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‘Turnham Malpas rectory. Anna Sanderson speaking.’


‘Anna! Good morning. Craddock Fitch here. I’ve just heard some gossip about you and I think you ought to know. They’re saying in the village that Paddy Cleary is living with you. I mean really living, as in live-in lover.’ He left a pause, didn’t get an answer, so continued, ‘It needs scotching straight away, it’s very damaging gossip. Don’t know how, but scotch it otherwise it’ll be at the Abbey before nightfall, and the balloon will go up.’ Still no reply. ‘It’s not true, obviously, but it still needs dealing with, as of now. Good morning to you. Sorry to be giving you such bad news.’


Anna put down the receiver, sick at heart.
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Chapter 1


So, now they’d all got over saying au revoir to Peter, Caroline and the twins, and the rectory had stood empty and abandoned for a week, there were lights on once more. Some of the villagers had caught a glimpse now and then of her emptying the van she’d hired to transport her belongings and they had introduced themselves, but tonight everyone was going to a ‘get-to-know-you’ party in the church hall.


It had been a serious shock when they found out their locum rector was a woman. A woman! They’d narrowly escaped having their own railway station, tolerated the coming of the wireless, then the telephone poles and TV, they’d embraced computers, mobile phones – and a blessed nuisance they were on the Saturday shopping bus – and digital this and DVD that, but a woman rector! This was one step too far.


‘She’ll have to be blinking good to replace Peter,’ someone could be overheard saying in the pub, at the table nearest the bar.


But then someone else added, ‘No one living could replace Peter. He was one in a million. And so was Caroline.’


Sylvia Biggs dabbed at her eyes and sniffed loudly. ‘Well, there’s one thing certain: I shall miss them. I’ve worked at the rectory since the twins first came home from the hospital; they’re like my own grandchildren, and I’m worried to death. All that heat and them nasty crawly things. They could catch anything in a blasted hot place like Africa.’


‘They’ll be all right, kids is resilient.’ Willie patted her arm comfortingly. ‘Don’t fret yourself.’


‘They’re not any old kids, they’re children, Willie, my children, and very sensitive. I shan’t need to make their favourite for twelve whole months.’ Sylvia dabbed her eyes again.


‘What is their favourite?’


‘Pecan pie now. It used to be Farmhouse Delight and then it was Crunchie.’


‘Well, make it for me instead if things get desperate.’ By now Willie had an arm around her shoulder, because he could feel his Sylvia was about to cry. ‘Now, come on, love, there’s worse things at sea.’


‘Not much. When they come back they’ll have grown, and they won’t be mine any more.’


‘Of course they will. I bet they’ll be asking for pecan pie as they walk in the door.’


‘As for missing the rector and Doctor Harris …’ Sylvia gulped. ‘It doesn’t bear thinking about.’


Vera Wright, squeezed on the settle between her Don and Sylvia, said, ‘Still, you’ll be able to keep an eye on things, won’t you, while they’re away? Dust Doctor Harris’s ornaments and such?’


Sylvia shook her head. ‘Says she couldn’t dream of having someone to clean when she’s perfectly capable of doing it herself. So, I’m out of a job.’


‘You’ll miss the money.’


Sylvia drew herself up tall. ‘Actually it’s not the money I’m missing, it’s them. And dusting the flatback Staffordshire pottery Doctor Harris collects. Lovely, it is. We wash ’em together, her and me. They won’t get that kind of attention, not now.’


‘Never mind, you can always give ’em a good do when they get back. Well, if we’re to get something to eat at this get-to-know-you party, we’d better be off.’ Vera picked up her bag and said to Don, ‘Come on, love.’ Don stood up, then forgot why he had and sat down again. ‘Don, we’re off to the party. Get up.’


‘Yes, that’s right.’ The two of them, thinking Willie and Sylvia were following them, set off for the door.


But Sylvia remained there, staring into space. Willie began to worry; she’d sat staring into space far too often these last few days.


‘We’ve got to face it, love, they’ve gone, but if we keep busy, they’ll be back before we know it. It’s only for a year and, like you said yourself, all four of them need a complete change. Young Alex and Beth especially. They seemed to grow up overnight after—’


Sylvia turned on him, eyes blazing and fists clenched. ‘Don’t mention her name in my presence. She might have given birth to them, but she isn’t and never will be their mother. She needed horse-whipping, turning up like she did to meet the twins. It upset Doctor Harris something terrible. It’s all because of her they left and this party’s on tonight. Damn her. And damn and blast this Anna whatever-she’s-called. If you think I’m going to speak to her you’ve another think coming, because I’m not.’


‘Now see here, my Sylvia, it’s not her fault she’s been sent to look after us all. She didn’t ask to, she was sent from the Abbey, so you’ve to put a good face on it and smile. Maybe she’s dreading this evening as much as you.’


Sylvia didn’t answer. Her hurt was far too deep to speak about. No one, not even Willie, knew how crushingly sad she felt. When your whole world has crashed about your ears, when you feel as though you’ve a raw, open wound inside yourself, it’s hard to carry on as though your world is hunky-dory. She got to her feet and led the way out, waving here and there to friends, hoping none of them could see the gaping hole inside her.


The church hall was agog when she and Willie arrived. The new rector was standing at the door greeting everyone, with Sir Ralph at the side of her, introducing them all. So there was to be no avoiding her.


‘The rector and I’ve already met, Sir Ralph.’ There was a finality in Sylvia’s voice, which left nothing for anyone else to say.


Ralph came to the rescue. ‘Of course you must have. You know, Anna, the rectory has relied on Sylvia since the twins first came home from the hospital. She was Caroline’s right-hand woman, weren’t you, Sylvia?’


‘I was. And proud to be, too.’


Anna’s grip on Sylvia’s hand was firm, which instantly gave the impression she was a force to be reckoned with. ‘Delighted to see you again, Sylvia. And you, Willie.’


Willie shook hands. ‘You’ve a good memory for names.’


‘One needs it in this game.’


Willie was captivated by Anna’s green eyes; they looked so directly at him, giving the clear-cut impression she had nothing to hide. He liked that. Her dark hair and flawless complexion were very attractive, though she wasn’t beautiful at all. Then she really smiled at him and in a split second had won him over.


‘There’s tea and refreshments in the small hall, and they look delicious. Help yourselves.’


‘Thank you, we will. We both of us is looking forward to enjoying your time with us. See you soon.’ Willie shook hands with her again and turned to allow Sylvia to do the same, but she’d already left his side and was heading for the refreshments. As he went after her he thought he’d better play his cards close to his chest. He wouldn’t tell her how wholesomely good the new rector appeared to be to him.


Anna Sanderson ran a finger around her clerical collar as though it felt tight. ‘I’m afraid Sylvia is upset about me. But I can’t help it. I’m one of those people who needs their own space to retreat to, and Sylvia cleaning for me wouldn’t help to make the rectory my own.’


‘Don’t worry, please. A year off won’t harm.’


‘There’d always be comparisons, you know.’


‘Of course.’ Ralph introduced the people who’d just arrived. ‘This is Sir Ronald and Lady Bissett.’


Anna only just stopped herself from commenting on Lady Bissett’s outfit. It was startling to say the least; a leopard-skin fur coat (Was it real?), leopard-patterned dress (more suitable for a cocktail party), and a pair of faux leopard-skin shoes, which Anna was sure she’d last seen on TV at one of the party conferences.


‘Delighted to meet you, Lady Bissett, and you, Sir Ronald. So pleased you could come.’


Sheila Bissett gushed her greetings. ‘We wouldn’t have missed it for the world, so looked forward to meeting you. A pleasure to see a lady in a clerical collar. I’m all for it.’ She glanced sideways at Ron and saw the sickly grin on his face. Well, really!


Ron said, holding Anna’s hand for longer than was necessary, ‘Pleased to meet you I’m sure.’ And when he let go of her hand he stood there, speechless, looking an idiot.


‘Everyone calls me Sheila and I’d be pleased if you did the same.’ She nudged Ron into action. ‘We’ll head for the refreshments, if you don’t mind. Don’t want to hold up the queue.’ Ron trudged after her, noting from her back view that she was furious with him.


While they stood queueing for the gateaux and coffee, Sheila said, ‘Well?’


‘What?’


‘What do you think of her?’


‘Seems OK to me.’


‘There was no need to gawk. Made yourself look a right fool, you did. I knew you were impressed, but I think she’s very ordinary. Not a patch on Peter for charisma.’ She dwelt silently on Peter’s good looks and magnetism, and remembered the time when her heart had gone head over heels as he’d held her hand while appealing to her better nature. He’d truly brought out the best in her. Well, this Anna wouldn’t be bringing out the best in her, because she wouldn’t give her the chance. Not likely. ‘She’ll have to earn her Brownie points as far as I’m concerned. But at least her eyes are not as perceptive as Peter’s. He knew my every thought, I’m sure.’


Ron said, ‘Look, there’s Don.’


‘So there is. Vera’s determined to make it look as though everything’s all right, but it isn’t. How he drives that car I don’t know, I’m sure it’s illegal, him as he is.’


‘Wonder he survived, falling from that height.’


‘You’re right there. I feel sorry for Vera; she’s not quite in our class but she means well. For heaven’s sake, shove up, Ron, you’re holding the queue up. And you’ve chosen the creamiest, richest cake on the table. Will you never learn sense? No wonder your gut is like it is.’


Ron ignored her bullying as he always did. It was no good her pretending the two of them were from the higher echelons. He was a pragmatist and knew he only had his title because it was the easiest way to get rid of him from his union, ‘for services rendered, thirty years a union man, a champion of the underdog, always the peacemaker, his valued contributions …’ And so it went on. He knew exactly where he stood, very close to the bottom of the pile, but if it pleased Sheila to think otherwise then why not let her? Kept her off his back. He glanced at her and decided she wasn’t such a bad old thing, although she hardly ever got her clothes right.


Relieved, Ron spotted his son-in-law. ‘Gilbert!’ Now here was someone who called a spade a spade and never pretended anything else. ‘Gilbert!’ He waved furiously and at last Gilbert saw them. He strode across, another one who didn’t know how to dress. Here was he, Ron, in his countryman’s ginger tweed suit, itched to death by the roughness of it, and strangled by his collar and tie, all worn to please Sheila. But Gilbert pleased himself and he was dressed casually as he always was except on Sundays when he wore his choirmaster’s outfit. Tonight it was a brick-red shirt, open almost to his navel, with a pair of black cord trousers, fitting where they touched and his everyday open sandals without socks. But he had presence, had Gilbert.


Holding his cup and saucer and the plate well away from his mother-in-law, he kissed her on both cheeks and would have hugged her if he could.


‘Mother-in-law, lovely to see you! How’s things?’


‘Fine. How’s Louise? She’s not with you?’


‘No. Young Gilbert has a temperature. Nothing serious, but she didn’t want the babysitter having to cope.’


‘She doesn’t get out enough.’


‘I know but it is difficult with five children so young.’


‘Mmm. I don’t know where she gets it from.’


‘What?’


‘Having all these children. All Ron and I managed was two, with difficulty, and that felt like two too many.’


‘In that case, I won’t tell you our news.’ Gilbert’s dark eyes shone with amusement.


She’d seen that look on his face before and had grown to dread it. Sheila’s hand trembled, her coffee threatened to spill over. Her throat felt about to close up. All she could find to say was, ‘Not again.’


Gilbert nodded.


‘But that’ll be six.’


Smiling, Gilbert counted on his fingers. ‘Yes. It will. It’ll be six and then we’re stopping.’


Sheila was reduced to silence. She was damned if she was going to be enthusiastic about it. That’d be six children and the eldest only just seven. It was disgusting. Ron, who liked Gilbert and was deeply envious of his ability to father beautiful children in such rapid succession, clapped him on the shoulder and said, ‘Wonderful news! Wonderful! You make me very proud.’


‘Louise is thrilled to bits.’


Ron answered, ‘I’m sure she is. You’ve worked miracles with that daughter of ours. Miracles. She’s a different woman since she met you.’


‘Thanks.’ Gilbert bowed slightly in acknowledgement of Ron’s praise, adding, ‘And you, Sheila, how do you feel?’


‘How do I feel? You ask me that? Three was quite enough, but six! It’s indecent of you. Absolutely disgusting! You’re worse than rabbits.’


Taken aback by the comparison Gilbert replied with a sharp edge to his voice, ‘I don’t care a damn what people think and neither does Louise.’


Sheila, speaking before she had engaged her mind, almost shouted, ‘She used to care what people thought before you charmed her into your bed. Well, there’s one thing for certain: I shan’t be rushing to tell people, and I shan’t know where to look when they all find out. They’ll be sniggering, all of them, behind our backs. It’s so embarrassing.’ Sheila downed the rest of her coffee, slapped the cup and the remains of her gateaux on a table, and stalked off, avoiding people’s eyes in case they’d heard her outburst.


Ron remarked, ‘She’ll get over it. I’m pleased, but I really think six is enough, if only from the money point of view. They all have to be fed and clothed, you know.’


‘I agree. We just love our family life. Love it. I was an only one and very, very, lonely, and when I see our boys playing together I realize what I missed. Being one of a large family rounds off the corners, makes one more able to fit in, if you know what I mean. Louise keeps everything so well organized, but then she always has been good at organization, hasn’t she? What do you think to our new rector?’


Ron’s eyes swivelled round the room, searching for Anna and found her standing in the doorway to the large hall, deep in conversation with Lady Templeton. Well, Muriel, as they all knew her. No edge to Muriel but sometimes she innocently spoke the truth when it wasn’t altogether the moment to do so, but what she said was without any malice. From the look on Anna’s face he thought she might be doing that very thing right now.


‘… You see, my dear, and I say this with trepidation but it has to be said, Peter was an angel sent from heaven. Shock waves went through the village when we heard they were going to Africa. We were all devastated. So all I’m saying is tread carefully; they’re all very touchy about him and guard very jealously all the things he did for us when he came. And Caroline and the twins. Very touchy.’


‘From what I’ve heard, he isn’t the angel everyone might think he is.’


‘I beg your pardon!’


‘Well, is he?’


Eyes wide with surprise, Muriel didn’t have to think even for a moment. ‘Yes, he is. I can’t fault him on anything at all.’


‘At the Abbey they always spoke of him as the Turnham Malpas Casanova.’


‘Casanova!’ Muriel was shocked to the core. ‘He was no such thing! He couldn’t help being handsome and attractive; if anyone did the running it certainly wasn’t him.’


‘The Village Show secretary? The sports organizer up at the Big House? They all laughed about him and his harem.’


Trembling with indignation, Muriel retorted, ‘They were running after him. He didn’t do a thing to encourage them. He and Caroline were the happiest couple one could ever meet. And I shall be glad if you did not bring up this matter again. Casanova indeed. It’s shameful of you. Listening to gossip, and you a member of the clergy.’


‘Not gossip, Muriel, stark fact. Sorry to have upset you. I shan’t mention it again.’


‘Indeed not. Because it isn’t true. Though—’


‘Yes?’


Muriel changed her mind about what she was going to say. Instead she decided to retire gracefully. ‘I’d better circulate, I have people to meet.’ She patted Anna’s arm by way of an apology and retired to contemplate the impression those at the Abbey had of Peter. What a scandalmongering lot of cassocks they were. How cruel. She felt so angry and wished Ralph were free to calm her nerves, but he was organizing the chairs with Dean Jones, ready for Anna to address them all.


When they were all seated, Anna gave a perfectly splendid speech, full of promise and energy, which went a long way to relieving the anxiety and resentment some of them had. While various members of the church were getting up in their turn to welcome her, Muriel’s mind wandered and her eyes alighted on Dean Jones. Cambridge had certainly altered him. He had so much more poise and confidence now, a far cry from the mumbling, embarrassed teenager he had been. She could see him almost full face from where she sat and she saw then that he was gazing raptly at Anna, his face alight. What with, though? Muriel’s mind shied away from the truth; she lit on the word ‘fascination’ and left it at that, though a blush tinted her cheeks and took a while to subside.


Anna stood up to speak again so Muriel pulled herself back from where she’d been and listened.


‘Thank you everyone for such a splendid welcome. I know I shall be making changes, to the services perhaps or to the societies and clubs belonging to the church, but please believe me when I say this, anything I do will be for the good of the church as a whole and not to satisfy my ego. The church is patently a vibrant living part of this community and that’s how I shall keep it. Goodnight and God bless you all. See you in the morning. Goodnight.’


They found out what she meant at the ten o’clock service, and Ralph was livid.




Chapter 2


Dean lay in bed the morning after the get-to-know-you party and thought about Anna. Her lovely dark hair, and the way it wasn’t quite wavy but almost, and it was the colour of a raven’s wing, no, not quite, more the colour of a Scottish river in full spate, dark and deep and a shining peat colour. The grey cassock she wore, well, somehow it made her sexy when it wasn’t at all, because you couldn’t see a single curve. He’d been ages getting to sleep last night, his head full of Anna and what she’d said and how she’d acted. Had he time to get ready and drive to church? His clock said nine exactly. He had time, if the bathroom was free.


It was. He scrubbed himself raw under the shower, slapped on his body lotion, which he kept hidden behind the lavatory cistern in case they all thought he was a wimp, used matching aftershave liberally, and then got into his dark suit. The shirt could have been better ironed but, as his mother said, if he wasn’t satisfied with her handiwork he knew what to do. But he hadn’t time to re-iron it now.


Breakfast. He could have eaten a horse.


Barry said with a grin, ‘You’re in a hurry. Got somewhere to go?’


Dean nodded, his mouth full of muesli. He sensed his mother warning Barry off with a shake of her head. ‘I’m off to church.’


Barry didn’t express his surprise, but kind of skirted round the issue. ‘Well, I can’t complain about that. In fact, Dean, you lead such a blameless life I can’t complain about anything you do.’


Dean looked up. He wasn’t bad, wasn’t Barry, for a stepfather, there were a lot worse. ‘Got the habit in college.’


Barry nodded. ‘Ah! Bring a Sunday paper back. I’m helping your mother with getting the sitting room ready for decorating. Your grandad’s got a friend of his starting it tomorrow, so as he’ll be supervising it all, I’ve got to make a fist of getting it ready. You know what he’s like.’


‘Don’t throw any of my books out, will you?’


‘Course not. Wouldn’t dream of it. Glad you love books, seems an admirable trait to me.’


‘Toast, Mum? You make me sound a right goody-goody. One day I shall break out.’


‘Good. I’m glad. Time you did.’


His mother squeezed his shoulder as she put the toast on his plate. ‘Take no notice, do as you want. You’re doing fine as you are. There’s no one more proud than Barry and me. No one. I never thought I’d live to see the day when a child of mine went to Cambridge. When I was your age I didn’t even know what it was.’


Barry protested. ‘I’m proud, of course I am, but it would do no harm for you to kick over the traces once in a while.’


Dean was tempted to say that, given half a chance, that was just what he was going to do, but held his own counsel.


He arrived at church with five minutes to spare. To his amazement, the church was packed to the doors and he had to sit on a bench Zack always brought in from the church boiler house when they ran short of seats. It was low and Dean’s long legs felt awkward scrunched up almost under his chin. He’d hoped for a seat closer to the front where he could scrutinize her every move to prove to himself he was still as captivated with her as he had been last night.


Mrs Peel concluded her organ recital with a tremendous flourish from one end of the keyboard to the other, and then began the processional hymn.


There came Gilbert with his choirboys. They looked so angelic, but he spotted the two who’d been caught stealing from the fruit trees in Glebe House garden. Now they looked as though their eyes were on the heavens and they’d be staying there throughout the service. He remembered those red cassocks they wore from his brief sojourn – was it two weeks? – in the choir when he was about ten. He’d felt angelic, too, but it didn’t last because Gilbert very sensitively told him he hadn’t the capacity to improve his singing and he’d do better putting his talents to more earthly matters.


Then Anna came in. She’d looked ravishing last night in her cassock, but today, in the full panoply of her surplice and cassock and the heavy gold cross she wore, she looked … well, she looked heavenly. Almost ethereal.


Heavens above! They were singing the hymn to the tune of ‘Yellow Submarine’. Wow! Mrs Peel was putting everything she’d got into it. The rafters were ringing, people began beating time with their heads or their hands, and thoroughly enjoying themselves. How utterly, utterly splendid of her to do this. Mrs Peel, getting quite carried away, played the last verse twice and, after a hesitant start, they all followed suit and sang it again.


Dean sat down breathless with wonder. Anna was transforming church into something jolly and wonderful. Her voice, without any amplification, carried way back as far as Dean, seated as he was right at the back in front of the font. Who could believe that such a slim, almost, to his eyes, fragile woman could have such a powerful voice? Conviction, that was what it was, total conviction in her beliefs. Dean admired her more than ever.


He followed the crowd out into the sunshine and slipped away round the back of the church. He couldn’t face shaking hands with her. Not in front of all these people. He sat on a convenient grave stone and thought about her: the tone of her voice, the humility she displayed when she knelt to pray, the joy of her singing, the deep pleasure she took in giving her sermon the exact amount of passion needed to drive her message home. What was her message? He couldn’t remember, he’d been so absorbed in watching her. She was superb. A splash of cold water fell on his emotions when he realized she must be at least ten years older than him. Still, did it matter? Mr Fitch was more than twenty years older than Kate-Pascoe-as-was, and it didn’t appear to matter at all. Deep in thought, he didn’t hear Rhett Wright approaching.


Rhett had never been the brightest star in the firmament but he was very attractive to girls. He knew all the latest chat-up lines and, with working outside all day, was tanned and muscled. Dean wouldn’t have wanted to garden anywhere at all, but Rhett loved it.


‘Hi!’


‘Hi.’ Dean shifted up to make room for Rhett to sit beside him.


‘Been to church?’


Dean nodded.


‘That’s a first, then.’


‘Yes.’


‘Just taking a short cut to the pub. I don’t know why but Little Derehams seems to get further away. Still, Gran will be retiring soon and then we can move back to Turnham Malpas. Fancy coming?’


Dean shook his head.


‘Oh, come on. Can’t spend the rest of your life living like a monk. Can’t be much fun working in that Neville Neal’s office. He’s a stuffed shirt, if ever there was one. I do his garden weekends, and he’s so prissy about what I’m allowed to do. I like casual country gardens, with lush, herbacious borders and climbing roses, honeysuckle, clematis and stuff, not stiff French marigolds marching in regimental rows. But no, old Neville wants ornamental flowerbeds with every plant measured with a ruler, and I reckon that’s just how he is. Inhibited. Watch yourself; you might grow like him, you working in his office.’ Rhett looked at Dean and laughed.


‘OK, OK. We’ll go for a pint and then I’m off home. Mum makes a thing of Sunday lunch and I don’t want to ruin it for her.’


‘Time you left home.’


‘You haven’t.’


‘No, well, my gran needs a hand with … well, anyway, I owe them a lot. Off your backside then. Chop-chop!’ Rhett stood up.


The Royal Oak was already filling up with Sunday morning drinkers. Dicky and Georgie had begun opening as soon as the morning service was over, instead of waiting until twelve noon when anyone fancying a drink after church had already gone elsewhere.


Being a fine morning, the windows were all open and the main door into the bar was propped wide to welcome customers inside. If you were hesitant, the joyful sound of voices was a temptation in itself. Dean didn’t often frequent the bar, partly because of shyness and partly because there was no one of his age group nor any who shared his interests, for he’d been educated out of his own strata in village life and he hadn’t yet learned how to bridge the gap.


To his surprise there was Anna, leaning against the bar with a drink in her hand talking to Dicky. As they approached the bar to order their drinks, Anna saw them and waved. Dean flushed all over; Rhett nodded and smiled, then ordered a lager for himself and a shandy for Dean.


‘Hi, there. Introduce yourselves. I’m Anna, the locum rector. I saw you squatting on the bench by the font. You are?’


‘Dean Jones.’


‘And this is?’


‘I work in the gardens at the Big House. My name’s Rhett Wright.’


She turned to look at Dean. ‘What do you do?’


‘I’m training to be an accountant in Neville Neal’s office in Culworth. He’s the church treasurer.’


‘Of course. Yes. So, do you have a degree?’


‘Yes. Mathematics.’


‘Where?’


‘Cambridge.’


Anna’s lovely green eyes opened wide. ‘Cambridge! My word.’


Rhett put down his lager and said to fill the silence, ‘He’s the clever one amongst us. Me, I’m just a gardener. His sister’s in charge of me.’


‘Your sister?’


Dean opened his mouth to answer her but as usual Rhett was there first. ‘She’s head gardener, following in her grandad’s footsteps.’


‘That’s wonderful, isn’t it? You must be proud of her.’


Dean nodded. ‘Yes, I am. She’s totally devoted to gardening, and she does a good job, doesn’t she, Rhett?’


‘Well, if doing a good job means knowing when to put the boot in, then yes. There’s no sneaking off to the hot houses when there’s work to be done.’


‘She’s a tartar. I have to admit she’s blo … blinking good, she is, Michelle.’


‘I’d like to meet her.’


Dean had to confess that Michelle wasn’t much of a one for church.


‘And you are?’


Rhett snorted his amusement at the question. ‘This could be interesting.’


Dean looked her straight in the eye and said quietly, ‘Not much, until just recently.’ He took refuge in his shandy, intensely aware of Anna watching him. ‘Rhett’s in the scouts, but I left when I was doing A-Levels. Working hard, you know how it is.’ He found the courage to meet her eyes but she was looking at Rhett now.


Rhett answered. ‘Dicky here is the leader and I’m one of his little helpers. He’s great.’


Anna looked at Dicky, who was busy serving, and raised her glass to him. ‘So, it’ll only be a small group? Ten, twelve boys?’


Rhett became indignant at the hint of derision he heard in her voice. ‘Ten or twelve? Come on, there’s at least forty boys, and then another twelve in Venture Scouts, and about forty in the cubs. Contrary to the general trend nowadays we’ve a waiting list as long as your arm. They come from all around: Penny Fawcett, Little Derehams, Turnham Malpas. They’d come from Culworth except we draw the line at that. Poaching, you know. Not fair. Best and most successful scout troop in the county. We’ve even got our own band. You should hear us.’


Anna smiled at Rhett and asked what instrument he played.


‘Big drum, given the chance.’


‘And you, Dean, what do you play?’


‘I don’t. Like I said, I’m not involved.’


Dean felt his isolation again, but before he could do anything about it, Rhett was asking Anna if he could buy her another drink.


‘Thank you, yes, I’d like that. Mine’s a gin and orange.’


Rhett asked Dean if he wanted another and got out his wallet ready to pay, but Dean pushed him away. ‘It’s my round.’


As Dean passed Anna’s drink to her there was something in his manner, a kind of reverence that was disconcerting. But then he deliberately turned his back and engaged himself in a conversation with Rhett and she decided she’d been mistaken.


She turned to survey the bar. So, here apparently was a cross-section of her flock for the next twelve months. What a mixture! What a challenge! From sons-of-the-soil to sons-of-the-soil elevated out of their true element by education.


Anna knew from Peter’s notes that there were those with whom she’d have to tread very carefully. She’d noted the looks of disapproval on some of their faces when they’d sung the first hymn to The Beatles’ tune. But in her opinion they needed shaking up. Peter’s rather orthodox, old-fashioned way of doing things was all right in its way but how could they expect young people like these two beside her to respond to such outdated ways? Gloriously dignified and solemnly reverent, and certainly no less devout, but not for the twenty-first century. Oh no. What would they say when she introduced some of the old slave hymns that she learned when she was in Alabama? She smiled to herself, not realizing that Dean was looking at her and was clearly mistaking her smile as being personal to him. He flushed and returned her smile.


Anna said, ‘Must be going. Work to do. Nice to have met you, Rhett. See you again no doubt?’


‘It’s Dean.’


‘Sorry, yes, of course, Dean. Bye, Rhett, looking forward to seeing you on the big drum.’


As Anna reached the door, knowing they were all watching her, she raised both her arms without turning round and waved, calling out loudly. ‘Bye, everyone. Be seeing you.’


Her reply was a general chorus of ‘goodbyes’ and a silence fell until they thought she was out of earshot. Then a babel of talk broke out, which she could hear as she passed the side window of the bar on her way home. Mentally she shrugged. Only what could be expected: lots to say when she’d gone, but very little to say to her face.


The rectory still smelled of Peter and Caroline. It was there in every cushion, every plate, every chair, the angle of every picture, the colour of the tablecloth, the newness of Peter’s state-of-the-art computer, the sweep of the pelmet in the sitting room, even the sheets on her bed, which had been Beth’s. Her pictures and maps and posters still adorned the walls. It would never be hers, but it was better than that dreadful flat in the Abbey precincts, which had been her home for two years. The tiny kitchen scarcely bigger than a cupboard, the dreary living room with its tiny windows, no space for a washing machine, no wiring for a TV. It was a living hell and she spent as little time there as she could.


Here at least she had space, all Peter’s books to go at and, best of all, a woodburning stove in the sitting room, which, in the oncoming winter, would be sheer bliss. A washing machine, an Aga, a microwave – more bliss. She was back in the twenty-first century with every amenity for modern living.


Was she though? Anna settled herself at the kitchen table with her lunch. This village was so ancient she could feel history constantly dogging her footsteps as she walked about. The plague pit, the oak tree on the green, that tomb in the church, haunted or so they said. People from generations back seemed never to have left the village, because she felt that their presence still filled the streets.


As she bit into her Scotch egg, Anna decided to read Peter’s ‘Parish Notes’. She put down the egg and went to the study, picked up the file from his desk and carried it back into the kitchen. She wouldn’t read straight through from the very beginning right now; she’d open it up at random and find an interesting piece.


The piece she found was about the discovery of the church silver hidden at the Big House in 1940 because of the fear of invasion. Peter had recorded how outraged the villagers were and of their hate campaign when they realized that Mr Fitch, having bought the estate, considered that everything in it was his to dispose of as he chose. Hate campaign? An organized hate campaign? It was positively medieval. Hanging an effigy from a tree on his drive? Cutting off the heating at the Big House? That they succeeded in getting the silver back in the church where it belonged amazed Anna. She shuddered. The whole episode felt to have a hint of evil about it, which she didn’t care for at all. Was it all these ancestors she was so acutely aware of who had motivated the campaign? Now she really was being ridiculous.


A good walk in the autumn air to prepare herself for evensong would be much better than sitting here getting all goosepimpled. Having made the decision, she quickly cleared away her lunch, found a sweater, checked she had her keys, closed the front door and stood out in Church Lane, deciding which way to go. She caught sight of huge trees behind the roof of the Village Store and headed for them.


A breeze had got up and Anna revelled in it. She loved the wind. It stirred her emotions in a way that a hot summer day could never do. She’d been born during a gale and her mother had always said she’d loved the wind from her first day. Being Sunday, her hair was in a French pleat, but in moments she had released it, stuffed the hairpins in her pocket and shaken her hair free to blow in the wind. She paused to admire the display in the window of the Store and then she arrived at the wood, huge beech trees guarding the narrow entrance. Then, suddenly, there she was standing beside Turnham Beck. The water was gurgling along at a good pace, and briefly she spotted a kingfisher flitting along above the surface of the water. Anna chose to cross the little bridge and then strode off along the footpath towards the woods.


She heard their voices long before she saw them. Twinkling, happy sounds interrupted by the deeper, well-rounded voice of a man.


Anna came upon the voices in a clearing. It was Gilbert Johns, the choirmaster, and four children. ‘Hi, Gilbert.’ She couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice. ‘Are all of these yours?’


Gilbert had been brushing someone down who’d obviously taken a fall on the wettest part of the ground. He looked up. ‘Hello there. Yes, I lay claim to them all.’


Standing in the clearing, with the sun finding its way between the branches, Gilbert smiled. He wasn’t dressed as choirmasters ought to be. He wore navy shorts with a turquoise short-sleeved shirt open, displaying his manly hairy chest. His brown hair, suddenly teased by a gust of wind, blew over his eyes and he had to push it away with his spare hand, the other still holding the boy who’d fallen in the mud. His brown eyes looked amused. ‘More washing!’


‘You must have mountains of washing.’


‘Thank heavens that’s Louise’s domain. She’s gone home with the baby and I’m keeping them healthy and busy while she sees to lunch. Music OK this morning? Mrs Peel told me she enjoyed “Yellow Submarine”.’


‘Oh! Fine, absolutely fine. How are you with “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot?”’


Gilbert looked startled. ‘OK. Are you thinking of trying it?’


‘Why not?’


‘No reason at all.’ Gilbert kept his own feelings under wraps. He was a great believer in ‘let’s wait and see’. ‘If you keep going on this path you eventually come out into Shepherd’s Hill and opposite you is the stile to Sykes Wood. Go through there and you come out in a while into Church Lane; turn left and you’ll soon be back in the village.’


‘Thanks. Is that where you’re going?’


‘No. Too far. We’ve already been a long way. We’re on our way back to the car. Enjoy.’ Gilbert gathered his four children together, waved cheerfully, told the children to say bye-bye to the rector and went on his way. She watched them disappear through the wood. He was a giant of a man, not because of his height, though he was tall, but because of his aura. There was something very attractive about him. Earthy, kind of. Right down to his manly sandals.


Anna carried on walking, crossed the lane and then climbed over the ancient style and into Sykes Wood. Here the trees were different, closer and more huddled, with none of the sunlit openness of the first wood where she’d enjoyed lingering. She heard rustling in the trees, sounds of animals moving about, but what would they be? Not rabbits, nor badgers, nor foxes, not in the daytime; maybe squirrels, but there were none to be seen. It was the wind, she decided, which didn’t just ruffle the twigs but tossed them about so they thrashed against each other. The path wound on and on, and she wished it went straight as an arrow to the other side of the wood. Then she came to a clearing, a big clearing, with the remains of old fires here and there, and logs laid as though they’d been used for sitting round the fires.


Anna wasn’t a person who believed in ghosts but briefly she did wonder again about ancestors and it caused her to hasten along. Before she knew it she was jogging and then running along the path. She tripped on a tree root, fell, picked herself up and ran on.


Then, wham! She was out in the road, the sun on her face at last.


She panted with relief, hands on thighs, pulling in the fresh, unthreatening air as rapidly as she could.


A car pulled up. ‘Anna! Want a lift?’


It was someone from church but she couldn’t recollect the name. She’d seen him only this morning.


‘Thanks, but no. I’m fine.’


‘Been in Sykes Wood?’


‘Yes. Found it a bit oppressive.’


‘Well, that’s one way to describe it. Most of us avoid it completely. If I can’t give you a lift I’ll be on my way. Bye.’


‘Bye.’


The Rolls purred away. Now who was that? Not Sir Ralph. As she set off for home, Gilbert’s navy shorts and turquoise shirt kept filtering into her mind.
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