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Chapter One 

A Misunderstanding 

 

 

Well, it wasn’t a misunderstanding as such. It was what I’d 

call a little white lie. I’d best explain. 

 It was 1939 and my name was Ray Birtles; I was 

fifteen years old.  I left a letter at home on the kitchen table 

telling my Pa what I was going to do. My Pa was a 

blacksmith, working for Sir Malcolm Mycock, a retired army 

General. My Ma had died when I was born and it was very 

hard for me to tell Pa anything so that’s why I left a letter to 

tell him I was going to enlist, even though I was too young. I 

told him I loved him and hoped he understood. 

 I started to walk from Thurnscoe to Doncaster 

where I could sign up at the Racecourse. Out of the blue, a 

motorbike almost knocked me over, sliding to a halt in front 

of me. “You stupid idiot!” I shouted.  

 “That’s no way to speak to your betters, Ray.”  It was 

the General’s son, Simon Mycock. “Where are you going?” 

he said. 
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“If it’s any of your business, I’m going to Doncaster 

to enlist in the army.” 

“Well that’s lucky,” he said. “I’ve got my papers to 

report there, so I can give you a lift.” I didn’t like him, he 

was a snooty prat, but I was grateful for the lift. 

 Just outside of Doncaster, at a place called Adwick le 

Street, he stopped by the side of a sheltered pond. 

 “I think this will do nicely,” he said, more to himself 

than me.  “We can eat our lunch and then have a swim and a 

bit of fun!” 

“But I can’t swim!” 

“I’ll show you. You can watch me first and then try it 

yourself.” 

“Okay,” I said, unconvinced. “That sounds good.” 

  

We shared Simon’s lunch, though he made quick work of 

the beers. Before I knew it, he’d stripped off and dived into 

the water. 

 “Come on in Ray. Don’t be such a coward!” he 

shouted. 

 I hated the water, but I didn’t like being called a 

coward by the likes of Simon. 
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 “Tell you what. I’ll come in if you can make it over to 

that island,” I said.  

 I was certain that even he wouldn’t be stupid 

enough to try to swim through that murky patch of water 

with all the clumps of reeds. But Simon, spurred on by a 

couple of beers, wasn’t going to back down from a 

challenge and, nest thing I knew, he was swimming toward 

the island. 

 “You’d better get ready to join me,” he shouted. 

 How I hated him! He was always so smug. To think 

he might end up as my Commanding Officer, giving out 

orders just because he was born into that stuck up family. I 

turned away from him, not wanting to see the look of 

triumph on his face.  

 Then I heard splashing and shouting. I turned to see 

Simon being dragged under the water into the reeds.  

 “Help me you useless oaf,” he shouted.  

 I couldn’t swim, but maybe if I waded in I might be 

able to throw something over to pull him out. I stripped off 

and looked around, but all I could see was his pile of clothes 

and mine. His pile of clothes and mine. A thought was 

beginning in my mind. How much easier the war would be 



8 
 

for me if I had his life; if I were an officer. Things started to 

happen in slow motion.  

 I could hear Simon’s shouts and I was doing nothing. 

There was no one around to help, but that meant there was 

no one around to see. No one would ever know what had 

happened except me. Then the splashing stopped - Simon 

was gone. It was too late to help him so why not help 

myself? I was due a bit of good fortune.  

 I stared at the water for a while and then I picked up 

Simon’s clothes and put them on.  

 “Welcome to your new life, Simon Mycock,” I said to 

myself, and set off for Doncaster on what was now my 

motorbike. 

  

When I arrived there were hundreds of people there, so I 

joined the first queue I came to. When I got to the desk I 

showed the bloke my papers. He said I should be in the first 

hut, on the left. That was for officer training. At first I didn’t 

like the idea of being an officer, but when I really thought 

about it I’d be getting more pay and more perks. 

 I joined the queue at the next hut and when it came 

to my turn the chap introduced himself as Sergeant Major 
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Jackson, and called me ‘Sir’.  After reading my papers he 

told me I was a cadet officer, Captain by rank, and would do 

my training at Catterick army camp.  Before I left he said 

 “A word of advice, Captain. Never ridicule your 

Sergeant Major, or any other ranking man, in front of your 

men. You will probably get your orders by the end of the 

week. Your Sergeant Major and his crew will be allotted to 

you, along with your men. Whilst you are training, your 

Sergeant Major will be getting your men into shape. Good 

luck Captain Mycock.” 

 

After basic training at Catterick we all travelled together to 

an exercise on the moors and did surprisingly well. 

Returning to the camp, we got news that we were all going 

to France and so I told all the lads to write their last letters 

home.  

 Off we went to our first battle and got well and truly 

beaten. Most of my men were killed or captured. We 

eventually got back to Blighty, the few of us who were left, 

and it was now 1942. We were given more men and we 

trained them up for the Big Push on D-day. It was almost 

three years before we won the war. 
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Returning to Catterick I had loads of mail, which was 

interesting because I hadn’t written to anyone. Putting the 

letters in date order, I started to read through them. Bills I 

put in a pile but there was one official-looking one from 

Leeds. It was from the Mycock family solicitor, who 

informed me that my father had died so he had appointed a 

manager to run the estate until I returned. Next there were 

a couple of dozen letters from a girl called Agnes. She wrote 

that I had promised I would marry her once my father had 

passed away. Bloody hell, I thought.  
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Chapter Two 

A Different Battle 

 

I had not planned to go back there so soon. In fact I had not 

planned to go back at all. Whether the war got me or not, I 

had reckoned on playing the errant son, gadding about 

Europe until my luck ran out or I accrued enough cash to 

get a living of my own. But this turn of events had forced 

my hand. 

 I was now well used to taking chances, and this 

seemed a walk in the park compared to the war. Who 

would care if Simon looked a bit different coming home? 

The war changed a boy, it certainly had me. I had grown 

and filled out a bit on officer rations and sported a decent 

beard too. But the biggest difference was my skin – hard 

and weathered from the trenches – and my eyes brooked 

no challenge. So who would care if Simon, a returning 

soldier, a grieving son, looked a bit out of sorts? They 

wouldn’t dare challenge me. And if they did? Pah! I had 

soldiers, good men and true, who would swear for their 

man Captain Mycock. Even old Sergeant Major Jackson 

could be called up, if he’d made it back. He’d swear to me - I 
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know he would. No, a bit of brass was all I’d need to get 

away with this.  

 

First thing the next morning I fixed myself up with lodgings 

for a few days on account. Nice little inn, a bit far from the 

town but space was filling up. There was always room for 

an officer somewhere though, or so I was finding. Food 

wasn’t bad either. Guess the farther out you went the more 

chance there was they’d kept something back a bit. There 

were lots of farms around and lots of meat showing up 

since the peace had been announced. Still, it’d be a long 

time 'til things got back to normal. Well for most people, 

but not me. Not if I kept my hands on the Mycock money. 

 With this in mind I spent some time constructing my 

reply to the solicitors. I’d need them to free up some cash 

for a few weeks, I wrote . I’d be taking some time to 

convalesce. After that, what with significant death-duties 

pending, I’d have to wind up certain persons on the estate. 

Perhaps a few of the older servants, some of my father’s 

servants, maybe even the blacksmith? I wouldn’t 

necessarily be able to keep many horses now and the war 

had probably had them all anyway. This would be a time for 
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a clean sweep, I wrote. A tight ship run military fashion, 

with as few extravagances as possible, so I could build the 

estate back up. 

 I then put my mind to the second letter I had to 

write. I had no idea who this Agnes was. Simon and I had 

had very little contact as children - we only knew as much 

of each other as boys do when they end up with a hand 

each on the same scrumped apples.  Who was she? Was 

Simon really obliged to her? Who could I ask without 

drawing attention to myself? In the end I penned a short 

missive detailing how I was in no fit state to marry anyone 

until my father’s estate was settled. That would have to do 

for now. 

 A letter returned within days. They had been 

awaiting my return to British soil and my sister, it 

explained, was insistent on seeing me. Furious at my 

proposed economies and apparently overcome with grief, 

she wanted a confrontation. I didn’t even know he, I mean I, 

had a sister! She must have been away being finished or 

whatever it is they do. What right had she now to come 

back making assertions about what I should be doing? Bet 

I’d seen more of Simon growing up than she had.  
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 I wrote back immediately, restating my intent to 

stay on longer near Catterick whilst I adjusted back to 

civilian life.  More to the point, I wrote that I wouldn’t be 

cajoled by a sister I hardly ever saw. However, if she would 

be so kind, I would appreciate any information she could 

send me over the next few weeks prior to my return, to 

catch me up with a life I had had to forget existed for the 

last few years.  I never hoped so much in my life that 

someone would turn out to be the chatty type. 

 My luck was in. Lucinda, as she turned out to be, 

liked to share her opinions and reached her full stride on 

paper. It appears she and Simon had had some 

correspondence over the years but not too much on his 

part. If I was lucky her old letters would all still be there at 

the estate when I went back.  Until I had that chance 

though, she became my greatest conspirator in filling in 

Simon’s back-story. Some of it I knew, of course, like the 

schooling I’d have to pad out. But things like my favourite 

horse and what had happened to my old friends were 

crucial.  

 Of course Lucinda wasn’t happy at first with my 

decision to stay away for a while, but over the course of the 
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correspondence the letters became gradually less forthright 

and more sympathetic and wistful. I got the impression she 

was starting to genuinely feel the loss of her father and the 

increasingly solitary life at the house. I was almost there; 

with her in that frame of mind she’d never think to question 

too deeply the man who came home as a brother, she’d just 

be grateful to see some family again and be cared for. 

 

Not long after that, a letter from the solicitors arrived 

telling me that the final instructions had been put in place 

and I could now return to Thurnscoe as Master whenever I 

was ready. And, if I would be so kind, my father’s position 

as magistrate was mine for the taking, too.  Cocksure as I 

was, and buoyed up by Lucinda’s growing gratitude for a 

surviving family member, I set off the next day to the 

station. Blessing my luck, I was ready to meet the fate I’d 

set in motion that chance day by the millpond. 
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Chapter Three 

Brief Encounter 

 

I boarded the train in plenty of time. An empty carriage on 

an express! It seemed I was to enjoy isolated luxury all the 

way to my new life. After five years of sharing everything 

with sweaty, dirty men at war, the luxury of a carriage to 

myself was something I intended to make the most of. 

 The sound of the guard slamming the doors closed 

as he travelled the length of the train was reassuring; each 

one seemed an affirmation of my resolve to succeed. I can, I 

shall, I will. One by one they slammed, each hammering 

home my determination. I could pull it off, I was sure, of 

course I could. Who was there to stop me? 

 It was as the guard blew his whistle and the train 

started very gradually to roll forward that the carriage door 

swung open and a late arrival flung himself inside. So much 

for my solitary journey I thought. 

 “That was a close shave,” commented the stranger as 

he attempted to regain his breath.  

 He was a tall man dressed in well-worn tweeds, his 

jacket sporting the conventional countryman’s leather 
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elbow patches. Most of his face was lost in a large beard 

and his hair was too long for him to have been in the 

military. After stowing his holdall on the overhead rack he 

heaved a heavy sigh of relief and dropped into the seat 

opposite. 

 Aware of my scrutiny, he looked directly at me, 

holding my gaze for a full half minute.  Then, extending his 

hand, said, “Captain Mycock, I presume?”  

 Somewhat surprised he should know my name, I 

tried to think where we might have met. During my five 

years in the army I had encountered hundreds of nameless 

faces. 

 I smiled as we shook hands.  

 “You might not remember me,” he said. “It is some 

time since we met.  My name is Birtles, Ray Birtles.”  

What the hell? Indignation rose in me. Who was this man 

using my own name? Through the abundance of facial hair, 

a pair of mischievous bright eyes looked at me enquiringly 

and smiled.  

 “I believe our fathers were acquainted before the 

war, ” he said. And then I recognised him. 



18 
 

 My world started to spin. It rocked from side to side, 

then up and down it went, taking me with it. He can’t be! I 

told myself, I had seen this man drown five years ago. Still 

with a smile on his face, he said,  

 “I’m delighted we have the carriage to ourselves, it 

should afford us an opportunity to talk.”  

 Talk, talk? He wanted to talk? Personally my mouth 

was so dry I doubted if I would ever be capable of uttering 

another word as long as I lived. 

 In a somewhat vain attempt to regain my 

composure, I straightened my shoulders, sat more erectly 

in my seat and firmly clamped my lips together, unsure just 

how wide my mouth had been hanging open. In a voice I 

didn’t recognise I asked, “How did you know?”  

 He smiled and leaned back in his seat, relaxed and 

obviously enjoying my confusion and discomfort, “Well, I 

didn’t,” he replied.  “Not until you made contact with the 

family solicitors.  They informed my sister, who in turn 

contacted me.  We were both at a loss to understand what 

was going on. And then I remembered you and our dip in 

the pool.” 
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 Leaning forward in his seat, his elbows on his knees, 

he linked his hands together and smiled engagingly at me.  

 “You know,” he laughed, “practically running you 

down on the way to the Doncaster Race Course all those 

years ago was the kind of luck you can only imagine. You 

see,” he went on, “I had never intended serving with the old 

man’s regiment, or anybody else’s. It was my one chance to 

break free of him, live a life of my own. I had read of people 

going missing all over the country in the confusion and 

chaos of war and I envisaged I could become just one more 

statistic.” 

 He confided that the idea of his drowning had come 

to him as we sat by the bank eating our sandwiches. His 

smile broadened as he remembered. I would, he had 

realised, make a perfect witness and the fact that I couldn’t 

swim convinced him I would never attempt to dive in after 

him. How right he was. He had apparently swum 

underwater to the opposite bank and waited for me to 

leave. Lifting an eyebrow, he smiled, his eyes alight with 

merriment, and told me that the last thing he had imagined 

was that I would steal his identity. The motorbike yes, but 
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who in their right mind would want his old man for a 

father? He smiled a little apologetically. 

 “Well of course,” he continued, leaning back in his 

seat and stretching his legs, “the old man wasn’t my 

biological father nor in fact Lucinda’s”.  

 Raising his eyebrows, he looked expectantly at me 

then continued, “You didn’t know? Well it’s not really 

surprising. The old man never did get over the fact that he 

hadn’t fathered a son of his own, and subsequently gave me 

a pretty tough time while growing up. He was determined 

to knock me into shape – his shape – and to have me follow 

in his footsteps. I was to join the army for a number of 

years, marry the right kind of girl and then return home to 

manage the old pile. At least in that way he imagined the 

family continuity would remain unbroken, the adoption 

glossed over or conveniently forgotten, and life would 

continue as before. Family honour and all that you know. I 

was supposed to be grateful and comply. Don’t get me 

wrong, I was grateful in many ways, but I had ideas of my 

own.” 

 He looked out of the window, his eyes flickering as 

the telegraph poles passed by. 
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 “So you see, in spite of being adopted, and educated 

in a fashion to equip me for such a life, I have never had any 

feelings for the place, never felt I really belonged.” He leant 

forward to face me again. “And so old chap, I consider I 

have no real claim on the house. In fact, no more than you, 

or anybody else for that matter.” 

 I could only sit and listen, afraid my mouth might be 

as open as my eyes were. 

 “Don’t look so surprised,” he continued,  “As far as 

I’m concerned, the pile of old stone and all the 

responsibilities that go with it can be yours, and you are 

welcome. It’s not exactly indebted, but it hasn’t made a 

penny in years. The old man thought life could go on 

forever in the same old way, never for a moment imagining 

that the money pot actually did have a bottom. No business 

head. No,” he shook his head, “no business head at all. So, 

here’s Lucinda’s and my proposition,” he said. “You hand 

over to her the Dower House, lock stock and barrel.” 

  “And you?” I enquired. “What do you want?" 

 “The shooting lodge in Scotland,” he replied. “Now 

that is a place I really do have an affinity with. All I have 

ever wanted to do was to paint. Up there the light is 
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marvellous and the scenery breathtaking. For the past five 

years I have lived a lived a completely self-sufficient life. I 

fish and shoot occasionally, and do a little trading with the 

locals. If you agree to my proposition, I intend to set to 

work in earnest on the woodland. Timber will be at 

premium in the years to come. I shall definitely have my 

work cut, the old man never believed in forest maintenance. 

This might be something for you to consider at the old Hall. 

Both woodlands have been neglected over the years and 

are in need of the services of a good forester.” 

 He fell silent, and went back to watching the 

countryside flick by.  “Can we agree?” he asked, after a 

while. “All legal and above board?” 

  I could only nod my head in mute agreement. 

 “Then I wish you luck with your adventure. It will be 

damned hard work; the place hasn’t turned a profit since 

the late thirties. Your biggest problem will be staffing the 

place. The men who left the estate, those that survived that 

is, are unlikely to want to return to the old life of doffing 

their cap to the Squire. The estate won’t run itself you 

know, you are going to need a small army to keep the place 

running." 
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 Simon had certainly given me plenty to think about. 

 

I had sent a telegram to the Old Hall, informing them of my 

arrival. This way the staff would not be suspicious. I arrived 

late in the evening. The driver was waiting on the platform.  

My encounter on the train had reassured me that Simon 

and I were similar in height and weight.  Since it was late, 

most of the servants were in bed.  The butler, a slightly 

podgy gentleman, greeted me with a tremulous handshake. 

According to Lucinda’s letter, John had been serving the 

family for three generations. He had lived in the Hall all his 

life and had never had any family. John took me to the 

dining room. I had never seen such fine food and wine. I 

must have gulped it all down in one go. Afterwards, John 

showed me to Simon’s room and there I slept for three days 

solid.  
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Chapter Four  

New Ground 

 

It had been six months since I had taken on Simon Mycock’s 

identity. The dogs, the suit I wore, the estate and the Old 

Hall made me feel I belonged there. I stepped into my life as 

if into a pair of shoes that fitted perfectly. It wasn’t easy at 

the beginning. I had to learn every servant’s name and their 

jobs in the Hall. I made myself familiar with the position 

and the function of each room. I fooled the humans, but not 

the animals.  Black Thunder, Simon’s horse, wasn’t easy to 

handle. I couldn’t even get near it. The dogs knew, too – 

they couldn’t stop barking when we first met, but within a 

short time I had gained their trust.  

 After the brief encounter with the actual Simon 

Mycock on the train, I was in a state of shock. Couldn’t 

understand why I had agreed to this dumb arrangement. 

The war over, I was exhausted. I needed a place to rest, and 

Simon’s offer was the only solution that I could think of. 

After a few days of rest, I had no intention of staying. I 

packed my bag and was ready to make my escape the next 

day, but I was held back by James, the manager of the 
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estate. He bombarded me with paperwork and discussed 

the problems the Old Hall was facing. He showed me the 

part of the Hall that was threatened with collapse. The 

woodland was overgrown after years of neglect. No amount 

of money could hold the estate much longer. I couldn’t care 

less about the place, and the problem was insoluble. What 

was I thinking? How could an inexperienced nobody like 

me take up such a huge responsibility? My reaction was to 

run far away and to not return.  

 And then I laid eyes on the breathtaking Lucinda.  

 The minute she greeted me with a kiss on each 

cheek, my fate was sealed to the place. She had returned 

from York after visiting her cousin and her sudden 

appearance made me nervous. I was afraid that she would 

reveal my identity as an impostor, but she kept our secret 

well in front of the servants and butler. She was exactly 

how I imagined her to be from the letters she had written to 

me, thinking I was Simon – wistful, sympathetic and the 

most beautiful creature I had ever met. She was seventeen; 

young. full of energy and chatty. Simon and I were four 

years her senior.  
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Lucinda seemed lonely in the Old Hall. Her father’s death 

had not been easy for her, especially as the responsibility of 

running the house fell to her in Simon’s absence. Although 

the General had not been her birth father, he had treated 

her well. She had none of Simon’s resentment and anger 

towards the old man. Their mother had died when she was 

ten. The only family that Lucinda had was Simon, yet he had 

not been there when she needed him, and now he had gone 

to Scotland.   

Lucinda never once called me Ray when we were 

alone. She would normally address me with “Hello, 

stranger!” We talked about everything, but never 

mentioned my past or the war. She loved animals and had a 

special relationship with them. She was surprised that 

Spotty and Ginger had become quite fond of me. She had 

hated the way Simon used to kick them away when he was 

in a bad mood.   

 The best part of the day was the evening. We would 

listen to the radio or read. I had the honour of sitting beside 

a beautiful woman listening to her talking. In front of the 

fireplace her blue eyes sparkled like the stars in the sky. 

Her smile stirred my inner soul. 
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 I spoke to Lucinda about the problems the Hall 

faced. She would rather leave it to the men to handle it. The 

problem had been on my mind, but why should I be 

bothered about it? I suppose part of me wanted to prove 

that I might be able to pull it off. I had started to care about 

this place. The people showed me respect and acceptance 

and Lucinda was my reason to save it. I discussed it with 

James and we came up with some plans. James was more 

excited than me when I proposed some of mine. We would 

have to ask the local authorities for permission to turn the 

Hall into a business. The Hall had to generate income, and 

we had plenty of fine ideas – pipe-dreams, maybe – about 

turning it into a hotel.  It would offer more than any 

ordinary hotel. The huge pond would attract keen anglers. 

The woodlands needed serious clearing, but we could turn 

it into parkland for walkers and horse riding. When it came 

to staffing, I had some pretty good men that had served in 

the war with me. Perhaps Lucinda’s dream of opening a 

riding school or a stud farm wasn’t a bad idea either.  

 I believed it could work. I could become the 

successful owner of the Old Hall.  Lucinda, too, became 

excited by our plans, and began to be able to see how the 
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changes to the Hall could improve life for us all. I sensed 

that she was happy to have me in her life. For the very the 

first time we felt something for each other.  

 

One day, just when the future looked so bright, a young 

woman turned up at the door. A small child was clinging to 

her hand.  Her story seemed fantastic: she claimed to have 

been Simon’s lover, and had given birth to his daughter. 

Simon had promised that, when his father died, he would 

marry her, and bring her and the child to live at the Hall. 

She had held on to his promise and, having read of Sir 

Malcolm’s death in the papers, here she was.  
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Chapter Five  

An Awkward Situation 

 

When John announced that there was a young woman on 

the doorstep asking to see me, I guessed at once that it 

must be Agnes, the woman who had written all those 

letters to Simon.  I bade John to show her into the library 

and with a heavy heart I made my way there, wondering 

how I could deal with her. I thought of my growing 

closeness to Lucinda and the plans that James and I had 

developed for the estate and cursed my bad luck.  

 I found Agnes standing in front of the great fireplace 

holding the hand of a small child. Her attire was shabby and 

the child looked under-nourished.  I silently cursed Simon 

when I set eyes upon the bedraggled pair.  There had been 

no mention of a child in the letters. 

 “What do you want?” I demanded.  

 Before I could say more, she crossed the room 

swiftly and threw herself on my breast clutching me to her 

and crying. “Simon my love, I have come to you! Have you 

forgotten your promise to me?” She thrust the child at me.  

“Here is Jane, your daughter.” 
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 This made no sense.  How could she not realise that I 

was an impostor? What on earth was going on here? This 

was not going at all well. The door opened and Lucinda 

walked in.  At a glance she took in the situation.  She took 

Agnes gently by the arm and guided her out of the room.  

 “My brother has not been well, let me show you and 

the child to your room, you look exhausted.  We will talk of 

this when you have had a bite to eat and have rested for the 

night. ”  

 Lucinda found me still in the library.  My mind was 

whirling, how could I deal with this awkward turn of 

events?  There was a small child to consider as well as the 

deserted young woman.  Why had she accepted me as 

Simon? Did she know Simon as well as I had thought?  

Lucinda suggested that maybe Simon had made the 

thoughtless promise in order to have his way with the 

foolish girl one dark night and had had no intention of 

honouring it. It seemed, then, that Agnes did not know 

Simon well at all and had been taken in by a handsome face 

and the promise of a comfortable life. 

 We discussed how we could best deal with the 

situation, but came to no real conclusion and decided to go 
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to bed and sleep on it.  Lucinda bade me good night and left 

me there. After a while there was a soft knock on the door 

and John came in to damp the fire down and to enquire if I 

needed anything.  I decided to have a whisky but on second 

thoughts decided to just take the bottle up to my room.  

 

After a restless night I awoke with a very sore head.  I took 

a bracing cold shower and came down to breakfast.  John 

informed me that Miss Lucinda had not yet come down and 

had requested breakfast in bed.  I asked John about Agnes. 

She and the child, he informed me, had taken breakfast in 

the kitchen with the staff and were being made 

comfortable. I shelved the problem for the time being and 

decided to clear my head with a gallop on Black Thunder.  

He accepted me now; maybe the apple I offered to him on 

each meeting helped.  I mounted and rode off revelling in 

the feeling of the wind in my hair and the cold air catching 

my throat. 

 I had to return though and on dismounting my horse 

I saw James coming across the yard, eager to share some 

thoughts about our plans for the estate.  I could not 

concentrate on any of this at the moment, so promised to 
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set up a meeting very soon.  I handed the sweating horse to 

the groom and I made my way to the Hall and Lucinda. 

 

Lucinda was waiting for me in the drawing room.  She 

looked as fresh and as lovely as ever and I marvelled at how 

calm and gracious she was.  She greeted me with a cheerful, 

“Good morning,” and with a mischievous smile said “I have 

thought about what to do about Agnes and the child and I 

have a plan.”    

 I was eager to hear of this plan but she shook her 

head and suggested that we now invite Agnes into the 

drawing room and put the plan to her.  Feeling very anxious 

I did as she said and rang for John, asking him to request 

that Agnes join us.  The child could safely be left in cook’s 

charge in the meantime.  Cook was a large, motherly soul 

who would keep the child entertained. 

 Agnes was shown into the room.  With Lucinda 

present, she behaved more decorously than the previous 

night.  Lucinda bade her take a seat and then gently asked 

her how long she had known me.  Agnes seemed confused 

by the question.  Maybe, Lucinda suggested, she had made a 

mistake, “Could it be that it was not Simon here, who made 
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you the promise of marriage? Are you sure it was not his 

cousin Ray?  Maybe he playfully gave you the wrong name – 

he has always been a mischief-maker.”  

 Agnes looked upset, “But he promised to marry me 

and for me to come and live in the Hall,” 

 Catching on, I suggested, “If we gave you the train 

fare to Scotland you could take your daughter to meet Ray, 

to meet her father.” 

 Agnes looked doubtful; her brow furrowed. 

 “Do take another look at me. You will see I am not 

the man who made you that promise.”  

 This was the first honest thing I had said for quite a 

while, but I still felt a stab of guilt.  Even though Simon had 

led the poor girl astray I had the feeling that we were 

somehow adding to the wrong that had been done to her. 

 Poor Agnes, she had no choice but to agree to be 

sent to Scotland.  She and the child were duly sent off.  

Arthur the chauffeur drove them down to the railway 

station with written instructions of how to find Simon at 

the shooting lodge.  It was hardly a place for a woman and 

child, but Lucinda assured me that this was Simon’s 

responsibility, not mine. We decided not to send him a 
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telegram, to let him have the shock that we had.  Surely he 

would have to find some way of appeasing Agnes and 

helping her and the child in some practical way? Still, I felt 

uneasy.  Had we done the right thing?  It occurred to me 

that with the burden of a woman and a child it was feasible 

that Simon might want to take possession of the Hall and 

estate once more, especially as its future now looked quite 

promising.  Would he now be willing to forego his idle life 

and give up his dream of painting to take on the 

responsibility of the General’s estate?  
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Chapter 6 

Agnes’s Story 

 

Arthur dropped them off at the railway station.  

 “Safe journey, Miss.”  

 “Thank you, Arthur, you have been most kind.” 

 They found an empty carriage and boarded the train. 

She settled Jane down on the seat opposite and covered her 

with a coat. The poor child, she thought, she has been 

through so much.  

 The train jolted forward.  

 Annie’s eyes filled with tears as she watched her 

sister Agnes’ sleeping child.  She settled back in her seat and 

stared out of the window.  Her thoughts drifted back to 

where it had all began.  

 

Agnes had told Annie that she had met Simon Mycock in a 

local pub, and he had arranged to see her the next night. She 

could see how, for her innocent, young sister, it had been 

love at first sight.  The charming Simon had sweet-talked her 

down a dark alley. He had convinced her that everything 

would be all right and that he would always take care of her. 
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Probably to sway her further he had told her that he was 

heir to a large estate in the country and would marry her. 

Simon then promised to meet Agnes the next week, but she 

had waited in vain. Simon had left Agnes heartbroken and, 

although she didn’t know it then, with child.  

 When Agnes told her father about the baby he 

reacted with expected fury, telling Agnes she had shamed 

the family name.  He ordered her to leave the house 

forthwith and never return. Their mother, though she was 

upset, would not speak out against her husband.  Annie 

loved Agnes dearly and could not let her go alone.  So it was 

that the two sisters left home together, with Annie 

promising to their mother that she would always look after 

her younger sister.  

 They decided to go to the big city, where no one knew 

them.  The story was that Agnes’ husband had died in the 

war.  They found cheap lodgings on the outskirts of London. 

Nothing fancy, but they were in no position to be fussy.  

They found jobs in a factory making shell cases for the war 

effort. With everything in disarray, no one checked on their 

identities.  Life was tough but the two sisters worked hard 

and managed to save a bit of money. They rented a two up, 
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two down house near the factory, ready for the birth.  When 

Jane was born they started working different shifts, so one 

of them was able to look after her while the other was at 

work.  

 After all that time, Agnes had still hoped to hear from 

Simon. She shared all her thoughts and feelings with Annie 

and showed her the letters she wrote to Simon telling him 

how much she loved him. She didn’t tell him about Jane. She 

wanted him to love her for herself and not marry her out of 

duty. Simon’s only reply came many years later; too late for 

Agnes.   

The bomb had landed in the next street. The blast 

ripped the back door off its hinges and Agnes was thrown 

across the room. Pulling the screaming Jane out of the 

rubble Annie had gone to Agnes’ side. With her dying breath 

Agnes had begged her older sister to find Simon, and to ask 

him to provide for his child.  

 Annie did her best for Jane but it had been 

impossible to work, and after a time they were destitute, 

begging in the streets. Although Simon’s letter said he was 

not in a position to marry until his father’s estate was 
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settled, Annie had decided that the only thing left to do was 

to find him.  

 Annie didn’t want to lose Jane, she loved her like her 

own. She hoped to make Simon believe she was Agnes; it 

would be simple then, they would marry and Jane would be 

provided for.  The sisters had a strong family resemblance.  

Annie convinced herself that she could pull it off. 

 The journey to Thurnscoe had been arduous, and 

Annie and Jane arrived at the Old Hall exhausted, dirty and 

starving. The reunion hadn’t gone well.  They had left the 

Hall with nothing but the train fare, and written instructions 

on how to find Simon’s cousin Ray at the shooting lodge. 
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Chapter 7  

A Family Reunion 

 

Annie and Jane arrived at the small station just as it was 

getting dark. Annie helped Jane alight from the train and, 

with their only suitcase, they walked away from the soot 

and smoke to a deserted street.  

  A car pulled up and Annie was pleased to see it was 

a taxi. Holding onto Jane’s hand they approached the driver 

and Annie inquired if he knew the location of the hunting 

lodge. 

 “Aye. It’ll be a while before we get there. ” Looking 

them over he asked “Have you got money lass? I’ll no take 

you if you’ve not.” 

 Annie nodded and showed the rude man the money 

she had left. 

 “Well, get in, get in,” he indicated, not moving from 

his seat. 

They both settled in and Jane laid her head on Annie’s lap, 

tired out. It got darker as they drove on. Shadowy shapes of 

trees loomed at them from all sides. The taxi driver didn’t 
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make a sound, concentrating on the road. Suddenly he 

announced,  

 “Right lass, we’re here,” as the car stopped abruptly.  

 Jane was fast asleep so Annie had to coax her awake. 

They both got out, Annie’s hands full with Jane and the 

suitcase. The building in front of them was well lit and 

impressive. Annie’s heart was pounding: she felt trapped. 

The taxi driver’s harsh voice disturbed her thoughts,  

 “I’ll be paid now, lass, if you please” 

 “Of course.” Getting her purse, she began to count 

the coins, realising if this man took all their money they 

would be penniless.  

 “I’ve no time for all this counting. See here. ” He 

leaned over and took two of the coins, leaving her the rest, 

then drove off.  

 Annie put the money back into her purse then, hand 

in hand, she and Jane walked to the lodge, up the stairs to 

the wide front door.  She hoped it would be open but it 

wasn’t, so she knocked on the hard wood. No sound came 

from within. She knocked again and again but only silence 

greeted them. She began to panic. How stupid I am. I’ve been 

duped, she thought. Those two back at the hall sent us up 
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here to get rid of us there’s probably no one here at all. 

Raising her fist to knock again she heard a noise behind her. 

Turning, she saw a young man with a shotgun casually held 

at his side walking up to the lodge.  

 “Who are you?” he asked as he reached her. “The 

lodge isn’t open for visitors at this time of year. What is it 

you want?” 

 Annie took a deep breath. “Good evening, Ray – or 

Simon – or whatever name you’re known by. This is your 

daughter. We’ve been travelling all day and we’d like a 

room with hot water for a bath and some food and drink.” 

 The man looked at them both as if they were mad, 

especially Jane. He pushed by them and opened the door 

leaving it ajar so they could follow. They trooped in behind 

him and Annie closed the door. Jane looked at this peculiar 

place but was so tired she clung to Annie yawning.  

 “Come and sit by the fire. What’s left of it.” The man 

made way, directing them to a comfortable settee. He 

turned on his heels and placed the gun in a cabinet to the 

side of the room. Locking it, he stood deep in thought, then 

spun round and walked to an open door at the back. “I’ll see 

what provisions we have in the kitchen. We don’t usually 



42 
 

get children up here so she’ll have to eat and drink what we 

do.” 

 Annie was just about to reprimand him for referring 

to Jane in that way but he was gone. With the warmth of the 

glowing embers Jane had fallen asleep but Annie was 

worried. Ray or Simon, or whoever he was, didn’t seem at 

all pleased to see them and the dismissive tone in his voice 

added to her concerns. What shall we do if he throws us out?  

 The man wasn’t long in the kitchen and came back 

with a tray which he set down on a small table next to an 

armchair. He saw the little girl asleep so poured tea for just 

the two of them, offering Annie a cup as he sat down. She 

drank hers in quick gulps – she had not realised how thirsty 

she was. The man watched, took her cup and poured 

another. She took it gladly whilst eyeing the food.  

 “Help yourself,” he said.  

 She picked up a plate and filled it with various 

meats, cheese and bread. There was some chutney as well 

and she licked the spoon after depositing a large chunk 

onto the plate. Embarrassed, she stammered, “I’m sorry – 

we haven’t eaten all day, but that’s no excuse. What must 

you think of me?” 
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 “For now what I think doesn’t matter. If you’d be 

more comfortable I’ll show you to a room on the first floor, 

and you can take the tray with you.” 

 She was relieved at his suggestion and nodded. She 

took the tray and he carried Jane and their suitcase up the 

stairs. He made no conversation as she followed him.  Just 

off the landing they came to a halt.  With a glance at Annie 

he signalled that she should open the bedroom door.  Once 

in he laid Jane carefully on the high bed.  He switched on 

the light and set the suitcase down beside Annie. She placed 

the tray onto a nearby chair and they stood facing each 

other. 

 “Thank you,” she said. “I do appreciate your 

kindness”. 

 He stared at her then turned to go, pausing to say, 

“Breakfast is no set time here; you and the wee one can 

come down when you like in the morning” 

 “Shall we talk then?” she asked. 

 “Oh, aye, there’ll be some talking, but it won’t be 

with me,” he retorted, with a smile. “Good night.” 

 Then he was gone. 
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 What on earth can he mean? Annie was suddenly too 

tired to think anymore. Exhaustion led her to the bed, 

where she cuddled up to Jane and pulled a soft eiderdown 

over them. It felt good to sleep in comfort and warmth.  

 

The first to wake up was Jane, who nudged Annie until she 

opened her eyes and they both snuggled together, not 

wanting to brave the now cold room. Eventually though, 

hearing voices downstairs, Annie jumped out of bed and 

told Jane to do the same. After sorting out some fresh 

clothes she went into the adjoining bathroom. Turning on 

the taps cold water spurted out, but it gradually got 

warmer. She half-filled the bath and gave Jane a good wash 

then she shared what was left. When they had dressed they 

went downstairs to see who was waiting for them. 

 There was nobody in sight when the kitchen door 

flew open and a flush-faced woman breezed past them and 

disappeared around a corner. Annie and Jane followed, 

through the room they had sat in the night before and into a 

dining room. The flush-faced woman returned and bustled 

past them again, not saying a word. Jane laughed and 

started to imitate the woman’s walk but stopped in her 



45 
 

tracks as the unmistakable aroma of breakfast wafted to 

her nostrils. It drew them onwards to an alcove where a 

lone man sat enjoying his food and the beautiful scenery. 

Jane moved to see more, leaning her head against the floor 

to ceiling window. Annie followed, and knelt down to her 

level. 

 "This is splendid. Truly splendid,” Jane enthused.  

 A cough from the man behind them alerted Annie 

and she turned to see him looking at Jane.  

 “I’m sorry if we’ve interrupted your breakfast,” she 

said.  

 “No that’s quite all right. I’m not used to children, 

but your daughter’s expression made me smile.”  

 “It’s a word she likes. I do my best to educate her. 

We make up a game, choosing a word a week that suits our 

mood, but that one’s stuck with her for a while now.”  

 The man nodded, continuing to look at Jane. “I 

believe I’m the person you’ve travelled a long way to see. 

My man Hector told me of your arrival, and I’ve been 

waiting to meet you. Please, join me in my studio after 

you’ve eaten and we’ll talk then.” He rose and went on his 
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way leaving Annie and Jane to wander back to the dining 

room where they sat patiently, waiting to be served.  

 It wasn’t long before the woman they’d seen earlier 

came in with milk, tea and toast.  

 “Good morning to you both. I’m Mrs. McKenzie and 

I’ll be getting your food in no time. Would you like 

kippers?” she asked.  

 “No thank you,” Annie replied as she saw Jane’s face.  

 Mrs. McKenzie bustled off then returned with two 

plates of eggs, potato scones, kiltie sausages and white 

pudding.  

 “If you want anything else just ring the wee bell.” 

She set the plates down and left them in peace, retreating to 

the comfort of her kitchen.  

 

After their meal Mrs. McKenzie directed them to an 

outbuilding adjacent to the lodge and, as they walked 

towards it, Annie noticed the door left open for them.  

 “I saw you coming,” Simon said as he ushered them 

in. 

 Annie didn’t know how to start the conversation 

with Jane at her side but the man, Simon,  asked Jane if she 
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was any good at drawing. She looked at Annie for 

reassurance and nodded as he presented his hand to her. 

Jane put out her hand and he took her fingers, guiding her 

to a small table set out with paper and pencils. She sat 

down and got to work immediately, happy to be doing 

something. He motioned to Annie to leave her and she 

followed him to a pair of chairs set discreetly at the rear of 

the room.  

 As they sat down Simon spoke first, “Well, Agnes, 

after all this time you’ve caught up with me. Do you really 

think I’m going to marry you? Have you proof that that’s my 

daughter? Or is it money you’re after? Come on – tell me the 

truth. What’s your game?” 

 Annie was taken aback for a minute then, holding 

has gaze, she blurted out all the promises he’d made years 

ago. She told him how destitute she and Jane were, and how 

this was the only remedy she could find to secure Jane’s 

future. If he didn’t want to marry her that was all well and 

good but he must provide for his daughter. She’d do 

anything – work on the land or in the lodge, just for food 

and board – but Jane must be properly looked after. She 

was so distressed he gave her his handkerchief to blow her 
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nose, and asked how she knew where to find him. The tale 

of her visit to the Hall came out and Simon’s face darkened.  

 Breaking the sombre mood, a giggling Jane ran to 

them, proudly showing off her drawing.  

 “Why I know that person” Simon laughed, “It’s Mrs 

McKenzie”.  

 “Splendid!” said Jane “Splendid!” and they all 

laughed together. 

 Simon told Annie they could remain at the Lodge 

until he could make the proper arrangements concerning 

Jane. They would be his guests but if Annie wanted work 

there was always plenty of it about. He would ask Hector to 

look into it for her and, as for Jane’s education, the local 

school in a nearby village would do for now.  

 “So, lass and lassie, is that to your liking?” he asked. 

 They both nodded, saying yes at the same time.  

 “Good, that’s settled. But you’ll need to do some 

shopping first; by the state of your apparel you’re in need of 

replacements. I’ll get Hector to run you down to the village 

and Agnes, you can see the school head master while you’re 

there. Go back to the lodge and wait for Hector. I’ll send him 

along shortly.” 
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 Simon waved them off and from a side door Hector 

came into the studio. 

 “Well, did you hear all that?” Simon asked.  

 “Aye, I did, and I think she’s no’ lying, but you know 

her better than me.”  

 Simon sat down, exhausted by the morning’s events, 

“I know Jane’s my daughter, didn’t have to look twice. But 

Agnes? There’s something not quite right about her”  

 “You never told her how ill you are and that Jane’s 

liable to become an orphan sooner rather than later,”  

 “I know, but it’s a lot to take in, and I don’t think 

Agnes is strong enough to comprehend my looming demise. 

We’ll see how things turn out, and in the meantime try and 

get her some work, even if it’s just helping out at the lodge,”  

 “Aye I will, and I’ll take them to the village,” Hector 

strode off, leaving Simon to mull over his next course of 

action. 
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Chapter Eight 

Shopping 

 

Hector drove Annie and Jane into the nearby village, 

pointing out the small school and the various shops.   

 “I'll meet you back here in a couple of hours or so. I 

have a few things to do - can you manage on your own?" he 

asked,  "That outfitters over there has decent clothes. I'm 

afraid there's not much choice in this village,”. 

 “Yes, we'll be fine,” Annie assured him. She hesitated 

outside the shop.  Macdonald's Outfitters, the faded green 

lettering above the window proclaimed.   She took Jane’s 

hand and opened the door. The bell above jangling loudly.  

No other customers, just the stern looking woman behind 

the counter.   

 “Can I help you?”  

 Her gaze flickered over them.  Annie felt 

embarrassed by their shabby clothes.  “Yes please,” she said 

firmly. “As you can see, we are both in dire need of decent 

clothes.” She opened her purse, so the woman could see she 

was able to pay.   

 The doubtful look on Mrs Macdonald's face cleared 
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and she bustled from behind the counter.   

 Annie enjoyed choosing outfits for Jane – a tartan 

kilt, Fair Isle jumpers, a couple of dresses and a warm coat.  

It was so long since Jane had had new clothes.  She bought 

less for herself, although Hector had given her a generous 

amount of money. 

 “Will you be needing shoes?” Mrs MacDonald asked, 

glancing down at their dilapidated footwear.   

 “Oh yes, and stockings and socks,” replied Annie. 

 “Are you new to these parts?  I've not see you in the 

village before,” 

 “Yes, we recently moved here, we live a few miles 

away,”  

  “How old is the bairn?” asked Mrs Macdonald, 

taking shoes out of the boxes. 

 “I'm five,” piped up Jane. 

 “Well you are a wee scrap for five, you need feeding 

up. ” She strapped some shoes on Jane's feet. “Now how do 

they feel lassie, are they comfortable?” 

 Jane jumped up and walked around. “Yes, I love 

them! Please can I keep them on, Mummy?” 

 Annie smiled at her, “Yes, all right”. 
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 Annie settled up with Mrs Macdonald and arranged 

to pick up the packages later, after she had visited the 

school.   

 The Headmaster was willing to take Jane the 

following week.  Annie told him Jane's father had died in 

the war, not sure if Simon wished to publicly acknowledge 

his daughter yet.   

 “Well, she won't be the only one. Several of the 

children have sadly lost their fathers,”   

 He showed them Mrs Mackay's infant class.  She was 

a motherly looking woman in her fifties.  Jane peeped out 

shyly at the children writing on their slates from behind 

Annie. 

 “Am I to go there?” asked Jane as they walked back 

to the shops. 

 “Yes, I'm sure you will soon make friends with the 

other children,” 

 “People here talk different to us.  I can't tell what 

they are saying,” 

 “Well that's because we're in Scotland now, you'll 

soon be able to understand them,” 

 Hector was waiting for them near the car. 
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 “Got everything done then?” he asked.   

 “Yes, thanks,” replied Annie.  She took out the rest of 

the notes Hector had given her. 

 “No, no, you keep those,” he said, opening the car 

door. “Oh, are those new shoes Jane? Very smart.” 

 

Back at the Lodge Jane and Annie spent an enjoyable time 

trying on their new outfits.  

 “Can I go and show the nice man?” asked Jane, 

admiring herself in the mirror attired in tartan skirt and 

jumper. 

 “Oh, you mean Simon?” said Annie.  “Yes, if we can 

find him.” 

 They found Simon downstairs sitting by the window, 

looking through some papers. 

 “Well that's an improvement!” he said. 

 Jane spun round,  “Look! This makes my skirt fly 

out!” 

 “We call that a kilt here in Scotland,” said Simon. 

 “Thank you," Annie said. "We are very grateful.”  
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Chapter Nine  

Coming Clean 

 

Annie settled down to life at the Lodge.  Even though there 

was still rationing, food was far more plentiful in the 

country than in the cities.  She helped around the house and 

had recently found work at the local bakery shop, finishing 

in time to collect Jane from school.  Jane was happy there 

and progressing well with her lessons.  She was pleased to 

see Simon's deepening affection for Jane, though she 

wondered why he looked so drawn and tired and had no 

energy. She knew that she needed to find out what was 

going on, for Jane’s sake as well as her own. She couldn’t go 

on deceiving Simon. He had taken Jane to be his daughter 

without question.  

 One night, after she had put Jane to bed, Annie paced 

the room, waiting until she heard Hector close the front 

door and leave for the evening. She checked to make sure 

that Jane was asleep and crept down the stairs to the 

drawing room.  

 She tapped gently on the door and entered the room. 

Simon smiled and invited her to sit down. This was going to 



55 
 

be so hard. She loved Jane but she could not go on hiding 

the truth from this kind and generous man. She sat in the 

chair opposite and nervously cleared her throat. Her hands 

started to shake and her eyes filled with tears.  

 She began to speak but the carefully prepared 

speech was forgotten as she blurted out, “I’m not Agnes.”  

 Simon looked at her with slight amusement, “I know. 

Though I guessed you had good reason for your deception. I 

believe you are a decent person. You have found 

employment, and you always ensure Jane’s needs are met. 

Why didn’t you tell me the truth from the start?” 

 “I was afraid that you wouldn’t believe Jane was 

your child.”   

 Annie began to tell Simon the story of how she 

became Jane’s carer, and of the years of hardship before she 

decided to find him. 

 Simon remained silent for what seemed like an 

eternity to Annie.  Eventually he stood and poured himself 

another whisky.  

 “You know, I have never thought about having 

children of my own.  I had a difficult relationship with my 

father – it wasn’t a good advertisement for family life.  But 
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now, well, I have to say I look forward to Jane's return from 

school in the afternoon.  She looks so much better now that 

she is eating well.  She’s a delightful little girl."  

 Annie flushed with pride.  She saw a look of sadness 

pass over Simon’s face.  It confused her; perhaps he really 

had been fond of Agnes, and was pining for her.  He stood 

and leant on the mantelpiece, kicking at the cinders. Then 

he turned and headed for the door.   

“Well, I’ll have to think this over. I’m off to bed.” He 

paused in the doorway, looking back at Annie.  "I’m sorry 

for the loss of your sister." 

Annie slept well that night.  She awoke with a sense 

of peace she had not known for years. Everything was going 

to be all right. 

  

Simon had a lot of thinking to do. He had only hazy 

memories of Agnes. Poor girl, how thoughtless he had been, 

just thinking of his own pleasure. By that morning he had 

decided on a plan of action. He would speak to Hector first 

thing. Hector had been his closest friend and confidant for 

five years and he trusted him implicitly.   
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 When Hector arrived Simon called him into his 

study.  

 “Hector, I need your help. Agnes, I mean Annie, has 

at last told me the truth and I need to make arrangements 

before I die to ensure my daughter Jane is provided for.”   

He told Hector the sorry tale of loss and desperation 

that Annie had revealed.  

“So, I have decided that I must tell Annie about my 

terminal illness and make arrangements for Jane to inherit 

the shooting lodge when I die.” 

 Simon had sensed there was an attraction between 

Hector and Annie. He had noticed the shy glances and the 

easy way they laughed together. "Would it be asking too 

much, Hector, to ask you to look out for Jane and Annie 

after my death?” 

 Hector's professional demeanour flickered slightly, 

for the first time, to reveal a soft smile. 
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Chapter Ten 

A Parting 

 

Entering the kitchen of the Old Hall, I was greeted by the 

smell of wood smoke, homemade soup and freshly baked 

bread.  This would be the first batch of bread made with 

yeast we had tasted in six weeks or more, and the smell was 

tantalisingly familiar.   

 Helping myself to a large mug from the soup pan on 

the hob, I settled in the tattered armchair next to the range. 

Not for the first time, I contemplated my present situation 

and marvelled at just how it had all come about.   With a 

second mug of soup in my hand I felt relaxed and content, 

and wondered how long I might enjoy the solitude before 

the kitchen was once again filled with men and noise. 

 Some six weeks after Jane had been despatched to 

Scotland, Simon had made contact, urging that we finalise 

our agreement regarding the transfer of the Dower House 

to Lucinda and the shooting lodge to his daughter.  So, I 

thought, he has accepted the child as his.  Well done him.  

Within what seemed like only days, agreements were 
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signed and sealed to the satisfaction of all concerned and I 

was finally able to call the Hall my own.  

  

It was less than a month before my first Christmas 

as master of all I surveyed that the news broke.  Sir 

Malcolm was accused of fraud with regard to a government 

arms deal and his assets were frozen.  Talk about butter 

melting in the sun.  The staff fled like rats from a sinking 

ship as word went round. Various means of transport 

pulled up at the rear of the house, collecting not only the 

staff but a large number of boxes, bags, and pieces of 

furniture. 

 The solicitor, Blayne, outlined the options to Lucinda 

and me. He was a slight, obsequious character with a damp 

handshake, but as our plight became obvious so his attitude 

changed, and his pale eyes hardened.  We negotiated; offers 

and counter-offers went to and fro as we tried to appease 

Sir Malcolm’s debtors.  Eventually a deal was struck: if the 

dower house were sold our debts would be cleared and 

there would be no further claims on the estate. 

 Lucinda seemed hardly to care about losing the 

home she had just begun to make her own.  It seemed 
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obvious to me that the perfect solution would be for her to 

move back into the Hall.  I took care to make my invitation 

to her sound more like a practical business proposition 

than a romantic proposal, but I must confess that I was 

secretly excited by the idea of having her close by.  My mind 

crowded with visions of us working together to restore the 

Hall to its former glory and make of it, perhaps for the first 

time, a proper family home. 

 It was a blow to me when she declined my offer.  She 

would not meet my eyes, but gazed into the middle 

distance, as if she were looking for something. 

 “I’m going to go and stay with Simon,” she 

announced.  “There are bridges to build.  He’s my brother – 

we have much in common and yet we hardly know one 

another.  And who knows how much time any of us has?” 

 I’m ashamed to say that we did not part on the best 

of terms. 
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Chapter Eleven 

Hope 

 

Christmas came and went, and I wandered from room to 

room in my deserted house like a man in a nightmare.  My 

world was shattered.  I had heard nothing from Lucinda 

and there was no contact between my father and me.  That 

was until one day during the dark and dismal days of 

January when he appeared at the kitchen door.  He told me 

there was a chap up at the Smithy wanting to see me. He 

advised me to smarten myself up and be at his place in time 

for tea.  Prompt.  And no, he had said, it was not a debt 

collector, but a chap with a bloody sight more sense than I 

had.  

 Opening the door to the sitting room of my old home 

was like turning back the clock.  A large fire burned in the 

grate and the table was set just as my mother always had; 

white lace edged cloth, best Sunday china and a large 

breaded ham.  All so achingly familiar that for a moment I 

felt my throat restrict and rapidly blinked in an attempt to 

hold back this sudden wave of nostalgia and yes, 

homesickness. 
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 Rising from the fireside chair was a man I had last 

seen in a camp hospital and hoped never to meet again.  

Lewis Goodall.  I had recognised him immediately as the 

young Oxford graduate who had taught during my last term 

at school.  He, however, had addressed me – according to 

the label tied to my jacket – as Captain Mycock, and I never 

contradicted him.  Confident he had not recognised me, I 

smugly considered I had fooled him and had never given 

him a second thought – until now. 

 Lewis offered his hand that day in the Smithy too 

and,  over strong, hot cups of tea, plates laden with home 

cured ham, newly baked bread and fruit cake that he put 

forward his idea.  

 

Ted and Harry both arrived within the week.  Ted was a lad 

from Coventry with no close relations and no job waiting 

for him after demob.  Harry, released from a prisoner of 

war camp after three years, had a similar story.  Over the 

next week or so an odd assortment of men arrived, 

unannounced and as far as I knew, uninvited.  It appeared 

word had got around that bed and board was available to 

any ex-forces personnel prepared to do a week’s work. Only 
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with the arrival of my old Sergeant Major was any kind of 

order brought about. 

 A committee of all the men was established, sleeping 

arrangements sorted out, and a rota of indoor jobs was 

pinned to the kitchen door.  The return of Lewis and the 

arrival of a Polish pilot from the local airfield also swelled 

our numbers.   Lewis, a conscientious objector who had 

volunteered for ambulance service, and the Flyer, who had 

escaped from Poland complete with his aircraft at the 

beginning of the war, seemed an unlikely duo.  However, 

Lewis, with his Fabian principles, and the Flyer, with his 

very different attitude to life, soon found common ground.  

Both highly intelligent men, they respected each other’s 

opinions and a firm friendship was formed.  Once, during an 

exchange of views, Lewis said the Flyer was a bit of a 

Gadfly, and so the name had stuck.  

 

We all survived the remainder of that first winter, 

collecting and storing wood, making plans to work the 

fields the moment spring came and discussing the 

possibility of converting some of the outbuildings.  
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 In the early spring we were joined by a couple of 

Italian POWs who had been forced labour on the land 

during the war.  With no intention of being repatriated, 

they had been living rough and were as glad to join us as we 

were to have them.  Here at last were some experienced 

hands.  

 All that had been a year ago and friendships had 

been built with the dozen or so cottages in the village.  The 

Italian lads had freely delivered wood for their fires and 

Gadfly had let it be known that lifts to town were available 

on market day.  On these occasions he soon earned a 

reputation as a formidable wheeler dealer, faire but 

determined. Chickens, ducks and a goat were all the 

product of his dealings.  These he had put in the care of Les, 

who had arrived home from a POW camp a physical and 

mental wreck, afraid almost of his own shadow.  His 

parents, quite at a loss how to deal with the situation, had 

appealed to Lewis to take him in.  

 The following winter left us snowed in for more than 

six weeks. As fast as we cleared the snow, more would fall.  

Fortunately old Jack had forecast a tough winter, advising 

us to store as many of our vegetables as possible. And we 
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had, but nothing prepared us for the complete isolation.  

Power lines were brought down in the first week whilst we 

were all busy rescuing stranded sheep for our neighbour.   

 Oil lamps that had been stored in the attic at the Hall 

were brought into use.  With plenty of food, we all settled 

down to sit out the winter, blissfully unaware just how long 

it would last.  Life revolved almost entirely around and in 

the kitchen, and discarded wartime shutters were once 

again up at the windows in an attempt to keep the place 

warm. 

 Boredom soon set in so an old upright piano was 

brought down from the attic and that too lived in the 

kitchen.  English, Italian and Polish songs were hammered 

out and we all attempted to learn each other's songs.  This 

proved to be our only form of entertainment, apart from 

listening to the endless playing of the two records Gadfly 

had acquired, along with an old wind-up gramophone. 

 But spring came at last and all the pent up energy of 

the winter was released.  Franco and Cos, the Italians, were 

out at first light, eager to see what could be saved of the 

autumn sowing after the fields had lain so long under piles 

of snow.  Lewis and Gadfly, complete with two month's 
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unspent food coupons, had taken a very over-crowded 

wagon to market, eager to replenish our depleted stocks of 

just about everything. 

 We cleared one of the barns for the party.  Everyone 

in the village came, bringing gifts of homemade parsnip 

wine, cakes made with real eggs, wholesome fresh bread.  

There were young girls there that I remembered from my 

former life as just children, playing in the school 

playground.  It seemed a lifetime ago.  The air filled with 

music and laughter, and with the elusive smell of hope; 

hope for a better life. And yet I watched it all as if from a 

distance.  I did not join in the dancing.  I saw my father, 

gathered with some of his friends in the doorway, smoking.  

I felt a fraud, dishonest.  Here I was, playing the part of the 

generous landowner, providing jobs and purpose for the 

community, but my heart was cold, and I was lonely. 
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Chapter Twelve 

An Understanding 

 

Life settled into a pattern of labouring on the land, and our 

little community on the estate prospered.  Lewis turned his 

attention to the proper management of our finances and 

soon, it appeared, we were self-sufficient.  We began to talk 

about putting the profits back into the Hall, making it sound 

again, but my heart wasn’t in it. 

 The harvest that year was abundant and, after the 

last of the wheat had been gathered in, Lewis and Gadfly 

persuaded me to join them in a few celebratory pints of 

beer at the village pub. The small bar was crowded, and I 

felt uncomfortable at first, especially when I saw that my 

old Pa, stony-faced as usual, was one of the men sitting on 

high stools and leaning on the bar, engaging the barmaid in 

conversation. I resolved to be moderate but drank enough 

to relax and enjoy the spectacle of Gadfly becoming merrier 

and more flirtatious as the night wore on. And then I drank 

some more.   

 When last orders were called I pushed my way to 

the bar, and as I proffered my pound note I found myself 
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elbow to elbow with my father.  It was probably my 

imagination – or the beer – but I could swear that I felt a 

shock of electricity pass between us.  Perhaps he felt it too, 

because he looked at me and then, getting up to leave, he 

placed his hand briefly on my sleeve, and leant towards me 

as he said, “Good work, son,” .   

 I had no idea what he meant. Of course ‘son’ is often 

used casually as a term of affection by older generations, 

and the ‘good work’ was probably the harvest, or maybe 

even the work I had put in to the Hall and the estate over 

the last few years.  Surely there was no way he could have 

known who I was?  And yet, it felt as though an 

understanding of some sort had passed between us. 

 

I woke late the next morning, enjoying a lie-in for the first 

time in months.  My head was pounding, but my heart felt 

strangely light.  No doubt it was the relief at getting the 

harvest in.  I was in the kitchen drinking a cup of tea when 

the postman arrived on his bicycle and rapped on the 

window.  I opened it and we exchanged pleasantries while 

he dug in his haversack and pulled out a bundle of letters 

for me. 
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 “Bumper pack for you today, Mister Simon!” he said, 

as he handed them over. 

 “It’ll be bills as usual, Mick,” I replied, laughing.  

 But among the buff envelopes was a heavy cream 

one, bordered in black and addressed in a hand I did not 

recognise.  I sat down heavily on the wooden chair by the 

window, my heart racing.  My only thought was that 

Lucinda had perished – for who else could it be?  There was 

no one else that I cared about. I had heard nothing from her 

since she left for Scotland. For all I knew she could have 

been ill, or have died in some terrible accident, perhaps on 

horseback, galloping over some Scottish grouse moor?  I 

took a moment to calm myself and turned my attention to 

the letter.   

 My fears were unfounded, because the letter itself 

was from Lucinda.  She had written to inform me of her 

brother’s death.  I was so glad to be there to care for him in 

his last months, she wrote.  I struggled to equate my 

memory of Simon, suave and full of vigour when I first met 

him on the train, with the image of a dying man, but it 

seemed that he had died from cancer; a slow and painful 

death.  He remained positive until the end, Lucinda 
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continued.  The presence of his daughter Jane made it easier 

for him and he had made peace with himself and with all of 

us when he died. 

 I looked out of the window across the gardens to the 

barn and stables beyond, lit up by the late August sun.  It 

was because of Simon, the real Simon, that I was here, 

prospering in a way, after all this time – and now he was 

dead.  So young, robbed of the life that should have been 

his. 

 Lucinda went on to tell me that Annie and Hector 

were married, and that Simon had left the lodge in trust for 

Jane, so they were living there.  They make a lovely family, 

she wrote, and they have assured me I can stay here as long 

as I like.  I could make myself useful as a governess for Jane, 

but that would just be charity on their part, and I don’t want 

to end my days as an old maid up here.  

 The letter was courteous and friendly in its tone, and 

I dared to hope that things between us might return to the 

way they were before circumstances parted us.  My mind 

swarmed with possibilities and I hardly dared to read on.  

On the last page, I read;  
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 My dear, I know that we parted badly, but as you can 

see I am in a bit of a fix – I could go anywhere, I know, but all 

I really want to do is come home.  I have no idea what state 

The Hall is in now, or even whether you have been able to 

keep it.  But it is the only place I have ever felt at home, and I 

do hope you won’t mind me asking if I can return?  If you 

could let me know soon, I would appreciate it.   

 Yours, as ever,  

 Lucinda.   

 ‘Yours, as ever’! I leapt up and the chair clattered to 

the floor behind me.  I must tell Lewis, and Gadfly, and 

everyone.  This was news worth celebrating, right enough! I 

ran out into the yard and stood for a moment, taking in the 

reality of my surroundings.  I saw the fields, the 

outbuildings, distant figures working in the kitchen garden, 

my small herd of cows munching contentedly.  Pride 

swelled in my heart, mingled with excitement and 

something else; an overwhelming affection for Simon and 

for all the men who had helped me make a success of this 

life, even for my old Pa – and for Lucinda.  I’d had fleeting 

visits from that feeling before, but only now did I 
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understand it for what it was; love, plain and simple.  I 

burst into laughter and ran out into the field. 

 

 


