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About the Book

Brimley Manor, home to an eccentric museum of oddities from its owner’s lifetime of exotic travels also holds dark secrets. And when a suspicious fire breaks out, the biggest question must be …was it just an accident? Sarah and Jack think not and as they begin to explore the history and people of Brimley Manor, they soon learn that this very curious place might also be quite deadly …


Main Characters

Jack Brennan is a former NYPD homicide detective who lost his wife three years ago. Being retired, all he wants is peace and quiet. Which is what he hopes to find in the quiet town of Cherringham, UK. Living on a canal boat, he enjoys his solitude. But soon enough he discovers that something is missing — the challenge of solving crimes. Surprisingly, Cherringham can help him with that.

Sarah Edwards is a web designer who was living in London with her husband and two kids. Three years ago, he ran off with his sexy American boss, and Sarah’s world fell apart. With her children she moved back to her home town, laid-back Cherringham. But the small town atmosphere is killing her all over again — nothing ever happens. At least, that’s what she thinks until Jack enters her life and changes it for good or worse …
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1. The Night Shift

Charlie Barrow got up from the simple wooden chair inside the small stone room — once an old coal cellar, he imagined.

Now, though, it was a place to pass the hours between his nightly walks through Brimley Manor. The room, dank and humid in summer, like it was now, but damp and chilly in the autumn and winter. Even with a portable heater it was almost unbearable in January or February.

Unbearable, that is, if Charlie hadn’t had his own little supply of personal anti-freeze.

Not too much, he knew.

Just a little nip, here and there.

Harder for Clifford, the gardener-cum-daytime-custodian, a considerably older fellow who, with kids often mucking about in the property, probably couldn’t hide away in here and have a dram of Famous Grouse now and then.

No, this night shift suited Charlie.

And the fact that he had to be up all night?

Not a problem at all. He could sleep while the wife was up, freed from her incessant chatter and the endless chores she was always discovering — or more likely, creating — for him in their little cottage on the other side of Cherringham.

The cottage — not much of a place but, like this job, perfect for him.

Charlie grabbed his torch, a large silver item packed with four hefty batteries. Tight in his hand, it looked more like a lethal truncheon. The light cast a bright, strong beam.

He slipped his small silver flask into his pocket, always aware of how many sips he had taken.

Needed to make it last till dawn.

Have that last blissful drop as the sun came up.

That is, if it wasn’t overcast. The weather was so mixed up lately that sometimes there was no sun to be seen while Charlie waited for Clifford to appear. The old fella, bleary-eyed from just waking up, paper cup of coffee in his hand as Charlie tipped an invisible hat and sailed off to his cottage.

Bit of a hike away, on the edge of Cherringham.

But again, that also suited Charlie just fine.

Leaving the car there, meant the wife could go off and busy herself with an errand of some sort.

Plants! That was her latest thing.

As if the bloody cottage wasn’t totally surrounded with all that God deemed fit to grow in this lovely corner of the world.

Never enough for my Edna, he thought.

Charlie quickly slipped his phone into his pocket. No walkie-talkie needed here since, well, the old Brimley manor house was his purview alone.

“My purview …” he said, liking the sound of the word. The meaning — he guessed — would stump anyone from the current dimwit generation with their Facebooking, and Twitter-this, Insta-that.

“Bollocks, all of it,” he said aloud.

He enjoyed the company and comfort provided by his own words.

And then — all ready — he marched up the three stone steps, from the small pseudo guardhouse and out into the humid night air.

Charlie certainly didn’t hurry as he made his way through what had been — back in the manor house’s prime — some sort of a sunken garden.

Now, it was just another neglected and overgrown spot. These days, more pressing areas received the attention of the overworked Clifford and that young lad that helped him. Those two — barely able to keep the grounds from looking like a dump.

And he had to marvel — imagine! — this place, managed by the mighty Conservation Trust!

“Managed,” he said, his voice low, muttering. “If this is bloody managing, no wonder the whole country’s going to hell in a handcart!”

More steps.

Handcart. Now, just what is that? Charlie thought. Some kind of wheelbarrow?

More steps rose up from the sunken flat area of weeds and dead flowers to the gravel path that led to the manor house.

It was dark, save for a few lights outside that barely outlined the hulking shape of the big house and the other outbuildings.

No impressive “sound and light” show taking place here nightly, he thought. Not like some of the Trust’s properties in the area.

Oh no. Brimley Manor? Way down the spending list — for years.

As he reached the top of the steps, he turned and looked left to the small farmhouse, part of the estate, just a couple of minutes’ walk down the roadway that led from the east end of the building. That house, probably no larger than Charlie’s own modest cottage.

But where — apparently — the lone surviving heir of the Brimley “fortunes” lived.

The Honourable Peregrine Brimley.

Honourable? That was a bit of a moot point.

Not that Charlie had ever seen him.

That cottage must have been, he thought, part of the deal for letting the Conservation Trust take over the manor house and run it as — what? — a museum?

Some place of historical value?

Charlie shook his head at the thought — it was hardly either one of those.

Another glance down the roadway, to the small farmhouse. A few warm yellow lights on. That house attached to some fields, a vegetable patch, couple of pigs, a chicken coop.

Not much of a farm to speak of, but apparently the Brimley heir was able to get by, selling whatever he grew to the local shops and restaurants.

Charlie, having seen about every inch of the manor house, often wondered just what kind of nutter was Peregrine Brimley?

Was said offspring — grandchild or whatever — as off his rocker as the original Brimley?

Well, as long as Charlie’s duties were confined to night time, he doubted he’d ever get the chance to find out.

Charlie turned his attention back to the house looming above him in the darkness, the walls thick with ancient ivy.

Up ahead, a flight of broad stone stairs. The stone, a traditional Cotswolds yellow, like the manor house itself.

Leading to massive wooden doors, as if ready to permit entry to amazing visitors from important places — the great and the mighty.

But why on earth would they ever visit this place?

“A mad house.” That’s how Charlie described it to his mates when he met them at the Ploughman’s on his one night off a week. “Stuff in there,” he’d say, “well, you just wouldn’t believe it.”

And his friends, couple of pints in, all said they should come visit, on the one day a month that it was actually open to visitors!

Fat chance of that happening.

Charlie paused at the top of the stairs and fished out a plastic card, his key that opened those great doors. A small concession to modernity that the cash-strapped Trust seemed to have been able to afford.

Things were mighty tight these days.

Never more so than inside here, Charlie thought.

The door popped open.

Up to his right was one of the few CCTV cameras recording whoever was about to enter.

Every 24 hours, the recording erased. No high-tech security system or monitoring taking place here.

Just a handful of cameras.

To protect all its treasures. Ha!

And then — knowing that as close as the air was out here, inside, was going to be even worse — he entered Brimley Manor.


2. Something in the Air

Once inside, Charlie knew that he’d better look dutiful, as he shut the door behind him tight, and slipped on the light of his massive torch.

No house lights on — those were the rules. Dodgy wiring at night too much of a risk, he guessed.

Look sharp now! he thought. You’re being recorded,

He knew that above him sat another CCTV camera designed to catch anyone upon entering. But now it was seeing only Charlie, off to begin his nightly rounds.

Three times a night, same drill.

Why three times? Wouldn’t one check in the dead of night suffice?

Still, they were paying for his services, so why complain?

Not that it was such a princely sum. The funds allotted to his salary were at the same measly level as the other facilities in the house.

Like the cheap and scarce cameras.

Only four of them in the whole place. Though that fella from the Conservation Trust, Mr Jessop, had said “next year, expect the full Monty!” Cameras — linked to a security service — in each room. Maybe even motion sensors, inside and out.

All of which would most likely make Charlie’s services he imagined, redundant.

Torch light on, Charlie took a breath. The rule was always to begin on the first floor, and work his way down, following the same trail.

Through the rooms filled with Brimley’s weirdness.

And Charlie had to admit, not a night went by during that slow walk through what was dubbed “the collection” that didn’t unsettle him.

You’d have to be made of stone, he thought, not to get a little rattled.

All that old and strange junk in every room?

And that funny feeling he sometimes got that he was being … well … watched.

Impossible, he knew. Come six o’clock, all the daytime staff cleared off home, sharpish: that new girl doing the research, Clifford the gardener, the young lad helping him …

And anyway — you needed one of these fancy plastic keys to get in these days and they were like gold dust. So no way could there be anybody actually in the house at night.

Although …

Couple of times these last few months he could swear he’d seen a figure just out of the corner of his eye, disappearing down the corridor.

Or a shape — moving — reflected in one of the glass cabinets.

And once he thought he heard footsteps. Even a low voice, muttering, barely audible.

Not that he’d told anyone, mind. Only Edna.

And she’d had a good laugh about it. Tried to spook him for a week after — popping up behind him and saying “boo!”

Not worth the bother, reporting that to the Trust either. They’d only think he’d lost his marbles and get someone else for the night shift.

Maybe I have lost it? he thought, laughing to himself. I’d be the last to know, wouldn’t I?

He reached the broad staircase, the deep maroon rug only looking red where his torchlight hit it. The rest, murky black, the hand rail barely visible.

He started up, when something hit his nostrils.

Charlie was used to the various smells to be found in the old place, depending on whatever bizarre room you happened to find yourself in.

The smells of age. Of decay. Of cloth material growing sere, crumbly. Yellowed paper racing towards disintegration.

The glue of some exhibits discoloured, cracking.

Even rooms with mostly wood and metal, like the vintage bicycle room, even those smelled of age and strangeness.

But this …

He stopped.

Another sniff, deeper now.

No doubt what it was.

Smoke!

He inhaled deep again, and confirmed that it was definitely a smoky smell, coming from upstairs, but still faint here.

Right here, bottom of the stairs, barely could smell it.

But he pointed his torch up.

And while that light caught the paintings of who-knows-who and who-knows-what lining the staircase — and with one final grisly figure in a huge painting glaring down from the top — he could see, hanging ghostlike in the dark at the top of the stairs, the thinnest whisper of smoke.

Charlie, well past his prime, well past any days where speed could be summoned, did his best, hand grasping at the nearby banner, to race up the creaky stairs.

*

Charlie nearly tripped at the top, somehow missing that one last step, fumbling with the giant torch.

He stopped, scanning left, right, looking for the tell-tale trail of smoke, peering into the darkness, trying to work out where the smoke was coming from.

Again, doing exactly what he had been instructed to.

So important, he had been told, in any emergency — pipes bursting, fire, electrical problem, anything — to determine exactly where it was happening, to guide the fire team there so they wouldn’t waste their time.

Losing valuable minutes.

In fact, what Charlie really felt like doing was turning around, getting the hell out of the old place, and then alerting the fire brigade.

Let them handle it!

But now he saw wisps of the smoke to the left, in the corridor — and Charlie moved in that direction cautiously …

Passing through — as he knew he would — his least favourite room, the one filled with dolls.

Hundreds of glass and plastic eyes looking at him.

“The stuff of bloody nightmares,” he had told Edna.

Now they seemed to be waiting for him again, dead eyes all expectant as he resolutely moved through the room to a narrow chamber.

On either side of this tight hallway, built into the wall, glass cases.

Filled with thimbles!

At least, that’s what Charlie thought they were.

But in this hallway, still only the faint smell of the smoke.

Which damn room was it coming from? Could be anywhere, all these rooms such funny shapes, a right old patchwork, a proper maze.

To the next room, opening up to see a dozen chunky dress mannequins, all wearing Japanese armour from centuries ago.

Samurai, he imagined.

Breastplates. Curved, ornate swords nearly as large as the figures, strange helmets that looked far less functional than their European counterparts (with a Brimley room devoted to that medieval armour all the way on the other side of the manor house).

Slower now.

He could feel the smoke at the back of his throat.

With his free hand, he dug out his phone, to have it at the ready.

More steps, such cautious steps now, as the smoke thickened.

Until he reached another narrow hallway that led into the next room.

The music room.

Least that’s what he called it …

Filled with instruments of every kind.

Old, ancient instruments, kind of thing Charlie was sure nobody played these days.

And then in the corner of the room he saw the forked flickers of a flame.

He backed away, fast as he could, bumping into a suit of Samurai armour, sending the wobbly swordsman falling down with a loud clang, making even more noise as it bumped into another full suit of armour, that smashed backwards into a glass display case, the noise suddenly deafening in the still-quiet manor house.

Charlie had the phone out, screen glowing, even as he took more clumsy steps back, to the hallway out.

Hitting the number that was at the top of his screen.

One ring, two rings.

Then a voice — calm. Almost too calm!

“Emergency, which service do you require?”

“Fire!” Charlie yelled, as if sharing the bad news. “We got a fire.”

“Putting you through …”

“Bloody hell!” said Charlie. “Can’t you—?”

“Fire service,” came a new voice. “What’s your location, caller?”

“Brimley Manor, Cherringham. Fire! There’s a fire. A bloody fire! Upstairs! First floor,” he said, hurrying on. “I can see it now! Room to the left, past the room with Japanese armour. Smoke spreading.”’

The voice finally cut him off.

“On our way,” the voice simply said. Then, as if stating the obvious, “Sir, please leave the house now and get as far away as you can, the engine will be with you shortly.”

And with the alert sounded, Charlie turned his backward crawl into a stumbling bolt, racing back past the perhaps now-doomed dolls, to the stairs.

Take care here … don’t want a nasty trip … tumble down. House going up in flames! That would be bad …

So, the steps, one at a time, hand on the bannister as if locked on.

To the door.

Always so wedged into the frame, needing a real hard yank to open.

Remembering now, even in his panicked dash, to press his key card against the plastic square with the small illuminated red dot near the doorknob.

Quick thought: What if electricity in the house is damaged, and the door doesn’t open?

What then?

But he heard a click, saw the small red dot turn green and, with as strong a tug as he could, pulled open the door.

The night air had never tasted so good.

And always one to follow good advice, he hurried down the stone steps, across the gravel driveway, and even kept going past his small stone guard house to the side.

Getting as much distance between himself and the fire as he could imagine.

Not looking back.

And as he kept on moving away for just a few more moments, he heard the siren.

The fire brigade on its way.

He’d be safe.

That was good!

But Brimley Manor?

Who knew?

And save for the measly job and the money it offered him … who the hell really cared?


3. Anton Jessop of the Conservation Trust

Jack had found parking not far from Huffington’s. With the peak tourist season passed, fall in the air, it became a tad easier to find a free space in Cherringham’s Market Square.

And with his “new” 1962 MGA — still not a large car though certainly roomier than his old Sprite — he could easily fit in tight spots.

The sleek, racing-green MGA, on an open straight road, a Roman road? Pretty amazing to push its 1600cc engine, and see just how speedy it could be.

Jack guessed it would perform real well in a road rally — not an activity that he had yet indulged in.

But with this beauty? Maybe someday …

Might be something fun to try.

And as he entered Huffington’s — getting, as always, bright smiles from the staff, none of them ever quite used to the novelty of an American in Cherringham, it seemed — he spotted Sarah sitting at what he thought of as their “usual table”.

Near the back, away from the bustle, and when not lunch time, tea time, or morning rush, always a quiet spot to chat.

About Cherringham and crime.

She was sitting with a man who, she had told Jack, wanted rather urgently to meet them. Apparently, the elderly gentleman in the dark suit wanted to discuss “a matter of utmost urgency and discretion”.

And Jack had responded “You know me, Sarah, I’m a sucker for such ‘matters’.”

At that she had laughed.

Now as he made his way over, a third chair awaiting him, Sarah spotted him, waved, and Jack joined them.

*

The man rose from the table, nodded and shook Jack’s hand.

“Mr Brennan—”

“Jack, please.”

Funny, how he always thought how “Mr Brennan” never sounded quite right.

Mr Brennan? That was his dad — tough old guy, hard working.

But Jack, to all those who worked with him, both above and below in the ranks of the NYPD, was always “Jack”.

And he liked that just fine …

“I was just explaining to your colleague here that — oh my name, by the way, Anton Jessop — I’m on the Board of the Conservation Trust.”

Jack nodded as the man produced two business cards.

Jack looked at it. Conservation Trust. Having visited many of the historical sites in the area, he knew that the Trust was responsible for maintaining and running most of them.

Then Janey, a waitress who never seemed to let Jack’s visits go unnoticed, was at his shoulder.

“Sorry, Jack. Get you something? Your usual?”

Jack’s usual — these days at least — tea, no milk. A scone, if any were still to be had, with a pat or two of butter. His New York City regimen of endless cups of joe … gone. Pleasantly so, he observed.

And the bakery items here? About as close to paradise as one could get.

“Great, Janey.”

The grey-haired woman beamed again, then turned.

Jack nodded at Sarah, who was enjoying her own tea and a scone.

It had been a while since they had done any ‘work’ together. They’d had a few dinners over the past month, catching up on her kids, and news of her assistant Grace’s wedding plans (and boy, was that date looming close).

“Yes, um, so there has been an unfortunate incident at one of our local properties, Brimley Manor. Perhaps you’ve visited it? Driven past it, maybe?”

Not only had Jack not visited it, but the name rang no bell.

Guess, he thought, there are always things to be discovered, even in a small village in the Cotswolds.

“Can’t say I have.”

Sarah jumped in. “It’s not terribly far from here, Jack — tucked away off the Hook Norton road. And not really open to the public. Isn’t that right, Mr Jessop?”

Jessop nodded. “’Fraid so, with the budget cuts and all, and the place in need of work, a lot of work … we have actually been opening to the public only one day a month.”

Once a month? Jack thought. Why even bother?

“We do our best — of course — to maintain the place, and its collection. The grounds, as well.”

“Collection?” Jack said, as his tea arrived, accompanied by an absolutely beautiful looking scone, with two pats of butter on the plate.

“Yes, the collection of Mr Horatio Brimley. Eccentric old chap. Travelled the world in the 1920s and gathered a rather eclectic array of items.”

Jack turned to Sarah. “You’ve been there Sarah?”

“Can’t say I have. Like I said, I knew of its existence. Assumed it would eventually open full time. Like the rest of the Trust’s sites.”

“Of course, that was … is the plan.”

Jack noticed that Jessop still hadn’t responded to his query about the collection within the manor house. Collection of what?

Some secret there, Jack wondered?

“And the incident?” Jack said, picking up a dainty butter knife, splitting open the scone, and then smearing butter inside.

While Jessop answered, he took a bite.

Heaven indeed …

“A fire, I’m afraid. Destroyed one room completely, and did some major damage to an adjoining space. Fortunately, our night watchman had already begun his rounds, alerted the emergency services. Still, as I said, one room, absolutely destroyed. Everything in it.”

“Which was?”

“Musical instruments. From all over the world. Some dating back hundreds of years.”

“How awful,” said Sarah. “I imagine they were valuable?”

“The actual instruments? Hmm, surprisingly not. Luckily, we have had someone going through all the items during the last few months. Cataloguing them, you see. All very interesting, to be sure. But real cash value?” Jessop shook his head. “Not really. Curios, copies, oddments. Still, there is a loss — it will all add up. Damage to the room, the house itself. The sprinklers in the second room made a mess of things there. When the fire hoses went on, that water went down to the ground floor — another room’s ‘treasures’ ruined, I’m afraid.”

Jack nodded.

Interesting and all, he thought. But why did this Jessop, on behalf of the Trust, contact me and Sarah?

He caught Sarah look at him.

Probably wondering the same thing.

He took another bite of his oh-so-delicious scone. And, as if passing a football, Sarah did the smallest of nods, and turned back to Jessop.

*

Sarah could guess that Jack was — well — as confused as she was.

Fire. Caused some damage. Significant loss.

But why us? she thought.

Jessop paused — perhaps sensing that question.

“The insurance company, of course, has initiated an investigation. Until that’s completed, we will get no payment. Any restoration work delayed. But everyone on the Board unanimously felt that we should have our own people, if you like, look into the incident. If the insurance company discovers something or not, it’s best we know exactly what happened. How it happened.”

Sarah nodded again: “Was there anything suspicious about it?”

“Suspicious? Ah, well that’s not for me to say. But I’m doubtful. Brimley Manor is an old place, just about being maintained. God, one can only imagine what the electrical system was like.”

“You mentioned sprinklers damaging a second room,” Jack said, “but not where the fire started?”

A nod from Jessop.

“The sprinklers are original to the house, going back fifty years or so. Not exactly state of the art, I’m afraid. And not in every room. It was felt that if an accidental tripping of a sprinkler happened, the entire contents of the room could be destroyed. So the music room — all the aged wood of the instruments — well, it simply did not have one.”

“Giving the fire an opportunity — however it was started — to take hold?”

At that, Sarah watched as Jack turned to her. The quickest of looks.

And it was almost as if she could see the gears in his mind clicking, connecting.

Questions leading to suspicions. Suspicions leading to theories.

Jack’s scone had disappeared. But Sarah could see that her detective partner — sitting across from the representative of the Trust — was engaged.

“So, um,” Jack said slowly, “why contact us, specifically?”

Jessop took a breath, almost as if the answer to that simply must be obvious.

“We — some members of the Trust and I — well, we’ve asked around, as to who might help us. Including my good friend in the village, the solicitor Tony Standish.”

“Know him well,” Jack said.

Jessop paused and nodded at that, waiting a moment before continuing. “Yes, well, quite consistently from everyone, I must tell you, even from the local constabulary — your two names kept popping up.”

Another breath.

“We can pay your usual fee, of course, to investigate the fire. Interview all the staff, the night watchman … just to be absolutely sure we are not missing anything.”

Jessop squinted as if afraid of the answer.

“Think you might consider taking it on?”

Jack grinned, then a look to Sarah as she answered …

*

“Usual fee? I’m afraid that Jack and I, well our usual fee is usually zero.”

“Oh,” Jessop said, a bit disappointed at that.

She hurried to explain. “What we do, we do gratis, Mr Jessop. If we feel we can help someone who needs help. And I’m sure you can find a professional who investigates such things.”

But Jessop shook his head. “I’m afraid with all your recommendations, and being local, the Trust would be most disappointed.”

Then Sarah had an idea.

She looked at Jack. “I don’t know. Things are pretty quiet in the office; the holiday madness over for another summer. Think you might be interested?”

And she knew the answer to that one.

Those gears, clicking away? He was already interested.

A nod. “Sure.”

She turned back to Jessop. “As to our fee, how about whatever you would be paying, you donate to a worthy cause of our choice?”

“Splendid. All and sundry will be most pleased to hear this news.”

Then Jessop produced a manila envelope.

“The papers in there have everything you will need: all the people who work at the property, contact numbers for the Trust, my personal contact details. I shall definitely need you to keep me posted. Oh, and I have alerted everyone on that list that we will — in addition to the number crunchers from the insurance company — have some people looking into the incident.”

Sarah reached out and pulled the envelope close.

The title in block letters on the folder itself was interesting.

Brimley Manor Investigation

“And I shall warn them all that they will be contacted by you two.”

And at that, Jessop stood up, as if his good fortune might dissipate if he lingered.

“I’ll do that right now.”

And he stuck his hand out to Jack, then to her. A quick shake, a smile; and the funny little man from the Trust, so precise in his words, sailed to the exit, and out of Huffington’s.

Sarah looked at Jack.

“Well — shall we?”

And equally bemused, Jack grinned back as Sarah undid the clasp of the envelope and opened it to see just who they might be talking to over the next few days.


4. A Not-So-Guided Tour

Sarah leaned back in the passenger seat of Jack’s new car, enjoying the wind in her hair, this warm September afternoon.

“You still miss the Sprite?” she said, looking at Jack, shades on, his body filling the tan leather seat of the sports car.

“Hmm. Sure. Had a lot of fun in that car — didn’t we?”

“That we did,” said Sarah. Thinking back to some hair-raising chases, night-long surveillances, careful tailing …

“But you know — this car — heck, it’s built for a guy like me,” said Jack. “Comfy, too. Sitting here — could be in one of those armchairs, what do they call them, all electric …?”

“It’ll come to me.”

“And boy … put my foot down? Like this?” Sarah heard the engine snarl as Jack kicked up a gear and hit the pedal — the car shot forward along the empty road. “And I can’t see anybody in these parts catching us.”

“Hmm, yes. Speed limits? Cops? Remember?”

“Oh yeah, sure. Well, just saying, you could give anyone a run for their money.”

He slowed down.

Looking ahead, she saw a battered old signpost to Brimley village.

“There you go. Think this could be our turn.”

Jack slowed some more — and they turned off the main road, down a narrow country lane, stone walls soon pressing tightly in on either side.

“I meant to ask you what you made of Mr Jessop yesterday?” she said.

“Hmm.”

“You had that expression …”

He grinned at that. “Go on.”

“The ‘something not quite right here’ look.”

Jack laughed. “True fact. Guess I was trying to figure out why he needs us. Kinda overkill, hmm? What with the insurance people giving it a close look.”

“I know. But I looked up Brimley Manor online last night. Dug around. The Trust has big plans for the house. Part of a new national policy. Multi-million investment.”

“Ah. So — maybe wanting to make sure there’s no bad apples lurking in the barrel?”

“Exactly. Or maybe Mr Jessop’s just — pardon my French — covering his ass?”

“Couldn’t have put it better myself,” said Jack, smiling.

Minutes later, they drove through a tiny hamlet — Brimley village perhaps? — and Sarah checked the map on her phone.

Hardly a village at all.

“Should be just a couple of hundred yards,” she said, peering ahead.

Round another blind bend, and there was Brimley Manor.

On a hill, just a hundred yards ahead, surrounded by a huddle of barns and buildings, the elegant ivy-covered building rose above them. Its soft Cotswolds stone caught the late sun, and there was a run of five or six windows on the top floor below tall chimneys and triangular eaves.

A “Conservation Trust” sign on the side of the road pointed to an almost-empty visitors’ car park where Jack swung the car round and parked facing the house, next to an old beaten-up Golf.

From this angle, Sarah saw Brimley Manor as its well-heeled visitors must have done hundreds of years ago: a grand residence enclosed in a formal walled garden. Its expansive front lawns were criss-crossed with gravel paths and dominated by a beautifully carved cherub fountain — said cherub pointing a pint-sized bow and arrow up to the sky.

To one side of the house, she saw more lawns, looking more in need of a mow, and a long glass hothouse, even from here, clearly filled with lush, green vegetation.

Inside, she could just see the dark shape of someone probably tending to the plants.

“Quite the place,” said Jack, turning the engine off.

Silence, now. Just the lowing of distant cows. The house and gardens so sheltered in this fold of valleys.

No wonder I’ve never been before, thought Sarah. With no sign on the main road, you’d never even know it was here.

Sarah followed Jack as he climbed out of the car.

“We’re closed,” came a voice from behind them.

Sarah turned, to see a white-haired man in a shabby tweed jacket and overalls emerge through a side gate, and stand, wiping his hands on a cloth.

Sarah looked at Jack, who raised his eyebrows.

“Such a warm greeting,” he said, and together they walked towards the man. “Guess the case starts here.”

*

Jack smiled and held out his hand.

“Jack Brennan,” he said. “And this is Sarah Edwards.”

Still wiping with the cloth, the man ignored Jack’s hand and just nodded.

“Charlie Barrow.”

“Mr Barrow — the night watchman, yes?” said Sarah.

A slight nod in response.

“I hope Mr Jessop told you we were coming,” she continued.

“He did,” said the man. “’Cause that’s why I’m here an hour before my shift is supposed to start, isn’t it? Otherwise, I wouldn’t even be here, right?”

The friendliness continues, Jack thought.

Then the watchman turned and walked ahead of them across the lawn towards the house.

Jack looked at Sarah and shrugged, then followed.

*

When they reached the front door, the man put a card against a reader and the lock popped open.

Jack took in the CCTV camera above the door, almost hidden in the thick ivy that swathed the house like a blanket.

Could be useful, he thought. If they kept the tapes.

“CCTV. Pretty good security then?” he said.

“Nah — it’s all show,” said Charlie, pushing open the door. “Done on the cheap, if you ask me.”

Even on the doorstep, Jack could smell the bitter smoky residue of the fire, so familiar from investigations back in NYC.

This fire — no victims.

But memories returned to him of other fires where he’d seen terrible sights. Some of his toughest days on the job.

They followed Charlie into a dark and stifling hallway and waited while he turned on the light switches.

Two ancient wall lamps flickered into dim life and Jack looked around: the room had low ceilings and wood-panelled walls, every inch covered with paintings, framed photos or maps.

Jack saw that everything was covered with a film of smoke and dust: it also seemed the debris and disturbance from the event had yet to be cleared away. Books, carpets, paintings, curtains and water-stained furniture had been piled up like garbage — smelly, sodden messes.

“Imagine … you’ll be wanting to see where it happened,” said Charlie, heading for a broad staircase that led upstairs.

“Yes. Thank you,” said Sarah.

“We’ll also need to talk to you,” said Jack.

Charlie stopped at the foot of the stairs, turned around.

Not pleased.

“Mr Jessop didn’t say anything about that,” said Charlie.

“Won’t take long,” said Sarah.

“Better not,” said Charlie. “I still got my shift, you know? Fire or no fire.”

“We will be fast. Mind if we call you Charlie?” asked Jack.

“If you have to,” said Charlie climbing the stairs.

Half way up, he paused and turned again:

“Well do come on, if you’re coming. I ain’t got all day. As you know.”

Jack darted a quick smile at Sarah — then together they climbed the stairs of Brimley Manor.

*

“Here’s where it started. Right here.”

Charlie Barrow stood in the centre of the music room, the place still rank from the fire damage, doused with water.

Sarah stepped into the room, Jack right behind her. She could see that the panelling had turned totally black in spots and, towards the back, one wall bore the signs of something being smashed into it, perhaps a fire axe, the exposed unburnt wood and shards sharply contrasting with the burnt surface.

And the air?

Barely breathable. Sarah had to force herself to take shallow breaths, or she’d gag.

But the room itself … save for all that damage … empty.

“So, all the musical instruments?” she said.

Charlie nodded, then turned to her.

Jack meanwhile seemed to be walking the perimeter of the room, bending down now and then, crouching in spots, rubbing his fingers along the wood.

“Well, I wasn’t here, when they came. I mean the insurance people. Clifford — he’s the gardener but he takes a turn on duty during the day when the house is open — he just said they came up. The instruments all in pieces, some burnt into blackened twigs. Couldn’t even tell they were bloody instruments.”

Jack got up from his crouch, wiping his blackened fingers on his jeans.

“They took all that away?”

The night guard nodded. “I suppose to look for any signs how the damn thing started.”

“No word on that?” Sarah asked.

“Not to my knowledge, but then,” Charlie laughed, “why would they tell me?”

She looked at Jack. At the empty, burnt-out room.

The room nearby — filled with what was now a jumble of bizarre armoured suits from Japan, had some spots of fire damage, but most of it looked all right, save for the fact everything had been thoroughly doused by a sprinkler.

Though the tumbled-down suits or armour still looked like a confused army of fierce swordsmen who decided to stumble into each other.

Eerie.

But definitely not as eerie as the doll room. In fact, Sarah wasn’t relishing the idea of walking through that place again.

I mean, she thought, who goes around the world collecting weird dolls? Then arranges them like they’re in the stands at Wembley watching the big match?

Jack walked over. So far, he’d been quiet, letting Sarah ask questions of the night watchman: where he’d first smelled the wisps of smoke, exactly what he did then …

Nothing suspicious at all.

“So, the night of the fire,” said Jack, “you were on your own in the house?”

“That’s right. Everyone who works here in the day, they pack up at five. Six latest.”

“And you came up those stairs, just like we did?”

Sarah watched Charlie nod, his eyes narrowing as if he felt under suspicion.

“You saw flames, right?” said Jack.

“Smoke first. Smelled it, too. But then, yeah. The fire. Scared the hell out of me.”

You remember where, exactly?”

“God. I told the insurance people already. Why you—?”

Sarah saw Jack step forward, rest a gentle hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “Appreciate your help with this, Charlie. We’re just, um, trying to get the full picture.”

“Hmm. Right. Well,” said Charlie, walking over to the corner where the panelled wall had been smashed open, “the fire was over here in the corner. That’s where it started. Course, then I got the hell out of here.”

Jack nodded and followed him.

Then he leaned down and pulled at some of the tattered wood.

Sarah saw loops of old electric wiring spill free from behind the blackened panel, the cladding burnt away, just bare copper.

“You think that maybe the wiring might have caused the fire, Charlie?” said Sarah.

“Me? How would I know? I’m no bloody electrical expert.”

“Just thinking, you must have some idea.”

Charlie shrugged: “Electrics in this house are always on the blink. Fuses going. Whole circuits failing.”

“So then — there’ve been incidents in the past?” said Jack.

“Dunno. Might have been. Far as I know, nobody writes that stuff down. But you can see for yourself. Wiring’s rotten through and through. Bloody ancient!”

“Risky place to work then, right?” said Jack.

“Tell me about it.”

Sarah watched Jack walk away from the corner, as if done thinking about the fire. But then he stopped, and again turned to Charlie: “There any other way into this room?”

“Eh? What does it look like? You got eyes — there’s the door. That’s it.”

“Just checking, Charlie. Hard to tell — what, with these panels burnt — if there might have been a door to another room.”

“Nope. Only one way in — we came through it.”

“Okay. So if — just for the sake of argument — if someone had set the fire, you would have seen them?”

“And heard them,” said Charlie. “This place — take a deep breath and the floor creaks.”

Sarah watched Jack walking the room slowly again, still taking in every detail. Charlie watching him.

“Your shift — you stay in the house all night long?”

“Ha! As if. Do my three rounds, then back to base.”

“Base?”

“Cellar, tucked away at the side of the house. Got my gear there, kettle and whatnot.”

“Can we see that?”

“What the hell—? Um, well. If you must.”

“Charlie, ever get security problems?” said Sarah. “Break-ins? Burglaries?”

“Not that I’ve seen. Kids from the village couple of times, mucking about. Trying to break windows. Nothing serious. Local cop gets out here quick enough if I call.”

“No incidents recently?” said Jack.

Sarah saw Charlie pause. Then: “No.”

“No change to the staff? Nobody left in a huff?”

“Nope. Well, we did get a new lad started with Clifford couple of months back.”

“Clifford — he’s the gardener, right?” said Jack.

“What I said.”

“And the lad?”

“Ben Davis, his name. From London. Black, he is.”

Sarah caught Jack’s eye as they both took in Charlie’s words: the night watchman, she guessed, was from an age when the man’s colour would have been a talking point.

“But no other changes recently?” she said.

“Same old, same old,” said Charlie with a shrug. “We try and keep the place standing — that’s all. While the Trust does bugger all to help.”

“The other side of the house, the rooms across the hallway … more of the same?” said Jack.

“Ha,” Charlie said. “If by the ‘same’ you mean filled with a lot of old junk and who-knows-what, then yes. Can show you what’s over there if you like, though the fire didn’t come close—”

Jack shot a look at Sarah.

Always fun, she thought, wondering what’s going on inside Jack’s head.

If there was one thing he always did, at least when they were questioning someone, it was keep all those cards nice and close.

“Perhaps later. But now, Charlie, I wonder if there’s a place we could sit and chat a bit more? Only a few questions …”

At this, Charlie seemed to stiffen a bit. Folded his arms as if that question presented some kind of danger.

“Um, I s’pose so. I mean, all I know about is what they pay me to do here. All alone at night, so not sure what else—”

Jack smiled. Again, another technique of his, she well knew, the way he could disarm someone.

That smile projecting the idea … not to worry. Just have a few questions.

That’s all …

She doubted that Jack thought Charlie was in any way suspect.

But then, he always said — and she had learned by now that the old phrase was true — no one is above suspicion.

He waited for Charlie’s answer.

“How about your cellar?” said Sarah.

She saw a flicker of alarm on Charlie’s face.

“Cellar? Hmm. Be a bit cold down there,” he said. “Tell you what — let’s try the kitchen. Can be a mess but it’s got a table and a few chairs. Some nights, I even make myself a quick cup a tea. We could do that.”

“Perfect,” said Jack.

And then — his smile still in place — he turned to Sarah.

That was another thing …

Jack could seem so attuned to what Sarah was feeling, maybe even thinking.

“Sorry, Sarah — we’ll have to run the gauntlet of those dolls’ eyes.”

Sarah grinned back. “I’m just glad we’re not doing this at night.”

And then, as Charlie started to lead the way out, having heard that exchange, he said: “Got to tell you. That room there? Those dolls? It’s one place in this whole house that — night in, night out — I just never got used to. The willies, that’s what it gives me.”

And with that bit of a confession, Charlie headed out of the burnt-out room, through the other rooms to the stairway down.

Where a cup of tea and — with luck — some useful answers awaited. 


5. Meeting the Staff

Jack followed Charlie down the dark corridors, Sarah just behind. There seemed to be no logic to the layout of the ground floor: some rooms were enormous, some tiny, some had no exterior windows, some were connected by narrow corridors, others just opened one after the other.

Crazy place. Did someone actually design it like this?

But all the rooms were stuffed with what — to Jack’s eyes — was a totally chaotic collection of objects and art. Model ships, bicycles, glass bottles, statues, children’s prams, models of early flying machines, cameras, clothes, one room completely filled with divers’ helmets …

As they took one tight corner into another corridor, he caught Sarah’s eye — she shrugged and grinned.

She’s finding it as weird as I am, he thought. So it’s not just me being a Connecticut Yankee.

Heading down one corridor, they passed a line of portraits. Jack could see a likeness running through all of them: thick, wiry hair; eyes fierce and uncompromising.

An aggressively weird stare …

“These all Brimley’s, hmm?” he said.

“Scary-looking bunch, aren’t they?” said Charlie, not stopping.

“There a Brimley still alive?”

“Oh yes. Peregrine Brimley,” said Charlie. “The grandson.”

“He doesn’t live here anymore?” asked Sarah.

“Used to — when he was a kid. So I’m told.”

“And now?”

“Got a farm real close, just across the valley. Think that used to be part of the property. Before they started slicing off pieces of land, selling it. Keeps himself to himself. Funny bugger apparently.”

“You don’t know him?” said Jack.

“I ain’t never seen ’im,” said Charlie. “Least not knowingly.”

Jack was about to ask more — when they reached a closed door.

“Kitchen’s just here,” said Charlie.

From the other side, Jack could just hear low voices.

Not raised, not loud, but there was clearly an argument going on — the voices barely a whisper, hissing fast.

“The staff, I reckon,” said Charlie, pausing only for a second before opening the door wide.

Jack saw straight into the kitchen. Across from a farmhouse table, a young woman in T-shirt and jeans stood leaning against an old stove, arms flapping mid-gesture but now frozen as she looked up to the door.

Right in front of her, close, just inches away, his back to Jack and the door, stood a tall young man who turned as the door opened, his face agitated, but now showing surprise.

“Who the—?” said the man; the woman simultaneously adding “Can’t you bloody knock when you—?”

“All right, Sophie? Ben?” said Charlie. “You making tea? Just us — looking for a place to chat. About the fire.”

Jack stood with Sarah at the door as the two young people took in the fact they had witnesses to their argument.

“Hope we didn’t interrupt anything?” said Jack, smiling. “Jack Brennan.”

“Sarah Edwards,” said Sarah, giving a little wave.

“What? A chat?” said the guy, frowning. Then he seemed to soften. “Oh right, yeah, you two — you’re the guys from the Trust, huh? Come poking your noses in?”

So this is Ben, thought Jack. The accent — South London, he guessed.

“Not exactly from the Trust,” said Sarah. “We’re local, but Mr Jessop asked us to check in, make sure the investigation into the fire was running ok.”

Jack watched Ben walk around the table towards them.

“Check up on us, you mean?” he said, his face serious.

“No, no,” said Jack, still smiling. “Though, yes, we’d like to chat with you at some point, Ben.” He turned to the woman: “And you too, Sophie, if that’s okay?”

“I suppose so,” said the woman, looking nervously at Ben, then back at Jack. “When?”

Behind him, Jack sensed Sarah stepping forward.

“We’re here so … how about right now?” she said.

Before Sophie could answer, Jack saw Ben flick a quick look at her, then he turned full-on to Sarah, his stance almost aggressive.

“Sorry. I can’t hang about here talking,” said Ben, “I got stuff to finish in the hothouse. Fact, that’s where I’m heading now.”

“That’s okay, Ben,” said Jack. “I can come with you. Sarah?”

“Sure,” she said.

“What about me then?” said Charlie. “All done? I thought you wanted to talk to me too? I can’t wait, you know. Gotta come back here tonight. Need my bloody rest!”

Jack put his hand on Charlie’s shoulder again: “Totally understand, Charlie, we really do. Why don’t you head off and we catch up with you … maybe tomorrow? I mean, if need be.”

“Hmm. Well. S’pose so,” said Charlie. “I’m done then?”

Spoken like a man just given a reprieve.

“You’re done.”

Jack watched him shuffle off through the door, then he turned to Ben.

“Saw the hothouse when we arrived,” he said. “How about we chat on the way?”

And as Sarah stepped forward to pull out a couple of chairs, Jack could see that he and Sarah had succeeded in forcing the issue.

The guy though — definitely not happy.

“All right,” said Ben. Then he moved to the door: “But this had better be quick. I don’t get bloody overtime you know.”

Everyone so pleasant on the Brimley staff, Jack thought. What was that all about?

“Catch you later,” said Jack to Sarah.

Then he followed Ben out of the kitchen.

*

Sarah smiled at Sophie. Early 20s, dark hair, dark eyes.

She wondered: what had she and the gardener’s assistant been discussing — more pointedly, arguing about?

“Really appreciate you taking the time to chat with us, you know,” she said. “Especially at the end of your working day.”

“No problem,” said Sophie, looking more at ease now she was on her own.

“And um, sorry if we interrupted anything. Barging in …”

“What do you mean? Oh — that …”

Sarah waited, nodded. A half-smile, maybe enough to prompt Sophie to continue …

“Wasn’t anything important,” said Sophie. “Just talk.” She looked over at the sink, as if for inspiration.

“Ben never washes up. I was having a go at him.”

“Ah. Men often do forget that, hmm?”

Not a convincing liar, thought Sarah. That wasn’t an argument about tea cups.

“You work here in the house?” she said.

“On the archive, yes. Cataloguing.”

“I remember now — Mr Jessop gave us a list of everybody working here. Sophie Scott?”

The girl nodded.

“You came straight from university, yes?”

“Right. Did art history. Got this job straight away. I’m lucky, I guess.”

“Art history? My daughter, Chloe — she’s on her second gap year — she’s been thinking about doing that.”

Sophie nodded but didn’t comment.

Hmm, this is like pulling teeth, thought Sarah.

“So — you enjoying the work here?”

The young woman shrugged. “It’s, um, okay. Not quite what I expected. I thought, working for the Trust, I’d be with loads of people. But there’s just me. And Mr Gibbons.”

“Mr Gibbons — who’s he?”

“My boss. Antiquities expert. But he’s hardly ever here.”

“So, who’s usually around in the day?”

“Well, there’s Clifford. He’s the gardener — doubles up looking after the house when it’s open. Ben too. His helper. Um … but, you know—”

“It’s all right — I understand. Not people you’d normally hang out with.”

“That sounds awful though, doesn’t it?” said Sophie.

“Hey — it’s totally understandable. At your age, you want to be around people you can have fun with. Young. University types. Makes total sense.”

Sarah saw Sophie smile. At last, she thought.

“How about Ben? You get on with him? Apart from the washing up issues?”

“Oh sure, yeah,” said Sophie, laughing. “No, he’s totally okay, Ben, he’s done some cool stuff. And Clifford, you know, he’s fine — but like, he’s as old as my grandad!”

“It must be a bit lonely out here for you.”

Sarah saw Sophie blink — as if that thought, expressed by a stranger, had suddenly pierced her armour a bit.

“Maybe,” she said. “Yeah. Guess so.”

“How long have you been here?”

“About six months.”

“Quite a tough job too — I mean, the place is a bit topsy-turvy isn’t it? Crammed with stuff. And your job … getting it all down on paper?”

“Tell me about it. No one’s ever listed what’s in here. And it’s not just what’s in the rooms that are open — there’s other rooms full of boxes too. Packed.”

“So, what exactly do you do? I mean, I know you’re cataloguing it all — but how do you do it?”

“Got an office next door. Slowly working my way through the exhibition rooms. I list and photograph everything. Research what I can online. Do my own estimates, but also email all the info weekly to Mr Gibbons for a proper valuation.”

“You said he doesn’t actually work here?”

“Ha, no way! He’s got a nice little office in Oxford. Won’t catch him on his knees taking photos of Victorian toys and old suits of armour! He has meetings and takes people to lunch.”

“Nice work if you can get it, hmm?”

The girl grinned again.

“I could handle that — you know?”

Sophie laughed, and Sarah laughed with her.

Under this hard exterior she’s a nice kid, she thought. Wonder why she makes out she’s not?

“And all this stuff you’re researching … some of it must be valuable?”

“Ha! You have got to be kidding,” said Sophie. “I mean, sure, it’s got a kind of crazy rarity value — but it’s not like the place is full of amazing art!”

“You’d prefer that? Work somewhere that had really good pieces?”

“Course. That’s what I trained to do.”

“Guess you have to start somewhere.”

“Punishment posting? That’s what my mum calls it.”

Sarah laughed.

“You local?”

“No way. East Finchley. London.”

“Ah. So where do you stay? You got a flat here?” said Sarah. “Looks like there are loads of different buildings on the estate.”

“No, I live in Cherringham. Well, I’m sharing with Karl, my boyfriend. He’s got a house there.”

“Ah okay. You drive in every day?”

“Karl gives me a lift. Or if he can’t, I get the bus. Then walk.”

“What about Ben? Does he drive in?”

That gave her pause.

A subtle shift with the question about Ben.

“Um, I don’t know.”

“He hasn’t got a car?”

“Um, no, I don’t think so.”

“So he must live locally.”

“Maybe.”

Again, hesitation.

“You don’t know where he lives?”

Sarah saw Sophie freeze for a second, as if deciding whether to tell the truth or not.

“He hasn’t said. I mean — we don’t really talk that much. You know — about personal stuff.”

Sarah heard Sophie’s phone ping. She waited while the young woman took it out, swiped the screen.

“We going to be much longer?” said Sophie. “Only, Karl will be here in a minute to pick me up.”

“Just a couple more questions, Sophie, then we’ll be done. Really appreciate the help you’re giving.”

Even though much of it was not ringing true.

Something curious here, Sarah thought.

But what?


6. In the Hothouse

Jack followed Ben into the enormous glass hothouse, the steamy, moist air hitting him like a wall.

He looked around. The building must have been fifty yards long and half as wide, filled with tall wide-leaved plants, giant succulents, orchids, ferns.

Jack didn’t know a lot about such things, but it all looked pretty exotic.

Like suddenly stepping into a tropical rain forest. Clearly old Brimley’s habit of acquiring oddities had extended to bringing back plants from his travels abroad.

Jack unzipped his Harrington jacket and hung it on a hook by the door.

The walk from the house had been silent, Ben leading the way at route-march speed.

Now he watched as the grim young man rolled an old rusty wheelbarrow into the narrow aisle between plants and picked up a broom.

“I haven’t got time to stop,” said Ben.

“No problem,” said Jack, following Ben as he turned and started sweeping cuttings from the floor between the raised beds.

“You trained as a gardener, Ben?”

“What do you mean?”

Hmm, prickly …

“Place like this — I’m guessing you have to know your way round all the plants, species.”

Ben lifted a pile of leaves and dumped the into the wheelbarrow: “You kidding? I’m just the bloody hired hand. Clifford — he’s the guy knows what he’s doing. I just dig. Clear up. Do what I’m told.”

“I’m sure it’s more than that” said Jack, smiling. “You like it here?”

“It’s okay.”

“Better than London?”

“Different.”

“How’d you get the job?”

Ben stopped for a moment.

Not liking these questions at all.

“What does that mean?” said Ben and turned around. “How does a guy like me get a ‘dream’ job like this?”

Jack shrugged. He also adjusted his tone. “It means exactly what I said, okay? How did you get the job. Did you apply to the Trust? To the house? Did you know Clifford? Or maybe Jessop? Did you get offered the job at a Job Centre in London? It means all of those things, Ben. That’s all. Nothing more. Got it?”

He watched Ben taking this in. Then he nodded, as if some question of his own had been answered by Jack’s reply.

“Beginning of the summer, I was in the area, walking. Hiking. Just to get out of the city. You know — the Cotswold Way — up on the ridge there? Picked up a local paper. Saw the ad. Came over, talked to Clifford, did a trial day. He hired me on the spot. I never even went back to London. Mate sent along my stuff.”

“You like it here?”

“It’s okay.”

“You found a place to stay?”

“Why you wanna know that?”

More pushback.

And Jack responded in kind.

“There was a fire. So — I want to know who lives on the estate, and who doesn’t. Who was here that night? Who saw what?”

“Who might have started it, you mean?”

“Hmm? Nobody’s talking about the fire being deliberate.”

“Yet.”

“You think it was?”

“Look. I’m just the guy that helps the gardener. What do I know?”

“That how it is for you? Really?”

Jack watched him, trying to work out if Ben’s aggressive attitude was real or just a pose. Then he saw Ben laugh and shrug.

“Okay, got me. No, it’s not like that. Fact — to be honest — I like it here.”

Jack nodded. “So back to the first question. You got a place to stay?”

“Part of the deal. Back of the hothouse, there’s a shed. Clifford let me put a bed in. Table. Chairs.”

“Sounds pretty spartan.”

“Sure. But you know what? It’s also free.”

“Trust know about it?”

“No way,” said Ben. Then he stopped and looked directly at Jack. “And I’d appreciate it staying that way.”

“Sure.”

Jack picked up the broom: “Can I help?”

“Thanks.”

So as Ben pushed the wheelbarrow, Jack went ahead, brushed the leaves into piles for him to gather.

*

Sarah watched Sophie climb into her boyfriend’s old Ford Escort and drive off, back to Cherringham.

The boyfriend: a face she recognised from the village; early-twenties, surly, silent.

Not someone she would have paired with an art history graduate.

She thought back to her chat with Sophie.

The young woman didn’t know much about the fire. She’d left work at the usual time, got the bus home, came in the next day to find all the mess.

It hadn’t surprised her — she’d seen the lights in the house flicker every day or two, and talked to Clifford about the old wiring. In fact, she’d even emailed Mr Jessop with her worries about the safety of the building.

Sophie had said that Jessop had acknowledged her email and told her not to worry, things would soon be sorted.

Mr Jessop needs to be careful, thought Sarah. It’s beginning to sound like the blame for this fire could be laid at his door.

She looked over at the hothouse. She could see Jack and Ben together, chatting.

Best not disturb them.

She checked her phone. A few emails from Grace, which she dealt with quickly, though with the usual bad mobile coverage it took a while for the mails to go.

Then she took out the file from her handbag which Jessop had given them and looked down the list of employees. Who else to talk to? Clifford the gardener — but it was getting late and she guessed he might have already gone home.

Funny, there was absolutely nothing in the file about Peregrine Brimley, the last surviving Brimley heir. Charlie had said he lived on a farm nearby, though he’d never met him.

Sarah walked over into the centre of the empty car park, looked around the estate. Just half a mile away, across the valley, she could see a small farmhouse — and a figure working in the field next to it.

Could that be Brimley?

Only one way to find out.

She set off across the field to the farm.

*

“So, where were you the night of the fire?” said Jack, leaning against the side of the tiny shed that Ben seemed to have made his home.

Helping Ben with the clean-up seemed to have put the man at ease, but still …

“Wanna try and say that without it sounding like you’re accusing me?” said Ben, shaking his head, serious again.

Jack smiled. Hoping to disarm the question.

“I’m asking everyone. Up to them how they take the question.”

He watched Ben sigh.

“You won’t believe me, anyway.”

“Try me.”

“All right. I was in here. On that bed—”

He pointed in through the door to the dark space that had a camp bed up against one wall.

“Asleep.”

“You didn’t hear anything?”

“Not till the sirens came.”

“Didn’t see anybody?”

“Got up. Saw Charlie running around in the car park. Otherwise — just firemen and police.”

“You go and help?”

“You kidding? I came back here. Stayed out the way, mate.”

“So, nothing odd? Suspicious? Out of the ordinary? I mean, except for the fire of course.”

Jack watched Ben think about this.

“Okay. One thing …”

“Go on.”

“That old bloke — Brimley …?”

“The collector?”

“No, not the dead one. The grandson or whatever the hell he is. The nutter who’s got the farm up on the hill …”

“Peregrine Brimley?”

“Yeah, that’s the one. Well, I saw him. Watching the fire.”

“Where?”

“In the car park. Edge of it anyway, in the trees by the front gate.”

“And he didn’t come and help? Or come closer?”

“Nah. Just watched. Kinda weird.”

“You sure it was him?”

Ben nodded. “Pretty sure. Month back I had to go get some fertiliser from him. He made me a cup of tea. I chucked it away when he wasn’t looking. Milk was well off.”

“Did he see you — the night of the fire?”

“Nah. I was back there, away from all the lights, the fire.”

Jack thought about this. Jessop hadn’t mentioned Brimley or anyone as a witness. Maybe nobody had talked to him yet. He turned back to Ben.

“Ben, thanks for this. One more, if I could. You got any theories about the fire?”

“Nope,” said Ben. “On principle.”

“Principle?”

“Simple life, mind my own business, stay out of trouble. Theories equal trouble. That’s me.”

Jack nodded, grinning. “Hear you. Good principles, for sure.”

He turned to go.

“Thanks for talking, Ben.”

“No problem.”

“Um — might be back tomorrow. Need chat to Clifford. What time’s he in?”

“In summer he gets in early, especially when the house is open. Six, seven.”

“Have a good evening then,” said Jack. And he turned and headed back to the main house to look for Sarah.

What’s Ben hiding?

And what’s making him so angry?


7. The Heir, Apparently

Sarah found that the footpath to the farm was well worn. Maybe used by local dog-walkers, or hikers heading up onto the Cotswold Way.

As she got closer, she could see the cottage and surrounding property, a small patch of farmland. Closer to the house there was what looked like a rickety chicken coop, and next to it, a pen with a scattering of pigs.

Not much of a farm, she thought.

She stopped for a moment, and looked back at Brimley Manor. Not far away at all; this small house could originally have been for tenant farmers, or maybe a place rented to caretakers who worked at the manor.

Certainly not intended to be the home of the lone heir to the Brimley fortune. Well … maybe not fortune, but the Brimley name at least.

As she continued her walk up the path, she had the feeling that this was — based on what she had seen of the Brimley “collection” — about to be an odd chat.

Exactly how odd, she was about to find out.

*

The cottage’s front door was painted a chocolate brown like the cottage itself, the windows all grimly masked by wooden shutters.

Such a beautiful evening, a perfect sunset … but whoever was inside clearly wanted no part of it.

Sarah was no more than a few yards away from the door when it flew open — then, just as quickly, slammed shut.

A man dressed in a powder-blue blazer, matching trousers, and a crisp white shirt — not a look she had expected — stormed out.

The man, taking broad steps as he shook his head, face grimacing, was certainly not pleased about something.

Unseen by the agitated man looking down at the path, Sarah hurried her steps.

“Mr Brimley?” Then louder, as the man looked up, grimace tightly in place. “Mr Brimley. I—”

The man stopped, and scrutinised Sarah as if she was some sort of unexpected beast that had traipsed across his path.

“Hardly,” he said. “Not ‘Brimley’, that’s for sure.” And still, his face stolid, suspicious.

Gosh, everyone connected with this place is so prickly, Sarah thought.

“And who are you?”

And, like Alice faced with the same question from the caterpillar, Sarah wondered how she should answer.

She forced a small smile, then nodded.

“Sarah Edwards. I’ve been asked by Mr Jessop, of the Conservation Trust to talk to everyone about the fire.”

And on the man’s face, it was as if someone flicked a switch on a light.

The stony grimace faded, replaced by a slightly warm smile.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. It’s been upsetting, I mean dealing with him.” He nodded back to the just-slammed door. “So, er—”

Then the man caught himself — and with a move that looked well-practised — slid a hand into the pocket of his lightweight sport coat, extracted a thin gold case, flipped it open as he stepped forward, and smoothly handed his card to Sarah.

The card, a thick stock that by its weight alone spoke of a person of importance.

At least, that’s what she imagined it was supposed to do.

She gave it the quickest glance, but the man quickly supplied the key information.

“Guy Gibbons. I do some work for the Trust myself. Heard the other day that Jessop had been looking for someone, to, well, look into things. And here you are.”

Sarah kept her smile in place, but said nothing. Best to see how much this man would tell her before she asked a question.

“I’m, um, a valuer for the estate. Hired-gun, if you will. Working with the cataloguer and also — all hands on deck! — dealing with the lovely people from the insurance company. Suspicious lot that, I can tell you.”

Sarah nodded.

“Sorry for thinking, I mean, that you were Mr Brimley,” Sarah said, as if making a small joke.

“Ha. No harm. I must say, it’s actually quite amusing that you mistook him for me.”

“I’ve not yet met the man, so …”

Gibbons nodded. “Oh, I see, right! You’re talking to everyone, that it? Probably wondering why I’m here?”

The man was a veritable fount of willingly offered information.

So far.

“Guess so,” Sarah said.

“I’m also a lawyer. Help out with various Trust things. Had a small matter to deal with in there, with their” — he shook his head — “tenant.”

“Tenant?”

“Well, not precisely a tenant. Mr Brimley does legally own this property, as pathetic as it may be. But, you know, issues pop up. Land rents, taxes. Connected to the estate. All that. Rather dull stuff.”

Sarah noted that Gibbons had seemed pretty upset, after his supposedly “rather dull” chat with Peregrine Brimley.

“I say,” said Gibbons, screwing his eyes up and peering at her, “you and that chap you work with … learn anything of interest yet?”

“’Fraid not. But there are still more people we need to talk to.”

Gibbons nodded.

Was that relief on his face? Sarah wondered.

“Right. I imagine Jessop and the Trust just want to cover the bases, you know? Liability and all that. The place is really quite a mess inside. Things, as they say, have been let go.”

“Mr Gibbons—”

“Oh, Guy, please.”

“I was wondering, about that night, if you—”

Then Sarah saw a flicker in his eyes. Her first probing question, and he clearly didn’t like it.

Gibbons made a dramatic display of raising his forearm, extending his arm, until a silvery watch band caught the setting sunlight.

Obviously a pricey timepiece, even viewed at a distance.

“Oh! So sorry. Have one more important meeting before G&T time rolls around. You’ll have to excuse me? Must dash.”

Sarah nodded. Now she raised the thick business card. “But I can contact you at these numbers, should I have any relevant questions?”

A small crack in Gibbons’ smile. “Relevant? Not sure that I can add anything to the official fire-and-safety report but—”

Change of gears. This man was a well-oiled — and, she thought, a tad oily — machine.

“Absolutely. You can leave a message. You may get my PA. And, well, I’ll get back to you, pronto.”

“Thanks,” she said, as Gibbons nodded, and started to move around to the back of the sombre cottage where she imagined his car was parked.

Seconds later, at the front door of Brimley’s house, she couldn’t see his car, but she heard a throaty rumble.

That substantial rumble spoke of a car to match the man and his watch and planklike business card.

As the car engine noise faded away, winding down a path, still unseen by Sarah, she knocked on the cottage door.

Ready to meet the Brimley heir …

*

Jack looked around the small car park attached to the property. He expected Sarah to have finished her questioning of Sophie Scott.

But maybe she had struck lucky? Jack thought.

So rather than ping her with a text, wondering where she was, he took a moment to look around.

The sun now painted the manor house a golden yellow.

Where it wasn’t covered in ivy, the building’s stone glowed with the subdued, warm light. It looked beautiful, despite the weirdness within. And the plantings that girded the two front lawns also glowed under the warm, fading light; the greens rich, lush, and the orange and yellow flowers taking on a near-Impressionistic hue.

Must have been hard for Brimley to give this place up — if that’s what happened, Jack thought. Turn it over to a Trust, and just walk away.

He knew that such things happened to many of the great estates over here. The costs for the owners just too high.

Still — for a moment — Jack thought … If this was my place, think I’d do everything humanly possible to hold onto it.

Then he shook his head.

As if that scenario would ever happen to the son of an Irish immigrant to America. Somehow ending up in a place this grand.

And while he waited for what he thought would be Sarah’s quick arrival, he caught a movement, out of the corner of his eye, somewhere up on the manor house.

He turned quickly, looked up at the house, lit by the setting sun.

Above the first floor were three small windows in the eaves. Attic windows maybe? he thought.

Was that a face he’d seen?

He peered up at the middle window.

After a minute, he again saw the hint of a moving shadow somewhere deep within one of the rooms.

Somebody definitely there. But who?

Sarah and Sophie Scott perhaps? Their chat, for some reason, taking them up to the second floor — Sophie’s office maybe?

If not them — who else could it be?

Only one other car stood in the car park — a battered old VW Golf that Jack had guessed was Charlie’s. Could Charlie be already doing his first round of the building?

Bit early. More likely — he was still down in that cellar having a wee dram.

Jack turned and headed to the back door that he knew led straight to the kitchen.

Time to do some more exploring.

*

When her first knocks brought no answer, Sarah reapplied her fist to the door.

She knocked louder, insistent — the door flew open in one quick, crazed move that had Sarah staggering backward.

Before the man opening the door could see, he issued a rapid explosion of words, head tilted down.

“I told you to stay away from me, from my place, and—”

And only then did Peregrine Brimley look up.

If all the people here were prickly, she thought, this man won the prize.

“Mr Brimley — I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

Brimley turned silent as she explained what brought her to his unwelcoming door. She looked at the man.

First, the eyes. Wide. Actually, a little, buggy, as if he forced his lids wide open and was completely baffled and startled by what he was seeing.

His hair next caught her attention. Tufts of greyish-brown shooting up at opposing angles, like clumps of out-of-control marshy grass. The hair of someone who long ago decided that brushing was a waste of valuable time.

So — just let it go wild.

Clothes. Well they too seemed unusual. Blue-jean overalls — the sort of thing a farmer would wear.

A farmer from maybe a hundred years ago.

And beneath them, a beige T-shirt that — she thought — might not actually be beige, but when you don’t wash anything for a long time, well, the colour does begin to shift.

“I, er, I’ve been asked to speak with everyone about the fire,” said Sarah. “Everyone who works here, and—”

“I don’t work here, whoever you are!” Again, the words spilled from the man, rapid fire, with a bit of a gleeful sneer as if Brimley had caught her in some lie or fabrication. “Whatever you are.” The statement accompanied by an eye-roll that was world-class. “This, is my farm, my property. No matter what anyone in a suit …”

The last words clearly meant to be pejorative.

Sarah nodded.

Thinking that if she had any skills in tamping down this human fireball popping off in front of her, she’d better employ them now.

“I know. But, you see …”

She gestured back to the path, leading to the manor. “You were so close that night. If I could ask you just a few questions. I mean, since you are a ‘Brimley’—”

“The only Brimley! You got that?”

That she did, Sarah reassured the heir with another quick smile.

“Right. Yes. Of course. And since you grew up in the manor, you might have thoughts, observations. It could be, well, ever so helpful.”

“Thoughts? Observations?”

She guessed Brimley didn’t often get asked for those two things.

But she felt him relax — just a bit.

Maybe he does have something to say.

She added, as gently as she could, “Just a few minutes. If I might come in?”

“In here?” Brimley said.

Sarah nodded. (And now, she had that first ripple of concern: is entering this wild-eyed man’s lair perhaps … not a good idea?)

But, as he stepped back, allowing the door open, she had no choice but to enter and see what was going on inside Brimley’s small cottage.

And, like everything in the past few minutes, the inside of the cottage might be surprising indeed.


8. The Oddest Room on the Brimley Estate

Jack paused for a moment outside the door to the kitchen, listening for voices. He didn’t want to barge in if Sarah and Sophie were still talking.

But no …

Silence.

He pushed open the door and looked around.

Empty.

On the farmhouse table, two mugs. He crossed the room, picked one up; the dregs of a tea, nearly cold.

Maybe — as he’d thought earlier — they’ve gone upstairs? Some kind of tour of the house?

He went back into the corridor.

He called out. “Sarah?”’

The sound seemed to dwindle, disappear into the fabric of the house. No echo, no reply.

He waited for a few seconds, then headed the other way down the corridor, trying to remember the route back to the main stairs that they’d followed earlier with Charlie.

After a couple of wrong turns into more rooms with bizarre collections — one a staged desert scene with stuffed animals, another filled with Victorian death masks — he turned yet another corner and finally found himself at the foot of the grand staircase.

He waited again, listening to the house, looking up the stairs. No distant voices or footsteps.

Just the odd creak from the woodwork.

Then, louder. A distant door or window banging shut somewhere deep in the house.

He headed up the stairs, tracing their steps from earlier.

But when he reached the first floor, instead of following the corridor that led to the exhibit rooms, he turned to a narrow staircase he’d noticed before.

A rope hung across it, and a notice saying “Private, Staff Only”.

He unhooked the rope and went up the staircase. Steep, winding. Once upon a time, he guessed, this must have led to the servants’ quarters.

At the top of the stairs, he paused again and listened. Nothing.

Were Sarah and Sophie up here? Not answering his call? It seemed unlikely.

He took in the low-ceilinged corridor that led away along the front of the house.

Three doors on the right-hand side — the side that must overlook the rear of the house. And two doors on the left — on the front of the house.

Odd.

Looking up from the garden he’d seen three windows. He’d expected to see three doors.

Three doors — for three attic bedrooms. But there were only two.

He tried the first door on the left.

And what do you know …

It opened.

What madness lies in here? he thought.

But all he saw were dusty trunks and boxes of papers. Tied bundles of old magazines, stacks of yellowed newspapers, open boxes erupting with bills, receipts, and ancient ledgers in random piles — cobwebs stretching in the evening light from floor to ceiling.

It was clear that nobody had been in here for months. Or even … years.

And to even reach the window you’d have to move all the crates and boxes.

He stepped out of the room and shut the door.

Crossed the corridor, the floor creaking with every step.

One by one, he opened the three doors that ran down the right-hand side of the corridor. Each of the rooms — looking out over the back of the house — told the same story: they were being used for storage and probably hadn’t been disturbed for years.

And each room had just one dusty, cobwebbed window.

Back up to the middle of the corridor. Just one door still to check — the second of the two rooms that looked down on the lawn.

Surely the room with the window where he’d seen a movement earlier. That flickering shadow …

Jack put his hand on the door handle, took a deep breath — then turned the knob …

But this door was locked.

Interesting …

He tried again, pushed hard on the door itself. Nothing.

Bending down, he looked at the keyhole. He saw tiny scratches on the paint. Recent scratches …

And when he looked through the keyhole, he could see enough of the room to know that the cobwebs had been cleared — and that this room had definitely been used recently.

On a small table, a laptop; and near it, a kettle and a jar of coffee were just visible.

Jack stood up, feeling his knees creak painfully. Still not quite recovered from his accident months ago. Destroyed his Sprite, but he’d survived.

And caught a killer.

He had always kept a set of lock-picks in the glove compartment of the old Sprite, but he’d not transferred it to the new car.

Unless he could find a key to this room, he’d have to go back to the boat, find the picks.

He turned and looked back down the corridor again.

Something definitely not right up here.

Three doors on one side. Two on the other. It didn’t make sense. Maybe the locked room was bigger — had two windows?

He walked down the corridor to the end. Ran his hands along the wall. Had there once been a door here — into another room? A third room overlooking the front garden? A room that was now sealed up?

But he felt nothing.

He turned and headed back to the stairs. Half way down the main staircase he stopped and looked out of the dusty latticed window: the lawn out front was empty. In the car park just his MG and the Golf.

No sign of Sarah walking around — and for the first time he felt a twinge of anxiety.

He knew she could look after herself. A year or two back — after a suspect had taken a swing at her — he’d got her to do some self-defence courses. Bolstered, of course, by a few tricks he’d picked up over the years back in Brooklyn.

Dirty tricks maybe — but hey, who’s counting? Girl’s gotta do …

Nevertheless, he hadn’t expected her to just go off radar like this.

Through the window he could see that only the smallest sliver of the sun was still visible just above the hills to the west.

Getting late too.

He reached down for his phone.

No message from her. And that made sense. If she was in the middle of something fruitful, she would keep at it.

Not time to fire off a quick text.

But Jack felt no such restriction. He hit the message button. Simple question: Where are you?

*

Sarah stepped into Peregrine Brimley’s cottage and the feeling was immediately claustrophobic.

The small sitting room was so dark, with shutters drawn and — so far — no light on. And the smell — stuffy but the air also pungent with a mix of foul smells that she could not place at all.

As her eyes adjusted to that dark, she could look around at the contents of the cottage.

And with that sitting room — or what was once a sitting room — so small, all she had to do was slightly turn her head to see everything.

Peregrine Brimley’s cottage was filled with … things.

A wing-backed leather chair that had a bear skin hanging from it, the bear head at the top of the back. If Brimley were to sit in it, she’d see the bear head, maw open, just inches above his head.

Next to it, a Victorian-era bicycle, actually a tricycle, with the large front wheel, and two smaller ones in the rear. Except this artefact of centuries ago was a bike in miniature, looking as if made for a child.

Or maybe a little person in the circus.

Weird.

The rough wooden table — perhaps designed for a simple farmer’s meal — was instead dotted with rows of metal soldiers facing off against each other, sabres drawn, guns pointed, the table dotted with bits of rock and plastic trees making terrain for the impending skirmish.

She had questions for this Brimley but, just for another moment, she kept looking.

A doll — of course! — sitting above the small mantelpiece above the fireplace.

This doll, though, with its chubby cheeks and those oh-so-spooky eyes, was dressed in a cowboy outfit, with a small broad-brimmed hat, tasselled leather jacket — and Sarah thought she even spotted a tiny star pinned to that jacket.

The sheriff of this menagerie of weirdness.

To the left, a mannequin, unclothed she noted, hairless, graceful arms ending in gesturing hands as the mannequin’s eyes perpetually looked to the side and down.

Did Brimley have a wardrobe for the thing?

“You said,” Brimley said, his voice startling, loud in the close confines of the house, “that you had some questions?”

Brimley took a step closer to Sarah, and tilted his head, a strange grin on his face, eyes still looking ready to pop out of their sockets.

“So ask them.”

“Actually — I just bumped into Guy Gibbons. Some problem going on?”

She thought that her question might make Brimley recoil.

But his eyes kept scanning her even as she struggled to stay on track with her questions.

Thinking … I do wish Jack was here.

Just to be safe.

“Problem? Maybe — for him, for that lot. The idiot Conservation Trust! You see, I told him. I have lawyers. Real lawyers. I have rights. And,” Brimley looked away at that, “well, I actually haven’t hired one yet, but I’ve left messages. Going to get one for sure. Then they’ll see!”

Sarah cleared her throat. Another glance, and she spotted a small stuffed monkey standing in the corner. Next to it, where one would normally have a fireplace poker, stood a metal spear of some kind, its rusty blade a foot long.

“See? About what?”

“They think that because my daft grandfather gave the whole place to them, and that all I got was this nothing place, nothing land … that I have no rights. Well, I tell you—”

He took another step closer to Sarah, hostile, in her face, as though she was allied with whomever was depriving him of his rights.

“I’m the heir. The only heir. And — hello, anyone home? — I didn’t give away any of my rights. They’ll see! They’ll all see.”

“You want to,” Sarah searched for both the correct words, and also words she hoped wouldn’t ratchet Brimley farther into his tirade, “stake a claim? On the manor? The property?”

Brimley nodded, but didn’t answer. Perhaps, she thought, he didn’t know exactly what he wanted, except more.

More land. Maybe even more of this stuff from the house.

Which prompted: “I must say, you have a lot of interesting things here.”

He nodded at that. His manic grin had faded.

Sarah continued. “Almost like a miniature version of your grandfather’s rooms, his collection?”

Another nod. “Yeah.” And Brimley turned and looked around. “All this. Each birthday I could ask my grandfather for one thing. From his collection. One thing, that was my birthday gift. And it’s all here. A gift for every year.”

Sarah was about to say how nice, but she was pretty sure that wasn’t exactly the right response.

Standing here with Peregrine Brimley, surrounded by this flotsam and jetsam from all over the word, she almost felt sorry for him.

How could you grow up with all that and not become more than a little eccentric?

“That night?” Sarah said instead, shifting gear. “The fire at the manor house? You must have been able to see it from here. Did you go outside to—”

His head started shaking right and left, as if the number of swivels would reinforce the truth of what he was saying.

“No. I did not. Did not go out, did not see any fire, did not—!”

And as his voice rose with each denial there was suddenly a welcome sound. Rapping at the door.

The cavalry? Sarah wondered.

The knocks stopped Brimley. And, shooting her a quick glare as if she was responsible for the interruption, he brushed past Sarah and opened the door.


9. A Welcome Interruption

Jack had looked at the small cottage, still catching the last glow from the sun about to vanish over the nearby hill, and figured …

Maybe Sarah went there.

Lately, when it came to such things, she didn’t hang back.

Even if there might be danger involved.

Jack had hurried up the pathway, hearing at least one voice, loud, yelling. He knocked, cutting that voice off.

The Brimley heir pulled open the door. Though the room was dark, shadowy, Jack could see Sarah inside.

And he even caught her smile, perhaps relieved at his unplanned appearance.

Jack didn’t wait for an invite, but simply barged his way into the room, to go stand close to Sarah.

He kept his eyes on Brimley — who had, only moments before, been yelling — barely taking in the completely random collection of junk that filled the room.

“Jack,” said Sarah loudly, as Brimley turned from the door, left open as if it might encourage them to walk out.

“Mr Brimley here was just telling me he saw nothing of the fire.”

That had Brimley’s head bobbing.

“Right. Right. Didn’t see—”

But Jack shot up a hand.

“Mr Brimley — or can I call you Peregrine, like the—?”

“Hawk? No! You cannot call me that. My father liked raptors, but I couldn’t care less. You call me Mr Brimley!”

Jack nodded as though the dialogue both made sense and was somehow important.

“Regarding your claim of not seeing the fire, just want to check I got that right — you didn’t go down there that night? To try and help, maybe?”

Jack’s words had made Brimley stand stock still, paying perfect attention.

Then he wheeled around, circled the room, eyes darting left and right.

“Down there? Where? To the damn house? Good God no! Never go down there! Won’t go down there — ever! Not ever. Not until … Until …”

“Jack, Mr Brimley has been telling me how he has plans to regain control of the estate,” said Sarah. “Isn’t that right, Mr Brimley?”

Jack could see that Sarah’s calming words had just that effect.

“Yes, control. Get rid of all those awful people. My house — you see? Manor house. My house. Grew up there. Had a little room, right at the top. Fond memories. Very fond.” Brimley took a breath, looked away. Then, as if he’d received an edit from outer space, he said “Mostly fond …”

“Totally understandable,” said Sarah. “I would feel just the same.”

“You would?” said Brimley, stopping dead.

“Terrible thing losing your childhood home,” said Jack, catching Sarah’s eye.

“Terrible? Of course!” said Brimley, looking from Jack to Sarah and back as if unsure whether to trust this sympathy. “Dreadful. Appalling.”

Then — as if he’d suddenly made up his mind that Jack and Sarah were harmless — Jack saw Brimley’s face break into a beaming smile.

“I say. What kind of host am I? Would you two care for a cup of tea? Or something … stronger? Sun’s over the yard arm! Whatever a yard arm is!”

“Well …” said Sarah, catching Jack’s eye quickly.

“Kind of you,” said Jack. “Very kind, Mr Brimley. But it’s late — and Sarah and I have to get back to Cherringham.”

“Ah yes. Cherringham.” Another breath. “Stupid village. Everyone always looking at me!”

“You’ve been terribly helpful,” said Sarah.

“I have?”

A genuine look of confusion bloomed on his face.

“Very.”

“Okay. Right. Well. Got to make the most of a bad situation. So, the two of you — you’re leaving, hmm?”

Jack nodded.

This guy changes gears faster than someone on a twelve-speed, leading the Tour de France, he thought.

“Right. Good. Yes, well that’s good. Getting late, you know. I’m a farmer, see, busy all day, even got livestock. Can’t stay up late like this. Early mornings for me, you know, tick-tock.”

“Absolutely,” Jack said. “Tough job.”

“Ha!” said Brimley. “Don’t I know it!”

He saw Sarah slowly — which was probably the best way to do anything around this wired fellow — put her notebook back in her side pocket. The tiniest click of a pen.

“Lovely to meet you, Mr Brimley,” she said, reaching out to shake his hand.

Jack saw Brimley inspect her hand — as if he’d never seen one before — then he shook it and smiled at the both.

“Do pop in, any time, won’t you?” he said. “Kettle’s always on! Welcome at the hearth!”

“Great, Mr Brimley,” said Jack.

“Perry, please,” said Brimley deciding his first name was now okay and suddenly offering his own hand out to Jack. “You must call me Perry!”

“Perry it is,” said Jack, shaking his hand.

This departure taking quite a bit of time.

He gave Sarah a smile as if to say, we will be getting out of here, sooner or later!

“Just like the drink!” said Brimley. “Made out of pears!”

Jack saw Sarah smile back. But had she been rattled by her time alone in this Chamber of Oddities?

He knew what he’d suggest as soon as they left here.

Lot to catch up on.

Peregrine crossed the cramped floor-space of his cottage, and went to the door to let them out.

*

Sarah followed Jack down the path that led back to the manor house and looked across at the secluded valley: the sun had set while they’d been in the cottage and the fields glowed under the rose-tinted sky.

“What a gorgeous place to live,” she said, picking her way carefully across the rutted surface.

“Amazing,” said Jack.

“Best not turn around,” she said, laughing

“Too right,” said Jack. “Don’t want to give my new pal Perry an excuse to come after us, continue that conversation.”

“Exactly.”

When the path broadened, she caught up with him, walked alongside.

“You okay?” he said.

“Sure,” said Sarah, surprised. “Why? Were you worried about me?”

“Me? Course not. You’ve got — as we say — skills.” But then, “Should I have been?”

“Well … Brimley was pretty unpredictable, to say the least. Decidedly odd. But — I think — harmless.”

“Maybe,” said Jack.

Sarah looked at him.

“Hmm, well that’s a leading answer if ever I heard one,” she said. “Tell me.”

“Turns out our Mr Brimley’s lying about not seeing the fire.”

“Really?”

“Think so.”

“Go on.”

“Ben Davis told me he saw Brimley standing down by the manor watching it burn. Standing … hiding by the trees.”

“You believe him?”

“I do.”

“Interesting,” she said. “But why would he lie?”

“Why indeed. Wanna hazard a guess?”

“Hmm. What else did you—?”

But then her phone pinged. Once, twice, then several more times.

“Uh-oh,” she said. “Picked up a network — and sounds like I’ve missed some messages.”

She stopped and took out her phone, swiped the screen, scrolled through, while Jack waited at her side.

“Trouble?” he said.

“Daniel,” said Sarah, putting away her phone. “He’s at a festival. Had his wallet stolen. Needs cash — like, an hour ago.”

“You going to go find him?”

“When we get to the car I can sort it. Send some money to his phone. Online banking — if the networks allow.”

She saw Jack nod.

“Better get going then.”

*

When they reached the car park Jack paused by the car.

“Quick question,” he said. Then he pointed up to the front of the manor house.

“You see the two windows at the top of the house — the ones in the eaves?”

He waited for Sarah to orient herself.

“Could one of those be Sophie’s office?” he said.

He saw her shake her head.

“Up on that floor? No — she showed me her office on the way out of the building. Right by the kitchen. Small, but a table, computer, books …”

Jack told her about the room — and the kettle and laptop he’d seen, and the scratch marks on the lock.

“Wow. Interesting,” said Sarah. “Maybe the Trust uses it? When they’re down here? Or Clifford perhaps?”

“All possible,” said Jack, “I’ll phone Jessop tomorrow, see what he says. Meantime, we’d better get going.”

“Right. And I’d better get online,” said Sarah, climbing into the little sports car and clicking her belt into place.

*

The journey back to Cherringham took only ten minutes or so.

Jack drove in silence, aware of Sarah struggling with the intermittent cell coverage to send her son some survival funds.

He’d hoped to review events of the day with her while the conversations were still fresh in their minds — always a pleasure, this catch-up.

But with Daniel’s troubles, seemed like it was not to be … least not yet.

He turned into Cherringham High Street, the village looking deserted now the tourist season was over.

As they passed the Spotted Pig restaurant — his and Sarah’s long-time favourite eating place in the village — he saw there were still a couple of tables free.

Impossible when the tourists swarmed.

Maybe not reserved? he thought. Worth a shot …

He pulled in opposite, caught Sarah’s eye and gestured to the Pig.

“What say we treat ourselves?”

“Hey — why not?” said Sarah, looking up from her screen. “Daniel’s certainly not around. And Chloe’s AWOL. You think they have a table?”

“I’ll go see,” said Jack, turning off the engine. “If they do — I’ll give you a wave.”

He climbed out of the car, and crossed the road towards the warm glow of the best restaurant in Cherringham.


10. House of Secrets, House of Lies

“Ah, is that ever a welcome sight,” Jack said, as Julie, co-owner of the Spotted Pig, made his martini land on the table perfectly, nary a drop spilling.

The glass perfectly frosted, the lemon twist ready for its little nudge into the pool of vodka.

And — rare for Sarah — she had followed suit, albeit with olives.

Different strokes, Jack thought.

But martinis for the two of them — it had been that kind of day.

And no better place for a catch-up and some all-important planning than here at the Pig.

“Perfect, Julie.”

And, with a smile, the owner left, dinner orders already in place, her husband Sam visible in the semi-open kitchen, about to work wonders.

Jack picked up his glass, and slowly brought it to meet Sarah’s.

“Salut!”

“D’accord,” she said. The tiniest of clinks, and they each took a sip.

“Heaven,” she said.

“That it is. You manage to sort Daniel?”

“In the end, yes. How on earth did we get by before online banking?”

“Ha, seem to remember we survived well enough.”

“Spent less, that’s for sure,” said Sarah, taking another sip of her martini.

“True fact,” said Jack. Then he took out his notebook, flipped the pages open. “Okay, so it’s sharing time, hmm? Shall I go first?”

“Why not? I am curious to know what else you found out about our good-looking young gardener.”

“Curious, are we?” Jack smiled. “Well, we all know where curiosity led the cat. Let’s hope — not true here.”

And with both of them now having their pads out, ready for new notes and ideas as they brainstormed possibilities, Jack told Sarah about his conversation in the hothouse.

*

“Thing about Ben though … I didn’t buy his story at all,” said Jack.

“Really? Instinct?”

“Well, partly, yes. Experience, too, I guess. A few red flags …”

“He’s lying?”

“I would say … undoubtedly.”

Sarah clicked her pen top. “Some specifics?”

“Of course. First, he says he came here hiking the Cotswold Way.”

“So?”

“Doesn’t it strike you a bit far afield? To get here, from London, no car, to hike the trails? They are pleasant and all. But seems like, well, a big effort.”

“Okay. A little odd.”

“There’s that word again.”

And yes, she had to admit that seemed to be the one-word summary describing this case.

And, certainly, the cast of characters as well.

“Then, that whole thing about seeing an ad in the local paper. Gardener’s assistant. Wastes no time applying for it, and gets this job — doesn’t even go back to London for his stuff.”

“Did he have it sent on?”

“Supposedly. Not much it seems, but, still … curious.”

“Anything more?”

“His attitude. I mean, I’m getting used to everyone on that lovely estate being hostile and uncooperative. But he practically bristled. I did disarm him a bit, helping him do a clean-up. Oh, and that hothouse?”

“Let me guess. ‘Odd’ as well?”

Jack laughed. “Not exactly, but—”

And at that Sam followed his wife Julie out with two plates, their mains arriving. Always a treat in this special restaurant.

*

Julie put down the plate with Sarah’s order, a crispy duck breast that she had sampled a number of times before. So good, hard not to order it …

And Jack, forgoing his usual rib-eye with a red wine demi-glace for the risotto special, with shrimp and scallops swimming in a sea of arborio and spinach.

“Well, wow!” Jack said. “Does that ever look and smell good.”

Sarah saw Sam — so proud of his cooking — grin from ear to ear at that. “Hopefully, Jack, it tastes good as well.”

“I’m sure.”

“Duck looks magnificent as ever,” Sarah said.

And now she saw Sam put an arm around his wife. The stress of running such a high-end place — only a few servers and one sous chef to help — had to put strains on any relationship.

Strains that — more than once — Sarah and Jack had helped overcome.

Good to see them, in this moment, together, with that reassuring hug.

“Enjoy,” Sam said, and it felt as if he almost got vicarious pleasure from the meals about to be consumed.

He was, for a small village like Cherringham, an amazing chef.

Sarah watched the owners return to the kitchen then turned back to Jack.

“The hothouse, you were about to say?”

Jack nodded, and continued, as he took up the first forkful of risotto, a scallop speared at the end.

*

“That’s it. The hothouse had plants that — well — have you ever been to the Caribbean?”

“I wish.”

“Gorgeous place. And the plants on the different islands, the varieties of hibiscus, the orchids, the colour … no place on earth like it. Guess grandfather Brimley brought those plants here. Outside of a botanical garden, they have to be amazing rarities, especially in England!”

Sarah sliced off a bit of the duck with skin. Duck could be tricky, by turns greasy, or, if cooked too long, dry. This — perfection.

“More of Brimley’s passion for collecting?”

“Clearly. But, here’s the thing, it actually made me see the old, long-gone guy in a different light.”

“What do you mean?”

“Having this passion for amazing objects in the world, whether a suit of Japanese armour or a rare orchid—”

“Or a weird doll from the house on Haunted Hill?”

Jack laughed. “Yeah, okay. Still, um, loopy. But — got to tell you — the plants in there? Being really well taken care of, too. One wrong move, and I imagine they’d vanish overnight. Impressive.”

“So, you got Ben to finally talk — about the fire — by helping him?”

“Got down — brushed up some clippings. And, yeah, he had been hostile but that’s when he finally told me about seeing Peregrine Brimley, right outside. Hiding. Watching the fire.”

“Hmm. Certainly suspicious.”

“Well, having met Mr Brimley with you, doubt he could not act suspicious. But, yeah, Brimley lied.”

“And you really believe Ben? Even while you doubt his whole story of how he came here?”

That gave Jack pause. “I do. Don’t think the guy would lie if he thought he might be caught in that lie. God — this risotto. So good. I hope this place never goes away.”

“Me too.”

“And that’s about it. So far. And I guess I saw all you gleaned from your encounter with Brimley, right?”

Now it was Sarah’s turn to surprise.

“Well, no. Actually, I ran into someone else. Coming out of his cottage. In fact, at first I thought it was Brimley.”

“Really? Who?”

“A valuer — name of Guy Gibbons. Sophie told me about him. And guess what? He seemed to be hiding something as well.”

Jack put his fork down for a moment.

“Do tell.”

And Sarah filled him in on what she had learned bumping into Guy Gibbons.

*

Meals done, the restaurant empty, Sam and Julie in the back, cleaning up.

Jack guessed … no worries if they lingered a bit. Digesting not just the food but the information they shared.

And, more importantly, making plans.

“Okay. So, what do we have? Gibbons representing the Trust in pushing back against Brimley’s claim to — somehow — take back more of the estate.”

“Brimley himself, clearly on edge — certainly harbouring a big grudge.”

“Ben suspiciously just showing up,” said Sarah, taking a sip of her coffee. “And, let’s not forget, some connection with Sophie Scott.”

“Aha, yes, the young researcher working for Gibbons. You think she’s been involved in some slightly more … unorthodox research up at the manor house?”

Sarah laughed. “After talking to her? I’d put money on it. One minute she knows everything about Ben — next minute doesn’t know where he sleeps or how he gets to work.”

“And then there’s that little argument we overheard.”

“No way was that about the washing up!”

“You say you got a glimpse of her boyfriend from the village?” said Jack.

“I did,” said Sarah. “Know him from somewhere, just can’t quite place him. Name’s Karl. Not one of Chloe’s crowd, I’m sure, but maybe her year … or close?”

“Ah — how is the prodigal daughter, by the way?” said Jack, pouring himself another herbal tea and looking enviously at Sarah’s cup.

Times like this, he thought, I’d give anything to have an espresso again.

Sarah laughed. “Well, she’s living in the same house as me and Daniel — I think — but I hardly see her.”

“Still doing that temp job, waiting to go to uni?”

“Waiting? Hmm, I’m not so sure. Think she likes earning money. Being independent. Uni might never happen. If I see her this week maybe I’ll ask her.”

Jack laughed. “Guess you could leave her a note on the kitchen table?”

“Ever come across a guy called Karl? Oh … and, Chloe? Are you going to live here forever?”

“Second thoughts, maybe not,” said Jack, smiling.

He watched Sarah close her notebook and sit back.

“So what next?” she said. “Maybe there’s no crime here. Maybe we’re chasing thin air.”

Jack nodded. “The house itself, a firetrap for sure. But think there is something off about it, beyond the wiring.”

“Yeah. Remember Charlie saying he thought he was sometimes being watched?”

“Course, that might be the whisky talking. Up close, you can tell he likes an on-the-job nip now and then.”

“And Jessop? Anything strange there?”

Jack looked away.

Jessop also had the aura of someone hiding something.

“Don’t know. Still find it unusual that he came to us. He’s already got a fire report. And we’re no specialists. But, well, maybe our price is right.”

“Whatever that will be. So … plans?”

“Think you can work some of your web wizardry tonight? See what you can learn about the house’s history, get plans—”

“Sure. That’s easy. But also, I can try to dig into Ben’s story. Is he everything he claims? And Sophie too. There’s something bothering me about how easily she got taken on by the Conservation Trust.”

“Funny, that. Like all she and Ben had to do was just turn up, and the perfect jobs fell into their laps.”

“How about you?” said Sarah. “You heading back to the boat?”

“Oh, I’m going to stay in the village for a bit. Go visit Ben’s boss, Clifford. Ben said he drinks at the Ploughman’s, every night, regular as clockwork.”

“Wouldn’t you prefer to see him at the estate tomorrow?”

“No. Just a hunch that I might get more insight if we have a chat over a pint. Someone taking such great care of those flowering plants? That’s an interesting gardener.”

“One other thing, Jack. Sorry, actually two. Maybe a chat with Pete Bull? About any electrical incidents at the manor that he had to deal with?”

“Yup. Been thinking that too. And the other idea?”

“We passed on it earlier. But, I think — given what you told me about that room on the top floor — we should see the other rooms, on the undamaged side of the house.”

“Yeah. You’re right. Never know. Might tell us nothing.”

And at that Sarah laughed. “And how many times, Detective Brennan have we said those very words?”

“And suddenly found ourselves getting lucky. Shall we get going? You want a lift down the hill?”

“I’m fine, Jack. Walk will do me good.”

Jack stood up. “Sam, Julie — great as usual.”

He saw the two owners both wave from the kitchen, and Jack followed Sarah out, the early autumn air having turned very cool.

Beautiful night in Cherringham.

The two of them had a lot to do — so much to dig into — over the next twenty-four hours.

Jack wondered would any of it lead … anywhere?


11. Ask and You Will Find

Jack pushed open the door of the Ploughman’s and looked around. He rarely came in here during the week and was surprised to see how empty the place was.

In the far corner: a bunch of students, who looked like they were making their pints last as long as possible. Up at the bar: a few locals, a couple of whom recognised Jack and gave him a welcome half-wave.

And the rest: just a scattering of solitary souls who clearly preferred a drink on their own to sitting in front of the TV at home.

So which one is Clifford the gardener? thought Jack.

He went up to the bar, nodded to Billy Leeper the landlord.

“Usual, Jack?”

“Please, Billy.”

He watched Billy take a pint glass and pull on the ancient wooden pump. One, two, three pulls — and there was Jack’s glass, full of foaming English ale.

An acquired taste — and so unlike his usual Bud back in Brooklyn.

But here, in this English village, it just seemed the right thing to drink.

Billy slid the pint across the bar and took Jack’s money.

“Hey, Billy. Looking for a fella named Clifford,” said Jack. “Gather he drinks up here of an evening?”

“Clifford Nailor? Works up at Brimley?”

“That’s the one,” said Jack.

Billy seemed to consider this for a minute.

“That there’s Clifford,” he said, nodding to a white-haired man who sat in the corner, looking down intently at a newspaper, pencil in hand.

“Cheers, Billy.”

Jack picked up his pint and headed over.

*

As he approached, he could see that Clifford was doing the crossword — so engrossed that he didn’t notice Jack.

“Mr Nailor?”

“That’s me,” said Clifford, barely looking up.

“Jack Brennan.”

Then, a slight tilt upward.

“Aha. The man from the Trust.”

“Not exactly,” said Jack. “More like — helping them out.”

“And you want to ask me some questions?”

Jack smiled. Clifford Nailor was on the ball, no doubt about that.

“If I may,” said Jack.

“You may. On one condition, mind.”

“Go on.”

“How’s your Greek myths?”

“Pretty good — for a yank.”

“Excellent. Today’s crossword — full of the buggers. Got me stumped. So, we’ll finish this then you can ask me your questions. Deal?”

“Deal,” said Jack, smiling.

Then he nodded towards Clifford’s nearly-empty glass: “Since we’re going to be a while — can I get you a refill?”

“Trust paying or you paying?”

“Oh, Trust paying, I think. Eventually.”

“Pint of Hooky will do very nicely.”

“Pint of Hooky it is.”

And Jack headed back to the bar, thinking That year at college reading the classics … maybe it’s finally going to pay off.

*

Sarah put the little teapot of chamomile tea on a tray with a proper cup and saucer, and walked out of the kitchen into her office — “CSI Central” as Jack called it way back when she first moved into the cottage. Her “safe space” for detective work, out of the way of her two kids.

Course, these days the kids were hardly around, so she rarely needed to close the door when she was at work.

As she sat down at her computer, she saw Digby, her spaniel, shuffle in and make himself comfortable on the sofa behind her with a loud sigh.

“Not bedtime yet, Digby, sorry.”

She turned on the main computer and took out her notebook. Then poured her first cup of chamomile tea and sat back in her big leather office chair.

“So — what’s going to be first, Digby? Find the plans for the manor house? Or dig a little deeper into our mysterious gardener from London? We mustn’t forget the oh-so-lucky arts graduate Sophie, must we?”

But when she turned back she saw that Digby was already asleep.

“Okay. Sophie it is then,” she said, turning back to her keyboard and getting to work.

*

“Sisyphus! That’s the fella!” said Clifford, leaning forward to fill in the clue in the crossword. “Funny, how you knew him.”

“Times I think he and I have a lot in common,” said Jack.

“Ha, you and me both,” said Clifford, smiling.

Jack watched the gardener fold the newspaper, lean back and take a sip of beer.

“There we are then — all done. Thanks to you, I might say.”

“Benefit of a public-school education. City College. Means the opposite here of course.”

“Here’s to our two nations, divided by a common language, eh?” said Clifford, raising his glass and clinking it against Jack’s.

Jack grinned and shared the toast. He’d enjoyed sitting here in the quiet pub, gentle chatter in the background, easy atmosphere, crossword to fill in.

Not something easily replicated back in the States.

Might pop up here myself mid-week, he thought. Bring a book, have the odd chat.

“So, let’s talk about the fire, shall we?” said Clifford. “I’m guessing you want to find out if I think it was started deliberately — and if so, by whom?”

Jack shrugged and smiled: “Pretty much.”

The gardener nodded. “Got me on the list of suspects?”

“Never take anyone off — until we find the culprit.”

“Very wise. What if I’ve got an alibi? Off that list?”

“Have you?”

“Best one in Cherringham,” said Clifford — and he pointed at Billy Leeper.

“So — you were here the night of the fire.”

“Every Wednesday, rain or shine. When my Kath was alive — God bless her — we used to have a foursome here, playing cribbage. The three all gone now, sadly. Just old Clifford left to keep up the tradition.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“You married, Jack?”

“Was. My wife passed. A Kath — like yours.”

“Not easy, hmm? Think of her all the time. I’m sure you do.”

“Every day.”

And even now, with the years passed, Jack still felt that old familiar pang, knowing how much his own “Kath” would have loved to be here right by his side in this village pub, drinking a warm English beer just like him because it felt … right.

Her love of England had brought Jack here twenty years ago for the very first time. After she’d gone, he’d still bought the houseboat they’d both dreamed of retiring to.

His reason for being here in Cherringham.

The future they’d planned together … it turned out, was his alone.

“To Kath,” said Clifford, raising his glass.

“To Kath,” said Jack raising his.

*

Sarah sat back from her computer, disappointed.

“Sophie Scott” appeared on a handful of public sites — mostly to do with job searches in the arts. Her resume on one site showed she’d worked briefly at one of the big London auction houses. But otherwise it seemed she’d had to make do with jobs where her expertise wasn’t required.

And her social media pages were pretty innocuous — the usual round of selfies, holiday albums, festival exploits and cute kittens.

A couple of her online friends looked familiar from Chloe’s profile — possibly Cherringham pals of Karl?

She made a note to definitely ask Chloe about Karl if she turned up before Sarah went to bed.

As to the history research, although she’d managed to find public information about Brimley Manor, and some history of the Brimley family, the key files she was after — plans of the house — apparently only existed as documents.

Nothing digital at all.

Still, they were listed as being archived in the Cherringham reference library in the village hall, just across the road from her office — so perhaps tomorrow at lunch she could pop over and ask to see them.

If they were there.

For now though, she was stumped. All she knew was that the first Brimley who bought the manor (and renamed it) had been a naval captain and then a merchant in the eighteenth century.

Turned out, the Brimley family didn’t come from a long aristocratic line, but rather from trade: a common story in these parts.

She checked her watch. Enough time to see what she could find about Ben Davis — then hit the sack.

It had been one very long day, and she knew she’d have a lot to catch up on in the office tomorrow.

She opened her notebook — lots of question marks and blank spaces — and realised she didn’t really have much to go on. Just what Jack had passed on to her: his name (a very common one), the fact that Ben Davis came from South London, and a rough age.

She doubted she’d be able to track down his online presence unless she was lucky enough to find him on social media — in which case the various hacking skills she’d picked up — and used a few years back to finally nail her philandering ex-husband — might come in handy.

Not expecting much, she put what she had into a search engine … and got page after page of hits.

Some mistake?

No, for there, at the top of the screen, in the image search, was the serious face of the very same young man she’d seen today arguing in the kitchen.

And beneath it, the words: “Slavery Restitution activist insists — families will be made to pay.”

Sarah leaned forward and took out her notepad.

“Digby — as Jack would say — we’ve hit pay dirt!”


12. History Lessons

“So what do you reckon, Clifford? About the fire … you think it was an accident?”

“Ah well, now you’re asking a tricky question, Jack. Might be. Might not be. I’m no expert.”

“You must have an opinion though?”

“Oh, right. I’ve thought about what happened, for sure. Question is though, cui bono?”

Jack — having done three years of Latin at Brooklyn Prep — grinned.

“Who benefits? Exactly,” said Jack, smiling again at the unexpected use of the Latin by the gardener.

Then again, as well as the crosswords, Clifford was probably using Latin all day long, tending to all those amazing plants …

“See, none of us who works at the manor wins if the place burns down. You understand? We’d all be out of a job. So Ben, Sophie, Charlie — can’t be one of them three, can it? Wouldn’t make any sense.”

“What about fire insurance?” said Jack. “Conservation Trust would make a pretty penny if the house just burned down, hmm?”

“Well, from my understanding, Trust don’t want insurance. In fact — they want the place tarted up fast so it starts earning them some cash.”

“Small, contained fire though — structure stays intact — could be worth it? Timed to when Charlie would spot it?”

“More fuss than it’s worth, Jack, don’t you think? Risky move. And certainly not part of the plans.”

“So it’s true they’re going to spend big on the house?”

“Budgets willing. That’s what I’ve heard.”

Jack reached down, took a swig of beer.

“What about Mr Brimley?”

“Perry? Hah! Meet him, did you? What’s he got to do with it, you’re wondering?”

“He’s been trying to get the estate back for years, he said. Maybe he got fed up — decided — to hell with the Trust, I’ll burn the place down.”

Jack watched Clifford consider this.

Then a head shake.

“Find that hard to believe,” said Clifford, eventually. “He loves that house. Grew up in it.”

“But you’re not sure — are you?”

“Ask me that question a year ago, I would have said — no way.”

“But now?”

“Well … can’t quite believe I’m saying this,” said Clifford, taking a sip of beer, “but recently, I’m not sure how well I do know him anymore. Always been odd … but lately …”

“My colleague Sarah and I went to see him earlier. Seemed a tad … on edge.”

Clifford nodded: “I think the Trust’s plans have disturbed him. You know? The thought of the house, lost to him forever. Change, I suppose — always difficult to deal with.”

“So, he could have done it? Set fire to the place?”

Again, Jack saw Clifford pause, as if not wanting to admit the possible.

“He’s certainly been a bit more … erratic … lately.”

“How so?”

“Well … okay. He never used to go anywhere near the house. Wouldn’t even look at it. But these last few weeks — working late a couple of times — I’ve seen him on the grounds.”

“Walking around?”

“No, not really. More like lurking. I suppose that’s the word you’d have to use. Like he was watching for something?”

“In the house too? He got access?”

“Not that I know. But he grew up in the manor. Knows the place like the back of his hand, that’s for sure.”

Jack took this in. Maybe he’d been right to be worried about Sarah.

“Clifford, how well do you know him?”

“Seen him grow up, I have. Perry were just a nipper when I started work at the manor. Sweet kid he was, back then. Interested in everything. Loved the plants — loved them.”

Jack did some quick calculations: “Hang on — so you’ve been at the manor — what, fifty years?”

“Yup. Fourteen years old I was when I started. Helping out the under-gardener. Lowest of the low.”

“So was the grandfather — Horatio Brimley — still alive then?”

“Oh God, yes. The old coot. Getting on a bit, mind, but still sharp as a razor. Fact, it was him who mostly brought up Perry.”

“Perry’s parents …?”

“Died in a car crash, both of ’em. When Perry was just a kid. So, him and Grandpa Horatio, peas in a pod they were.”

Jack nodded at Clifford’s empty glass.

“Get you another?” he said.

“Don’t mind if I do. Expect you’ve got a few more questions, hmm?”

Jack laughed. “You expect right. Same again?”

“Same again. Little whisky chaser might go well with it — what do you think? Trust paying and all?”

“I think that’s a very good idea,” said Jack, turning and heading for the bar.

Whatever Sarah’s finding online — this little history lesson is well worth the price of a couple of rounds.

*

Sarah sat back and reached for her cup of tea.

Cold.

No wonder. That first link to Ben Davis had opened up a treasure trove of information. She’d made pages of notes. And now she flicked back through them. So much to tell Jack.

Ben was no uneducated labourer.

Anything but …

A star pupil from a poor family in Brixton, he’d been spotted by a charity, given a scholarship to a good school — and won a place at Cambridge to read history, followed by a PhD at SOAS in London.

Specialising in the economic foundations of the slave trade — and, in particular, the role of English landowners in opposing Abolition.

Online — his writing was everywhere. Articles. Tweets. Blogs. Video. Conference speeches. His specialty: unearthing the hidden backgrounds, the secret sources of wealth, of a string of English country estates.

And then demanding reparations — or at least an open acknowledgement and an apology — for the inhuman and savage trade from which they’d profited.

It absolutely couldn’t be a coincidence that Ben was now here at Brimley Manor.

Ben was a firebrand; passionate — that wasn’t just going to disappear while he tended the plants.

There had to be a connection somewhere between the Brimleys and the slave trade. But, so far, her research had only uncovered that the Brimley family were merchants.

What if the Brimleys’ wealth came from slavery — then was that the reason why Ben had so “luckily” turned up in the summer?

Was that why he’d stayed? To research the family himself? Uncover the Brimley secret history?

Or was it more than research?

And now Sarah, despite the evening’s warmth, felt a chill.

Was it possible that Ben had started the fire? Had he moved on from accusations … to direct action?

That made Ben Davis the prime suspect.

She went to the kitchen to make another pot of tea.

It was going to be a long night.


13. The Best Laid Plans

Jack stood up from his crouch, and stretched. Beautiful morning, if it weren’t for the fact that his MGA was having “issues”.

The car’s ancient manual was open at a page devoted to how the 1600 Mark II engine actually worked. Not all that different from his Sprite … but different enough.

He always felt that if he was going to own a classic like this, then he should learn how to maintain it — at least the basics.

Though, besides having a vague suspicion that it had something to do with the carburettor, he was — delightful morning and all — stumped.

He was due to meet Sarah at the Cherringham Village Records office when it opened at ten sharp.

He took out his phone and texted: “Car problems. Okay taking a look on your own? Pick you up as soon as sorted?”

He knew that today there was something really important for them to do: to go back to the mad house, and — now after his chat with Clifford — figure out why everyone was lying.

And, more importantly, what was inside that locked room in the creaky attic?

A text came firing back quickly: “No worries. Office not open yet. Will wait, then go check.”

Jack back: “Great. See you in a bit.”

Then another text pinged back: “Got some interesting news about our friend Ben btw …”

Jack sent her a “thumbs-up” back, then put his phone away.

So maybe Ben was back in the frame?

Would be a shame. In spite of the attitude, he’d liked the kid straight away.

Then, with his dog Riley looking on, interested, as if he might have a suggestion or two, Jack started thumbing through the pages of the car’s manual.

A fifty-year-old sports car.

Guess he knew going in that the MGA would require a lot of TLC.

And Jack went back to studying the engine schematic.

*

Sarah stood in the corridor of the first floor of the village hall.

Besides leading to the main room that served for every kind of amateur theatrical the locals could dream of, there was were also a scattering of offices here.

None seemed open.

She looked at her watch. 10:10. Still no sign of the person due to open this office devoted to the village records.

Do I have the opening times … days wrong? Sarah wondered.

And she was about to do a quick search on her phone when she heard someone coming up the steps.

She turned to see a round woman, one hand firmly grasping the handrail as she made her way up. Beside her, a waddling bulldog, equally round and also struggling up the steps.

“Come, come, Winnie. Almost there, boy.”

The woman had not seen Sarah standing, obviously waiting, watching the Everest-like climb.

Until she reached the top.

And both she and the bulldog — whose tummy seemed to scrape the floor, the legs were that short — came to a dead stop. The woman breathing deeply.

“Hell-lo. You waiting for something?”

Sarah nodded, and surmised that this floor, this office of paper records — in the age of digital — did not get many visitors.

“Yes. Good morning.” Sarah extended her hand. “Sarah Edwards, and I—”

The woman’s face — which had seemed stony, suspicious, “loose lips” and all that — cracked into a broad smile.

“Michael and Helen’s girl?”

Sarah nodded. In Cherringham, having someone you are connected to — well-known, beloved even — was about the biggest door-opener ever.

And that is exactly what the woman did, withdrawing from her handbag a curiously large ring of keys, and fishing out an old-fashioned skeleton key that she used to pop open the door, with its opaque, bevelled glass window and the black lettering, Cherringham Village Records.

Sarah followed her — and Winnie — into the office.

Once across the threshold, Sarah watched the dog retreat to a corner where a wicker basket with a Winnie-sized pillow showed signs of a daily life spent sitting exactly there.

“Now, Sarah Edwards. My, my — you have grown!”

Sarah kept smiling. There was something to be said for the anonymity of the big city. No one knows you, and no one cares.

Not here!

As the woman went behind a desk nearly tall enough to make her disappear, Sarah noticed a plastic name plaque looking like an artefact from the Forties.

Vivian Fortnum — Village Records Secretary.

“Ah, yes. Um, I was wondering, hoping that I might find something here?”

Behind the woman, Sarah noticed wooden tables, some with books stacked, and to the side, doors leading to rooms — Sarah guessed — where the actual records were kept.

“Ms Fortnum—”

“Oh Viv. That’s what everyone calls me. Ha — when they do call me.”

“Viv, I’m looking for a record, house plans from over 180 years ago, and there is no digital version, based on my searches, and—”

“Digital! Searches! That’s what it’s all come to, hasn’t it? Nothing real. No one looks for anything, now do they? They ‘search’.”

Sarah nodded. It made sense that the keeper of ancient paper records here would look disdainfully on the impact of the internet age.

“What I’m looking for — those plans — I’m trying to help the Conservation Trust. You see, it’s—”

But at that first attempt at a request, “Viv” shot a hand up.

“Um, sorry, Sarah. You see, the procedure here is that you fill out a form for the requested document. I then check our filing system … see that behemoth in the back? We have a file card for absolutely every item. Then, I shall — if you’re lucky! — retrieve it for you.”

Sarah was hoping this might be a speedier process.

But with Jack delayed, she had no worries filling out a form.

With luck, they might get back to Brimley Manor by midday.

And, she had to admit, the prospect of doing that, with so many deceptions flying around … was quite exciting.

Viv produced a faded sheet of paper.

Even the form’s typography spoke of another era. And the detail it required! Full name, address, reason for request, time and date, year that the requested document had been created …

There were bank loan applications that required less.

She took a pen … chained to the high desk by a metal strand lest some ne’er-do-well might consider running off with it.

She started filling the document out.

*

Jack looked at the engine. Okay. Not a carburettor issue. Not the original, so not fifty years old. But, still, it had obviously seen some use.

And a thorough cleaning might have done the trick. The Mark II engine could be fussy. He didn’t shut the hood. A look down to his mesmerised dog.

Might have to go in there again, hmm, Riley?

He slipped behind the wheel. Keys already in the ignition.

He made what he thought was a typical car owner’s prayer when faced with a reluctant vehicle, namely: Please start.

A turn of the key — and there it was. The engine, roaring beautifully back to life.

Even Riley took notice, standing up at the throaty rumble of the MGA.

“There we go, boy. Not too … challenging.”

Jack carefully pulled down the hood gently and heard it latch with a satisfying click.

TLC. Even when just doing something like that.

And then back into the driver’s seat to catch up with Sarah.

*

Viv had taken Sarah’s form and disappeared back to what she called “the behemoth”, the massive mountain of wooden drawers that held tray after tray of records, all on file cards.

She saw that the barely five-foot woman had, at her disposal, a number of different-sized stools and folding stepladders.

Right now, she was perched on one stool a foot off the ground, two trays open, as she looked in one, then the other.

Shaking her head.

And then — a nod — and she stepped down, and walked back to Sarah, holding a file card like a trophy.

Which Sarah saw was actually a pair of cards.

“Here you go. Took some checking … the year a little off. Still, got it.”

“Fantastic. Great news.”

At that, the records secretary’s face fell. “Oh, sorry, not your plans. You see this card, well — I should have remembered. It shows that those plans were taken away by the heir to the property. Perfectly within his rights after all these years. Still, most people have absolutely no use for them.”

“You mean—?“

“Yes. Not here, I am afraid. You will have to follow up with the heir, a—” Viv pushed up her glasses, which somehow made her read the information more easily, “Mr Peregrine Brimley? He has them. Sorry.”

Disappointing indeed. But curious. Why would Peregrine want the plans?

Sarah’s phone vibrated. In the sanctuary of all things paper, Sarah felt almost guilty taking out her phone under Viv’s gaze.

Greeted with the slightest moue of displeasure.

“Yeah, Jack. Great. But not great news here, I’m afraid. Yes, well, interesting. Be right down. See you when you get here. Bye.”

Sarah killed the call and slid the offending phone away.

“One more thing. Can you tell me how long ago they were removed?”

Viv looked as if she didn’t trust Sarah as much, having pulled a demon device from the side pocket of her jeans.

But even at that, the woman took another look at the card.

“Over three years ago.”

Sarah nodded. And for a moment she looked around this quirky out-of-time office.

Cherringham … always seemingly able to conjure up the most surprising spaces.

“Thank you. I appreciate it.”

And as Sarah turned to walk away, she saw Winnie watching her. With quiet about to be restored to the sleepy office, the dog could again go about the business of shutting its eyes.

But, after only few steps, Viv called out.

“Oh, Sarah. One more thing. Almost didn’t see it. Again, I should have remembered. Age, you know.”

Sarah turned.

“Someone else came looking for those plans.”

Sarah stopped.

Another step and she would have been out the door …

“Do you know when … who it was …?

“Sorry, If the document is not found, the request form is, as they say these days, recycled. We just note on the card that someone made a request.”

Sarah nodded. Interesting, but not terribly helpful.

But then Viv looked away.

“But I think — can’t be sure … memory, you know — it was this summer. A woman. Quite young. I assumed with the Trust perhaps? Anyway, she left empty-handed, like yourself.”

Sarah nodded. Of course, the Trust would have sent someone down to get the plans if they were planning major renovations.

But then …

Odd thought: why didn’t Guy Gibbons tell her that he knew Brimley had the plans?

Unless …

Ah, it was the ’unless’ questions best discussed with Jack.

And Sarah hurried down the stairs where, by now — assuming the MGA had kept running — Jack was waiting.


14. More Fun with Mr Brimley

Sarah beside him, Jack drove down the High Street, heading to the main road that would — with a few tricky twists and turns — take them to Brimley Manor.

He listened as Sarah went through what she’d found online about Ben Davis, things suddenly feeling like they were slotting into place.

“Makes sense now that he was so defensive when he and I talked,” said Jack. “Pretty much everything he said was a sham.”

“Is he our arsonist?”

“Certainly suspicious. Think there’s enough in what you found that he will be questioned — and not just by the insurance people.”

“What about his relationship with Sophie Scott?”

“Don’t know. Maybe — somehow — useful for him? If he meant the estate harm.”

And then Jack felt Sarah grow quiet. He noticed that — lately — she had taken a page or two from his playbook of processing things.

Taking time to think. See what ideas, theories, contradictions pop up.

Move too fast, and you lose that.

Then she turned to him.

“But Jack, here’s the thing about Ben Davis. We know that he’s not what he pretends to be. But he lives on the estate, he works with Charlie, knows when he does his rounds.”

Jack nodded as well, now on the open road, the engine purring.

He finished the thought …

“If you’re going to burn the place down, would you really put somebody at risk like that? Charlie’s not a young man — and Ben knows that. If the fire had taken hold, Charlie wouldn’t have got out of there.”

He glanced quickly at Sarah — and saw she had understood what he was suggesting.

“If Ben is capable of doing something like that—” she said.

“Then we need to take care here, detective,” said Jack.

“You think we talk to him first?”

“Definitely,” said Jack. “He’s got some questions to answer. Maybe Sophie too, if the two of them were tight.”

“When I talked to her yesterday she said she’d be in Oxford today with Gibbons, the evaluator.”

“Shame,” said Jack. “She and Ben were arguing — she might be helpful.”

“What about Brimley?”

“Oh — definitely need another chat with him too — lying about not seeing the fire, the trucks … any of it. Turns out it’s not the only thing the old boy kept to himself.”

“At least we know the plans exist, and he has them.”

Jack nodded. While he and Sarah talked, he also kept an ear cocked for any tell-tale burble from the apparently smoothly running engine.

“All right. So, quick chat with him after we’ve tracked down Ben. Check those plans. Something damned odd about that house.”

“Besides all the ‘treasures’?”

Jack laughed at that. “You know — got to say — I’m kinda fond of all that stuff. The Brimley grand-père certainly had a lot of interests. But something tells me getting into that locked room is key to all this.”

“That’s for sure.”

He heard Sarah take a breath.

“You think we are close?”

“Close? Yeah. But, so far, no cigar …”

And at that Sarah laughed.

“You know something — I think that’s a genuine Brooklyn idiom?” said Jack. “I think it dates from carny days. Those games. Get close — great — but you still don’t win the cigar.”

“That reminds me of when you went to one of our fêtes, and saw a coconut shy for the first time!”

“Oh right! That was just weird.”

Then Jack saw the first turn onto the narrow road that would have them meandering up to Brimley Manor.

And he thought.

Close? Are we?

And if so — close to what?

*

Sarah followed Jack into the hothouse, the air thick and humid — reminding her instantly of a family trip she and the kids had taken to Australia a few years ago.

The rainforest was so exciting for Chloe and Daniel — the shared experience, a first step in getting their lives together after her messy divorce.

A magical holiday.

Now though — the towering vegetation and sweet smells had a darker atmosphere. Somewhere in here was a young man apparently prepared to risk lives to get his way.

Sarah heard the sound of digging coming from the far end of the building — the scrape of a spade against stone. She saw Jack had heard it too — he nodded to her and they walked quietly down the pathways through shrubs and bright blossoms, until she saw …

Clifford, the gardener, digging into concrete at the edge of a raised bed.

“Clifford,” said Jack.

“Morning,” said Clifford, turning and resting on his spade. “Or is it afternoon? Hot enough!”

“Certainly is, in here,” said Sarah, stepping forward and offering her hand. “I’m Sarah Edwards — work with Jack.”

“Pleasure,” said Clifford, shaking her hand. “Two detectives now, is it? That make me a prime suspect?”

Jack laughed. “Looks like you’re still in the clear, Clifford. But we were wondering if you could point us to where Ben’s working today?”

Sarah saw Clifford’s face cloud.

“Ben?” he said, as if he’d known all along something was wrong. “Well, there’s a thing. He’s not turned up.”

Sarah looked at Jack who nodded.

“You’ve not seen him at all?” said Jack.

“Should have been helping me with this three hours ago.”

“You checked out his shed?”

“Not yet.”

“Maybe we should do that,” said Sarah.

“By all means,” said Clifford. “If he’s buggered off I need to get a new lad, sharpish.”

“Come on,” said Jack, his face now looking darker too.

And Sarah followed him back down the hothouse path.

*

Jack stopped outside Ben’s little shed. The door was shut. He turned to Sarah.

“If he makes a break for it—”

“He won’t get far,” said Sarah. “All that time in the gym.”

“Good,” said Jack. “Because with my knees these days I’m lousy in a chase.”

Then he turned the handle, gently pushed the door open wide and stepped in.

Apart from the furniture, the place was empty: no papers, clothes, laptop.

“He’s gone,” said Sarah, joining him. “Done a runner.”

“Doesn’t look good, does it?” said Jack, and he could see that Sarah shared his feelings.

“Guess we’d better go see what Brimley has to say,” said Sarah shrugging.

And he followed her out of the shed and into the fresh air.

*

Sarah looked around the small piece of farmland that was Brimley’s domain.

No sign of him in the field — and the small hen house, also home to a pair of disinterested pigs, also empty.

“Lunch break?” she said to Jack.

“Give it a knock, and we’ll find out.”

She took a breath and rapped on the cottage door hard. From her first encounter with the loopy heir, she expected a similar wide-eyed greeting at their unplanned visit.

And, true to form, the door was yanked open as if the Cossacks might be storming the cottage.

“What? You? The two of you? Again?”

He said the last as if he’d had the misfortune of contracting the flu two times running.

Sarah did her best to force a reassuring smile.

“Mr Brimley, Jack and I have just a few more questions.”

At his name, Sarah sensed Jack edge closer; he too wearing a smile, but his physical presence was a little more, well, intimidating.

“Questions? Suppose you want answers then too, hmm? Then more questions? That the drill?”

“Just a few,” Sarah said, hoping to appease him. “Promise.”

Somehow she felt — with a man wired like Peregrine Brimley — the word “promise” would, in some miraculous way, carry weight.

Brimley nodded, and then opened the door, not knowing he was about to be caught in a lie. And, hopefully, that trap set, useful in getting them to see the plans.

The plans for Brimley Manor.

*

No offer of tea from Brimley this time — who stood in the centre of the small living room, arms folded, fortifying himself for the assault.

Sarah looked to Jack.

“Perry, we’ve discovered that what you told us the other day — what you told Sarah here — isn’t exactly true?”

On cue, his bug eyes grew wider.

Brimley opened his mouth as if words were about to erupt.

But this time nothing.

Like a little kid caught in a fib, he stood stock still against the revelation to come.

“You saw the fire … the trucks. You were there.”

Brimley shook his head, sputtering. “Did not.”

Still like debating with a three-year old.

“Did too, Perry,” Jack said. “Got a witness. One of the workers. Saw you, standing right down there, by the house. Now, you want to tell us why you lied about that to my good friend here?”

Sarah watched the man’s bug eyes dart.

“Ben saw you,” Sarah added. “Standing there, watching.”

Again, Brimley seemed stumped for words.

Sarah pressed the issue.

“I said — I promised — just a few questions, right?”

A nod.

“So,” Sarah said as gently as she could, “we were wondering. Your family home — a fire — that must have been upsetting for you?”

That is, she thought, unless, for some wacky reason, you set the fire.

“Did you see anything else? Anything that might be important?”

Then she and Jack waited.

And she noted … really waited.

Brimley had transformed himself into a statue, like one of those spray-painted tourist attractions that recreate the Greek gods or, from Jack’s hometown, the Statue of Liberty.

Was there an answer?

Would he answer?

It was a long wait.


15. Hide and Seek

And then, as if the stolid performance was over, Brimley’s arms unfolded, he tilted his head and looked up to the ceiling of his cottage as if he might be able to see to some distant and forgiving spot in space.

“I love that house. I grew up there, you know?”

Sarah nodded. That they did.

“But I knew … I knew.” A finger came jutting out.

J’accuse, Sarah thought.

“… that those Trust people … that Gibbons … they’d all think I did it. Sour grapes or something. They’d think I set that fire—”

Jack interrupted.

“So — you kept quiet?”

Perry nodded. Jack quickly added. “Makes sense, Perry. Perfect sense.”

And that brought a hint of a relieved smile to Brimley’s beleaguered face.

“Yes. Thank you. You understand.”

Fellow like Brimley probably doesn’t get much of that, she thought.

Understanding.

“What Sarah and I were curious about is this: did you see anything else? Anyone else? Anything that made you, well” — Jack fired a look at Sarah — “suspicious?”

Another wait, though this time, having won the heir’s trust, not at all as long.

“Why, yes I did.”

They didn’t even have to ask the follow-up question — a rarity for any dialogue involving Brimley. Brimley barrelled on.

“A car, by the side of the house. Just as the fire engines were arriving. It pulled away — fast! And get this …”

Sarah waited.

“The car had its lights off! Lights off!”

“Did you see who was driving or—?”

Quick headshakes answered these vital questions. “No, no, no. Nothing. Just a car, driving off. In the dark. To the old service road. Farm road. All rutted. No one uses it.”

A thought occurred to Sarah.

“But someone who knew the property … they’d know that road?”

“Of course,” Brimley said as if it was a dumb question.

She turned to look at Jack. She doubted either of them now suspected Brimley of any involvement in setting the fire.

Not with the way the cards in this particular deck were stacking up.

But now, to have him witness something key, and to know that perhaps somebody who worked on the estate was in that car …

“Thanks for that,” Jack said. “One last thing, and then we are out of your hair.”

Brimley actually looked up at his bushy and unkempt mane as if Jack’s comment should be taken literally.

“You have the plans. The Village Records secretary told us,” Sarah said.

“Yes. My great-grandfather’s house. My plans. So, I got them.”

“And I assume,” she continued, “that Gibbons and the Trust know you have them?”

Sarah was thinking that whoever had been sent to look for them and then found the catacombs of the records empty, must have reported back to the Trust.

“Oh, no. They don’t know. You see” — now an actual gleeful smile bloomed on his face — “they’re my ace-in-the-hole? That how you say it?”

Sarah nodded. Someone like Brimley … his hold on colloquial phrases was probably a tad wobbly.

“My plans. And when I make my claim, the lawyers — which I have still yet to hire, but I will — and then they’ll—”

Jack took a step forward.

“You think, Perry, we might have a look? Wondering about something.”

Brimley’s suspicious switch got turned on again, something that changed from on to off with amazingly rapid speed.

But then. “Hmm. Well. No harm, I suppose. Yes — why not? You can have a look. Be my guest!”

And at that he went to what Sarah thought was a coffee table covered by a piece of material.

But when Brimley whipped off the stained madras-looking cloth, it revealed …

A sea chest. Weathered, ancient, with massive leather buckles.

And surrounded by the stuffed monkey, the scimitarlike swords, and what remained of a large Kodiak bear, she thought …

This cottage is one constant source of surprises.

*

Jack watched as Brimley carefully undid the trio of leather buckles on the sea chest.

“There we are!” Brimley said, last buckle undone.

He looked back impishly at Jack and Sarah, as pleased as if he had cracked a safe.

Then he slowly lifted the heavy lid of the chest which, true to form, creaked and groaned — the aged wood so fragile.

And then …

And this was a moment.

Brimley reached in with two arms, and pulled out a massive ledger-style book, itself nearly the size of the chest.

He picked it up as if cradling a newborn.

Jack stood close to Sarah. Both of them caught up in this dramatic moment.

As Brimley gently lay the book down on the carpeted floor (which Jack noticed featured camels and what looked like a rendition of the Sphinx and the great pyramids.)

“There you are,” Brimley said, stepping back. “Take care. Very fragile, nearly two centuries old, you know. So please … very gently.”

Jack nodded.

Then, his knees creaking in protest, Jack knelt down. He watched Sarah, beside him, reach out almost tentatively, and gently open the book, lifting the cover slowly.

And they started to see the original plans for the manor.

*

With each page-flip, Sarah worried that a tear would bloom on the sere drafting paper.

She — without asking — took a picture of each page.

Brimley seemed so caught up with sharing this “grail” that either the photo taking didn’t bother him, or he was too distracted to protest.

Each page-turn was a goosebump moment. To see the lines and angles on the careful mechanical drawings that led to the building of the mad manor house …

It was, quite simply, extraordinary.

But then, something else.

She shot a side glance to Jack.

Did he see it as well?

The rooms, hallways, stairs … all there.

But then …

But then …

Girding those rooms, running parallel to, and following the trajectory of the house’s rooms and hallways, were …

… what looked like passageways.

Small hallways, small rooms, narrow staircases.

She said nothing. Jack’s look showed that he too had seen it.

And when they flipped to the last schematic, the attic rooms, a last picture, and more hidden passageways.

She thought, this book is a genuine treasure.

She looked up at Brimley. Jack had stood up as well.

Tough on the knees …

“Perry,” she said, “these spaces, running all through the house.” A pause. “What are they?”

Brimley had the look of a professor, happy at seeing his student have a breakthrough moment.

“Passageways,” he said, eyes bright. “Secret passageways — to every room! Every room in the house!”

He clasped his hands together, the sound startling.

“Brilliant, no?”

Not quite the word Sarah would have reached for.

*

“You see, you need to understand — my great-grandfather wanted to be able to access each room, unseen. One could go into any one of them, in and out, and not disturb anything. Never be seen by anyone!”

Jack nodded. Peregrine Brimley — a fount of secrets being revealed.

“But Perry … why?” Jack said.

Brimley looked away. “Not sure why.”

From the look on Brimley’s face, it had been an unexpected question. Then he turned back to them. “But I do know my grandfather wanted the rooms to remain precisely the same, each item, cleaned if only it could be left totally in place. All those passages? Meant he had a secret way to go to each of them.”

Jack wasn’t sure that exactly answered the question.

The Brimleys marched to the beat of their own drummer, he thought. That is, if they could find one.

He looked at Sarah. It was time they went into the house, its secret exposed.

Time to go.

But then Jack happened to glance at what lay under the plans.

An aged photo album, from the looks of it. Also leather-bound: a deep, dark green.

“Family album?” Jacks said.

And Brimley answered quickly, shaking his head.

“Oh, no. Not that one.”

He reached down and picked up the book, a much less weighty item.

Flipped it open.

The pages showed a large faded Kodachrome of each room in the manor house, all its treasures revealed.

Brimley flipped through it.

And he said, again with the tone of someone possessing irrefutable logic: “My grandfather had it made. So I could use it to select my gift, each year you see—”

Jack smiled, interrupting.

“I know. For your birthday. One item. May I?”

He handed the album to Jack as Sarah came close.

And Jack flipped page after page until …

He came to the music room. All the instruments. Not just hanging on the walls, but stacked in groups, families almost — brass, strings, wind. Great double-basses, trumpets, timpani, serried ranks of piccolos, flutes, tin whistles even.

“Grandpa’s pride and joy,” said Brimley. “He told me once that he could play every single one.”

“Amazing collection,” said Sarah. “So sad that …”

Jack saw Sarah pause, and he looked at Brimley. His eyes were watering.

He looked back at Sarah who put her hand on Brimley’s arm.

“Perhaps you can start the collection again,” she said.

“Do you think so?” said Brimley. “Really?”

“Nothing to stop you,” said Jack.

“Wouldn’t be the same though,” said Brimley. “Some of those pieces. Well. Grandpa used to say — the music room — that’s my real treasure, Perry. That’s my real treasure.”

Jack caught Sarah’s eye. Then:

“Perry — mind if we borrow this photo?” she said. “Just for a bit? Might help?”

Jack saw confusion, of course, on Brimley’s face. But Sarah’s warm tone — and probably their appreciation of what his old sea chest held — had won the heir over.

“Um, well — okay. But do take care, won’t you? No copies exist, I am afraid. Vintage. Like everything, like the house. The plans. The chest.” Then an almost sad grin. “Me.”

Jack put a hand on Brimley’s shoulder.

“You have been a great help, Perry.” A small, reassuring squeeze to the shoulder. “Thank you.”

And at that — they were done, with just one thing left to do.

Go inside the house itself.


16. The Secret Room

Outside, steps away from the manor house, Sarah had stopped, and sent a text. Then she turned to Jack.

“Okay, just sent a text off to Gibbons. Asking if Sophie Scott’s with him — and if he can send a picture of the music room she did for the evaluation. That famous Jack Brennan intuition telling you something?”

Jack smiled at that. “This time? About the photos? Maybe yes. Or — maybe not anything there. Still—”

Sarah nodded and looked down at her phone.

“Nothing yet, hmm?”

“Nope,” said Sarah. “Though Chloe’s got back to me about that guy Karl.”

“And?”

Sarah shrugged. “All she says is, the guy’s definitely bad news.”

“Nothing else?”

Sarah shook her head. “Doesn’t really help much, does it?”

She turned to the door of the house. Clifford had supplied them with his key card.

The place would be theirs. All on their own.

“Ready?” she said.

“Yup.”

And they left the warm afternoon sun, and entered the dark musty interior of Brimley Manor.

*

Through the halls, and up the stairs they went, until they reached the room at the top, firmly locked.

Jack pulled out his small pick-lock kit.

“Work your magic,” Sarah said.

She watched him select a thin bit of metal with a small hook on the end. Like a set of hexagonal wrenches, there seemed to be a pick for every size and type of lock.

He placed it at the opening, and began to work on the lock.

Like using a needle to thread a hole blindfolded, he made the small pick twist, left and right, then left again—

Until—

A click.

“Nearly there,” he said, grinning. “Just a couple more tumblers to go.”

She watched him work the lock again, his head pressed against the door, the pick twitching back and forth.

And then she heard that oh-so-satisfying click.

“Open?” she said.

“Let’s find out.”

Then, as if he had cracked a safe at the Bank of England, he stood up, turned the door handle … and the door to the locked room opened.

First thing Jack noticed: the laptop that he had seen when he peered through the keyhole the other day was gone. As well as a yellow pad that had been on the small table in the centre. Kettle, though — still in place.

Apart from that, the room was empty.

Four wood-panelled walls. No furniture, just a tiny fireplace on one wall and that lone table in front of a single window.

A single window …

“This doesn’t make sense,” said Sarah. “Why come up here to work? I mean, if Ben was here what was he doing?”

“Oh, I think he was working on something, all right.”

“What do you mean?”

Jack walked over to the wall with the fireplace.

“Remember how I couldn’t figure out the third window on this floor?” he said. “I think there’s another room, next to this one. Gotta be. A secret room.”

And he started to tap on the panelled wall with his hand, listening for a different sound.

“I’ve got an idea,” said Sarah. “The pictures on my phone. The plans.”

Sarah quickly got the phone out, swiped to the attic layout.

“You’re right. Look.”

Jack looked at the phone. On the plan he could see a shaded area next to the room they were in.

“Secret room,” he said. “Has to be.”

“All we have to do is find how to get into it,” said Sarah, looking up.

“Sliding panel of some kind? Can’t be obvious. Would defeat the purpose.”

He started feeling around the panel edges where wood moulding on the floor met the wall, and the corners; and pressed his hands under the small mantel above the tiny fireplace.

Sarah worked the other side of the fireplace.

But then—

He heard a metallic click then a groan from Sarah’s side.

And he turned to see an opening had appeared on the other side, a small door, just to the right of the stone fireplace.

“I just had to press this panel, push it open, and here we go.”

He watched her bend low and step through the doorway — and he followed, the air becoming musty and stale as he entered the room, a dim shaft of light coming from a single window.

The third window that he’d seen from the garden below.

*

Inside the room, as her eyes adjusted to the light, Sarah could see shelves with books, ledgers of some kind. And in one corner, on old wooden tables, with the varnish cracked and peeling, stacks of documents, letters, and even maps.

“Look,” Sarah said, reaching out and picking up one of the documents. “This map here. ‘Brimley Plantation, Tortola, BVI,’ it says. What’s BVI?”

“British Virgin Islands,” said Jack. “In the Caribbean. Tortola’s one of the islands.”

“This shows the plantation layout and—”

She spotted a large book nearby — open: one side with lines for what looked like tallying things; and on the other facing page, notes.

She read it to herself … then turned to Jack.

“Listen to this. ‘Three slaves need be replaced due to gunshot wounds’.”

But Jack had wandered close to another table covered in a scattering of yellow newspapers. She walked over to him.

One cover story: Slave riot put down by Nathaniel Brimley. Then in a lower font: Production unaffected.

“The Brimley fortune?” Jack said. “From all this … looks like … sugar cane?”

“Yes, must be,” Sarah said. “In the ledger book, I saw entries for that and also rum to be shipped to England. But, Jack. The notes on the side, dated, perfect penmanship … page after page regarding slaves acquired, sickness … Even — God — punishments! And here’s the words used — ‘meted out with utmost force’.”

Suddenly, for her, this house no longer felt like a silly museum — it felt evil.

The secret repository of the dark history of the Brimley fortune.

“You know,” Jack said taking a step closer to Sarah, “I never thought of, well, your country and the slave trade.”

“Not something we talk about. When slavery ended, we just walked away from those plantations, the slaves freed, but uprooted from their lives, their culture.”

“And centuries later, we’re still dealing with the aftermath.”

Sarah went back to the ledger book. Another flip of a page: more accounting of sugar cane, more reports from the distillery, more punishments.

She turned to Jack. “Ben. His passion. Restitution. Needing people to answer for all this.”

And Jack nodded.

Sarah stopped for a moment. The room, dark, with so little light coming through the cobwebbed window. But something — she thought — was suddenly so clear. There could now be no doubt: Ben had a powerful motive to burn this place down.

Especially with his own family coming originally from the West Indies.

“Appears that way, Sarah.”

“I sense you’re not totally convinced?”

“Maybe I don’t want to be,” said Jack. “I just can’t see Ben setting the fire when Charlie was about to begin his rounds.”

“All of these papers, though — he must have felt so angry.”

“True. But he volunteered the information that he saw Brimley. Steering us right to him. Where — well — we were bound to end up nosing around here. If this was a place where Ben found out about the family’s past, the blood of slaves providing the money … and wanted to do it all harm … why help us?”

“Maybe he was trying to pin the whole thing on Perry?”

For a moment, both of them said nothing.

“Hey, lucky us! We currently have more questions than answers,” Sarah said.

“Not for the first time. And pretty good questions, hmm?”

“Why don’t we see if we can use the hidden passageways to go from here, to the rest of the house.”

“To the music room?”

“Bingo.”

Sarah took out her phone, swiped the screen so she could look at the plans again.

“If I’m not mistaken, there should be a staircase somewhere around” — she walked over to the corner of the secret room where she could see a gap between the tables — “here.”

She pressed on the panels and, once again, one gave way, this time revealing a dark corridor.

“Looks from the lack of cobwebs as though somebody else has been using this, hmm?” she said.

She saw Jack dig out his phone, and turn on the light.

Sarah looked into the intimidating darkness and took out her phone too — switched on the light. She turned to Jack.

“Ready?”

“Sure — but best we stay close.”

And Jack, his phone’s glaring light held in front of him, entered the secret passage.


17. Trapped!

Sarah stuck close to Jack as they slowly moved along the narrow, winding passageway — too narrow to let them walk side-by-side. The light from their phones barely showed the next few feet ahead.

They came to that passageway’s end, and saw even narrower steps leading down.

“Think those stairs are safe? Look at them!” Sarah said.

She was half-kidding, but the planks of the stairs in the narrow stairwell looked rather homemade.

Jack turned to her, the light now on his face — inches from hers.

That closeness reminded her of another time when they’d been pressed together tight in a railway tunnel alcove … a roaring train screaming towards them.

Her light now picked up his reassuring smile.

“I think we’ll be okay. Anyway, I’ll go first. My weight on those steps … we’ll see how I fare, hmm?”

And she smiled back at that as Jack turned and started down. If these stairs were used to spy on things, it surely wasn’t done under cover of silence; each step howled out an exaggerated groaning creak!

And though she knew there was no one else in the house, it still made Sarah want to tread as lightly as she could.

Then, a few steps from the bottom, Jack stopped.

“So — the music room, hmm? Have to admit, I’m lost.”

Sarah nodded. Navigating a maze like this — for that’s what it really was — with dead reckoning would be impossible,

But she had her pictures of the plans.

“I’ll see where we are. Least, where I think we are, and then—”

But the phone vibrated in her hand — made her jump.

A new email.

She looked at the name.

“Guy Gibbons,” she read.

“And?”

“An attachment.”

“Ohhh. Better open it …”

Sarah hit the notification, and read the email.

“He says Sophie’s not with him, no idea where she is — but he found the photo of the music room,” she said. She passed the phone to Jack.

“Looks just like the photo from Brimley. But let’s take a careful look …”

And Jack slid the old photo out of his shirt pocket — put it next to Sarah’s phone — and they both leaned in, studied the images.

At first, she thought, nothing.

Save for the faded, washed out colour of the Kodachrome, no difference at all. Just as Brimley said, the rooms were kept in original condition, all items in the same position over the years.

But then—

“Jack — look to the left side, there …”

She pointed to the image on her phone. It filled the screen but still was smaller than the Kodachrome.

Jack rubbed his eyes, leaned in even closer.

“Something missing, right? That thing there against the wall — what is it?”

Sarah brought the Kodachrome close. “The stringed instrument? I don’t know — a lute of some kind? Looks old.”

“Old, yes,” said Jack. “And maybe … valuable.”

She turned to him.

“It’s not in Sophie Scott’s picture.

“But it is in Brimley’s.”

Again, they both became quiet, letting the significance of that rattle around.

Something that had been in the music room, where the fire broke out, had been removed.

Removed — or stolen?

She looked at Jack in the shared light of their phones. He had that look on his face — a look she’d seen before when he cracked a case.

Had he suddenly cracked this one?

“You going to share your thoughts, Jack Brennan?” she said.

“Sure,” he said, smiling. “Soon as we get out of this tight little spot, hmm?”

Sarah opened her photos app, and flipped to one of the second-floor schematics.

Then she looked up, and pointed the light of her phone ahead. “We go that way, take that corner. Just a few steps — and the music room should be straight ahead.”

“I’ll follow you,” Jack said.

And Sarah started again down the impossibly narrow passageway.

Until she stopped, turned left.

And aimed the light.

*

“Should be just” — she rapped on the wall to her left — “on the other side of here. That is, if there is an opening, but I—”

She started searching the wall, looking for some indication that they’d find another sliding panel.

And then—

To the right, a small indentation.

“There you go,” Jack said, “no need to hide it on this side. Should be—”

She watched Jack grab it, and tug. Nothing.

“Guess,” he laughed, “doesn’t get much use. Needs a little oil but—”

Another big tug, and then, with an “oomph”, the panel moved, jerkily sliding open a mere foot.

And their phone lights now picked up the still-charred room.

“Well, we made it here from the attic room. Which means that someone could have—” Jack started to say.

But he stopped.

Sniffed. And Sarah did as well, in that moment — as primal as they come — when you get a whiff of smoke.

Smoke, fire — and here they were stuck on an upper floor, trapped in a half-open sliding wall.

“Jack—” she said.

Jack grabbed the panel again, a big tug. But the sliding wall still refused to budge.

*

Then Jack threw his entire weight into tugging on the panel.

Has someone jimmied it, he thought. Made it so it won’t open?

“Jack,” he heard Sarah just behind him. “We have to get out of here. Maybe go back — down the passageway?”

He turned quickly. “Looking at floor plans, stumbling around, while this time the whole place burns down?”

He shook his head. “One more shot?” he said, turning back to the wall.

And now, feet wedged against one part of the wall opening, and leaning back, ready to literally tear the wall panel down if needed, he used his full body weight.

For seconds, nothing. Immovable.

Then, like a creature giving up a fight, the panel flew open, sending Jack rolling backwards.

But he scrambled to his feet, Sarah grabbing a hand to help.

“As fast as we can,” Sarah said, already moving through the opening, Jack in tow, pulling him along.

No argument there, Jack thought as they raced into the music room and bolted through all the weird rooms.

Heading to the stairs down, the door out.

Only seconds away.

But the smell of smoke growing thicker with each step.


18. Firestarter

Sarah knew, running ahead of Jack, that they could actually be running towards the fire. But there was — at this point — no choice.

She heard Jack cough behind her. This running down the stairs, two steps at a time, couldn’t be easy for him.

And her throat started to burn from the now-visible smoke, swirling about.

Was it enough to knock them out?

She put a hand up to her mouth, hoping it would offer some filter.

And when she hit the hallway — off to the left, in the tiny room dotted with a jumble of curiosities and weird paintings worthy of Lewis Carroll’s house — she saw flames.

Blazing away in the centre of the room, lashing up to the ceiling.

But the way to the front door, was — save for the dense smoke — clear, as she kept racing forward.

A look back. Jack just steps behind her, his hand also on his mouth.

To the door — and she quickly remembered how it operated. Hit the green button on the side to open, turn the knob, and out.

And this time, the way forward easily opened, the air hitting her like a gift.

Stumbling down the stone stairs, the gravel path.

More steps to get away from the house.

Feeling Jack’s hand land on her shoulder.

“Okay?”

“Yup. You?”

“Been in,” he coughed, “worse …”

She saw he had his phone out, probably already calling the fire service, who would start to wonder what the hell was going on in this unlucky, fire-prone mansion.

But as Jack gave out the information fast, Sarah turned … to see a figure racing across the lawn. A man, running full-out towards the east end of the property, where only thick woods and a dirt road awaited.

No. Not true.

Also waiting: a car, a Ford Escort.

She touched Jack, who was just ending his call.

“Look. Someone running.”

“Let’s go.”

She had to wonder if Jack was up for more running. Pretty fit, but still no teenager for a sprint across the grassy lawns of the manor house.

But as they started after the figure, it was clear he was too far ahead for them to catch.

And too far away for them to make out. Was it someone they knew?

One thing Sarah could tell: it wasn’t Ben.

No. Because then, from the side, near the hothouse, she saw someone else.

Someone she could identify, bolting towards the escaping figure, running twice as fast as they were, right at the escaping firestarter.

Ben. Moving like the wind.

As Sarah raced full-out, she saw Ben tackle the man escaping the house, both of them crashing to the grass, spinning, rolling. While from behind, the welcome sound of sirens.

And Sarah knew: if they hadn’t been in there, if they hadn’t seen the flames, then there would have been no one to raise the alarm until it was too late.

And she had one other thought, as she raced towards the two men.

She and Jack could have been trapped in there.

And maybe that was the idea.

*

The man running, had been blindsided by Ben’s tackle. He lay curled up on the grass, coughing and groaning, but his hands were pushing up. He was trying to stand.

Ben Davis, next to him, now scurried to his feet, turned, saw Jack and Sarah.

Then, from the angry young man — the man they thought had come here on a mission to make this house pay for what ancient Brimleys did centuries ago — came something unexpected.

A smile.

Sarah stopped — hands on her knees, gasping. And she saw the man on the ground flop over onto his back.

She knew who he was.

Sophie Scott’s boyfriend. Karl. Bad news.

She was about to say something, when she saw his car — the Ford Escort — waiting by the farm track.

Close enough now to see there was someone sitting in the driver’s seat.

Sophie Scott.

She looked back at Jack, arriving just steps behind her, also gasping.

“Better … better tell … Sophie over there … that it’d be best … if she didn’t leave.”

And Sarah walked over even as she saw Sophie look across through the open driver’s window at her boyfriend — lying on the ground.

And then, within earshot, Sarah said:

“I would stay right there, Sophie. Nothing good is going to happen if you leave.”

Sarah paused to take another deep breath.

“Just make a bad situation worse.”

And at that she saw the girl lower her head.

Now she was the one who was trapped.

And what had really happened here began clicking into place for Sarah.

She turned to see Jack standing next to Ben, and walked back to them with the boyfriend still on the ground, still gasping, winded from the hit.

*

“You — you two — don’t move,” Jack said to Sophie Scott’s boyfriend. “Police are here. Yup. Right there, parking. You got nowhere to go.”

Then Jack turned as Sarah walked back, having successfully stopped the supposed getaway car from pulling away.

“Ben, um — nice work,” he said. “Looks like you played American football?”

“I wish. Rugby. Lot of similarities.”

Jack looked at the guy still curled up on the ground.

“Guess so. And just wondering …”

Sarah came and stood next to him.

Not too many minutes ago, they had nailed Ben as the culprit who set the first fire, a man on a mission.

Now he had stopped the person who had tried to bring the whole place down. With his girlfriend, the valuer, waiting in a getaway car.

Sophie, who had undoubtedly spotted the lute while working in the house; seen its true worth … and well …

Just couldn’t resist.

“You, just happened to be out here? Saw them? Suspected something?”

But Ben, surprisingly, shook his head.

“No. That time, you heard me and Sophie arguing? Well, it had dawned on me by then I was being played. She seemed way too interested in why I came to the manor.”

Jack grinned at that. “Not an accident, hmm? How you came to work here?” He looked to Sarah. “Um, we kinda figured that out.”

Ben’s smile faded. “Right. Sure. The reason I came. You know, restitution. To somehow, make things right.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “Guessed that too.”

Ben fixed Jack with his dark eyes. “So, bet you thought it was me huh?”

Jack turned to Sarah. A small grin. “The fire?”

“The thought did occur to us.”

Ben nodded. “Makes sense. And—” Sophie Scott’s boyfriend started to get up. “Do stay down, mate,” Ben said. “Or else.”

The words — sharp, direct — had the effect of getting the guy to remain squatting on the ground.

Jack could see Alan Rivers, Cherringham’s lone policeman, walking over, even as a fire team were threading a hose into the manor house. It was a bad fire, but if they managed to keep it to the first floor, the damage would be limited.

Should be over soon, Jack thought, then he turned back to Ben.

“But something changed for me — for this place, you know?” said the young man. “Started to care about Clifford. The gardens. I could still do that — and hate the house’s origins. Yeah — so guess I changed.”

Sarah: “And you and Sophie?”

“Well, I thought, at first, there was something between us …”

“But you were being played, hmm?” said Jack. “All that time she spent with you up in the attic room, looking at those terrible papers. Figuring out the secret rooms, passages. She wasn’t really interested in restitution, the cause — was she?”

“No,” said Ben, shaking his head. “She just wanted a fall-guy around should their plan, whatever it was, go wrong. Guess I fell in their laps.”

His smile returned.

“But not out here just by accident?” Jack said

Ben nodded.

“No. Right. I was watching, waiting. Felt something might be up yesterday. You two turning up had really spooked her. Then, just now — when I saw you chasing after them — made my move.”

“That you did,” said Jack.

And at that, with most of the pieces of the puzzle of Brimley Manor in place, Alan Rivers reached them, just at the edge by the farm track and the woods.

And with a story like this to tell him — as complicated as the secret passages of the house …

That would take a while.


19. Payment for Services Rendered

Sarah poured a cup of tea and waited for Janey to bring over an assortment of cakes and biscuits.

Wouldn’t be just tea and coffee today, not with Anton Jessop coming over to hand them their cheque for — as he said — “services rendered”.

But Jessop didn’t know they had a little surprise for him.

Jack also poured his cup, and tipped a spoonful of sugar into it.

The Huffington waitress arrived with a delicious-looking pile of the bakery’s best.

“Here you go. Rather a lot for just the two of you?”

“We’ll be having guests, Janey.”

And the waitress nodded, beaming at Jack.

But then — she always beamed at Jack.

Guests. More than just Jessop coming here.

“You think he’ll turn up? Sarah said.

“Hope so. Feels right, our little plan, no?”

“It does. But I wonder how Mr Jessop will react.”

And, at that, the door opened, and — over-dressed in a crisp blue pin-striped suit and even a bowler hat — the man from the Conservation Trust walked in, looked around, spotted them and sailed over to their table.

*

Jack listened as Sarah fielded Jessop’s questions. The man: so very appreciative. The lute: apparently worth well over 150,000 pounds, recovered. A case of arson: solved.

The two of them had decided to omit any of their discoveries about Ben’s past.

About the mission Ben was on when he first came to Brimley Manor.

“I have to say, that without you two no one would have spotted the missing lute, let alone its great value. They” — the man from the Trust leaned in close, as if sharing a secret best kept from the locals and the staff — “nearly got away with it, didn’t they?”

“That they did,” said Jack.

How much so, Jack didn’t reveal.

He and Sarah had suspected Ben until the very last minute — but the photo of the music room had suddenly put Sophie Scott in the frame. Her boyfriend (with a string of other offences to his name) had panicked and decided to get rid of any evidence of what had happened.

Namely, by destroying the place.

The fact that it nearly destroyed Sarah, and himself, was not lost on Jack.

And probably not lost on Jessop.

“Well, the Trust is over the moon — beyond appreciative — so—” With a slick move, Jessop slid a hand into the pocket of his jacket, withdrew a cheque, and dramatically laid it on the table.

His lively eyes scanned theirs for a look of … joy, perhaps at the princely sum?

Five thousand pounds.

Not too shabby, Jack thought. Especially considering how the Trust is strapped these days, funds tight.

He saw Sarah turn and look towards the door — for their surprise.

One last detail in this case to attend to.

And then, Jack turned to see the café door fly open.

“Everything all right? Is there some—?” said Jessop, twisting to look at Huffington’s entrance.

Jack gave Jessop a reassuring smile.

“We asked someone to join us. And, well — he’s here now.”

And Jack turned back to the doorway. To Peregrine Brimley — eyeing the interior of the bakery as if it was enemy territory.

Jack gave him a nod, a smile.

Old Perry probably doesn’t get out much.

And then — like a soldier crossing a minefield — the Brimley heir made his way to their table.

*

Sarah watched Jessop’s face. The man knew Brimley and clearly had had negative dealings with him in the past. Right now he looked about as confused as a man in a sharp suit with a perfectly folded pocket square could look.

Sarah wondered if their little scheme would work.

She hoped so.

“Perry — you okay?” she said.

Peregrine Brimley nodded.

“Tea, coffee?”

Too quick a shake of the head. “Biscuit then?”

And at that, Brimley’s eyes fell on the plate of treats … and this he did not refuse, taking a seat, grabbing a biscuit, and munching it quickly.

“I’m afraid,” Jessop said, “that I don’t quite understand. I’m not sure why—”

Sarah turned away from Perry, crumbs on his lips, to the agent of the Trust.

“Mr Jessop, the cheque. It’s extremely generous but—”

Jack jumped in.

Americans … never blinking when it comes to money!

“Afraid we’d like to ask for double the amount.”

“Double?” Jessop said, as if the idea was scandalous. “We thought this amount was a perfectly suitable recompense for—”

Sarah nodded. “It is, Anton. But you see, it’s not for us. Double — because we want the funds to go directly to the manor house itself.”

Rabbits pinned by headlights had nothing on Jessop’s look.

And though they had briefed Perry on this chat, he too seemed to be hanging on every word.

“Yes,” Jack said, “thought that would be best. But with one condition.”

“A ‘condition’?” Jessop’s lips formed an oval shape. “Which is?”

Sarah continued: “That when the manor house reopens you hire a local expert as the guide.”

“B—but we recruit from within the Trust, we don’t need a local—”

And at that Sarah let her eyes do the talking.

As Peregrine Brimley finally spoke.

“I—I can be the guide. I know the collection. Each room. Y—you’d have to pay me, of course. That would only be fair. But I will show everyone what my grandfather brought back from around the world. And also — at what cost. You see — I’ve always known about the family history. Where the money came from. Never was happy about it. That room — well — all of those papers. Maps. Diaries. The slavery. Should be made public. Exhibited — with the rest. Don’t you think?”

And then, in the great, warm café, there was silence.

Jessop — gobsmacked.

“The money to the estate? And Brimley here hired to, well, curate?”

Sarah and Jack nodded in unison.

“Ben Davis from the London Centre for Restitution has offered to assist,” said Sarah, not revealing this was the same Ben whom Jessop had no doubt seen toiling in the hothouse.

And she thought: Sometimes surprises work. Sometimes they didn’t.

Jessop looked over at Brimley, whose eyes could not look more expectant.

“I, umm …” He stopped. Hesitated. “Such a thing … well … the full Board would need to approve …”

But then the representative of the Trust finally broke into a smile himself. “I think it’s, well, a splendid idea. Wonderful. I mean, once you,” he addressed Brimley directly, “get some training. In fact, I think, well, with my recommendation … they’ll go for it!”

And at that, Peregrine Brimley looked away. Sarah could see moist dots in the corner of his eyes. A small sniff.

Mouthing the words. To Jack. To Sarah.

“Thank you.”

And then, probably just a spontaneous reaction Sarah guessed, Jack reached over, and — as if in celebration — gave her hand a squeeze.

And she thought, Could this end any better?
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Prologue

Lady Lavinia Fitzhenry turned the page of the novel she was reading — the latest from the American, Hemingway.

Always fun to read a book written by someone you’ve met — and even shared more than a few drinks with.

Sitting up in bed — Mydworth Manor so peaceful, the staff below all quiet — to read like this was such a pleasure.

She had brought a glass of port with her to bed — now sadly gone — and certainly it was late enough to think about turning the light off. Plenty to do in the busy days ahead, the house soon to be filled with weekend guests down from London.

Gossip. Music. Cocktails every evening before dinner. What fun!

She placed the book on her bedside table and put the light out. The bedroom now in darkness. She started to drift off, plans running through her mind.

But then …

A noise.

She opened her eyes. Another sound: a rattle. Not close, clearly somewhere down the wide upstairs hallway.

A sound that, well, perhaps a door or a window might make in response to a stiff breeze. Except this was a perfectly still night. Barely a breeze.

There it was again. The rattle louder.

Lavinia had never been one to sit and wait. Her response to fear throughout her entire life had remained exactly the same.

If you are afraid of something, you face it.

She put the light on, and, in one quick move, slid out from under the covers, slipped on her dressing gown, and headed out onto the landing.

*

Lavinia stood motionless outside her bedroom, listening.

The sounds seemed to have stopped.

Slowly she moved along the dark hallway, ears straining.

Past the grand staircase that led down to the entrance, where she saw the glow of the entryway light that was kept on all evening.

Warm, yellow, reassuring.

Down the hallway, until she came to the row of bedrooms that would house all her guests in just a few days.

She stopped. There was nothing but quiet.

Clearly time to go back to bed, she thought. She turned.

There was a crack.

The sharp, brittle sound of something snapping in the room directly to her right.

Door shut. Secure — as it should be. These rooms were cleaned and prepared days ago.

Lavinia grabbed the doorknob — cold to the touch.

A twist, an audible click, the door opened — and she slowly entered the dark room.

With her eyes already adjusted to the dark, she didn’t need light to see that all was in order here.

The door that led into the dressing room stood half open. She felt — the barest sense of it — a cold draught coming from the room. A chill that shouldn’t be there.

Taking a deep breath, she grasped the door handle, pulled the door wide — and entered the room, to see … the window wide open.

She hurried over, ready to slam it shut, and end this late-night adventure. As she started to pull the window closed, her eyes were drawn for a second to the lawn as the moon momentarily found a gap in the clouds.

And she stopped. Frozen.

A figure was walking slowly away from the house towards the woods.

As she watched, the figure stopped. Turned.

Looked up at her …

Lavinia’s heart, at peace only seconds ago, now pounded. She backed away from the window, thoughts racing, searching for explanations that did not come.

She took a deep breath — and then stepped back to the window again, eyes straining.

But the figure had gone. As if it had never been there.

And now, as she peered into the darkness, a feeling of foreboding came over her.

A feeling that this weekend wasn’t going to bring fun at all …




1. An English Homecoming

Kat Reilly watched her husband Harry shield his eyes from the morning sun as he studied the unloading process of the cross-channel ferry at Newhaven dock.

She knew him well enough to see that he was concerned.

The Pride of Sussex had berthed an hour late, and, in the frenzied hurry to turn the ship around, Kat had already seen one precious cargo slip from its net and smash on the quayside.

While the steamer belched smoke into the sky, hordes of trucks, horses and carts, and hand-barrows swarmed around the dock-side, as passengers called instructions, and customs men tried to intervene.

So much for all the English politeness and decorum she’d been expecting to see on this, her first trip to Britain!

Though, in truth, Sir Harry Mortimer seemed as ever to typify the calm, unruffled English gentleman.

Tall, slim, his black hair longer than she’d ever known it, jacket slung nonchalantly over one shoulder, white cotton shirt sporting a dashing red tie.

All he needed was a tennis racquet to complete the look.

Or should that be — a cricket bat?

He turned back to her. “Hmm … just going to have a quick word with those chaps over there. Make sure they, er …”

She grinned at that. “And how will that go?”

Harry — with one of his great smiles — nodded.

“You think they won’t welcome my advice?”

“With open arms, I’m sure. That or clenched fists.”

“Hmm. That is my car they’re about to drop on the quay.”

“Your car?”

“Ah, right. Sorry — old habits. I mean our car. Thing is, she may not be a Bugatti, but that Alvis is damned precious to me.”

“Good luck. Back in New York nobody argues with the longshoremen.”

“Well, I fancy we’re a tad more civilised over here, hmm?”

“Civilised? Nine o’clock and I’m still waiting for that coffee you promised.”

“How about we stop in at a local hostelry en route and celebrate my return to the motherland, and your first visit, with a slap-up breakfast?”

“Slap-up?”

“Forgot you don’t quite speak the lingo yet. Means ‘large’. The works!”

“Sounds delicious.”

He grinned, and she watched him walk over to a man on the dock who was dressed in blue overalls, cap on his head. From his stance, hands on hips, the man looked as if he might be the foreman — or whatever they called the guy in charge over here.

She saw Harry gesture to where, only now, their car — that beautiful and so-sleek example of English hardware — was starting to rise out of the ship’s hold, swinging perilously on ropes and chains.

The man in the cap nodded. No smiles there. But she guessed Harry was doing something she had seen him do so often. A few words here and there, and suddenly people wanted to help him.

Doubtful he introduced himself as ‘Sir’, though Kat wondered whether, with the dock workers, any of that ‘Lord and Lady’ stuff would carry much weight.

Harry walked back.

“All tickety-boo. Er, I mean, sorted. Just explained to him what was hiding under those tarps. Asked if they had ever handled a car like that.”

“And?”

“Seems he rather prefers a Bentley. Rolls Royce at a push. Though he did say if I was offering him a drive, he’d happily take it for a spin.”

“Funny guy, hmm?”

“Salt of the earth.”

“Well, me — I’d just slip him some money.”

“Oh, see, there you go! That would never work here. An upstanding professional like that? He’d take it as a proper insult.”

Kat doubted that. Ten years posted to American embassies from Istanbul to Tokyo had taught her one thing — a handful of dollars never failed to make the world run more smoothly.

She turned to see the Alvis roadster steadily being lowered. Slowly, she was glad to note. And — now — nothing to be alarmed about.

She turned back to Harry, watching their steamer trunks being off-loaded, to be transported to Mydworth by truck.

Lorry — not truck, she thought.

And then they would drive to their new home. “New”, at least for Kat, but not to Harry. Mydworth: the small town where he grew up; a world he knew — but had been away from for so long.

Suddenly Harry wasn’t checking the unloading.

“Hmm,” he grunted.

“What?” she said, as he turned to look over to where the cars and taxis pulled up to pick up passengers.

Sitting there, a sleek sedan. Not a cab, but a very serious looking vehicle. And stepping out of it, now looking this way, a man crisply dressed in what looked like a chauffeur’s uniform.

“Something wrong?” she said to Harry.

“Don’t know. But I think we’re about to find out.”

The driver held a white envelope in his hands. He walked over directly — even urgently — to where she and Harry stood.

*

Harry always prided himself on having extremely good instincts. They’d served him well back in ’18 in the skies over Belgium. Also, in his various postings abroad for the Foreign Office. A few times they’d helped him avoid getting hurt.

Once even killed.

His every instinct told him that the envelope the man carried was unlikely to be good news.

“Sir Harry Mortimer?”

Less a question than a confirmation.

Harry gave a quick nod back. He felt Kat looking at this scene as well.

He guessed she had to be thinking: Well, what is this about?

The chauffeur presented the envelope to Harry. “Urgent from Whitehall, sir. I’m to wait.”

Harry took the envelope, giving Kat a half grin.

“Wait, hmm? Wait for what?”

He opened the tucked but unsealed envelope and removed a single piece of paper.

He recognised the crest on the paper, the address.

The message pithily brief, but also direct.

“Harry … what is it?”

A bit of alarm in her voice there, he noted. As they had grown closer to docking at Newhaven, Harry had reassured her about their new life in his homeland.

“No more running around for me,” he’d said. “Nice quiet office job in town, driving a desk a couple of days a week, lunch at the club, home by five, no harum-scarum, hmm?”

To which she had said: “Doubt that.”

He took a deep breath, even as he started to wonder if there was any getting around what this letter wanted him to do.

No solution appeared as he turned to face Kat directly.

*

Kat could see from Harry’s eyes that he wasn’t happy. Took only seconds to read the words in the letter, but — whatever the message — her husband … not pleased.

“Urgent meeting. Bit of a flap on, and it seems they want me to attend.”

“Really? When?” she asked. Though — with the chauffeur and limo standing by — she could figure out the answer to that one.

“Right now, apparently,” he waved the offending letter. “Uses the word ‘crisis’ here. Chaps in the office usually show some restraint when referring to such things, so …”

“Now?”

She glanced back just as their Alvis touched down on the dock. Two men began removing the heavy tarps that had been used to protect it during its journey. A hint of the car’s racing green colour caught the sunlight.

“We’re supposed to drive to our new house together, yes? Trucks bringing everything else right behind us.”

“I am still technically, um — you know — a servant of His Majesty’s Government.”

“Yes, and due to report in a few weeks, and even then, not a full-time position.”

Harry’s eyes shifted right. His beleaguered look made Kat almost withdraw her protest.

Almost.

“Tell this charming man here that you and I have things to do. You can see them tomorrow.”

And then Harry did something that always cut through the slightest disagreement they had.

He took a step towards her. Bit of a smile back, not full on, but so warm — just like the night they met at that New Year’s Eve reception in the British Embassy in Cairo.

He put a hand on her shoulder.

And for that moment, there was just the two of them on that dock alone.

“I know. But if it was you? Back in New York? Some chap from the State Department?” He paused, hand still on her shoulder — and Kat knew how this had to play out. “What would you do? What could you do?”

And so slowly — only now rewarding him with a smile of her own — she patted his hand on her shoulder.

“Harry. It’s okay. I understand. Duty calls.”

“Exactly. King and country. Ours not to reason why. And don’t worry, we’ll take this fellow’s car into town, and I’ll get Archy to drive us back here as soon as the meeting is done with.”

Archy — someone else from Harry’s life she hadn’t met yet. His — what did they call them? — “batman” during the war.

Someone who, Harry said, was fiercely loyal, and would do absolutely anything for him, even arranging things for what was going to be their London pied-à-terre.

“Few hours at the most, then straight back here. Pick up our car, and off we go, crisis over with a bit of luck.”

That was the plan offered by Harry. But Kat knew it never was her style to sit around waiting, killing time.

Not when there were things to be done.

“No,” she said, warm smile still on her face. “I have another idea.”

Harry’s turn to look surprised.

“You do?”

And Kat nodded.




2. The Sussex Downs

Harry knew Kat well enough to know that she definitely could have ideas.

Nothing shy about her there.

“You get in that car there, go to London, have the meeting,” she said. “Solve the crisis.”

He laughed at that. “We tend to take our time solving crises around here.”

He looked across — driver waiting. The lorry, loaded with their trunks, started to pull away.

“And,” she said slowly, “I’ll drive to our new home.”

I should have seen that coming, thought Harry. The Alvis …

“Ah, right. Yes, but you see, Kat—”

He felt her bluer-than-blue eyes locked on him.

“The roads here, deuced tricky,” he said. “Narrow as hell, hmm? And every now and then we have these fiendish tunnels — railway bridges, you see? Only one lane, cars coming right at each other. Take your life in your hands—”

Kat put a hand on his arm. With that touch he felt as if he had already lost the argument.

“Harry. I’ve driven the back streets of Cairo, Istanbul, Rome. I think I can deal with whatever you have here. Road atlas in the glove compartment, right?”

He nodded. Still, he thought, worth one last attempt.

“We also drive on the left. Have you ever driven on the left?”

“Left, right — same thing, hmm? I’ll get to the house. Make sure our things are properly unloaded and put away, maybe meet this housekeeper you keep telling me about.”

“Dear Maggie. You will like her.”

“I’m sure. So … it’s decided.”

For a moment, he stood there. Harry had on occasion seen the odd stray American dealing with roads here. Terrifying sight.

“B-but then out in the country, there’s the hedges, and, well, a protocol for letting cars pass, and—”

“Protocol? I know all about protocols.”

Then she took a step closer to him, her voice low. A voice that again reminded him of when he first met her.

Fell for her.

“I’ll be fine.”

Harry nodded, the issue settled. “All right then, well, I’d better get going, hmm? Be safe. I’ll get the first train to Mydworth that I can. Pick up a cab at the station. Hopefully home not too long after the cocktail hour.”

“You’d better be. First night, new home. Been looking forward to this.”

“Me too. Well—”

He fired a look at the Alvis. Then back to Kat.

A kiss — not caring who on the dock looked.

“All right. Gotta dash.”

And at that, he turned and hurried to the official car — door open, ready to go.

As he took a seat in the back, he could see Kat standing there, a smile on her face.

Then, with a last wave to her, the car pulled away from the dock, off to London.

*

Somewhere between Newhaven and Mydworth, Kat pulled off to the side of the road for a breather — acutely aware that she’d taken Harry’s warnings much too lightly.

At first, as usual, it had been thrilling to be at the controls of the big car, the roads wide enough, the sun high, the sky blue, the sea sparkling as she drove west along the coast road towards Brighton.

Hardly any traffic, apart from sensible sedans chugging along, local delivery trucks, buses, horses and carts.

All of which she passed with graceful ease and a quick toot on the horn.

Then Brighton — the promenade road passing lines of elegant hotels and villas — and heads turning at the throaty roar of the Alvis’s sporty engine.

She loved that. This car makes an impression.

This was England. The England she’d read about as a child and seen in so many movies. And she, Kat Reilly — daughter of a Bronx bar owner no less — was now driving through its famous towns in a shiny green sports car like a movie star, sunglasses on, hair flying in the warm air.

Kat Reilly, she thought.

Now there’s a question. Am I still Kat Reilly? Or will I answer to the name — Lady Mortimer?

In this day and age? Hmm.

That was a discussion for later. Maybe after cocktails.

But then — barrelling through one stone tunnel a little faster than was appropriate — she’d nearly sent the front end of the roadster crashing into the grille of an oncoming local bus, the driver firing an angry glance as tyres screeched and he barely slid past, the precious Alvis inches away from the stone wall.

Heart pounding from the near-miss, Kat had stuck tight to the left side of the road as the bus rumbled on, spewing smoke from the rear, passengers gawking out of the back windows at the unfamiliar sight of a speeding sports car.

And perhaps the even more unfamiliar sight of a woman driving it?

Well, she thought, staring out across fields of wheat in the late afternoon sun. That’s one lesson learned.

Railway bridges in England can be tricky.

Then she released the handbrake, hit the gas, spun the wheel and gunned the Alvis back onto the road, a glimpse of dust clouds from the back wheels in the mirror.

*

Harry stared at the Houses of Parliament, as the car glided across Westminster Bridge.

Big Ben was just striking five o’clock. As Kat would say, “helluva time to have a meeting.” Already the pavements thronged with office workers, clerks, businessmen, all heading home, the weekend ahead.

He’d not been back in London for a couple of years — the posting in Cairo, a constant series of six-month extensions.

And now, watching the open-top buses jostling for space with cabs, cars, lorries, motorbikes, horses and carts as they all negotiated Parliament Square, he felt that old familiar thrill at being part of the hustle and bustle again.

There were a lot of great cities in the world, but none (so far!) as exciting as London. Newspaper boys calling out the evening edition of The Post. An old soldier, with a cap on the pavement, playing gypsy violin. A messenger boy leaping onto the rear platform of a bus as it flew by. A gaggle of laughing girls buying ice-cream from a street barrow.

How he loved this city!

He couldn’t wait to share it with his new wife — the frantic fun of the place — the bars, clubs, restaurants, theatres, tea rooms, Royal Opera House, dances …

Kat — he knew — would love it as well.

And just as soon as he and Kat were settled in Mydworth, he’d bring her up here, spend a whole week in his little pied-à-terre in Bloomsbury, hit some parties, take advantage of his new life of semi-leisure.

Between London and Mydworth, he and Kat would have the best of both worlds. Perfect!

“Sir,” said the driver — and Harry realised they’d arrived in King William Street, at the main entrance of the Foreign Office, the pavement filled with a steady stream of office workers heading home.

Harry quickly climbed out. With a nod to the driver he watched the car draw away while he adjusted his jacket and tie.

Hardly the sober affair he’d usually wear to the office — but, dammit, they’d just have to put up with it.

He turned and stared up at the enormous building that stretched all the way from Parliament Street to Horse Guards Parade.

Forget Parliament … Downing Street … this was the real hub of the British Empire.

And now, in theory, his place of employment for the next few years.

He climbed the steps, against the flow of departing workers, grinned at the familiar policeman who stood, arms behind his back, guarding the entrance.

“Evening to you, Arthur!”

“Sir Harry! So good to see you back.”

“Wonderful to be back.” Harry looked up at the building. “I’ve certainly missed this place. And how’s Marjory and the offspring?”

“Mustn’t grumble, sir.” A grin. “Not too much, at least! Little ’uns keep me young.”

“Oh, I’m sure they do,” said Harry smiling back.

And through the revolving doors he went, into the grand main entrance.

With luck, he thought, I’ll be out of here by six-thirty, catch the seven o’clock from Victoria, Mydworth by eight, then gin and tonics with Kat in the Dower House garden.

*

Kat had to admit it. She was completely lost.

The road she’d been on had climbed in sweeping curves higher and higher through dark wooded hills, until finally the gaps in the trees had opened to reveal a dizzying plateau of high, rich, farmland, with the sea maybe thirty miles away — a distant band of silver.

But somehow it was wrong. She was way off target.

She pulled over, turned the engine off and sat in the warm silence, suddenly forgetting the drive ahead, trying to let the tranquillity and peace of the English countryside wash over her. Just for a few minutes, she thought.

Her eyes began to close.

Whoa — Kat — wake up!

She shook her head clear and got out of the car. Then she picked up the map from the front seat and opened it fully on the low front hood of the car, trying to decode the way forward.

Surely, she couldn’t be more than ten miles away from Mydworth? But the roads on the map looked more like the twisty weave of a badly knitted sweater starting to unravel.

Then she heard a rumble. Some kind of machine.

She looked up from the map, late afternoon sun ahead. For a country that she always heard was cloudy and gloomy all the time, the sky a deep blue. Quite beautiful.

The machine making the “rumble” came into view, emerging from a field of tall wheat just yards away.

An old tractor. Red, rusty paint peeling all over, and pulling a wooden cart behind it with a sheepdog peering over the side. The tractor steadily belched puffy grey smoke into the sky and as it got closer, the driver nodded.

Kat smiled at the man in his cap, a few days growth of beard, quizzical expression on his face.

She raised a hand.

“Excuse me. But, um, I’m wondering—” She gestured at the map. She was struggling to be heard over the rumbling engine. She said it louder. “Could you maybe, um, show me—” Again — to the map — even louder. “Trying to get to Mydworth!”

The man, perched so many feet higher than her, slowed the already crawling tractor until it stopped. Then, with a wheezing cough from the engine, he shut it off.

“American, hmm?” he said. “Wot you doin’ here?”

“Um. Yeah. American, and what I’m doing is trying to get to Mydworth.”

“Mydworth?” he said, as if he’d never heard of the place. “Mydworth?”

Just my luck, thought Kat. Meet some guy who’s never left the farm.

She waited, while he scrutinised her.

“I mean, is it far?” she asked. “If you could just point—”

“Far? No, it’s not far.” The man snorted, looked back at his dog as if checking that the sheepdog was paying attention to the conversation. “But yer goin’ the wrong way, that’s for sure.”

Not exactly the most helpful local she ever ran into, Kat thought.

But then he climbed down from the tractor, nodded to her to follow him and crossed the road to the other side. Kat looked at the dog, who had decided to go to sleep, and followed the farmer.

He stopped at the edge of the road, then pointed across the field of wheat into a valley that lay just half a mile away.

“See that there?” he said. “That’s Mydworth.”

Kat followed his arm and looked down into the valley. There, nestled in a fold of hills, what looked the quintessential English town.

Something out of a picture book.

“You could walk it in five minutes,” he said, “if you didn’t have a car to get in the way, like.”

She took in the town: a sprawl of houses and roads. A couple of church steeples. Then what looked like some grand houses in the meadows beyond. A river curving lazily down the valley.

A station, maybe half a mile from the centre — and even now, a train pulling away, steam and smoke puffing as it headed for the hills.

So that’s Mydworth, she thought.

My new home.

And suddenly she didn’t mind at all that she had gotten lost.
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