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  Chapter 1


  I only got the job because of my shoes. Considering the job was managing 13,500 acres of prime English countryside for Henry, the Tenth Earl Leghorn, this was remarkable, although as time progressed I realised it was nothing out of the ordinary for the Leghorn family.


  Rumshott Park had been the Leghorn seat for five hundred years. The family lived in the magnificent mansion house, isolated from the rest of the world by the rolling expanse of parkland within the estate’s walled boundary. The house was the hub of the estate, the power centre, which controlled several square miles of countryside encompassing farms, woodland and villages.


  The agent, whose job was to administer and coordinate the many different facets which made up the estate, was a forceful, determined man called George Pratt who had, I discovered, an obsession with shoes.


  I had been working as a junior assistant agent for a duke in the West Country when I spotted an advertisement for a vacancy as deputy agent at Rumshott in Russetshire. Wanting to climb my way up the professional ladder I sent off an application. A few weeks passed by and I had rather put it out of my mind when one evening I received a telephone call.


  ‘Hello, is that James Aden?’ the voice boomed at me down the line, daring me to be otherwise.


  ‘Yes, speaking’ I replied, not having a clue who should be shouting at me.


  ‘George Pratt here at Rumshott, thanking you for your letter. I’d like to meet you. Can we sort something out for next week?’ he commanded.


  ‘Oh, um,’ I responded rather lamely. ‘That’s very kind of you . . . yes, I’m sure we could arrange a day. When were you thinking of?’


  ‘Wednesday, ten o’clock, here at the estate office.’


  ‘Right.’ He seemed very blunt and businesslike. ‘I’ll check that I can take the day off and confirm it with you tomorrow if that’s okay.’


  ‘Excellent.’ I winced as a high number of decibels penetrated my eardrum. I removed the handset from such close proximity in preparation for the next assault. ‘Loved your letter and think you might be just the sort of chap we want here. Right experience. I do hope you’ll be able to come over on Wednesday.’ The enthusiasm could be heard echoing around the walls of my small sitting room.


  I had not had time to consider the significance of the conversation before a thunderous goodbye ricocheted from the fireplace and the line went dead.


  As peace returned to the West Country, the importance of this brief but loud exchange sank in. It appeared that I might have a very real chance of becoming the deputy agent at Rumshott – a prestigious and demanding position on one of the most sizeable and famous landed estates in the country.


  The following Wednesday I was up at dawn in a state of nervous excitement. With great deliberation I chose my interview outfit. Deciding that I should wear the traditional land agent’s uniform I pulled on some baggy fawn corduroy trousers, a well-cut tweed hacking jacket and, as luck would have it, a brand-new pair of Church’s brogues, which I hadn’t yet had occasion to wear.


  I arrived early at Rumshott in time to have a short drive around the estate and a last-minute nervous pee in a hedge. After announcing my arrival at the estate office, I was kept waiting a few minutes. Sitting in the hall, trying to assume an air of confident nonchalance, I could hear a lot of crashing about and some indecipherable expletives from behind a closed door. I was beginning to wonder what on earth was going on when the door burst open, its hinges somehow remaining fixed to the frame, and a man launched himself into the middle of the reception hall.


  ‘Morning, James Aden,’ he shouted at me from a distance of eighteen inches, ‘how kind of you to come and meet me.’ He smiled warmly and shook my hand with a vice-like grip before leading me into his office.


  George Pratt was very much as I had expected. He was a tall good-looking man in his early forties with lively piercing blue eyes and a strong smile. He had a slightly manic air about him, as though he believed there wasn’t enough time in the day. His office bore this out. A large room adorned with some splendid oil paintings and substantial pieces of late eighteenth-century furniture, it was in complete disarray with files, plans and papers everywhere. The crashing around that I’d heard earlier had obviously been the result of his efforts to find me a place to sit. The best he could do was a rather uncomfortable little wooden chair wedged between a marble bust of a long-deceased Leghorn and a grandfather clock that leant perilously towards me. Treading carefully, I negotiated the piles of paper stacked on the floor and was making remarkably good progress towards my allotted seat when Pratt shouted, ‘Stop! Just look at that bloody thing there!’


  Hovering delicately between a pile of pink files and a theodolite, I gave my impression of a startled hen, my head turning from side to side as I searched in vain for the object of bis wrath.


  ‘That file, that file by your right foot,’ he bellowed, ‘some damn woman has planted a bloody Leylandii hedge in her garden, which is completely against the rules on the estate.’


  Not knowing how to respond I decided my best option was to make a last-minute dash for the relative safety of the chair.


  ‘I won’t have any of those dreadful suburban hedges on the estate,’ he explained, ‘and that file is full of the legal papers to get it removed.’


  I had barely met the man but already I could sense that the rumours I had heard about Rumshott were true. I had been led to believe that it was not an easy place to work, that George Pratt’s management was strict and that the fear and control exerted by Countess Leghorn was extraordinary. It was rapidly becoming clear the job would be no easy ride.


  Mr Pratt settled down a little as he began to explain the make up of the estate – 8,500 acres at Rumshott, 2,500 in Norfolk, the same again in Gloucestershire, and property in London. In addition there was a glorious art collection and priceless furniture and china within the house. He explained about the staff and the various departments – the farm staff, forestry staff, gamekeepers, house and garden staff, those that worked in the office and the building maintenance team. All together there were about fifty full-time employees under his control.


  ‘We’ll just have a cup of coffee,’ he offered, ‘and I’ll tell you about the family here.’ Picking up the phone he barked at some unfortunate secretary that he wanted a pot of coffee brought through. I suspected that she could have heard him without the aid of the telephone.


  ‘Lord Leghorn is the tenth earl and owns most of the Russetshire estate personally,’ he began. ‘The other estates are held in family trusts and we report to the trustees on matters concerning those. You probably know that Lord Leghorn suffered a serious stroke a few years ago. Although he’s now in very good health his wife still has considerable influence on what we do here,’ he explained. ‘She has an extremely strong personality and it would be wrong of me to suggest that working for her is easy. She has determined views on what should happen and although she doesn’t tend to involve herself directly in estate matters, her actions here in the house and park have repercussions elsewhere.’


  There was a knock on the door and a well-dressed woman entered carrying a tray of coffee and biscuits.


  ‘Here you are, Mr Pratt,’ she said.


  ‘Ah, Louise,’ he bellowed. ‘Thank you. Meet James Aden, who I’m interviewing for the job here.’


  She teetered through the mounds of paper on some fashionable high-heeled shoes and balanced the tray on a pile of files occupying a corner of Pratt’s vast leather-topped mahogany desk.


  ‘Pleased to meet you,’ she said, shaking my outstretched hand before teetering out again. She paused by the door.


  ‘Mr Pratt, her ladyship phoned to make sure you hadn’t forgotten to pay Partridges’ bill. It must be paid today she said.’


  ‘Right Lou, thank you,’ he boomed as she closed the door.


  ‘Now where was I? Ah, yes,’ he started again. ‘Lady Leghorn. Well you’d soon find out what she’s like. Bark’s worse than her bite. Then of course there’s Lord Leghorn’s four children – three girls and a boy. The son and heir is Lord Edward Rumshott who holds the courtesy title of Viscount Rumshott. He’s unmarried and lives partly here and partly in London. All three girls are married: Lady Kate to a chap called Mortimer, chief umbrella holder to the Queen; Lady Caroline to a farmer called Juniper; and of course Lady Davina, now the Princess of Arnhustein.’ As he paused to take a sip of coffee I noticed that he spent several seconds peering at my shoes.


  ‘Davina’s marriage has brought the family and estate into the public eye and the Leghorns are very sensitive to press intrusion. This is a bit of a problem for us here. Lady Leghorn and Viscount Rumshott are the most sensitive so we have to do our best and avoid any publicity, good or bad.’


  He was staring at my shoes again, making me feel a little uncomfortable. I wondered if by some awful mishap I had trodden in some dog mess that was, as we were speaking, slowly slipping off the sole of my shoe and about to deposit itself on one of Pratt’s scattered files. Surreptitiously I inspected the shoes’ underside and, as the interview progressed, it seemed as though both the interviewer and the interviewee were intent merely on examining a pair of shoes.


  However, there was no atrocity apparent on the soles of my brogues nor was there any pungent odour coming from them. I contented myself with the assumption that perhaps Mr Pratt was looking at his reflection in the highly polished toecaps.


  ‘Both the countess and viscount get terribly jumpy if the press get hold of anything,’ he continued, looking now at me, his attention drawn from my footwear. ‘So it’s vital that anyone doing this job is prepared to act with the utmost discretion,’ he added sternly.


  He glanced again briefly at my shoes before announcing that we ought to have a quick tour around some of the estate before lunch. By the time I had circumnavigated the unorthodox filing arrangement strewn across the carpet, Pratt was already in the hall yelling instructions to Louise.


  ‘Right, we’ll have a brief look at the house first as the Leghorns are in London and then I’ll show you a bit of the park.’


  He leapt out of the estate office and practically ran across the wide expanse of carefully tended lawn crossing the south front of Rumshott House. It was difficult to take much in. We were accompanied initially by a housekeeper but she was soon left some way behind as Pratt raced through rooms of such grandeur that hours would have been needed to absorb their beauty and style properly. At speed they all blurred into a kaleidoscope of brilliant colours and grandiose schemes so that when we emerged from the house I had only the briefest idea of what the place was really like.


  We walked back over the lawn towards the impressive sandstone stable block, which contained the estate office, whereupon I was hustled into the passenger seat of a large green Mercedes. Mr Pratt, it transpired, drove in the same manner in which he did everything else. Great concentration, speed and determination until some object of interest caught his eye and the intensity was redirected, causing the car to occasionally, if briefly, leave the road and wander slightly into the surrounding countryside.


  I settled somewhat apprehensively into the deep leather seat and tried to absorb some of the serene beauty of our surroundings whilst listening to Mr Pratt’s barrage of comments. The parkland around the house was beautifully kept, with cattle and sheep grazing content beneath the massive ancient oak trees that graced the rolling green acres. A lake mostly hidden by a fringe of woodland shimmered in the distance and as we approached the lodge gates I glimpsed a herd of deer standing motionless in a copse.


  The road took us towards Great Bassett, the estate village of thatched roofs and roses clambering over walls set high in the gentle hills of Russetshire. The centuries-old church of St Peter and the street of ancient cottages were built in the local honey-coloured sandstone, while in the centre of a small green, outside a pub, stood an immense horse chestnut tree under which a couple of elderly parishioners sat on a bench enjoying the peaceful sunshine.


  The powerful Mercedes cut a swathe through the bucolic reverie and we stopped abruptly in the car park of the Dog and Rabbit.


  ‘We’ll have a bite of lunch here,’ shouted Pratt as he leapt from the car, ‘and then I’ll let you get on your way home.’


  Inevitably he caused a commotion as he entered the pub. The low ceilings and heavy oak beams, which were silently sheltering a group of locals playing dominoes by the fireplace, suddenly reverberated with his cries of greetings to those he recognised. Most people seemed to know him and as the pub belonged to the estate he was treated with the type of deference and respect associated with a bygone era.


  We sat down at, a table by the window overlooking the village street and I tucked my well-polished shoes out of sight. I still hadn’t fathomed what was wrong with them and, as Pratt was starting to question me about my experience and knowledge of the land agency profession, I didn’t want the distraction of another foot inspection.


  I was briefly disconcerted, however, by the unexpected voice of Buddy Holly blaring from the distant depths of the bar. Even Pratt found it difficult to compete.


  ‘Can you turn that bloody thing off, Claude?’ he bellowed at the publican. ‘I can’t hear myself think let alone talk.’


  ‘Yes, Mr Pratt, sorry ’bout that. I’ll turn ’im orf right away, Mr Pratt. Right away, sir.’ Claude fumbled for the switch and there was a sudden silence punctuated only by the rapid crunching sound of Mr Pratt devouring a celery stick.


  After lunch I was propelled at speed through a number of pretty stone villages, along winding country lanes with verges covered in clouds of white cow parsley. I was surprised at the beauty of this corner of Russetshire.


  We drew up in a scattering of gravel outside the estate office, whereupon Mr Pratt said that he had to rush off to another appointment but that he would be in touch soon. As I reached to shake his hand and thank him for showing me around he had a final glance at my shoes and barked with an air of finality,


  ‘Those are Church’s brogues, aren’t they?’


  ‘Er, yes, they are,’ I confirmed.


  ‘Finest shoes in the world, you know. Absolute quality – no doubt about it. I always judge a man by his shoes. Never fails.’


  And with that he disappeared with a roar of the engine, leaving me standing in the courtyard, my shoes coated in a layer of settling Russetshire dust.


  Chapter 2


  After my first interview, George Pratt had liked me enough to recommend my appointment to Earl Leghorn. A meeting was hastily arranged to give his lordship the opportunity to assess me before a final decision was made. I arrived early and was exceedingly nervous about meeting a man I had often seen on television as the Princess of Arnhustein’s father. I think Mr Pratt was a little nervous about it as well although he obviously thought I would fit in at the office. But my future depended on how I conducted myself in my interview with Lord Leghorn.


  Once again I had gone to great lengths to dress appropriately and wore a clean pressed dark suit, my only handmade Jermyn Street shirt, a silk tie and my heavily polished shoes. I felt relatively composed, my mind was alert as the adrenalin raced around my body. I had swotted up on agricultural law and felt ready to answer any complicated legal questions the earl might throw at me – always a favourite at interviews. Mr Pratt chatted away as we walked over to the house but as we reached it my nerves started failing. The grandeur of the place and the prospect of an imminent meeting with an earl was overwhelming. I imagined that we would be shown into a library or formal drawing room by a liveried butler where the earl would be seated, impeccably attired, at a massive antique desk surrounded by ancestral portraits hung in their heavy gilt frames.


  What happened was somewhat different. Mr Pratt showed me through into the private wing, which seemed unnaturally quiet. There did not seem to be any staff about so we continued on to his lordship’s study. Mr Pratt knocked on the door. No answer. He peered in. No one there.


  ‘Well I can’t think where Lord Leghorn could be,’ he said, surprised, ‘it’s 11.30 am, isn’t it?’


  ‘Um, yes, it is,’ I replied. We walked back along the passage towards the main part of the house and met the housekeeper coming down the stairs.


  ‘Morning, Jocelyn.’


  ‘Good morning, Mr Pratt.’


  ‘Do you know where his lordship is? I’ve got a meeting at 11.30 with him.’


  ‘Oh,’ she said sounding surprised, ‘he’s still in bed.’


  ‘Still in bed,’ he repeated incredulously. ‘What the bloody hell’s he doing in bed at this time of day? He’s not ill, is he?’


  ‘No, no. He just hasn’t got up yet.’


  ‘Good God above. He’s supposed to be interviewing James Aden here. He can’t have bloody well forgotten, surely!’


  ‘Well he must have. I know he isn’t expecting you. Could you come back later, or another day perhaps?’


  Pratt was livid. ‘No, we can’t,’ he barked at the unfortunate Jocelyn.


  ‘Please go and tell his lordship that we’re here and that James Aden is waiting for him having driven halfway across England to meet him.’


  The firmness in his voice compelled Jocelyn to return upstairs and confront his lordship.


  After an age she reappeared and asked us to wait in the study as his lordship was on his way. By now my expectations of the interview had altered and having got the earl out of bed I didn’t suppose he would take kindly to me at all. I was lost in my negative thoughts waiting for the Right Honourable the Tenth Earl Leghorn, close friend of the Arnhustein Royal Family, father of Her Royal Highness the Princess of Arnhustein and grandfather of the future King of Arnhustein to stride into the room, when an unshaven tousle-haired chap came bumbling through the door wearing pyjamas and a tatty old pair of carpet slippers. Pratt stood up and with a start I realised it was the earl.


  ‘G-good morning, good morning,’ he said, slightly flustered. ‘I-I’m s-sorry to have kept you waiting.’


  ‘Good morning, my lord,’ replied George, seemingly oblivious to his lordship’s unusual interview attire. ‘Can I introduce you to James Aden and then leave you to have a chat.’


  ‘Morning. How d’you do?’ His lordship smiled. ‘Come and sit down,’ he added, leading the way to some comfortable armchairs on the far side of the room.


  I felt most incongruous and suddenly rather overdressed. I liked Lord Leghorn immediately and he soon put me at ease with his relaxed chatter and good humour. My revision had been wasted because we did not discuss a single point of land agency throughout the whole interview. Altogether it was a rather strange experience and I doubt many people have ever been offered a job by a pyjama-clad earl.


  I arrived at Rumshott a month later to take up my new job. I made an inauspicious start. During the first week, George asked me to travel with him to the Leghorn estate in Norfolk, Weston Ferretts. Following his instructions, I collected him from his house at six o’clock one morning in the smart new Golf GTI that I had been given with the job. It was, he said, a chance to give it a try on a long journey and I was looking forward to speeding up to the north Norfolk coast in it. Before falling asleep, George told me that we were to be in the Market Square at Downham Market by nine o’clock to meet an architect at his office. Confident that that was what he had said I left him to grunt and snore contentedly in the passenger seat.


  Having only started at Rumshott the previous week I was a little nervous and still found the place and the people, particularly George, overwhelming. Relieved to draw up in the Market Square in Downham Market at ten minutes to nine with my boss still grunting like a contented sow, I pulled over to the kerb and leant into the back seat to find the file with the architect’s address. It was then that he woke up with a yawn and a belch, peered hazily out of the window and asked why we had stopped.


  ‘Well, we’re here,’ I explained.


  He looked around.


  ‘Where?’


  ‘In the Market Square.’


  ‘What bloody Market Square?’


  ‘Downham Market, Market Square,’ I continued, perplexed.


  ‘Downham Market,’ he repeated with incredulity. ‘What the hell are we doing in Downham Market?’


  ‘We’re meeting the architect at nine o’clock.’


  ‘In Burnham Market!’


  ‘What? You said Downham Market when we left.’


  ‘I did not,’ he retorted. ‘Why the hell would we come here?’


  ‘Well I don’t know,’ I replied, convinced that he had said Downham Market. I didn’t know Norfolk, I’d never been to Norfolk in my life. This was horribly embarrassing.


  ‘Well we’re in a right mess now, aren’t we? Bang on nine o’clock in the wrong town on the wrong side of Norfolk.’


  Unfortunately the day progressed badly as we were then late for every scheduled meeting. To make matters worse, George did not seem to want to sleep on the way home, preferring to mutter something about navigation and map reading.
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