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Chapter 1

Jean Stanley thrust her primary school pupils’ exercise books into her well-worn leather satchel, took a final look around the classroom and closed the door firmly behind her. It was Friday, the end of her working week apart from the correcting and marking of the English essays, which she could do at home.

It was beginning to drizzle as she crossed the playground, turned left outside the wrought iron gates and headed for the bus stop. A few of her form pupils were still gathered in a chattering group on the pavement discussing their weekend arrangements. They opened rank to let her pass, and a piping chorus of “Good night, Miss Stanley” followed her up the hill. She smiled and waved a hand in acknowledgement. As she did so, the parish church chimed the hour of 4pm. 

Overhead, the cumulous cloud was thickening, darkening the grey street and casting a shadow like a dirty thumbprint over Bucton Tor. The mountain rose like a camel’s hump above the village, dominating the landscape. Jean thought of her father working in the site hut on the lip of the limestone quarry and wondered if he still remembered the promise that he had made at breakfast to drive her to the committee meeting at the village hall that evening. She had been wheedled into becoming the treasurer of the local community association, and with the annual autumn dance event only two weeks away, the committee awaited her report of the accounts.

Jean pursed her lips and frowned. It was with a degree of frustration that she had received the notification from her repair garage that her vehicle needed a new clutch and would not be available for use until the following Monday. She had promised her mother that she would return her library books to Punting town library and collect two more in exchange, and she had also booked a hairdressing appointment at the local salon. It had momentarily occurred to her to ask Ben to drive her to both venues, knowing that he would have jumped at the chance of escorting her, but she had not seen him for several weeks, and she did not want to encourage any false hopes he may still have.

Standing at the bus stop holding an umbrella and the satchel, Jean let her mind slip back to the time when she and Ben had been constant companions. She smiled at the memory. How simple life seems when you are very young! She and Ben had grown up in neighbouring houses, and they had laughed and romped together in the meadow beside the river that ran through the village. They had even learned to swim in the calm water below the weir. In the summer, they often skinny-dipped without costumes, unembarrassed and unashamed of their nascent bodies as they tumbled and swam in the slow-running tributary. That period of gleeful, innocent behaviour came to an end when they were observed by the local busybody Maisie Parsons from the shelter of blackthorn bushes. 

Maisie was the local postmistress who made it her business to know everybody else’s business. There was not a young girl in the village that discovering herself pregnant out of wedlock could hope to conceal her indiscretion from Maisie. She knew of all impending births, marriages and deaths (hatches, matches and dispatches as the jovial Reverend Geoffrey Simpson irreverently termed these natural events) and what scandalous facts she did not know she invented. She accused Ben and Jean of behaving indecently. The two youngsters were scarcely aware of the charge against them but vehemently denied any wrongdoing. When Maisie had finished her tirade, the children turned and ran, Ben hot-faced; Jean trying to stop the sobs in her throat. She wanted to report the matter to her mother but in the end said nothing. She and Ben eventually found a secluded spot further downriver, but the virginal pleasure they had previously enjoyed had been tainted by the charge of licentious behaviour. Skinny dipping became a pleasure of the past long before puberty made them aware of their sexuality.


	

Chapter 2

It was with relief that Jean caught sight of the Punting bus trundling down the hill towards her. She tightened her grip on her satchel as she climbed aboard and took her seat. The rain was falling more heavily, obscuring her view out of the window. It would be at least half an hour before she arrived at the stop outside the library. She paid her fare and relaxed back against the cloth-cushioned seat. The weather reminded her of the day she had returned from teaching college. She had caught the late afternoon train from London, and it was pouring with rain when she alighted at Punting station. 

Ben was standing on the platform waiting to greet her. She was pleased to see him but was shocked by his appearance. In the three years since she had been away studying for her diploma, he seemed to have shrunk. He greeted her eagerly, and the grip on her arm as he escorted her from the station seemed to burn through her clothing. Driving her back to her home, he plied her with incessant questions as if he needed to draw sustenance from her responses. He seemed to have become dehydrated from lack of contact with her, though they had regularly corresponded. She answered his questions willingly enough, but for the first time in her life, she felt an undefinable sense of unease with him.

That night, lying in the still darkness of her bed, she thought again about him, trying to analyse her feelings. Until she had gone off to college, Ben had been, apart from her father, the predominate male figure in her life. Yet, in her innocence, his gender was inconsequential in their relationship. Their friendship had been nonphysical, uninhibited by sexual connotations. Of course, there had been spontaneous kisses at times, born from wit or gaiety but accomplished with complete ingenuousness. Or so Jean had thought. Looking back, she was surprised by her own naivety, remembering the odd unguarded moments when she had caught Ben’s gaze on her: his eyes aflame with such intensity that she had wondered what hidden torture lay behind them. His eventual confession of deep love, accompanied by a proposal of marriage, caught her completely by surprise. She had considered him the deepest of friends but had never held any yearning for a more passionate attachment. They had often discussed their hopes for the future, and Ben had known of her ambition to go to university and become a teacher. Marriage at an early age was not part of her plans; dreams of romance were submerged under career ambitions. 

She tried to let Ben down gently. She explained her feelings: how important his friendship was, how much she cared for him, but she had set her heart on teaching and marriage to Ben or anybody else lay far on a distant horizon. Ben was disconsolate, despite Jean’s kiss on his cheek, and took himself off with the eagerness gone from his eyes. Jean did not see him for several days but heard that he had spent most of his time drowning his sorrows in the local inn. When she finally caught up with him and expressed her concern, he had looked at her with a heavy frown and muttered that he understood. He wished her well, but it was better that they did not see each other. He talked about finding work on the other side of town. Jean nodded and let him go. She did not see him again before she left home for university.

Jean aroused from her sad recollections and shivered as the bus began its descent into Punting town centre. She pulled her coat close around her, picked up her satchel and umbrella and prepared to alight. It was dark now, the lights in the main street hazy with rain. As the bus ground to a halt outside the library, Jean manoeuvred her way to the door and stepped onto the pavement, carefully avoiding the stream that ran down the gutter. The flagstones glistened wetly as she walked up the steps to the library entrance. She was greeted at the reception desk by a smiling Sheila. Jean placed her mother’s loaned books on the counter.

“Hullo, Sheila. I am in rather a hurry this evening. I have a hairdressing appointment, and I must get to a community meeting afterwards. Unfortunately, my car is in a garage being serviced, so I must bus back and forth, but I wanted to grab a couple of books for Mother.” 

Sheila gestured towards the crime novel section of the bookshelves.

“I know that she likes Agatha Christie stories, Miss Stanley, though I think that she has read most of them. Perhaps she would enjoy a mystery novel by Perry Mason?”

Jean shook her head.

“No, I do not think so. He is an American author, isn’t he? I took her a book by Raymond Chandler once, and she was horrified by the dialogue. She is quite old-fashioned but also getting very forgetful, so even though she may have read an Agatha Christie book, she may not remember.”

Ten Little Indians and The Murder of Roger Ackroyd were selected and taken to the counter to be stamped. 

As Jean produced her mother’s library card, she commented, “I do not understand my mother’s interest in crime stories, but they seem to be her literary taste these days. Thanks, Sheila, I must dash.”

She pushed the two books into an already overfull satchel and made her way to the door. She paused as the receptionist called out, “Is the meeting about the annual dance, Miss Stanley? I always enjoy going to that. Will it be the same band as last year?”

“Possibly, Sheila, but I do not know for sure. It has not yet been arranged. Bye.”

The rain had eased as Jean exited the library, though the pavement was slippery underfoot, and the gutter was a swollen river. She glanced at her watch. No time now for her usual shampoo and set. She would have to make do with a crop and a tidy-up. She almost ran the hundred yards to the salon with the satchel clasped to her chest. Thankfully, just a few customers were inside and a vacant seat awaited.

“No time for my usual, Marion. Just a quick bob and tidy-up, please.”

The stylist placed a covering apron over Jean’s shoulders and produced scissors and a comb. Her hand ran through Jean’s hair which had been darkened by the rain from its usual natural honey-blonde colouring.

“It is a shame that you feel the need to crop your hair at all, Miss Stanley. If I had your hair, I would let it grow all down my back.”

Jean noted the envious tone with appreciation but remarked, “I am a schoolteacher. I need to look practical and efficient rather than glamorous but thank you for the compliment.”

With the crop completed with Jean’s impatient urging, the stylist removed the gown, picked up the satchel from beside the chair and handed it over. Jean paid for the crop with an additional tip, checked her watch again and hurriedly exited the salon. Too hurriedly, for she ran straight into the path of a military-style raincoated male who was passing by. She almost stumbled and reached out a hand to avoid falling over. The satchel slipped from her grasp. It was prevented from falling to the pavement by a strong arm that reached out and grabbed it. Embarrassedly, Jean looked up into the face of the man who had held it. He smiled at her hasty apology.

“It is not often that I get almost knocked off my feet by a young lady! Are you alright?”

Jean nodded. “I am so sorry. I was in a hurry to catch a bus.”

The man nodded and handed her the satchel. 

“More haste, less speed, as they say. Are you sure that you are not hurt?”

“I am fine, thank you,” Jean replied to the shadowy figure.

“Then I will be on my way. I hope that you catch your bus.”

Another smile beamed down on Jean before the man strode purposefully away. Almost reluctantly, she watched him go, temporarily forgetting about the bus she was desperate to catch. She walked up to the traffic lights at the intersection and waited anxiously for the lights to turn green. It was with a sense of horror that she saw the Bucton single-decker approach the lights from the opposite direction. The bus stop was in the market square a hundred yards away on the opposite side of the road. Missing the bus meant another hour’s wait for the next one, by which time the association meeting would have begun. Jean sensed the annoyance of the chairwoman, Lady Raeburn, if she was not there to take the minutes. 

Taking her life in her hands, she attempted to sprint across the road as soon as the lights changed to amber. She almost made it. Two-thirds of the way across, she slipped on a patch of motor oil and sprawled headlong. The satchel hit the ground hard and slithered over the wet tarmac to land against the opposite kerb. The flap burst open and spilled part of its contents on the edge of the road. Jean lay still, feeling pain in her elbows and knees until she realised that traffic was swerving around her. She struggled to her feet and limped to the pavement, where she sat on the edge of the kerb for a minute or so before bending down to retrieve the broken satchel and the exercise books and other items which had spilled out. She uttered a word that her mother often used in annoyance.

“Feathers,” she exclaimed as her right ankle sent a message to her brain that it was also damaged. “Obviously, this is not my lucky day.”

The Bucton bus, now drawing away from the market square with the driver oblivious to her plight, gave emphasis to her comment. Not for the first time, Jean realised how isolated her village was from the mainstream of life. Only occasionally would a vehicle turn off to take the road to it. Little happened there that was of great import; the resident population had hardly grown over the years, and most lived insular lives within the local community, being employed at the quarry business owned by Sir Joshua Raeburn. 
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