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She walked away from him, paused by the rambler in full bloom and turned to wave goodbye. A frightening lump came into his throat at the sight of her looking so lovely against the flowers but he managed to smile and wave in return. God! Was he turning into a romantic too? Heaven forbid. He’d the tour to lead. Money to make. Things to do. Things to do. Mr Fitch to get on side when he returned from the Far East. Sir Ralph to persuade. A campaign to organise. A whole new career to tend. But as he listened to Georgie crossing the gravel drive the other side of the gate he pondered the might-have been, which had now become the never-will-be.
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Chapter 1


Jimbo, observing the growing crowd collecting in Church Lane, said, ‘Harriet! What am I doing dressed like this?’


‘Enjoying participating in village life.’


‘I’m not, though. I feel an absolute idiot.’


Harriet appraised his appearance, taking in the dishevelled wig she’d insisted he wore, the old leather sandals long abandoned by him at the back of his wardrobe and, most genuine-looking of all, the scratchy, brown, muddied shift affair she’d crafted out of a length of hessian she’d found at a sale. ‘Actually, you look very peasantlike. I’m quite proud of you. Especially your tights.’


Jimbo inspected the thick brown tights he wore. ‘Proud?’ He turned to look at her and, noting the twinkle in her eyes, couldn’t help himself laughing. ‘OK. OK. Point taken. Why I ever allowed myself to be dressed up I’ll never know.’


‘Because you’re a darling and a sucker for country ways.’


‘No, it’s because you can twist me round your little finger, that’s why.’


‘Never once have you joined in the parade, you always find an excuse for being busy, busy, busy behind the counter and not participating; well, this year you are, so cheer up. Oh, look! There’s the twins. Suddenly they look so grown-up.’ Harriet waved to Beth and Alex. ‘Come and walk with us, or the girls are up at the front if you prefer.’


Alex spoke for both of them. ‘We’ll join the girls, thanks.’ Instead of leading Beth by the hand as he’d done since the day they could both walk, Alex gave her a push in the direction of the head of the procession, and she willingly accepted his decision and followed him.


Harriet watched the two of them press their way forwards. ‘Strange how Beth is really the more outgoing of the two and yet she accepts Alex’s lead without a murmur. Can’t believe the two of them will be leaving the village school next year. Doesn’t seem two minutes since they were born.’


‘The piper’s tuning up. Am I ready for this? No, I am not.’


‘Yes, you are.’ Harriet grinned at Jimbo’s discomfort. ‘Right! Here we go. I get all primeval and go like jelly inside when I’m doing this. Maintaining a six-hundred-year tradition really makes me feel as though I belong. Doesn’t it you?’


Jimbo considered how he felt. ‘I suppose. But I do feel a complete idiot.’


Movement began at the head of the procession, the piper, at the very front, began to play a melancholy tune on his ancient silver flute and they all started to move off towards the village green with Jimbo still feeling all kinds of an idiot.


Into view, as they reached the green, came the stocks covered to the very top with dead flowers. Standing beside it was the Rector dressed in his devil’s costume, the horns on his headgear glinting in the bright June sun. There came an eager mumble as soon as the dozens of sightseers gathered in front of the houses surrounding the green caught sight of them. The press were there in force, as always, and Jimbo desperately hoped that they wouldn’t recognise the urbane, stylish, man-of-the-world Store owner, seeing as he wasn’t wearing his striped apron and his straw boater. The wig was beginning to itch his bald head. Surreptitiously he scratched as best he could without disturbing the damn thing. God! It irritated him. Why had he ever allowed himself … but now, having walked all the way round the green, it was his turn to beat the dead flowers off the stocks. He surprised himself by beating the living daylights out of them and suddenly he was a village peasant angered by the vagrant who had brought the plague to the village and thus killed all his children, or his wife, or his mother. He looked up at the Rector as he straightened himself and saw one of his bright-blue eyes close swiftly in a wink. Jimbo grinned back. So at least, maybe, Peter was participating with his tongue in his cheek, as indeed any sane member of a twenty-first-century village must. Although …


Harriet thrust his bunch of fresh flowers into his hand. He glanced at her and saw with surprise how distressed she was. ‘Darling!’


‘It all seems so real, Jimbo. So real. God! Just think how you would feel if you really had lost …’ Tears sprang into her eyes.


‘I know, I know …’ And he did. But his two girls were up at the front with the other village children, his two sons at Cambridge and beside him was his beloved Harriet, and his mother was somewhere in the procession, no doubt beating the dead flowers from the stocks with her usual gusto as though her ancestors had been born and bred here for centuries. Thankful that he’d had the foresight to move his family from London and that blasted rat race, Jimbo stepped smartly round the green for the second time, his flowers clutched tightly in his hand. When he reached the stocks he saw Peter was divesting himself of his devil’s costume and was revealing the white cassock he wore only today, Stocks Day, and when conducting weddings. Jimbo placed his fresh flowers on the stocks to symbolise a new beginning, a laying aside of death and destruction. The plague had finally gone. Death had been beaten.


Peter’s prayer of thanksgiving for the survival of the village and his blessing of everyone taking part rang out across the green, the long, mournful dirge of the piper subtly changed to a lively, bouncing tune, signalling that the villagers could feel safe from disaster for yet another year.


Cameras flashed, voices called out, ‘Look this way.’


‘That’s right.’


‘One more! You two stand together. That’s it.’


‘One more! One more!’


Jimbo obliged, his wig askew, his hessian costume now also itching like fury, but a bright, relieved smile on his face brought on by doing his bit like everyone else.


‘Your name? Your name?’ Looking more closely when he didn’t get an immediate reply the photographer said, ‘Oh! It’s you, Mr Charter-Plackett, didn’t recognise you.’


Inwardly Jimbo groaned; his reputation had just bitten the dust well and truly. Grumpily he said to Harriet, ‘I’m not wearing this for the rest of the afternoon, you know. I’m going home to change.’


‘Spoilsport.’


‘This wig is flea-ridden.’


‘It never is.’


‘It is. It itches.’


But Harriet’s attention was elsewhere. ‘Jimbo, look! I could swear that’s Bryn Fields over there.’


‘Where?’


‘Over there by the oak. His back’s to us, but I’m sure it’s him. Well, that’s a turn-up for the books. How many years is it since he did his moonlight flit?’


‘You’re imagining things. He’d never dare come back, not after what happened.’


Harriet stood on tiptoe. ‘I’m sure it is. He’s turned round. Look, there! There! Talking to Willie Biggs.’


‘Nonsense! That chap hasn’t a flying officer’s moustache like Bryn had.’


‘It’s very like him even so. He’s very tanned, which he would be, wouldn’t he, if what they say is true.’


‘Maybe he has a brother. I’m going home to change.’


‘I’m not. I never do. I’m going to the fair with our children and then having my tea on the green like all self-respecting villagers.’


‘I’ll check the Store, give a hand and come along for tea when I see the tables out.’


Harriet, still agog at the prospect she might be right about Bryn Fields, didn’t notice that Jimbo was looking at her. She ignored the jostling by the crowds too as they pushed past to get to the spare land where the annual joys of the fair awaited them, and tried to keep her eye on that tall, distant figure. She was certain it was him. It must be. She became aware of Jimbo and glanced at him to see why he was still there. Raising her eyebrows she said, ‘What is it?’


‘This Stocks Day thing must be getting at me. I’m so grateful I still have you.’ Despite the hustle and bustle of the crowd he kissed her.


‘Oh! It has got to you, hasn’t it? It always does to me. Glad you joined in?’


Jimbo nodded, smiled and went home, feeling gratified deep down that he’d done his bit for the village. He shook his head. What was he thinking of? How could beating dead flowers from the churchyard off the stocks and then heralding a new beginning by laying fresh flowers there possibly have any effect on anything at all, especially when the plague had died out years ago? How could a rational, educated man, an entrepreneur, a man of means, a man getting ahead in the world believe in such a thing? No, not getting, he was ahead. His chest swelled at the thought. He pushed his key into the front door with pride. Nothing, but nothing would stop further successes this year. He’d just seen to that by doing what he’d done.


He took the precaution of standing in the bath while he undressed and left his clothes and his wig soaking in it in hot water and disinfectant, just in case. The Store was extremely busy when he got there and he had to stay to help. They were selling everything from rolls of film to fresh fruit, from sweets to sticking plasters. Mentally Jimbo rubbed his hands with glee; this was how it should be, the till whirring itself silly and his special bell jingling joyfully each time the door opened. He became lost in the clamour and forgot to look out on to the green for when the open-air tea was ready, but he wasn’t allowed to forget for Flick and Fran came bursting through the door shouting, ‘Daddy! We’re saving you a seat! Come on!’


They were so alike, these two. Seven years between them and Fran looked like a miniature of Flick, but even so he had to admit in his heart that Fran was by far the most beautiful of the two. But Flick! So grown-up now. A woman, no less, at just fifteen.


‘Coming! OK, Bel? Back in half an hour. Right.’


Bel, at the till, smiled her beautiful relaxed smile, which lit up the whole of her face. ‘Fine. See you. Next! That’ll be two pounds twenty-nine. Thank you. Have a nice day. Next!’


Jimbo spared a thought for her as he crossed Stocks Row to take his place beside Harriet and the girls on the wooden benches borrowed from the church hall. Dear Bel. So willing but he always felt that at the heart of her she was very lonely. Some people got dealt rotten cards where life was concerned.


A large area of the green had been covered with trestle tables and benches, and every place was taken. The tables, half an hour ago laden with plates of food, were being rapidly cleared. One could almost have thought that the villagers had purposely not eaten anything all week. The simple old wooden benches they all sat on added to the illusion that it was the day six hundred years ago when the entire village had sat down to celebrate their victory over the plague, but then there would have been far fewer people for they had been decimated by the disease. Some families were entirely wiped out, in others only the most robust were left to tell the tale.


He sat between Flick and Fran, and ate a hearty tea. He sank his strong white teeth into a sausage roll, ate a slice of quiche – the cheese and broccoli one which was the most popular on his delicatessen counter – he munched his way through a ham sandwich, the flavour of which he definitely recognised, and finished it all off with a hefty slice of Harriet’s special mail order fruit cake. Jimbo washed it down with a mug of cider, then sat back to survey the scene.


It never ceased to amaze him that this quiet backwater could galvanise itself into such incredible activity on special days. They might have television and mobile phones and e-mail but they were still a centuries-old village at heart. Even the ones the villagers disparagingly called the ‘weekenders’ made sure they were down for the weekend when anything special was on. He looked across at the old oak tree, still coming into full leaf each spring as though five hundred years of doing it were a mere nothing in the span of time. Jimbo had to admit to himself he loved the old place.


‘Daddy!’


Jimbo roused himself to answer Fran. ‘Mm?’


‘Daddy,’ she whispered. ‘Is Mummy my mummy?’


‘Of course she is. Why do you ask that?’


‘Beth asked me if she was. I said she was but I wanted to be sure.’


Realising he was on delicate ground, Jimbo answered cautiously but positively, ‘Well, you are, definitely.’


‘I’m not borrowed, then?’


‘No. You are not.’


‘She’s my real mummy, then. I grew in her tummy?’


‘Yes, darling, you did.’


‘Good.’ Fran picked up her drink, finished it right to the bottom and said with a nod of her head towards the fair, ‘Right, then. Come on, Flick, you promised.’


Flick raised her eyes to the heavens. ‘All right, then. But this is the last time. I never get a chance to be with my friends, I’m always looking after you. One ride, that’s all, because we’ve spent almost all the money Mum gave us.’


Jimbo winked at her and gave her a five-pound note.


Fran’s bottom lip trembled. ‘You’ve got to look after me, haven’t you? You are my sister, aren’t you?’


‘And don’t I know it. Thanks, Dad.’ With a sigh Flick swung her legs over the bench and dashed to catch up with Fran already zigzagging her way through the crowds to the roundabout.


Harriet waited until they were out of hearing and then said quietly to Jimbo, ‘Whoops! That sounds like one ten-year-old girl we know is asking about her parentage and desperately wants to know. Must be those sex lessons they’ve been having at the school.’


‘Poor Beth.’


‘And poor Alex, too. One might be tempted to quote “Be sure your sins will find you out”.’


‘Harriet!’


‘Well, let’s hope Peter comes up with something to explain it all.’


‘Have they never been told, then?’


‘Not the whole truth. I understand they know Caroline couldn’t have children so she’s not their real mother, but as for the rest …’


‘Well, watch out, you may be getting some questions too.’


‘I can’t tell our girls the truth before Peter and Caroline have told the twins, can I?’


Jimbo accepted another glass of cider from the vast earthenware jug one of the helpers was hoping to empty before clearing up and said, ‘No, definitely not. I’m going, Bel will be at the end of her tether.’ He sank his cider at one go and squeezed his thickset frame off the bench.


‘So am I. I feel quite queasy after going on the roundabout and then eating a big tea. I’ll come and help in the Store, but I’d better go home to change first. I’ll catch up with you.’


As they made their way to the Store, Harriet glanced up Stocks Row before they crossed and was sure she saw Bryn Fields again, walking down Church Lane. But it couldn’t be him now, could it? Still open to a charge of attempted murder, he wouldn’t dare show his face, would he?


Always hectic on a normal summer Saturday evening, Stocks Night usually beat all the records in the bar of the Royal Oak. There weren’t enough chairs to seat everybody inside, so many of the customers were sprawled on the green or luxuriating on the garden furniture that Georgie in her wisdom had placed in a new outside garden made from a section of the car park. Hedged about as they were on the new fashionable green chairs by the excess of cars, her customers still managed to enjoy the late evening sun.


Willie Biggs wrinkled his nose at the smell of fumes from the exhaust of a car, which had just sidled into a vacant space too close to his table for comfort. ‘This new idea of Georgie’s would be all right if we didn’t have these ’ere cars so close.’


Sylvia knew he liked nothing better than a good grumble but decided the day had been too good to be spoiled by one of Willie’s grumbling sessions. ‘Come on, Willie! Don’t grouse. It’s been a great day, the sun’s shining and we’re breathing God’s good air.’


‘No, we’re not, we’re breathing His air made foul by man.’


‘Oh, dear! We are in a mood.’


Willie looked into her laughing grey eyes and gave her half a smile. ‘I am. I’m worried sick.’


Sylvia studied his thin, lined face and noted the stern set of his lantern jaw, and wondered what petty irritation had brought on such gloom. ‘Tell me. I expect it’s all something and nothing.’


‘You wouldn’t say that if you’d spoken to who I spoke to this afternoon.’


Sylvia, alerted by his tantalising statement, sat up and leaned towards him saying, ‘Who?’


Willie took another sip of his ale before he replied. ‘Someone who I thought we would never see again.’


‘Well, who, then? Not Kenny Jones come back?’


Willie shook his head.


‘Terry Jones?’


‘No. Someone closer to where we are now.’


‘Not Betty MacDonald?’


‘You’re getting close. You’re on the right lines.’


‘I can’t think of anyone else who might … not poor old henpecked Mac?’


‘Close.’


Finally Sylvia grew tired of the guessing game and gave him a shove on his shoulder. ‘Tell me, then.’


Willie glanced around to check no one was within hearing and whispered in her ear, ‘Bryn Fields.’


Sylvia’s mouth dropped open with shock. ‘Get on. You’re pulling my leg.’


Willie flatly denied any such thing.


When finally she got her voice back Sylvia said loudly, ‘Bryn Fields!’


‘Sh! They’ll hear.’


‘But … you couldn’t have. He wouldn’t dare.’


‘Well, he has. Large as life.’


‘I didn’t see him.’


‘You didn’t see a lot of folk, seeing as you were in the church hall helping with the catering. But I did. I spoke to ’im.’ He leaned back again in his chair enjoying taking centre stage with his piece of hot news.


‘What had he to say for himself, then?’


‘He was miffed, he hadn’t realised it was Stocks Day.’


‘I’d have liked to see him. So what’s he like after … what … four – or is it five years since he disappeared? Did he say why he’d come back?’


Willie shook his head. ‘Tanned, he is, and you’ll never guess what!’ He sipped his ale again to prolong his moment.


‘What?’


‘He’s shaved his moustache off.’


‘Never. Well, I don’t know, he won’t be the same without it. Anyway, I don’t suppose he’ll hang around long. No one will want him.’


‘Oh, he will. He’s staying at Neville Neal’s.’


‘Neville Neal’s! That figures. They’re both troublemakers. They make a pair. Well, we don’t get far but we do see life as they say. Bryn Fields! Well I never.’


‘So now you can see why I’m worried.’


Sylvia thought over the possibilities for trouble. Counting them off on her fingers she said, ‘Georgie, for a start, though at least she might get a divorce at last, and then Dicky can make an honest woman of her. Dicky! My good heavens! He’ll be frightened to death. Poor Dicky. The Rector won’t take kindly to it either, considering the problems Bryn caused.’


‘With his temper, we’d better all look out. I never look up the church tower without thinking about poor Dicky coming close to being pushed off the top. It’s a bloody long way down.’


Sylvia shuddered. ‘Oo! Don’t remind me.’ She shuddered again. ‘I can’t think why he’s here. Maybe it’s to make things straight for Georgie. He did love her, you know. He really did. I expect that Elektra was more fun to run away with but only for the moment. But she’d never stay … She’s not with him, is she?’


‘Not so far as I know. I don’t think even Neville Neal would want a tart staying, not with his two lusty boys.’


‘Willie! What a thing to say. Anyway, there’s one thing for certain. He won’t dare show his face in here.’


Willie stood up, holding his empty glass. ‘’Nother one?’


‘Yes, please. See if there’s a table free inside, it’s starting to get cold out here.’


‘OK.’


Well, Bryn Fields. Of all people. She remembered the madness in his eyes when they finally got him down from the church tower and the rage in every shaking limb. Like something out of a film on telly, that was. What a mess there’d have been if he really had pushed Dicky over. Smashed to smithereens he’d have been, even though he was only the size of a jockey. Sylvia didn’t like the idea of never hearing Dicky’s cheerful voice again or not seeing his jolly laughing face; nothing ever fazed him … Well, except when he was white as a sheet and sweating buckets being helped down the spiral stairs. How he ever got down …


Willie caught her eye, signalling to her to come in. She picked up his jacket and went in, to find him already seated at their favourite table. ‘Dicky’s giving one of his comic turns in five minutes.’


‘Oh, good! I could do with a bit of cheering up.’


Dicky Tutt, a sprightly little man, pillar of the Church Scout Troop and the light of Georgie’s heart, stepped from behind the bar at precisely ten p.m., pushed a couple of tables closer together to make a space, clapped his hands and started his Saturday night comic turn.


‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I won’t say anything at all about what a wonderful day we’ve had, the sun in the right place and a happy, busy day for all of us. Nor will I mention how wonderful the tea was, provided as usual by the ladies of the village and made possible by the great generosity of our esteemed Village Store owner, namely Jimbo Charter-Plackett, nor will I talk about the wonderful performance our Scout Band gave prior to the start of the procession. Whoever is in charge of those Scouts deserves …’


‘Give it up, Dicky!’


‘We’ve heard it all before …’


‘Get a move on!’


Dicky laughed and began a story about the Royal Navy being billeted in a girls’ school during World War Two. He had reached the climax with the line ‘… so this notice on the dormitory wall said “Please ring this bell if you need a mistress during the night …”’ The roars of appreciation drowned the sound of the outside door opening. In fact, there was such a crowd standing by the door listening to Dicky that for a moment no one could see who’d come quietly through the open door as Dicky had begun his comic turn. It was only when the newcomer had pushed his way through the crowd to get to the bar and they saw Dicky’s face had gone drip white that they all turned to see what was up.


He was a good six feet in height with dark hair going white at the temples and a well-tanned face with strong, severe features. He was wearing a smart tropical suit and sandals, which marked him out as someone from abroad.


Georgie looked across to see what had stopped the laughter so abruptly.


Someone coughed.


Someone gasped.


Someone said, ‘Never.’


The man said jovially, ‘Good evening, everyone’ and, squeezing between the tables, went straight to the bar. ‘Now, Georgie, busy as ever! I’ll have a whisky on the rocks.’


Georgie out of habit automatically poured his drink and pushed it across the bar to him.


He tossed it back in one gulp, slid the glass back to her and asked for a refill. He didn’t take his eyes from her but after the first recognition Georgie never once caught his eye.


‘As lovely as ever.’ Bryn shot the second whisky down and then, leaning his forearm nonchalantly on the bar top, surveyed the customers. ‘Same old faces, too. Nothing changes. That’s what’s so good about this place, nothing changes. That’s what I like.’ He nodded to a few faces he recognised, then turned back to look at Georgie. ‘Nothing to say to your dear husband come back to make things right?’


Georgie’s face was no longer pretty; it was twisted and distorted by venom. In a voice totally unlike her own she snarled, ‘How dare you! How dare you come back here, you nasty, thieving, no-good, cheating, lying womaniser. You’re a thief! A no-good thief! Get out and get back under that stone you’ve just crawled out from under. Out! Out! Out!’ To emphasise her point she banged her clenched fist on the counter and leant towards him.


The customers reacted as though she were about to spit in each of their faces. They recoiled as one.


But Bryn never flinched. ‘My, you’re lovely when you’re in a temper.’


‘You’ve seen nothing yet. Just go. I don’t want you in here.’


‘I see that obnoxious little tiddler is still sniffing around. I would have thought you’d have sent him off with a flea in his ear long ago.’


The little tiddler in question was keeping such a tight grip on his fear that he seemed to have reduced in size, if that were possible.


‘Still telling his pathetic jokes and you’re all still laughing at them I see.’


At this insult to his theatrical abilities Dicky flushed, the first sign of life in him since Bryn had walked in. All eyes were on him. He saw they were and it gave him strength.


He stalked stiffly across to stand in front of Bryn, and despite the cost to him and the terrible fear he felt at facing this monster who had come so close to killing him, drawing on reserves he didn’t know he possessed he looked up at Bryn and said quietly, ‘The licensee has asked you to leave. Git!’


‘Oh! So now the little bantam cock has fluffed up his feathers, has he? Going to turn me out, eh? I don’t think so.’


Keeping his eye on Bryn, Dicky said, ‘Shall we ring for the police, Georgie?’


‘No, no, that won’t be necessary. We don’t want them here. No. I’ll leave the bar to you and Alan for half an hour. You come with me.’ She beckoned Bryn, then disappeared without a backward glance through the door marked ‘Private’. Bryn followed.


A collective sigh of disappointment flowed after them. But the door was shut firmly behind Bryn.


Georgie took him into their sitting room, which in Bryn’s day had always had boxes of crisps and the like stacked in corners because it was used as an overflow from the stockroom. Now it was as elegant as it was possible to make a room at the back of a public house.


Georgie waited until he’d chosen a chair to sit in, then stood facing him. ‘Well, what does all this mean? Not a word all this time and now you turn up. She’s left you, has she?’


‘Elektra’s done very well for herself. Married a rich American self-made man. All money and no style. But he’s besotted … for now. She’ll get plenty of alimony; she’ll be set up for life.’


‘Bully for her.’


Bryn studied her face. ‘The years don’t show.’


‘I’m happy, that’s why.’


‘Happy? Come on, Georgie! Happy! With that little squirt.’


‘He has more love and consideration in his little finger than you have in all your great hulk. I’ve brought you in here, not because I wanted you here, but because I didn’t want you showing him up with some sort of macho behaviour. He’s been my strength, has Dicky, and I won’t have him done down.’


Bryn stood up. ‘I’ll use the toilet if I may.’


She stood aside, knowing full well he was going to take the opportunity to take a look around the bedrooms. Georgie waited and smiled to herself as she heard his footsteps above her head. Outwardly she hoped she looked calm and in control, inwardly she was shaken to the core. He looked so different, so outgoing, so positive. She could hear him coming down the stairs and took the premier chair in the room to give her the upper hand when he returned. ‘Satisfied?’


‘Surprised.’


‘He doesn’t sleep here, you see.’


‘Who does, then?’


‘Bel Tutt.’


‘You’ve had our bedroom done up and a single bed.’


Georgie nodded. ‘Why not? Life doesn’t stop because you’ve done a bunk. Anyway, since Dicky joined me as manager, profits have soared.’


‘Right.’


‘He does the books, orders the stock, serves behind the bar, keeps Alan under control, all with the lightest of touches. Such a pleasing man to work with, you see.’


‘I see. And you two …’ He jerked his elbow as though nudging someone and winked.


‘That’s my business. Nothing to do with you. What have you been up to?’


‘Bar work on cruise liners. Then Elektra met this passenger and before I knew where I was she’d gone off with him.’


‘That’s why you’ve come home, is it?’


‘No, it isn’t. It’s two years since she went. I have to confess she hadn’t your style. Common, you know.’


Georgie burst out laughing. ‘Surprised you didn’t know that first off.’


Bryn enjoyed her delight even if she was laughing at him. He was doing better than he’d hoped. ‘Devastated, I was, by that dwarf …’


Georgie wagged a stern finger at him. ‘I’ve warned you. There’d have been no business to come back to if it wasn’t for him.’


Bryn saw he was doing much much better than he’d hoped, but he wouldn’t take her up on that for the moment, mustn’t push his luck. ‘I’m glad you had help. I didn’t want you to go down.’


‘You shot me down, taking all our money with you.’


Bryn looked suitably contrite. ‘I didn’t want to. Elektra saw a bank statement and argued that seeing as I was leaving you with a viable business I had a right to the money.’


‘She’s not just an ugly face, then.’


He had to smile at that. ‘You’re right. Without her warpaint she was damn ugly. Come to think of it, she was ugly with her warpaint on. God, what a sight.’ He brooded for a moment on the image that had been Elektra, then looked at Georgie. She might be older, but she still had that something special for him. ‘I’m staying with Neville and Liz.’


‘I see.’


‘They invited me. I didn’t realise it was Stocks Day. It still pulls the old heartstrings, doesn’t it?’


‘Didn’t realise you still had a heart. Be frank. Why are you here?’


Too early yet to spill the beans.


Georgie wondered why he took so long to answer. ‘Height of the cruise season so have they thrown you out for fiddling the till or something?’


‘Got sick of it, to be honest.’


Georgie doubted that word honest, there was something behind this reappearance and she couldn’t fathom what. He’d changed a lot since he’d left, become more of a man of the world, more … she couldn’t put her finger on it. She stood up. ‘I can’t leave those two much longer and it’s almost closing. Go out the back way.’


Bryn put his hand in his pocket and brought out the key to the back door. ‘I’ve always kept it. Sentimental reasons, you know.’


He looked wistful, but Georgie didn’t fall for it. ‘That was a complete waste of time.’


‘You mean you don’t want me here.’


‘In a nutshell. Out now, if you please, or I really will get the police.’


‘All right, all right. You look good enough to eat.’


‘Maybe, and it’s flattering, but for now, hop it.’


As she was closing the back door after him she said, ‘By the way, you might as well throw that key away, I’ve had all the locks changed.’ After she’d bolted the door she stood leaning against it for support. Georgie’s heart was racing. Thud. Thud. Thud. Why had that thieving, lying toad made her heart beat like this? He meant nothing to her at all. Nothing. But … there was something there which hadn’t been in him before; a certain suaveness, a kind of polish. Shaving off his stupid greying moustache had definitely taken years from his age. She heard the door to the bar being opened cautiously. ‘All right, Dicky, he’s gone. I’m just coming.’ It really was too cruel of Bryn to call Dicky a dwarf, he was a love and, more important, her love.


When ‘time’ was called the customers made a concerted rush to get out and spread the news. By Sunday morning the story of Bryn’s surprising return had spread like wildfire through the village and to friends and relatives in the adjoining villages. Ancient rivalries between Turnham Malpas and Little Derehams surfaced, and there were scathing remarks passed about the notoriety of Turnham Malpas and an underlying envy that nothing of such a spectacular nature ever happened in Little Derehams. In Penny Fawcett the inhabitants made a note definitely to attend the Monday morning farmers’ market in their village hall to hear the latest scandal direct from the lips of any of the Turnham Malpas people who regularly deserted Jimbo’s Village Store on Mondays in search of home-grown food bargains.


The return of Bryn Fields kept everyone talking for more than a week. Wherever he went, whatever he did was the big talking point; the car he bought, the people he visited, the outrageous clothes he wore. But by the end of the week they were no wiser as to his reasons for being there than they had been when he’d first arrived.





Chapter 2


They all knew Bryn had been to see Willie Biggs on several occasions but no amount of treating him to a pint of his favourite ale in the Royal Oak, or confiding in him bits of news of their own to draw him forth, would make Willie tell what Bryn had been seeing him about. Some had even resorted to trying to get Sylvia to spill the beans but to no avail; she was as tight-lipped as he. More than one said, ‘That’s what comes of working at the Rectory. She’s sworn to secrecy about who comes and goes, and now she can’t let it out not even for a winning lottery ticket.’


A week to the day of Bryn’s surprise arrival he appeared once more in the bar at the busiest time. Willie, gathered with his cronies at his favourite table, gave Sylvia a wink to warn her. Jimmy, downing his last pint before going out to do his Saturday stint with his taxi outside Culworth station, caught the wink midstream as it were and said slyly to no one in particular, ‘Bryn keeps himself busy.’


Willie deliberately ignored his remark and said, ‘Cricket team’s doing well this season. Should be the top of the league if they keep it up.’


‘Never mind about the blinking cricket team. What’s going on?’


Willie took his time to answer. ‘How should I know, he doesn’t confide in me.’


‘Oh, doesn’t he? Well, why does he keep calling? Is he fancying Sylvia?’


Sylvia blushed right to the roots of her hair.


Willie made a fist and threatened Jimmy. ‘One more word and that’s what you’ll be getting right between the eyes, make a right mess of that hawk nose of yours. Can no one do anything in this village without someone casting aspersions?’


‘Aspersions! What have you done, swallowed a dictionary?’


‘No, Jimmy Glover, I have not. Just let it drop.’


Sylvia muttered, ‘Oh Lord, he’s coming across.’


Bryn made his way over to them, carrying a loaded tray. ‘Been some time since I had the pleasure of buying you all a drink. I hope after all this time I’ve remembered your favourite tipple. He put down the tray and the five of them inspected it. ‘Orange juice for Don, gin and tonic for Vera, ale for Jimmy and Willie, and for you, Sylvia, a Martini and lemonade.’


‘Martini, oh no! That’s not me. I like a snowball; you know, advocaat and lemonade.’


Bryn groaned. ‘Of course. Sorry. I’ll have this and I’ll get you a snowball. Does the dwarf know how to make one I ask myself?’


‘That’s cruel, Bryn. Don’t call him that. We all like him,’ Sylvia protested.


Jimmy interrupted by stoutly defending Dicky. ‘He stood by Georgie and kept this pub going for her in the first few weeks after you hopped it. Thanks for the drink, I won’t be so churlish as to refuse it but don’t buy me another. I can buy my own.’ He half turned his back to Bryn, clinked his glass with the others and sat brooding about whether he should be friendly with Bryn.


When he came back with Sylvia’s snowball, Vera and Don thanked him graciously and, after a nudge from Don’s knee under the table, Vera started up a conversation with Bryn with the positive intention of finding out why he’d come back. ‘It’s no good, I’ve got to come right out with it. We’re all wondering why you’ve come back, Bryn.’


Bryn tapped the side of his nose with his forefinger. ‘Ah! That would be telling and I’m not ready to say anything until my plans are all in place.’


‘Plans! What kind of plans could you be having for this sleepy old place?’


‘You all need waking up, there’s no doubt about that. And I’m the man to do it. You wouldn’t be averse to earning an extra bob or two, would you, Jimmy?’


‘Might.’


‘I’ll call round then.’


‘I might listen – then again, I might not.’


Bryn twisted round in his chair and shouted, ‘Dicky! Same again over here, and don’t hang about.’


‘Don’t order any more for me, I’m driving tonight.’


‘One more won’t harm, I’m sure.’


Jimmy’s heavy-lidded eyes rested on Bryn’s face. ‘You won’t soften me up, not even with a whole gallon of ale. I can’t forget your behaviour before you left. It was only the Rector being so strong that prevented you from murdering Dicky. I don’t know how the poor chap can bear you in the same room as him. Why you haven’t gone to prison for it I’ll never know. Anyway, time I was off.’ Jimmy strode out, leaving behind him an uncomfortable silence.


Sylvia pretended to check her watch, cleared her throat and said, ‘I’ve a programme to watch on TV, if you’ll excuse me.’ She picked up her bag from the settle and squeezed out. ‘Goodnight.’


Willie followed, glad of an excuse, leaving a half-finished pint on the table. Vera and Don felt uneasy. If he wasn’t going to tell them why he was there, what was there to talk about? They were saved any further embarrassment by Georgie coming to the table with the tray of drinks Bryn had ordered.


Georgie looked at Vera and Don but avoided Bryn’s eyes. ‘Oh, dear! What a surprise,’ she said, ‘your guests are disappearing one by one. What do you want me to do with this lot, Bryn?’


‘Oh! We’ll drink it, won’t we, Vera?’


Vera blushed. Don grunted and made to take his orange juice from the tray, but Georgie stepped back so the tray was out of his reach. ‘I’ve a better idea.’ Without any warning she tipped the drinks over Bryn’s head. Ale and orange juice and gin and tonic ran all over him and the glasses crashed to the floor around him. All he could do was to sit there gasping, soaked to the skin, wiping away drink from his eyes with his well-tanned hand.


Between clenched teeth Georgie snarled, ‘Another time don’t you ever dare shout for Dicky to bring you drinks in that nasty way. I run a well-mannered pub here and I won’t stand for it. You’d speak to a dog better than that.’


Bryn stood up and came as close as he had ever done to striking Georgie. He brought his arm back to do that very thing, but the savage glint in her eye and the thought that he wouldn’t get what he wanted from her by alienating her stopped him just in time. It was difficult to be taken seriously when wet through and smelling like a brewery, though, but he tried. ‘I’m very sorry, Georgie, love, I shouldn’t have asked like that. Forgetting my manners.’ He paused to wipe the trickles of drink running off the end of his nose. ‘Won’t happen again.’


‘In future remember what I’ve said. I won’t have you speaking like that in here. And you can pay me for that lot before you go.’


Bryn spread his hands wide in a placatory gesture. ‘I’d better get changed first. I’ll be back.’ He threaded his way between the tables, causing customers to snatch at their coats to avoid getting them wet. A long wet trail was all that was left of Bryn when the door closed behind him.


‘Vera, let’s be off. I don’t want any more of him embarrassing me. Don’t know what’s got into him. He’s not the same man at all. Come on.’ Don took her elbow to assist her to rise, and in a gentlemanly fashion picked up her bag from the floor and tucked it under his arm.


‘Thanks. ’Ere let me carry that.’ They stepped around Dicky who was mopping the floor after Bryn. ‘Don’t know how you put up with it, Dicky, ’im coming in here. Just don’t do anything daft, mind.’
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