




[image: image]






Peter turned her around and, with the same fingers she had kissed, began slowly tracing her profile from where her forehead began at her hairline, down her nose, her top lip, across her mouth and down her chin to her jaw. Then cradling her face in his hands, he caressed her mouth with long awakening kisses. He stopped, and looking deeply into her eyes said, ‘You don’t regret marrying me, do you, darling? I do realise it does put limitations sometimes on your reaction to things, doesn’t it?’


‘I don’t regret one single minute of the time I’ve spent with you. It’s not the easiest of occupations being a clergy wife, but the one particular member of that august body I’ve married makes all the limitations worthwhile. Mind you, I can’t guarantee there will never come a time when I shan’t put my foot down on some principle or another.’ She grinned at him and said, ‘I might even sign Arthur Prior’s petition!’


He stopped kissing her and scrutinised her face. She laughed and so did he.


‘Get thee to bed, woman of my heart.’
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Chapter 1


Peter shivered in the cold morning air. His prayers finished he got stiffly to his feet, stood back from the little altar in the war memorial chapel and crossed himself. At seven o’clock on a spring morning the church was certainly chilly. The old mediaeval stone walls kept the church cold right through the year, even in the hottest summer.


He went to stand in front of the main altar and looked around his church. Soon he’d have been in Turnham Malpas two whole years. When he’d first come here he hadn’t realised how attached to the place he would become. He loved the deep colours of the stained glass windows, the ancient tombs slumbering there through the centuries, the banners, withering away at their posts for almost as many years, and the lovely country graveyard which was as much a part of St Thomas à Becket as the church itself. Still treading the village paths were people whose ancestors had for generations rested so peacefully within the precincts of this consecrated place. There was an ongoing feel about a village church, stretching back through the years and on into the future with an amazing sense of permanence. A city church didn’t have quite the same feel about it.


He began to add up all the things he had achieved since his arrival. The Rectory cleaned and decorated and modernised and refurnished, the Scout troup, the Brownies and Girl Guides, the Luncheon Club for the pensioners, the women’s meeting, the play group . . . for a moment his face clouded. The play group. That brought Suzy Meadows to mind. She’d still perhaps have been here running it if they . . . But they had and they shouldn’t have. He still couldn’t avoid the pain somewhere around his diaphragm. It knifed deep into his gut when he thought of her. No, it wasn’t the thought of her as such, it was the thought of the crushing pain he’d inflicted on his darling Caroline which caused his agony. When she’d begged him to adopt the twins Suzy had given birth to because of him, he had thought he would die of it. But now he’d only to see their beaming smiles, feel their tiny hands grasping his, feel their soft sweet flesh against his own, and he knew Caroline had been right. It was the only course open. They were his, after all.


He glanced at his watch. Time he was off.


Peter’s running shoes made no sound as he marched purposefully down the aisle to the main door. He carefully locked it behind him, checked it was secure, and then stripped off his tracksuit and placed it in a plastic carrier bag he kept for the purpose, under the bench in the porch. Underneath he wore his old college running vest and a pair of navy rugger shorts. He hid the huge key beside the grave he and the verger, Willie Biggs, had decided upon, and set off down the path. Jimbo Charter-Plackett was limbering up by the lych gate. Jimbo had been running with him for some time now and the flab he’d been anxious to lose was beginning to go. He was still a less fit looking man than Peter, for Jimbo was older, shorter, rounder and going bald: in contrast Peter was a good six inches taller, with an excellent head of blond hair, and an athlete’s physique.


‘Morning Peter. Lovely fresh day, isn’t it?’


‘Morning Jimbo. It surely is.’ The two of them did their stretching exercises together and then at a nod from Jimbo they set off down Church Lane, then right into Jacks Lane and onto the spare land. Half way round their three-mile circuit was a five-barred gate where they always stopped for a chat. It led into a huge field and from it they had a view of Sykes Wood. It was a vast ancient wood, once part of a king’s hunting forest, but belonging to Turnham House for the last three hundred years and possibly more. To one side where the trees were not quite so tall, the chimneys of the Big House could just be seen. After he’d wiped the sweat from his forehead with the hem of his running vest, Peter nodded towards them.


‘Catering contract working out OK then, Jimbo?’


‘It is. At least the money’s more reliable than it was when it was the Health Club. Fitch plc certainly pays up on the dot, thank goodness.’


‘Nice chap, is he?’


‘Like all chairmen of big companies he thinks the world revolves round him, and his word is law, but as he knows I was a City man myself I do get a bit of respect for my opinions. They certainly do a good job with their staff training up there. Cracking computer equipment, video, cinema stuff and the rest. Technology gone berserk. That Jeremy Mayer’s strutting around throwing his weight about, completely forgetting how grateful he should be that he’s managed to sell on to Fitch and still keep a roof over his head.’


‘What does Venetia do?’


‘Mrs Venetia Mayer organises the leisure time for the staff, and Mrs Venetia Mayer organises diversions in the leisure department for the chairman of the company I think, but don’t quote me. I’ve a soft spot for Venetia despite her permanent come-hither look.’


Peter laughed. ‘Come on then, I’ve got school prayers at nine, must get back.’ They turned to go, Peter leading the way.


Jimbo followed on, thinking about his jobs for the day. First, on his way home, he’d stand outside his Store and appraise the window displays. Each window had to be changed alternate weeks. Thinking up new ideas for them was a pain, but it was one of his rules. It had to be done. No fly-blown displays with bleached crepe paper hanging loose for Jimbo. Oh no! That kind of thing belonged to the 1950s, not the 1990s. Just recently with the opening of the training centre at Turnham House there’d been quite a few young trainees in, spending their money, another boost to the profits, and summertime was always good, his sales curve went ever upward with the money spent by the visitors to the church and the old stocks on the green. In fact all told, this year looked good. The mail-order business was booming, due to some clever advertising thought up by Harriet, his outside catering was also booming and the Store itself, the hub of it all, was also doing better than he and Harriet could ever have imagined.


What next could he turn his hand to, to make money? By Jove he was going to need it, with this new baby on the way. He gave a skip and a jump when he thought about the baby. Not bad for a forty-one-year-old chap. Number four. And Harriet so well, and he’d keep her that way. More help. Yes, he’d need more help. Peter turned round to wave and continued on to the rectory, Jimbo nodded and turned down Stocks Row and round the green to his house. The windows! He’d forgotten the windows. He turned back and went to stand outside his Store. Easter. Easter. Fluffy chicks. Yellow ribbons. Chocolate eggs. A raffle? Huge great egg as the prize. That’d bring ’em in. Just get them in and they’d be buying other things beside the raffle tickets. Twenty-five pence each and five for a pound. Maybe twenty pence each, six for a pound, some of the villagers weren’t that well off. He’d work out on his calculator how many he’d have to sell to break even, and then decide. Full of ideas he was this morning. Full of ’em.


‘It’s only me! Harriet!’ The front door slammed shut. He stood, leaning on the hall table trying to get his breath. Sweat was pouring off his face and he wiped it with the sweat bands he wore on his wrists. Flick had bought them for him for Christmas. His dear little Flick. She came dancing down the stairs at that moment.


‘Hello, Daddy, I’m not going to kiss you, you’re all smelly and disgusting.’ She wrinkled her nose and headed for the kitchen. ‘Mummy! Daddy’s back. You boys hurry up, your porridge is ready.’ Flick seated herself at the table and watched her two brothers pretending to box. ‘Men do find some funny things to entertain themselves with, don’t they, Mummy?’


Harriet laughed. ‘They certainly do!’ She glanced up and saw Jimbo grinning at her from the doorway. ‘Quick Jimbo, get under the shower – I can smell the sweat from here.’


‘Thanks a million! A chap’s doing his best to keep fit and his womenfolk do nothing but complain.’


‘I’ve been thinking about an Easter raffle.’


‘So have I. Great minds!’


‘Boys come along now, that’s enough. On your chairs. Look, Flick’s already seated.’


‘Trust her.’ Finlay shouted as he dodged another blow from Fergus.


‘Miss Goody Two Shoes! Miss Goody Two Shoes!’!’ Fergus danced around the back of Flick’s chair tormenting her. Tears began to well in her eyes and Harriet put a stop to the teasing.


She indicated his chair with a sharp finger. ‘Enough. Thanks. That’s enough! Sit down and eat.’


By the time Jimbo came downstairs the children had disappeared to clean their teeth – or so Harriet hoped – and he sat down to his bowl of muesli, his orange juice and wholemeal toast.


‘Coffee or tea this morning?’


‘Tea, please. I thought about a huge Easter egg for the first prize.’


‘So did I. We get on remarkably well together in business, don’t we Jimbo?’


‘Yes, we do. And we don’t get bored with each other. It would be so easy to be bored to death seeing each other at work and at home. Feeling OK?’


‘Of course. I’ve never felt better than this time. Linda has another appointment at the dentist’s tomorrow. Will you manage?’


‘Yes, I expect so. Hope this is the last one for a while.’


‘It is, the poor girl can’t help an abscess, can she?’


‘No, I suppose not. More tea, darling, please. I’m going up to the Big House this morning, just to keep an eye on things. Will you be around?’


‘As ever.’


Jimbo stood up from the table. ‘I’m off then. Don’t overdo it will you, Harriet? I couldn’t bear it if things went wrong.’ Harriet stopped clearing the table and took time to look at him intently. ‘You’re all I’ve got, you know,’ he said.


She reached across to kiss him. ‘I know. I know. Believe me I will take care, but I mustn’t be mollycoddled. That’s not my scene.’


‘See you then.’ He went to the foot of the stairs and called up. ‘Daddy’s going now. Bye you lot.’


Flick shouted downstairs, her voice impeded by her toothbrush. ‘Bye Daddy, have a nice day.’ Jimbo winced at the Americanism. ‘Bye now. See you later, Harriet.’


‘OK.’


The weather was good for the time of year. Jimmy Glover’s geese were out and about as usual. They were grazing close to the edge of the green. He wondered if it was true that they were as good as a dog for protecting their owners. They looked remarkably relaxed this morning. But as he came closer and paused to watch them, the geese began to stretch their necks and honk menacingly. Two of them left the grass and came onto the road, their beaks, on a level with Jimbo’s knees, opened threateningly. He shouted and skipped a few steps to avoid them, waving his arms; they lost interest and left him to press on. Blessed geese, if he had his way . . . Then he caught sight of his Store and his heart swelled with pride. He’d turned it round and no mistake. He remembered the depressing aspect of it when he and Harriet had first come to Turnham Malpas to view it. They’d looked at each other and mouthed ‘No’, but old Mrs Thornton had noticed, and they’d felt obliged to show some interest.


At the time the shop had been Mrs Thornton’s front room. The stock was almost non-existent, the trade negligible. But once they’d realised that the cottage next door was for sale too, Harriet had grown enthusiastic. Now look at it. Jimbo took the keys from his pocket and opened up. He picked up the bundle of newspapers from the shop doorway, moved the two advertising boards out onto the tarmac, checked to see that the litter bin by the seat he’d provided wasn’t overflowing, noticed the telephone box needed a clear out, and then entered his domain.


Quarter past eight. He was late. It was half an hour before Linda would come to open up the post office section, so after he’d laid the newspapers out on their shelf ready for sale, he decided to begin collecting Easter eggs and all the paraphernalia he needed for dressing the window. Scissors, measuring tape, sellotape, drawing pins, stapler, ribbons, yellow and white crepe paper, silver paper. First, though, he’d dismantle the current display. But his plan was thwarted, his first customer entered. The little brass bell jingled furiously.


‘Morning Willie. Come to collect your paper?’


‘Yes.’ Willie went to help himself. Took it to the till and handed Jimbo the exact money.


‘Keep thinking we shall be hearing wedding bells for you, Willie, but you don’t seem to have set a date, or have you?’


‘Sylvia and I are taking our time about it. We’re not in a great bursting hurry like we would be if we were younger.’


‘Well, there’s one thing being the verger, you won’t have any problems making the arrangements. Will Sylvia keep working at the rectory?’


‘Oh yes, she enjoys that job, much better than at the hospital. Mrs Rector couldn’t manage without her, not yet. I’ll be off, rector’s got all sorts of plans for Easter so we’re having a conference today.’ Willie went briskly out, leaving Jimbo confident that Willie knew exactly when he was getting married but he wasn’t saying.


Arranging the windows was very therapeutic for Jimbo and he rapidly became absorbed in his work. The bell jingled again and in came his three children.


‘Daddy, it’s only us. We’ve come for something for playtime.’ Jimbo reversed out of the window and went to supervise their choices. They were never allowed simply to help themselves, they always had to pay for whatever they chose. His mother-in-law laughed at his insistence on the matter, but he knew he was right. ‘That’s twenty-three pence for you Fergus, twenty-two for you Flick, and thirty, thirty? for you Finlay. That’s a bit excessive isn’t it?’


‘Well, Daddy, we should really be getting them for free you know, it is our shop.’


‘I’m not debating that question this morning Finlay, we’ve had it all out before. Out! Out!’


As they went out his mother-in-law, Sadie, came in. ‘Bye darlings, be good.’


‘Bye Grandma!’


‘Good morning Jimbo. That word “Grandma” makes me wince, I start fumbling for my pince-nez.’


‘You’re early.’


‘Do I detect a hint of sarcasm there?’


‘No, no, not at all, but you are!’


‘Well, I’ve lots to do today. Being in charge of the mail order doesn’t give me much time to spare. Did that woman come with the jars of marmalade yesterday? She promised she’d have them made by Thursday last week.’


‘Yes, she did.’


‘Thank God for that. I hate letting our customers down. I’ll have coffee when you’re ready.’ Jimbo groaned. He’d never get the window started. He began refreshing the coffee machine he kept in constant readiness for his customers. Just as he switched it on the door burst open and in came Pat Duckett from the school. Under her coat she had her school cleaning apron on, and her thick hair was standing on end, almost as though she’d used her head on the school hall floor, instead of her polishing mop. In her hand she clutched the school keys.


Pushing back her hair she whispered, ‘Mr Charter-Plackett! Have yer got a minute? I haven’t slept a wink all night for worrying. Can we go in the back where we won’t be ’eard?’


‘Heavens above, Pat, what’s the matter?’


‘It’s that Mr Fitch, yer know, Mr Fitch plc? He’s stealing the church silver and I don’t know what to do about it.’





Chapter 2


Jimbo took her into the store room at the back and sat her on his stool. He removed his boater, and laid it on a nearby shelf. Seating himself on an empty mineral-water crate, he said. ‘Now what’s it all about?’


‘Well, yer know I went up to the Big House last night to ’elp out, with that waitress being off with the ’flu? Well, there was a right flap on. ’Ave to admit I made it my business to find out, ’cos I’m a bit of a nosy Parker like you are.’ Jimbo began protesting but then admitted to himself he did like to hear all the latest gossip.


‘Apparently,’ Pat took a deep breath, ‘apparently they’d been doing some more alterations. Don’t know if you’ve ’eard but Mr Fitch is ’aving some rooms done up for a private flat for himself, anyway this room he fancied for a sitting room, he calls it ’is drawing room but we all know it’s where ’e’s going to sit, he starts examining the panelling. Beautiful it is, really old, bit of woodworm here and there and he wanted to get it done. Starts tapping the panelling and finds that one bit sounds ‘oller.’


‘Oller?’


‘Yer know, no wall at the back, empty like. Anyway when ’e stands back to look ’e sees that that piece of panelling is a bit different from the rest, as if it ’ad been put in later. Course, he couldn’t bear, ’as to have a look. Well, he gets the carpenter to remove this piece of panelling and lo and behold there’s like a small room. An alcove thing. No windows, just a space and there, low and behold in cardboard boxes, stuff wrapped in old newspapers. They drag ’em out and believe it or believe it not it’s all old silver things in there.’


‘Whose silver things? Sir Ralph’s?’


‘I’m just coming to that. Apparently he gets unwrapping the newspapers and finds communion cups, two big silver plates, for like propping up on the altar, a pair of beautiful candlesticks, wonderful ones, and one that big, when the pieces are fixed together it stands on the floor. All really old. Well, he looks at the dates on the newspapers and they’re dated June 1940!’


‘June 1940?’


‘June 1940. Yes, but, and ’ere’s what’s up, he says he’s bought the house so they belong to him and he’s going to sell them to help with the cost of his alterations!’


Linda came in. ‘Hi! Mr Charter-Plackett, just wondered where you were. I’ll carry on.’


‘Yes, thanks, Linda. Won’t be a minute.’ Bemused, Jimbo didn’t answer Pat for a moment. Had Fitch got a point here? He had bought the house, did everything in it belong to him? But church silver, he could hardly sell it. Could he?


‘Look Pat, I’ve got to get on, there’s only Linda and me this morning till Harriet gets here. Keep all this under your hat. Come back at lunchtime after you’ve finished at the school and we’ll have another talk.’


‘But it could be urgent. Yer know what a go-getter ’e is, it could all be sold by tonight. Then what would we do? The rector’s going to be none too pleased, is he? What I can’t understand is why it’s there in the first place. Why isn’t it in the church?’


‘I don’t know, Pat.’ He stood up to retrieve his boater from the shelf. ‘Look, I still think we’ve got time. I’m due up at the Big House later this morning, I’ll have a scout around and see what I come up with. Leave it with me.’


‘Will you tell the rector?’


‘Or perhaps we should tell Sir Ralph, after all his family still owned it in 1940 didn’t they?’


‘Did they? Yes, I expect they did. I’ll call after I’ve washed up the dinner things. Right?’


‘Right!’


‘See yer then. Yer can understand why I’m worried, can’t yer? If the village finds out what he’s done there’ll be hell to play.’


Jimbo placed his boater at a jaunty angle and led the way into the front shop. Linda was trying to serve and deal with the post office too, so for the moment he had to put the whole story to the back of his mind.


Jimbo dropped down to third gear as he went up the long drive to Turnham House. He loved sauntering up the drive, taking in the feel of the place. It mattered not one jot that it had been a children’s home then a health club and now a training centre, the old house with its parkland and gardens still had dignity and beauty. Try as they might, the twentieth-century entrepreneurs hadn’t spoilt that ambience. One mile long, exactly. He’d measured on his milometer. As he rounded the last curve the lovely old redbrick house came into view. The Big House. Even the village people who hadn’t been born when Sir Ralph’s mother had to sell because of Ralph’s father’s death in the War, still looked upon it as the hub of the village. He drew to a halt on the freshly laid gravel at the front of the house and, climbing out, left the car unlocked and went inside. Give him his due, Fitch had retained the lovely entrance hall in its entirety, and had had the sensitivity to place an antique desk for the receptionist to use.


‘Mr Charter-Plackett! What a delight! How are you this bright morning?’


‘All the better for seeing you, Fenella! What news on the Rialto?’


‘You haven’t heard then? No, of course not, you weren’t up here yesterday.’ Fenella’s large blue eyes glowed with intrigue. She glanced round the hall, checked no one was within hearing, and leaning across the desk whispered: ‘Buried treasure! Well, not buried exactly, but hidden!’


‘Fenella, you’ve been watching too many late-night movies, I’ve warned you before.’


‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’ Jimbo took her hand in his. Holding it close to the revers of his Jaeger overcoat he said, ‘Tell me more.’


‘All the stuff’s locked in the safe now. Mr Fitch found it. Thrilled to bits he is. Really thrilled – I’ve never seen him so excited. He’s always so self-controlled.’


‘Fitch! Excited? I’d like to have been here to see that.’


‘He’s gone to Budapest first thing this morning, won’t be back in London till Tuesday, so he’s locked it up till he’s time to deal with it.’


Jimbo’s mind raced. ‘But you’ll need to get in the safe between now and Tuesday, how are you going to manage? I was hoping my cheque would be here. End of month as we all know.’


‘Fenella has the key!’ She tapped the front of her silk shirt.


‘Not down there?’ Fenella nodded. ‘The sacrifices you career girls make. I am filled with admiration. Have you seen the treasure?’


‘I’ve to guard this key with my life. Mr Fitch has gone all mediaeval since we took this place over, if I lose it I shall be hung drawn and quartered. If you promise me not to tell, I’ll open the safe for you, let you see it.’


‘You’ve got to open it to give me my cheque, so . . .’ The telephone rang and he waited for her to answer it. When she’d finished speaking she said, ‘I’ll get one of the girls to take over and we’ll go in the office and I’ll let you take a peep.’


Fenella had the key on a chain hanging round her lovely slender neck. She bent down in front of the huge safe and, using the key and twiddling the knobs in a combination known only to a chosen few, unlocked it and swung back the door.


Jimbo felt privileged to handle the beautiful things Fenella brought out of the box. They’d all been carefully wrapped in tissue paper and it rustled invitingly as he removed it. But he didn’t need enticing, the pieces were breathtakingly beautiful. There was no doubt, the silver belonged to the church. The chalice he was holding in his hand was dated 1655. Around the base were the words ‘Thanks be to God’. The matching cup had the same date and the same words engraved. The big silver plates were engraved ‘St Thomas à Becket 1739’. Fenella took out one of the candlesticks. It was engraved ‘Sir Tristan Templeton 1821–1859’. The other one of the pair said ‘Lady Mary Templeton 1824–1859’. His fingers traced the pattern winding round the stem of the candlestick and he noticed there were still traces of wax in the top and a drip of wax down one side. There was one magnificent candlestick which, as Pat had said, was tall enough when the three pieces were fitted together to stand on the floor.


‘Why, Fenella, they’re wonderful aren’t they? Quite wonderful. They belong to the church, don’t they?’


‘Well, obviously they do.’ She began to look upset and started hastily packing them away again in the safe. ‘Better lock them up now.’


‘Has he told the rector what he’s found?’ Jimbo said this knowing full well he hadn’t.


Fenella locked the safe, replaced the chain round her neck and pushed the key down her shirt front.


‘No. More than that I cannot say. Sorry. Going into the kitchens now are we, Mr Charter-Plackett?’


‘Now look, I’ve known you two months now, it’s about time you began to call me Jimbo. Please do. All my friends do. And thank you for showing me those things; it was a very precious moment for me. A real privilege.’ He waved goodbye and went through the baize door and headed for the kitchens. But his mind wasn’t on his work. Damn and blast. He had to act before Tuesday. That fool Fitch would probably send a chap down from a London auction house and the stuff would be spirited away and that would be that. In all conscience he couldn’t let it happen. But who should he tell? How had the stuff got there in the first place? And why? Maybe Ralph would know. Yes, of course, Ralph would know. No one could hide those treasures in a house without the inhabitants knowing. All that banging and hammering putting the panelling up. Of course, he’d know all about it.


Jimbo left the Big House around twelve thirty, fully intending to call at the Store to check everything was in order and then go across to Ralph and Muriel’s. As he was turning right out of the drive into Church Lane, Peter came past in his car. They both pulled up to hold a conversation through their open windows.


‘Good day to you, Peter, had your Easter conference with Willie?’


‘Jimbo, is there anything you don’t know? Yes, I have. Everything OK with you? Good to see Harriet’s looking fit and well.’


‘Yes, she is, thanks. I say, in your perambulations around the paperwork in the rectory have you come across any details of gifts of altar silver to the church?’


Peter studied the question for a moment and decided no, he hadn’t. ‘Why?’


‘There’s some turned up at the Big House. They found it hidden behind some panelling yesterday. I’ve chatted up the receptionist and she’s let me have a look. It’s beautiful. Seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth century. Wonderful stuff. Can’t stop now. I’ll let you know more later today. What time will you be back?’


‘Fourish.’


‘OK then, see you around.’


He pulled up outside the Store. There was no escape. There was a queue for the post office and one at the till. Pat came in about a quarter to two. She took a chance by jumping the queue to hand him one of his own carrier bags.


‘Eh! Pat, can’t yer see there’s a queue? Gone blind or something?’


‘All right, all right, it’s just a message.’ She turned her back to everyone so they couldn’t see the contents of the bag. Lowering her voice she said, ‘Sneaked this out of the bin last night. It’s some of the newspaper they were wrapped in. OK?’


Jimbo tapped the side of his nose with a forefinger and said, ‘Thanks. Mum’s the word. See you later when it’s quieter.’


‘Right.’ Pat strolled past the queue, nose in the air, leaving them all wondering what was going on between her and Mr Charter-Plackett. They could wonder. Pat was determined that Mr Fitch plc wasn’t getting away with this one. She might not go to church, well, except at Christmas, but there was a limit. You couldn’t mess about with church stuff. Look at that time with Sharon MacDonald. Pinched them chalice things and next news she’s knifed clean through from front to back. Dead as a dodo. So yours truly had to do something about it, or else. She shivered at the thought and trundled back to her cottage, wishing for the millionth time that she wasn’t a widow with two kids to bring up. And what was worse, her Dad perhaps coming to live with her, now it looked as if he was losing his job with the council cuts.


Ralph wasn’t at home when Jimbo called so he went next door to the rectory and rang the bell. What a difference Caroline and Peter had made since they came. Old Mr Furbank hadn’t bothered at all, dust and cobwebs everywhere.


The door opened. Caroline stood there, a twin on either hand.


‘Jimbo! How nice. What a rare treat. Do come in. Say hello, you two.’ The two of them hid their faces in her skirt and refused to speak.


‘Alex! Beth! say hello to your old Uncle Jimbo. No? Never mind then. Peter in yet?’


‘Yes, he’s in his study drinking tea, would you like a cup?’


‘Yes, please, had no lunch today, been so busy.’


‘Go in then, and I’ll find a piece of Sylvia’s gingerbread for you.’


‘Lovely.’


While he drank his tea and ate the gingerbread Jimbo filled Peter in on the story. When he’d finished Peter said, ‘Sell it? How could he? It’s patently obvious from what you say he can see it belongs to the church.’


‘Exactly. If anyone should sell it, it should be the church. I say, wouldn’t it help the old finances if we sold it? Just imagine what we could do with the money. This is a piece of the newspaper it was wrapped in.’


Peter took it from him and gently opened it out, smoothing the crumpled paper and laying it on his desk.


‘June 1940. 1940. Yes, of course. Do you know what? I think they hid it up there because of the threat of invasion. Dunkirk, the Germans just across the Channel, all that valuable silver, to say nothing of the value to the villagers. Yes, I bet that’s what happened. So Ralph’s father would know about it, and whoever was rector at the time. And the joiner or the estate worker they used to fix the panelling. Quite a skilful job if it’s never been noticed for the last fifty or more years.’


‘Thing is, there’s no one around now who could possibly remember.’


‘Except Ralph. He’d only be a little boy. Let’s ask him though.’


‘Not at home today. I tried him first. We’ve got till Tuesday anyway. Till Fitch gets back.’


‘You say it’s beautiful?’


‘Oh yes, in brilliant condition. We’ve got to get it back to the church, Peter. Even if we decide it’s too valuable to have on the premises and decide to sell some of it, at least we could use the money for something specific and say we bought this and this with it. But I would dearly love for us to keep it and bring it out on high days and holy days. That would be bliss. It would have to be secured in some way, otherwise the insurance companies wouldn’t touch it with a bargepole. I wouldn’t like to be in Fitch’s shoes if he sells it. You know what this village is like. He’d probably find his body cut into little pieces and burnt, and his head stuck on a pole and paraded round the village.’ Jimbo shuddered at the thought. ‘We’ll see Ralph during the weekend, and then I’ll ring on Tuesday and ask my tame receptionist when he’s coming down again.’


‘Should we all go together, do you think?’


‘Well, I found out, Ralph used to own the house and his father certainly did when the stuff was hidden there, and you have a very definite vested interest. So, yes, we’ll all go.’


Although it wasn’t his day for being early Jimbo made sure he was in the Store the following morning to take the opportunity of having a word with Willie about the silver.


He came at his usual time.


‘Morning Willie, come to collect your paper?’


‘Yes.’ Willie went to the shelf where the papers were displayed and selected the one he wanted.


Jimbo said. ‘Willie, have you heard any rumours about old silver being found which belongs to the church?’


Willie’s head came up from looking at his handful of change. ‘Silver? Silver? What silver?’


Jimbo explained quietly, to one side so any customers coming in wouldn’t overhear.


‘Well, now, June 1940. Let me see.’ He scratched his head and looked into the middle distance as he pondered the problem. ‘Well, now, in June 1940 my old Dad was the verger. Yes, that’s right. My Dad.’


Jimbo looked eagerly at him. ‘He isn’t still alive, is he?’


‘No, no he died in 1943. Pneumonia got ’im when he was forty-four. Would garden in the pouring rain, he would. The rector then would be let me see, Reverend Edgar Levett, that’s right, Reverend Edgar Levett. He’s dead though. Went to London to ’is sister’s funeral and got killed with a flying bomb. Ralph’s father’s died, of course, in Malaya, so there’s no one left. They’d keep it very secret anyway, wouldn’t they? Wouldn’t be the sort of thing you’d tell in The Royal Oak of a night. Perhaps they were the only three who knew where it was. Silver you say, and you’ve seen it.’


‘That’s right. Beautiful stuff, Willie. We can’t let the old fox get away with this.’


‘Get away with it? It’s as plain as the nose on your face, he’d be stealing it. He’d be a thief. That’d look good in the papers. “Company chairman steals parish silver”. My paper would be rare and glad to get hold of a tale like that.’


‘True. True. Mum’s the word, Willie, don’t tell a soul. The rector knows, and I know, and now you. Well, Pat does, because she’s the one who found out.’


‘Pat does? Hell’s bells. All t’village ’ll know by teatime. Well, the rector ’ad better do something about it and quick, or that Craddock Fitch’ll need to flee for his life. You’ll have a job on keeping it secret if Pat Duckett knows.’


‘Willie! She’s promised me faithfully she won’t breathe a word.’


‘Oh yes? I’ll be off. I’ve a grave to dig, and a dozen and one things to attend to before my Sylvia and me get off on our ’olidays.’


Jimbo watched him leave. Everyone dead. What a blow. Still it was more than fifty years ago, it was only to be expected. He amused himself by imagining the newspaper headlines if it got out. Fitch plc would certainly be hopping about. Jimbo grinned. Then he remembered about his catering contract at the Big House and the money it was bringing in each month.


But it was to be more than two weeks before he needed to resolve that dilemma, for Craddock Fitch went from Budapest to Moscow and then on to Helsinki before returning home.





Chapter 3


Pat Duckett wandered early into The Royal Oak, hoping Willie and Sylvia would be in tonight. They’d be back from their holidays now, full of news. All week it had been quiet with only Jimmy and Vera to talk to. Might be a bit more lively if they came in. She pushed her way through the crowd hoping their favourite table might be free. It was. Pat took her port and lemon over and sat down on the settle. She surveyed the crowd. The bar was really buzzing tonight and not half. There were plenty of the real villagers in, but also a lot who’d come out from Culworth and around to enjoy the country atmosphere and the good beer Bryn stocked now. Not that Pat drank it. Rotten stuff. The downfall of her Duggie and not half.


Pat was determined not to mention about the silver being found up at the Big House. It would try her self-control and no mistake, but with her job with Jimbo at stake if she let on, she’d an awful lot to lose just for the sake of five minutes in the limelight. If she could prove to him she was irreplaceable with this bit of income on the side, ten pound notes in her hand and no questions asked, she might just start to have a bit better life. The kids cost so much to feed and clothe nowadays. And what with Dean doing so well at school he wouldn’t want to be leaving at sixteen. Duggie would have been so proud. She watched the door hoping someone she knew would come in. Tonight it didn’t matter who it was, she just needed to talk.


The swing doors suddenly burst open. It was Jimmy Glover waving a newspaper in the air.


‘I’ve won! I’ve come up! After all these years, I’ve made it. I ’ave. I ’ave yer know, I’ve made it!’ Jimmy shouted at the top of his voice.


Bryn came out from behind the bar. ‘Jimmy you never have! You’ve never won the pools!’


‘I ’ave, it’s ’ere in black and white. I’ve just checked mi pools and I’m right, I’ve won.’


‘How much?’


‘Don’t know. I don’t know. But I’ve won and I’m pretty sure it’s a lot of money. Twenty-five years I’ve been filling in the pools and tonight I’ve made it. At last! At last!’


Excitedly Pat stood up. She experienced a momentary shaft of jealousy. Why couldn’t it be she who’d won? Not much chance of that seeing as she’d never got the hang of filling in pools coupons. She hastened across to congratulate him. ‘Wonderful. Wonderful. I’m that pleased for yer, Jimmy, that pleased yer’ve no idea. What a turn up for the book. How much d’yer think yer’ve got then?’


‘Dunno, but it’ll be a lot. What will yer ’ave Pat?’


‘Gin and tonic, seeing as you’re paying. Aren’t you lucky Jimmy? I can’t believe it. Brilliant! Absolutely brilliant!’
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