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Prologue

The walls, rough-formed from great black lumps of stone, ran dank and wet like the flanks of a sweating beast. Single drips and rivulets coursed the length of the stairway, three full storeys and more, sliming the steps and fouling the air.

Footsteps skittered down a half-flight’s turn, then slipped and stumbled the next half to a respite at the dark landing. Terrified breaths filled the close damp, breaking into whimpers and sinking into groans. 

When at last those ragged breaths were caught, into the silence came a second set of footsteps, the steadier tread of a pursuer advancing, no halting, no hurry.

‘I’m sorry. But I have to.’ The voice wavered, as though from a recent shock, still reverberating.

The voice that came in answer was flat and dead. ‘No. I am sorry. But I cannot allow it.’

There was a scuffle, quick and grim, then a rush of unruly noise filled the tower: gasps and shrieks; scrapes and thuds. Last, a resonant crack! like a coconut, heavy with milk, raised and smashed. 

Then nothing.
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‘I’ve heard stupider ideas,’ was Hugh’s pronouncement as I read him a snippet of the letter heralding the case we came to call The Cut Throat Affair. He did not look at Donald as he spoke. If he had tried much harder not to look, he might have sprained an eyeball.

Donald sank a little lower in his chair and inspected the dry inside page of the Scotsman as though it were the key to all mythologies. Or rather, since this was Donald, as though it showed a new picture of Claudette Colbert in her nightie.

My poor boy. He had come unstuck over the matter of some cattle during the winter. An unscrupulous breeder had beguiled him, against Hugh’s advising, into the purchase of two truly enormous bulls, which were to strengthen and transform his herd. 

I daresay had they been bought by a farmer in the gentle south or the temperate midlands, even by a north countryman with a breath of sea air across his acres, their pedigree would have counted and their promise been fulfilled. As it was, one Perthshire winter did for them both. They barely saw out autumn in the fields with their harem, but instead retired into strawed quarters, like Miss Havisham on her wedding day. After that, no amount of plugging draughts with bales or buying in expensive cake stopped their vertiginous descent from lusty health in late summer to puny trembling by Christmas. 

Donald and his factor tied sacks over the two sets of shivering ribs and packed them on to a train headed for Devon and a rosier future. Even that found disfavour with Hugh. A few pounds for their dead weight from the Pitlochry knackerman was sound business sense, he barked at Donald when the scheme came to light. Paying carriage for a trip to the seaside was … Words failed him and I was glad, since I had a strong suspicion that the particular words failing him were not often spoken in my drawing room.

It did not help that Teddy was home for the Christmas vac at the time and that, despite seeing the inside of more nightclubs than lecture halls during the Michaelmas term, he had reeled away from college with a respectable set of marks in his long essays and an indulgent set of comments from his fond tutors. It would be so much easier all round if my elder son sparkled and my younger was the … I did not finish the thought, for I love them both dearly. 

Anyway, this morning’s idea of middling stupidity was related by an old friend I had scarcely seen since we returned well-finished, from Paris. I had pounced on her letter to me, eager to hear her news, for she had always been the most tremendous fun. She had been, in fact, the great ‘hit’ of 1904, landing in the middle of the season with a splash and carrying off her beau before the ink was dry on the first round of invitations. 

Minerva Roll. A lesser girl would have buckled under such a name, but Minnie made it seem part of her own cleverness to have been dubbed with something so extraordinary. All around, Annes and Marys began to hint that they were really Titianas and Mirabelles.

And it seemed she was as clever now as ever. She mentioned the wolf at the door, holes in the roof and the spectre of death duties; a familiar litany. She also mentioned, however, a novel plan to outwit the wolf, the rain and His Majesty’s exchequer too.

… we are turning Castle Bewer into a theatre – open air, summers only – and putting on plays! As you can imagine, dear Dandy, we are a little trepidatious (is that a word?), about the hordes descending. Not just the paying public, although certainly them too, but the actors themselves and, of course, actresses. Can you imagine what our mothers would say? And stagehands, I daresay. At any rate, I would be much happier with a pal on the spot who could loom threateningly if someone starts looking with covetous eyes at any of our treasures. 

Are you laughing at the thought of our possessing treasures, Dandy dear? We do, you know. Or at least we did. And we still might. It’s all rather complicated and we have not quite decided what to do about it, my mother-in-law, my husband, and me. I promise to have the whole plan hammered out once and for all before you arrive. For now, think ‘Treasure Hunt’ and you will be in the right general area. Possibly. Or not. 

More soon,

Much love,

Min.

‘Quite a good spot for it,’ said Hugh. ‘I’ll give them that much. But they’ll never turn a profit if they’re going to employ battalions of ancillary staff. Where do you come in, Dandy?’ 

‘I’m to loom, I think,’ I said. ‘And perhaps hunt treasure too? Minnie’s style was always more flowery than fluent. Anyway, I shan’t charge her much. She’s a pal.’

‘Typical,’ said Hugh, executing a swift volte-face. ‘Roping in chums and doing it on the cheap.’

‘I shall only be going at all if Alec fancies it,’ I said, hoping to placate him. ‘It’s not really a case of detection, after all. And we are usually billed as detectives, aren’t we?’

‘You can’t keep turning down paying jobs,’ said Hugh. How he managed to keep revolving like that without getting dizzy was beyond me. 

I stood, dropped my napkin and clicked my tongue. Bunty, my puppy, still just about a puppy anyway, crawled out from under the table, shook herself thoroughly and sat at my heels gazing up at me, awaiting instruction. Hugh gave me a look with a long history and a longer list of ingredient emotions. 

He had enjoyed despising me for the atrocious conduct of Bunty the First, throughout her happy life. Now here I was with Bunty the Second, brought up on the same indulgent principles and yet, miraculously, better behaved not only than the original Bunty but also than any hound or terrier Hugh had ever trained under his regime of shouts and thwacks. He ought to love her. He did not. We both pretended none of it was happening.

Donald spoiled the atmosphere of dignified face-saving a little with a tremendous snort as he watched Bunty and me leave the room, but Hugh had returned to the European news by then and even his wife had no power to annoy him.

‘I’m coming over,’ I said to Alec from the telephone in my sitting room. ‘There’s a sniff of a case. Well, a job anyway.’

‘What’s the difference?’ Alec said.

‘Anything your end?’

‘Nothing you’d countenance.’

‘Oh?’

‘But it’s a lovely time of year for a trip to the coast.’

I groaned. We had decided at the outset of Gilver and Osborne twelve years before that we would not sully ourselves with divorce work. Not for us the quiet hours in a corner of a seaside hotel lounge watching for some Mr and Miss, masquerading as Mr and Mrs, to mount the stairs. 

It was becoming untenable. Even I conceded it. For one thing, there seemed to be a perfect epidemic of divorce taking hold. The lower classes were just about managing to make a vow before God and stick to it, whether too tired from their labours to be getting up to mischief in the evenings or perhaps unable to foot the bill for all the resulting upheaval, but amongst our own set every Tatler brought news of another cabinet reshuffle and it was creeping down among the doctors, lawyers and even the odd schoolmaster. It was unseemly and extraordinary and lesser detective firms were making a nice living out of it, or so Alec never tired of saying.

‘The difference between a case and a job,’ I told him, answering his question, ‘is that nothing has actually happened and we’re to make sure nothing does. There’s guaranteed entertainment too. I’ll see you in half an hour.’

Alec lived just across the valley, his pretty little estate the next neighbour but one to mine. He inherited it from the grateful but grieving father of his late fiancée, after the solving of her murder, which was our first case. There he had lived for twelve years, looked after by an austere valet-cum-butler by the name of Barrow and a cook as devoted as my own Mrs Tilling. Every so often he murmured about a wife, the way Hugh murmured about coppicing the top plantation, or I murmured about turning out the attics one day.

This morning, I found him strolling down the drive to meet me, hands in pockets, pipe in teeth, with Millie his spaniel waddling along at his side. Bunty gave a single polite yip when she saw them and then wagged her whole body from just behind her ears to the tip of her tail. I slowed and leaned over to let her out of the motorcar. Millie was as blind as a beggar these days and the drive, where she could feel the hard ash under her paws, was about the only walk she could rise to on her own. With Bunty at her side, though, she was free to rush about as joyously as ever, trusting her friend to wheel back and collect her. As Alec climbed in, we watched them dash off in between two bedraggled rhododendron bushes to go adventuring in the woods. 

‘You should get a puppy of your own,’ I said. ‘As her companion.’

‘If I thought I could use it during the day and let it sleep in the kitchen, I would,’ said Alec, turning to me as the undergrowth closed and stilled behind the dogs. ‘But I know myself too well. It would be nipping in front of her at suppertime and climbing into her bed at night to chew her ears.’ He sat back and grinned at me. ‘What’s this entertaining job then, Dandy? Where are we off to?’

‘We’re to guard the treasures of Castle Bewer,’ I said, giving it a bit of swagger.

‘Against whom?’ said Alec. ‘The taxman’s the only one laying siege to castles these days, isn’t he? And what can we do about him?’

‘The taxman has a minor role, it’s true,’ I said. ‘But we needn’t concern ourselves with anything so dull. It’s faeries, dukes and queens for us!’

‘What?’

‘Awake the nimble spirit of mirth!’ I added.

‘What?’

‘Shakespeare, darling. Actors. Actresses too.’

‘And you scoff at lurking in a boarding-house lounge watching for adulterers!’ Alec said.

We could not imagine then what we were shortly to know. A man and his mistress, off for a seaside liaison, would have been wholesome refreshment compared with what the castle had in store.
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Our first glimpse of the place was not promising. It was one of those dour days in a Scottish June when the sky rumbles purply and the rain batters flat the straggling meadowsweet in the hedgerows. Only the midges are happy on such a day and we slapped at them tirelessly as we trundled along.

‘How are the little devils getting in?’ Alec demanded, not for the first time, running a hand along the seal of the window, checking for gaps.

‘I’ve never been troubled by midges,’ said Grant, my maid, from the back seat. ‘I’m not to their taste.’ She had told me this many times before in the twenty-odd years of our joint sojourn in Perthshire, that most midge-infested of Scottish counties with its untold burns and forests, its rivers and valleys. It was a midge’s paradise and I a midge’s feast. Nothing, not even the winter snow, not even the suet puddings, made me miss Northamptonshire more. 

As to why Grant was on the back seat: truth be told, once I revealed the theatrical element of our current concern, it would have taken a heart of cold stone and more energy than I could muster to keep her away. She was born in a trunk, the daughter of travelling players, and although she left the company voluntarily at the age of fifteen to go into service, she never lost either the taste for it or a blithe assumption that she was an expert. If she did not get at least a walk-on part in the upcoming production she would sulk until spring.

Even Grant, who often sees romance where I see damp, fell silent when we crested a little hill and the castle escarpments were laid before us. Castle Bewer was ancient – fourteenth century at a rough guess – built when marauders were a plain fact of life and to soften the landscape with trees would be folly. It was a stretch even to call its surroundings a park, for the land was flat, its boundary was a wire fence and a flock of blackface sheep were standing in it, up to their hocks in watery mud. It was, frankly, a field.

In the centre of the field was a puddle somewhat bigger than all the other puddles, and in the centre of this puddle, the walls rising straight up out of the brown water, was a roundish jumble of pink stone. Upon close inspection, one could see towers and turrets, pitched roofs and lean-tos, arrow-slits and escutcheons, crow-step gables and studded shutters. But at first glance it looked like nothing so much as a rather ragged dumpling floating in gravy.

‘I’ve brought both your fox furs, madam,’ said Grant when she had recovered the power of speech.

‘We can share them,’ I replied, as I turned my little Morris Cowley in at the farm gate and splashed through the potholes. The sheep raised their bony heads and gave us looks of practised ovine despair as we passed them.

‘What do you think?’ Alec asked, peering out at the bridge across the moat. It was not a drawbridge. The no-doubt-mighty studded planks that must have kept the castle fast in the bad old days were long gone and someone had knocked this one up out of packing crates, or so it looked to me. It was five feet wide with a generous eye, and made of plain unpainted pine planks, much patched and mended and greenish-grey from weathering. 

‘It must be all right,’ I said, looking at it dubiously. ‘How else do they come and go?’ For there was no track leading around the castle to either side and no garage or stable anywhere in the field. Still, I hesitated. Then, at the other end of the bridge, in the mouth of the castle itself, a stooped figure draped in a mackintoshed cape and holding a lantern stepped out of shelter into the rain and waved at us, cawing his arm to beckon us onward.

‘Right-oh,’ I said and took my foot off the brake. I saw Alec stiffen beside me as though trying to levitate and save the rickety little bridge the weight of his body. I would have laughed but I was doing exactly the same myself, holding my legs off the seat and stretching up out of my collar like a hungry chick when its mother returns to the nest with a worm.

‘I could have walked,’ muttered Grant and she sounded tense from clenching too.

The gusts of the three of us breathing out fogged the windscreen when my front wheels rolled across the cobbles of the gatehouse passage and I laughed as I leaned forward and cleared a patch with my sleeve.

There was a horseshoe of windows curving out from behind us to either side, reaching three and four storeys high above the gate but stepping down to just two, and then dribbling on to low sheds and outhouses at the ends of the horseshoe arms. Directly before us lay a long wide courtyard, open to the moat at the far end and flanked at either corner by the remaining two castle towers. The Bewers had evidently let one wing of the castle fall into ruins, perhaps for the view, but what remained was still a house of generous proportions. 

The figure with the lantern was standing, arm aloft, about halfway down the courtyard, in an empty space between an elderly Crossley and a pair of rusted bicycles, and I deduced that I was expected to park there. I frowned. There was no nearby door and such was the aspect of the castle keep that it seemed to be raining even harder here than out in the field, great gouts of water splashing down and heavy curtains of drips falling from every overhang.

Still, it is well-nigh impossible to ignore a wet stranger swinging a lantern at one, and so I rumbled over and parked as indicated. Anyway, it was not as bad as I had feared, for leaning against the wall beside the Crossley were two enormous umbrellas and the caped figure held one out above my head as I stepped down.

With much shuffling and the inevitable fuss of sharing two umbrellas among three individuals, we struggled across the cobbles and in at an open door, twice my height and wide enough for a carriage. On the other side of it was a stone-floored, stone-walled, arch-ceilinged passageway that stretched without relief into darkness in both directions.

The lantern carrier pushed back his mackintosh hood once we were under cover and regarded us out of a lugubrious face with pouched cheeks and red-rimmed eyes. I had never seen a human face more like that of a bloodhound. He sniffed. 

‘Tea,’ he said. ‘Drawing room.’ 

Then he turned on his heel and left, taking the light with him. We made to follow, but he stopped, rather as though he had been shot, and without turning his head repeated: ‘Drawing room!’ very definitely before starting up again and beetling off out of sight.

‘Ah,’ said Alec. ‘Drawing room. I see.’

‘And what about me?’ said Grant. ‘Is that the butler? Am I to go with him? Who’s getting the bags?’

‘I think we should stick together,’ I said. ‘If we find this drawing room, Minnie can ring and get him back again.’

We looked along the passageway to the other end. There was not what one would call a glimmer of light in any definite sense, but we could tell where the end of the passageway was so at least we knew we were not about to step off into an oubliette without warning. Alec struck a match and by its glow we advanced. The stones were gritty underfoot and the walls were damp where they were not truly slimy. I breathed in deeply, hoping to catch a whiff of toast or muffins, or wood smoke or even floor soap; something that hinted at human habitation. All I smelled was cold stone. And all I could hear were drips, within and without. Alec’s match burned down and he dropped it. It sizzled without being stepped on as he lit another.

At the end of the passageway, matters improved. Round a corner, we met with the cheerful sight – comparatively speaking – of an unlit candle sconce in the wall, a threadbare runner on the floor and, halfway along, a door.

When we reached it, I seized the iron ring that did service as a handle and wrenched it round, drawing back as the door fell open towards us and grabbing Grant before it squashed her. 

Matters, on this peculiar’s door’s other side, improved again. Here was a room. It had no furniture and few features beyond a dark fireplace at either end, and its single window was shuttered, but it had a second door and around this door there was a faint yellow seam. We trooped across another threadbare carpet, which gave up coughs of mousy dust at every step. Alec, pinching out the latest match, lifted the latch and shouldered the door open.

‘Dandy!’ The woman who was sitting by the fireside leapt up and came forward, beaming, to hug me. She had iron-grey curls set in tight rows all over her head and was dressed in bagged tweeds, darned stockings and scuffed shoes of such remarkable dowdiness that for once I felt like a fashion plate. ‘And you must be Alec,’ the woman went on. ‘Minnie. Welcome, welcome. Is Puff at your back?’

I looked behind me. 

‘Puff?’ I said. 

‘Butler,’ said Minnie. ‘P-U-G-H “Puff”. Don’t call him “Pew” if you expect an answer. He was supposed to be watching out for you. But never mind. Here you are regardless. Come and sit down and warm up. It’s not much of a day.’

She waved towards the fireplace where, in a pool of lamplight, tea was set out on a couple of low tables. For the first time I noticed that there were other people in the room. The chair pulled closest to the flames contained an elderly woman in a lace bonnet and a good number of shawls, sitting with her feet up on a little stool and blankets wrapped around her legs. She was holding a teacup close to her pursed lips and was firing a look of some malevolence at the three of us standing by the open door. Grant caught the look, deciphered it correctly and hastened to shut the door, kicking a straw-stuffed draught sausage back into place with an expert toe.

The armchair on the other side of the fire was exerting its hold on a gentleman somewhat younger than the old lady in shawls but a good bit older than Minnie. At last he managed to clamber out of it and advanced on us all. I searched his face for the pale young man who had danced every dance with pretty Minerva Roll and had sat whispering with her over supper, but could not find any. He had spent every day since then out of doors, in wind and rain and occasional sun, and was now the colour and texture of an unpeeled beetroot, his few strands of hair flopping over his forehead like the beetroot’s wilted stalks. Not until he smiled could I see so much as a wisp of the man I knew.

‘Bluey?’ I said.

‘What’s left of him,’ said Bluey Bewer, giving me a grin full of gleaming white dentures. ‘And my dear mother. I expect you’ve been in the same room as her before now, Dandy, and might even have met, but all a thousand years ago, of course.’ He walked over to stand by the other armchair and shook the old lady gently by one shoulder. ‘Mama?’ he bellowed. I felt Grant start and noticed that a dog, dozing on the hearthrug, twitched in its sleep. ‘Let me present some friends of Minnie’s.’ The volume was impressive and his sustaining it even more so, for people usually drop their voices, even when yelling at the deaf. The old lady reached out to a side-table, put down her cup, and then with ponderous deliberation unfolded a pair of long-handled spectacles and held them to her face. Her eyes were greatly magnified by the lenses and between that and the lace round her cap she looked like a baby doll, peering up at us. ‘This is Mrs Gilver and Mr Osborne,’ Bluey thundered. ‘And …?’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Grant, my maid and assistant. We weren’t sure of the floor plan. Could you ring for Pugh? Could he act as a guide?’

‘Hm,’ Minnie said, but did not elaborate.

Then, after clearing her throat as deliberately as she had exchanged cup for lorgnette, Mrs Bewer spoke. ‘Are you front of house?’ she said, in tones rather cracked but still commanding. ‘You don’t look like players to me. And that’s not a trained voice you’re piping away in, girl.’

‘Don’t mind my mother-in-law,’ said Minnie. ‘Sit and eat and tell me your news, Dandy.’

I sat, and I accepted a cup and a little plate of toast, but as to condensing the news of decades into a bulletin, I did not even try. Alec saved me by swinging into step as the perfect house guest.

‘I’m Dorset,’ he said to Bluey. ‘And Cromwell pretty much did for the best of our houses. So this is all very thrilling. Exactly how old is the castle?’

Bluey nodded, catching on to what was needed, and proceeded to regale Alec with tales of battle, siege and scotched invasion. I followed politely for a bit and then turned to Minnie. 

‘Now then,’ I said, quietly enough not to disturb the men, ‘I am going to have to press you for quite a lot more details regarding what exactly Alec and I are doing here. Not – gosh, no – that it’s not bliss to see you.’

‘Very kind,’ Minnie said vaguely. She shot a look at her mother-in-law. ‘It’s as I said in my letter. You know how things are, Dandy. Well, I assume so.’

‘I’m working as a detective,’ I reminded her and she shouted with laughter, before heaving a sigh.

‘Can you believe it?’ she said. ‘We didn’t know we were the end of it all, did we?’

I glanced at Grant, who was taking dainty bites of toast and prim sips of tea and looking around with her face like a mask. Knowing her as well as I did, I was not fooled by the mask. I knew she was listening to every word and I should send her away if Minnie was about to get down to business. But I also knew I would have to prise her off the chair with my fingernails and frogmarch her.

‘Tell me all,’ I said to Minnie and settled back to hear the sad tale of the Bewers that had brought us here.
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