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Chapter 1 - Ben
Spring was turning into summer, and wild rabbits were everywhere. The vegetable allotments were probably already a lost cause. Plenty to keep the dogs amused but, even at their most ferocious, Max, Prince and Fay couldn't hope to put a dent in the ever growing rabbit population. The grounds needed a good gardener to keep them maintained and the little pests out.

The grounds to the Grantham mansion didn't have a gardener any more; at least, not as far as Ben knew. Until recently it had been him. Even now, after consulting several pints at the Fox and Hounds, he didn't really know quite why he'd been fired, but the several pints had put forth a convincing argument to find out. Which was why he was now sneaking back, a larger trespasser than the bunnies, and a much harder one to keep out.

Fixing the loose panel on the back fence had been on his "to do" list for several months, and he'd taken great care to keep it there. A long day of gardening was thirsty work, and it was useful to be able to nip down to the local and down the odd pint without disturbing the people on the main gate. If his lordship knew about the gap in the fence, he'd always been gracious enough not to let on.
And now, here he was, sneaking back in. The beds needed weeding, the compost needed checking, the back lawns were due to be mown. He caught himself automatically heading to the sheds to fetch the mower. Old habits died hard.

The lord of the manor (not really a lord, though he'd always had the bearing of one in Ben's eyes) had always been a good man to him. Often, when work wasn't detaining him, he'd spend an hour or so wandering the grounds, happy to chat and always interested in Ben's work. He never presumed to tell Ben what to do, and that was right and proper; Ben didn't know much about business, and he'd never dream of telling Mr Grantham how to manage his affairs either. But the two of them had struck a, not quite a friendship, but a working acquaintance. Besides, the man kept a very good drinks cabinet and could be quite generous with it when in the right mood.

What Ben couldn't understand was what had changed. When he'd seen the old man back in December, just before packing up for the winter, he'd seemed his normal, moderately jolly self. Thinking about it now, Ben wondered if that had been a little more forced, as though something big was on his mind that he didn't want to worry anyone about. But memories were tricky things, prone to being twisted to fit the facts. And the fact was, Mr Grantham had gone a bit... odd.
Ben thought back. It was Maureen. Yes, the trouble with Maureen had been the first time he'd noticed something was up.

Ben had returned to the grounds at the end of February, to see what needed doing and prepare the groundwork for the garden's spring cleaning. The snow had gone by this point but the occasional frosts were still common; it was in March that he'd be particularly busy and it made sense to get as much sorted out now as he could. One of his annual tasks was to check the equipment was working.
The mower wouldn't start.

Ben had been using this particular sit-down petrol mower for about five years now, and it had been here some time before he started working at the mansion. Her bright red paintwork was faded and chipped, her blades were covered with a thin patina of rust and she coughed and spluttered a little more than she should on the slopes, but she'd always run fine. Now it looked as though Maureen was ready to retire in favour of younger blood. Or oil, perhaps.

Ben had gone up that afternoon to speak to Mr Grantham. These big mowers were expensive things, after all, and he wanted to get Mr Grantham's agreement before he began ploughing through catalogues. Besides, the two of them might want to toast the memory of old Maureen with a glass or two of that rather special single malt - a suggestion he'd be happy to make if Mr Grantham needed prodding.

There was no single malt. There was no Mr Grantham, come to that - just his secretary, or business manager, or whatever she called herself. Carla.
"Mr Grantham is very busy at the moment," she'd said. "I'm afraid I can't let you disturb him."

"When will he be free?" Ben had asked.

"I really couldn't say," she'd replied. "Tell me what you need and I'll pass on a message to him when he's available."

So Ben had done just that. He got a short memo from Carla later that afternoon - go ahead and order the mower, but stick to the budget. No word came back from Mr Grantham.
It had been like that for several weeks. Ben would try to see his lordship on some official matter, and Carla (or one of her numerous secretaries) would intercept him. Mr Grantham himself never emerged from his office suite to see him. Ben grew very curious about whatever could have taken up so much time and effort, but trying to get information from Carla was like uprooting a dandelion - lots of tugging got you little or nothing, and what was left underground was left out of your reach.

It was after a particularly long outing at the Fox and Hounds that, bolstered by some far inferior whiskey to his lordship's, Ben had decided it was time to take action. He had a position of responsibility, damn it! He was going to find out what was going on and Carla wasn't going to stop him. Whatever Mr Grantham had got himself into, it was time someone talked some sense into him.

He remembered marching into the house, not stopping to wipe his feet and instead stomping mud up the stairs to the later dismay of the housekeeper.

Carla had stood between him and the office doors.

"You can't go in there!" she'd shouted. "Mr Grantham is not to be disturbed!"

"Get out of the way," he'd replied. "I want to see him. It's not right, him being in there all the time."

"Get out!" she'd shouted.

He didn't recall the exact conversation after that. Just a lot of shouting. He vaguely recalled her calling him a drunkard, and him calling her a frigid old baggage, but mostly he remembered the last thing she'd said to him. It was the only thing in the whole exchange that she hadn't shouted.

"Mr Thomas, I've had enough of your shenanigans. Consider yourself fired. Now get off the premises before I have you arrested for trespass."

Several of Carla's entourage - she seemed to have so many young men and women working for her now - escorted him down to the main door and politely but firmly shoved him through it. Ben lay in the gravel for a few moments, still in shock, before heading for the shed and his few possessions and then walking out of Grantham Manor for the last time. Until today, at least.
Thinking about that day made him angry again. That stuck up cow! How dare she fire him? Mr Grantham would soon put her in her place! But first he had to get to him...
He heard a scampering behind him. One of the Manor's three guard dogs, left to roam free in case of trespassers, came around the back of the house. He barked once, but came running up to Ben with tail wagging.

"Hello, Prince, old boy," Ben smiled. "You know me, don't you? Good dog. You go on, now. I have to go and see Mr Grantham."

Prince, as if he understood every word, gave Ben a quick lick on the hand and then scampered away. Ben knew he had nothing to worry about from any of the dogs. They all knew him well; him and the biscuits he occasionally spoiled them with, kept in a tin in the potting shed.

He reached the house without any further problems and immediately headed past the ornately carved front doors. No way in for him that way. Round the back there was a much less fancy door for the servants, and it was seldom locked. The cook had a similar view to Ben with regards to trips out in working hours, though in the cook's case it was to place a bet down at the bookie's rather than wetting his whistle (a task he could and often did manage perfectly well by himself using his key to the wine cellar).

Ben had no concerns about bumping into the cook. The two of them had always got on well, and he'd be out in any event. They were already galloping at Cheltenham.
Once through the kitchen, Ben headed as quietly as he could for the stairs. He knew the way well enough by now. Every creak of the stairs as he climbed made him wince but, if anyone heard him, they paid no attention.

He paused at the top of the stairs. He could hear voices - some of Carla's underlings, probably, doing whatever business things they did. He couldn't risk being seen. Not before he got to Mr Grantham's office. He crept along the landing, pausing again before the open doorway to the converted guest room.

"Have you got the RA file there?"

Ben froze.

"I might have. I haven't gone through all these yet."

There was a rustling of paper. Ben took a deep breath, and walked as calmly as he could past the door. He glanced in as he passed, to see two ladies in their late forties going through file folders together. They didn't look up.

Past the door, Ben stopped again. His heart was pounding and his hands were shaking. The whiskeys that had seemed so agreeable an hour ago were threatening to revolt, if not abandon ship, and he mentally counted to ten until the panic settled down. There was still a way to go yet.
He moved on down the landing, heading towards the door at the far end. On the other side of that door lay Mr Grantham's private office suite, complete with bed chamber, en suite bathroom and a dumbwaiter for the delivery of meals. A man could sequester himself away in there for months, and apparently had.

He tried the door. He was not surprised to find it locked. He knocked on the door as loudly as he dared, but there was no reply.

What was he thinking? What did he hope to accomplish by this? Dejected, Ben decided it was time to get out before he was spotted. But as he turned away, one of the traitorous whiskeys in his belly flashed a spark of loyalty.

What about the spare key?

Mr Grantham obviously had the main key to this door, but there must be a spare somewhere around here. Hope flared, and quickly faded again when he realised who almost certainly had that spare key.

Carla, of course.

The sensible thing to do would be to leave now, before he was found. If he left now, he could be back out the fence and in the Fox and Hounds before anyone knew he was here. That's exactly what he would do, he decided, as he crept down the passageway towards Carla's office.
His head was swimming now as the drink churned in his stomach. Every softly carpeted step seemed to echo off the walls. Clammy sweat was beading on his forehead, his hands damp and his back prickling. His heart pounded. What was that tightness in his chest? Was that how a heart attack started?

Ben stopped outside the office doorway. The door was closed, and he placed an ear against it, listening for anyone within. All he could hear was the rhythmic pounding of his own blood, screaming at him to go, to run for home. But he couldn't turn back now.

He put an eye to the keyhole. From here he couldn't see very much, but he did have a partial view of the desk and the chair behind it. The empty chair. It looked like Carla's office was not occupied.

A shaking hand grasped the door handle and slowly turned it. This door was not locked. Ben pushed it open and stepped inside. It took an effort of will to make his hand let go of the door handle. He pushed the door nearly closed, leaving it slightly ajar. He didn't like the idea of being shut in this room. It felt like Carla was in every part of it, watching him as he looked through drawers and on shelves like a nervous burglar. Where would it be?
At last, in a small set of drawers in one corner, Ben found one that was filled with keys. They were a jumble of shapes and sizes, but each had been carefully labelled with Carla's meticulous handwriting. "Garage" read one. "Potting Shed" read another (to Ben's shock - he'd thought his was the only key to his sacred potting shed and the treasures within, and he'd somehow neglected to hand it in when relieved of his duty). After a few moments of gently fumbling through keys, worried that every clink of metal on metal would alert the house to its uninvited guest, Ben found a golden key with the label "Mr G's Office".

Emboldened by his success, he slipped back out of Carla's domain and headed back towards his objective, a little less careful now that victory was in sight. His spirits were high. Justice would be his!

Carla was standing in front of the doors, as if she'd never left that spot since the day she'd fired him.

"Give me the key, Mr Thomas."
"Stand aside, woman. I'm done talking with you."

"You should not have left my office door open, Mr Thomas. I've called the police. Give me the key and get out now before I have you arrested."

It was a bluff. It had to be. "No, Carla. Stand aside. I'm going to see Mr Grantham and I won't let you stop me!"

Ben tried to shove her aside, but she was surprisingly strong for a woman so thin. She struck back with a hard slap across the face that made his head ring.

Ben heard footsteps coming up behind him. He turned and tried to run, ending up in the arms of two police officers that had just mounted the stairs. His arrest was swift and efficient, and his protests might have been better received if the whiskeys from earlier hadn't decided that the time for revolution had come and made a bid for a new life on the first policeman's uniform.
Charged with trespass and being drunk and disorderly, Ben Thomas was taken to the cells, awaiting questioning (and sobriety). When both came, Mr Grantham put up the money for bail on the grounds that he did not return.
The money and the message were delivered by one of Carla's staff. Mr Grantham himself did not appear.

Chapter 2 - Julia
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