely!” 

Col. Osgoode proceeded to take the inspector through the Marchmont family tree, starting with Richard and his siblings and moving down to its youngest branches, embellishing his narrative with information about every family member’s character, history, and most importantly, their mutual quarrels. By the time he was done, Inspector Hawthorne knew all about Richard’s estate property transactions, Laurence’s financial straits and disagreements with his great-uncle, along with the various rumored romantic entanglements of the younger Marchmonts, Angela and Stella included. 

“Which brings us to the whole business with the Will, and that stipulation about Stella marrying Laurence,” Col. Osgoode concluded. 

“You’ll have to explain that one to me, sir – the broad strokes, at least.”

“Broad strokes are all I can give you. You’ll have to ask Philip Tempest St. Clair to give you the specifics; he’s the Marchmonts’ solicitor. He’s also Stella’s stepbrother, by the by. She was the old man’s only grandchild – apple of his eye and so forth. Everyone expected that she’d end up with most of Marchmont’s fortune, but it seems that he had a change of heart recently. Day before yesterday, he announced that he was changing his Will.” Col. Osgoode summarized the pertinent details to Inspector Hawthorne, who listened attentively.

“You wouldn’t happen to know where the money was supposed to go if Miss Marchmont didn’t marry her cousin?”

“As a matter of fact, I do – and it’s dashed odd, I must say. Now, Philip told me all this in confidence, mind you, and he wasn’t very happy about it. What was supposed to happen was that thirty thousand pounds was to go to Marchmont’s secretary, a Miss Fowler – in fact, she was to get that in any event – and the rest of the estate was to go to some sort of charitable foundation, to be used to turn Cheveley Magna into a hospice for veterans. Imagine that!”

“Thirty thousand pounds is a very nice, tidy sum, indeed,” Inspector Hawthorne remarked meaningfully, intuiting the part that had caused Col. Osgoode the greatest consternation.

“I can imagine what you might be thinking, but there’s no funny business there – not as far I know,” Col. Osgoode said quickly. “The girl can’t be more than twenty-five or -six, and Marchmont was old enough to be her grandfather.”

“Well, sir, they do say there’s no fool like an old fool.”

“Yes, yes, but Marchmont was never a fool – certainly not over women. It’s deuced odd, I tell you.”

Inspector Hawthorne asked whether Dr. Pritchard had offered an opinion as to the poison that had been used to kill Richard Marchmont. 

Col. Osgoode shifted in his seat. “As a matter of fact, he said he couldn’t be sure.”

“Did you press him on it?”

“I did, but you know what these medical chaps are like. They don’t like guessing and having your lot come along and prove them wrong. But he did say that he wouldn’t be surprised if it was atropine.”

“Atropine? Isn’t that a bit … outré?”

“Don’t know anything about that, I’m afraid. But here’s an interesting fact for you: it seems Marchmont had been having some eye trouble lately, and Dr. Pritchard had prescribed a special compound for it, which – mark this – contained atropine. Atropine something or other, I forget.”

“No doubt you checked up on the … what would the stuff have been in, a bottle?”

“That’s right, and we did. It was in a cabinet in Marchmont’s own bathroom, and he didn’t share it with anyone. All in order by the looks of it.”

“None missing?”

“Not according to Dr. Pritchard. He took a measure of what was left in the bottle and checked his records to see when it had last been filled, and everything lined up.”

Inspector Hawthorne nodded but did not appear entirely satisfied. “It would be a strange coincidence,” he mused aloud, “if it turned out that Marchmont was poisoned with atropine, but not from the source most immediately at hand. By the way, do we know if there would have been enough atropine in his medicine for a fatal dose?”

“Dr. Pritchard was tight-lipped on that too. He’s probably already thinking of what this might look like for him, if and when it all comes out.”

“I shouldn’t think he’d have anything to worry about, assuming he’s not the one who put the stuff in the man’s wine. He can’t be held responsible for what other people do with his prescription. Now, you said you had the wine glass and the bottle set aside, correct? There is a team of chaps coming down by train tomorrow and they’ll be able to start analyzing the evidence right away.”

“Yes, I told Constable Hickley to be careful about prints. The butler’s will be on both, but the family is adamant that he’s above suspicion, and I tend to agree. There’s no reason he’d want to poison his old employer, not unless he’s secretly gone raving mad.” Col. Osgoode watched Inspector Hawthorne nod in agreement, his expression thoughtful. “So, what’s your impression, then – of the case, I mean?”

“Well, sir, I’m not sure I have one to speak of, just yet, but I’d say the investigation is moving along nicely,” Inspector Hawthorne said cheerfully. “We’ve already eliminated one suspect. The butler didn’t do it. That leaves us a whole field of possibilities.” 

He did not sound the least bit disheartened. The inspector was a man who enjoyed a good challenge. 

 



  Chapter 17

Audrey Takes a Walk
[image: ]

Enclosed within glass walls, the conservatory was a warm and humid bower. Tall palms reached out to the ceiling, towering over orange and lemon trees, along with a profusion of smaller exotic shrubs. Below their canopy, Edith’s orchids offered their delicate, colorful blooms aloft slender, graceful stems. The house was quiet. The servants had gone to church, as had Caroline, who had insisted that the family ought to make an appearance, murder or no murder. In the end, only Michael and Miss Fowler had accompanied her. Stella had begged off to go to Cheveley Farm; Angela and Laurence, too, it seemed, were disinclined to submit to public scrutiny for the sake of their eternal salvation. No one had thought to inquire about Raoul’s whereabouts after he’d failed to show up at breakfast. Edith had declared herself too upset to give Reverend Bradley’s sermon its due attention, and Audrey had been content to stay behind with her, the orchids and Edith’s recollections being infinitely preferable to a bromidic homily and the stares of inquisitive villagers. 

“... so, you see, Papa was never the same after she died. It wasn’t long after that he sold off the house, and sometimes I wonder if it was because he couldn’t bear to be here with all the memories of their life together.” 

Edith fell silent, staring at a large, purple phalaenopsis through hazy eyes, lost in another time. Then, with a shudder that convulsed her whole frame, she returned to the present. She offered Audrey a shaky smile.

“Goodness, look at me, going on and on! It’s so good of you to listen to an old woman like me, chattering about people you’ve never met. But you must tell me about your family now! Your parents – I expect you must miss them terribly?”

Audrey shifted from one foot to the other, searching for the right words. Talking about herself made her uncomfortable but she didn’t want Edith, who had been so kind to her, to know that. “I do miss them, yes,” she said carefully. She turned and pretended to inspect a yellow lady’s slipper. “They traveled a lot when I was growing up, so I never saw them nearly as much as I’d have liked. I don’t have any siblings – but you knew that already.”

“Did you ever wish you had?”

“When I was young, yes, but I got used to being on my own. I don’t mind it so much now.”

“Do you think it’s the reason you’re so brave? Going off and traveling all by yourself as you’ve done? I never did manage to do that,” Edith said with a sigh.

“Did you want to?”

“Oh yes,” Edith exclaimed dreamily. “But in my day, one had to be married to go abroad. At least, that’s what Papa always said. I had a couple of offers, by the by – one when I was eighteen and one a little later, when I was about your age. Papa didn’t approve of the first fellow, and I didn’t care for the second, so neither came to anything in the end. I wonder, sometimes, what it would have been like to go and live somewhere else – in my own house, to do exactly as I wished and answer to no one else. Though I suppose I would have had to answer to my husband, wouldn’t I? And I would have missed Cheveley. I’m sure of that. Richard did too; he went away for many years, but he came back in the end. He was proud to be a Marchmont of Cheveley Magna.”

But Audrey wasn’t thinking about the Marchmonts, still pondering something that Edith had said earlier.

“Marriage need not be what gives shape to our life, even if we are the so-called weaker sex,” she said softly to herself. She was startled to hear Edith reply.

“There may be something in that, yes. I think it’s true for some of us. I was able to find happiness in my own way, certainly, but then I’m not sure that everyone is cut out for it. Living on the edges,” Edith added, without explaining further. “Stella, for example – oh, I do hope things will come out alright there!”

“It might be better if she waited a little longer,” Audrey suggested.

“Oh, yes, but she’s impetuous, just like Richard. She always took after him much more than her parents. You didn’t meet Randolph when you came to Cheveley before, did you? No, he’d have been in France by then. He’s one who never did come back. Went away to mourn poor Louise and died of a broken heart.”

“What were they like, Stella’s parents?”

“Randolph was the opposite of Richard in almost every way – quiet and bookish, though he wasn’t a scholar. He studied birds, but it was more of a hobby than an occupation. He never really needed one, Richard always gave them everything. And Louise – oh, she was so lovely and gay! Both children take after her in looks, especially Stella. And, then, Louise was so perceptive and clever … one can’t help but think that if she hadn’t died so tragically–” Edith shook her head and sighed. “Stella had nannies in France, and once she came back here, I tried my best, but it’s not the same, is it? I was older than she is now when I lost my mother, and it still felt like a part of me suddenly disappeared.” Edith turned away from her orchids and looked searchingly at Audrey. “We often make mistakes because we don’t know any better, don’t we?”

“You mustn’t blame yourself,” Audrey told her gently. “I’m sure you did everything you could for Stella, and people sometimes make mistakes for no other reason than because they can.”

“As long as those mistakes are not very terrible, it’s alright. But it’s a dangerous age, being twenty-two. In a few years, I’m sure she’ll come to see things differently. She might even realize that she would really be better off with Laurence. Though, now, who knows? If only Richard hadn’t gone about it in the worst, most muddle-headed sort way! And now he’s not here to fix it,” Edith added with a smothered sob.

After a deferent pause, Audrey ventured to observe that Laurence and Stella seemed an incongruous pair.

“Laurence has had a difficult life, my dear. He had to take over the running of the estate when he was little more than a boy, and there was never much money. And then the war came, and he went off to fight in France, in the trenches. Twice he went; he was injured and sent home to recover, and then he went back. Who knows what awful things he must have seen, poor boy. He needs someone who can bring him out of himself – and Stella needs someone who can keep her steady.” Edith glanced at Audrey and saw that her expression was still doubtful. “Do you think it’s strange because they’re second cousins? I suppose that does seem old-fashioned these days. It wasn’t, in my day.”

“If Mr. Marchmont wanted his estate to stay in the family, why didn’t he propose for Stella to marry Michael? They seem like they’d be better suited … more so than her and Laurence, in any case.”

“Oh, but Michael isn’t a Marchmont,” Edith exclaimed.

“Not in name, but surely –”

“Michael is a Carrington,” Edith declared with a finality that brooked no argument. Hearing footsteps coming down the steps from the drawing room, she turned around. “Ah, Miss Fowler – is everyone back from church, then?”

“Yes, Miss Marchmont. Mr. Carrington is upstairs, helping Mrs. Carrington get settled, but he asked me to let you know that he will join you shortly. Also, I wanted to know if you will be needing me tomorrow. If not, I would like to attend to some personal errands in the village. I shall take my bicycle.”

“Yes, that’s fine – and you may speak to Sugden and have him take you there in the car.”

But Miss Fowler demurred, insisting that she would prefer to bicycle, and left. Audrey wondered, not for the first time, what was going through the woman’s mind.

“She must be thinking about her next position,” Edith observed, as if she’d heard Audrey’s thoughts. “Not that I’m in a hurry to turn her out of the house, mind you, but I don’t think she’ll be letting any grass grow under her feet. She’s a very efficient young woman.”

“She’ll have no trouble finding another job, then.”

“No, none at all,” Edith agreed. “I shall write her a reference letter, of course.”

“That won’t be a problem, will it? It seemed to me that Mr. Marchmont thought very highly of her.”

“Oh, yes, certainly! If anything, she’s too perfect. It makes it a little awkward to write a reference letter without sounding like you’re making it all up. But then, in so many respects, paragons are rather difficult, aren’t they? Ah, Michael – there you are.”

Audrey spun around and was startled to find Michael standing just behind her; she hadn’t heard him approach. 

“Hullo, Aunt Edith! Talking about me, were you? I don’t think anyone’s ever called me a paragon before.”

Edith wagged a finger at him. “You naughty boy, you shouldn’t sneak up on people like that. One day, you may hear something you won’t like. But, as it happens, we weren’t talking about you. Now, tell me: how is Caroline? I need to speak with her about Richard’s funeral, and I wonder if now would be a good time.”

“As good a time as any. She was in fine spirits when I left her a few minutes ago. I should go right away if I were you, though – before she has the chance to remember something someone did to annoy her.” 

“Oh, I do hope she’s not thinking of giving Millie any more lectures,” Edith muttered under her breath as she hurried away. 

Michael turned to Audrey and offered her his arm. “Miss Tempest St. Clair, will you join me for a turn around the garden?”

Audrey accepted the arm and the offer, and together they stepped out of the stifling warmth of the conservatory into the cool air of the garden. It had rained earlier, and the smell of damp earth still lingered in the air. Under the grey cover of clouds, the trees were uneasy; they shivered and twitched, fell still, then stirred again. As she watched the movement of the branches, Audrey heard nothing of their murmurings. There was only the sound of footsteps on the gravel path, measured against the tempo of her breathing, and Michael’s silence. She marveled a little at the latter, never having experienced so much of it at once.

“Are you alright?” she asked him and quickly caught herself. “I’m sorry, what a stupid question! Of course you’re not,” she muttered, at once flustered and piqued by her compulsion to fill someone else’s silence.

Michael offered a brief, wistful smile, but refrained from an answer until they had rounded the next turn, retracing the beginning of their loop around the garden. 

“Strangely, I think I am. Uncle Dickie wasn’t a young man. He was remarkably spry for his age but, even so, he might have died at any time. I’m grieved that he is gone, but I’m finding it difficult to think of the loss of his passing when I’m confronted with this incredibly bizarre situation. Someone I know is a murderer.” Abruptly, he stopped, then repeated the statement, incredulous. “Someone I know is a murderer, Audrey.”

An involuntary shiver ran through her body. Michael saw it and his face fell.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t talk like that in front of you. You’re probably wishing you’d never come here. I would if I were in your shoes. Are you sure you want to stay?”

“I don’t think the police will want me to leave Cheveley Magna right away, and I promised my aunt I would stay with Edith until things are a bit more settled.”

“That was kind of you. I know she’s very glad of your company. It’s good for her to have a calm and steady presence amidst this –” Michael waved towards the house, “utter shambles. And, besides, she likes you a great deal. So do I,” he added quietly.

Audrey squeezed his arm lightly. “Yes, you told me so the first day we met, remember?” she said, gently teasing.

Michael’s expression remained serious just long enough for Audrey’s breath to catch, then lit up with his usual sardonic smile. “Oh, but back then I was mostly guessing.” 

His bantering tone demanded a response, but Audrey hesitated. It would be pleasant to keep talking in this vein, but also a little dangerous. Michael was attractive – perilously so. That was the problem: she didn’t know precisely what lay beneath the dazzling surface of his charm.

“You’ve gone very quiet,” she heard him say. “Did my brazenness render you speechless or, worse, fail to distract you from thinking about Uncle Dickie’s murder?”

“No, I’m not thinking about that. I don’t want to think about it, because that would mean having to think about who is responsible.”

“Are you afraid it might be me?”

“No, of course not!!”

“You don’t think I’d be capable of killing someone?”

Audrey stopped and stared at him. His eyes met hers, vividly green even in the dull light of a grey morning. “I suppose anyone might be capable of taking a life if their own depended on it,” she said slowly. “But why talk like this! You told me how much your great-uncle meant to you. Would you have me believe that you killed him?!”

“So, you’re not afraid to be alone with me?”

“I’m not afraid that you’ll murder me out of the blue, if that’s what you’re asking,” she said repressively.

“But you are afraid, a little … aren’t you? Come on, Audrey, admit it!”

“Afraid? I’m not, I just –”

But Michael wouldn’t let her finish. He took both of her hands in his and pulled her towards him. “You can feel it too, can’t you? This … this thing between us. And it frightens you. No, don’t deny it! You’re trembling even now. Why, Audrey? And don’t you dare say that it’s the wind making you cold,” he warned her.

Bewildered and flustered, Audrey found herself at a loss for words. If he didn’t know what it was, neither did she – but neither could she deny that it was there. Something was drawing them together, and the fact that she couldn’t see it, or touch it, or understand how it worked didn’t make it any less real. Real, yet not to be trusted – not yet, and perhaps never.

Gently, she extricated her hands from his. “Michael, you and I have only just met. We hardly know each other. So much has happened and you have suffered a terrible loss. It makes it difficult to think clearly – about anything.”

“Yes, I know the timing is awful, but we can’t control that any more than we can stop the world spinning. Or any more than we can control what we feel.” Michael paused, just long enough for Audrey to remember to breathe. She felt pinned to the ground, like a butterfly in a specimen case, yet she didn’t struggle. “It’s strange, Audrey, but I think I knew, from the first moment I saw you … I knew I would have to do this – and accept whatever consequences may come.” 

His lips found hers and claimed their prize. The last thing that flashed through her mind, before coherent thought abandoned her, was that she had – most regrettably – fallen under the influence of the Marchmonts.

 



  Chapter 18

Three Interviews
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In Richard Marchmont’s study, all evidence of the murder had been taken away, leaving Inspector Hawthorne in possession of a comfortably appointed lair from which to cogitate and plot his next move. For now, he was merely observing one of his suspects. Philip Tempest St. Clair bore the scrutiny with impressive composure. With his fair complexion, slate blue eyes, and thick, straw-colored hair neatly slicked back, an air of almost absurdly quintessential Englishness clung to him, yet there was nothing comic or ridiculous in his manner. His gaze marked him plainly as a man of dispassionate, uncompromising intelligence. It was obvious that Col. Osgoode liked the fellow and Inspector Hawthorne found that he was inclined to like him as well. 

This didn’t mean that Philip was above suspicion, of course; in his line of work, the inspector had met some very nice people who turned out to be murderers. He hoped that Philip wasn’t one of them. The solicitor had explained the details of Richard’s proposed Will in a clear, concise, and thorough manner – a skill that Inspector Hawthorne greatly admired, as was Philip’s ability to sit perfectly still while his companion digested the information in silence. All in all, he was the sort of chap Inspector Hawthorne preferred to have on his side.

“Alright, I think I understand the business of the new Will. Now, if you don’t mind, perhaps you could take me through the old one – that is to say, the existing, valid Will. Or do you need to speak to the family about it first?”

“Its provisions are known to them already, so I don’t see any harm in giving you the gist. I’ll start with the smaller bequests, shall I? Several of the older servants are to receive one, the largest of which goes to Collins, the butler; he will get a thousand pounds. Edith Marchmont will get ten thousand pounds and a life interest in Cheveley Manor, which is to include the money to maintain the house in its current state. Three thousand pounds shall come to me, along with some mine shares. I don’t recall the specific details off-hand, but I can look them up if you think it’s important.”

“Any idea how much those shares might be worth?”

“Not at the moment, but the mine was one of Richard’s wildcard investments – or so he told me.”

“What does that mean, exactly? That it hasn’t paid out and might never do?”

Philip nodded. “On the other hand, it could pay out at some point, and handsomely. It wouldn’t be the first of Richard’s wildcards to do so.”

“Understood – go on, please.”

“Angela Marchmont and Michael Carrington are each to receive ten thousand pounds. Laurence Marchmont will get thirty thousand, and all the property that Richard bought from his father and grandfather will revert back to him, with the exception of Cheveley Manor. The residue of Richard’s estate – again, excepting Cheveley Manor – goes to Stella, his granddaughter. Who, as I’m sure you know, also happens to be my half-sister.”

“How much does it come to, the residue?”

“At least two hundred thousand pounds, perhaps more.”

Having expected to hear a substantial number, Inspector Hawthorne was nonetheless impressed. “That is a lot of motive,” he said quietly. Though Philip had undoubtedly heard the remark, his face showed no reaction. “What happens to the house?”

“That is slightly, ah, less straightforward. After Edith’s death, Cheveley Manor is to go to Stella’s oldest son, provided he takes the last name of Marchmont, or if he refuses, the second oldest – subject to the same proviso, of course – and so on down the line. If Stella has no sons, or if none of them are willing to adopt the Marchmont name, then the property goes to Laurence or, if he is already deceased, his oldest surviving son.”

“It sounds like the deceased was very adamant about the house remaining in the hands of a Marchmont, come what may.” 

“Yes, you can certainly say that.” 

“But if that was the case, why not simply have the property revert to Laurence after his aunt’s death?”

Philip didn’t immediately answer, and Inspector Hawthorne had the distinct impression that the other man was deciding how much information to share. He waited patiently; it was a game at which he was no less skilled than Philip.

“As a matter of fact, earlier versions of the Will did contain that provision.”

“Is that right, sir? And when did that change?”

“Richard changed his Will often – generally minor things – but that particular provision … I’d say about four or five months ago.”

“Did he mention any particular reason?” For the first time, the inspector saw Philip shift uncomfortably in his chair. “Solicitor client privilege, eh? Alright, I won’t press you. I’ve got an idea, anyway. About the time you mentioned, there were rumors concerning young Mr. Marchmont and a lady who resides in a neighboring parish – rumors to which the deceased took exception, I believe. Perhaps the name Mrs. Dacre rings a bell? Ah, I see that it does. I imagine you’re wondering how I came to hear of it.”

“I have some ideas.”

“If Col. Osgoode figures in them, you may absolve him of guilt. He was no less circumspect than you have been, which is more than I can say about the writer of the letters we found when we searched this desk. ‘A concerned neighbor’ he called himself – or she. Busybody, more like. Still, we policemen cannot be too choosy about our sources, can we? So, then, let’s recap: the nephew gets himself entangled with the wrong sort of woman, which doesn’t please his uncle one bit, and then, just a few months later, manages to quarrel with him again over money, just about the same time that the old man finds out his granddaughter has gotten herself engaged to most objectionable sort of chap. Have I missed anything?”

“He would have changed his mind again – about the Will. But, yes, Richard was het up about Laurence and Stella just now. He wanted to make a point, and he did. It would have blown over, eventually.”

“Even if your sister went ahead and married Raoul Lagarde?”

“She won’t,” Philip said flatly.

Inspector Hawthorne decided to change the subject. “Mr. Carrington made a comment yesterday that Col. Osgoode didn’t entirely understand; something about how the ten thousand pounds he stood to inherit from Mr. Marchmont didn’t really matter. I was hoping you would be able to shed some light on that.”

“Michael was just being obnoxious for Laurence’s benefit,” Philip explained. “We all know he stands to inherit far more under his own father’s Will. He rarely misses an opportunity to remind us.”

“His father was Richard Marchmont’s sister’s child, is that right? Forgive me, I’m still trying to get the family tree figured out in my head.”

“You’ve got it. Violet Marchmont married a fellow called Carrington, who left a fortune to their only son – Michael’s father, Gregory Carrington.”

“As large a fortune as Mr. Marchmont’s?”

“I don’t know the specifics, but it was reckoned to be substantial, at least when Gregory Carrington inherited it. Michael lives very comfortably in London, and the only reason his mother lives here at Cheveley Manor is because it affords her all the luxuries she requires without any outlay of effort on her part.”

“I see – so it’s not because her son wants to save a few bob, then.”

“Oh, no, not at all – the money is Caroline’s during her lifetime. It’ll only come to Michael outright after her death. That’s what I gather, at any rate. My firm didn’t represent Gregory Carrington, so I’ve never seen a copy of his Will.”

“Fair enough.” Inspector Hawthorne made a mental note to have Sergeant Parker track down the solicitors of Carrington père, then put the matter to one side. “Who do you think killed Mr. Marchmont?”

Philip did not appear disconcerted by the question. “It seems to me that it all comes down to opportunity, which quite a few people had. In the circumstances, I shouldn’t like to hazard a guess.”

“You’re not altogether wrong about opportunity being key here.” The inspector leaned forward and lowered his voice slightly. “Mrs. Carrington told Constable Hickley a rather strange story – I wonder what you’d make of it. She said that, as she was getting ready for lunch, just about half past eleven, she heard the front door open again, so she went out of her room to the top landing and looked down into the main hall to see if it was her son, returning from his walk with your cousin. As she did so, she swears that she saw a figure rush past the foot of the stairs towards the dining room, and in the process bump into a glass that was sitting on a tray on the little table next to the stairs. Clearly, this was the tray that Collins had set down just a few minutes before, when Miss Tempest St. Clair went upstairs. It looks like she and Mrs. Carrington must have just missed each other on the landing. Now, can you guess who Mrs. Carrington thought she saw in the hall?”

“I assume it’s not Michael. I doubt she would have mentioned the incident otherwise. To be honest, Inspector, I have no idea. Whoever it was, he or she hasn’t told anyone about it.”

“Would you be surprised to hear it was Raoul Lagarde?”

“Actually, I am,” Philip admitted. “Is Mrs. Carrington sure that’s who she saw?”

“She was very insistent about it, according to the constable. His notes also indicate that Mr. Lagarde gave a statement to the effect that he returned to the house a little after one o’clock.”

“Have you questioned him about it?”

“Not yet, but I plan to. The funny thing is, when I talked to Collins myself this morning, he did admit that, once he came back to get the tray, he noticed most of the wine in the glass had been spilled. He told me he thought he’d done it himself when he set down the tray, being in a hurry to answer the bell. When he saw what had happened, he wiped up the spill and re-filled the glass. Didn’t give it a second thought, either, it seems.”

Having dropped his breadcrumbs, Inspector Hawthorne sat back and gave Philip time to follow the trail. He didn’t think it would take very long, and he was correct. 

“That changes things, doesn’t it,” Philip observed quietly.

“Indeed, I believe it does. We will be testing the wine bottle first thing tomorrow, but if what we suspect is true, it throws the window of opportunity wide open. Keep that under your hat for now, there’s a good chap.”

“You don’t suspect me, then – even though my alibi is now useless,” Philip said.

“You don’t have much in the way of a motive, sir, so you’re not at the top of the list, no.”

“I might have done it for my sister’s sake.”

“Frankly, you don’t strike me as the type to sacrifice your neck on account of someone else’s fortune, but if you’d like me to bump you up the suspect list, I’m happy to oblige,” Inspector Hawthorne said brightly. “Now, I’ve got a few more things to wrap up here before I call it a day, so I’m afraid I’ll have to cut our interview short. Oh, if you happen to run into Mr. Lagarde out there, would you mind telling him that I’d like a word?”

Raoul Lagarde proved to be a far less satisfactory witness than Philip. This did not entirely surprise Inspector Hawthorne, who had received a detailed summary of the man’s antecedents from a colleague at Scotland Yard beforehand. Raoul lived down to all the inspector’s expectations. He was evasive in his answers, even to simple and largely inconsequential questions, and blustered when he ought to have been cooperative. His story, wrung from his unwilling bosom, went as follows: 

On Saturday morning, he had decided to return from the village early to find an opportunity to speak to Stella in private. Though he’d vociferously denied it, his equivocations made it obvious that the two had argued earlier in the day and that Raoul had been anxious to patch things up. He had arrived at Cheveley Manor sometime after eleven o’clock and had taken the car around to the garage where he’d tinkered a bit with the engine, which had given him some trouble on the way back from the village. This, Inspector Hawthorne thought to be another equivocation; more likely, Raoul had been trying to work up the courage to tackle his fiancée, who sounded like the kind of young lady who required delicate handling. It had all been in vain; when Raoul had finally made his way back to the house to find Stella, he’d been stymied by the unexpected presence of a person he had many reasons to wish to avoid. 

Coming around the side of the house, he had spied Laurence Marchmont, peering through the window into the hall. Not desirous of a confrontation with Stella’s cousin, Raoul had ducked back to the garage, where he’d waited until he thought the coast was clear. He was adamant that he had not gone into the house at all between the time he left to drive to the village and the time he joined the luncheon party on the terrace. Mrs. Carrington, he insisted, must have been mistaken in thinking that she’d seen him in the main hall, or was deliberately trying to cause mischief. 

As to her reasons for doing so, Raoul professed himself unwilling to speculate, though he hinted darkly at a family conspiracy aimed at breaking up his and Stella’s engagement. Asked about its chances of success, he’d affected nonchalance. Inspector Hawthorne wasn’t fooled, having already clocked the fact that his witness had a habit of fiddling with his cigarette case whenever he was nervous. The cigarette case had been much in evidence during the interview, which was reassuring; a man like Raoul Lagarde, put on the defensive, would always try to dissemble and, in the process, reveal everything he wished to keep hidden. The lies he’d told did not unduly concern the inspector. For the time being, he was prepared to proceed on the basis that Raoul had been the man who’d upset the tray left by the butler in the hall. Since the inspector was also inclined to believe that Raoul had been entirely unaware of having done so until now, he did not consider it critical, for the moment, to ascertain the man’s precise movements inside the house. 

He was far more interested in something Raoul had told him that had every appearance of not being a lie: to wit, that Laurence had been at Cheveley Manor when, according to his own testimony, he was supposedly somewhere else. This information raised certain questions and some very interesting possibilities – but as the evening was getting on, Inspector Hawthorne decided these could wait until the following day. 

After making a few final notes and tidying up the desk, he turned off the light and left the study. Outside, the library was in semi-darkness. One lamp was still burning, throwing light on an armchair in which someone was sitting and reading a book. Inspector Hawthorne gave a discreet cough to announce his presence and saw a pale, startled face emerge from behind the book.

“Miss Tempest St. Clair, I believe? I hope I didn’t frighten you just now. I’m Inspector Hawthorne.” The young woman looked alert and nervous, but in her eyes, he saw an intelligence not to be underestimated. So, there was at least one thing she had in common with her cousin. “I know it’s late, but I had hoped I might have the chance to talk to you. I was told that you are visiting England from … where exactly, was it?”

He noted with interest that she chose to answer his question in a roundabout way, telling him that her parents were currently living in Argentina, but were set to return to America shortly.

“Your accent is rather unusual – you must have lived in quite a few places yourself,” he observed casually.

Audrey nodded but offered no elaboration. Inspector Hawthorne made another mental note. The young woman was beginning to interest him. Most people, given the chance, talked about themselves quite readily, even to a policeman, if the topic was an innocuous one; Audrey, it seemed, did not – or, at least, was not prepared to indulge the habit with him. 

Inspector Hawthorne decided to give her a little nudge. “I would like to hear about it sometime.” 

“In a personal or a professional capacity?”

“Well, Miss Tempest St. Clair, in a case like this, that’s a distinction without much of a difference.”

“Then I shall hardly be able to refuse.” 

“Would you wish to?” Inspector Hawthorne asked mildly.

“Audrey doesn’t like talking about herself,” replied a voice behind him. Philip was standing just inside the door connecting the library to the rest of the house. “Do you, Audrey?”

From the corner of his eye, Inspector Hawthorne saw the young woman bristle. He couldn’t tell what she found most objectionable, Philip’s interference on her behalf or the slightly mocking tone of the question he’d directed at her. Another note was added to his mental filing cabinet, this one concerning the unmistakable tension between the two cousins. He decided to adopt a conciliatory position.

“Perfectly understandable, in the circumstances – though I think you’ll find, Miss Tempest St. Clair, that I am not a Big Bad Wolf come to trick young ladies into revealing their innocent secrets. Ask your cousin here, he’ll vouch for me,” Inspector Hawthorne added, unable to resist one small jab. “But as it is growing late, let’s postpone our official interview until tomorrow.”

He bade them goodnight and left the room. Outside, he paused. As a matter of general principle, listening at doors was beneath his dignity as a senior police officer, but he was not averse to making exceptions if the interests of justice demanded it. Being an honest man, he could not positively declare that to be the case now, but as the door in question was open, he decided there would be no harm in satisfying his curiosity, professional and personal. 

“Why do you hate me?” 

Audrey’s voice sounded tense and, to the inspector’s ears, deeply unhappy. In reply, Philip’s held a mix of surprise and wariness. 

“What on earth gave you that idea? I don’t hate you, Audrey, nor am I aware of any reason why I should … unless there’s something you’d like to tell me.” 

“No, of course not!” The reply had tumbled out with a quickness that gave Inspector Hawthorne a little pause. “But there’ve been times when you’ve been so – so –”

“Careful,” Philip warned. “I’m sure neither of us wishes to say something that might be difficult to take back. Not when we are only still just getting to know each other properly. You might want to consider that, given the situation in which we now find ourselves, I might need a little more time to decide how much I can trust you.”

“Trust me? You talk as if … oh God, I wish I’d never come here!”

Inspector Hawthorne heard Philip agree that, indeed, it might have been better if Audrey had chosen a different time to visit Cheveley. 

This comment was met with silence in the library, but distant sounds in another part of the house alerted Inspector Hawthorne that he was in danger of being found in a slightly compromising position. Quickly and quietly, he made his way to the main hall; there, he could allow himself to be discovered in the process of putting on his coat and hat in the small vestibule-cum-telephone room located just off the drawing room. Michael Carrington, who had come out of the dining room and was crossing the hall in the opposite direction, looked surprised to find him there at all.

“Hullo, still here? I thought you chaps had called it a night earlier.”

“I had to wrap up some work and make a quick phone call,” Inspector Hawthorne lied smoothly. “All done now.”

But Michael was uninterested in the inspector’s movements. “Look, I don’t suppose you have any idea where I might find Audrey? She’s not in her room and Aunt Edith wants her found, it seems. You haven’t taken her away, have you?”

Inspector Hawthorne felt expected to smile at this intentionally fatuous remark and readily complied, on the principle that conforming to expectations regarding policemen’s sense of humor often paid dividends. 

“No, Mr. Carrington – no need for anything like that just yet,” he replied in a similarly jocular tone. Let him ponder that for a while, he thought. “I believe Miss Tempest St. Clair is in the library with her cousin.” 

He noted Michael’s reaction to this piece of intelligence with interest. A churlish glint flared up in the young man’s eyes, then was quickly extinguished; thanking the inspector curtly, he turned on his heel and marched off in the direction of the library. 

Curiouser and curiouser.

 



  Chapter 19

Stella Needs a Confidante
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“And that was that: adjourned, pending further inquiries by Scotland Yard. Altogether, not the most edifying way to spend a morning, I must say.”

Despite these words, it seemed to Audrey that Michael had enjoyed observing the coroner’s inquest. Being one of the few family members who had attended it – save for those, like Philip and Laurence, who had been required to give evidence – he’d taken it upon himself to relate the proceedings to the others. 

The audience assembled in the drawing room at Cheveley Manor was only intermittently attentive. Richard’s death, at first shocking, had now receded in memory, losing by degrees its horror, which had been replaced by a melancholy lassitude tinged with disquiet – an unease the entire family seemed determined to disavow, however. Edith was working on a piece of embroidery, from which she only occasionally lifted her gaze. Angela, who had earlier received a visit from Mr. Henderson, was engrossed in the perusal of the plans for the horse stables that he had brought her. Meanwhile, after listening dutifully to the first half of Michael’s recital, Caroline had withdrawn to the parlor to attend to personal correspondence; any discussion of violence was anathema to her, and maternal devotion had its limits. It was Audrey who was left to hang onto Michael’s every word. Unfortunately, she found she was only able to focus on his lips, rather than the words coming out of them. 

He kissed you, and you let him.

Self-recrimination was all fine and good, but it didn’t help when it came to making decisions. Michael had kissed her and, three days later, she still didn’t know what, if anything, she ought to do about it. They’d barely spoken since he’d walked in on her and Philip in the library. Fearing a disagreeable scene, she’d rushed away; that night, she’d lain awake in her bedroom, waiting and not waiting for Michael to come looking for her. There had been no footsteps outside her room, no knock at the door; perhaps he, too, had decided that their kiss, as enjoyable as it had been, was an experience best not repeated. 

“… so now they’ve all scurried off with marching orders from the indefatigable Inspector Hawthorne. Oh, and Raoul’s decided to make a dash for London while he still can, which means Cheveley Manor is entirely free of pests for the time being. I’d say that’s a good reason to celebrate but I fear you would disapprove of champagne at three o’clock in the afternoon.”

This remark had been directed squarely at Audrey, who thought a smile to be the safest answer. She glanced at Edith, still bent over her needlework, and decided the time had come to tackle a subject she had been avoiding for a while.

“Now that the inquest is over – adjourned, at any rate – it might be time for me to leave Cheveley Magna as well.”

“Not so fast,” Michael interjected. “As a matter of fact, the good Inspector asked me to pass along a message: he’d very much prefer that you stuck around a little while longer, being a witness and so forth. Don’t look so skeptical – I’m not making it up. He really did say that, you know.”

Edith chimed in to assure Audrey that she was welcome to stay at Cheveley Manor for as long as was required – and longer if she desired it.

“There, see? You have to stay.” Michael lowered his voice and leaned in so that only Audrey could hear his next words. “As long as you desire, and not a moment less.” Resuming his usual tone, he wondered aloud what they might do for the rest of the afternoon. “How about a drive? I think Sugden can be persuaded to let me take out the car for a spin.” 

“Audrey, why don’t you come back to Cheveley Farm with me,” Angela cut in. “I could show you the horses and we could go for a ride. I told you about Silverwing, didn’t I? He’ll be the perfect mount for you.”

“That sounds lovely,” Edith agreed, looking up from her embroidery. “You love horses, don’t you, Audrey? I remember when you came to us before, you wanted to go to the stables every day and ride Bessie.”

“And had the makings of a good rider,” Angela joined in. “Did you keep up with it? I’ve heard they do a lot of horse-breeding in Argentina.”

“Yes, but I’m afraid we moved too often to keep a proper stable,” Audrey replied. “Of course, I would love to come and see yours.” 

It seemed more prudent to disappoint Michael than to fail to live up to Edith’s and Angela’s expectations. Moreover, a visit to Cheveley Farm might be put to good use. She was curious about what had been happening at the cottage since the arrival of the police, and more curious still to discover what Angela and her brother made of Inspector Hawthorne. Unlike Michael, Audrey was not prepared to discount the man’s abilities. Though her interview with him had seemed routine enough, she had come away from it feeling much like an insect making a lucky escape from a spider’s web. His manner had been friendly even while his eyes had deconstructed her, piece by piece. She’d told him less than she’d told the constable, all the while feeling exposed in a way she hadn’t felt before at Cheveley Manor. She had no idea what the inspector had made of her and found it less oppressive not to speculate. She hoped she’d never have to talk to him again, but with a murderer still on the loose, she knew that was wishful thinking. 

She was in her room, getting changed for her visit, when she heard a knock at the door.

“Hullo, Audrey! Are you decent in there?” Without waiting for a reply, Stella burst into the room. “I say, that’s a fetching get-up! Do you mind? I’ve been dying to talk to you, and I thought I’d take my chance.”

“Oh … I would like that very much, only I’m afraid I promised Angela that I would go to see her horses.”

“It’s alright! I bumped into Angela downstairs and told her that I simply had to speak to you most urgently, and she agreed that I might borrow you for the purpose. You don’t mind awfully, do you?”

Intrigued, Audrey assured her that she did not. Stella was now moving skittishly about the room, picking up things and looking at them as if they weren’t her own old belongings. It was clear that there was something on her mind, but she seemed suddenly reluctant to share it.

“Won’t you tell me what the matter is? I would like to help, if I can,” Audrey said.

Stella looked up from the silver hairbrush she’d been handling and fixed a bright blue gaze on her. “I’m worried about Philip. I think he might be in love with Jean Fowler.”

The declaration caught Audrey off-guard, rendering her momentarily speechless. She gestured for Stella to go on, while she sought to get her thoughts in order.

“Laurence is convinced it’s true, and so is Angela. They say it’s been going on for a while. I thought it was all nonsense at first, but now I’m not so sure. What do you think?”

Though Audrey had spent a not insignificant amount of time formulating an opinion on this very subject, she was reluctant to share it. “Why ask me? I’ve only been here a short while,” she pointed out.

“That’s just it! You’ve only just arrived, and you don’t really know any of us, so you are able to see things more clearly, and not assume something is true just because everyone else says it is.”

“Your brother seems to have a high regard for Miss Fowler’s abilities,” Audrey said carefully, “but I’m not sure there is more to it than that. And her conduct has always struck me as most professional.”

Stella tapped the hairbrush on the table in frustration. “Professional?! Hah! I think she’s a clever snake! Remember how Grandfather was ready to give her thirty thousand pounds? Who’s ever heard of such a thing? Thirty thousand pounds to some secretary? A nobody who turned up here a year ago? Mark my words: she had a hand in that beastly business with the Will. Grandfather would never think of something like that without someone filling his ears with poison.”

Inwardly wincing at Stella’s unfortunate expression, Audrey offered a sympathetic frown in lieu of agreement; she was inclined to find the aspersions against Miss Fowler’s character far-fetched.

“I wish she’d just leave! I don’t understand why Aunt Edie hasn’t told her to clear out already!”

“I believe your aunt is trying to give Miss Fowler time to confirm her new position. I daresay it shan’t be much longer.” 

“All very well, but in the meantime, she’s still skulking around here. Always popping up where you don’t want her, listening at doors – oh, she gives me the creeps! I’m telling you all this because you are family,” Stella explained, observing Audrey’s frown. “I know that you care about Philip too. And we don’t want him to end up with some harpy who will make his life miserable forever, do we?”

Audrey promptly agreed but wondered aloud what was to be done if Philip had other ideas.

“For a start, we need to make sure that she doesn’t get the chance to be alone with him. Look at how she was able to wheedle her way into Grandfather’s confidence. We can’t let that happen again. You and I shall take turns to keep Philip away from her any time he comes here. It can’t be that difficult and, like you said, it shan’t be for very much longer.”

Audrey’s stunned silence was taken by Stella as agreement. She sat down on the bed and took Audrey’s hands in hers. “I’m so glad you came here,” she said, beaming. “I have a feeling that we will become great friends. And I could really use a friend right now.”

Audrey smiled back. “You shouldn’t worry too much about Philip. I think it very unlikely that he’d get himself tangled up in an imprudent affair.”

“I suppose you’re right. But then there is Grandfather’s murder, which is ever so awful … not to mention the police asking all sorts of questions and making one feel like a criminal!” When Audrey ventured that the police seemed to know their business, she shrugged. “They do make mistakes, you know. You hear about it all the time in newspapers and such. And they have their prejudices and will go and hound people for no very good reason at all.”

Audrey wondered if Stella had someone particular in mind. “I understand that Mr. Lagarde went back to London,” she said delicately.

“He did … right after the inquest, and with barely a proper word!” Stella pulled herself off the bed and began pacing the room again.  “And I don’t think it was very nice of him to do that – rushing off and leaving me here alone, with a murderer on the loose and the police crawling about the place! Between you and me, ever since Grandfather died, Raoul’s behavior hasn’t been quite what I expected it to be. And it makes one wonder, doesn’t it?”

“Yes?”

“What if I don’t know him as well as I thought I did,” Stella theorized.

“You haven’t known him very long, have you?”

“Do you think that’s awfully important? I know it sounds like it would be – but is it? Take Laurence, for example. I’ve known him all my life, and I can never tell what he’s really thinking, except that he always seems to think I’m stupid.”

Audrey ignored the complaint, which she thought demonstrated an irritating obtuseness on Stella’s part. “That may be so, but you know his character, which means that you’ll always have a good idea of how he is going to act in any given situation. Actions are always more important than words, don’t you think?”

“Hmm … I guess so. But don’t you think it’s also possible to have a good sense of a person’s character after knowing them for only a short time?”

“It’s possible, yes, but I don’t think it’s very likely. It’s something we like to tell ourselves, though, because it makes life seem more … more exciting, perhaps.”

Stella stopped pacing and looked at her admiringly. “You are very wise. I wish I could be more like you. I wish I could know more and feel less,” she said with a dramatic sigh.

Nothing could have been more calculated to make Audrey feel like an ancient relic, rather than the young woman of twenty-four she was, but she exercised forbearance and refrained from a tart rebuttal. Watching Stella as she dropped into an armchair, kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet under her, Audrey was oddly touched; it had been a long time since she’d been as guileless as Stella looked.

“It’s not my fault,” Stella went on. “You’re not very much older than me, but you’ve traveled and seen so many more things than I’ve been allowed to dream of. Don’t get me wrong; I adored Grandfather and he was wonderful to me, but there were some things he just couldn’t understand – like why anyone would ever want to leave this place. After Papa went away and never came back, I think Grandfather was always afraid that the rest of us would do the same. It’s why he always helped Laurence whenever he had money problems and let Edith run the house, and why he agreed to have Caroline live here. He wanted to keep us all here, always.”

“He agreed to let you move to London,” Audrey pointed out.

Stella shrugged. “That was just temporary. A ‘youthful folly’, he called it. He said I’d be back once I grew up a little bit. And, you know, it’s funny but I think I will. Only not right away … not until I’ve seen more of the world first. Oh, do tell me about the places you’ve been! Please, Audrey, I want to hear everything!”

Impossible as it was to resist this artless entreaty, Audrey decided to proceed cautiously, falling back upon a handful of anecdotes that seemed harmless enough. She wasn’t sure that encouraging Stella to go traipsing around the world was an excellent idea – not before she grew up a little more. The world was full of dangers far greater than Raoul Lagarde for a naive and very rich young woman. But that was not for her to tell Stella, not now. There had been enough heartache and disappointment recently, and Audrey had no wish to put a damper on her dreams. Everyone deserved to dream a little … even very rich, naive young women. 

The stories came easily, Stella proving to be an easily delighted, uncritical audience. Audrey let her mind drift into the past for the first time in a long while, basking in the warmth of her memories. This pleasant trip was cut short when, out of the blue, Stella asked her how she’d found the courage to travel the world alone. The question was straightforward enough, but it required her to explain a part of herself she’d never shared with others. She began slowly, grasping for the right words – and was surprised by how easily she found them.

“I decided to volunteer as a nurse during the war. The least I could do, I thought, when so many young men were giving up everything: their dreams, the people they loved, home, comfort, security. Above all, the future. It felt intolerable to sit by and do nothing. I ended up working in a field hospital for nearly eighteen months. Afterwards, few things seemed all that frightening anymore. Traveling around the Continent in peace time wasn’t one of them.”

“Laurence sometimes talks about the war. Not about what happened at the front, but about being wounded and in the hospital. I’m sure it was ghastly, but he makes it sound almost like a lark. Boys’ own adventure sort of thing.”

“People do that, sometimes, to help them cope,” Audrey said gently. “Making light of terrible things can be easier than confronting them head-on.”

“Laurence is very good at that sort of thing. Always going on about the pranks he and his chums played on the doctors, and about how all the nurses fell in love with him. Typical,” Stella added, rolling her eyes.

“Was he badly hurt?”

“He said he caught a few bits of shrapnel, which probably hurt more than he lets on. But he wasn’t hurt nearly as badly as Philip. Poor Phil! Did you know he was a fighter pilot? He was shot down in the spring of ‘18 – thankfully, it happened on our side of the line, and they managed to get him out of the wreckage before it caught fire. He had a very bad knock on the head, and all sorts of broken bones. He never, ever talks about it.”

Audrey could easily imagine why Philip wouldn’t. He’d been lucky to survive his ordeal and the war that had claimed the lives of so many of his fellow pilots. A bone-deep sadness washed over her. She had nursed many of them, held their hands as they took their last breath. It was a terrible thing to watch someone die, but it was more terrible still to have them die alone. 

Her thoughts flew to Richard Marchmont, who had died, alone, a horrible death. She shivered. It did not bear thinking about. She realized that Stella was speaking again.

“Michael, on the other hand, was positively lucky. Michael is always lucky, though.”

“Oh?”

“When he enlisted, he was at Cambridge and he got taken up by those intelligence people and sent to London and then some other place, somewhere down by the coast … all very hush hush but quite safe. He likes to say he never got so much as a paper cut, which is awful of him, but does make one laugh.”

“I’m sure what he did was very important too.”

“Oh, probably,” Stella agreed airily. “Although, with Michael, it’s always hard to know what’s what because he loves to be mysterious even when he doesn’t have to be.”

Doesn’t he just, Audrey mused to herself, struck by the astuteness of Stella’s observation. 

It might help explain, she decided, why she felt so unsettled around Michael. Everyone had secrets, of course. Some secrets were small and harmless, some big and perilous. Audrey thought the difference wasn’t nearly as important as what people did with the secrets they held. A secret, cherished and nursed patiently, had the power to destroy everything. No one knew that better than her.

 



  Chapter 20

Inspector Hawthorne Makes Progress
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Inspector Hawthorne was glad to be back in his office at Scotland Yard, even if it meant giving up a clear, sunny day in the countryside for the dust and agglomeration of the city. He preferred the latter when he had a case to work on; the noise and bustle helped to focus his mind. The murder of Richard Marchmont was shaping up to be a trickier case than he’d expected. There were plenty of suspects with motive and opportunity – too many, if anything – and precious little concrete evidence to tie any of them to the murder weapon. The coroner’s inquest had been a mere formality, bringing to light no additional useful information. The inspector drummed his fingers on his desk – one of the few displays of frustration he permitted himself – and turned the case over in his mind again. 

It was not entirely hopeless. There were one or two interesting facts that held a glimmer of promise for a possible solution; but one or two facts did not make a case, and he wasn’t certain they were even pointing him in the right direction. A knock on the door interrupted his musings.

“Come in! Ah, there you are – take a seat, Parker.” 

While the sergeant folded his large frame into the chair across from him, balancing a notebook on his knee, Inspector Hawthorne tilted his own chair back and, leaning his elbows on the armrest, brought his hands together in a steeple. Thus arranged, the two men presented a familiar tableau. Many a case had been solved while they sat, just so, and put their heads together; which is to say, Inspector Hawthorne mostly talked and Sergeant Parker mostly listened – though, on occasion, the roles were profitably reversed. 

“Got the results from the bottle?”

“Yes, sir. As we suspected, there was atropine sulfate in the wine – enough to kill half a dozen strong men.”

“They weren’t taking any chances then.”

“‘They’, sir?”

“A handy figure of speech, Parker, don’t get excited.”

“I suppose that lets out Lagarde. Even if he fiddled with the glass on purpose, Mrs. Carrington didn’t see him touch or put anything in the bottle. I doubt he would’ve had enough time. That’s assuming that we accept Mrs. Carrington’s evidence that it was Lagarde she saw in the hall at 11:35.”

“I think we can safely do that,” Inspector Hawthorne stated decisively. “Lagarde never figured in my list of prime suspects – though, I must say, he’s the sort of chap you almost want to pin a murder on.”

“I think I know what you mean, sir: bogus background and too slick for his own good. He’s got form too, hasn’t he?”

“Yes, he does,” Inspector Hawthorne drawled and pushed one of the files on his desk towards the sergeant, who picked it up and quickly glanced at it before turning his attention back to his superior to hear the story. “About eighteen months ago, our friend Lagarde was running a nightclub out of a basement in Soho – one of those places that attracts a fast crowd with more money than sense or taste. You know the sort: peeling paint and grime on the outside, polished chrome and velvet on the inside. Clientele, a real mixed bag: West End’s latest sensations, American tycoons, debutantes, members of Parliament, middle-aged stockbrokers, and even the odd deposed royal.”

“And some of the rougher elements too, I bet,” Sergeant Parker surmised.

Inspector Hawthorne nodded. “Speaking of which, it seems Lagarde managed to acquire some unsavory friends along the way, who convinced him to let them use his premises as a front for their dope-selling business. Unfortunately for him, our people had had their eyes on the operation for some time, and when they moved in to fold it up, Lagarde very nearly went down with the ship. He only got off by the skin of his teeth, thanks to a good barrister who was able to convince the judge that his client had no idea what his friends were really up to and had been manipulated into allowing his nightclub to be used for illegal business.”

“Think the judge got it wrong, sir?”

“Keep in mind that I haven’t seen the evidence given at trial, but I’m inclined to think there was no gross miscarriage of justice. That’s what I meant earlier, by the way: Lagarde strikes me as one of life’s born patsies. He got lucky that the first crime someone tried to hang around his neck didn’t stick.”

“He’s done alright for himself since then, hasn’t he,” Sergeant Parker mused. “Getting himself engaged to the Marchmont girl – proper heiress and a very nice-looking one, too. He must have a good line of patter.”

“Good enough to get a girl to say she’ll marry him, I’ll give you that. But if Stella Marchmont ends up as Mrs. Lagarde, I’ll eat my hat.”

Sergeant Parker raised an eyebrow. “You think the grandfather threatening to change his Will did the trick, sir? Sobered her up and all?”

“From what I’ve heard, I think it’s more likely to have done the opposite, but who knows.” The inspector gave an impatient wave. “Now, I wish you’d leave off that blasted Will, Parker! I can’t shake the feeling that it’s taking up too much room in this investigation and stopping me from seeing other things that are more important.”

“I reckon it’s important as far as motives go, sir.”

“You think so? Even now that we know it was the bottle that was poisoned, not the glass? Consider: on Friday evening, Richard Marchmont tells his family that he’s planning to disinherit most of them. By lunchtime on Saturday, he’s dead. That’s very suggestive, yes? But what if the bottle wasn’t poisoned on Saturday? What if it was poisoned before Friday?”

“I see what you mean, sir: the Will is a red herring then.”

“And then again, maybe not.” Observing the sergeant’s perplexion, Inspector Hawthorne went on. “Imagine that you have prepared your poisoned bottle and are now waiting for the right time to put it to use. If you’re one of the people who has something to lose if Mr. Marchmont makes a new Will, it stands to reason that you’d want to act quickly; in fact, at the earliest opportunity. And that’s the confounding thing about it all. The Will might be relevant, or it might not be relevant at all.”

“But if we leave it aside, are there any other motives?”

“Assuming the bottle wasn’t sent along by some as-yet unknown adversary – which reminds me, Parker, make sure you confirm with the butler that nobody sent Mr. Marchmont a gift of his favorite wine recently. Where was I? Right, if we discard the Will and the possibility of a secret enemy, we are left with a few other motives. Laurence Marchmont had quarreled with his great-uncle more than once in the past six months and had been cut off. By the sounds of it, he’s chronically short of money, and based on what you were able to pick up around the village, seems to be in a particularly bad patch just now. With his great-uncle dead, he stood to gain thirty thousand pounds and a significant amount of land. Then there’s the sister, who also had some sort of disagreement with the deceased recently over a business deal that would have scuppered her plans for a horse rescue. The destruction of a lifelong ambition is a powerful motive, Parker; people have killed for less. And let’s not forget about Miss Stella Marchmont, who was very upset that her grandfather took so badly against her engagement.”

Sergeant Parker allowed himself to voice a measure of skepticism. “I don’t really see her as the Lucrezia Borgia type, sir.”

“She’s got a lovely temper when provoked, according to both maids at the house, but I tend to agree with you. If Richard Marchmont had been found dead with a knife in his back, I’d be more inclined to consider Stella Marchmont as a strong suspect. As it is, her cousins are nearer the top of the list. And they would’ve had access to the deceased’s prescription.”

“Them, and everyone else in the family, sir. They could all easily get access to Mr. Marchmont’s medicine cabinet.”

“Although the doctor said the bottle of his eye stuff wasn’t missing any doses, which is extremely unhelpful, I must say.”

Sergeant Parker cleared his throat. “About that, sir. After the inquest, Constable Hickley received a call from Dr. Pritchard. It seems his nurse was in the public gallery and, afterwards, she reminded him of something that happened a couple of months ago.”

“Well? Don’t keep me in suspense, out with it.”

“Miss Marchmont – Edith Marchmont, that is – rang the doctor’s office and told them there had been an accident with Mr. Marchmont’s eye medicine bottle and that a replacement was needed. That was when the current bottle was made up and sent along to the house.”

“How very interesting,” Inspector Hawthorne said thoughtfully. “And there is more, I can tell from that look in your eye. You went and had a little chat with Miss Marchmont, did you?”

“Constable Hickley did, sir. She confirmed that the previous bottle had been found broken on the bathroom floor. They suspected one of the maids was responsible, even though the girl swore up and down that she didn’t touch anything in Mr. Marchmont’s cabinet. The way things look now, she was probably telling the truth.”

“I don’t suppose anyone noticed if the bottle was empty when it got smashed.”

“No, sir, but Miss Marchmont did say that the bottle had only been sent from the doctor’s office the week before the accident, so it would have been nearly full. Our chaps think there would have been enough atropine sulfate in it to account for what we found in the wine bottle. It would have been easy enough for someone to pour out the solution out of the bottle in the medicine cabinet then smash that bottle and–”

“Yes, yes, I can see where you’re going with it, Parker, no need to spell it out. Did Constable Hickley also happen to find out who was hanging about Cheveley Manor at the time?”

“According to Collins, Stella Marchmont was visiting with a friend – a young lady, not Raoul Lagarde. Mr. Carrington was in London. The rest of the Marchmonts were around, as was Mr. Tempest St. Clair and his aunt, but not the American cousin.” 

“I almost forgot, you were going to tell me about the fingerprints on the wine bottle as well. Let me guess: there were none?”

“No, sir – just the butler’s,” Sergeant Parker confirmed.

“Right, then: so, we really need to narrow down when and how that bottle was tampered with.”

“The butler swears it looked just like the others when he got it from the cellar. I went down and took a look at the rest of the crate myself, and nothing stood out as different-like.”

“No special markings on the one found with the body?”

“None that I could see. I brought one of the other bottles back here to compare, and showed it to a few of the other boys, but they didn’t notice anything either. But here’s the thing, sir: the way these bottles are sealed and corked, I don’t think it would be too difficult to open one, doctor it, then seal it up again. You’d just need a bit of red wax and a steady hand.”

“So, it could have been tampered with in advance, as we’ve been thinking or … equally possible … after it was opened by the butler on the day.”

Sergeant Parker, who had an unshakable faith in the inspector’s ability to solve even the most obscure puzzles, saw no reason to deny an unhelpful fact. “That’s right, sir.”

“Not much help in narrowing down our lines of investigation, then. Have we looked into where the wine came from?”

“Wine merchant in London – very reputable firm, sir. The personal secretary picked up a case of it – a dozen bottles in all – about a month ago. That seems to have been the usual thing; it happened a few times a year. Mr. Marchmont was the only person at the house who drank the stuff, and he took a glass with most meals. The butler said a dozen bottles would usually last about three or four months, and when they got down to the last couple, they’d order more. Mr. Marchmont insisted that someone go to London specially to pick it up, rather than having the firm deliver. It used to be the butler that did it, but he’s getting on in years, so once the secretary came on the scene, Mr. Marchmont had her do it.”

Inspector Hawthorne mulled the information for a moment, then told the sergeant to pay a visit to the firm who had supplied the wine and ‘have a nose around’. “And while you’re at it, let’s get some background on Miss Fowler – and Miss Tempest St. Clair.”

“Think one of them could be involved?”

“Seems unlikely, doesn’t it? But Philip Tempest St. Clair is worried about something, and I’m willing to bet that one of those two women is at the heart of it.”

“Well, sir, Miss Fowler did bring down the wine from London.”

“Yes, but she also had the most to lose from Marchmont dying just when he did. Supposing for the sake of argument that she had some inkling about the Will, she’d hardly be making plans to kill the goose before it laid the golden egg.”

“Would she, though? Know about the Will, I mean.”

“Richard Marchmont might have told her – or Mr. Tempest St. Clair.”

“Sweet on her, is he?”

“That seems to be the local wisdom.”

“But you don’t subscribe to it, sir?”

“Let’s just say that I’m agnostic for the time being. It’s at least one of the reasons why I want you to take a closer look at Miss Fowler.”

“And Miss Tempest St. Clair, sir?”

“In some ways, she worries me the most, Parker.”

“Does she, sir? She seems like a very nice young lady.”

“Yes, she does, doesn’t she? All the same, I suspect that Miss Tempest St. Clair is very deliberately not telling us something. Whether that something is evidence relevant to this investigation, I can’t tell you just yet. Now, in contrast, we have Miss Marchmont, who is also not telling us something, and I’m pretty sure that something is very relevant indeed.”

“Any idea what it might be, sir?”

“A goodish idea, yes. But I’d like to hear it from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. I think I’ll head back to Cheveley tomorrow. First, though, let’s see what you and Wilkinson manage to dig up on Miss Fowler and Miss Tempest St. Clair.”

“You know, sir, now that we’re talking about Miss Tempest St. Clair, I did notice something a bit odd. Not about her exactly, mind you – only, there doesn’t seem to be much love lost between her and her cousin, the solicitor chap. And she’s staying at the Marchmonts’ house, not with her own relatives.”

Inspector Hawthorne grinned. “You noticed that, did you? I don’t suppose you have any theories as to why that would be the case?” He cast a quizzical but not unfriendly look at his sergeant, who shook his head. “It’s alright, neither do I at the moment,” he admitted.

Both men fell silent, pondering what they knew and didn’t know about the case. Eventually, the inspector roused himself and offered the sergeant a rueful smile.

“Well, Parker, you know what they say: it’s always darkest before dawn. But we had better hurry up and get some things cleared up soon, because I have a feeling this business is far from over.”

 



  Chapter 21

Tragedy Strikes Again
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Audrey turned away from the sunlight streaming through the half-drawn curtains and pulled the coverlet over her ears. There were birds singing outside her window, and people moving about downstairs, and their activity made her feel guilty. The small clock on the nightstand gave the time as nearly nine o’clock. By now, she ought to have been finishing her breakfast in the morning room, ready to make herself useful to Edith; instead, she was lingering in bed, gripped by a strange emotional debility. 

It had been a trying week. After the inquest, the policemen had gone away, but their departure had not exorcised the house of its lugubrious atmosphere. Everyone was on tenterhooks, waiting for news of developments in the investigation, which had so far failed to materialize. Meanwhile, the village was frothing with gossip. To leave the house was impossible, to stay felt oppressive. The Marchmonts were trapped, and Audrey along with them. She knew that she ought to have left Cheveley Manor by now; her reasons for staying were, nearly all of them, bad ones. 

You are an utter fool, she told herself, not for the first time that morning. A simple, soppy little fool –

A piercing scream cut short her recriminations. It went on longer than it seemed possible for a human being to make such noise, and it was only when it finally stopped that Audrey realized she’d been holding her breath. There was a brief and horrible silence, and then the screaming started again. Audrey jumped out of bed, grabbed her dressing gown, and ran out of her room. Down the corridor to her right, she saw a blonde ruffled head poking out of another room.

“What’s that beastly racket?” 

Audrey answered Stella with a shrug. The screaming was coming from the opposite direction, where another door was ajar. As Stella gave no signs of wanting to investigate, it fell to Audrey to do it. She had barely taken a few steps when she was suddenly confronted with a frantic creature barreling down towards her. It was Millie, the Marchmonts’ young maid, screaming as she ran, eyes shut. 

Audrey moved aside just in time to avoid a painful collision and, having managed to grab a hold of the girl, tried to calm her down. Her efforts met with little success; she convinced Millie to open her eyes and stop screaming, only to be treated to a bout of hysterical crying. 

By now, the noise had attracted attention elsewhere in the house, and Edith came rushing up the stairs, followed by Collins.

“What is happening?! Audrey, what’s wrong?”

With Millie still trembling and incoherent in her arms, Audrey could offer Edith nothing by way of concrete answer. “I think there might be something the matter with Mrs. Carrington,” she speculated, struggling to keep Millie from flying into a fresh bout of hysterics.

Collins intervened, sternly admonishing the maid to stop crying and explain herself. This only served to increase the girl’s agitation, so Edith motioned to Audrey to step aside and took her place, holding the maid by the shoulders.

“Millie, listen to me,” she commanded in a calm, firm tone. “Are you listening? Good. Now, stop and take a deep breath, there’s a good girl. It’s quite alright – no need to cry.”

The maid began wailing again. Exasperated, Edith shook her by the shoulders and told her she was being extremely tiresome and silly. Finally, between gulping breaths, Millie managed to babble a few intelligible words.

“‘Twasn’t my fault – I swear – I had nothing to do with it!”

“Yes, alright, but what’s happened?! What isn’t your fault?”

“She’s dead – in there – dead! I found her …  cold … ‘twasn’t me, I swear it, Miss Edith!”

“Who’s dead? Caroline? Don’t be silly, girl – she’s probably just sleeping.”

“Edith, I think I had better go and have a look,” Audrey said quietly. The maid’s crying had put her own nerves on edge, but she couldn’t ignore the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. It seemed impossible that anyone could sleep through such a ruckus. “Collins, come with me, please. Stella, stay here and help your aunt with Millie.”

It took all the fortitude Audrey could muster to walk the short distance to Caroline’s bedroom and step inside. She could hear Collins’ slightly wheezing breath behind her and sensed that he was just as apprehensive as she was. 

The scene that greeted them was almost preternaturally calm. Caroline was still in bed, the covers only partially disturbed. Her eyes were closed and her expression quite peaceful; were it not for a strange pallor, she might have looked as though she was merely sleeping. Audrey gestured for Collins to stay back and moved closer to the bed. She looked for signs of breathing and saw none. One of Caroline’s hands was lying on top of the coverlet, and Audrey forced herself to touch it. It was very cold – much colder than she’d ever imagined a human body could be. 

Her eyes quickly scanned the room; on the nightstand, she noticed an opened sachet and a glass that still held a small amount of what looked to be water. A terrible premonition washed over her like an icy wave.

“Call Dr. Pritchard right away – and Philip,” she instructed the butler. “And, Collins, we mustn’t touch anything … nothing in the room is to be disturbed. Does this room have a key?”

“Y-yes, ma’am,” Collins stammered. “I don’t know where Mrs. Carrington kept hers, but I believe Miss Edith has a spare.”

“Get it and lock the door and keep the key with you until Philip arrives.”

The butler looked stricken. “Ma’am, do you think Mrs. Carrington was killed, just like the master was?”

It was the same question that was running through Audrey’s mind, but she found it impossible to acknowledge the likeliest answer. “I don’t know, Collins, but until the doctor arrives, I think it’s best that we take precautions.”

The butler nodded and set about carrying out her instructions. It was left to Audrey to break the news to Edith and Stella, and to take charge of the situation once it became clear that neither of them was in a frame of mind to do so. She shepherded them and the still-sobbing Millie downstairs, where the maid was tendered into the cook’s care and Audrey took the Marchmont women into the morning room. There, they found Miss Fowler, still at the breakfast table, patiently waiting to be told the cause of the commotion. Upon learning what had happened, she grew pale; for the first time since Audrey had met her, she looked dumbfounded. 

Miss Fowler wasn’t alone in her reaction; everyone was in shock. With a shaky hand, Audrey poured herself a cup of coffee and forced it down her throat, desperate to wash away the metallic taste of fear from her mouth. The sensation of Caroline’s cold hand still haunted her, and she began to rub her hands together, over and over, to try to get rid of it. Like Lady Macbeth’s blood spot, it would not out. Am I going mad, she wondered, clenching her hands in her lap, until she felt her fingernails dig into her palm. The coffee made her insides feel like a bitter, roiling sea. If she hadn’t been sitting down, she thought she might fall and never stop. 

Collins came in to announce that Dr. Pritchard had been called out to a delivery earlier that morning, and no one knew when he would return. Philip, at least, was on his way. Thank God. Despite their disagreements, he was still the only person Audrey felt able to trust absolutely. A feeling of almost euphoric relief came over her; she felt like a small child who had been drowning and, catching a glimpse of her rescuer on the shoreline, knew herself to be very nearly safe again. It was merely an illusion of safety, but she grasped it tightly, like a lifeline. Too soon, however, she was recalled to a harsher reality.

“I couldn’t get a hold of him,” Edith was saying, her voice shrill. Michael had gone to London the previous day, and she had tried to telephone him, evidently without success.

“Perhaps he’s on his way back,” Stella suggested. She, too, looked as pale and frangible as a porcelain doll. “He was supposed to return today, wasn’t he?” she asked, looking around the room for confirmation.

“Mr. Carrington told Sugden that he would be returning this evening,” Miss Fowler answered. She had by now regained her usual composure and, turning to Edith, offered to go to Cheveley Farm to let Laurence and Angela know what had happened – there being no telephone line at the cottage.

“Yes, thank you, Miss Fowler. That would be most helpful.” 

Audrey could see that Edith was still preoccupied by Michael’s absence, a concern she shared. She went to Edith and put her arm around the older woman’s shoulders, not certain if she was offering comfort or seeking it. 

Philip arrived a few minutes after Miss Fowler had left and was immediately besieged. Stella ran into his arms, finding an outlet for her anxiety in a fresh flood of tears, while Edith implored him to tell them what was to be done. He barely noticed either of them; his eyes sought out Audrey’s.

“Tell me what happened,” he said.

“Millie went into Mrs. Carrington’s room at nine o’clock to bring her breakfast and thought at first that she was still sleeping. When Millie tried to rouse her, she realized that Mrs. Carrington wasn’t breathing and then she lost her head a bit and started screaming the house down. I was in my room and came out to see what was happening, and then Edith and Collins came up and we – that is, Collins and I went into Mrs. Carrington’s bedroom to make sure that Millie was not mistaken.” Audrey stopped, silenced by a sudden wave of queasiness that threatened to bring up the contents of her stomach. She swallowed hard and forced herself to continue. “When we saw Mrs. Carrington, it was quite clear that she was dead. I asked Collins to ring you and Dr. Pritchard, only it seems that Dr. Pritchard is out on another call, and no one knows when he’ll be back.”

“Where’s Michael?”

“In London but expected back today.” Audrey felt her self-control slip a little further; panic edged into her voice. “Philip, I wasn’t sure if the police ought to be sent for right away, so I thought it best to wait until you came. I hope I did the right thing.”

“It’s alright, Audrey – I’ll handle all that. But first, I’m going to have a look at Mrs. Carrington’s room. I would like you to come with me. Are you up to it?” 

The unexpected tenderness in his voice made her heart contract in an exquisitely painful spasm. Mutely, she nodded. As they made their way upstairs, she was careful to stay a few steps behind him, afraid that if he turned and looked at her, the last shreds of her courage would come apart like a badly knitted sweater. She didn’t want him to know how badly shaken she was. He was so calm and collected, and she wanted to show herself equal to it. It was a silly thing – pointless pride – but she clung to it stubbornly. 

When they reached Caroline’s bedroom, he went inside, while she remained by the door. She couldn’t bear to step foot into the room or breathe its air again.

“I didn’t touch anything except her hand – to make sure. She looks like she’s sleeping, doesn’t she?”

“Was she alright yesterday?”

“Yes, I think so. She seemed perfectly fine at dinner.” She didn’t hear Philip reply; with a quick glance, she saw that he was examining the nightstand. “Edith said that Mrs. Carrington was in the habit of taking a sleeping powder at night, prescribed by Dr. Pritchard. It sounds like she’d been taking it for quite some time, but perhaps she made a mistake and took more than intended.”

“Accidental overdose? It seems unlikely. And I don’t think it was suicide, either.”

The implication was obvious and dreadful, but Audrey was too numb to feel anything more than resignation in the face of a foregone conclusion. “But if she was … if it was poison … it can’t have been the same thing that killed Richard, surely? I thought that left signs and Mrs. Carrington looks quite peaceful.”

“No, you’re right,” Philip agreed. “If poison is involved, it’s probably something else.” 

He straightened up, seemingly decided on a course of action. He turned and caught Audrey’s eye. “You said Dr. Pritchard couldn’t be reached?” Seeing her nod, he went on. “I think it’s best that I call Col. Osgoode right away.”

He moved away from the bed and came to her. She longed for a comforting word or gesture from him; embarrassed by this weakness, she dropped her eyes. A moment later, she felt his hand lightly grasp her elbow and was filled with a strange elation. 

“Audrey, there are some things I need to take care of,” Philip said gently. “Can you manage here in the meantime – look after Edith and Stella for me? I’m afraid things are about to get quite ugly, and they’ll need someone to help keep the house together. I’m sorry to have to ask you to do this, but it needs to be someone I can trust.”

Audrey’s eyes flew up to his face. In his somber expression, she saw unease and concern. Something else too; regret, she thought. 

“Yes, of course. You don’t suspect me anymore, then?”

She felt his grip on her arm tighten. “I never did, Audrey. Not of this horrible business, never.” 

It looked like he was about to say something else, then changed his mind and was gone, leaving her alone in the corridor. She closed the door to Caroline’s room and stood in front of it, trying to bring her emotions to heel. She had promised Philip she would help, and she would not let him down. 

The rest of the morning was a blur of feverish activity interspersed with restless waiting for events to take their course. People came and went; Laurence and Angela arrived, summoned by Miss Fowler, staying only long enough to persuade Stella that she would be better off at the cottage with them. Dr. Pritchard came next, though neither Audrey nor Edith saw him. It was Collins who took him to see the body, and Collins who came and told them that, after he was done, the doctor had rung Col. Osgoode. A probable morphine overdose, Collins had overheard him say. Murder, thought Audrey, though she refrained from sharing any conjectures with Edith. The poor woman had enough on her plate: two deaths, the family grieving and on edge, the house at sixes and sevens, the servants in an uproar. It had taken them half an hour to convince Millie that she wasn’t under suspicion, and nearly as long again to talk her out of giving her notice. Mrs. Jessop, too, had muttered darkly about not wishing to remain in a house where people were being killed in their beds. It was the sort of comment apt to inspire a full-scale mutiny and so it might have done but for the ever-dependable Collins who had reprimanded the cook for her disloyalty and called her a silly, old woman for imagining herself the murderer’s next target. This had pacified the servants’ fears enough to allow them to return to their usual tasks, but it had had the opposite effect on Edith. She’d blanched at Collins’ words and it had been easy to guess what she’d been thinking. The murderer had claimed a second victim among the family; would there be a third? Audrey had begun to wonder too – the question lodged, like a sliver of ice, at the back of her mind. 

Though the domestic crisis had been averted, the worst was still to come. After the doctor had departed, the house had become eerily quiet again. It was a deceptive tranquility that greeted Michael on his return from London, and the news of his mother’s death fell on him like a blow from a clear sky. He staggered as if he’d been physically hit, and when Audrey and Edith reached out to him to offer comfort, he recoiled from their touch. He asked them to repeat everything they’d told him and when they tried to persuade him not to go to his mother’s room, he refused to listen. They let him go, too weary to argue. The next to arrive was Constable Hickley, with a couple of other men from the local constabulary; Scotland Yard would not be far behind. 

Audrey decided she had done all she could at the house for the time being and escaped to the garden. She tried, and failed, to interest herself in Edith’s roses; though tempted by the prospect of a solitary walk by the lake, thought it best to remain close to the house in case she was needed again. In the end, she settled on the gazebo at the end of the rose garden, which had a clear view of the conservatory and the western wing of the house. She sat on one of its benches, carefully angling herself so that she would not, if she looked up, have the window of Caroline’s bedroom in her sights. The police would be in there by now, and she didn’t want them to think she was trying to spy on their activities. She hoped they wouldn’t see her at all. She longed to get away, or disappear altogether – another heartbreaking, impossible desire.

She was still in the gazebo, locked in her own private despair, when Michael came out of the house just as the sun was beginning to set. He looked ill, his face hollowed out by grief and exhaustion. Without saying a word, he sat down next to her, but despite the proximity of their bodies, they might as well have been standing on opposite ends of an unnavigable ocean. 

“Michael, I’m so, so sorry,” she whispered, wondering if there was anything she could say to bridge the distance between them.

He gave no reply, and she didn’t press him. Time flowed around them while they sat in stillness, removed from the world and each other. 

“It was such a shock,” Michael said at last. “When you told me what had happened, I thought you were lying at first. Only for a moment, you understand, and then I knew it was true. I knew you wouldn’t be so cruel – to lie about something like that. I’m sorry if I was rude earlier. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” Audrey said with a rush of feeling. “I wish there was something I could do to make it less awful for you.”

“And I wish … I wish you hadn’t had to see any of it, or be a part of it,” Michael said softly. “I never wanted … coming here with you, it wasn’t meant to end like this.”

Audrey put her arm through his and leaned her head against his shoulder. It was a gesture of agreement as much as support. It shouldn’t have ended like this, and how were they to have known – on that train bound for Cheveley Magna a week ago – that it would? Remembering how cheerful Michael had been that day, Audrey was moved by great pity. It was so terribly unfair!

“Audrey, have you ever done something that seemed … mad?”

Bewildered, she lifted her head to look at him, trying to decipher the meaning of his question. He was staring straight ahead, lost in thought, his expression unreadable. 

“What do you mean?”

“Have you ever done something impulsive and, I don’t know, a little risky? Reckless, even.” He glanced at her and saw her nod. “And did it work out as you’d hoped it would?”

“To be honest, I’m not sure,” Audrey confessed.

“Would you do it again?”

“The same thing?”

“Yes, or something equally chancy. Would you take a risk on something most people would tell you to run from and never look back?”

“It depends on what it was. Whether it was merely imprudent or something worse. If it was morally wrong –”

“I’m not talking about a crime, Audrey,” Michael interjected. He turned and looked her straight in the eyes. “I’m talking about following your heart.”

“In that case, I wouldn’t listen to anything other people had to say about it.”

“You would follow your heart, no matter the cost?”

“If I thought my happiness depended on it, and if no one else would be hurt, then …” Audrey straightened up, all at once resolute. “Yes, I would.”

“But what if you knew that someone might be hurt? If your happiness was at stake but someone else might have to suffer for it?”

“Michael, what’s this about?”

“Would you take a chance on me, Audrey?”

Words deserted her, scattering like autumn leaves on the wind. She stared at him, with only the presence of mind to remember to close her mouth.

“It’s presumptuous of me to ask that, I know – because what I’m really asking is if you’d stake your future happiness on someone you’ve only just met. But, Audrey, everything that’s happened – all this death – it’s made me see that everything we take for granted can be gone in the blink of an eye.”

If Audrey heard him, it was not with her ears, which were filled with a deafening drumbeat, but with her heart. She forced herself to think carefully. Every so often, one came to a crossroads where the course of a life might be altered by a single word.

“What you said is true,” she replied at last. “And it’s perfectly natural to want to find something to hold on to when we’ve lost someone we love. That kind of loss makes the world look different, but it doesn’t always make our vision clearer. It brings grief and uncertainty and fear, and those feelings sometimes would have us believe things that aren’t true.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” Michael conceded. “You are too wise to be anything but right, except … I tell you, I see things more clearly now than before.”

“W-what … what is it that you see?” 

Tenderly, he pushed back her hair from her face and traced a finger along the curve of her cheek. “What’s right in front of me,” he said softly.

Behind them, footsteps crunched on the gravel path of the rose garden. In an instant, Michael dropped his hand, and they moved apart before turning to see who was coming. It was Miss Fowler. A dozen feet from the gazebo she stopped, and stood for a moment, watchful and inscrutable.

“Sorry to interrupt but the police want to talk to Michael.”

Without a further word, she turned on her heel and walked back towards the house.





  Chapter 22

Inspector Hawthorne Returns
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“Quite the turn-up, sir.”

Inspector Hawthorne watched his subordinate, happily ensconced in a comfortably sized wingback chair, partake of the refreshments provided by Edith; sandwiches and strong black tea were making Sergeant Parker more talkative than usual. 

If not especially brilliant, his remark had been apposite. Their purpose in coming to Cheveley Manor that afternoon had been to conduct follow-up interviews with a few key witnesses, but they’d arrived to find themselves with a second death on their hands. When Inspector Hawthorne had been told the name of the deceased, his surprise had been almost too fleeting to register – not because he’d thought Caroline Carrington a likely victim, but because her death confirmed what he’d already come to suspect. There was more to the murder of Richard Marchmont than had, so far, met his eye. This latest development, tragic as it was for the family, presented him with an opportunity to look at the whole case from a new angle. 

“If the doctor chap is right, and it was morphine in that sachet instead of the usual sleeping draft, I’d say it puts a different complexion on the case, sir. Morphine’s not very easy to get a hold of.”

“No, it isn’t,” Inspector Hawthorne agreed. “We’ll have to make inquiries at the local dispensary in the morning. I don’t suppose the doctor has any ideas how someone might have gotten hold of the morphine? He’s not prescribed it to any of the Marchmonts recently?”

“No, sir – and he said he’d check the stock at his clinic to make sure nothing’s gone missing.”

“Good, good. You know, Parker, it’s motive that worries me. If you’d asked me this morning, I’d have laid good odds on Mrs. Carrington having already told us the only relevant thing she knew about Richard Marchmont’s murder. So why would someone find it necessary to kill her?”

“She might not have realized that she knew something important, sir, and let it slip in front of the killer without thinking. Or perhaps it was something she worked out later, after she’d already spoken to Constable Hickley and yourself, sir, and then gone to confront the killer with it.”

“She didn’t strike me as a particularly curious woman, or one who’d risk her neck for anyone except her son – and he wasn’t exactly our prime suspect in the Marchmont murder.”

“He benefits from her death, doesn’t he?”

“As I understand it, his father’s estate now reverts to him. But that was always going to be the case, and, by all accounts, he was on good terms with his mother. She seemed perfectly happy to fund his lifestyle, very generously at that.”

Sergeant Parker leaned across the desk and helped himself to another sandwich. “There’s been some talk among the servants, sir,” he said after he’d safely disposed of the first bite. “They reckon Mr. Carrington’s gone sweet on Miss Tempest St. Clair. Pretty far gone too, according to the maid, Doris. Now, that young lady strikes me as having a bit of a romantic imagination, but even so, I’d say there was something in it.”

“Any talk of Mrs. Carrington objecting to her son’s interest in Audrey Tempest St. Clair?”

“No, sir – but she might not have known anything about it.”

“If the servants noticed, she probably did too. Still, it’s hard to imagine why she’d object. Wilkinson hasn’t managed to dig up some terrible secret in Miss Tempest St. Clair’s past, has he?”

“Last time I talked to him, he hadn’t got very far looking into her background, but he didn’t mention anything out of the ordinary.” Sergeant Parker chewed thoughtfully for a minute. “So, where does that leave us, sir?”

“Not a great deal farther ahead, I’d say. I think we may safely assume that the deaths are connected in some fashion, but anyone who had reason to want Mr. Marchmont dead would have no reason to want Mrs. Carrington dead or vice versa.”

“Then, it must be that she knew something, sir.” 

A knock on the door prevented them from rehashing the sergeant’s hypothesis. Miss Fowler had come to inform them that Constable Hickley wished to consult with the sergeant in the drawing room. Her commission discharged, she left without waiting to be prompted. Once he was sure she was out of earshot, Sergeant Parker turned back to the inspector and gave a low whistle.

“She’s a cool customer, that one. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it – what’s she thinking about all of this?”

Though he’d have very much liked to know as well, Inspector Hawthorne decided against making an admission of his curiosity. “Col. Osgoode told me that she went to see him after the inquest to ask how soon she might be permitted to quit Cheveley Magna.”

“Did she, now? And didn’t think to ask you about it, eh, sir?”

“Don’t go reading too much into things, Parker. It’s likely enough that she went with the option she had at hand, so to speak. Now, go and see what the good constable has discovered.”

Inspector Hawthorne decided to make the most of the sergeant’s absence and applied himself to the sandwiches. It had been a long day, and it was probably going to be a long night, and he suddenly remembered that he’d not eaten anything since breakfast. The first sandwich went down like a treat, and he was making good progress on the second when he became aware of another presence in the room. He looked up and saw Audrey standing in the doorway. 

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Inspector, but I was hoping to speak to you briefly. However, if now is not a good time, it can wait.”

“What is it that you want to speak to me about?”

“I’d like to know if it would be possible for me to return to London in the next few days. I shan’t leave the country until the investigation is over.”

“It might be a while,” Inspector Hawthorne observed, wanting to see how Audrey would respond. She faltered, but only briefly. 

“That’s alright, I’ve no immediate plans to leave England. A month or two will make no difference,” she declared with a defiant air. It was clear she didn’t know if she was insulting him or giving him the benefit of doubt with her estimate. He suppressed a smile.

“Do you have any pressing reason to leave Cheveley Magna immediately?”

“N-no … no, I don’t. It’s just that I feel I may be in the way. The family must want their privacy, now more than ever. And if you need to talk to me, you can do that just as easily in London as here.”

“I haven’t got the sense that the family wishes you out of the way, Miss Tempest St. Clair. Indeed, you are part of the family after a fashion, are you not? So, unless there is some other reason why you wish to leave, I think it would be better if you remained here – if it’s all the same.”

The arrival of Sergeant Parker and Constable Hickley cut short any detailed response that Audrey might have offered. She nodded and excused herself. Inspector Hawthorne admired her self-possession; finding herself out-maneuvered, she’d accepted the fact without any fuss. Perhaps she didn’t want to get out of here as badly as she told herself she did, he mused in passing, before his attention was claimed by a more pressing matter. 

Sergeant Parker handed him an object held in a handkerchief. 

“Constable Hickley found this in the pocket of a coat left in the vestibule in the main hall, sir.”

It was an empty vial, bearing a faded and half-torn label on which the inspector could just make out a fragment of a word: Dimorph.

“Whose coat?”

“According to the butler, it belongs to Laurence Marchmont’s, sir,” Constable Hickley replied. 

“Do we know when it was left there? Marchmont wasn’t in the house when we got here.”

“No, sir, but he did come by earlier. After Miss Fowler went to Cheveley Farm this morning to break the news of Mrs. Carrington’s death, Mr. Marchmont and his sister came over right away. They didn’t stay long and took Miss Stella with them when they left.”

“Do we have any idea how much morphine would have been in this?”

“Without the rest of the label, it’s hard to say, sir,” Sergeant Parker replied. “But likely more than enough for a fatal dose. It doesn’t look like the sort of thing a dispensary would give out, so it looks like it could have been stolen.”

“I’ll have a word with Dr. Pritchard, sir,” Constable Hickley offered, evidently not wanting to appear any slower off the mark than the Scotland Yard man.

Inspector Hawthorne indicated his approval with a quick nod. “Have one with the vet too, while you’re at it, Constable. Did anything else turn up that we ought to know about?”

Constable Hickley and Sergeant Parker exchanged looks. “One or two odd things, sir, but nothing that jumps out as having anything to do with these murders,” the constable said guardedly. Evidently, the two men did not see entirely eye to eye.

“Let’s hear them all anyway – we can worry about relevance later.”

“Right you are, sir! Item number one: key to this study, found in Miss Edith’s bedroom. Now, sir, this is only worth mentioning because I asked the lady last Saturday if there were any spare keys apart from the one in the butler’s pantry, and she said no.”

“She probably forgot she had it, sir,” Sergeant Parker interposed with a hint of impatience. He clearly didn’t believe this to be an item of great significance. Inspector Hawthorne motioned for the constable to continue.

“Item number two: Bible with the name of Dobson on the flyleaf, found in Miss Fowler’s bedroom. I took the liberty of asking her about it, and she said it belonged to her grandmother. I thought it best to tell you about it, sir, because Sergeant Parker mentioned earlier that you were looking into Miss Fowler’s background, and I figured that her grandmother’s name might be useful to you.”

“I am beginning to think that your talents are being wasted in Cheveley Magna, Constable,” Inspector Hawthorne said with an appreciative grin that made the constable’s chest puff out. “Go on!”

“Item number three, sir: passport in the name of Audrey Davenport, found in Miss Tempest St. Clair’s room.”

“Now, that is odd indeed,” Inspector Hawthorne observed with interest. 

“There does appear to be a perfectly good explanation for it, sir. Miss Tempest St. Clair’s stepfather is called Davenport. I understand he’s an American gentleman. I rang the aunt, to ask her about it, and she confirmed the information. It seems the stepfather adopted Miss … the young lady when she was a child.”

“Alright, why use a different name now?”

“Had the same question myself, sir,” Sergeant Parker interjected. “Constable Hickley thinks there’s an innocent explanation for that as well.”

“Could be that folks here just assumed the young lady kept her original name, and she didn’t bother to correct them,” the constable explained. “When I asked her about the passport, she gave out the information quite readily and didn’t seem much bothered about it. It didn’t seem to me that she was trying to hide anything, sir.”

Inspector Hawthorne did not share the constable’s trust in Audrey’s forthrightness but thought it prudent to say nothing. It was possible that the whole thing was perfectly innocuous. 

“Anything else?”

“Yes, sir, but this one is more delicate than odd. It’s a part of a letter, found in Miss Stella Marchmont’s bedroom.”

“Alright, hand it over.” From the smirk on Sergeant Parker’s face, who’d evidently already perused the missive, Inspector Hawthorne had a pretty good idea as to the tenor of its contents. He read it quickly and discovered his assumptions well-founded. “Wellll,” he drawled softly. “That is very interesting, isn’t it? And you only found this page, did you – nothing else?”

“That’s right sir. Tucked into a shoe at the back of the wardrobe, it was.”

“Odd place to keep a love letter,” Sergeant Parker observed. “Think the Lagarde chap wrote it, sir?”

Inspector Hawthorne thought for a moment, then shook his head. “Somehow, this doesn’t strike me as his style. Here, read it again and tell me if anything jumps out at you,” he instructed the sergeant as he handed over the letter to him.

Sergeant Parker scanned it quickly. “This bit here, sir – ‘my beautiful, fearless Brunnhilde’ – that seems a bit strange, doesn’t it?”

“Wondered about that myself,” Constable Hickley cut in. “Miss Stella’s middle name is Louise, after her mother. I checked, sir.”

“Perhaps it’s a nickname of some kind,” Sergeant Parker suggested.

“Funny nickname, that,” Constable Hickley opined.

Inspector Hawthorne smiled. “You’re not a fan of Wagner, Constable?”

“Would that be opera, sir? Not to speak of – I’m more of a Gilbert and Sullivan man, myself.”

“What do you make of the letter, sir?”

“What do you make of it, Parker? No, wait, don’t tell me. I have one or two ideas myself, but they’ll have to wait for now. It’s getting late and I’d like to find out what Laurence Marchmont has to say for himself before we call it a night.”

 



  Chapter 23

Two Steps Back and One Step Forward
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Her eggs tasted like cardboard – through no fault of the cook, to be sure – and Audrey pushed them around her plate glumly, loath to pretend otherwise. The only other people at the breakfast table were Edith and Philip, neither of whom seemed to be enjoying their breakfast any more than she was. Philip had stayed overnight, having spent the better part of the evening at Cheveley Farm in a professional capacity. The police had gone over to the cottage to question Laurence about the vial of morphine found in a coat he’d left behind at the house, and Philip had gone with them to act as his solicitor. He’d sent Angela and Stella back to Cheveley Manor, to get them out of the cottage while the police were there, and they’d arrived just in time to join in the general consternation occasioned by the return of Raoul Lagarde. No one had expected him, nor been especially thrilled to see him – not even his fiancée. Alerted to the family’s most recent tragedy by a call from Col. Osgoode, he had rushed back to Cheveley Magna to make sure that his darling Stella was not in any danger and to offer the succor of his presence. The mix of suspicion and indifference that greeted this gesture seemed to have dampened his enthusiasm for chivalry – not enough to prompt his immediate departure, but enough, evidently, to ensure his absence at breakfast the following morning. 

Raoul’s arrival had not marked the evening’s nadir, however; that had occurred later, when Philip had returned from Cheveley Farm with decidedly worrisome tidings. Asked about Laurence’s interview with the inspector, Philip had told them somberly that it had gone less well than he would have wished. When prompted by Edith to confirm that the police did not – surely! – suspect Laurence, he merely shook his head.

“The fact that the morphine vial was found in his coat doesn’t look good. On the other hand, assuming Caroline was killed with a morphine overdose as they suspect, it would have been extremely stupid for him to keep it and then leave his coat here. The inspector is smart enough to realize that – though, I must say, Laurence didn’t do himself any favors with the way he behaved when asked perfectly reasonable questions. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said he was trying to get himself arrested.” 

“But isn’t it possible that someone might be trying to frame him?” 

As soon as she’d spoken, Audrey had immediately wished she hadn’t. Her question had prompted a sarcastic remark from Michael that, in turn, had pushed Edith to rebuke him with uncharacteristic sharpness. Then, to make matters worse, Philip had announced that the police were looking at motives for Caroline’s murder unrelated to Richard’s death. This news had left them all stunned, none more so than Michael.

“But that’s absurd! Why?? Why would anyone want to kill Mother unless she knew something about Richard’s murder? It’s plain as day, and the police must be complete imbeciles if they can’t see it!”

“I don’t think they are,” Philip had replied coolly. “I can appreciate that line of thinking might put you in an awkward spot, but I think the police would be remiss, at this stage, not to at least consider it.”

Fearing an escalation if the argument was allowed to continue, Audrey had interposed herself between the two men, suggesting that the matter might be discussed more productively the following day. Her intervention had earned her a look filled with antagonism from Philip. It had struck her, then, that he’d taken it to mean that she was choosing sides and placing him squarely in the ‘wrong’. Nothing could have been further from the truth, but she hadn’t had the chance to explain. Their brief rapprochement, it seemed, had come to an end. 

Afterwards, she’d spent a sleepless night, her mind churning with disturbed thoughts, her heart smothered under an avalanche of confused emotions. Putting aside the fresh anxiety brought forth by Caroline’s murder, there was a deeper, more enduring ache to bear. Once more, the chance of a fresh start with Philip had slipped through her fingers. How long would she be able to hold on to the hope that the two of them might find a way to understand each other? 

Glancing at Philip now, sitting at the far end of the table, she found little reassurance. His stony expression gave nothing away, but his determination not to look in her direction spoke volumes. 

Why did it have to be like this?!

She gave up the pretense of eating and poured herself another cup of coffee, which she took with her to stand in front of the window. Outside, the grass still glistened with dew. Not for much longer, she thought; above the trees, gossamer clouds floated in an ocean of blue made translucent by the burgeoning sun. It was going to be another beautiful summer day – proof that the world took no account of human desires or miseries. She heard the door open and turned to look, half-expecting it to be Michael. It was Raoul Lagarde, looking less fastidiously varnished than usual. After offering a weak greeting, he inquired about Stella’s whereabouts; she was not in her room and the servants he’d asked had been uncommunicative on the subject.

“Stella’s gone over to Cheveley Farm, Mr. Lagarde,” Edith informed him. 

It was clear from his frown that Raoul found this intelligence both surprising and disagreeable. Audrey watched him grapple with the tenor of his response. To disavow any discontent would have been the politic choice, but doing so evidently required an exertion of restraint that exceeded his present capacity. 

“I must say, I find that strange … very strange, indeed,” he grumbled. “To go out of the house at an ungodly hour and visit a man suspected by the police of having committed murder – more than once, by the sounds of it – seems extremely unwise. It rather begs the question, doesn’t it!”

“What question would that be, precisely?” Philip inquired coldly.

“Th-the question …” Raoul sputtered but did not back down. “The question is, what’s she doing there? That’s what I’d like to know!”

“I’m not sure what business of yours that is, but you might try to remember that Laurence is Stella’s cousin and that he hasn’t been charged with any crime.”

Audrey watched Raoul struggle to contain his indignation at this rebuff – conscious, perhaps, that an outright quarrel with his fiancée’s brother would not improve his standing with the family. He contented himself with muttering that, in view of the early hour, to say nothing of the circumstances, the visit didn’t strike him as very proper.

“And I do think she might have told me about it, considering there are certain matters that we need to discuss – had, in fact, agreed to do so this morning.”

“I expect she didn’t think it necessary. After all, you turned up here without discussing it with her first. Seems par for the course.” Without waiting for Raoul to rebut this observation, Philip took his leave of Edith, noting that there were matters that required his urgent attention back at his office.

Audrey resisted the impulse to run after him, knowing there was nothing to be gained from it. She waited a few minutes, then excused herself from the table, eager for the solitude of her room, where she could be alone with her thoughts and her regrets. 

She was halfway up the stairs when she saw Philip stride through the main hall, gather his coat and hat, and pass out of the front door. Where had he been, she wondered. The library seemed like the most likely answer. Drawn by a curiosity she could not explain, she changed course and headed back downstairs. Approaching the library, she heard the sound of a typewriter; inside, Miss Fowler was sitting at her desk, bent over the machine. Engrossed in her task, she didn’t seem to notice that someone had come in.  

What could she be typing now?!

It was very odd, Audrey thought suddenly, that Miss Fowler was still at Cheveley Manor – a liminal presence, neither factotum nor guest. Maybe Stella was right to be suspicious of the secretary. Why was she still hanging around? And what had she and Philip been talking about?

Audrey cleared her throat and bade Miss Fowler good morning. The woman looked up from her typing, startled; seeing Audrey, her face became an impassive mask.

“May I help you, Miss Tempest St. Clair?”

“No … that is, I hope I’m not disturbing you,” Audrey stammered, annoyed to find herself rattled by Miss Fowler’s coolness.

“Not at all,” the secretary said impassively. She didn’t immediately return to her typing but stared at Audrey with an air that was at once expectant, indifferent, and ever so subtly hostile. 

Was she imagining that last part? Audrey could think of no reason why Miss Fowler should be ill-disposed towards her. They had exchanged very few words and, despite Stella’s exhortations, Audrey had made no attempt to make Miss Fowler feel unwelcome. In fact, she felt a certain affinity with the woman. They were both outsiders who’d been swept up, through no fault of their own, into the Marchmonts’ tragedy. Seeing that Miss Fowler made no move to enter into conversation, she decided to try again.

“Have the police called here this morning? I expected they’d turn up at first light.”

“Not that I’m aware. They’re not in the study – you can look for yourself, if you like.”

Audrey demurred and cast about for something else to say. The other woman’s aloofness made her feel awkward and slow. “It’s been such a trying time,” she blurted out.

“Naturally, it would be – for the family. Of course, it has nothing to do with me,” Miss Fowler remarked. It was an oblique rebuke, and Audrey felt her cheeks grow warm. A small, satisfied smile flickered across the secretary’s face. “At any rate, I shall be leaving Cheveley Manor shortly.” 

“Oh … I see. Haven’t the police asked you to stay until the investigation is over?”

“Why would they? As I said, it is nothing to do with me. I’ve told the police everything I know, and there’s no reason why I should be made to stay here indefinitely. I have my own personal affairs to consider.”

Audrey was determined not to give the woman the satisfaction of knowing she’s succeeded in piquing Audrey’s curiosity. Clearly, Miss Fowler was a woman who enjoyed having secrets – and being known to have them. She was watching Audrey, a sly glint in her eyes. 

“And, besides, it’s quite possible that I shan’t be going very far at all,” she said.

Vague and innocuous, the words had been spoken in a manner that hinted at a cryptic message. Audrey had no notion of what it might be. Was it an allusion to Philip? Was there, after all, an understanding between them, just as Stella and the others had suspected? Had she been blind all this time? What else had she missed? 

Unanswerable, the questions gnawed at her, hollowing her out. She heard a noise and spun around, tottering like a skittle pin. With a few quick strides, Michael reached her and caught her by the arm. 

“Easy, there!” His voice sounded harsh in her ears, and Audrey found herself mumbling an apology for her clumsiness. Instantly, his grip loosened.  

“It’s me who should apologize for startling you,” he said, his face relaxing into a smile. “D’you know, I think we could both do with some fresh air just now. Come along, Audrey – let’s leave Miss Fowler to her typing.”

She went with him, only glancing back once, as she passed through the doors to the terrace. The secretary’s head was once more bent over the typewriter, whose keys she was stabbing with concentrated ferocity. Audrey stepped out into the sunshine with a sense of relief; outside, the violent staccato of the typewriter was replaced by the gentler symphony of the garden. 

As she had predicted, it was a glorious morning. A flood of colors, textures, and sounds swept over her, drowning out her mind’s disquiet. Avidly, she took it all in: the cerulean vault of the sky, the close-cropped blades of grass at her feet, the pink flash of a rhododendron bush glimpsed at the edge of the lawn, the green-flecked brown tweed of Michael’s jacket. He was walking a few steps ahead, with a determined step but no apparent destination. She was content to follow, intoxicated with fresh air and the drowsy warmth of the sun, and it was only when they reached the shore of the lake, shadowed by the canopies of old oak trees, that she realized how far from the house they had strayed. Here, shrugging off the sunlight like a coat, she felt a light shiver creep up her bare arms. She was wide awake again – flustered, as though she’d been wrenched out of a dream she hadn’t known she was dreaming. 

“Have you thought any more about what I said yesterday?” When she didn’t immediately answer, Michael moved closer. “Audrey?” He took hold of her hands – his were warm, which made hers feel even colder. “Audrey, please say something.”

She moved her lips, unsure if the words would come until she heard them spoken in a voice she barely recognized as her own. “I don’t know what to say. It’s all so very sudden, Michael. I wasn’t even sure you were serious.”

“I was – I am. If my words can’t convince you, let me show you.” He leaned in, until their foreheads were almost touching, and whispered so softly she could barely hear him. “Will you let me show you?”

Heart pounding, she shook her head. It cost her some effort, but there was much at stake. “I – I need more time.” 

Michael pulled away, letting go of her hands. He stared at her fixedly, his face a hard, blank slate. Then, slowly, his features unfroze and became familiar again. 

“I understand,” he said. “As long as it’s not a ‘no’, I can wait. But … Audrey, is there someone else? Is that why you can’t give me an answer now?” She hesitated a fraction too long and felt him grip her shoulders tightly. “There is, isn’t there? Tell me!”

“Michael, you’re hurting me,” she said weakly, unable to tear her eyes away from his.

He looked startled, as if unaware of what he’d done. In a flash, he released her. 

“God, Audrey, I’m so sorry! I’m being beastly, badgering you like this.” He turned away, visibly stricken, and raked his fingers through his hair. When he’d regained his composure, he threw her a rueful glance. “I don’t know what’s got into me. Forgive me – please?”

“It’s alright, no harm done. Michael, there was someone …”

Michael held up his hands. “No, I had no right to ask, and you have no obligation to tell me.”

“It’s all in the past now – that’s what I wanted to tell you.”

“And that’s enough,” he assured her. After a brief pause, he flashed her a small grin. “Come, let’s pretend the last few minutes didn’t happen, and wind back to the part when I asked to kiss you and you almost said yes.”

Audrey shook her head, smiling, and told him to be serious.

“Must I? But it’s such a bore! Especially when the girl I’m utterly crazy about just told me that she’s not not utterly crazy about me.”

“I said nothing of the kind!”

“Didn’t you? I’m sure it was something along those lines.”

“I told you I needed more time–”

“To realize how utterly crazy you are about me,” Michael interrupted to finish her sentence.

Audrey laughed. “You are utterly incorrigible, Michael Carrington!”

“Michael Thomas Carrington. Better give it all three barrels, darling – my nanny always did when she thought I was in need of chastening.”

“And did it work? Were you duly chastened?”

“Not by half,” he admitted with a grin. “But I promise I shall try to be when you do it.”

Audrey sensed that he was leaning in for another kiss and neatly evaded his reach. “I don’t think we ought to …” she said falteringly, conscious of the blush creeping across her cheeks. “Not till I’ve had time to think. Until we’ve both had time to think things through. You’ve just lost the two people who were closest to you, and as much as you might want to think that you’re fine, I don’t think you are, not really. You mustn’t rush into something you might regret later. Your family wouldn’t want that, and neither would I.”

“My family? Is that what you’re worried about: what my family thinks?”

Audrey bristled – he was trying to put words into her mouth – but she didn’t get the chance to make a rebuttal. 

“I wouldn’t if I were you,” Michael went on. “I don’t think it’s my family who would object. Yours, on the other hand …”

“Mine?”

“Take Philip, for example—”

“Philip?! Why on earth would he object?”

“Because he likes you too well, and me too little?”

Michael’s breeziness did not deceive Audrey. She willed her face to remain impassive, knowing he was watching her closely. “I can’t imagine you’re right,” she told him. “If Philip likes anyone more than a little, I think it’s Miss Fowler.”

Michael gave a start, then quickly covered his astonishment with a grimace. “Good Lord, d’you really think so? Poor sod, I’d almost feel sorry for him if that were true.”

“You don’t like her …”

“Like her?” Michael shuddered and looked away. “About as much as a prison sentence. The feeling is mutual, I assure you. Miss Fowler thinks me a bad penny because I don’t take anything too seriously and I make too many jokes – admittedly, more than a few of them at her expense. Come to think of it, that’s why your cousin thoroughly dislikes me too. Hmm,” he mused, “perhaps she took her lead from him, or vice versa.”

“That’s nonsense! I’m sure Philip doesn’t dislike you, and even if he did, he’d never purposefully inveigle someone else to do the same.”

“You don’t think so? There’s a ruthless streak in your cousin, my darling – haven’t you realized it yet? Besides, Philip’s had reasons to dislike me quite apart from my charming manner. He knew Richard was very fond of me and he didn’t approve. Worried, no doubt, that Richard would suddenly decide to make me one of his principal heirs. Laurence might bear the name, but he hasn’t got the guts of a Marchmont, and Richard knew that.” Michael fell silent for a moment, then went on. “Of course, Philip always wanted Stella to inherit everything, and if she married Laurence in the bargain, all the better. He’ll make an amenable brother-in-law, I imagine, when all is said and done. And look at that – dear Philip might get his wish yet.”

Audrey followed his gaze across the lake. At the top of the hill, she saw a pair of riders on horseback. 

Michael chuckled quietly. “There they go again. My, my, what would the soi-disant Frenchman say if he knew how his fiancée spent her time – morning, noon, and … could it be, night too?”

“I don’t think you ought to say things like that,” Audrey admonished him. “You’ve no proof that Stella and Laurence are behaving inappropriately, and it’s wicked to suggest it.”

“My darling, you are so admirably noble-minded – and absolutely right, of course. I am a very, very wicked man, and I deserve a thorough tongue-lashing. I don’t suppose I can persuade you to administer it?”

Audrey swatted him playfully. She took a few steps forward, following with her eyes the progress of the two riders until they became indistinct dots on the horizon. Preoccupied, she spoke her thoughts almost without noticing. “She ought to get away – from both of them. It’s the only way she’ll be able to figure out what she truly wants.”

She felt a movement behind her, then heard Michael’s voice, close to her ear. 

“Is that what you would do?”





  Chapter 24

Stella Enjoys a Ride
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“You took that last jump far too fast. One of these days, you’ll break your neck.”

“As if you’d care!”

“More fool you, if that’s what you think,” Laurence said sulkily.

Stella pulled back on the reins, ever so slightly: a compromise, not a capitulation. “At any rate, Silverwing wouldn’t let anything happen to me. He really is a wonderful horse!”

“You could ride him all the time if you were here.”

“Angela might have other ideas,” Stella pointed out. “It’s her horse, after all.”

“I’m the one who bought him,” Laurence countered. “Besides, Angela’s going to be busy. She won’t have time to ride him every day.”

“Busy with the horse rescue, you mean?”

“That and other things,” Laurence replied laconically. His face wore its familiar mulish expression. He was going to make her ask him – the beast! 

“Well?! Come on, Laurence, don’t be utterly tiresome: just tell me!”

He relented, flashing her a boyish grin. “I expect Ned Henderson will be making his move one of these days.”

“Henderson, the vet?!”

“What, going all hoity-toity on us? Nothing wrong with Henderson, he’s a very decent fellow. Knows what he’s about.”

“You’re just saying that because you think he won’t charge you for his services anymore if he marries your sister.”

“Utter bosh,” Laurence protested. “I tell you, he’s a good chap. Anyway, I don’t see why he would charge,” he added as an afterthought. “If we were family and all.” 

“He seems boring,” Stella mused aloud.

“Nobody is asking you to marry him!”

“Does Angela want to marry him?”

“She likes him well enough, I think. He’s good with horses, and that goes a long way with her. And he’s a pretty popular fellow around these parts.”

“With women, you mean? You’d know all about that,” Stella remarked archly. 

She saw Laurence’s face darken; his eyes blazed dangerously, and she wondered if he was going to throw a temper. When he spoke, she was surprised by the uncharacteristically plaintive tone.

“I wish you’d knock it off, Stella. You ought to know that I don’t go around seducing women all over the place. I haven’t got the time for one thing, and for another, I’m not that stupid. There’s no sense in getting people’s backs up, not when you’re in my position.”

“What about that woman, Mrs. Dacre?”

“Good grief, not that again,” Laurence blurted out. “I wish everyone would leave that poor woman alone, already!”

Stella threw him a sidelong glance. It was unwise to poke a bear with a sore paw, but she was prepared to take a little risk to satisfy a curiosity that had grown only more insistent with time. “Are you saying that you and Mrs. Dacre were never … friends?” 

She waited, but neither answer nor explosion came, and she began to wonder if a silent Laurence was perhaps more frightening than a volubly angry one.

“We were – friends – for a while,” Laurence said suddenly. He was avoiding her eyes, but she saw no defensiveness or anger in his expression. “A man needs a little friendly company now and then,” he went on. “Oh, I know what you’re thinking, but listen: we were actually friends too – d’you understand? We both knew what we wanted and what we didn’t, and there was never any misunderstanding between us. I’m not going to make excuses for her – nor me, for that matter. I can tell you that we didn’t hurt anyone. Her husband has his own friends that keep him busy. I’m only sorry that it all came out the way it did. Ellen is a nice person, and she doesn’t deserve to have people say all sorts of nasty things about her.”

Stella could hardly believe what she was hearing. There was tenderness in Laurence’s voice, even a hint of vulnerability. This was a side of him she’d never seen before, and she found it surprisingly touching. It was more surprising still to realize that she was a little jealous. 

Jealous? How preposterous!

She tossed her hair back with an impatient gesture. Of course, she wasn’t jealous! To prove the point, she adopted a sympathetic expression and ventured that, yes, the whole thing was awfully unfair, not to mention hard luck for the lady in question.

“People really ought to mind their own business,” she said philosophically. “Still, I shouldn’t worry too much. It will all die down, eventually.”

Laurence scoffed. “In a place like this? Not any time soon. The thing is, Stella … Ah, forget it!” Spurring his horse, he set off at a gallop.

They rode fast and silent, wrapped up in thoughts they were not willing to share with each other. At the main road, they slowed to a canter until they reached the front gates of the estate. Just as they turned up the drive, they saw Raoul standing at the front steps of the house, waiting. 

“Right, I’ll be off, then,” Laurence said curtly. “I’ll send one of our stable hands to bring Silverwing back to Cheveley Farm later.”

“No, wait!” Stella blurted out, astonishing herself in the process. 

“Thanks, but I’d rather not.”

“Laurence, please!”

Their eyes became locked in a silent combat of wills. Uncharacteristically, and maddeningly, Stella found herself losing the battle.

“There’s nothing to worry about,” Laurence told her, by way of apology. “I’ll see you later, the usual place. We had better wait till it’s dark. And remember: if the police come around again to ask questions, stick to what we discussed – not a word more.”

Stella nodded, even though it wasn’t necessary; Laurence, evidently confident of her cooperation, had already taken off. 

She was annoyed – not, in the main, at his presumption, but at Raoul, who was making a habit of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. She hoped he wasn’t going to be tiresome, for she was most certainly not in the mood for a scene! 

Dismounting, she led the horse to the shade of a large tree at the side of the house, then set off towards the garage. Behind her, she heard Raoul call her name.

“Stella! Wait! Stella, I must speak to you!”

“Not now, darling, I have to get water for Silverwing,” she called out over her shoulder. “Won’t be a tick!”

Undeterred, Raoul jogged after her, falling into step once he’d caught up. When he spoke, he sounded a touch winded – and miffed.

“You can’t avoid me forever, you know,” he said darkly. It was not, she thought, a very nice way for a man to address his fiancée. 

“I might if you stopped showing up here uninvited,” she replied tartly.

“What are you saying? Stella, are you … do you mean to break off our engagement?!”

Stella stopped in her tracks. Did she? Her mind swirled with thoughts too wayward to submit to close examination. Freshly vexed, she glared at Raoul. “What? No, I just … oh, why can’t you just let me be?! Grandfather’s been murdered and now Caroline too and I … I can’t be expected to think about all this now!”

She stomped off towards the garage, where she found a large metal bucket and dragged it to the cistern to fill it up. Raoul watched her from a respectful distance, chastened. When the bucket was nearly full, she turned off the water and shot him a meaningful look. He came and picked it up and, together, they retraced their path to the house – in silence, to her intense relief. 

As they came around the corner, she saw an unfamiliar black car parked on the drive.

“Ah, good afternoon,” Inspector Hawthorne called out cheerily from the front steps. “We are well met – I was hoping to have a little chat, Miss Marchmont.”

 



  Chapter 25

Inspector Hawthorne Hears a Confession
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She had chosen the armchair by the window, and the inspector had settled into the seat next to Edith’s desk. They were alone in the parlor, and Stella was having a proper look at the man for the first time. He was not altogether bad-looking. Taller and darker than Laurence, he had a long, somewhat severe face, but its expression was softened by a pair of bright blue eyes. She thought she caught a glimmer of amusement in those eyes. His manner, outwardly friendly, made her nervous, however; she suspected it of being merely a front, concealing any number of fatal traps into which she might fall – and break her neck. 

A memory stirred in her mind: something Laurence had said that morning. She would have to be careful, and clever. She flashed the policeman her most enchanting smile; a charm offensive was often the best defense.

“I can’t imagine why you wish to speak to me, Inspector,” she said in a dulcet tone. “I’ve already told the police everything I know.”

Inspector Hawthorne tilted his head in a gesture of mild reproof. “Now, Miss Marchmont, we both know that isn’t true.” 

Stella straightened her back and, assuming an imperious air, asked him if he was calling her a liar. She was disconcerted when this failed to elicit an immediate and abject apology. Instead, after a brief pause, the inspector offered a dispassionate shrug.

“If you insist on it, Miss Marchmont, I will. But I’m also prepared to say that you’re a young lady who is in over her head and leave it at that, provided you stop obfuscating and start answering my questions truthfully.”

Stella was torn. She knew she ought to take umbrage at this remark, but her heart wasn’t really in it. She gave a slight sniff and, after reiterating that she didn’t know anything, told the inspector that she supposed he might ask his questions. She watched him reach into his coat pocket and bring out a piece of paper. It took her less than a second to recognize it. 

Oh, blast!!

“Do you know what this is?”

She shook her head, not trusting herself to speak. A painful lump had lodged itself in her throat and, just below it, there was an insistent hammering – her heart, seemingly determined to find a way out of her chest.

“We are not starting off well, Miss Marchmont.” For the first time, there was a hard edge in the inspector’s voice. “I know that you recognize the letter, and I would know that even if we hadn’t found it in your room, because you’re a very bad liar. It would be much better if you stopped trying. Now, shall we start again? Tell me about the letter.”

Finding herself backed into a seemingly inescapable corner, Stella burst into tears. It was not entirely a calculated move. Trapped in a welter of confused emotions, there was something almost pleasurable in setting them loose and, for a few minutes, she gave herself over to the task. 

The inspector waited until her sobs subsided, then offered her a clean, beautifully starched white handkerchief. Stella dabbed her face carefully, and handed it back to him, avoiding his gaze.

“Feel better? You may take another minute if you need to compose yourself, but you will need to answer eventually. Come, Miss Marchmont, it’s not as bad as that. I’m not the Spanish Inquisition – and, if I may be allowed a little vanity, I’m also not entirely stupid. If you tell me the truth, I promise I shall do my best not to jump to the wrong conclusions about what you and Laurence Marchmont were up to on the morning of your grandfather’s death.”

“You know about that?!” 

“I have an idea, but I need to hear you tell me exactly what happened.”

Stella shifted in her seat, considering her next move. She felt strangely calm; crying had taken the edge off her anxiety. It was time to try a different tack. 

“Alright, then, I’ll tell you. That morning I, uh …” She faltered, blushing profusely. “That morning, I decided to go to Cheveley Farm because … well, it doesn’t matter.”

“Perhaps you’d had a disagreement with someone at the house,” Inspector Hawthorne suggested.

“Yes, something like that,” she agreed quickly, grateful for his diplomatic abbreviation. “I took the lane off the main road to get to the cottage. It’s quicker that way than cutting through the grounds. When I got there, Laurence was in the stables. We …” Again, she hesitated, knowing she had to choose her words carefully. “We talked for a while – about personal matters.”  

Inspector Hawthorne raised an eyebrow.

“Alright, fine – yes!! We talked about Grandfather’s barmy new Will! Satisfied?”

“If you don’t mind me asking, what did you two propose to do about it?”

“I wanted to have it out with Grandfather, but Laurence thought we should keep our heads down and wait for things to blow over.” Once she’d started unburdening herself, Stella discovered that it was surprisingly easy to keep talking. For a brutish policeman, the inspector seemed to have a knack for sympathetic listening. “Easy enough for him, but jolly awkward for me.”

“Being engaged to Mr. Lagarde who, I assume, isn’t keen on the prospect that you might marry your cousin.”

“Laurence is my second cousin, and I’m sure he doesn’t want to marry me any more than I want to marry him,” Stella said firmly, hoping to head off further questions on the subject. She hadn’t told the inspector a fib, exactly, but she wasn’t as certain of her facts as she had been a week ago.

“Indeed,” he said blandly. “Let’s go back to what else you and Mr. Marchmont were talking about last Saturday.”

“Well, after a while, we started talking about Miss Fowler. I’m sure you can imagine why. Grandfather saying he’d leave her thirty thousand pounds – too preposterous! She’s just a secretary and she’s not even that clever, not to mention that she’s been here hardly any time at all. Anyone could see there was something fishy going on.”

“Between your grandfather and Miss Fowler?”

Stella’s mouth dropped open in horror. “What?! That’s … oh, utterly revolting! No, I just meant that there was something fishy about that woman. She hardly ever talks to anyone but she’s always listening. It’s quite sinister! And then she has this look … as if she’s plotting something. Ugh, she gives me the creeps! I told Laurence as much and he agreed with me, and then he said he thought–” She stopped, realizing what she was about to blurt out. 

“Go on, what did Mr. Marchmont think?”

“No, I can’t tell you. It’s much too ridiculous.”

“I promise not to laugh – or take it too seriously,” Inspector Hawthorne assured her.

Reluctantly, Stella admitted that Laurence had told her he suspected there was something between her brother and the personal secretary. “The most utter rubbish, of course! As if Philip would give her a second glance!”

“She seems to be an intelligent and capable woman,” the inspector remarked. “Nice-looking, too.”

“I tell you, he wouldn’t! She’s not his type at all,” Stella scoffed. The matter was beyond dispute! She knew her brother better than Laurence did – certainly better than this policeman, however clever he might be. “On the other hand, I wouldn’t be surprised if she had tried to catch him,” she mused aloud. 

“You believe Miss Fowler to be a gold-digger?”

Stella offered a philosophical shrug. “I’m sure she doesn’t want to be a secretary her whole life. Who would?”

“If that’s the case, wouldn’t it make more sense for her to throw her cap at one of your cousins, who stood to inherit from Mr. Marchmont?”

“Oh, I shouldn’t think so,” Stella said dismissively. “Laurence hasn’t got two pennies to rub together most of the time. The estate is ever so expensive to run, and the tenant farmers seem to have more bad years than good ones. And he and Grandfather were often on the outs, so there was no telling if he’d end up getting much to speak of. As for Michael – why, he loathes Miss Fowler! You wouldn’t believe the things he calls her behind her back.” 

“So, you were worried that Miss Fowler was after your brother – and Laurence, what was his concern?”

“He said she might try to get Philip on her side – about the new Will, I mean – what with him being Grandfather’s solicitor and Grandfather always asking for his advice. I told him there wasn’t anything to worry about there. Philip used to complain all the time about how Grandfather asked for advice and never listened to it. And he’d hardly advise Grandfather to disinherit me, would he?”

“I see. And what did you and Mr. Marchmont decide to do regarding Miss Fowler?”

The moment Stella had been dreading had arrived. She suddenly discovered a heretofore unnoticed loose thread in her jumper sleeve and picked at it, so absorbed in the task that she pretended to forget the inspector’s question. 

“Come on, Miss Marchmont, out with it.”

“Alright, keep your hair on! I knew that she’d gone into the village that morning with Raoul and I thought … that is, Laurence and I thought it would be a good opportunity to have a little look around her room.” She blushed to her roots but went on, defiantly. “Look, I know it’s not exactly cricket, going through people’s things when they’re not around, but this was a special case!”

“I understand perfectly, Miss Marchmont. Please, continue.”

“We came by the lane most of the way, then climbed the wall and walked up to the house from the east side. We didn’t want anyone to see us coming up the drive, and we knew there were going to be people at the back of the house because the lawn canopy was going up that morning. When we got to the front of the house, we looked around and saw that the coast was clear, so I snuck in. Laurence waited outside to keep watch. If he saw anyone turning in from the road, he was supposed to throw up some pebbles to warn me – Miss Fowler’s bedroom looks out over the drive.”

“What time was this?”

“I don’t know, I don’t wear a wristwatch. After eleven o’clock, I think, and closer to half past.”

“What happened when you went into the house?”

“Miss Fowler keeps her room locked, so I went to get the spare key.”

Inspector Hawthorne frowned. “From the butler’s pantry next to the dining room?”

“No, only the downstairs keys are kept there. The extra keys for the bedrooms are in Aunt Edie’s room. She never uses them, but she showed me once where they’re kept.”

“And once you got into Miss Fowler’s room?”

“I was worried that someone might hear something and come to investigate, so I tried to be as quick and quiet as I could. And I didn’t find much at all, just the usual sort of things you’d expect – clothes and toiletries and some books. The desk was locked, and I didn’t have the key for that. Might have known that’d be the case, but it was bad luck all the same. Rather a waste of time, to be honest,” Stella concluded glumly.

“But you found this letter,” Inspector Hawthorne reminded her, nodding to the paper that was lying on the desk next to him.

“Yes, but there’s no name on it or anything,” she pointed out. “That’s hardly useful, is it?”

“Do you have any idea who might have written it to Miss Fowler?”

“None whatsoever! She and I aren’t exactly bosom friends, so it’s not as if she’d run and tell me if she had a boyfriend.”

“Do you recognize the handwriting?”

Reflexively, she gripped the armrests on her chair to keep herself steady. “No, I’m afraid I don’t,” she said slowly, striving to sound as nonchalant as possible.

“It’s not your brother’s handwriting, by any chance, is it?” The inspector accepted her mute denial without demur, and asked her if she was sure the writing didn’t belong to anyone else she knew.

“No!” She swallowed. “That is, yes – I’m sure.” 

“Very well. Can you tell me where you found the letter?”

Relieved by the inspector’s unexpected capitulation, Stella became voluble again. “Now, that’s the strangest thing! I nearly didn’t see it at all. It must have fallen down the back of the desk, and got pushed into the corner of the wall, behind the curtain. I only spotted it because I heard a noise at the window and went to have a look – only I didn’t want to be seen so I sort of wiggled behind the curtain a bit, and that’s when I saw it. I didn’t even get a chance to read it properly because Laurence started waving and I knew it was time to make myself scarce. And that’s when everything started to go wrong! I was just coming out of the room when I saw Audrey coming up the stairs, so I ducked into the bathroom next door to hide until she went by, then I tried to slip out but now Caroline was on the landing, and I had to wait for her to go back to her room. You have no idea how nerve-wracking it was! I didn’t even want to breathe in case someone heard me. I’m surprised I didn’t faint! It felt like I was in there for hours, though I suppose it couldn’t have been more than a couple of minutes. Anyway, I finally made a dash for it and managed to get out of the house without anyone seeing me.”

“Did Mr. Marchmont tell you why he’d signaled for you to get out of Miss Fowler’s room?”

“He said he’d heard footsteps coming from the direction of the garage – which was odd, because he hadn’t seen anyone drive up – so he went to hide. He didn’t see who it was, but when he came out again, he peeked through the window into the hall and saw people moving about, so he thought it best to clear out.”

“And what did you do once you left the house?”

“We walked back to the cottage the same way we came. We’d just got there when I remembered that I was expected back at the house for lunch. Waited a bit then off we went again – across the grounds this time. D’you know, I could barely feel my legs by the end, all that walking back and forth.”

“It all seems straightforward enough. Why lie about it?”

“It was Laurence’s idea! He said it would look bad for us if the police knew we were anywhere near the house just before noon. I guess neither of us had proper alibis and could have gone and poisoned Grandfather’s wine while the other one wasn’t looking. And then I didn’t want anyone to find out that I’d gone into Miss Fowler’s room, or have to explain why, and – oh, you’re not going to tell them, are you? Please, you mustn’t!”

“I won’t if I don’t have to, but you must understand that I can’t make any promises, Miss Marchmont. I still have two murders to investigate. Now, about the letter: did you show it to your cousin?”

“No, between dashing out of the house in a mad panic, and later Grandfather being murdered and everything, I completely forgot about it until the next day. I went to see Laurence, but he was awfully snappish and kept badgering me and making me swear not to say anything about what we’d done. To be perfectly honest, I thought he was being quite beastly about the whole thing, so I decided I wouldn’t show him the letter after all. I hid it instead and tried to forget about it.” Suddenly, she felt her chest begin to heave again. “By golly, I wish I’d just got rid of the bloody thing!”

“There’s no need to start crying again, Miss Marchmont. We’re all done now.”

“A-are you going to a-arrest me?”

A smile tugged at the inspector’s lips, but he answered her in a sober tone. “You’ve been a very silly girl but, no, I’m not going to arrest you. You are free to go and, in the future, try to remember not to lie to the authorities.”

Stella rushed out of the room without making any promises, her only thought being to get away from the inspector as quickly as possible before he changed his mind. In the main hall, she nearly collided with Philip and threw herself into his arms.

“Whatever’s the matter?!”

“Oh, Philip, it was horrid!” she cried out. “The inspector cornered me and demanded I answer all these questions – very impertinent questions, you know – and he … he kept hounding me about them as if … as if I were a criminal!”

Holding her at arm’s-length, Philip examined her critically. “I hope you didn’t tell him any fibs, Stella.”

“How can you say that?!”

“Inspector Hawthorne seems like a decent enough fellow, so it can’t have been that bad unless you’ve been doing silly things behind my back.”

“Philip, really! I can’t imagine why you’d think I would.”

“Then you’ve got nothing to worry about. Buck up, now, there’s a good girl.” 

Stella pulled away and crossed her arms. “I must say, you’re not being very sympathetic.”

“Well, I’ve got a lot on my plate right now,” Philip snapped. “In case you hadn’t noticed, there’ve been two murders in this house, and we have no idea who’s responsible.”

Stella noticed that he was holding something in his hand. It looked like a letter, but she couldn’t see the handwriting on the envelope. “What’s that?”

Philip quickly put the letter in his coat pocket and told her that it was nothing to do with her. When she asked him if it was to do with the murders, he hesitated, then shook his head.

“Philip, do the police really suspect Laurence?”

“They think he’s got the most motive and now there’s circumstantial evidence to consider as well. I expect they’ll be keeping an eye on him for the time being.”

“But he couldn’t have done it!! He’d never do anything to harm Grandfather – or Caroline! You know that, don’t you? Oh, he can be disagreeable and tiresome, but he has a kind heart. He wouldn’t hurt a fly!”

“Even kind people can be driven to do terrible things if they’re desperate enough,” Philip said grimly.

“But Laurence wasn’t desperate! He knew Grandfather would change his mind about the Will. And even if he hadn’t, it would’ve been alright in the end.” Seeing her brother’s raised eyebrow, Stella felt compelled to explain. “What I mean is, you would’ve figured out a way to challenge the Will. As for that bottle of morphine – someone planted that. Laurence swears it wasn’t his and I believe him!”

Just then, Edith came into the hall.

“Ah, Philip – there you are! I’ve been meaning to ask, have you gone through Caroline’s papers in her room?”

“No, why?”

“The police took what they found and asked me to look over and see if anything was missing. I couldn’t tell them much – Caroline was very particular about not letting anyone see her personal papers and things – but I did notice that the box was missing.”

“What box?”

“The one where she kept her important documents – her Will and things like that. It’s a slim red lacquer box, about this long,” Edith explained, holding out her hands to show its dimensions. “I think she kept it in her desk … though, come to think of it, I’m not certain. At any rate, it wasn’t there when the police went through the desk.”

Philip frowned. “Perhaps she moved it somewhere else?”

“The constable said he looked, and it wasn’t anywhere in her room.”

“She might have sent it to her solicitor for safekeeping. If you like, I can write and inquire. Do you have his name?”

“I have it written down somewhere, but I’ll have to give it to you later. I promised I’d visit Mrs. Bradley this afternoon.” Edith turned to her niece and smiled. “Stella, my dear, will you come with me?”

Caught off-guard, Stella thought quickly on her feet. “Why not take Audrey,” she suggested brightly. “The poor thing is always cooped up in here, and I’m sure she’d love a change of scenery.”

“I would, but Audrey went off this morning after breakfast and I haven’t seen her since.”

Stella felt her brother’s gaze boring into her skull. She didn’t have to look at him to know what he was thinking. With an inward sigh, she capitulated to his higher standards. 

“Well, alright! Lead the way, Aunt Edie!”

 



  Chapter 26

Philip Hears a Confession
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Once he’d tendered his sister and Edith into Sugden’s care and watched the car pull away from the house, Philip took stock of the situation. The house was quiet, but he knew appearances were deceptive. There were servants around, of course, and somewhere a Scotland Yard detective was lurking. His original plan in coming to the house temporarily on hold, he decided to head upstairs. He wasn’t entirely sure what to make of what Edith had told him; it was probably nothing, but looking for Caroline’s missing box would give him something to do. He hadn’t lied to Stella: there was a lot weighing on his mind, not least of all the matter of the confounding letter in his pocket. Burdened with the stifling uncertainty of unanswered questions, he welcomed the distraction of a wild goose chase. 

It took him the better part of half an hour, and a bruised thumb, to find the secret drawer in Caroline’s desk – obstinacy and luck, more than conviction in its existence, leading him to its discovery. Inside, there was a small gold pen, an amethyst and pearl necklace, some banknotes, and a red lacquer box. He took out the box and inspected it. It was locked, and there was no key. He looked around the room and considered his options. He carried the lacquer box over to Caroline’s vanity table and quickly rummaged through its drawers until he found what he was looking for. His skills were a bit rusty – not having been put to use since his boarding school days – but, in the end, the hairpin did what he needed it to do, and the box lay open in front of him. 

Carefully, he lifted out the contents: a few documents, folded over, and a photo. Philip stared at the faces in it, some familiar and some not. He recognized Caroline – much younger and very lovely. The older man standing next to her had to be Gregory Carrington, and the small child she was holding, Michael. Going off the writing on the back, the photo appeared to have been taken in India. Next to the date and place, he saw a scrawled note: Our baby, by the grace of God. Philip put the photo in his breast pocket and turned his attention to the documents. The first one was a letter, and as he began to scan its lines, his eyes slowly widened.

“What are you doing here?”

He whirled around. Audrey was standing just inside the door, watching him warily. He quickly slipped the documents into the same pocket as the photo and closed the lacquer box.

“What’s that? Where did you get it?” Seeing that he refused to answer, Audrey frowned. “You shouldn’t take anything from this room. The police won’t like that.”

“They won’t know about it unless you tell them,” he pointed out. He moved a little closer to her, knowing he was playing with fire. “Will you tell them, Audrey?” He saw her hesitate and wondered what was running through her mind. It was pointless to ask; she would never tell him the truth. 

“I really think you ought to put it back.”

“You must allow me to keep my own counsel on the matter,” he said coolly. “By the way, Inspector Hawthorne is downstairs somewhere, so if your conscience requires it, feel free to run along and tell him that you caught me interfering with evidence from the scene of a crime.”

“Is that what that is – evidence?”

Since he didn’t intend to show her what he’d found, he made no reply, curious to see what she would do next. Stay and confront him, or leave? He couldn’t begin to guess; nothing about the woman was predictable. He saw her eyes flit to the door. “Oh, before you go, there is something I need to talk to you about,” he said.

Audrey’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “You want to talk to me? What about?”

He took out the letter that had brought him to Cheveley Manor, keeping his eyes fixed on Audrey. “This morning, I stopped in to see my aunt and she showed me a letter that she’d just received.” He held it out, daring her to take it. “Care to guess who it’s from – Audrey?” 

She blanched but made no move to reach for the letter. Instead, she hugged her arms to herself as though suddenly cold.

“No? I will tell you, then. It’s from my cousin Audrey, who is currently on a liner bound for Argentina and who sends her condolences to my aunt on the death of her husband. Now, I think you’ll agree, that is quite interesting – since we also have a Cousin Audrey here with us, and last time I checked, my uncle Reginald only had one child.” He saw her wince; there was fear in her eyes and something very much like despair. He felt a stab of pity and told himself not to be daft. “Who are you – really? And what are you doing here?”

She didn’t speak, hardly moved a muscle; it was almost as if she had turned to stone. Yet, when he took a couple of steps towards her, she instantly drew back. The thought that she might be afraid of him made him searingly angry – angrier than he’d been when he’d realized that she had been lying to him for days. He took a deep breath to calm himself, forcing the tension out of his shoulders and face. 

“Look, I’m not going to do anything to you, I just want to know your name,” he said.

“Why, so you can go and tell your friend the inspector all about it?” Her voice, raw with distress, pierced him like a dagger.

“He’s not my friend and no, I won’t – not unless it’s relevant to his investigation.”

“I thought you didn’t suspect me of having anything to do with the murders,” she remarked bitterly.

“I also thought your name was Audrey Tempest St. Clair, but here we are.”

As soon as he’d spoken the words, he saw the fight go out of her. Her mouth trembled and her eyes welled up with tears. He felt heart-sick, and it took all his willpower not to march over and take her in his arms to comfort her. Damn and blast!

“My name is Audrey,” she whispered.

“No, that won’t do. The letter–”

“No, listen to me,” she implored him tearfully. “I’m not lying to you. My name really is Audrey – Audrey Davenport.”

Her revelation left Philip mystified. “Davenport?! Davenport,” he repeated, his mind racing. “My cousin’s stepfather is called John Davenport.”

Audrey nodded. “Uncle Jack – my father’s younger brother.” 

She went and sat down in a chair by the wall, her back stiffly straight, her hands folded in her lap. She looked so unhappy and so heartbreakingly fragile, Philip felt compelled to look away while he listened to her confession. He could not allow himself to be distracted or miss a single nuance, spoken or not. 

“I grew up in Philadelphia,” Audrey began slowly. “That’s where my father’s family is from. I have two older brothers, Paul and Connor – quite a lot older, as are most of my cousins. Because of that, growing up, I spent a lot of time alone. I got used to it, but it wasn’t –” her breath caught, but she forced herself to go on “– it wasn’t always easy. Then Uncle Jack came back from France with his new wife and her daughter, and it was the strangest thing. Her name was Audrey too, and we had the same birthday, only a year apart. We even looked a little alike – she’s got dark hair, like me, although her eyes are green, not blue. People started joking that we were twins, which was silly because who would give twins the same name? It was just a strange coincidence, but we thought it made us special somehow. Both of us had always wanted a sister, so we started to pretend that we were sisters. It was just the sort of thing that little girls with big imaginations do, I suppose. We told each other everything: our dreams, fears, secrets. I told her stories about the Davenports – there was a cousin who’d gone into the Wild West and found a fortune in gold, and a great-uncle who’d led an expedition into the Andes – and she told me about her life in France and about her father’s family in England. Aunt and Uncle Teapot, she called them. And she told me about this wonderful place she’d visited, where there was a castle on a lake and she got to ride a beautiful pony, and where an old man who was as rich as the Queen gave her sweets and a nice dolly. It sounded like something out of a fairytale, or a Lewis Carroll story … idyllic, really. And I was terribly jealous because I’d never been anywhere farther than Boston.”

Audrey fell silent, lost in a private reverie. Philip waited. The color was slowly returning to her cheeks, which he thought a good sign. Now that at least part of the truth was out in the open, he was content to let her tell the rest of the story in her own time. 

“After a couple of years, Uncle Jack was assigned a new diplomatic post in Venezuela, so he and Aunt Marguerite moved to Caracas. Audrey and I hoped that she’d be allowed to stay behind, but in the end, she had to go too. I missed her terribly. I used to wait every month for her letter to arrive, to find out what new adventures she’d had. Reading them made me feel like I was there with her, somehow. I taught myself Spanish because I knew she was learning it, and I read all the books I could find about the places she travelled, and I waited to be old enough to go and see them for myself. I used to write and tell her all the plans I was making, and she’d do the same. She wanted to be like Aunt Marguerite – a society hostess, married to some high-ranking diplomat. We both wanted to see the world, only she wanted to see it from a first-class carriage and I … I guess I just wanted the chance to see it. Then the war came and changed everything.”

She stopped and cast him a long, searching glance. It seemed to be a silent appeal, but he couldn’t begin to fathom what she wanted from him. He thought he caught a flicker of disappointment in her eyes just before she looked away.

“There’s not much else to tell. Last year, Audrey and I met up in France and decided to travel together for a bit. We were in Italy when she received your aunt’s letter with the news of your uncle’s death.”

“And that’s when the two of you came up with the bizarre plan to you to come here pretending to be her?”

“No, it wasn’t like that! Audrey had nothing to do with it. It was all my idea.”

“Alright, fine! You came up with this … farce all on your own. I still don’t underst–”

But Audrey wouldn’t let him finish. “She showed me the letter and asked me what she ought to write back in reply. Condolence letters can be difficult, can’t they? Audrey always said that I had a knack for words, so I offered to write it for her, and she agreed. She must have forgotten that she’d done that.”

“And instead of writing the letter you were supposed to write, you – what? Decided to make up a whole story?”

“Audrey had talked about visiting her relatives in England before she returned home, but then she received an invitation from an old friend to go to Switzerland for a month, and since she’d already booked her passage to Argentina for June, there wasn’t going to be any time. I knew that if I wrote to your aunt and told her that Audrey was planning to visit, I’d be able to come here in her place.”

“For God’s sake, why?!”

“Look, I know it was an incredibly stupid idea, alright? It’s just that I was … curious … and a little envious too, I suppose. Audrey had told me so much about this place and about all of you, and I just wanted to see it all for myself. It was only meant to be for a day or two and, to be honest, I wasn’t even sure I’d go through with it, only I ran into Michael on the train and I told him my name – just my first name, you understand – and somehow he put two and two together and I lost my head and, suddenly, I was stuck being Audrey Tempest St. Clair. Yes, I know I should have said something, but I didn’t think there would be any harm in it. How was I to know what was going to happen!? I swear to you, Philip, I didn’t come here to cause any trouble!”

Philip wanted to believe her, and he very nearly did. Audrey looked and sounded sincere. Her face was open, seemingly guileless – and it was a lovely face – yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that she was still not telling him everything. Her story was implausible enough to have a ring of truth, but it also felt hollowed out, as though something important – perhaps its very heart – had been cleaved out. 

“You don’t believe me, do you?”

Philip sighed. This woman was too perceptive by half. “I believe you, but I don’t believe you’ve told me the whole truth.”

“Are you going to tell the police about all this?”

He noticed that she hadn’t attempted to deny his accusation. It made him feel strangely elated. “No, I won’t tell the police – but you will.”

“Philip, I can’t!”

“Audrey, listen to me: if you really have nothing to do with all this – and I believe you, I do – then you need to come clean to Inspector Hawthorne about who you really are before he finds out on his own. It will look far worse for you if you don’t. If you can’t face it right now, fine. But do it soon!”

Audrey looked unhappy, but offered a small, nervous smile. “Is that your professional advice?”

“That’s my advice as a friend,” he told her gently. He saw her eyes well up again. 

“Philip, I’m so, so sorry I lied to you,” she whispered. 

“I’m sorry too.” He felt it more deeply than he could bring himself to show.

“I know I’ve made a terrible mess of things –”

He cut her off, not trusting the moment to be right for everything else left to be said, but also not willing to close a door that might never open again. “When this is all over, you and I are going to talk, properly,” he told her, “and you are going to tell me everything – and I mean everything – that you haven’t yet, and we’ll figure out what …” 

“... happens next,” Audrey filled in. 

Philip wasn’t sure if she was finishing his thought, or asking a question, and the uncertainty hampered his reply. 

“There’s something wrong, isn’t there? What is it, Philip? Is it very bad? If you can’t tell me what it is, at least tell me you’re alright and that … that you don’t completely hate me.”

Audrey stood up and came to him, nervous and beseeching. He wondered if she had any idea of the effect she had on him. The cynical voice in his head was quite ready to charge her with deliberate coquetry but was quickly overruled. Whatever lies she’d told him before, she wasn’t putting on an act now. Briefly, he wondered how she might react if he took her hand and pulled her into his arms. She was standing close enough now that he could do it; it felt almost inevitable that he should, driven by some invisible, irresistible force. At the last moment, he shook off its spell.

“Something’s come up,” he said. “I don’t know what it means just yet – if it means anything at all. As for hating you, surely you must know there’s very little danger of that.” 

With a few strides, he was at the door. The distance between them felt cruel but necessary. Before he left, he turned back.

“Promise me you won’t do anything rash, Audrey. And talk to the Inspector soon.”

 



  Chapter 27

Inspector Hawthorne Takes Stock
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“Where are we, then, sir?”

They were sitting in Col. Osgoode’s study, enjoying a dram. Inspector Hawthorne had been prepared to allow the small treat; it was Saturday afternoon, and they’d been working flat out on the Marchmont investigation all week. After listening to a brief report, the colonel had gone out fishing, leaving them alone to discuss the progress of the case in more detail. 

“To begin with, I did confirm what I suspected: young Marchmont and his pretty cousin were at the house around half past eleven last Saturday. That clears up a few things, including the question of Raoul Lagarde’ movements that morning – more or less.”

“How’s that, sir?”

“Remember how Lagarde told me that he’d tried going into the house to look for his fiancée, but was put off when he spotted Laurence Marchmont outside? Given Mrs. Carrington’s evidence, it was clear he’d not been entirely truthful. This is what I think happened: Lagarde did go into the house, but his timing was unlucky. He must have come in just after Collins had gone into parlour, thought the coast was clear and was probably about to head upstairs in search of Miss Marchmont when he got startled – Mrs. Carrington popped up on the landing above. I think that put him off, and he must have made a dash, probably to the dining room, for cover–”

“Upsetting the tray in the process,” Sergeant Parker jumped in.

“That’s right. And, unless I’m mistaken, he probably got spooked again when he caught a glimpse of Laurence Marchmont peering in through the window. Marchmont, for his part, had been loitering outside and hid when he’d heard Lagarde approach from the garage. I don’t think Marchmont knew who it was, but he was undoubtedly nervous – his cousin being, at that very moment, engaged in snooping in Miss Fowler’s room – so it figures that he’d try to get a look in. At any rate, both men were no doubt eager to clear out after that. Lagarde probably slipped out through the side door in the servants’ wing.”

“And Marchmont didn’t say a peep about seeing Lagarde at the house that morning?”

“No, he was determined to stick to the story that he’d not been anywhere near the house himself. Probably afraid it might look iffy for him.”

“It does a bit, sir.”

“If the wine wasn’t poisoned that morning, the point is moot. The more interesting fact to come out of my little chat with Miss Marchmont is that she got a hold of that letter we found in her shoe when she was rifling through Miss Fowler’s room.”

Sergeant Parker gave a low whistle. “Quite the dark horse, Miss Fowler. Secret admirer, eh?”

“Don’t ask me who I think it is just yet,” Inspector Hawthorne forestalled him. “My thoughts need to simmer a little while longer and then, maybe, they’ll be worth sharing.”

“Did Miss Marchmont have any ideas, sir?”

“Miss Marchmont declared she had no idea if Miss Fowler had a special friend and further professed not to recognize the handwriting. I’m inclined to believe her on the first point, but less so on the second. I got the sense she found the handwriting vaguely familiar, enough to make her suspect someone, but not enough to make it definitive. I did wonder, at first, if she was thinking of her brother – as you know, there’s been talk in that quarter – but she must know his handwriting well enough to be sure if he wrote it or not. On balance, I’m more inclined to think the culprit was one of her cousins … but don’t get too excited, Parker, because I could very well be wrong about Miss Marchmont recognizing the handwriting at all.” Inspector Hawthorne took a sip of his whisky and glanced at his notebook, which was laid open on the desk in front of him. “Now, what have you come up with this morning?”

“Got the results back on that vial we found in Marchmont’s coat, sir. The boys didn’t get any prints off it, but they’ve confirmed it did contain morphine at some point. Constable Hickley checked with the doctor and the vet, but no dice: their stock comes in different bottles and, according to them, nothing’s missing.”

“Do we think they’re telling the truth?”

“The doctor, yes. He’s known to be an old-fashioned, by-the-book chap, and his relationship with the Marchmonts is purely professional. Mr. Henderson is a different case, sir. He seemed forthcoming enough, but we know that Laurence Marchmont is a close friend of his.”

“Does Henderson strike you as the kind of chap who’d lie for his friend in a murder investigation?”

“Hard to say, sir. I wouldn’t have thought so, but it sounds like Henderson is also courting Marchmont’s sister, which might make it more likely.”

“Is that just village gossip or have you got something more definitive?”

“Not definitive as such, sir, but Constable Hickley said that Henderson became a little combative when he was asked about the nature of his relationship with the young lady.”

“Have you asked her about it?”

“No, sir. Would you like me to follow up on that? She was pretty jumpy this morning and nearly bit my head off when I asked her if she’d ever seen that vial before.”

“And you’re thinking that her being frightened means she thinks her brother is a killer. Don’t deny it, I know how your mind works, Parker,” Inspector Hawthorne observed with a grin. “Even if you’re right, it’s not proof he did it.”

“He certainly acted guilty last night, sir.”

“Laurence Marchmont strikes me as a chap who’s apt to talk himself into a murder charge out of sheer muddleheaded obstinacy.”

“He got Miss Marchmont to lie about what they were doing on the morning of his uncle’s murder.”

“Perhaps we should count that a point in his defense,” Inspector Hawthorne mused. “It’s almost certain the wine bottle was poisoned before last Saturday and put back in the case with the others. The timing of the poisoned bottle being picked and opened on that particular day was a happy coincidence for the killer, because it meant that there were plenty of people on the scene who were angry with Richard Marchmont.”

“But, if that was the case, sir, anyone might have taken that bottle and accidentally poisoned themselves!”

“Highly unlikely – in fact, I’d say damn close to impossible. Only Richard Marchmont liked and drank the stuff. Besides, I highly doubt anyone in the family would sneak a bottle for themselves; they’d’ve known the old man would have had a fit about it, and a glass of clandestine madeira is hardly worth the trouble. No, it was a solid enough plan – clever too. Remind me, what did the wine merchant say about the bottle?”

“Mr. Chaffynch – that’s the head of the wine firm – confirmed the date when the last case was purchased, and that it was picked up by Miss Fowler. I showed him our bottle, and he thought it looked nothing much out of the ordinary. He did say the remnants of wax around the neck of the bottle seemed to be a slightly darker color than usual, but he wasn’t so certain that he’d swear to it.”

Listening to the sergeant, Inspector Hawthorne was again impressed by the murderer’s meticulous care. Must have gone to some trouble, he mused, finding just the right shade of wax. Nothing of the kind had been found at Cheveley Manor or the cottage, but that wasn’t surprising; a clever killer wouldn’t make a mistake that simple, and the inspector sensed a keen and subtle intelligence behind Richard Marchmont’s murder. It was one of the reasons he’d not been inclined to view Laurence Marchmont as a serious suspect at first; the man wasn’t stupid, but there was nothing particularly subtle about him. Caroline Carrington’s murder was different: seemingly defined by necessity and opportunity, not cunning. He could almost believe Laurence Marchmont capable of it – and careless enough to allow the murder weapon to be found in his coat pocket – were it not for the fact that the two murders had to be connected. Unless … Laurence Marchmont had not acted alone, and that same subtle intelligence that had plotted his uncle’s death, had also decreed that the discovery of the morphine vial should serve as a clever blind. Yes, that was certainly something to consider, Inspector Hawthorne decided. 

He turned his attention back to Sergeant Parker.

“What has Wilkinson been up to while we’ve been buried in the country?”

“He looked into the Carringtons, sir, and what Mr. Tempest St. Clair told you checks out. Gregory Carrington went out to India in 1887, after the death of his first wife. He met the second Mrs. Carrington –  Caroline Appleton as she was – on the outbound passage and married her shortly after they arrived in India. A son, Michael, was born in 1895. The family moved back to England in 1901 and settled outside Torquay. Apparently, this was on account of Mr. Carrington’s health, as his doctors told him he would benefit from the sea air. Didn’t seem to help much in the end, because he died a few years later. Mrs. Carrington didn’t fancy Devon, so she took her son and moved to London.”

“And Gregory Carrington’s Will?”

“Mrs. Carrington received a life interest in her husband’s estate. On her death, the whole lot went to the son. Michael Carrington was still a boy when his father died, so this must have seemed the sensible thing to do. Mrs. Carrington was to receive a set amount each year, and if she wished to take more, she had to make a request to the executors – those being her husband’s solicitor and Richard Marchmont. Doesn’t sound like she did. Mind you, sir, the annual remittance she got as of right must have been quite generous. Her bank manager told Constable Hickley that Mrs. Carrington’s current balance stood at nearly twenty thousand pounds. Looks like she spent very little in recent years. There was only one regular outgoing amount – five hundred pounds every quarter, paid out to her son.”

“Living at Cheveley Manor, she probably didn’t have a lot of expenses. Still, five hundred pounds is a very nice token of motherly affection. And now young Michael is a rich man himself, I take it.”

“That’s right, sir. Wilkinson couldn’t get the solicitor to put a definite number on it, but he reckons it’s probably somewhere in the ballpark of a hundred thousand pounds, perhaps more.” 

“So, far as we know, Carrington had no need to bump off Richard Marchmont for that ten thousand pounds he’s set to receive under his great-uncle’s Will. I don’t suppose he’s an inveterate gambler or anything of that sort?”

“No, it doesn’t look like it, sir. Wilkinson made some discreet inquiries, and Carrington has no debts and no questionable connections beyond the usual society mob.”

“Fast set?”

“So-so, sir. He’s been seen with the Dawlish crowd, but he’s not part of their inner circle. On the fringes, more like – and by choice, it seems. Not the usual gormless society nob, I’d say.”

“Careful, Parker, you don’t want to start talking like one of those revolutionary chaps who don’t think rich people ought to exist,” Inspector Hawthorne teased.

“Me? Not a chance, sir! As I was saying, Carrington seems to have his wits about him. Currently holding down a position at a well-respected firm of architects in London and appears to take his job seriously. The senior partner who talked to Wilkinson spoke highly of Carrington’s talent and character. Wilkinson also managed to track down someone who served with Carrington during the war, and it was the same thing.”

“What did Wilkinson manage to ferret out about that?”

“Carrington served in military intelligence, so the details are hazy, but the chap said that Carrington was popular with his fellow junior officers, and well-liked by their commanding major.”

“Quite the paragon, eh? No faults or vices at all, then?”

Sergeant Parker’s mustache twitched with a hint of a smirk. “Seems Carrington was a bit of a ladies’ man, sir – does that help?”

“Hardly a cardinal sin,” Inspector Hawthorne remarked. “And hardly surprising, is it?”

“I daresay he’s handsome enough,” the sergeant conceded. 

“That’s a conservative assessment, Parker, but go on: any romantic scandals lurking in young Carrington’s closet?”

“Not as such, sir, or at least none that got about. But the army chap did say there had been plenty of female admirers – secretaries, cypher clerks, nurses, you name it. Carrington had a different girl on his arm every week, by the sounds of it.”

“Not a bad way to spend the war,” Inspector Hawthorne observed, not without a little bitterness. “Sounds like Miss Tempest St. Clair might want to watch out.”

“I’d say she can handle his sort, sir. She was a nurse in the war, so she’s bound to have come across his type before.”

Inspector Hawthorne sat up. “What’s all this, Parker? You hadn’t told me that before.”

“I didn’t? Sorry, sir, must have slipped my mind. I’m sure I had it in my notes somewhere – hang on a moment, if you please.” Sergeant Parker rifled through his notebook, without apparent success. “I’m sorry, sir, I can’t find it. But I’m positive Constable Hickley told me about it, so she must have mentioned it to him during her initial interview. Think it’s important?”

“I think it’s certainly worth chasing down. Let’s find out if she worked in a dispensary during the war – or after, for that matter. Remember, we are looking for someone who knows a thing or two about toxicology and the means to get a hold of restricted stuff. Make sure to tell Wilkinson to look under Davenport too, if he hasn’t already. I have to say, Parker – the passport still worries me a bit. I know that girl is lying about something, and I wonder … well, what if she’s not who she’s supposed to be?”

“An impostor, sir? Surely, the family would have realized it by now if she was.”

“Would they? It’s been years since they saw her and she was a child then. Find someone of the right age and general description, and it wouldn’t be too difficult to pass her off as the real thing, especially if she’d been fed the right information.”

“Sounds awfully chancy, sir. Who’d want to risk it and why?”

“The who and why go hand in hand, I think, and … ah, forget it! It’s just one of my wilder ideas.”

Having got hold of it, Sergeant Parker appeared loath to abandon it. “What about Michael Carrington, sir? They might have met during the war,” he speculated.

“That’s possible, certainly, but it wouldn’t make sense given everything else we know. If those two had hatched a plan to bring a phony Audrey Tempest St. Clair to Cheveley Manor, why risk exposing their connection by making it so obvious that he’s besotted with her?” Inspector Hawthorne considered the matter for a moment. “It might be part of some complicated subterfuge but for the life of me, I can’t think of a single reason why they’d go to the trouble.”

Both men fell silent. Inspector Hawthorne noticed that his cigarette had burned out. It reminded him that there was still some whisky in his glass, and he reached for it.

“Oh, and then there’s the letter, Parker – and the letter doesn’t fit into this picture at all, and I don’t think we ought to lose sight of it just yet,” he declared, and swallowed the last of the whisky. “What have we got on Miss Fowler so far?”

“Wilkinson is still working on that, sir. He’s had some difficulty tracking down her previous employer so he–”

A loud, shrill ringing interrupted the sergeant’s recital. The telephone was mounted on the wall next to the sideboard, and he got up to answer it. 

“It’s for you, sir,” he announced, and held out the receiver for the inspector, who came around and took it. 

“Hawthorne, speaking. Ah, good afternoon, Mr. Tempest St. Clair. What can I do for you? I see. And you’d rather not discuss it on the telephone, I take it? Yes, yes, that’s fine. Is it urgent? Understood – I’ll see you then.”

After he’d hung up the receiver, the inspector returned to his seat, thoughtful. Prompted by the sergeant’s expectant expression, he quickly summarized the call. Philip had something he wanted to show them and asked to meet at Cheveley Manor that evening. He’d been careful to emphasize that the matter might be of no significance to the investigation, but his tone had left Inspector Hawthorne with the opposite impression. “So, I’d say we’re in for an interesting evening, Parker. Let’s go and stretch our legs for a bit, because it might be a long one too.” 

He was proven correct on both counts. 

When they arrived at Cheveley Manor, the sun was beginning to set. Silhouetted against a blushing sky edged with gold, the house presented a lovely, tranquil tableau. As their car slowly pulled up to the end of the drive, they saw a figure come out of the house and rush towards them. It was Edith Marchmont, her face convulsed with anguish and fear.

“Thank God you’re here,” she gasped. “Something terrible has happened: Miss Fowler is dead. She’s been strangled.”

 



  Chapter 28

The Body in the Gazebo
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“Alright, Constable Hickley: from the top, please.”

They’d left the family in the drawing room and retreated to the parlor next door to confer in private. Inspector Hawthorne wanted to have the basic facts straight in his mind before he tackled his suspects.

“Right you are, sir!” Constable Hickley flipped open his notebook and began reciting in an official voice. “I received a call from Cheveley Manor at 5:46 this evening, reporting that a dead body had been found on the premises – that is, in the gazebo out by the rose garden, sir. I was told it was Miss Jean Fowler and confirmed the same when I arrived at the scene at 6:08 PM. On preliminary inspection of the body, I observed signs of strangulation. Doctor Pritchard arrived a few minutes later and confirmed.”

“Did he say anything about the likely time of death?”

“At least an hour, likely not more than three or four.”

“Any ideas about what was used to strangle her?”

“Yes, sir. While I was waiting for the doctor, I noticed that Miss Fowler’s belt wasn’t properly tied. Almost looked as if it had been taken off and put back on in a hurry, like. I asked Doctor Pritchard if he thought it might be what the murderer used, and he said it was consistent with the marks on her throat.”

“Good work, Constable Hickley. Anything else?”

“The doctor also said he thought the deceased might have tried to fight off her attacker. He noticed some of her fingernails were broken.”

“Alright, last thing for now: who found the body and when?”

“Laurence Marchmont did – not sure when, I didn’t get to interview him properly before you arrived. Lucky thing you came by when you did, sir. I was worried you’d already returned to London. This is a very nasty business, if you don’t mind my saying so – nastier than the others, I reckon.”

“Brutal, was he? We can safely assume it’s a he, in this case, I think.”

Constable Hickley was clearly still distressed by what he’d seen. “She was a lovely-looking young lady, sir, but not as you could tell now by looking at her, poor soul. Whoever did it is a bloody piece of work – begging your pardon, sir.”

“No need to apologize, Constable. Your assessment is undoubtedly correct. Parker, let’s take a quick look at the scene, then go see what the family has to say – I want you there as well, Constable Hickley. Another pair of eyes and ears is always helpful.”

They found the gazebo guarded by one of the men from the local force. It was dark now, and the gazebo was unlit, so the constable used his torch to help them look inside. There wasn’t much to see, apart from the body; the gazebo was sparsely furnished. Inspector Hawthorne bent over the crumpled form of Miss Fowler, which lay diagonally across one of the benches. The head was turned towards the wall, the arms awkwardly splayed out from the body, one leg dangled over the edge of the seat. It was a grim view, and Inspector Hawthorne found himself echoing Constable Hickley’s earlier words. Whoever was responsible for this had been merciless – and efficient. He’d left very little evidence behind. 

Inspector Hawthorne motioned Sergeant Parker to move closer.

“Got your little camera, ready? And the flash too – good man. Stand here and take a quick photo from this angle. No, don’t worry about the rest now, the scene of crime chaps will take care of it when they arrive.” 

He watched the sergeant do what he’d been told then step back. From his somber expression, Inspector Hawthorne could tell that he’d caught a glimpse of Miss Fowler’s face. 

“Alright, now what I want you to do is take her belt off – careful, try not to touch the clasp – and put it in one of our evidence bags. I want it checked for fingerprints first thing tomorrow. If we get lucky, we’ll find one that doesn’t belong to the deceased. I’m not sure we’ll get much else from the scene.”

Inspector Hawthorne turned to the man who was still holding the torch. “What’s your name, Constable?”

“Parry, sir. William Parry, but they call me Bill.”

“Constable Parry, we will need someone to keep watch here and make sure nothing is touched or disturbed until the rest of our team arrives to process the scene. I’m afraid that might not happen until the morning. Will you be able to manage for a few more hours?”

“Yes, sir! I can stay all night, sir, if I have to.”

“I hope that won’t be necessary. Constable Hickley, can you arrange to have someone relieve Constable Parry at, say, midnight?”

“Yes, sir! If I can’t get one of the other boys to do it, I’ll do it myself.”

Inspector Hawthorne thanked them both and signaled that it was time to return to the house. Leaving Constable Parry at his post, the other three men retraced their steps in the dark. They walked quickly, and in silence. The wind had picked up, cold and whipping against their light summer coats. The weather was turning. Inspector Hawthorne hoped it wouldn’t start raining; with a crime scene open to the elements, he didn’t need another complication that night. 

When he entered the drawing room, nine heads turned in unison. Their expressions presented Inspector Hawthorne with an assortment of emotions: dismay, agitation, impatience, antagonism – and fear. Fear stalked the room like a wraith. All of them must have felt its presence, though some tried very hard to pretend otherwise. 

Inspector Hawthorne took stock of his suspects: Edith Marchmont, sitting on one of the sofas, with Stella Marchmont next to her, and Philip Tempest St. Clair standing behind them; Angela Marchmont, with her brother and Mr. Henderson, standing next to a window; across the room, Michael Carrington and the Davenport girl standing by to the fireplace; and sitting in a chair in the corner, almost forgotten, Raoul Lagarde. Strange, he thought, that they had arranged themselves precisely in the groupings in which he’d become accustomed to think of them. 

“Since you already know what’s happened, I shall skip the preliminaries,” he said briskly. Taking a direct and blunt approach could backfire, but with three murders on his hands now, it was time to dispense with the kid gloves. “Mr. Marchmont, I understand that it was you who found the body. What were you doing at the gazebo?”

“Now, wait a minute!” Angela Marchmont interjected fiercely, having evidently decided that her brother was in need of a champion.

“Put on a sock in it, Angela,” Michael cut in. “I can’t speak for the others, but like the Inspector, I’m also curious to hear what Laurence was doing there.”

Laurence shot him a venomous look but chose to answer Inspector Hawthorne’s question rather than prolong an uncomfortable scene. “I walked down from the cottage, on my way here, and stopped to have a smoke.”

“And went out of your way to go to the gazebo?” Michael said skeptically. “Whyever for?”

“I don’t see what business it is of yours,” Angela snapped at him. “Must you go on acting like you’re–”

“Miss Marchmont, I would ask that you stop interrupting or else we are going to be here all night. You too, Mr. Carrington. If you have any more observations, please keep them to yourself unless I specifically invite you to share them with the rest of us. Now, Mr. Marchmont: what time did you arrive at the gazebo?”

“I’m not sure – maybe around half past five or so.”

“What happened when you got there?”

Laurence’s gaze became unfocused; it was clear that he was recalling an earlier scene, seeing it again in his mind’s eye. “As I was coming up to the gazebo, I thought I saw something through the columns – a figure, half propped up on the bench. I called out, but no one answered. When I got closer, I saw that it was Miss Fowler. It looked like she had fallen over. I called her name, but she didn’t move. I went to see if she was alright and that’s when I saw her face and …” Laurence faltered, then cleared his throat. “I saw that she was dead. I don’t think I touched anything, but I’m not sure. It was a shock, seeing her like that, so I sort of staggered back and went off to get help.”

“Did you hear or see anyone else about, either before you went into the gazebo or after?”

Laurence shook his head. “I didn’t notice anything beforehand, but I wasn’t paying special attention. Afterwards, I didn’t look around, I just ran to the house.”

“Fair enough. And what happened next?”

“I went around the side of the house, and I ran into Stella on the terrace. I told her what had happened, and we went inside and called the police.”

“And what were you doing out there, Stella dear, hm?”

“Thank you, Mr. Carrington,” Inspector Hawthorne cut in. “Do try to leave the questions to me, if you don’t mind. They pay me to ask them, you know. I expect your cousin was on her way to the gazebo to meet Mr. Marchmont – isn’t that right, Miss Marchmont?” He saw Stella’s eyes widen in surprise, then quickly drop to the floor. “Miss Marchmont?”

She threw her head back and looked at him with a defiant air. “Yes, alright – I was, if you must know.”

From the corner of his eye, Inspector Hawthorne saw Raoul Lagarde stir in his chair. He looked like a man who had something to say, but a warning glance from Sergeant Parker persuaded him to keep his peace.

“And you, Mr. Carrington: where were you?”

“When Laurence came charging into the house? I was in the billiard room, nursing a drink. Probably my second or third – can’t remember now, sorry. I’d been there since about four o’clock, so I’d made some progress with that particular bottle. And in case you’re wondering, I was alone. No, hold on! I think Doris came in at one point to ask if I’d seen Aunt Edith’s glasses. Couldn’t tell you when it happened, but perhaps Doris can prove more helpful.”

“And before four o’clock?”

“Earlier, I was out with Audrey. We went for a walk, then took the car down to the village for a spot of lunch at the Cheveley Arms. Got back around three o’clock and had a drink on the terrace – lemonade, by the way. I’d hate for you to get the wrong impression about Audrey, Inspector. Only one of us is a hopeless lush.”

Ignoring the last remark, Inspector Hawthorne turned to Stella. “Miss Marchmont, can you tell me where you were earlier today?”

“I was at Cheveley Farm in the morning – helping Angela around the place,” Stella added quickly. “After, I went for a ride with Laurence. We had a picnic by the river, then rode back. Must have been just after three o’clock when we got here, and then you came along and wanted to talk to me.” She waited to see if the Inspector would make a comment about their interview, then quickly went on. “Afterwards, Aunt Edie asked me to go with her to visit Mrs. Bradley, only she was out, and the vicar said there must have been some confusion about dates because she hadn’t known we were supposed to visit. So, we came back, and I was in my room till about five o’clock, when I went to talk to Audrey for a bit, then I went outside and … you know the rest.”

Inspector Hawthorne looked at Edith. She clutched her hands in her lap and gave a nervous laugh. 

“Well, now, in the morning – do you care about the morning? I don’t see why you would, but nothing terribly exciting happened. Everyone seemed to be out, so I puttered about in the garden and did some embroidery, and then I had lunch. Oh, yes … Miss Fowler was there as well. She left immediately after, and I didn’t ask where she was going. I had a little rest, and then Stella and I went to the vicarage – but you already know about that. I had some letters to write when we got back, only I had trouble finding my glasses at first. I must have asked Doris to help me, but it turned out they were in my room all along. I was in the parlor, writing my letters, when I heard a commotion in the hall and went to see what it was all about. That’s when Laurence and Stella told me about the … the body,” Edith finished, a little breathless. She looked beseechingly at the inspector and seemed relieved when he returned a slight nod to indicate she’d told him enough.

“Mr. Lagarde, what about you?”

Raoul gave a start, immediately followed by a querulous protest. “Why ask me? I had nothing whatever to do with that woman! The whole time I’ve been here, I barely spoke to her.”

Sergeant Parker took a step forward. “Please answer the Inspector’s question, Mr. Lagarde. Otherwise, we shall have to continue this conversation elsewhere.”

Raoul’s face turned a mottled pink color, but he offered no further argument. In a clipped tone, he informed them that he had spent the morning and early afternoon at the house – most of the time in his room, though he had also gone to the billiard room, where he had listened to music on the wireless. He had not joined the others for lunch, not being particularly hungry. “I was waiting to speak to Stella, but when she finally returned to the house, you came along and took her away, so I decided to go for a drive.”

“Where did you go?”

Raoul’s self-control slipped, and he became belligerent again. “I don’t know and I don’t see why it matters! I drove to the village, then went around it, in the opposite direction. I can’t remember which road I took, but I think I saw some signage for Alton at one point. After a while, I turned around and came back – the same way. Got back around five o’clock and had a bath. I didn’t hear anything or talk to anyone until I came downstairs at quarter to six. By then, the police had already been called.”

“Thank you, Mr. Lagarde. Miss Marchmont, your turn.”

Mr. Henderson jumped in to answer, his manner making the inspector conclude there was some truth to the rumors Sergeant Parker had picked up. 

“Angela had some errands to run in the village this afternoon and popped in to see me afterwards. That must have been around quarter past three or thereabouts, and I offered to give her a lift back once I was done with my surgery list. There were only two or three other patients left to see, so I was done by quarter to four. You may as well know that we didn’t drive straight back. We had some personal matters to discuss, so I stopped in a lay-by off the main road, and we talked there for a while. When we arrived at the farm, Laurence wasn’t at home. Angela thought he must have come here, so we drove over. We arrived just after Constable Hickley, about quarter past six.”

“Miss Marchmont, is that consistent with your recollection?”

“Yes,” Angela replied brusquely. “I was at home all morning. Stella came by, like she said. After she’d gone, I did some clean-up work in the stables, had lunch, then bicycled to the village. Edward’s already told you the rest.”

Inspector Hawthorne turned to Audrey. He debated whether to raise the matter of her alternate name in front of the others; their reactions might be interesting to observe. In the end, he decided he would tackle that subject one-on-one first. “Miss Tempest St. Clair?”

Audrey returned his gaze levelly, but he thought he saw a flicker of relief in her eyes. When she spoke, she sounded perfectly composed.

“There’s not much to add – Michael and Stella told you most of it. I spent the morning and early part of the afternoon with Michael. From about four o’clock onwards, I was in my room, alone, until Stella came to see me. We talked for half an hour or so, then she left. A little while later, I heard loud voices coming from the hall, so I went out to the landing to see what it was all about. Edith and Stella were downstairs, and they told me what had happened.”

“Anything else?”

Audrey shook her head, then exchanged a glance with Philip – quick but unmistakably filled with meaning. 

What’s that all about, then? 

Inspector Hawthorne didn’t have a chance to ask; without prompting, Philip had begun his recital.

“For the sake of expediency, I’ll summarize my movements for the afternoon, which I assume is the critical period, given that Miss Fowler was evidently alive and well at lunch. I was at my office until about twenty past three, then drove here. My aunt asked me this morning to deliver some papers for Edith – related to the funeral arrangements, I believe. I arrived just as she and my sister were leaving to visit Mrs. Bradley, so rather than detain them, I went and put the papers in the library. Then I left and went to back to my office to finish some work. I telephoned you at five o’clock, then worked again until about half past six, when Edith rang to tell me that Miss Fowler’s body had been found. I drove here immediately and arrived just before seven o’clock.”

Inspector Hawthorne did some quick calculations and decided that he was going to have a private chat with Philip at the earliest opportunity; his was a moth-eaten sweater of a story if there ever was one. For now, the inspector had other fish to fry. Addressing the entire group, he asked them if anyone had seen Miss Fowler after lunch. A murmur of whispers passed through the room, but only one voice spoke up. It was Audrey.

“And when was that, Miss Tempest St. Clair?”

“I don’t know the exact time, but it must have been just after four o’clock. I saw her from the window, briefly – she was going into the gazebo.”

“Did you see anyone else with her?”

Audrey shook her head. Inspector Hawthorne tilted his head to one side and fired off one last shot. 

“If you don’t mind my asking, which window was it, Miss Tempest St. Clair?” This time, he was hardly surprised to see Audrey and Philip exchange looks. 

Got you!

 



  Chapter 29

Philip Delivers a Clue
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As Inspector Hawthorne had expected, questioning Audrey left him with very few additional facts, a great deal of speculation, and renewed admiration for the young woman’s self-possession. Having declined Philip’s offer to act as her solicitor during the interview, she faced the scrutiny of the three policemen with perfect poise. Once or twice, she had hesitated before giving her answers, but she had not lost her composure, and when she had been untruthful, she had done it gracefully. 

Inspector Hawthorne had held off turning the screws; he was certain that Miss Tempest St. Clair – or Davenport, or whatever her real name was – would fight to the bitter end to keep her secrets, and it wasn’t a battle he was eager to join any sooner than necessary. He had the measure of his opponent, and he would bide his time.

“Cool as a cucumber, that one, sir,” Sergeant Parker declared when the three men were alone again. 

Taking the seat that Audrey had just vacated, Constable Hickley nodded in agreement.

“But she was cagey, sir,” he added. “Do you believe what she told us about why she was in Mrs. Carrington’s room?”

“I think it’s unlikely Mrs. Carrington would ask to borrow a nail file, but since it’s not outside the realm of possibility, I fancy we’d have a hard time proving it didn’t happen,” Inspector Hawthorne replied. “Whatever the reason, at least it helps us fix the time of the murder: from just after four o’clock to just before half past five.”

“Stands to reason, sir – Miss Fowler wouldn’t be hanging about the gazebo for hours on end. She must have gone there to meet someone.”

“Which raises the question: had she gone there to meet the murderer, or did the murderer simply come across an opportunity too good to miss? Either way, Miss Fowler saw no reason to fear whoever it was. It doesn’t look like she realized the danger until it was too late.”

“He could have come up behind her, and taken her by surprise, sir,” Constable Hickley hypothesized.

“I doubt it. Remember the belt – it’s very unlikely that she wouldn’t have noticed someone unbuckling the clasp, even if they’d done it from behind. She’d have screamed her head off and there’d be a good chance someone in the house would have heard her. At any rate, it would have been too big a risk for the murderer to take. And before you suggest that he might have covered her mouth as he attacked, consider that he’d need one if not both hands free to grab her belt, and that Miss Fowler was a tall, strong woman.”

“The way you’re describing it, sir, it sounds like Miss Fowler knew her killer intimately,” Constable Hickley remarked, his face turning a dark beetroot color. “Or else she wouldn’t have let him take off her belt like that, would she?”

“Yes, it’s certainly starting to look that way,” Inspector Hawthorne said thoughtfully. 

“All the more reason to put the murderer down as a man,” Sergeant Parker concluded. “By my count, apart from Henderson – and, if we buy his story, the Lagarde chap – the rest of them are still in the frame, sir. No solid alibis to speak of. Mr. Marchmont was alone at his cottage and might have easily popped down to the gazebo earlier, without anyone seeing him. Mr. Tempest St. Clair was on scene around four o’clock, but we have no idea exactly where he went or what he was doing. We know Mr. Carrington was in the billiard room at around twenty to five, when the maid said she came in looking for Miss Marchmont’s glasses and saw him there, but he might have gone out to the gazebo either before or after with no one being any the wiser, by my reckoning.”

Inspector Hawthorne nodded but remained silent. 

“It’s too bad that you didn’t stick around a bit longer, sir. You might have caught the murderer red-handed, so to speak.”

“Yes, I was thinking about that myself. After I spoke to Miss Marchmont, I stayed in the parlour for a few minutes to write up my notes. I must have just missed Tempest St. Clair and the women in the hall. When I left the house, the Marchmonts’ Rolls Royce was gone, but Tempest St. Clair’s car was still on the drive – that would have been about quarter to four, I think. If Miss Marchmont and her niece left just after half past three or thereabouts, he took his time putting those papers away.”

“You will be having another chat with Mr. Tempest St. Clair then, sir?”

“Oh, yes, Constable Hickley, I certainly will. In fact, why don’t you go and tell him that we’d like a word with him now. And once you’ve done that, go back to the station and see about Constable Parry’s replacement. I need whoever’s standing guard at the scene to be extra sharp, and it looks like it’ll be a cold night, so try to get at least a couple of chaps lined up to take shifts.”

“Right you are, sir!”

After the constable had left, Sergeant Parker began looking back over his notes. “Sir, do you think it’s possible that Miss Tempest St. Clair could be covering for her cousin?”

“How d’you mean?”

“She insisted that she didn’t see anyone else going into the gazebo with Miss Fowler, but if it was Mr. Tempest St. Clair who made the assignation with the deceased, and Miss Tempest St. Clair saw him, she’d have a reason to keep quiet. And that could explain why he came to the house in the first place and lingered about after the Misses Marchmont had left. That business about the papers from his aunt sounded pretty thin to me, sir.”

“I don’t know, Parker … this little scenario of yours sounds plausible, but it seems to me that there’s a wrong note in it somewhere. This last murder, it feels desperate. If we assume it was committed by the same person who killed Richard Marchmont and Caroline Carrington, it’s as if the murderer’s going off script. Whatever the original plan was, I don’t think it involved killing Miss Fowler.”

“Perhaps she found out who the killer was and was blackmailing him?”

“But the belt, Parker –”

There was a sharp knock at the door. The sergeant got up and admitted Philip into the study. 

“You wanted to see me.”

“And vice versa, I believe,” Inspector Hawthorne replied smoothly. “Take a seat, please. Cigarette? No? I hope you won’t mind if I have one. Now, sir, where would you like to start?”

“What are my options, Inspector?”

“You can tell me the real reason why you came here this afternoon, or you can tell me the reason you rang me up later. I’ll eventually need to hear both, but you can choose the order.”

“You already know the first one,” Philip remarked calmly. “I came to Cheveley Manor to drop off some papers that my aunt asked me to bring to Edith. I assume you didn’t believe me before, and I think I can guess why. But before I explain further, may I ask you a question?” Seeing the inspector nod his assent, he went on. “What did Audrey tell you when you asked her why she was in Mrs. Carrington’s room this afternoon?”

“A not very clever lie, Mr. Tempest St. Clair. Why do you ask?”

“Because she was covering for me, Inspector.”

“Was she indeed? I assume you propose to explain why.”

“She caught me going through Caroline’s things, and since I wouldn’t tell her what I was doing, she must have assumed that I wouldn’t want the police to know about it.”

“And what were you doing there, sir?”

“Before she left to visit Mrs. Bradley, Edith mentioned that she’d been looking for something she thought was missing from the papers that your men gathered from Mrs. Carrington’s room after her death. A red lacquer box she believed might contain important documents.”

“So, you decided to do some amateur sleuthing, eh?”

Philip broke into an unexpectedly boyish grin. “Something like that,” he admitted.

“And I take it that you were more successful than my men.” Inspector Hawthorne held out his hand. “The box?”

“I put it back where I found it, but I took what was inside.” Philip handed over a long, thin envelope. “It’s the reason why I called you, once I returned to my office.”

Inspector Hawthorne opened the envelope and took out its contents. Sergeant Parker came to stand next to him and glanced over his shoulder as he examined them. There was an old, sepia-toned photograph, and two documents – one of them an official record, the other a letter from Richard Marchmont to Caroline Carrington. A heavy silence fell over the room as Inspector Hawthorne quickly read each document in turn. A sharp intake of breath told him that Sergeant Parker was doing the same thing. When he was finished, Inspector Hawthorne put the documents on the desk and looked across at Philip.

“I expect your men found out that Gregory Carrington had been married before,” Philip said.

“But there were no children,” Inspector Hawthorne filled in. He thought for a moment, then motioned to the documents on the desk. “Would it make a difference?”

“It might,” Philip replied. “It would depend on the language used. Under Richard’s Will, no. You’ll need to get a hold of Gregory’s Will and check that. I’ve never seen a copy, so I can’t speak to it, I’m afraid.”

“I’ll get one of my men to track one down right away.”  

Sergeant Parker had anticipated the direction; he was already at the door. “I’ll put a call through to Sergeant Wilkinson and tell him it’s urgent, sir.”

“You should probably tell him to track down an expert in estate law while he’s at it,” Philip suggested. “It’ll all come down to one or two words and, unless I’m mistaken, getting their meaning precisely right could be a matter of life and death.”





  Chapter 30

Audrey Considers Her Choices
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Audrey was alone on the terrace, gazing out at a now familiar landscape. Today, it looked different; the rain that had been falling steadily overnight had washed away its usual colors; the green of the lawn, the red and pink of Edith’s ornamental borders, the blue expanse of sky, all were grey ghosts of their former brilliance. Audrey was grateful for the unrelenting bleakness. It would have been unbearable to feel as numb as she did while the sun was shining. The wind nipping at her skin was a pain she could endure; its sound in her ears, a meaningless noise that drowned out more sinister ones. Earlier, she had overheard one of the maids tell Collins that the police vans had arrived before dawn, unloading a throng of men into the grounds. They would have gone into the rose garden at the side of the house, and through it, to the gazebo. That wasn’t very far from where she was sitting, just on the other side of the trees along the left side of the lawn …

She heard a noise behind her but didn’t turn around, willing whoever it was to go away and leave her alone. She had no desire to talk to anyone. She wanted to be a million miles away – or, better yet, never to have stepped foot at Cheveley Manor. The feeling receded, driven out by a presence close by. She knew it was Philip before he sat down next to her on the terrace steps. Neither spoke. Their bodies were not touching, but in their silence, Audrey felt they were somehow joined – together yet apart, like two pieces of a broken mirror reflecting the same empty grey sky. 

Time passed; minutes or hours or an eternity, she couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter.

“I gave Inspector Hawthorne the papers I found in Caroline’s room. I thought you ought to know that. You didn’t have to lie for me.”

Audrey refused to turn her head and meet his gaze. “It’s alright,” she said softly. “It makes no difference. He already suspects me.”

“Did you tell him what you told me?”

“No, I lost my nerve last night,” Audrey admitted. Her eyes began to sting. That was bad enough, but there was worse: a rising wave of panic, ready to pour out of her – a gush, a torrent, spilling forth all that she’d so carefully kept hidden. All her secrets, every last one of them. She swallowed hard, but she was fighting a losing battle. The words tumbled out, beyond her control. “Philip, I’m scared!”

In an instant, his arm was around her. Audrey leaned into its shelter and rested her head against his shoulder. “Is it going to be alright?” she asked him in a whisper.

“I’ll do everything I can to make sure you’re safe.”

“I’m afraid it might be too late.” 

“Don’t say that –” 

A sense of déjà vu crashed over her. She and Philip turned at the same time and saw Collins standing at the french doors.

“Mr. Tempest St. Clair, Sergeant Parker would like to see you inside when you have a moment. He is taking statements in the study, sir.”

Philip gave Audrey a quick, reassuring smile. “Stay here, I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Fighting the impulse to hang on to his arm and blurt out that the sergeant could go to hell for all she cared, she smiled weakly and nodded. She didn’t tell him to hurry back, though she desperately wanted to, determined to cling to the small shred of dignity she had left. It was a fine sentiment, but it didn’t change the fact that she felt strangely bereft. 

A sudden, peripheral movement drew her eye to the far end of the terrace. 

“Michael!!”

“Hullo, darling! Didn’t expect to see you here – rather, chilly morning for communing with nature.” 

“Where’ve you been?”

“I went to have a look at the scene of the crime. Don’t look so shocked! It’s alright, they’ve already taken it away – the body. In fact, the police seem to be done with the place now. They’ve all bunked off, and Aunt Edith’s roses are safe from their trampling hordes once more.”

“But, Michael, why? Why go and look at all?”

“D’you know, I’m not sure,” he said thoughtfully. “Perhaps, in a way, I wanted to pay my respects.”

“I thought you didn’t like Miss Fowler.”

“I didn’t – not really – but that wasn’t her fault.” Michael’s face took on a curious expression, facetious and enigmatic at the same time. “If only she’d been a little more like you, I might have liked her better.”

 “I wish you wouldn’t joke like that,” Audrey said cagily. It was impossible to tell if he was serious or teasing, but neither prospect was much to her liking.

“Why? Because someone is dead? What does that have to do with us, Audrey?”

He was very close to her now; another step or two, and he would be close enough to reach out and bridge the space between them. In the grey light, his eyes looked dark, their pellucid green turned murky, like a pond after a storm. She sensed what he wanted to say and held up her hands.

“Michael –”

“I know I said I’d wait and give you time, but I don’t know how much longer I can sit and do nothing when, every moment, I feel you slipping away from me.”

“Michael, I’m not going anywhere.” It was not entirely a lie, and she willed herself to pretend it answered his unspoken question. “Besides, it’s only been a day – and a terrible one at that. One day can’t be too sore a trial for anyone’s patience,” she added, in a feeble attempt at lightness.

He took her lead and offered a rueful smile. “You’re right. I’m sorry, darling. I thought I was rather good at waiting, and it turns out I’m rubbish. In my defense, I’ve also never felt like this before.” He paused, and seeing that she wasn’t going to speak, he prompted her. “Aren’t you going to ask me what I’m feeling? You’re wise … but I’m not. I’ll tell you: I’m in love with you, Audrey.” He paused then repeated his words, louder this time. “I’m deeply, madly, irrevocably in love with you, Audrey Tempest St. Clair.”

“Oh, Michael …”

“Your tone, darling, is perfectly inscrutable. I can’t tell if I ought to feel heartened or terrified.” His tone was bantering, but his eyes had turned darker.

“Michael, please, you must be patient!”

It was a gentle exhortation, but it seemed to galvanize him. With a fast, forceful wrench, he turned away, shielding his expression, and took a few steps towards the garden. At the edge of the lawn, he stopped and took out his cigarette case from his coat pocket, though he made no move to take out a cigarette. For a few minutes, he stood there, with his back to her, contemplating thoughts he was unwilling to share with her. Then, as abruptly as before, he whirled around to face her.  

“Do you know what your cousin was doing in my mother’s room yesterday?”

Audrey stared at him, momentarily speechless. “H-how do you know he was there?” She had stumbled over her words, making the question moot. She read her mistake in his eyes – a sly look she hadn’t seen before. 

“I noticed the way you looked at each other last night, when the Inspector asked you where you’d been when you saw the Fowler woman go into the gazebo. I always notice how the two of you look at each other, Audrey.”

His tone made her break out in goosebumps; affable, it nevertheless held a warning. How closely he must have been watching her! She felt a little dizzy, as though the ground had unexpectedly shifted beneath her feet, revealing a gaping abyss. How long had he been watching her? And what had he seen?

“I don’t know what you mean!” she cried out. As a denial, it was terribly weak – but what, exactly, was she meant to be denying? “At any rate, you’re wrong: Philip wasn’t in the room with me. No one was.”

Michael crouched down so his face was level with hers. Close-up, the pallor of his skin made the angles of his face sharper, enhancing the breathtaking symmetry of his features. He looked almost superhumanly beautiful – a strange creature come down from the sky to peer at her. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from him, fascinated and chilled to the bone.

“Don’t lie to me, Audrey,” he said quietly. The words feel like a rough embrace; there was sadness behind them, but no warmth. “You must never lie or hide things from me, my darling. Promise me you won’t?”

Numbly, she nodded.

“It would break my heart, Audrey – just as it would break my heart if you went to Philip for help instead of me if you were in trouble.”

“I … I’m not in any trouble,” she whispered.

“But if you were, would you tell me? Let me comfort you and take care of you? I would. I would do anything for you Audrey – anything and everything.”

She didn’t know what to say, so she reached out and gently brushed his cheek. It was a caress, and an apology; she hoped he would only feel the former. 

And so it seemed to be. Michael stood up, his mood palpably lighter. The strangeness receded. Returned to his usual, insouciant manner, he became familiar once more.

“Good Lord, listen to me! Getting all morbid on the poor girl.” Opening his cigarette case, he took one out and put it in his mouth. He found his lighter and, with a quick, deft movement, lit the cigarette and took a long, deep drag. Briefly, he closed his eyes, as if to savor the experience. “I heard the inspector’s going back to London this afternoon and taking the whole merry troop with him. By this evening, at least, things ought to be back to normal.”

He spoke impassively, as if the matter was of little interest or consequence to him. Audrey wondered if it was merely a pose. She could easily understand why he might wish to cling to an illusion of normalcy: so much had happened, and so much was still uncertain. She could do nothing to change that. The answer he wanted from her, which might have given a little shape to the future, she couldn’t give him. 

“I think I’m going to go up to Cheveley Farm,” he announced. “I expect Laurence can manage to be entertaining for an hour or two.” He caught her tense expression and chuckled. “Ah, point taken – but if not, I can always pop down to the Cheveley Arms and see if the company there is any better.”

“No, listen! What I was going to say was, Sergeant Parker is taking statements in the house, and he’s probably going to want yours too. You should wait–”

Michael interrupted her with an impatient gesture. “I’d rather not, if it’s all the same.” His expression softened, became apologetic. “I’m sorry, but I think I’ll go stir-crazy if I sit around here all day. If the police ask for me, tell them I’ll be back in a little while.”

“Michael–”

“Don’t fret, darling! Come!” He held out his hand to her and, after a brief hesitation, she offered hers. Tenderly, he raised it to his lips, pressing a light, fleeting kiss just inside her wrist. Its intimacy startled her, but she recognized it as a valediction. 

Just as suddenly as he had appeared, he was gone – down the terrace and around the corner, through the trees, where her eyes could no longer follow him. She found she didn’t regret their parting. It was as if his kiss, gentle as it had been, had left a burr buried under her skin. 

She turned on her heel and ran back to the house – straight into Philip, who was coming out.

“Audrey, what’s wrong?”

To her mortification, the only answer she was able to give turned out to be a tremulous flood of tears. 

Without missing a beat, Philip took her into his arms and held her until the worst of the deluge had passed. When it was over, he led her, gently, to the sitting room; made her sit and told her to wait there while he went to the drawing room next door to get her a drink. His absence gave Audrey an opportunity to reflect on how thoroughly she had managed to embarrass herself. She dabbed at her eyes and nose with the cuff of her jumper; the rough wool made a poor handkerchief, but she was past caring if her face was made even redder by the rubbing. It was surely impossible to look worse in Philip’s eyes than she already did. She half-wished he’d forget he left her there and never return. How was she supposed to face him again?

She still had no answer by the time Philip returned. 

“Here, drink this,” he commanded, handing her a glass filled with dark amber liquid. “Come on, be a good girl and get it all down – you’ll feel better after, I promise.”

The whisky burned as it slid down her throat, but it did seem to help a little. After a minute, she began to feel less shaky; after another minute, she was able to bring herself to meet Philip’s gaze. He spoke to her gently, as if she was a patient recovering from a grave illness. Somehow, it made her feel even more like a fraud.

“What’s wrong, Audrey? I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”

She shook her head. “I can’t … I just can’t!” She saw a flicker of irritation, then his expression hardened.

“So, what then? Are you just going to run away?”

“No! Why do you say that?”

He threw a questioning, mistrustful look. “Just a feeling I have … that you might be the sort of person to run away from her problems rather than stay and try to work them out.”

“I don’t think you know me at all,” she whispered. His eyes returned her sadness.

“No, probably not,” he agreed. “How can I, when you won’t let me?”

“I told you who I am, and you said it was enough,” Audrey reminded him.

“How can you suppose that to be enough?”

Audrey was silent, caught between the truth she wasn’t ready to speak and the lie she wasn’t willing to tell. 

“Are you in love with Michael?”

She stared at Philip, wide-eyed, waiting for her heart to start beating again. Then she blinked, and the surprise was replaced by indignation. 

“What right do you have to ask me that?” she asked angrily.

He looked flustered but not deterred. “None, but I’m still asking. I wouldn’t if I didn’t think it mattered.”

“To whom? The police?”

Suddenly, he lost his temper. He sprang away, as if their proximity was suddenly unbearable to him. “Damn the police!! Can’t you see that I’m not trying to help them – I’m trying to help you! Why can’t you trust me for one damned minute!? You think I’ve been a swine to you – even though, Lord knows, you’ve done nothing but lie to me and play me for a fool? Fine! But, Audrey, I’ve never lied to you, and I’ve never done a single thing to hurt you – not intentionally. That, at least, you can’t deny.”

She got up and went to him. He had his back turned to her, and though she wanted to reach out and touch him, her arms felt like lead. “Philip …”

He spun around, surprised to find her so close to him. “Audrey, do you trust me?”

Slowly, she lifted her arms and placed them on the lapels of his jacket. “Yes, I do. I trust you,” she repeated, so she could be certain that he heard the words. “I’m sorry for making you feel differently. Sometimes, a lie is easier to understand than the truth.” The words had slipped out before she realized what she was saying. Panic rose in her chest, but she pushed it down. Some things, once said, could not be taken back – just as some steps, once taken, could not be walked back.

“You trust me … but you don’t know why,” Philip surmised. “That’s it, isn’t it? I know how that feels. I find myself wanting to reach out to you, wanting to help you, and I don’t know why. It’s like … a piece of music I’ve never heard before yet somehow find familiar. I keep waiting to recognize you, Audrey, and I keep falling short.”

She turned away, unable to bear his gaze a moment longer, and went to stand before the window. Staring out, she saw nothing of the world outside – only a piece of paper with faded handwriting she knew by heart.  

A blind sky watches as we chase ghosts 

through maize fields 

where the heartbeats of poppies still echo …

“We inherit the silence only,” she whispered softly to herself.

“What did you say?”

Realizing that she had spoken out loud, Audrey felt a stab of panic. 

“Nothing – it was nothing,” she answered quickly. A small, scorching tear slid down her cheek, the telltale sign of yet another lie. She felt Philip’s hand on her arm and half-turned her face towards him. He touched her cheek tenderly, wiping away her small crime.

“I thought I heard it again, just now – that melody,” he said slowly. “Strange, isn’t it, how sometimes we make ourselves hear precisely what we most long to hear.” 

He paused, and she saw a flicker of uncertainty and fear in his eyes.

“You still haven’t answered my question: do you love Michael?”

 



  Chapter 31

Angela Has Questions
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“Was it too, too shattering? I can almost reconcile myself to the inspector, but this other fellow is simply too grim.”

Angela agreed that her interview with Sergeant Parker had not been particularly enjoyable. “Though, I must say, I was expecting worse. The last time he came to Cheveley Farm, I thought I’d end up smashing the teapot on his head.”

Stella clapped her hands and laughed. “Darling, really? Assault with a teapot, how wonderful! I bet he deserved it, too. The police are such beasts! Going around and accusing Laurence of murdering half the family! They haven’t got a clue, and now someone’s gone and killed Miss Fowler. That, at least, they shan’t be able to pin on Laurence.”

“Don’t you think they’ll try? After all, they’re bound to think it’s the same person.”

“I don’t know about that,” Stella countered. “Anyone might have snuck into the gazebo without being seen at the house. I think it’s quite possible that Miss Fowler arranged to meet someone she knew privately – a personal acquaintance, if you catch my meaning.”

“Oh? A friend, you mean?”

“Or a lover. She had one, you know,” Stella said confidently. “I found – that is, I overhead the police talking about it.”

Angela frowned, struggling to reconcile this revelation with her impression of the personal secretary. She was not prepared to discount it, however; not if it meant that Laurence wouldn’t come under more suspicion. “And you think she told her lover to come here, and he killed her?” she asked Stella. “But why?”

“Who knows, maybe he thought she was being unfaithful to him.”

Angela’s eyes widened. “Oh! You mean … with Philip?”

“What?! No! I told you, there was absolutely nothing in that! He’s hardly the only eligible man in this village and – oh, forget I said anything! The point is that there could be any number of people who might have wanted Miss Fowler dead. Maybe she embezzled money from her last employer or … or stole someone’s identity and came here under false pretenses to wheedle money from Grandfather. Just think about that Will, Angela! Thirty thousand pounds – talk about a racket! Maybe her accomplice started to worry she was going to double-cross him, and he came to put a stop to it.”

Dazed as she was by this onslaught of speculation, Angela could not help seeing its shortcomings. “But, Stella, there was no money in the end, and I don’t see –”

“Look, all I know is that it wasn’t one of us,” Stella interjected. “You don’t think it was one of us, do you?”

“No, of course not!” 

“There you are, then! Like I said, any person could have come here the other day and killed Miss Fowler without any of us realizing it. We weren’t even here,” she added, without specifying exactly to whom she was referring. “Anyway, let’s not talk about it anymore – it’s too, too tiresome and disagreeable. If the police can’t manage to find out who killed Grandfather or Caroline, I don’t see why we should care if they find out who killed Miss Fowler.”

Stella got up from the bed and moved to the table where an impressively varied array of bottles, pots, boxes, tubes, brushes, and sundry other small items were scattered about. Her whole room, in fact, was a jumble, but there was something comforting in its mundane disorder. After her interview with Sergeant Parker, Angela had sought refuge there, not feeling up to going back to the cottage, where she might run into her brother – or Edward Henderson. 

She knew it was cowardly of her, even perhaps a little unfair. The day before, she’d listened to Edward’s speech without making the least objection. Indeed, she wasn’t sure that she wanted to object. She had a vague idea that she ought to feel happy – and there was, perhaps, an element of elation threaded through her confusion – but she was finding it a slippery emotion to grasp fully.

“Stella, may I ask you something?”

“Of course, darling, as long as it’s not about the murders or something equally ghastly.”

“How do you know when you’re in love?”

The question seemed to catch Stella by surprise. “In love? I don’t know, you just do.”

“But how?”

“Well, let’s see. I suppose it starts with, hmm – yes – fluttering. In your tummy, when you see the person.”

“F-fluttering?”

“Yes, darling, like bubbles of champagne on your tongue except, you know, lower down,” Stella explained and dissolved into giggles.

Angela felt like she was missing a joke or, alternately, something serious and very important, but she persevered. “I see – and then?”

“Then you start to notice how jolly hard it is to eat or sleep because you always seem to be thinking about the person, especially when they’re not there, and you try to think of ways to be around them as much as possible. That’s usually a good time to get them to kiss you – and if you like it an awful lot and wish they wouldn't stop, that’s a pretty good sign that you’re in love.” 

“And if … you don’t want them to kiss you?”

“Oh, then I should say you’re definitely not in love,” Stella said confidently. “Are you sure you don’t want to kiss him? Nothing bad happens if you do.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Angela mumbled, blushing profusely.

“You’re talking about Mr. Henderson, aren’t you? It’s alright, you can tell me – I promise I won’t tell anyone. At any rate, Laurence already knows.”

“What!? How?”

“Mr. Henderson probably told him,” Stella shrugged. “Men talk about that sort of thing all the time, even though they like to pretend they don’t. Has he tried to flirt with you, then?”

Angela felt her cheeks grow so warm, she was certain they were bright, flaming red. Observing her reaction, Stella nodded approvingly. “It’s hardly surprising that he would. Didn’t you enjoy it?”

“I … I was taken by surprise,” Angela admitted.

“Were you? He does seem like the sort of chap who will try to flirt with a girl without warning.” Stella wrinkled her nose. “Personally, the strong silent type doesn’t do it for me. One likes to know where one stands with a man before he ups and proposes. He hasn’t done that yet, has he?”

“N-no,” Angela stammered.

“Thank goodness! There’s nothing worse than being put on the spot without knowing one’s answer in advance. Are you going to say yes?”

“I … he hasn’t asked me yet!” 

Stella raised a perfectly shaped and perfectly eloquent eyebrow. Angela dropped her gaze and quietly admitted that Mr. Henderson was probably planning to propose, and that she didn’t know what answer she’d give him.

“Because you’re not sure if you’re in love with him?” 

Reluctantly, Angela nodded. Stella advised her that it probably meant she was not.

“But I like him an awful lot!” This declaration having produced a muted reaction, Angela felt it necessary to enumerate Mr. Henderson’s merits for her cousin’s benefit. “He’s intelligent and accomplished, and ever so kind. He’s wonderful with animals, and terribly patient – oh, and he’s a great listener! He’s always respectful and considerate. We get along jolly well.”

“That sounds nice, but …”

“What?”

Stella shrugged nonchalantly. “Rather bloodless, if you ask me.”

“He may not be some hot-blooded Latin lover,” Angela bristled in defense of her beau, “but I assure you that he’s not bloodless! He was very eloquent yesterday, telling me how much he cares for me.” She saw that Stella still looked unconvinced. “He was!”

“Fine, darling, I believe you. Different strokes for different folks, and all that. But listen: if I were you, I wouldn’t give him an answer either way until I was sure I was in love with him. He can wait! He had no problem waiting until now, did he? Indeed, one might say his timing is a bit mercenary.”

“What on earth do you mean?”

“Think, darling!  He didn’t breathe a word of this before Grandfather died and you inherited ten thousand pounds, did he? Look, I’m not saying he’s not in love with you – it’s perfectly obvious that he must be – but he’s not so terribly desperate about it that he couldn’t wait to declare it until he knew how things stood for you, financially speaking. He can jolly well wait a while longer till you know how things stand for you, romantically speaking. That’s far more important, after all.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Yes, of course! Nothing matters more than love, silly.”

“Is that why you agreed to marry Mr. Lagarde?” 

The question was met with profound silence. Stella crossed her arms, her expression suddenly indrawn and sulky. “Yes, I suppose so,” she replied at last.

“Is something wrong, Stella? Have you two quarreled?”

Getting up from the bed again, her cousin began to pace around the room. “As a matter of fact, we rather have. He’s been awfully aggravating lately! I don’t know what’s gotten into him, but he’s getting to be nearly as bad as Laurence.”

Though any suggestion of similarities between her brother and Mr. Lagarde was anathema to Angela, she held back her protest in the interests of female solidarity. Lately, she’d come to enjoy Stella’s company a great deal. It was nice to have another girl to talk to, and she didn’t want to spoil their newfound closeness. She was trying to think of a sympathetic remark, when there was a knock on the door.

It was Collins. 

“Ah, Miss Angela – I apologize for disturbing you. I was wondering if you might be able to come down? Mrs. Tempest St. Clair has arrived and is waiting in the drawing room. Miss Edith is still with Sergeant Parker in the study.”

Stella came up behind Angela and poked her head around the door. “Where is everyone else?” she asked Collins.

“I’m afraid I cannot say, Miss Stella.”

“It’s alright, Collins, we’ll go and keep Aunt Georgie company.”

They found Mrs. Tempest St. Clair in the drawing room, seated near the window. “There you are, my dear,” she said upon seeing her niece. “And Miss Marchmont, how are you? That shade of blue you’re wearing really suits you, I must say.”

Stella glanced at Angela appraisingly. “You’re right, Aunt Georgie! I don’t know how I didn’t notice before, Angela, but you look awfully pretty today. I don’t think it’s just the blouse, either. Are you doing something different with your hair?”

Flustered, Angela shook her head.

“Stella, dear, don’t put the poor girl on the spot like that,” her aunt admonished gently. “Now, come and sit by me and tell me if there has been any news.”

“Don’t ask me, Aunt Georgie! Nobody ever tells me anything,” Stella said with a pout. “Why not ask Philip, he always knows what’s going on.”

“I would, dear, but your brother has been rather distracted lately. I had wondered whether this latest development –” Mrs. Tempest St. Clair stopped abruptly, and Angela marveled to see a faint blush appear on her faded cheeks.

“D’you mean Miss Fowler being strangled?” Seeing her aunt blanch, Stella shrugged. “Sorry, but that’s what happened. Anyway, it’s got nothing to do with Philip, and I don’t know why everyone keeps going on about it – as if he cared tuppence for that woman.”

“That’s not what I was referring to but … never mind. The police have no idea who might be responsible?”

“No, but like I told Angela, I’m sure whoever killed her was someone she knew from before, and nothing to do with the family.”

Mrs. Tempest St. Clair considered this hypothesis for a moment, then nodded. “You may be right. No doubt, there are things in Miss Fowler’s past that none of us know about. It’s quite easy to come to a new place where no one knows you and pretend to be someone different than who you are. People do, now and again, find themselves in need of a fresh start. Sometimes for perfectly innocent reasons … though not always, of course.”

Angela and Stella quickly exchanged glances.

“Whatever do you mean Aunt Georgie?”

But Mrs. Tempest St. Clair would not be drawn further on the subject. “Oh, nothing in particular, my dears,” was all she was prepared to say. Later, however, after Edith and Sergeant Parker came into the drawing room, the conversation turned back to the subject.

“I’m afraid none of us knew much about her,” Edith said. “She came highly recommended – Elvira Maberley, Lord Basilstoke’s sister-in-law,” she explained to Mrs. Tempest St. Clair, who nodded, “but I have no idea where she was before that.”

“I expect she’d still have been working at the hospital.”

“Hospital?! What makes you think that, Georgiana?”

“She told me about it once. I remember thinking it a rather odd change of profession, but I didn’t get the chance to ask her about it. I don’t think she meant to tell me about it at all – it slipped out while we were talking about something else.”

“I don’t think I can picture Miss Fowler as a nurse,” Angela remarked.

“I can! One of those awful, know-it-all matrons,” Stella opined.

Mrs. Tempest St. Clair shook her head gently. “No, no, my dear – I don’t think she was a ward nurse.”

It was Sergeant Parker’s turn to interject. “Why do you say that, ma’am?”

“Hmm? Well, now, let me think. It was certainly the impression I got, but why was that?” Mrs. Tempest St. Clair thought for a moment. “Oh, yes, I think it was because she mentioned something about … how did she put it, now … how the most difficult part of the job was having to figure out the words and numbers that doctors scribbled down. It made me think she had worked in a dispensary or something of the sort, but I might have been entirely mistaken.”

Angela heard a strange sound coming from Sergeant Parker. She glanced at him; he looked like he’d just swallowed a light bulb.

“Excuse me, ladies, I have to place an urgent call,” he told them, and quickly left the room.





  Chapter 32

The End of the Road
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It had been a punishingly long day, but Inspector Hawthorne felt energized. There were still a few loose ends to tie up, and small details to be tracked down, but all the key pieces of the puzzle were now in place, and the inspector felt confident that he had his man. There was no sense of elation in knowing that his work might ultimately put a noose around someone’s neck, but there was satisfaction in knowing that he would play his part in delivering justice according to the laws of the land. In his more philosophical moments, Inspector Hawthorne might spare a thought for the justness of men’s justice; tonight, his mind was entirely taken up with more practical matters. Though he had been a policeman for many years, he still found it difficult to predict how each arrest would unfold. Sometimes, the boldest of murderers crumpled like a house of cards when confronted with their crimes; others stayed true to type until the bitter end, requiring careful handling.  

At Cheveley Manor, Sergeant Parker was waiting outside and greeted him as he got out of the car. Together they went into the house.

“Everyone here?”

“Almost, sir. Mr. and Miss Tempest St. Clair are upstairs, I believe. The Marchmont ladies and Mrs. Tempest St. Clair are in the drawing room. Lagarde’s there too, just back from a drive. Laurence Marchmont has been summoned from Cheveley Farm and is on his way.”

The two men exchanged a meaningful look. Over the sergeant’s shoulder, Inspector Hawthorne caught a glimpse of a man making his way down the staircase.

“Ah, Mr. Tempest St. Clair – do you know where Mr. Carrington might be, by chance?”

“No, I haven’t seen him today,” Philip replied. “You should ask Edith or Stella. I think they’ve been at the house most of the day.”

As soon as they walked into the drawing room, they were accosted by the elder Miss Marchmont.

“Have you any news for us, Inspector? The sergeant told us that we were not to leave the house under any circumstances, and that was hours ago. Have there been any developments?”

“Several,” Inspector Hawthorne informed her, “but I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to wait a little while longer to hear them. We need everyone assembled here first.”

He heard the door open softly behind him and turned to see who had come in. It was Audrey. She evidently did not wish to draw attention to herself, but her efforts were for nought; Philip strode across the room and took up a spot next to her. He had the air of a slightly belligerent guard dog, Inspector Hawthorne thought to himself – as belligerent as the constitutionally unflappable Philip Tempest St. Clair could ever be. 

The inspector turned back to face the room. “Does anyone know where Mr. Carrington is? We would like him to be present as well.”  

“He told me that he was going to go up to Cheveley Farm to see Laurence.”

“When was that, Miss Tempest St. Clair?”

“This morning, around half past nine or so.”

Angela Marchmont stirred in her seat. “That doesn’t make sense.  Laurence left the house early to see Mr. Judd about a fence that needed fixing, and I came here after breakfast. There was no one at the cottage by half past nine, and I can’t imagine why Michael would stick around.”

“Did Mr. Carrington return here perhaps?”

“I don’t know,” Audrey replied, “I didn’t see him again, but he did say that he might go into the village and stop in at the Cheveley Arms.”

The door burst open again, admitting a very truculent Laurence Marchmont. He stopped in the threshold and scanned the room until his eyes came to rest on Inspector Hawthorne, whom he fixed with a look of undisguised hostility. 

“What’s all this? Come to make an arrest, Hawthorne? Go on, then, here I am,” he sneered.

“Laurence, please don’t make jokes like that,” Edith implored.

“But that’s what he’s here for – can’t you people see that?” Turning again to the inspector, Laurence threw down the gauntlet once more. “Go on, tell them!”

Inspector Hawthorne was not in the mood to be indulgent. “Mr. Marchmont, if you don’t mind, I would prefer to keep the theatrics to a minimum. If you can restrict yourself to answering questions actually put to you, we can make profitable use of our time. Did you see Mr. Carrington today?”

“Michael? No, why?”

“Were you aware that he intended to pay you a visit at Cheveley Farm this morning?”

“No, and if he did, I wasn’t there. You can ask Fred Judd about it if you don’t believe me. I was at his farm till half past eleven, then stopped in for a pint and a bit of grub at the pub. I didn’t get back home till after two o’clock and didn’t see anybody else about.”

“And I take it you didn’t happen to run into Mr. Carrington at the Cheveley Arms either?”

“No, or else I would have told you about it already,” Laurence snapped.

“Sergeant Parker, can you ring up the Cheveley Arms and ask if they’ve seen Mr. Carrington at all today?”

“Don’t bother, old chap,” Laurence butted in. “They’d only just opened when I got there, and I told you, Carrington wasn’t anywhere to be seen. When I left, they were just about set to close again, early hours. The Chapmans were having their little Jimmy’s baptism this afternoon, so the pub was shut after half past one.”

“Oh, yes, that’s right,” Mrs. Tempest St. Clair piped up. “Reverend Bradley did mention the baptism at the service this morning.”

Inspector Hawthorne felt the tightness in his temples go up another notch. He was conscious that every pair of eyes was fastened on him, waiting for his next pronouncement. The problem was, he didn’t know what to say. Then, as if by the grace of God, Constable Hickley’s head appeared around the door.

“Can I have a quick word, sir?”

Inspector Hawthorne marched out of the room with a confident stride which, he hoped, conveyed a sense of purpose. It was not a question of saving face, but he was mindful that his job would not be made easier if there was any whiff of uncertainty on his part. He hoped that whatever the constable had to tell him would give him some sort of trump card to play, for he’d found himself suddenly short. 

The man didn’t have much to report, but when he finished, Inspector Hawthorne realized he was holding an entirely new set of cards. He took a moment to organize his thoughts, then returned to the drawing room for the final play.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I’m afraid I have some bad news. Earlier this afternoon, the wreck of a car was discovered along the Eastleven road, heading towards Southampton. There was one fatality. I’m sorry to have to tell you that it was Michael Carrington.” This announcement being met with stunned silence, he continued. “It appears that he lost control of the car around a blind curve and rolled over, down a rocky embankment. Death most likely occurred on impact.”

Edith gave out a pained gasp. “No!! Are you sure? Is it really Michael?”

“Yes, ma’am. His identification papers were in the car. Constable Hickley drove out to the scene as soon as he received the call a few hours ago and was able to make a formal identification as well. There is absolutely no question as to the identity of the body we found. It’s Michael Carrington.”

He heard a low, strangled sob and, from the corner of his eye, saw Philip take Audrey in his arms; the young woman gave no resistance, burying her face in his chest. It was, perhaps, the most immediate and obvious sign of grief for the man who had died. Disbelief and shock were plastered on the faces of the other people in the room but, for them, sadness had not yet arrived. Was it strange, Inspector Hawthorne wondered, that it had come for Audrey first? Had she had a premonition of danger to prepare her for this moment? There were questions he would have to ask her – later.

Mrs. Tempest St. Clair was the first to shake off her stupefaction. Shifting in her seat, she put a comforting arm around Edith and whispered something in her ear. Then she turned and caught the inspector’s eye. He saw distress and pity in her expression, along with a flicker of understanding.

“What a terrible tragedy this is … but, I think, Inspector, there was something else you were going to tell us tonight. I wonder if it might be a little less painful, now, for the family to hear it.”

Edith looked her friend with wide, frightened eyes. “What do you mean, Georgiana? Inspector?!”

“Ma’am, Mr. Marchmont was correct earlier. We did come here tonight to make an arrest on charges relating to the murder of Jean Fowler and the conspiracy to commit the murders of Richard Marchmont and Caroline Carrington. That arrest is no longer possible, or necessary, now.”

“No, it’s not true!” Audrey cried out. 

Everyone turned and stared at her. Her tear-stained face was convulsed with anguish. 

“No, it can’t be! It’s not possible. Not Michael – he wouldn’t…” She threw Inspector Hawthorne an imploring look. “It … it wasn’t my fault,” she stammered.

“I’m sorry, Miss Davenport, but I’m afraid that’s not entirely true.”

 



  Chapter 33

Inspector Hawthorne Tells (Nearly) All
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It was a very pleasant room: light and airy, only faintly hinting at bachelordom, with an equally pleasant view out to a small but well-maintained garden. Inspector Hawthorne, who was visiting it for the first time, decided it was just what he would have expected Philip Tempest St. Clair’s sitting room to look like. Its unostentatious elegance and orderly ambiance were a reflection its owner’s character, as well as his evident appreciation for beauty – a further example of which was, at that very moment, sitting across from the inspector in a large, comfortable-looking armchair covered in tasteful chintz. 

“I hope you didn’t mind my asking to meet here,” Philip addressed him apologetically, “but Audrey needed to get away from Cheveley Manor yesterday, and I convinced her that staying here would be a tolerable alternative to running to some distant corner of the earth to get away from the Marchmonts. I assumed you would have questions for her, and this place is as convenient as any.”

“I have questions for both of you,” Inspector Hawthorne replied, trying to sound like a Scotland Yard detective on official business. He had a feeling that Philip would work very hard to put their interview on a different footing. Looking at Audrey, he could understand why; the young woman still looked shell-shocked. 

“Where would you like to start, Inspector?” she asked.

“How about this: you can ask me whatever questions you’d like answered first, then I’ll do the same.”

“What did you mean, last night, when you said that what happened was my fault?”

“That’s not what I said, Miss Davenport – or, least, not the meaning I intended for you to take from my words. If I thought you had any guilt in the matter, you’d be sitting in a police cell right now. All the same, your coming to Cheveley Magna did play a role in what transpired. It had, shall we say, unintended effects. But let’s back up for a moment. Has your cousin explained to you about Gregory Carrington’s Will?”

“He tried this morning, but I’m afraid I was too distracted to grasp it fully.”

“That’s her polite way of saying that I made a hash of it,” Philip jumped in. “Shall I try again?”

Inspector Hawthorne nodded. “Go on – better you than me.”

Philip turned to Audrey. “It all came down to the words Gregory Carrington instructed his solicitor to put in his Will. We had been told that Caroline received a life interest in Gregory’s estate that, upon her death, would pass to Michael as his son. Only it turns out that the Will did not actually refer to Michael by name but, rather, used very specific language to denote who was entitled to the estate after Caroline’s death. Only Gregory’s natural heirs could inherit; children first, failing which, other blood relatives on either the Carrington or Marchmont side.”

Audrey looked puzzled. “I don’t understand, what difference does that make? Unless … but surely he was … wasn’t he?”

The Inspector jumped in. “His parents kept the adoption secret, but Richard knew. If he hadn’t already suspected before, Michael’s father must have told him just before he died. Richard was his executor, you see. The Will had been written some years before the Carringtons returned to England. Perhaps, at that point, Gregory still held out hope for a biological child. However, even when it must have become clear that wasn’t going to happen, he didn’t change his Will. It would have been easy enough to do, making Michael the legal heir. Given that, we must assume that he would have wanted Richard to know the truth.”

“So, Michael was adopted?”

“Yes, as a baby, when the Carringtons were still in India. We found his birth certificate among Mrs. Carrington’s papers.”

“Did Michael know?”

“Not at first, it seems. We also found a letter from Richard Marchmont to Mrs. Carrington, written after her husband’s death, which gives us a good idea of what happened. It seems Mrs. Carrington tried to persuade Richard to go along with the fiction that Michael was her husband’s biological son, having told him that Michael himself believed it. We think it was Mrs. Carrington’s idea to hide the truth from the boy, and that her husband had simply acquiesced to her plan – until it came to the Will.”

“And Richard must have felt morally bound to respect Gregory’s wishes, even though, as we know, he was very fond of Michael,” Philip said. “In the letter, Richard wrote that he would keep silent, but only until Michael came of age. If Caroline hadn’t yet done so, he proposed to tell him the truth then.”

“How awful that must have been,” Audrey exclaimed.

“For Richard, you mean?”

“For both of them.”

“I would imagine so – Richard really did love Michael, in his own way. And it explains why he left Michael a good sum of money in his own Will.”

“Be that as it may, I think we can safely surmise that the truth came as a grave blow to young Carrington, with ultimately fatal consequences,” Inspector Hawthorne interposed. “We have no way of knowing exactly when he decided to kill Richard Marchmont. It may have taken years for the idea to take root, or he may have decided upon it as soon as his uncle revealed the truth. What we do know, from other evidence now in our possession, is that he felt a profound sense of injustice about the whole thing.”

“I think it was cruel, what Michael’s father did,” Audrey declared vehemently. “He ought to have told Michael the truth if he knew he wouldn’t be able to fully accept him as his own child.”

“You have a point, Miss Davenport, though I’m sure you’ll agree that doesn’t justify the steps Mr. Carrington took in seeking his own form of redress.”

“What about Mrs. Carrington?”

“It seems she tried to do everything she could to ensure that Michael would benefit from his father’s estate. It was probably the reason she moved to Cheveley Manor in 1915. That was the year before her son turned twenty-one, and she may have hoped to still prevail on Richard to change his mind and refrain from revealing to Michael that he was adopted. She failed to do that, but she apparently did convince Richard to continue to keep the matter secret from everyone else. More importantly, living at Cheveley Manor, she was able to save all the money she received from her life interest. Once in her hands, that money became her own property, meaning that she would be able to bequeath it to her son directly, which is what she did. We looked over her Will, and Michael Carrington was her sole named beneficiary – a matter of some twenty thousand pounds. A handsome fortune, but not the large one that he believed ought to be his.”

“Is that why he killed her?”

“He didn’t,” Inspector Hawthorne corrected Audrey. “His partner did. It was quite simple, once we knew what to look for. We found a marriage certificate dated 12 December 1919 between Michael Thomas Carrington and Jean Dobson. That was her real name, by the way.”

“Miss Fowler,” Audrey said softly, hugging her arms tighter to herself.

“Mr. Carrington knew that he’d have to get his uncle out of the way before his mother died, or else Richard, as co-executor, would ensure the proper distribution of Gregory Carrington’s estate, cutting him out entirely. The other executor was Gregory Carrington’s solicitor, who had no idea that Michael Carrington wasn’t his father’s biological child. With Richard out of the way, and his mother complicit in the deception, Mr. Carrington had every hope of getting away with it. Killing Richard was an extremely risky move, however, and he must have decided he’d need help. Enter Miss Dobson. We think they met during the war, when she worked at a hospital dispensary. Shortly after they were married, she gave up her employment and took up a position as personal secretary under a different name, probably with the help of false references that Carrington got for her. After a few months, once her new identity had been established, she applied for the position here. Carrington probably had a hand in that as well. After that, it was only a matter of waiting to find the best means and opportunity to kill Richard.”

“D’you know, Inspector, I feel quite vindicated,” Philip declared. “I always thought it was odd that Richard should suddenly decide he required the services of a personal secretary, and odder still that it should be someone like Miss Fowler.”

“What do you mean?” Audrey demanded. “I thought you … liked her,” she added, coloring lightly.

“I tried very hard to make her like me, which I suppose might give rise to that impression,” Philip corrected her. “I thought it best to keep a discreet eye on her. Only I wasn’t nearly as discreet about it as I fancied myself to be – nor as charming, I might add, because Miss Fowler steadfastly refused to let her guard down even for a second.”

“She had good reasons,” Inspector Hawthorne pointed out.

“Thank you, yes, that does make me feel better,” Philip replied with a grin. “So, Miss Fowler had worked in a dispensary, eh? I daresay that explains why they chose poison to dispatch poor Richard.”

“She had worked in several, the last one at a hospital in the East End. We are still building up a picture of her life before she came here, but it seems that she’d had a good record at work up until she resigned her position. Afterwards, some irregularities were discovered in the drugs register, but since there was no proof that she was responsible, and as she had disappeared seemingly without a trace, the hospital hushed it up.”

“Stole morphine, did she?”

“Most likely, among other things. After more than two years, the hospital couldn’t provide a full list of what had gone missing. As for the atropine, that almost certainly came from Richard’s own medicine cabinet – though, between us, I can tell you that we would’ve had a pretty difficult time proving it.” Inspector Hawthorne quickly explained how a full bottle of Richard’s eye medicine had been purloined, its contents removed, and the bottle subsequently destroyed. “The stuff being already on hand, so to speak, made it a far safer bet for them than anything Miss Fowler could supply from her stolen stash.”

“Surely, the safest thing would have been to try to make it appear as though Richard had died of natural causes,” Philip opined. “He was a very old man.”

“It’s harder to do that, these days, than you might think. Doctors are much more suspicious of sudden, unexplained deaths, even in very old people, and so are the police. Perhaps Mr. Carrington felt confident that, given his apparent lack of motive, he wouldn’t come under strong suspicion for Richard’s death. He was also careful not to have anything to do with the actual logistics, leaving that all to his co-conspirator to handle. Miss Fowler was the one to steal the atropine – we checked and Mr. Carrington wasn’t at Cheveley Manor when the bottle was smashed. Miss Fowler was also the one who picked up the case of wine, and almost certainly the one who doctored the bottle before she brought the case back to Cheveley Manor. And both of them took great pains to ensure that no one would suspect a connection between them.”

“That they certainly did – and how,” Philip exclaimed. “I must say, though: poisoning a wine bottle at random seems rather fantastic. It’s as if the fatal dose was meant to come as an act of divine retribution or something. Mind you, come to think of it, it does sound like something Carrington would come up with. Sorry, Audrey, but the man did have a rather godlike opinion of himself.”

“Fantastic, perhaps, but also clever,” Inspector Hawthorne observed. “There was a good chance that Mr. Marchmont might drink the poisoned wine when Mr. Carrington wasn’t even at Cheveley Manor, thereby further removing him from suspicion. And who knows what other contingency plans they might have had originally. Perhaps they planned to conjure up an unknown business rival of Mr. Marchmont’s, at whom the finger of suspicion could be pointed. A faked threatening letter or something of the sort might have sufficed, and it would have been easy enough for Miss Fowler to corroborate the story.”

“But that’s not what happened,” Audrey reminded them.

“No, Miss Davenport, and that’s where you come in – quite literally. There were two key events that happened in the days leading up to Richard Marchmont’s death that Mr. Carrington had no way of predicting. One was meeting you on the train to Cheveley Magna; the other was his uncle deciding to change his Will. Both altered the shape of his plan.”

“The Will – yes, perhaps – but what difference did it make that he met me?”

“I’m afraid you were a catalyst for a lot of what happened next. I’m sorry, I know that must be a terrible thing to hear, and I hope you understand that I’m not blaming you.”

“Nobody is, Audrey – I promise you,” Philip interjected.

“Carrington may have already begun to have second thoughts about his wife before he ever laid eyes on you, Miss Davenport. We’ve now recovered some of the personal effects she’d left with a friend in London before she came to Cheveley Magna under her assumed identity, and there are some letters in there, from both of them, that throw a little light on their relationship. As far as I can make out, she was genuinely in love with him – obsessed even. It’s harder to say if her feelings were genuinely reciprocated; possibly, at first, they were. Mr. Carrington certainly worked hard to make her believe it.”

“You think he was using her,” Audrey observed.

“He made use of her feelings for him, certainly. At any rate, meeting you evidently made him reconsider the advantages of their relationship.”

“He wasn’t even subtle about it, the way he carried on with Audrey,” Philip scoffed.

“As to that, feel free to draw your own conclusions. Perhaps, at first, he thought it might help his cover. That’s what I assume he told his wife – though, she probably realized in fairly short order that he was lying, either to himself or to her. They must have had a rough time of it after Richard’s death … which brings us to Mrs. Carrington’s murder. On a strictly confidential basis, I can tell you that we’re not entirely certain Carrington knew what his wife had decided to do. We’d have charged him with conspiracy, but it might not have stuck in the end.”

Philip considered this for a moment, then pointed out that Michael’s absence from Cheveley Manor on the very day Caroline had been killed might be taken to suggest he knew what was going to happen.

“Perhaps – or perhaps Miss Fowler chose to act then precisely because she knew he’d be away.”

“So, you don’t think it was part of their original plan, then?”

“In the short term, I’d say it wasn’t. I don’t think Mr. Carrington wanted his mother to die. In his own way, he must have been fond of her and content to wait. Mrs. Carrington was a generous woman, so he was never short of funds while she was alive.” 

“So why did Miss Fowler kill her?”

“Partly out of spite, I think. Your aunt, Philip, mentioned last night that Mrs. Carrington had once spoken of Miss Fowler as being no better than she ought, which does make one wonder whether Mrs. Carrington harbored some suspicions. She too, in her way, was obsessed with her son. She might have noticed certain things that the rest of you didn’t. Mostly, though, I think Miss Fowler killed her to get more leverage over her husband, banking on the fact that, with his mother dead and his inheritance now firmly on the line, Mr. Carrington would think twice about trying to extricate himself from their partnership.”

“It seems she misjudged her man,” Philip observed.

“Indeed, and if we are to give him the benefit of the doubt, perhaps it’s because he drew the line at matricide. He might have been able to stomach the idea of being married to a murderess, but not one responsible for killing the only parent who had ever loved him.”

“Killing her was terribly risky, though.” 

Inspector Hawthorne nodded. “But keep in mind that he was also getting pretty desperate by then. After Mrs. Carrington’s death, we think he must have searched among his mother’s papers looking for documents that might reveal the truth of his parentage, knowing anything of the sort would be fatal for him if found by the police. Evidently, he didn’t find Mrs. Carrington’s red lacquer box, and that must have worried him terribly. And he had other things on his mind too,” he added meaningfully.

“Me, you mean,” Audrey said quietly. 

“I think he was finding it increasingly hard to juggle his feelings for you, Miss Davenport, and the pretense required to keep his wife silent. In the end, he must have thought the risk worth taking – and, were it not for your clandestine sleuthing, Mr. Tempest St. Clair, he might have got away with it, too. I don’t mind telling you now, there was little in the way of physical evidence against him at the scene of Miss Fowler’s murder. There was a partial print on her belt buckle, and he might have been able to explain that away.” 

“But Philip finding Mrs. Carrington’s papers meant that his motive for his uncle’s murder would come out.”

“And that would be fairly damning – especially once we discovered his secret marriage. It still would have been a circumstantial case, all in all, but we’d have worked very hard to make sure he’d not get away with it.”

“Yesterday morning, he asked me if Philip had been in his mother’s room with me the afternoon when Miss Fowler was killed. I didn’t answer, but I think he guessed the truth. So, in a way, the rest is my fault too,” Audrey said softly. “Tell me, Inspector: did he mean to do it?”

“Smash that car, you mean? We have no way of knowing for sure, and the official story is that it was an accident. If you want my personal opinion, I think it was probably just that. We found a large sum of money in the car – he’d emptied out his mother’s bank account the day before – along with his passport. There’s a good chance he was heading to Southampton to take a boat to America. I shouldn’t feel too bad if I were you; ultimately, he had taken a huge gamble and failed. Perhaps more than one,” Inspector Hawthorne remarked delicately.

Audrey blushed but held his gaze. “I liked him a lot. I’m sorry, I know one ought not to say that about a murderer, but he was funny and charming, and deep down, I think there was good in him, even if it did get twisted up by jealousy and hate. But I also realized – almost from the start, I think – that he was reckless, perhaps even ruthless, and … well, it doesn’t matter now. I could never have fallen in love with him anyway.” 

Inspector Hawthorne cleared his throat. “Thank you, I–”

“No wait,” Philip jumped in. “I think we ought to hear more about that.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Tempest St. Clair, but I’m afraid I haven’t got the time. There are a great many reports waiting for me in London. All I need now is the truth about Miss Davenport and I’ll be on my way.”

“It’s very simple, Inspector. Audrey here – Miss Davenport, if you must – is the cousin by marriage of my cousin, Audrey Tempest St. Clair. Her father –” he pointed to Audrey, “– is the brother of my cousin’s stepfather.”

“Clear as mud, but I think I follow you. And her reason for pretending to be your cousin?” 

“Oh, just a little prank that the two of them decided to play on my family – high spirits and all that. I do believe Audrey here is quite contrite about any and all confusion she might have inadvertently caused.”

“Is all that true, Miss Davenport?”

“Y-yes, Inspector.”

Her reply was less convincing than it could have been, but Inspector Hawthorne decided to leave it alone. He picked up his hat from the table and got up to leave. He was nearly at the door when he stopped and turned back to Audrey. “D’you know, there is just one other thing I wanted to ask – purely to satisfy my curiosity, you understand. We know that Jean Dobson was a dispensary nurse during the war, but you also told Constable Hickley that you had been a nurse once and, I must tell you, that had us rather excited for a while. Was it true?”

Audrey nodded. 

“Only we couldn’t find any record of someone with your name registered as a nurse in England – and my chaps did look awfully hard for it.”

“It wasn’t in England, it was …” Audrey faltered, growing very pink. “It was in France,” she said quietly. 

Inspector Hawthorne did not miss Philip’s startled expression. Well, that answers that question, then, he thought to himself. He had a few others, but looking at his companions’ pained expressions, he decided to leave them unasked; that part of the story was, in the end, none of his business. Perhaps someday, over a glass of whisky, he might ask Philip for the details.

“Thank you for that explanation, Miss Davenport. Mr. Tempest St. Clair, please give my regards to your sister and tell her that young Marchmont has been fully cleared.”

“That’s great, but she might not care as much as you might expect.”

Inspector Hawthorne made a grimace. “Surely not Mr. Lagarde?”

Philip laughed. “Thankfully, no! You may rest easy, Inspector: Lagarde is fully out of the picture. But Stella announced this morning that she’s decided to put Richard’s money to good use and book a passage to Greece at the earliest opportunity. Apparently, she’s discovered a great yearning to see the Parthenon. Oh, and she’s taking Angela with her.”

Inspector Hawthorne opined that it sounded like a marvelous plan and expressed his hope that Miss Marchmont would find everything that she sought to discover on her travels. And with that, conscious that his own part of the scene had come to an end, he took his exit, leaving the stage to the two people who still had an ending to figure out. 

 



  Chapter 34

Audrey Tells the Rest
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“Iknow what you’re thinking.”

“No, you don’t.”

“You’re angry with me, I can tell.”

“I can’t see how, when I don’t know myself what I think or feel at the moment.”

“I didn’t lie, Philip!”

“No, you just didn’t tell the whole truth – again. Are you going to tell me now or must I drag it out of you by force? It’s really not my style, you know, and I’d much rather not.”

“I know, but I … I can’t,” Audrey said pleadingly.

“Yes, you can. It’s very easy: just tell me the name of the field hospital where you were a nurse. It was a field hospital, wasn’t it? Surely, you remember the place.” Seeing that she was refusing to meet his eyes, Philip reached out to touch her face, tucking a wayward curl behind her ear. “Shall I try to help? What if I say a name, perhaps it will jog your memory.”

He leaned down and whispered something in her ear. Slowly, she nodded, still not meeting his eyes.

“And, by some chance, were you there in the spring of 1918? Say, early April?”

Audrey nodded again.

“It was a pretty bloody time of the year, especially for us chaps flying planes. Quite a few of us got shot down around that time. You must have seen some bad cases. Even those of us lucky enough to escape being burnt alive or taken hostage were hardly a pretty sight. Not that some of us could see at all. Did you know that temporary blindness can be a side effect of taking a jolly big knock on the head?”

For a third time, Audrey nodded silently, her eyes filling up with tears.

“After I was shot down, I don’t remember much of anything until I woke up one day to find myself in a hospital on the coast, waiting for the boat that was supposed to take a bunch of us back to England. They told me I had been in and out of consciousness, mostly the latter, for the better part of two months. I never even realized when they took me out of the field hospital and put me in the transport van. I have almost no memories of that place at all, only flashes and fragments here and there. Most of them are nothing more than sensations, not especially pleasant ones. They probably came whenever the stuff they were giving me for the pain wore off. But there was half a name, half remembered and, I think … unless I was hallucinating more than I realized … yes, I’m fairly certain there was a kiss. Light as a feather, it was, just about here,” Philip added, brushing his cheek. “And there was a voice – no, the memory of a voice. Something I could almost recognize. Oh, Audrey, why didn’t you tell me?”

“Tell you what? Tell you there’d been a girl who nursed you when you were blind and very nearly dead? Who held your hand and tried to make you forget the pain the doctors couldn’t take away? Who tried to make you remember that you were still alive, and convince you to keep fighting to stay alive? Who … oh, but why tell you?! You said it yourself: you remember nothing of your time in that place. Certainly not that girl, whoever she was.”

She saw his eyes cloud over. “You’re wrong about that, Audrey,” he said quietly. “I have been trying to remember you all this time. I might have done so sooner, if you hadn’t gone out of your way to hide from me. Why did you? Not just now, but before – in France? You must have realized who I was.”

A small laugh escaped her lips. “Believe it or not, I had no idea who you were then. When we were young, Audrey never mentioned her father’s family name. I told you, didn’t I, how she called her relatives Aunt and Uncle Teapot? Hardly useful, you see. Even when I read–”

“When you read my notebook? You did, didn’t you? Fancy that thing surviving the crash! But go on – no need to be embarrassed. If anyone ought to be embarrassed, it’s me, knowing you read my philosophical dilettantisms and whatever poor excuse for poetry I saw fit to commit to the page.”

“No, I thought your poems were wonderful,” Audrey said breathlessly. “I still do.”

“You still remember them? You poor thing,” Philip observed sympathetically, flashing her a teasing grin. “We must make sure you get a hold of some better reading material. But never mind that now – I’m sorry, I interrupted you. You were explaining how you came to discover our family connection.”

“Your notebook didn’t mention anything that could have led me to imagine that you were Audrey’s cousin. No reason why it would, I suppose; you’d never met her. It was when Audrey received that letter from your aunt three months ago, and I saw the name on the envelope that I realized … well, the implausibility of there being two Englishmen named Philip Tempest St. Clair.”

“And that’s when you decided to pump my cousin for information about her English relatives and to present yourself to them as that very same cousin. And you are still going to maintain that it was all just a matter of … curiosity?”

“Yes,” Audrey whispered.

“I don’t believe you,” Philip countered. She heard no anger or sadness in his voice. There was, instead, a hint of something very much like jubilation. “Why did you really come here, Audrey? After everything that’s happened, why can’t you just tell me – at last?”

“Because it sounds mad!! Four years later, to come across a name I recognized – the name of a man I knew only briefly, who didn’t know me at all – and decide on a whim to go and look him up again. How could I say any of that without it seeming utterly mad?”

Having, at last, confessed her deepest secret, Audrey had no breath left in her body. Philip waited until she found the courage to look at him again, and offered a smile so heartbreakingly tender she felt herself on the brink of tears again. 

“And, yet, there is one thing that could explain it all and make perfect sense of it, isn’t there? One very simple explanation. For God’s sake, Audrey, won’t you put me out of my misery?! Tell me: is that why … can it be true? Did you come here because you – you –”

“– because I had a mad notion that I might be in love with you,” Audrey finished his question. 

“You thought you might be,” Philip repeated dully. 

Seeing his decidedly waterlogged expression, Audrey couldn’t stop herself from smiling. Though it was hard to hear above the thunderous drumming in her ears, but she spoke the words with infinite care, determined that there should be no more misunderstandings between them. Or any doubt at all.  

“Yes. I thought I was in love with you, and I came because I needed to know if it was true. And now I do,” she said.

For so shockingly simple a declaration, its effect was quite spectacular. In all her life, Audrey had never experienced an earthquake before – indeed, in retrospect, it seemed odd that such a thing should happen in the middle of the English countryside of all places – and she marveled at its ability to knock the breath out of her and leave her knees as weak as a wobbly pudding on the verge of collapse. Conveniently, a pair of strong arms happened to be wrapped tightly around her at the most critical time, neatly averting disaster. That they belonged to the same man who had unleashed the cataclysm with a long, searing kiss was, perhaps, not a coincidence. 

When, at length, Audrey found herself able to speak again, she discovered that there was, in fact, nothing else that needed to be said. Philip’s next question could be answered with a simple nod … and that was precisely what she did. 

It was a wise choice for a young lady whose lips – like the rest of her – were to be, for the foreseeable future, most happily engaged. 

 



  Epilogue
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The clock was ticking quietly on the mantel, next to a vase filled with wildflowers. Sunshine poured in through the open windows and, from a tree at the bottom of the garden, the song of a solitary robin. They burst into the room, laughing and clutching each other, only to realize, belatedly, that they were not alone.

“Aunt Georgie!!”

Mrs. Tempest St. Clair, comfortably settled on Philip’s settee, watched placidly as her nephew scrambled to run a hand through his tousled hair in a futile attempt to impose order on its riotous curls, then clutch at the tie he eventually realized he wasn’t wearing. Behind him, Audrey was engaged in a similar struggle. Having achieved some small measure of success in their respective endeavors, they came and took turns giving Mrs. Tempest St. Clair a kiss. Audrey dropped into an armchair next to the settee.

“I’m sorry, Aunt Georgie, but Philip didn’t tell me we were expecting you this afternoon,” she explained, at the same time bestowing a look of mild reproof upon the guilty party. It was a wasted effort, Philip being at that moment busy picking a tiny white goose feather out of her hair.

“Had you, in fact, told me you were coming, Aunt Georgie,” he asked distractedly. “No, yes, of course you did! All my fault, I’m afraid – mind like a sieve, these days. I hope you haven’t been waiting too long. Audrey and I were just, errm …”

“– going through the linen cupboards,” his wife filled in. “Taking stock and, ah – counting. Sheets and pillowcases and all that sort of thing.”

Mrs. Tempest St. Clair, who had once been a newlywed herself, nodded with a perfectly straight face. “That’s a very good idea, my dear. If you find yourself short of anything, do let me know – I know a very good shop in Alton. Lovely things and very reasonable prices.”

Audrey signaled her appreciation for the offer with an inarticulate cry; someone had just planted a stealth kiss on the back of her neck.

“Sorry, darling, I thought I saw a spider crawling up the side of the cushion there,” Philip announced, straightening up again. “Now, Aunt Georgie, please refresh my memory: had you arranged to come for a particular purpose, or is this a general-purpose visit? Not that we’re not wonderfully happy to see you either way, only you had better tell me right away if there’s something else that I was supposed to remember.”

“Nothing to signify, my dear. I’m here to drop off the keys to Laurel Cottage, for safe-keeping. Mrs. Banbury has the other set, but I thought it you ought to have this one, just in case. I daresay I could have left them for you on the doorstep with a note, only I did wonder if you’d end up overlooking the note and misplacing the keys, so I thought it best to stay and wait until you came down. I did knock – four times, quite loudly – but there was no answer, and the front door was open, so I thought you were expecting me after all.”

“You did the right thing,” Audrey rushed to reassure her. “Philip would have missed the note or the keys or both, I’m sure. If you give them to me, I’ll make sure they are put in a safe place at least one of us will remember.”

“Witness, Aunt Georgie, that I have fallen into the hands of a domestic tyrant – as ruthlessly methodical and organized as she is beautiful.”

“Indeed, my dear,” his aunt agreed. “We all know how extremely lucky you are.”

Audrey blushed prettily and asked Mrs. Tempest St. Clair if she would stay for tea.

“No, I must be off shortly. Edith had Sugden drive her to the post office while I waited here for you, but I expect she’ll be back any minute, and then we shall need to get on. It’s a drive to Portsmouth, and we would like to arrive at our hotel before sundown.”

“When do you take the ferry to Deauville?”

“We are booked the day after tomorrow. I am not sure how I shall manage to keep Edith busy till then – she is fit to burst with excitement.”

“I think she has been waiting for this trip for a long time,” Audrey remarked, remembering a past conversation in the conservatory at Cheveley Manor. It seemed like a lifetime ago; in fact, only a few months had passed – though, in fairness, they had been eventful ones.

“Ought we keep an eye on Cheveley Manor as well as the cottage, while you two go gallivanting around the world?”

“We are only traveling to France, Philip, and I would hardly call it gallivanting at our age,” Mrs. Tempest St. Clair corrected him. “No, that won’t be necessary; Collins is staying on, and Mrs. Jessop and Doris, so they will look after the house. By the by, I have been meaning to ask: have you had any letters from your sister recently? How are she and Angela faring?”

“Telegrams are more Stella’s line, Aunt Georgie, and yes – we received one two days ago. They’ve made it to Nice and seem to be having a jolly good time there. I have a feeling the Parthenon may have to wait a bit to be graced with their presence. If Stella discovers Monte Carlo, Greece may as well fall off the map.”

“That sounds very nice,” Mrs. Tempest St. Clair declared. “And what about you two? Have you decided where you would like to take your honeymoon? I expect you’ll want to wait until spring, rather than travel in winter.”

“Philip is being terribly difficult, so we haven’t made any decisions yet, Aunt Georgie.”

“How am I being difficult? On the contrary, I have been extremely reasonable. I’ve said I don’t care where we go, or how, or when, as long as, when we get there, there’s a decent bed, room service, and no way for anyone to get a hold of us for at least a month.”

Blushing aggressively, Audrey told him to put a sock in it. An unrepentant grin was the only reply she received.

“My parents are very eager to meet Philip, and they’re pushing rather heavily the idea that we spend our honeymoon in Philadelphia –”

“Which I’m all for, provided I still get to have you all to myself for a month first,” Philip interjected.

“We shall be quite alone now, darling, until Aunt Georgie and Edith return from their trip,” Audrey pointed out to her husband, who replied that it didn’t count, owing to the lack of room service – a remark that earned him a playful swat. 

A car horn sounded outside on the street.

Mrs. Tempest St. Clair stood up and straightened her skirt. “Well, my dears, that’s my signal. I ought to hurry, or else Edith might just decide to leave without me.” 

Farewells were duly exchanged, along with promises of regular correspondence, and Mrs. Tempest St. Clair allowed her nephew to escort her to the front door. Pausing on the threshold, she turned back and touched a gloved hand to his cheek.

“I am very happy for you both, my dear – that you found each other at last. Mind that you hold tight.”

“Very little chance of anything else,” Philip assured her cheerfully.

When he returned to the sitting room, he found Audrey curled up in her favorite armchair, which had been, until quite recently, his favorite armchair. The end of his bachelordom had necessitated a series of similar sacrifices, most of which he had barely noticed and none of which he had begrudged. He was, in fact, terrifically happy. Nonetheless, looking at his lovely bride, he frowned.

“I do wish you wouldn’t always sit in that chair,” he remarked plaintively.

“Whyever not? You said it was mine – by right of conquest,” Audrey reminded him. “Are you already taking back your promises, and the wedding not even two weeks past?”

“Nothing of the sort! Only it’s dashed impossible for a fellow to put his arm around you when you’re sitting in it. I don’t suppose I can persuade you to trade places?”

“And where will I be sitting then?”

“Allow me to demonstrate,” Philip offered. He took the seat vacated by Audrey and, with a swift move, pulled her onto his lap. “I hope you’ll agree this is a far more satisfactory arrangement.”

Audrey hid her smile in his shirtfront, her head resting against his shoulder. 

“Are you happy, darling?”

“Wonderfully happy,” Audrey admitted.

“Worth the wait?”

Her answer came in the form of a long, probing kiss, which he correctly interpreted as an unconditional affirmative.

“That’s nicely settled then,” Philip observed after a while. “Audrey?”

“Hmm?”

“Do you think you’ll always be happy being Mrs. Tempest St. Clair?”

Audrey pondered the question thoughtfully for a moment. 

“Well, darling, it’s a bit unwieldy as far as last names go, but as you know, I’ve had something in the way of practice already, so I think I’ll manage.”

“I say, I don’t think it’s cricket to tease a poor, besotted chap like that,” Philip protested. 

By way of restitution, he began to kiss her neck slowly, tracing a downward arc to her collarbone. In this manner, he nearly robbed himself of a proper answer to his question, and it was only by determined effort that Audrey was, at last, able to whisper it.

“I think I shall be very happy, indeed.”
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