Chaptet 2

Monday, October 14
In London and then back to Eynsleigh

I felt weighed down by a cloud of doom as I took the train back to
Eynsleigh. NoZou Zou, no Belinda,noQueenMary and no grand-
dad. It really did look as if I'd have to start meeting those neighbors
and getting involved in village life. And what Granddad had said
about Hitlerand Germany weighed on my mind. If there wasanother
war Darcy would be called up to fight. Iclosed my eyes, notable to
bear the thought.

Phippshad dropped meatthe stationasIhad expected tobeaway
for a while. I thought of telephoning Eynsleigh and asking to be
picked up, but it was still a glorious day so I decided to walk. Hazel-
nuts were thick onthe trees beside thelane. Imade a mental noteto
come and pick some. Cowsand horses peered at me over gates. Sheep
regarded me suspiciously and moved away. I came into the village,
down the one main street, passing the Queen’s Head pub, the baker’s,
the newsagents, the greengrocer and butcher. Women out doing their
shoppingnodded tome.Onesaid “Lovelyday,isn’tit, yourladyship?”
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and I agreed that it was. From the village school came the chant of
children learning their four times table. “Four fours are sixteen. Five
fours are twenty ”

It wasn't such a bad place to be, I told myself. [ would learn to get
used tolifehere.I'djointheladies’ guild at the church or help with
the Girl Guides or the pony club. Then a few unbiddenimages formed
in my head. Me being asked to iron the church altar cloths, polish the
chalices, do the flowers . . . or show the Girl Guides how to tie
knots Golly, I'd be hopeless. But I'd be all right with the pony
club.1did know a bitabout horses. And I'd learn the names of the
childreninthe village school and invite them to Eynsleigh where
Darcy could play Father Christmas. That was the sort of thing the
ownersofthebighousehad todo.Thad bucked upalotby thetimel
passed between the tall stone gateposts, each topped with alion with
itsfoot onaball, and started to walk up the drive. The gravel road was

lined with plane treesand at the end of itlay the rambling Tudor man-
sion. Itsred brick glowed inthe rays of the setting sun and smoke rose
fromitscurly chimneysthat wereetched againsta perfectly duck-egg-
bluesky. Rookscawed as they flew home for the nightinabigelm
tree. It was a scene of peace and contentment and I gave a little sigh.

“My house,” I whispered to myself. “This is my house. My home
now.”

Istarted to walk up the drive and suddenly realized how hotand
tired [was. The day was warm for October and the small suitcase now
suddenly seemed to weigh a ton. I thought about leaving itand send-
ing one of the servants to fetch it for me, but I didn’t want to admit
any weakness to them so I gritted my teeth and marched on, sweating
now under my tweed jacket.

SuddenlyInoticedacloud of dustahead and saw a vehiclecoming
toward me. A smalllow vehicle of some sort. Nota delivery van, then.
Itwasared sports carand it was approaching fast, sending up acloud
of dust behind it. I had to step hastily out of the way. Who onearth
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had come to visit driving a car like that? One of Darcy’s friends,
maybe, disappointed to find he wasn’t at home. The car drew level,
wasabout to passas I stood in the dappled shade of a plane tree, then
suddenly screeched to a halt.

The driver leaped out and rushed toward me yelling, “Georgie,
darling! It's you! I thought I'd missed you.”

Through the cloud of dust the car had stirred up I recognized the
flying figure. It was my dear friend Belinda Warburton-Stoke, her
sleek black hair hidden under a bright red motoring cap with ajaunty
feather on one side and wearing a flame-red cape that flew out as
she ran.

“Belinda!” I exclaimed, delighted. “What are you doing here? I
thought you were in Paris.”

She flung her arms around me, enveloping me in a big hug. “Just
gotback, darling, and thoughtI’d come straight down hereto surprise
you. You can imagine how miffed I felt when your housekeeper said
you'd gone up to London for a few days.”

“I was hoping to, but nobody was home,” I said. “I walked from
the station. Thank heavens I didn’t stop in the village to geta drink or
I'd have missed you.”

She released me from the hug and examined me critically. “Yes,”
shesaid.“You'relooking well. Sex obviously agrees with you, [cansee.
How is that brute Darcy treating you?”

“He’snot a brute, Belinda, as you very well know.” Ilaughed.
“Darcyiswonderful, except that he’snothere at the moment. He's
gone off on some assignment he can’t talk about and I'mall alone here.
SoI'mextra pleased to see you. Turnthat spiffy motor of yoursaround
and come and have some tea.”

“Hopin,” she said. “You can be impressed with my new toy.”

Iclimbed intothe passengerseat. “Thisisyours?” Iasked.

“He’san AstonMartin Le Mans. The very latest model!”

“I didn’t even know you knew how to drive,” I said.
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“Idid learn on Daddy’s estate, years ago,” she said, “but I haven’t
had much chance to practice recently. I don’t actually have a license
oranything, butitdoesn’treally matter, doesit?  have toconfessto
being a bitrusty, especially as this beastis quite temperamental when
it comes to gears and things.”

Asiftodemonstrate this the gearbox gaveanawful grating sound
and then the car leaped forward. Belinda managed to change direc-
tionaftermuchmaneuveringwiththeaccompanying grating of gears.

“I'm sure that can’t be good for it,” I pointed out.

“He’sa good solid British motorcar,” she said. “He can stand any
amount of abuse.” With that we shot up the drive toward the house so
fast that my head was thrown against the back of the seat.

“Did youknow he can do eighty milesan hour?” Belinda shouted
over theroar of the motorcar’sengine. “Iputhim through his paces
over the Hog's Back.”

“Him? It's definitely a male?”

“Obviously, darling. Can’t you feel all that masculine power and
testosterone flowing? I've named him Brutus.”

Itried notto smirk. “Howlonghave youhad it — I mean, him?”
I asked.

“Since yesterday. I only got back from Paris two days ago.”

“Ithought you were planning on staying until the end of the year
at least,” I shouted back.

“I'was, darling, but I got a telegram from the solicitor saying that
Granny’s will had finally been proved and he needed instructions on
what to do with the money. Youremember my grandmother had
named me in her will, don't you? Lady Knott . . .”

“Not what?” I asked.

She shook herhead so that thered feather danced. “Knott, dar-
ling. Witha K. My mother had to grow up being a Knott. Luckily she
married someone with a more normal name like Warburton-Stoke.”

She paused to give me an indignant look as Ilaughed. “Anyway,
Granny’s will has been proved, so I caught the next boat train home
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and, Georgie, you'll never believe it, but 'm actually quite a rich
woman!”

We screeched to a halt outside the front steps, narrowly missing
the fountain.

“Hence the spiffy sports car,” I said.

She was smilinglike a cat with the cream. “Icame out of the so-
licitor’s office and spotted it in the showroom on Park Lane, and
thought why not? So I went in and bought Brutus on the spot.”

Iopened my door and climbed out, brushing off the dust that still
hoveredinacloud around us. “Comeinside and have teaand youcan
tell me all about it,” I said.



