

[image: Cover Image]




Copyright


Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-1-4055-2739-2

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2008 Eve Houston

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


For Alastair and Simon –
the best ever



Acknowledgements


This book could not have been written without the support and advice of the following people:

The Reverend Alison Burnside, Church of Scotland minister in the parishes of Glencoe: St Munda’s and Duror; Janet and Duncan Beaton; Vivien Green, my agent, with thanks for her unswerving confidence in my ability to finish what I started; the curator and staff of Stewartry Museum in Kirkcudbright; Scottish National Heritage (Dumfries and Galloway); and last, but certainly not least, my husband Jim who keeps everything on an even keel and never loses faith.



Author’s Note
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The Setting for the Prior’s Ford Books


Dumfries and Galloway, the southernmost county in Scotland, is an area of some of the most beautiful countryside to be found in the UK. It is rich in wildlife, and its hills and valleys are scattered with farmland, attractive villages and towns of architectural beauty as well as abbeys, castles and great houses and gardens bearing witness to its long history.

It is a land of lochs, streams and rivers, and its southernmost border is the wild and magnificent Solway Firth. Dumfries and Galloway, in short, has everything.

What better place to set a book?

For more information, visit www.visitdumfriesandgalloway.co.uk.



Main Characters


Glen and Libby Mason – landlord and landlady of the Neurotic Cuckoo

Ingrid MacKenzie – owns the Gift Horse gift shop and tearoom, lives on Mill Walk estate with husband Peter and daughters Freya and Ella

Jenny Forsyth – lives on Mill Walk estate with husband Andrew and son Calum

Helen Campbell – lives on Slaemuir housing scheme with husband Duncan and their four children Gregor, Gemma, Lachlan and Irene

Clarissa Ramsay – newcomer to the village, widow, lives in Willow Cottage

The Rev. Naomi Hennessey – Church of Scotland minister, lives in the manse with her godson Ethan

Alastair Marshall – artist and general jack of all trades, lives in a farm cottage on the edge of Prior’s Ford

Marcy Copleton and Sam Brennan – run the village store and post office together, live in Rowan Cottage

Hector and Fliss Ralston-Kerr – the local laird and his wife, live in dilapidated Linn Hall with their son Lewis
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Saul Beckett steered the well-used and seldom-washed Land Rover along the road from Kirkcudbright, not even noticing the green lushness of the fields only to be found in Dumfries and Galloway on cold February days. Nor was he interested in the ewes, fat and woolly and resembling a small child’s drawing, placidly grazing as they awaited the arrival of their lambs.

Saul was a man with a mission, a townie who had never found the countryside beguiling.

He passed the end of the lane that led up to Tarbethill Farm and only slowed down once he came to the village of Prior’s Ford, cruising slowly along Main Street, past the village hall on his right and the primary school on his left, its playground busy with children enjoying their afternoon break.

He was looking out for the village inn, the Neurotic Cuckoo, but just as he reached the half-moon-shaped village green by the side of the village hall his attention was taken by three young women, each carrying a big cardboard box, waiting to cross the road. Saul braked and waved them across with a gallant flourish of one arm.

The three women smiled at him as they hurried in front of his bonnet, unaware that the polite stranger was on a mission that would soon throw their quiet little village into chaos and set neighbour against neighbour. Saul nodded in return, eyeing them idly. Two were all right, he decided: one small, with long brown hair that she kept trying to flick back with tosses of the head, while the other was taller, with fair, well-cut hair forming a neat frame for her pretty face. But the third woman was the one who captured his interest – tall, slim and an incredibly beautiful blonde.

‘You’re more than welcome, darlin’,’ he murmured as she smiled at him, ‘any time at all!’And he let the engine idle for a moment so he could watch the gorgeous blonde and her friends walk across the village green.

It was as he followed their progress that Saul noticed the local pub, his destination, at the centre of the crescent.

He had passed the turning to the crescent without realising it, but fortunately it opened on to Main Street at the other end as well. Saul put the Land Rover into gear and moved off. As he made the turn and headed towards the pub, he saw the blonde and her friends enter a neat little shop with a sign above the door proclaiming it to be the Gift Horse. Pity, that, he thought. It would have been nice if they had been making for the pub, same as he was.

‘What a gentlemanly man,’ Ingrid MacKenzie said to her two friends as they made their way towards the Gift Horse. ‘Nice of him to stop for us.’

‘For you, I think.’ Helen Campbell winked at Jenny Forsyth, who grinned back at her.

‘Why for me? There were three of us.’

‘It’s that hair – and your height. And the way you carry yourself.’ Helen tossed her long brown hair back from her face as best she could, with her arms full. ‘He could tell you used to be a glamorous model.’ Nobody could ever think that of her, she knew. Mother of four, once slim but now a little on the plump side; she could best be described as ‘homely’.

‘No, no, I haven’t modelled for years. He saw only that I was a housewife and mother, like you and Jenny. Here …’ Ingrid dumped her box on top of Jenny’s. ‘Hold that for a moment while I get my key.’

‘I can’t see!’

‘There is nothing to look at,’ Ingrid replied calmly as she took the key from her pocket and unlocked the door. Then, retrieving the box, ‘There, now you can see again. Come in and I will make you some coffee.’

Jenny and Helen followed her in obediently. There was something about Ingrid – possibly her air of serenity – that marked her as a leader. The two of them had already been good friends when Ingrid, who had left her career and Scandinavia for love of a Scotsman, settled in Prior’s Ford with her husband Peter and their daughters, Freya and Ella. Jenny and Helen had set out to make the newcomer feel at home, and when Ingrid opened her gift shop and tearoom some three years earlier, Jenny, who shared her interest in crafts, had gone into business with her. Helen helped by keeping records of the items sold in the shop, which was open during the spring and summer tourist season.

‘I thought it would have been colder in here, given how cold it is outside.’ Jenny unwound the crimson scarf from around her neck and unfastened her coat, then fluffed up her fair, well-cut hair with the tips of her fingers.

‘I switched the heating on this morning. We can’t work in the cold.’ Ingrid emptied her box of coloured cards, reels of ribbon and plastic envelopes filled with tiny pieces of coloured foam in all sort of shapes, on to one of the three small tables provided for visitors in search of light refreshments, while Jenny, hanging her coat on the back of a chair, lifted two rosy-cheeked rag dolls dressed in brightly patterned frocks from the box she had brought.

‘What d’you think?’ She held them aloft. ‘I finished them last night.’

‘Very nice; they’ll be sure to sell well,’ Ingrid said approvingly, while Helen, discarding the craft and exercise books she had produced from her box, reached for one of the dolls.

‘They’re gorgeous, Jenny.’ She held the doll up, smiling into its cheerful little face. ‘She makes you feel happy just looking at her.’

‘What a nice thing to say!’

‘It’s true. She’ll bring happiness to whoever buys her.’ Just as Jenny herself did, Helen thought. She was a caring person who never had a bad word to say about anyone. Helen had been born and raised in Prior’s Ford, as had her husband, Duncan, while Jenny and Andrew Forsyth had settled in the village a few months before the birth of their only child, Calum. Jenny never spoke about her past and Helen had never pried, though there were times when she glimpsed an inner sadness in her friend’s hazel eyes and a droop to her generous, normally smiling mouth, and suspected that life had not always been as kind to Jenny as it was now.

‘I wish I could make things like that,’ she said as she laid the doll down gently.

‘No you don’t, because we need your efficient mind,’ Ingrid told her. ‘You’re so good at making lists of all the things we have, and the things we still need.’

‘Just you wait until I publish my bestseller – I’ll be too busy writing the next one to do your lists for you,’ Helen teased. She was taking a correspondence course on creative writing, and it was her burning ambition to become a novelist. ‘Not that you need to worry about that, because it’ll never happen,’ she added.

‘Yes it will, though you have to stop telling us and yourself that it won’t,’ Jenny remarked.

‘What’s the point in kidding myself?’ The demands of a husband, a house and four children, together with the typing she did for people in order to make a little money, left her with very little time to spare for her own writing. She heaved a sigh without even realising that she was doing it, and her shoulders drooped.

Her friends glanced at each other, then Ingrid said, ‘Every day and in every way, I am getting better and better. You must say that to yourself every morning, Helen.’

‘Before or after making sure the children have got up and got washed and dressed and eaten breakfast and collected everything they need for school?’

‘One day they’ll fly the nest and you’ll have more time. Until then, you should learn to be more positive,’ Ingrid scolded her, and then, studying Helen, her head on one side, she added, ‘It must be something to do with your Scottish winters – my Peter can feel low at times, just like you, but I tell him I won’t be bothered with that. When you write your bestselling book, Jenny and I will pile copies in the window and nobody will be allowed out of the shop without buying one. Now,’ she delved into her box and produced a bottle, ‘I borrowed some of Peter’s best whisky, so we can each have a tot in our coffee. That should cheer you up!’

* * *

‘It’ll do me well enough,’ Saul Beckett said when he had followed the landlord up the narrow stairs to inspect one of the two rooms available for visitors to the Neurotic Cuckoo. ‘D’you want a deposit?’

‘I’ll trust you,’ Glen Mason told him amiably, eyeing the other’s holdall, his only luggage. ‘Staying long?’

‘A few days, probably no more than that.’

‘Holiday, is it?’

‘Mmm.’ The ceiling sloped, which meant Saul had to stoop to look out of the window at the village green and Main Street beyond. On the opposite side of the street he could see the local church, the village store, a butcher’s shop and a greengrocer’s and flower shop. A road leading off the street directly across from the pub gave him a glimpse of the river and the soft, rolling hills that the district of Dumfries and Galloway was famed for.

‘Not a very big place, this.’

‘Larger than you might think,’ Glen said. ‘There’s a good few houses fitted in between the river and the shops across there, council housing behind the school, and a private housing estate behind the church. I always say, show a developer a few feet of ground these days and he’ll manage to build a house on it.’ He chuckled at his own wit.

‘You’re not from here, are you?’

Glen leaned back against the doorjamb, his thumbs hooked into his braces. He was in his late fifties, a tall well-built man who enjoyed talking, an asset for any pub landlord. And by his way of it, he was interested in folk though his wife, Libby, called it nosiness. ‘Birmingham area. Me and the missus had a corner shop all our married life, then we got fed up with the city so we decided to look for somewhere nice and quiet. We’d always fancied running a pub, so here we are. Been here for – oh, must be comin’ up for eight years now. We’ve never regretted makin’ the move, and never will. This place is the answer to all our dreams.’

‘It that so?’ said the man who was about to shatter Glen Mason’s dream, and the new life he had so carefully created for himself. ‘Prior’s Ford – where did that name come from?’

‘There was a priory here hundreds of years ago – you’ll see the ruins if you go out of the village in that direction.’ Glen jerked his head to the right. ‘It stands up on a hill, and they say the monks built it there because the river’s shallow at that point – a ford. The stepping stones they used are still there. It’s twenty-five pounds a night, by the way, bed and breakfast. Will you be wantin’ dinner as well? It’s fifteen pounds extra, but worth it. She’s a good cook, my Libby. Nothin’ fancy and no menus. She makes it, and the guests eat it. Never had a complaint yet.’ He grinned at Saul. ‘It’s thanks to her that I’m carryin’ all this weight, but I’m not complainin’ either.’

‘Aye, put me down for dinner as well, why not? Do I leave the car out front?’

‘There’s a yard at the back with enough room to take it.’

‘I’ll move it now, then.’ Saul Beckett went towards the door and Glen, who had been set for a chat, had no option but to let him pass.

‘A walkin’ holiday, is it?’ he asked as they clattered back down the stairs to the small hallway. The new guest’s clothes were well worn and shabbily comfortable, and his boots sturdy.

‘Aye, I do a lot of that.’ Saul ducked out of the front door and when he returned five minutes later Glen was waiting in the small reception area.

‘Dinner at seven thirty. Here’s your key, and the register – all we need’s your name and address and your car registration.’

‘Fine.’ The guest spun the register round and swiftly scrawled the required information. ‘See you later,’ he said, and disappeared upstairs while Glen studied the new entry in the register, barely noticing the sound of a taxi passing by.

Clarissa Ramsay, huddled in the back seat, was scarcely aware that the taxi had reached Prior’s Ford. Her mind had been a confused jumble ever since the moment, ten days earlier, when she received the phone call from her stepson to tell her that her husband, visiting his family in the Lake District, had succumbed to a massive and totally unexpected stroke. Since then – throughout the rushed journey south, the funeral arrangements, the funeral itself, the journey back to Dumfries and Galloway – she had felt in a sort of waking trance.

When the taxi drew up outside the house on the corner of Adams Crescent and Main Street and the driver said cheerfully, ‘Here we are, then – Willow Cottage,’ she jerked upright and stared out at the pretty two-storey house for a few seconds before recognising it as her home. Hers and – just hers, she realised bleakly.

‘Oh – thank you.’ She was still fumbling with the rear door when the man opened it from the outside. ‘I’ll see to your luggage, love,’ he said, helping her to alight. While she looked for her wallet he carried her cases up the path and placed them on the mat before the front door.

She paid him, adding a generous tip. Keith hadn’t believed in tipping people. ‘A fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay,’ he always said, and when Clarissa pointed out that people such as taxi drivers and hairdressers depended on tips to make up their low wages, he had informed her that tipping them just allowed their employers to profit by keeping their wages low. But now Keith was dead, and she was free to do as she wished. And the taxi driver had been exceptionally kind.

‘Want me to see you in?’ he asked as he pocketed the money.

‘No, I can manage, but thank you for offering.’

‘You’re very welcome, love,’ he said, and hopped back into his cab. As he drove back to his cab rank Clarissa turned slowly to face the house that Keith had chosen for his retirement.

It looked back at her impassively, neither welcoming nor rejecting her. She walked up the flagged path between the neat borders that Keith had weeded just before leaving for the Lake District and put her key in the lock. Once inside, she put her cases down at the foot of the stairs, then sat on the second to bottom step, wondering what on earth she was going to do with the rest of her life.

When the Gift Horse was open during the tourist season, visitors were served coffee made in the small kitchen behind the shop, but when she was working there during the closed season Ingrid brought her coffee-maker from the house.

Now, as she poured coffee and added a generous tot of her husband’s whisky to each mug, she took time to glance out of the window.

‘Isn’t that Mrs Ramsay getting out of that taxi? Poor woman,’ she added as Helen joined her at the window. ‘Do you think we should ask her in for a coffee?’

‘She might not feel like company, when she’s just back from burying her husband,’ Jenny said doubtfully, joining her friends, a half-made rag doll in one hand. ‘It’s not as if either of them mixed much with people. They seemed to prefer their own company.’

‘That might have been because they were newcomers.’

‘It might also have been because they didn’t care for strangers. Some people are like that.’

‘Whichever it is, best leave her to get settled in,’ Helen advised. ‘She’ll be tired after the funeral and the journey from England.’

‘I wonder if she’ll stay in the village?’Jenny pondered.

‘I imagine she’ll want to go back south now she’s been widowed. Such a shame, him dying so soon after retiring. Poor woman!’ Ingrid said again.
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Inside Willow Cottage, Clarissa Ramsay sat motionless on the stairs for a good ten minutes before using the newel post to pull herself to her feet. She took off her black hat and coat and hung them both neatly on the coat stand, then looked at herself in the mirror by the door. A small, neatly built, unassuming woman with brown eyes and short brown hair looked back at her.

Keith, a keen bird watcher, had once told her affectionately that if born a bird instead of a human being, she would have been a sparrow. ‘A sparrow of a woman,’ he had said, smiling down at her indulgently. But today, returning from his funeral, no longer a wife but a widow, she felt more like a mouse than a sparrow.

She remembered reading out a poem by Rabbie Burns, the Ayrshire farmer poet, to one of her classes. It was about a mouse fleeing before the men who were harvesting the field where it had its nest.

Clarissa hadn’t lost her home, but now she knew just how that little mouse must have felt as it scampered, panic-stricken, through the stubble, its world suddenly turned upside down.

She went into the kitchen to put the kettle on. When it had boiled she put a teabag in a mug, added water, and then sat at the kitchen table, watching the liquid in the mug turning darker and wondering what she should do. Stay here, in the village that Keith had chosen to retire to, and in the house he had opted to buy? Or return to England and the life she had lived before becoming a middle-aged bride?

‘Come home soon,’ her closest friend, Stella Bartholomew, had said at the funeral. ‘You need to be with your friends, Clarissa.’

Clarissa had loved being a school teacher, and she had loved her flat and her quiet lifestyle. Although she had friends she had also enjoyed her own company. She liked going to museums and art galleries, seeing the occasional film, reading, attending concerts. Then she had married her headmaster, who had taken over her life. Being looked after and having decisions made for her had been quite pleasant, but now she realised that, without being aware of it, she had gradually lost the ability to be independent.

She thought, with mingled shock and guilt, that she wasn’t even sure what upset her most – the fact that Keith had died, or the fact that she was going to have to get used to being on her own again.

A sudden, deep yawn took her by surprise and forced her into making her first decision – to go to bed. Her new life would have to wait until tomorrow.

The doorways in the Neurotic Cuckoo were not high and Glen Mason, tall as well as burly, had learned the hard way to duck every time he went through one. Fortunately, his scalp was well padded with a layer of thick grey hair.

‘Saul Beckett, from Halifax,’ he reported as he entered the pub’s kitchen. ‘Weather-beaten sort of chap, casually dressed, and strong boots on his feet.’ He poured a mug of coffee and settled his hips comfortably against the edge of the sink. ‘A walker. We’ll not see much of him if this weather keeps up.’

‘All I’m bothered about is, will he be all right for steak and kidney pie?’ Libby was chopping carrots with a speed and skill that never failed to amaze her husband. Like Glen, she was in her late fifties, and where he could be described as burly, she was comfortably plump. With her snowy-white hair, long enough to be pleated and then pinned around her head, and her gentle smile and kindly blue eyes, Libby looked like everyone’s idea of the perfect granny. Sadly, in their twenty-seven years of marriage, she and Glen had never been blessed with children.

‘He looks like the steak and kidney pie type. None of your vegetarian nonsense with a big man like that.’

‘I’ve got a good sturdy broth in the freezer. Fetch it out, Glen, it’s on the top shelf, well labelled. And a jam sponge and custard for afters,’ Libby decided contentedly. Cooking was her hobby, and she was at her happiest when guests were staying at the inn. The Scottish border country was a popular holiday venue in the summer, but she couldn’t recall them having had any bookings in February before. Prior’s Ford and its inhabitants were usually left to their own devices during the winter months.

She said so now, and her husband nodded agreement. ‘He’s a difficult man to get to know. Not keen to talk about himself. It’s as if he’s got a secret past.’

‘Look who’s talking,’ Libby said. ‘We don’t want folk to know our business, do we? So why should you want to know his? Everyone’s entitled to their secrets.’

‘But they can still talk, can’t they? Pass the time of day, an’ that.’

‘You let folk alone, Glen Mason – and if you’re lucky, they’ll let you alone.’

‘You worry too much,’ Glen said, and took himself off to the bar.

It was nice to have a visitor during the closed season, Libby thought as she scooped up a handful of diced carrots, glowing like little rubies, and tossed them into the pie dish. Nice to have someone else to cook for.

As long as Glen watched his tongue and didn’t let it run away with itself, and say too much.

The Neurotic Cuckoo’s one and only guest ate every crumb of his dinner and then moved from the small dining room to the bar, where he ordered a pint of beer and a whisky chaser, and settled at a small corner table with a book. When the regulars began to arrive in twos and threes he glanced up and nodded to each of them, then returned to his reading, clearly uninterested in conversation.

To Glen’s disappointment, the man disappeared upstairs early, giving his host no time for conversation once the regulars had begun to head for home.

In the morning, he devoured a large breakfast, assured both Glen and Libby he had had an excellent night’s sleep, and asked for a packed lunch. As soon as it was ready he set off in his Land Rover.

It took all Clarissa’s courage to step out of the front door the morning after she returned from her husband’s funeral.

To the best of her knowledge nobody had seen her arriving on the previous afternoon and she would have been happy to stay indoors for a day or two, giving herself some time before facing others; but unfortunately, the larder was almost bare, and needs must. There was nothing for it but to do some shopping.

As she was about to enter the village store cum post office run by her neighbours, Marcy Copleton and Sam Brennan, a young woman who was just coming out said, ‘Oh, Mrs Ramsay, how are you?’

‘I’m quite well, thank you …’ Clarissa floundered, trying to recall the woman’s name. She recognised the pretty face framed in a neat cap of fair hair, and knew she had frequently passed the time of day in the street or the shops with this girl.

‘Jenny Forsyth – I live down by the river. I was over in the Gift Horse yesterday with my friends, Ingrid and Helen – Ingrid and I run the shop – and we saw the taxi bringing you home.’

‘Oh, of course, Mrs Forsyth.’ Now Clarissa placed her. She had one son, a nice wee boy who attended the local primary school.

‘We thought of coming over to see how you were, but then we decided that perhaps you’d prefer to be on your own after your journey. I was – we were all so sorry to hear of your loss,’ Jenny said with warm sincerity.

‘Thank you, my dear.’

‘Is there anything I can do to help you? Any errands at all, or if you would like company you are very welcome to drop in any time.’

‘That’s very kind. I’m just – trying to come to terms with what’s happened at the moment.’

‘Of course.’ Jenny reached out and put a hand on Clarissa’s arm, then said, ‘I’ll not keep you, but please do get in touch if you need anything at all. Our number’s in the phone book.’

Clarissa thanked her again and went on into the village store, which was mercifully quiet. She worked her way round the shelves, wishing she had thought to make out a shopping list, then made her way to the counter. Normally Marcy Copleton, a down-to-earth woman in her early forties, efficient but friendly without being too intrusive, could be found there; but today, to Clarissa’s dismay, Marcy’s partner Sam was at the till instead of in his usual place behind the post office grille.

Sam was clearly as embarrassed as Clarissa. ‘You’re back, Mrs Ramsay,’ he said in a loud and over-cheerful voice. ‘Have a good – I mean, did everything go as – as expected?’

‘The funeral went well.’ She concentrated her gaze on his hands, watching closely as one lifted each item from her wire basket and the other tapped busily at the till. It wasn’t that she suspected him of cheating; it was just easier at the moment to look anywhere but at people’s faces.

‘That’s good. Got your basket?’

She lifted her empty hands, then glanced down at the floor by her feet before saying helplessly, ‘I must have forgotten to bring it with me today.’

‘Not to worry.’ Sam picked up one of the polythene bags with the shop advertised on it. ‘Just as well, since it’s coming on to rain. This’ll keep ’em drier than in your basket.’ He packed the items efficiently, remarking in an attempt to keep silence at bay, ‘You’re looking well.’

‘I doubt that – black was never my colour.’ The words were out before Clarissa could stop them. She stared at the man on the other side of the counter, her shock mirroring his, and then grabbed the bag. ‘I mean – I’d better be off,’ she gabbled, and shot out of the shop, almost knocking a wee boy over as they met in the doorway.

What had possessed her? she asked herself as she scurried back to the safety of Willow Cottage, where she opened the gate, closed it carefully behind her as she always did, and almost ran up the path to the green door. Once inside she paused for a moment – again, as she always did – waiting for Keith to call from his study. Then, realising that the call was never going to come again, she shook her head at her own stupidity.

She carried the bag into the kitchen and unpacked it, then stood with it in her hand, at a loss as to what to do with it. Keith detested those bags; he had bought her a very nice wicker basket for her village shopping, and a large, sturdy canvas bag for Mondays, when they drove to Kirkcudbright to do their weekly shop in a supermarket.

Finally, she folded the bag and put it carefully into the swing bin, then put the groceries away.

The doorbell had a genteel ring, a double chime as near to a discreet cough as a doorbell could get, but even so she jumped when she heard it, and peered cautiously round the door once she had opened it slightly.

‘Mrs Ramsay, I’ve only just heard you were back in the village. I thought I would call to see how you are. Is this a bad time?’ Naomi Hennessey went on as Clarissa stared at her in silence.

‘Oh – Reverend Hennessey. Of course not.’ Remembering her manners, Clarissa backed into the hall, opening the door properly. ‘Come in, please.’

She led the way to the living room, patting her hair with a nervous hand as she went. She couldn’t remember if she had combed it when she got back from the store, or the last time she had done any dusting. She cast a swift glance around the room; it was tidy, but she was sure that if the minister happened to draw a finger along a wooden surface, she would leave a clean streak.

Fortunately, Naomi Hennessey wasn’t interested in clean, dusted houses. She saw her mission in life as working with people rather than their surroundings. When her hostess flapped a hand at one of the armchairs in a vague invitation to sit, and said tentatively, ‘Tea?’ Naomi replied, ‘I would love a cup, if you’re making one. Why don’t I come to the kitchen with you? Four hands are better than two.’

‘It’s – I don’t think I’ve washed the dishes yet.’

‘Oh, you should see my kitchen, Mrs Ramsay. Nothing gets washed until I have enough to fill the dishwasher, and as for Ethan – that boy never thinks of rinsing out a mug. Every time he wants a drink he uses a clean mug and then he takes it to his room, or the living room, or even the bathroom, and leaves it there. I’m for ever chasing round the house, collecting mugs. I don’t think he’ll ever learn,’ she went on cheerfully as she followed Clarissa to the kitchen.

‘The kettle …’ Clarissa peered round the familiar room, as though expecting to find the kettle anywhere but in its usual place, then said with a weak laugh, ‘Of course, there it is. I seem to be all at sea these days …’

‘That’s completely understandable. Why don’t you sit down, Mrs Ramsay, and let me see to the tea?’ Naomi drew out one of the chairs tucked neatly beneath the small kitchen table.

‘I couldn’t let you do that. You’re my guest!’

‘Of course you could. You look tired. Sit down,’ Naomi insisted, and Clarissa, without meaning to, sank on to the chair.

‘The cups are in that cupboard, and the kettle probably needs filling …’

‘It does.’ Naomi unplugged it and took it over to the kitchen sink. As she plugged it in again she said, ‘I’m sorry if I called at a bad time. You looked so taken aback when you opened the door. Were you expecting someone else?’

‘No, it was just – you’re not wearing your collar – your business clothes?’ Clarissa fumbled for the right word. ‘I didn’t recognise you for a minute.’

‘Really? But that’s wonderful!’ Naomi Hennessey spun round, a huge white-toothed grin splitting her coffee-coloured face. ‘I love it!’ She leaned against the kitchen counter as laughter spilled from her, filling the room with its warm, rich sound. Delight creased her dark eyes until they disappeared from sight, and her ample body shook from head to toe.

The laughter was genuine and infectious; Clarissa felt it reach across the small kitchen to touch her, enfold her, and then enter her own body, warming a heart that had been chilled ever since the phone call telling her of Keith’s death. She gave a dry, creaky chuckle, then another, and a third released the natural laughter that had started to bubble up inside her. But as the merriment in the kitchen began to slow down, her sense of propriety took over again.

‘I don’t know what made me say that,’ she apologised. ‘It just came out. It wasn’t very polite.’

‘It was very funny, though.’ Naomi dug into the pocket of her brightly coloured flowered skirt and produced a handkerchief. Mopping her streaming eyes, she said, ‘I mean, how many people with my colouring live in Prior’s Ford? Now that the ice is broken, can I ask for a mug instead of a cup? People will insist on producing the best china when the minister comes to call and I much prefer mugs. I usually prefer to wear my own clothes when I visit, too – I find it helps to put people at their ease. That’s why I’m not wearing my uniform. Teabags?’

‘Loose tea – in that blue canister with “tea” on it.’

‘Of course – all my marked canisters have the wrong thing in them. I keep thinking,’ Naomi said as she took the lid off the canister, ‘that I should put them right, but at the same time, there’s something adventurous about opening a canister and not knowing what you’ll find in it.’ She lifted the open canister to her nose, and sniffed. ‘Oh, Earl Grey – how wonderful.’

She continued to talk as she took two mugs from the hooks Keith had put beneath one of the cupboards, and made the tea. She was a large woman – tall and well proportioned rather than fat, but even if she had been small and thin, Clarissa was convinced she would still have filled the house with her presence.

Keith had always done that, too, but his presence had been austere – once a headmaster, always a headmaster, Clarissa’s friend Stella had once remarked.

Naomi, on the other hand, filled the air around her with something that Clarissa could only describe as joy. Not the spiritual, God-loving joy one might expect from a minister, but the joy of being alive and being with whomever she happened to be with at that moment. It sparkled in her eyes, and in the smile that showed a flash of strong white teeth, and it fuelled the laughter which, like her voice, was filled with the warmth of the Jamaican sun.

‘Shall we have our tea in here, or in your front room?’ she asked now.

‘The living room would be more comfortable. I don’t take sugar, but we – I do have some. And would you like a biscuit?’

‘Neither for me. I’ve just come from a visit, and the lady of the house happens to be an excellent baker. No wonder I’m big,’ Naomi said as she put mugs, teapot and milk jug onto a tray then moved out of the kitchen, swaying gracefully along the hall before Clarissa, her skirt swinging from side to side like a bell. ‘My kind parishioners seem to think that because I don’t have a wife to look after me as most ministers do, I need feeding up.’
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‘So,’ Naomi said once the two of them were settled in the living room, ‘how are you, Mrs Ramsay?’

‘I’m – coping. It’s kind of you to call. It’s not as if we’re – I’m – a member of your congregation.’

‘You’re one of my parishioners, and if there’s anything I can do to help you, I hope you’ll tell me.’

‘There’s nothing, really. It’s just going to take some time to get used to being on my own again.’

‘How long were you married?’

‘Only seven years. We met when I taught in the school where Keith was head teacher. I left when we married. He’d been divorced – he has two grown children – but it was my first marriage. My only marriage,’ Clarissa added. ‘And now – well, I don’t quite know what I’m going to do next.’

‘As you say, you need time to think about it.’

‘Do I stay or do I go?’ Clarissa shrugged helplessly. ‘I don’t know. Keith was the one who wanted to retire to Scotland.’

‘Do you have family back in England?’

‘Nobody close, just some cousins I never saw much.’

‘And your stepchildren.’

‘Oh, they’re grown, with their own lives. We’ve never been close – they still have their own mother.’

‘I’m sure you had friends, though.’

‘Some good friends.’ Clarissa suddenly realised that she would give anything to have Stella close at hand at a time like this.

‘Well, Prior’s Ford’s a friendly place, should you decide to stay. I’m certainly glad I found my way here.’ Naomi finished her tea. ‘Would you mind if I had another cup?’

‘Of course not.’ Before Clarissa could struggle out of her chair, Naomi had lifted the pot and come across the room to top up her hostess’s mug before refilling her own.

‘I love tea,’ she said contentedly as she sat down again, her warm voice giving the word such meaning that it sounded as though she really was in love with the drink. ‘I drink gallons of it every day, but even so, I do love it!’ Watching the way she cradled the mug in her two brown hands, Clarissa decided that this woman possessed the rare gift of appreciating even the smallest things in her life.

‘My mother would be horrified if she saw me sitting here,’ she admitted, ‘letting a guest serve me in my own house.’

Naomi’s laugh filled the room once again. ‘And my mother would have told yours that life is too short and too full of things to do, to trouble with etiquette. We were born to serve each other, she always said.’

‘Were you born in …?’ Clarissa hesitated.

‘Leicester. My father was an English sailor and my mother a Jamaican woman. He fell in love with her at first sight, and managed to persuade her to leave her country and go with him to his. She didn’t take much persuasion – it was love at first sight for her, too. I pick up accents easily,’ Naomi explained. ‘From my mother I got the Jamaican way of speaking and her looks and colour, and from my father, the English way of speaking. Then I got a place at Dundee University to read modern literature, so I picked up some Scottish words.’ She smiled over the rim of her mug. ‘So you see, Mrs Ramsay, I am all of those cultures in one body large enough to house them. And in answer to your next question, I gave up modern literature and my plan to teach, when I met a young Church of Scotland minister. He changed my life.’

‘You married him?’

Naomi shook her head. ‘Oh no, he already had a very nice wife. I’ve never been married.’

‘But you have a son—’ Clarissa began, and then, horrified by her own tactlessness, she clapped a hand to her lips and said through her fingers, ‘I’m so sorry, it’s none of my business!’

‘I don’t blame you for being confused,’ Naomi said blithely. ‘Ethan’s my godson. He’s my cousin’s boy and he’s pure Jamaican. She has a big family, more than she and her husband can feed and clothe, so I brought Ethan to Britain a few years ago. He’s a clever boy when he puts his mind to it, and we all want him to have a chance to do something with his life. The man I mentioned before – the minister I met in Dundee – presented me with a very special gift: he helped me find my true path through life. Now, I hope, I’m helping others, including Ethan, to find the paths that are right for them.’

‘He must have found it difficult when he first came to Britain.’

‘Yes, he did, and at times he still does. But problems are two-sided, Mrs Ramsay. They can crush us if we let them, or they can be turned around and used to strengthen our belief in ourselves and the world we live in.’ Naomi finished her tea, and set the mug down. ‘If you ever want to talk to me, you know where the manse is. And if you ever decide to attend one of our services you’ll be very welcome. But that must be your decision.’

At the door she turned to take Clarissa’s hand in both of hers. ‘Take your time,’ she said, ‘don’t make any hurried decisions. You need to be kind to yourself. May God bless you, Mrs Ramsay – and I know that He does, for He’s very understanding.’

Then, her white-toothed grin flashing out again, she added, ‘Which I find comforting, given that He’s a he and not a she.’

Saul Beckett didn’t return to the Neurotic Cuckoo until seven that evening. Again, he demolished the large dinner Libby had prepared for him.

‘Walkin’s given you an appetite, eh?’ Glen said as he cleared the main course away.

‘Aye.’

‘Prior’s Ford’s in a bonny part of the world.’

‘Aye.’

‘Been in this area before?’

‘Not for a good while.’

‘I’ll fetch your pudding.’ Glen went into the kitchen, where he said, ‘It’s like tryin’ to get blood from a stone.’

‘Give over, Glen, not everyone’s got your gift of the gab. The man’s on holiday – maybe he spends his days in an office with folk talking at him all the time, and he just wants some peace and quiet now. For all you know,’ Libby observed, ‘he might work in one of those terrible call centres, with a phone at his ear all day, five or six days a week.’

‘He doesn’t look like an indoors man – he’s weather-beaten. More like a gardener or maybe even a ghillie.’

‘Then he might not be used to talking,’ Libby pointed out. ‘He might prefer his own company to anyone else’s.’

Saul Beckett went through the same routine on the following day, and again on the day after that. ‘I’ll be off tomorrow morning,’ he said that evening when Glen brought his soup – a large bowl of cock-a-leekie with a crisp warm roll on the side – to the dining room, ‘right after breakfast. Can you have my bill ready?’

‘I can.’ Glen set the plate down carefully. ‘I hope you’ve enjoyed your stay?’

‘Very satisfactory,’ said Sam, picking up his spoon.

He came into the bar later, book in hand, but this time he only stayed for half an hour before going upstairs.

‘I thought he’d be with us for a wee while longer,’ Glen said as he and Libby got ready for bed. ‘D’you think he’s leaving because he’s not enjoyed himself?’

‘He certainly seemed to enjoy the food. And if he’d a complaint I expect he would have told us quick enough. Maybe he’s travelling around.’

‘Maybe.’ The bed creaked as Glen got into it. ‘But if you ask me, there’s somethin’ secretive about that one. It’s not natural for a man to be so quiet.’

‘You and your imagination,’ his wife said fondly as she picked up her hairbrush and settled herself before the dressing-table mirror. ‘They’re not all talkers like you, you know. And you shouldn’t pry into other folks’ lives too deeply, for they might start prying into ours, and we don’t want that, do we?’

Jenny Forsyth’s son Calum had bitten too hard on a mint humbug and broken a tooth. After an uncomfortable night, he tried hard in the morning to pretend that the toothache was almost gone. But mothers aren’t easily fooled, and so Jenny telephoned Ingrid in the morning to tell her she would not be available to help in the gift shop and then bore her son off, protesting loudly, to the dental surgery in Kirkcudbright, Prior’s Ford’s nearest town.

‘I’ll not expect you to go to school this afternoon,’ she assured him as she used her body to wedge him into an inside seat on the bus, just in case he had any thought of escaping.

‘But I want to go to school! I want to go to school right now!’

‘Calum, neither of us could put up with another night like last night. You’re going to the dentist.’

‘I think it’s definitely getting better,’ Calum said later as they neared the door with the polished brass plaque screwed to the wall beside it. ‘Yes, it’s absolutely definitely getting better. It’s not hurting a bit now. And I’m too old to be holding hands.’

Jenny clung on. ‘It’s called sod’s law, dear. Toothache always starts to go away when you get within range of a dentist. But just think – it’ll be gone for good in just a wee while. It’s only a first tooth – it’ll come out easily. And I meant it about having the afternoon off school.’

Calum doubted as they went up the steps that the reward was worth the misery before him, but as he skipped back down those same steps less than an hour later, the aching tooth gone and his mouth interestingly numb, the afternoon off school began to look good; especially when, back home, he discovered that a numb mouth made it impossible to take soup tidily. Drooling was fun, and so was drinking fruit juice through a straw.

When the numbness had worn off and the ache in his gum been subdued by junior aspirin he claimed the right to go out to play, and skipped off happily, along Main Street, across the humpback bridge only wide enough for a single vehicle at a time, and out past the ruins of the fourteenth-century priory that gave the village its name.

The priory had been an imposing building before being abandoned by its monks to the ravages of storm and time. As the walls slowly collapsed over the ensuing centuries people from the growing village seized on its fallen stones, which could still be seen in rockeries, or playing their part in garden walls. One of its graceful, carved pillars stood in the rose garden of Linn Hall, the largest dwelling in the village.

Now, in 2003, all that remained of the priory was a tower standing solidly enough on its grassy mound, the lower walls still managing to defy time’s passage. But as the eye moved up to where the roof had once been, the stone, worn down by wind and rain, took on a fragile, almost lacy appearance, broken here and there by gaping windows, elegantly long and slender. Even in decay, the priory seemed to be reaching up in homage to the heavens above, an impression given substance by the way the ground dropped away before it, sloping in a series of terraces once tilled and planted by the monks to the road that in the priory’s day had been a cart track running along the bank of the River Dee. At this stretch the Dee was shallow, and the large stepping stones set down by the monks so that they and their visitors might cross the river dry-shod were still in place.

To Calum the priory was nothing more than an old building, scarcely worth a glance as he hurried towards his goal – the abandoned granite quarry. Over the years since the last quarryman had gone, winds had carried soil and seeds into crannies in the great man-made gash on the hillside. Encouraged by the rain and sun, grasses and bushes had struggled into being; the bushes were used as handholds by older children testing their rock-climbing skills, though few ever managed to get more than a few feet up the man-made cliffs.

Most of the village children were content to make use of the large flat quarry floor; it was an ideal place for games, and the old bothy, once used as a store by the quarrymen, had become a gang hut.

Calum had almost reached the quarry when he spotted the Land Rover parked at the foot of the cliff. He froze, and then slid with the skill and silence of an Australian bush tracker (a skill he had been practising for some time) behind a nearby clump of bushes. Parting the thick leafless twigs he peered out cautiously and saw a man taking photographs of the area.

Calum watched for some time, puzzled as to who would want to do such a thing, and then glanced up into the sky as he heard a long, screeching call. One of the big birds he had seen around the quarry before circled high above, its great wings wide as it rode the air currents, its short fan-shaped tail spread. The man glanced up too, then returned to his work.

After a while, as the photographer showed no intention of leaving, Calum moved quietly away and, once out of sight, went to throw stones in the river.

‘I saw a man taking photographs of the quarry today,’ he remarked when he and his parents were having their dinner that evening.

‘What sort of man? Did he speak to you? What did he say?’The mother-on-child-protection-duty part of Jenny’s brain kicked into action immediately.

‘He didn’t even see me. I hid behind the bushes.’

‘What sort of pictures?’

‘Just pictures, with a camera on a stand. And he had a Land Rover.’

Jenny and Andrew were eating gammon steak, but Calum, because his mouth was still tender, had been given macaroni cheese, his favourite food. He took another forkful, swallowed, then said, ‘I think he might be a spy because he was writing things down as well.’

‘Probably an amateur photographer,’ Andrew said casually.

‘But why the old quarry? There’s nothing of interest there.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ Calum agreed with his mother.

‘Photographers can get good shots out of anything – it’s all to do with the angle of vision,’ Andrew said. ‘Nice gammon, Jenny.’ Then he changed the subject, much to his son’s annoyance.

‘I think he was a spy,’ Calum reported to his pals in the school playground in the morning.

‘Did he go into our hut?’ someone asked.

‘I didn’t see him near it, but he might have done.’

‘We’ve got some good comics in there,’ one of the boys said. ‘He might have stolen them. We’d better go there after school to make sure everything’s safe.’

The school bell rang and they hurried to line up at the door. An hour later, while they were all hard at work in their classroom, the Land Rover rattled past on its way out of Prior’s Ford, leaving the villagers oblivious to the problems its driver had brought into their midst.
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A few hours after the Land Rover left the village, Clarissa’s stepdaughter phoned to arrange for her and her brother to help pack their father’s possessions.

‘Unfortunately, we’re both busy this weekend, but the following weekend suits. We could be with you by noon on the Saturday. We’ll have to leave just after lunch on the Sunday, but that gives us a good twenty-four hours. We can get a lot done in twenty-four hours.’

‘You don’t have to trouble yourselves, Alexandra,’ Clarissa protested into the receiver. ‘I can manage.’

‘It’s no trouble, and we both feel that it’s our way of helping Pops.’ Alexandra’s voice was so strong and firm that it seemed to leach what little energy Clarissa had from her very bones. ‘I’ve made sure that my weekend’s clear, and Steven’s assistant manager is very capable, so he can be left to run the office on his own for half a day. Don’t worry too much about lunch – sandwiches will do. And some soup would be nice after the journey – you always make good soup, Clarissa, much better than Mother’s. The sooner Pops’ belongings are dealt with the better, and the three of us should be able to clear most of them by noon on Sunday. We’ll come up together, in my car. See you Saturday lunchtime.’

The handset in Kendal was replaced with a decisive click, leaving Clarissa listening to the contented-cat purr of a disconnected line. Suddenly the receiver she held felt very heavy; her thin wrist bent beneath its weight, and then her exhausted fingers drooped open, letting the receiver fall to the hall table with a loud, solid ‘clunk’.

She glanced around guiltily, half expecting to hear Keith call, ‘What have you done now, Clarissa?’ before snatching it up and checking to make sure she hadn’t broken it. When it purred forgivingly at her she breathed a sigh of relief and laid it carefully on its cradle.

Steven and Alexandra were very like their father – clever, confident and ambitious. Alexandra had followed Keith into education, and was head of business studies in a girls’ school, while Steven was manager of an estate agents’.

The very thought of having the two of them in the house for twenty-four hours, stifling her with their efficiency, terrified Clarissa. She hadn’t as yet summoned up the energy to start sorting through Keith’s belongings, but suddenly more pressing matters were crowding in on her – getting the house ready for visitors, making up beds in the two spare rooms, buying in food – proper food, and not just the tins she had been living on since being widowed.
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