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Arriving at the
massive iron gates of the estate, we had only vague memories of the
house we’d inherited. Mick’s uncle Norman died and as his only
living relative, Mick inherited the lot, including the house, 125
acres of magnificent parkland and gardens, a stable with three
horses, two summer houses, a large boating lake and three vintage
cars. Plus the house came with a major domo, a housekeeper and a
ditzy dog.

The sight
was impressive. Amberley House looked as if it had been the setting
for a movie – and it had been, several times. The Grade II listed
17th
Century stone house stood on a
hill, surveying the land below and a river in the distance in an
area of unspoilt natural beauty. There were no transmission towers
or antennae blocking the country views and the air was clean,
smelling of cut hay. There were even sheep on the lawn. It was
amazingly pastoral and quintessentially British.

Mick and
I drove up the mile-long driveway to the gravelled circular
courtyard and parked near the front door. Our moving van came in
several minutes later with our goods from our home in Bristol. The
major domo, Herbert Federson (who reminded me of Patrick Macnee) met us at the door, along
with the family dog, a goofy mutt named Homer. First impressions
were favourable.

“Good morning,
Lord Ardmore,” said Federson happily. “I see you both made the
journey in one piece. How nice to see you again Lady
Ardmore.”



Not one
to stand on ceremony, I replied, “Good to see you
again, Herb. And please call me
Callie. We Americans rarely understand the British formality and in
this house, we will be on a first name basis unless it’s in front
of guests. Then I will use the protocol.”

“Very
good Madam,” he replied. “I’ll give it a go. Ah, I see the truck is
here. We shall have your things set up in no time. Your personal
items will be in the South Wing looking over the garden. His
Lordship specifically requested that suite of rooms because it has
more sunshine than the others.”

Federson went
about instructing the movers where to place our belongings then
signed off on the consignment and thanked the men for their hard
work. He gave them a basket of freshly-baked bread, sliced cheese,
butter and jam, plus some bottles of chilled mineral water.

As Herb
was doing that, I walked through the house I hadn’t seen for twenty
years. Mick and I had been married for about five years at the time
and had been splitting our time between my law practice in Boston
and our home in Bristol. Uncle Norman was feisty back then and
loved to entertain in fancy dress. I remembered those parties and
the good times with all the political guests, stars of television
and theatre. The house was in excellent condition, except for a few
oddities with room arrangement, so I confronted Federson about it
after the movers left.

“Herb, what’s
happened in the sitting room?” I asked. “Things don’t look right.
What’s a bar, a stage and a drum kit doing in this space?”

“Oh that,” he
replied, “I’m really upset by that, but may I explain later? You
should meet your housekeeper, Mollie. She’s in the kitchen and has
a light luncheon prepared for you. This way please.”

The long
hallway to the kitchen was dark, filled with antiques, oriental
rugs and family portraits. I liked the homey feeling of this grand
house, but not the darkness. Perhaps some smaller lamps on during
the day might help the situation. I finally got to the kitchen to
meet Mollie.

Mollie
was young, bright and happy to see someone new. She must have been
in her early twenties and seemed to have an excellent command of
the kitchen. I called Mick in from outside and we sat down for
lunch. Mollie and Herb stood in the back of the kitchen while we
ate, but I didn’t allow that to last very long.

“Mollie, I am
so pleased to meet you and I know we’ll be good friends,” I began.
“Now you two sit down with us and have some lunch. As I said
before, I don’t stand on ceremony and I want us to be a family,
just as though Uncle Norman were still here with us. If you are
concerned about your jobs, don’t be. You will still be here for as
long as you want and we are giving you both a raise in pay, too.
Now eat.”

I was
also curious about the staff and their roles in the household and I
asked Herb first, because I knew a little about him.

“Herb,
you’ve been serving on staff here how long?” I asked. “Do you like
the work you are doing or do you feel there are changes we need to
make to make things easier?”

Herb
seemed reluctant to speak, but began, “I’ve been in His Lordship’s
employ for thirty-three years. I love it here. We run a tight
household, Mam. We don’t waste things, give extras to the poor in
the village and keep to ourselves up here. And we keep the house
running as though His Lordship could come through the door at any
time. That’s what he wanted and that’s how it will remain. Of
course, we will adapt to whatever your needs are.”

“And what’s
your background Mollie?” I asked, “What do you enjoy here? How long
have you been at the house?”

Mollie
replied sheepishly, “I’ve been here seven years, Mam. My parents
died in a fire in our cottage at the back of the estate and I came
to live at the house then. They had been the cooks for His Lordship
and they taught me how to cook. Then His Lordship sent me to
culinary school to finish my education. He told me if I ever wanted
to leave and establish my own career, he would support me with
whatever I needed. I am forever grateful.”

Mick
spoke up and said, “The same goes here for either of you. I’ll do
the same as Uncle Norman. This is your home now and forever, even
if you do something else. When you are a pensioner and need a place
to live, your home will always have its doors open to you. We are
family now.”

The next
hour went beautifully until we heard a noise in the sitting room. I
could see the concern on Herb’s face, as if he knew what was going
on, so I confronted him before I went into the room.

“Okay give -
what’s going on in there?” I asked. “Is there something we need to
know?”

Federson
lowered his head and explained, “During the last few months of His
Lordship’s life, these two men, the Smithe brothers, came into the
house and offered to buy it, so they could have outlandish and
perverted parties here. Why, they even locked us in our quarters
until the parties were over. They wrote up some sort of contract
and made him sign it. I was in the village at the time and couldn’t
do anything about it. They took advantage of a vulnerable old
gentleman and told him it was legal. They took free reign over the
house and grounds and even sold off some of the furnishings to pay
for these parties. It all happened so fast, then His Lordship
passed away and well, you can see the rest for yourself. It’s
probably them in there right now.”
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