
		
			[image: 9781409147244_FC.jpg]
		

	
		
			Title Page

		

		
			

			

			

			Mystery in the Village

			REBECCA SHAW

			

			

			

			

		

		
			[image: 13002.png]
		

	
		
			

			

			

			Contents

			

			

			Title Page

			Map

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Chapter 21

			Chapter 22

			Chapter 23

			Chapter 24

			Chapter 25

			Chapter 26

			Chapter 27

			Also by Rebecca Shaw

			Copyright

			

		

	
		
			

			INHABITANTS OF TURNHAM MALPAS

			

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Ford Barclay

						
							
							Retired businessman 

						
					

					
							
							Mercedes Barclay

						
							
							His wife 

						
					

					
							
							Willie Biggs

						
							
							Retired verger

						
					

					
							
							Sylvia Biggs

						
							
							His wife 

						
					

					
							
							James (Jimbo) Charter-Plackett

						
							
							Owner of the village store

						
					

					
							
							Harriet Charter-Plackett

						
							
							His wife

						
					

					
							
							Fran

						
							
							Their daughter

						
					

					
							
							Katherine Charter-Plackett

						
							
							Jimbo’s mother

						
					

					
							
							Alan Crimble

						
							
							Barman at the Royal Oak

						
					

					
							
							Linda Crimble

						
							
							His wife

						
					

					
							
							Lewis

						
							
							Their son

						
					

					
							
							Maggie Dobbs

						
							
							School caretaker

						
					

					
							
							H. Craddock Fitch

						
							
							Owner of Turnham House

						
					

					
							
							Kate Fitch

						
							
							Formerly village school headteacher

						
					

					
							
							Dottie Foskett

						
							
							Cleaner

						
					

					
							
							Zack Hooper

						
							
							Verger 

						
					

					
							
							Marie Hooper

						
							
							His wife 

						
					

					
							
							Gilbert Johns

						
							
							Church choirmaster

						
					

					
							
							Louise Johns

						
							
							His wife

						
					

					
							
							Greta Jones

						
							
							A village gossip

						
					

					
							
							Vince Jones

						
							
							Her husband

						
					

					
							
							Barry Jones

						
							
							Her son and estate carpenter

						
					

					
							
							Pat Jones

						
							
							Barry’s wife

						
					

					
							
							Dean & Michelle

						
							
							Barry and Pat’s children

						
					

					
							
							Revd Peter Harris MA (Oxon)

						
							
							Rector of the parish

						
					

					
							
							Dr Caroline Harris

						
							
							His wife

						
					

					
							
							Alex & Beth

						
							
							Their son and daughter

						
					

					
							
							Tom Nicholls

						
							
							Assistant in the store

						
					

					
							
							Evie Nicholls

						
							
							His wife

						
					

					
							
							Greenwood Stubbs

						
							
							Head gardener at Turnham House

						
					

					
							
							Chris Templeton

						
							
							Johnny’s brother

						
					

					
							
							Deborah Templeton

						
							
							His wife 

						
					

					
							
							Sir Johnny Templeton

						
							
							Head of the Templeton estate

						
					

					
							
							Lady Alice Templeton

						
							
							His wife

						
					

					
							
							Charles and Ralph

						
							
							Their sons

						
					

					
							
							Dicky & Georgie Tutt

						
							
							Licensees at the Royal Oak

						
					

					
							
							Bel Tutt

						
							
							Assistant in the village store

						
					

					
							
							

						
							
							

						
					

				
			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

		

		
			Map

		

		
			[image: 13134.png]
		

		
			

		

		
			[image: 13142.png]
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Chris Templeton stood quietly in the doorway of Turnham House looking out over the estate. In the distance he could see the thatched roofs of Home Farm, the regimented tall trees that framed every yard of the one-mile drive to the house, and the Old Barn, renovated and providing a steady income for the estate coffers. He could just catch the sound of cows leaving the milking parlour on their way to the fields and inside the house he heard his brother coming down the main staircase, obviously escorted by his two little boys, Charles and Ralph, because he could hear them endlessly chattering to their father as they negotiated the stairs. An end to the morning peace, then. 

			The day had begun. His day. Deborah’s day. A day for the entire village too, it seemed. He’d wanted a quiet ceremony, just himself, Peter the rector, and his beloved Deborah: she who knew his next thought before it had even crystallised in his own brain. She who loved him with a depth he had never encountered before, she who loved the very few good things about him, she who had brought about the transformation of Christopher Templeton.

			He turned to say good morning to his nephews. ‘Hi, you two! Had your breakfast?’ 

			They both nodded. ‘If you’re not too busy, Uncle Chris is going down to the lake – would you like to come too?’

			The two nodded and rushed to take hold of his hands, one on each side, eager to be off.

			Johnny nodded at his brother and said, ‘I’m going to Home Farm. OK?’

			‘We might join you there, but don’t wait about for us just in case we don’t.’

			‘Twelve noon prompt.’ Johnny smiled.

			‘I know, I know. I’m not likely to forget, am I? My wedding day …’

			‘Alice and I are delighted, really delighted, Chris. She’s a lovely, kind, thoughtful woman, a real treasure. You’re lucky she’s said yes.’

			‘I know that.’ Chris grinned. ‘It’s thanks to her I’ve changed my ways.’

			‘How has she done that, then? We all of us tried but with no success.’

			‘She sees through my massive ego to the real person waiting to get out.’ Chris, with two little boys clamouring to get to the lake with him, added, ‘Must go! I shan’t be late. Say, bye-bye, Daddy!’

			Johnny watched them meandering down the path towards the lake, thinking how grateful he was that at last Chris had improved almost out of all recognition. Deborah was certainly the best thing that had ever happened to him. Then Johnny heard his mother’s imperious voice demanding to know if anyone knew where Chris was? He turned to go back inside. 

			‘Don’t panic, Mother, he hasn’t run away, he’s taking the boys to the lake.’

			‘Oh, what a relief. I can’t wait for half past twelve.’

			‘The ceremony is at twelve.’

			‘I know that, Johnny dear, but twelve thirty means he’s well and truly married … that’s if he turns up. He will, won’t he?’

			‘I do believe he will. He’s besotted with her.’

			‘My dear Johnny, he’s been besotted before – so many times I’ve lost count!’

			‘Believe me, this time it’s different! Very different.’ 

			It felt like the right moment for giving his mother a kiss. He didn’t need to bend his head for she was as tall as he was and she almost jumped with the surprise of his gesture. ‘Oh! Johnny! Well, it is a special day, isn’t it? Very special. I’ll kiss you, shall I?’

			Her rare kiss landed on his left cheek, and then he got a second one on his right cheek. Special day, special kisses. He knew she hated the cold of an English winter but Johnny knew she would not have missed Chris’s wedding, no matter what the weather. Chris was her special boy; he and Nicholas had known that all their lives. In earlier years it had been the cause of jealousy and argument between the three boys, but now … well, now it didn’t seem to matter any more. Both he and Nicholas had accepted the inevitable – Chris would always come first with their mother. 

			Johnny kissed his mother, saying, ‘Home Farm here I come, only for an hour, so don’t worry, I shan’t be late for the wedding.’

			‘You love living here, don’t you? Really love it.’

			Johnny had to agree. ‘This is where I belong, heart and soul. Didn’t know it till I got here, but it’s true. This must have been what I was waiting for all my life. I will never go back to Brazil to live, not ever. I have to look after this land for my boys. And you’ve still got Nicholas in Brazil, haven’t you? And his children.’

			His mother turned away so he couldn’t see her face and said, surprisingly pathetically for her, ‘Will Chris … do you think … will he stay here or come back home to me? Has he said?’

			Johnny placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. ‘He’s not said. I think he might stay here. Rio doesn’t seem the right setting for Deborah, not quite her kind of thing, is it?’

			‘No. I suppose not, though she might get to like all the fun.’ 

			‘Mother! Will you check Deborah has everything she needs?’

			‘Of course, dear, of course.’ Despite her promise, she didn’t. There was no way she would indicate by the slightest of gestures that Deborah was acceptable to her. Chris had always been as free as air; woman after woman after woman, he just beckoned to them with his little finger and they were his for as long as he wanted them. Sometimes a week, sometimes a month – bright, vivid, entertaining girls they’d always been – and now he was marrying and she’d never thought he would. If there’d been bets on him marrying someone like Deborah she would have bet 100 to 1 he wouldn’t marry. The woman wasn’t his sort. I mean, where did she go when she disappeared for a few days every month? She never said, not even to Chris. But disappear she did and though he was plainly hurt by this, Chris never questioned where she’d been. 

			She, Perdita Templeton, had asked Deborah outright once where she went but all Deborah said was, ‘I am not chained to Chris.’ But she was, because she always came back to him, and now she would be her daughter-in-law. 

			Perdita went back inside the house; the wind was getting up and her hair would be ruined, that is, if it wasn’t already by that ridiculous hairdresser who’d come to the house at some ungodly hour this morning because she’d made a mistake and booked two weddings on the same day! Shop owners in Rio knew no one messed Perdita Templeton about, that what she wanted she got, but that wasn’t true here. In Rio she came first and everyone else second – and Deborah would come twenty-second or possibly even thirty-second if there was a queue.

			Give Deborah her due, she had classically beautiful features, a thrilling speaking voice and a figure to die for, but she was dull – well, Perdita found her so. Dull as ditchwater, with no spirit whatsoever, and as a fashion icon … huh! All her clothes were so restrained, so simple! 

			At that exact moment Deborah appeared at her elbow, looking divine. She glowed just as a bride should on her wedding day. ‘Perdita! There you are! Nicholas is on the phone, the one in Johnny’s office.’

			In Perdita’s opinion Johnny’s office was delicious. Ancient wood-panelled walls, antique desk, Victorian furnishings she was told, and curtains that had hung at that very window for well over a hundred years. It was so splendid even a modern up-to-date woman like herself could feel its ambience creeping through her veins. But Nicholas! ‘Here I am, darling,’ she sang. ‘Nicholas, darling, how is everything back there?’ Perdita plumped herself down in Johnny’s chair and waited to be entertained. Nicholas was always such fun to talk to. He gave her fascinating details about the consternation circulating around Rio on the question of Chris’s marriage. Let them speculate!! All those disappointed mothers wishing it was their daughter he was marrying! When she put down the receiver she knew she was glad Chris was marrying an Englishwoman even though she didn’t like her – a fact she endeavoured to keep entirely to herself. Perdita checked her watch. Two hours to go. She looked out of Johnny’s office window, contemplating the forthcoming wedding service. If her husband had still been alive it would have been him who inherited and she would have been Lady Templeton. That really would have been wonderful. Lady Templeton. Lady! That would have scored points for her in the opinion of everyone in Rio. Not that she needed any help in that direction. She knew her place and so did everyone who came in contact with her. At the top! Oh! Yes. Her place was at the very top. So unfair, really, that it was her daughter-in-law, Alice, who was Lady Templeton …

			Alice Templeton was in her and Johnny’s bedroom laying out her clothes for the wedding. Deep in her heart she was glad that Chris was getting married to Deborah. She and Deborah got on wonderfully well with each other, even though Deborah was a businesswoman through and through and she, Alice, was a musician. They couldn’t have been more different in outlook, but they gelled wonderfully well. The people in the village had taken to Deborah too, and in such a small community that was incredibly important; much more important than her mother-in-law realised. Alice smiled. As far as Perdita was concerned, all these dratted village people being guests at the wedding was insane. Waving and cheering outside the church, maybe, but not guests to whom she had to appear gracious. Gracious! That was a laugh! Johnny and she accepted everyone as friends and not as her mother-in-law did, as something beneath her notice. 

			As the bride and groom emerged from the church the bells rang loudly and joyously. Jimbo Charter-Plackett, now proficient at the job of bell ringing, swung on the rope with relief, glad that it wasn’t his darling Fran who was leaving the church on the arm of Christopher Templeton. There had been a time not long ago when he could have murdered the groom without blinking an eyelid. Greeting him at the reception afterwards he gripped Chris’s hand with enthusiasm and genuinely congratulated him on his choice of wife. ‘You both look so very happy. And I wish you the very best in the years to come.’

			Harriet, Jimbo’s wife, waiting her turn to shake the happy couple’s hands, found it very difficult to be genuinely pleased. ‘Lovely day for a wedding,’ she said. ‘You look fantastic, Deborah, really fantastic!’ That was true anyway. It was the simple flowing style of the dress with its high, close-fitting V-neck, the long tight sleeves coming to a point on the back of each hand, and the train with its two feet of material lying spread out on the ground behind her. So elegant, yet plain, almost virginal in style. 

			This new Chris looked triumphant. His eyes shone with love – everyone who saw them close up thought that. And for once it appeared to be true love. As far as Chris was concerned it was true love; he’d never felt so proud of anything he had done in all his life so far that made him feel so filled to the brim with love. Just looking at Deborah filled his heart with a glow never experienced before and he knew, from the top of his head to the soles of his shining brand new shoes, that this was love for an eternity. Feeling as he did now he knew nothing could go wrong with his life ever again. She was his anchor, his soulmate … his everlasting friend. Nothing and no one could spoil things now. Chris smiled at his bride and she smiled back at him, and for one splendid moment they felt as one: just the two of them, filled to the brim with love for each other.

			One person who had refused their wedding invitation was Frances Charter-Plackett. The distance of time since Chris had hurt her so devastatingly had lessened the pain, but it was still there right inside her and couldn’t be ignored. If she attended the wedding, every single person present would remember what had happened between her and Chris. Long memories were a feature of life in the three villages, so long sometimes that two centuries could pass and the resentment and pain still existed in the ­memories of the families whose ancestors’ lives had been blighted all those years before.

			And she wasn’t having them all remembering her pain and tut-tutting, scandalised that she’d turned up. Was that a tear they could see on her cheek? they’d be asking. She couldn’t give them the satisfaction and therefore stayed away, grateful for the understanding that Alex Harris offered her by suggesting a day’s excursion to London with a theatre visit to round it off and then a long drive back to Turnham Malpas so the celebrations would be well and truly over by the time he’d delivered her back to her home.

			Late up on the Sunday morning, Fran found her mother in the kitchen about to start preparing Sunday lunch.

			‘Darling! I heard you come back last night. Good time?’

			Fran dragged her dressing gown belt and tied it slowly to give herself time to think of what to say. ‘Yes. But …’

			‘But what?’ Harriet turned to look at her and recognised that what had been meant to be a lovely escape from her memories had not come up to scratch. ‘Well?’

			‘I’ve told him it’s no good. Alex Harris and I are no longer an item,’ Fran said, and exploded into floods of tears.

			By the time she’d told the whole story to her, Harriet was devastated. ‘He must be heartbroken.’

			‘He is, but second best is no good, is it? And that’s what he is. Second best. Although reason tells me I’m being a fool because he’s charming, considerate, charismatic, and very attractive to look at, like his dad. He’s fun, kind, thoughtful … but where’s the magic? It’s there very, very briefly and then it’s gone. It’s no good, Mum, I can’t marry him. So … a possible lifetime of regret has been rejected after a great deal of thought. He’s driving back tonight for a tutorial tomorrow and I just hope he’s OK. Driving back after such a long day, you know. And yes, I know I must be the biggest fool ever for turning him down …’

			‘Has he actually asked you to marry him, then?’

			‘He has. Yes, last night. That was when I knew I must be honest and tell the truth. No good letting him hope, is there? That wouldn’t be fair.’ 

			Fran spooned a luscious pile of froth from the top of her mug of coffee, paused for a moment remembering an incident in a restaurant when Alex had done the very same thing and got a blob of froth on the end of his nose. How they’d laughed, the two of them together in unison, so young, so happy and now … all that laughter had ended in the space of a few words.

			Time she grew up, did what she knew she must: get a place at university and put to good use all that hard work she’d done at school to get top grades. It had to be goodbye to the old Frances, living at home to avoid dynamic decision-making and hello to the new Frances, kicking her life into action. Instantly she imagined the touch of Alex’s hand on the back of her neck as he kissed her and she knew she’d long for his gentleness, his sweet, sensitive touch, his kindness and … No, he wasn’t the only man in the world! There must be men like him, but with the magic she longed for, somewhere … Oh, better single than full of regret. 

			‘After lunch I … By the way, is Grandmama coming?’

			Harriet nodded.

			‘Don’t say a word, Mum, she’ll only go on and on.’

			‘My lips are sealed.’

			‘I can hear in your voice you think I’m a total idiot for turning him down.’

			‘The decision is yours, Fran, not mine. It’s your life, after all. There’s time, too. You’re only twenty-two and what’s twenty-two nowadays? I heard two women talking in the posh dress shop in Culworth the other day and one who’d given up hope of her two daughters ever getting married was now facing hosting two weddings within five months and her daughters were thirty-four and thirty-nine. So, if it’s meant to be etc., etc. If you’re not one hundred per cent sure then it’s best to say no.’

			‘Thanks, Mum, for being on my side. I’m certain I’m right in saying no. I love working in the store with Dad, and—’

			Harriet patted her shoulder. ‘I know, I know. But right now I need the table for starting lunch. Off you go and do what you have to do, darling. There’s no one else but yourself who can make the decision about your life.’

			And Fran wasn’t the only one to turn down their invitation to the wedding. Out of the kindness of his heart, Johnny had invited Ben Braithwaite along with his sister Becky and Becky had decided no. It only needed Ben to be in one of his peculiar moods and the wedding service and the reception could be ruined, so she’d decided not to go just in case. His upsets at the moment were caused by the fact that old Greenwood Stubbs had not yet invited Ben to join him in the glasshouses, and that was what Ben wanted more then anything in the whole world. He constantly mentioned it to Becky who dreaded him asking her yet again why Greenwood wouldn’t have him to help. He even knew the names of those who did work in there and they had become his enemies.

			So by the time the wedding day arrived Becky was glad she had refused. What surprised her the day after the event was when the doorbell rang after lunch and there was Sir Johnny with a bouquet of flowers, a box with wedding cake in it, and a request for a word with her.

			‘Have you time for a quick word, Becky?’

			With Ben safely engrossed in front of the TV watching a cowboy film she stepped outside and closed the front door behind her. ‘It’s about Ben, isn’t it? Causing trouble? Are you wanting him not to work for you any more?’

			‘No, no, no. Firstly, the wedding. We all had a wonderful time and I just wish you’d been able to come. This is a flower arrangement from the reception for you, seeing as you couldn’t come, and Deborah insisted I brought a big piece of the wedding cake. She thought that perhaps you would enjoy a taste, to say nothing of Ben.’

			‘It’s so kind of you! Thank you very much indeed. The flowers smell lovely, and as for the cake, the two of us will certainly enjoy it. It’s a very big piece – are you sure you can spare it?’

			‘Whatever Deborah decides is fine by me.’

			Becky grinned. ‘She’s an absolutely lovely person, isn’t she? As for Ben, he’s upset, you see, because he longs to work with Greenwood Stubbs in the glasshouses. I’m sorry, but the truth is he desperately wants to work with the peaches and grapes and such, and Ben, being as he is, he can’t understand why, when he wants to, he can’t. He’ll get over it. Eventually.’

			‘Is that all it is?’

			‘Yes. Definitely. Believe me, he loves working on your estate; he tells everyone he meets that he’s your gardener, he’s so proud of it. I’m so sorry. He’s causing a lot of trouble is he? If so …’

			‘No, no. Somehow we’ll accommodate him. I’m determined to make a success of Ben coming to work for us because he tries so hard. Always on time, always wildly enthusiastic, and that’s the kind of person I like working for me. I shall solve it. Somehow. Greenwood belongs to the old school, you see, and finds it difficult to … to handle Ben. According to him Ben should be hidden away in an institution the way people used to be, not out in the world earning a living.’

			‘I’m grateful you make allowances for him, and that’s not a word I like to use in the same breath as Ben, but I am, grateful you’ve so kindly given him a job.’

			‘It’s not a kindness; it’s a business decision. He gives good value for money, he works diligently and thoroughly, and there’s absolutely no reason for complaint. Leave it with me, I’m dealing with it.’ 

			Johnny turned away, intending to leave, then changed his mind. ‘Sorry you couldn’t come to the wedding; we all had a fabulous time, no nasty shocks, no unfortunate incidents, it all went like clockwork and the bride looked perfect. Which she is. I took photos. Want to look?’

			‘Yes, please, I’d love to.’

			So they stood out in the cold wind admiring the photos on Johnny’s iPhone.

			‘The bride looks beautiful, absolutely fabulous. Chris is a lucky man.’

			‘He is.’ Johnny paused for a moment and then added, ‘And he knows it. He’s changed almost out of all recognition.’ He smiled, switched off his phone, and while opening his car door he said, ‘Leave the Ben situation with me. Right?’

			‘Thank you, I will. And thanks for the cake, and the flowers and thinking so well of Ben.’

			Johnny placed a finger on his lips saying ‘Shush! Not a word to him indoors!’ He waved and drove away.

			Honestly, thought Becky, who would believe he was the Lord of the Manor, wealthy beyond belief and yet so pleasant and so easy to talk to and above all so considerate to her and her brother. ‘Look, Ben! Want a piece?’

			So Ben and Becky sat together watching TV, drinking tea and eating thick slices of the delicious wedding cake, with the scent of the flowery table centrepiece wafting round the room and feeling rich in all the best things in life; like friendship and kindliness and caring and sharing. 

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			The following morning Johnny left a message for Greenwood Stubbs on his answerphone and an hour later Greenwood was saying in his Northern accent, ‘Good morning, Sir Johnny. You want a word with me? Nothing wrong is there?’

			‘What on earth could be wrong, Greenwood? Just want a word about the glasshouses. Will you be there in the next hour or so?’

			‘I can be.’

			‘Excellent. See you there then.’ Johnny smiled to himself; Green­wood always kept that slight edge of independence. He wouldn’t say, ‘Yes, of course.’ Or, ‘Certainly, sir.’ Or, ‘What time?’ or ‘Would half an hour be all right?’ Johnny laughed as he put down the receiver. There it was again, his Northern independence, letting the boss know that he didn’t own Greenwood Stubbs body and soul.

			Sure enough he was smoking his pipe seated on a bench placed outside the main glasshouse. Waiting. Smoking. Enjoying the pale winter sun.

			Greenwood endeavoured to stand up but Johnny signalled him not to even try, saying, ‘Please don’t.’

			Johnny sat down beside him, opening the conversation by saying, ‘Cold, today.’

			‘It is.’ Greenwood continued smoking his pipe leaving his employer to lead their discussion.

			‘I want to talk to you about Ben Braithwaite. He’s getting very upset because you haven’t mentioned to him about working in the glasshouses and yet you seemed to get on well when you let him spend time with you there, way back.’ Johnny left a long silence.

			Finally Greenwood answered. ‘In my day people like ’im were shut up in big houses and you didn’t see ’em. Safe, you know. Fed. Kept clean. Cared for. Nothing to worry about. Now …’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Now they’re all over the place.’

			‘Why shouldn’t they be?’

			‘Some of ’em fail to be looked after, fall through a hole and get lost right in the midst of the social services.’

			‘Come on, Greenwood, that’s not the real reason is it? Mmm?’

			Greenwood shuffled about to make himself more comfortable. ‘Can I be honest with you?’

			‘That’s exactly what I want. Honesty from a man who is ­honest through and through, because that’s you all over.’

			‘I don’t really know what to say to him.’ Greenwood blew his nose, twice, coughed and added, ‘And he looked confused a lot of the time. Does he understand things?’

			‘Yes, he does, but one thing at a time is best.’

			‘Well, I will need someone in another few months, probably just before Christmas.’

			‘Then we’ll give him a chance now. Just sweeping up and cleaning the windows and, let’s face it, there are plenty of those now, aren’t there? I’ll come the first time or two. It may not work out at all. On the other hand, it might. So we’ll have an experiment. And I’ll help where I can. Not all day every day at first for Ben, give him a trial period, see how he shapes up.’

			Greenwood agreed. ‘So long as you come the first time or two. I shall know if he has wine running in his veins straight away. It has to be in his heart, working in a greenhouse. There’s something instinctive about grapes and vines and peaches and things. I’m willing to give him a trial. But if he’s not right I won’t have him anywhere near my glasshouses because the vines will die, believe me they will. Of their own accord they’ll fade away. They know, do them vines, they really do.’

			Johnny smiled inside himself. This about vines dying was Greenwood’s escape route, saying the vines would die of their own accord! All a load of nonsense but he’d go along with it. ‘I’ll go get him now. This very minute. I have a couple of hours to spare.’ Before Greenwood could object Johnny had sprung up from the seat and was heading for the kitchen garden.

			Ben glowed with excitement at the prospect. ‘He does? The Green Man wants me?’

			Johnny nodded. ‘He says you can have a try, just for an hour or so, and he’ll watch and see how you get on with the vines. He says vines know if a man is right for looking after them, so you have to be very careful indeed and do exactly what he says or else …’

			‘Or else?’ Ben puzzled over this statement. ‘Or else?’

			‘Or else they’ll … they’ll die.’

			‘Die?’ Ben looked horrified. ‘Not with me. No, not with me. I shan’t make them die, they’ll love me.’

			‘They need their windows cleaning.’ Johnny said solemnly.

			‘I clean the windows for Becky, Ben’s good at that.’

			‘Off we go then.’

			So Ben spent two hours cleaning windows and did a marvellous job of them. Greenwood couldn’t find fault at all. ‘I’ll take you on. Two hours each morning, cleaning the rest of the windows. There’s plenty to keep you going. We’ve got a lot of windows in the glasshouses, and I like them to be shining.’

			Ben noticed a length of dead stem on the nearest vine, snapped it neatly off and placed it in a bin. Then he went back to the living part of the stem and stroked it. ‘You keep going; you’re doing very well. Just keep going.’

			Greenwood, very surprised by this turn of events, realised Ben might perhaps be a man after his own heart. 

			

			Ben raced home that evening to tell Becky. ‘Two hours every morning cleaning the windows!’

			Becky, preoccupied with preparing their evening meal, didn’t respond immediately.

			Furious, Ben shouted, ‘Listen, listen! Never mind chopping stuff. Listen! The Green Man’s put me in charge of the vines. Do you hear me?’

			Unable to believe it she asked him outright: ‘That’s wonderful. But did he say so, “in charge of the vines”? Those words?’

			Ben hesitated. Half of him knew Greenwood hadn’t used those words, half of him couldn’t quite remember, but not wishing to disappoint Becky he declared firmly, ‘Yes, that’s right.’ He had been put in charge. He’d been in there and pulled that dead bit off, hadn’t he? He wouldn’t have been allowed to do that without being in charge, would he? Green Man hadn’t been cross. He’d looked pleased. ‘All day in the glasshouses. I shall like that.’ 

			Becky couldn’t believe where Ben had got the idea from. ‘Are you sure?’

			Ben nodded. ‘Oh yes. I pulled a dead stalk off and Green Man looked pleased. I found the bin and put it in. Must keep a vine clean and tidy.’

			Becky just knew he’d got completely the wrong idea. Ben simply wasn’t clever enough to be in charge with all that money at stake at harvest time. But how to tell him he was wrong? He’d explode.

			‘Ben, come and get your supper. It’s your favourite. Cauliflower cheese. With the cheese really browned. Sit down.’

			Ben sat down to eat. He didn’t say a word until he’d finished. Every last scrap was eaten and he asked to eat the leftovers in the casserole dish she’d used to grill the topping.

			Whilst they ate their pudding, Becky related a story Roger had told her about the school where he taught and made Ben laugh, then another story she’d heard in the Store when she bought the cauliflower. For once, he’d understood the stories weren’t about her but other people and, deciding he must be in a good frame of mind, she told him the truth about the glasshouses. ‘You see, Ben, I think you will be cleaning the windows and that sort of thing, not be in charge as you thought. You’ll have to learn first, then be in charge.’ 

			As she fearfully expected, Ben exploded.

			She was glad she’d explained it to him at home because the ruckus he caused would have persuaded even a kindly disposed witness to think he was mad. He screamed and shouted and hit her harder than he’d ever hit her before and they were both shattered by his outburst, Ben sobbing because he’d hit her far too hard and brothers didn’t, shouldn’t do that, and she regretting how much the truth had hurt him, this brother of hers for whom she would have given anything in the whole wide world if she could stop him being hurt. But he was hurt, right to the core. She wished Johnny had never given him a job and that she had him at home all day where he could be safe from being hurt. The bruise on her arm was the worst he had ever given her, but at least it was winter and her sweater’s long sleeves covered his damage to her so no one would ask her how it had happened.

			But now she not only had Ben to protect but herself too. There was something very adult, very grown-up about his attack on her, that she hadn’t experienced before, and she was worried. It wasn’t the petulant outburst of a child like it used to be, and next morning he appeared to remember nothing about the previous night; it was as though it had never happened. He was up and off to the big house in time for his eight o’clock start with not a care in the world, apparently happy at the prospect of being in charge. ‘I’m clever Ben Braithwaite, I am,’ he reminded her as he shut the front door with a bang.

			With the cloths he’d borrowed from Becky, Ben went im­mediately to the glasshouse, still convinced he was in charge. Becky’s cloths were the best, much better than the Green Man’s cloths. He worked away, oblivious to the fact that the man in charge of the kitchen garden was wondering why Ben hadn’t turned up for work. ‘No,’ he told Johnny ‘he hasn’t turned up. Not like him, that, regular as clockwork he is.’

			Johnny suspected what Ben had done and went to check, totally unaware of the storm that was about to descend on him. Con­fident that he knew how to handle Ben, Johnny found him cleaning windows.

			‘Ah! There you are. We were worried you weren’t well.’

			Ben paused for a moment to say, ‘I’m in charge in here and the windows need doing. The vines said they did and so …’

			Aware he had a very difficult situation to deal with Johnny chose his words carefully, but mistakenly he came out with the truth immediately. Better be up front, no gentle footling about, straight out with it, he thought. ‘I think perhaps Greenwood didn’t mean straight away, I think perhaps he meant little by little. Take it steady, there’s a lot to learn. I think perhaps he meant you to start slowly … It’s Greenwood who is always in charge, anyway. Of everything. The flower garden, the vegetable garden, the woods, the drive, the glasshouses, the—’ At this moment Ben crashed his fist into Johnny’s jaw with all his strength and felled him. For a split second Johnny was unconscious. 

			As he began to come round he found Ben was stroking his head and saying ‘Sorry’ time and time again. A contrite apology, which Johnny accepted, but he remained at a loss as to what he should do next. To begin with he sat up, tenderly soothing his jaw with delicate fingers. Then with Ben’s help he attempted to get to his feet. It had been an almighty blow and Johnny simply did not know what to say or do. Be angry? But he could get thumped again. Be polite? But in truth, Ben should not be hitting his employer – or anyone else for that matter. An employer who was hoping to make his life more useful and set him on a path that would lead to something bigger. As his head cleared and his temper cooled Johnny did think that perhaps he was aiming too high on Ben’s behalf, that digging in the vegetable garden was the best he would ever achieve. Sack him, here and now? Ring Becky and tell her what had taken place?

			He did ring that evening. ‘Johnny Templeton here, Becky. Have you a moment?’

			Becky listened with horror to what he had to say. ‘I am so sorry. So very sorry. He loves the idea of working in the glasshouses, it’s his one aim in life to get in there to work. I explained to him last night that I really didn’t think Greenwood Stubbs meant him to be in charge but he wouldn’t listen – and obviously he isn’t clever enough anyway – but of course he’s so desperate to work with the grapes and such he believes he is clever enough. Please don’t take him to court, it could be the end of him if you do, him being how he is …’

			There was a strange anxiety in Becky’s voice that made him ask ‘Becky, tell me – it’ll go no further than you and I.’ He paused for a moment and then asked outright, ‘Does Ben hit you?’

			The prolonged silence at the other end of the phone convinced Johnny he was right, but Becky said, ‘No, he doesn’t. Ben gets cross but … no … he doesn’t hit me.’

			Johnny was not convinced she was speaking the truth. But he made it sound as if he believed her. ‘Good, I’m glad he doesn’t, because that wouldn’t be right. I’m not going to sack him, which is what I should do, but one more incident and that’s it; I’ve got my other employees to think about. Thank you for talking to me, I thought you ought to be warned. I know it will be all over the village by tomorrow – can’t avoid it, my jaw is both purple and swollen! He has some strength and not half. Goodnight, Becky, don’t worry about it, will you? I’m tough!’

			Don’t worry about it? Becky wept, unable to hold back the tears. She pulled up her sleeve to stroke the bruising that had come up after Ben’s attack on her. It was dark purple and, fortunately for her, a long-sleeved sweater covered it up beautifully, but you can’t cover your face so yes, he was right, everyone would know. 

			This latest news, as it always did, finally arrived in the Store just before five o’clock on the day it happened. A man was in there buying cigarettes, a man who’d had an appointment with Sir Johnny that very afternoon. 

			‘Some blow and not half. His face is badly swollen, purple coloured it is, and very painful. So bad he can’t speak properly. Said he’d walked into a door, some door I must say, if that’s the truth. So if someone comes in here and his fist is swollen and purple that’s him what did it. Take care not to cross him!’ The man laughed, picked up his change and left, grinning at the man behind him in the queue at the till. That man said to Jimbo, ‘I’ve been up there today quoting for putting double glazing in two of their old windows. Every word is true because Sir Johnny apologised when he came to talk to me about the quote. The chap who did it must be mad. Wonder he didn’t break his jaw.’

			Someone choosing a birthday card overheard the conversation and asked, ‘Who hit him, then?’

			‘He wouldn’t say.’

			‘Wouldn’t say? He’s covering for someone. I wonder who it is. Not his brother Chris, he’s on his honeymoon. I’ll ask my sister’s husband; he works up there. He’ll know, I bet.’

			‘Just about everyone round here works for ’im,’ said Maggie Dobbs. ‘Lovely man and he pays well too. Them two little boys of his are lovely. Image of him they are. I can’t wait for ’em to begin at the school.’

			‘They won’t be going there, not to the village school, not with their money. Huh!’ The man who scoffed at such a ridiculous idea came from Little Derehams. 

			‘They are! I’ve seen the list.’

			‘Well, only time will tell, but when, when the time comes they won’t be going there. Believe me. Men like ’im do that to make gullible people like you think they are wonderful down-to-earth people despite all their money, and not the rich bombastic so-and-sos they really are.’ He stormed chirpily out of the Store, convinced he was right.

			‘Well,’ said Maggie, ‘let’s hope he doesn’t come in here too often, the nasty beggar. I’ve seen it with my own eyes, both of ’em registered. I’m not a fool. Believe me, they’ll both be there like Templetons have been for years. Sir Ralph went there, and if it was good enough for him it’s good enough for them two lovely boys.’ She glared at every customer standing behind her in the queue waiting to pay, daring anyone to contradict her, paid for her groceries and departed, head held high.

			Fran, on the till that afternoon, knew that Maggie would be right. Johnny was like that about traditions and so on, she’d learned that from his brother Chris when she was going out with him. Not that Chris agreed with Johnny, far from it. During a brief lack of customers coming to the till Fran thought about Chris and his heartbreaking attitude to women and was glad it wasn’t her who had gone down the aisle on his arm. God! She’d had a narrow escape there. Now she had decided to get a place at university next year she would be leaving all this behind and beginning her new life, and she couldn’t wait. She liked Alex so much, but he didn’t excite her and after being with Chris liking simply wasn’t enough That extra sparkle Chris had, even though he’d been savagely unkind to her, was what she was looking for. On the day of Chris and Deborah’s wedding she’d thought about the bride and knew that an older woman with strength and charisma was really what Chris needed to keep him, and that was what he got with Deborah Charlesworth. A younger woman would have found he’d slipped away from her after two or three years – and to Fran total commitment was essential. 

			Perhaps when she was thirty and still unmarried she would regret her decision to refuse Alex but she didn’t, not yet, and knew there were other things she had to do before settling down to married life and, in particular, babies, because she knew that she would want a large family. Not just one or two children but at least four. She saw the pleasure and the hard work that a large family had brought to Louise and Gilbert Johns and to her own parents and she wanted that for herself. So though she loved working in the Store with her dad, she knew she needed three years of freedom to allow her to mature. Stuff weddings. 

			At that moment her grandmother walked in. 

			‘And a good afternoon to you, Grandmama! How are you today?’

			‘All the better for seeing you, dear. Busy?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Good! Just what your father likes. The sound of the doorbell jingling is music to his ears. Is he in?’

			‘He is.’

			Grandmama headed for Jimbo’s office. She had to tell him. There was no doubt about that. She sat down on a chair and made herself comfortable, saying, ‘For heaven’s sake, Jimbo, stop tapping on that blessed machine and listen to me.’

			Picking up on the anxious tone of her voice, Jimbo stopped and swung round to listen to what she had to say.

			‘I’m just back from the hospital.’ She paused. ‘Turns out I need an operation. They’ve got the results of the tests they’ve been doing and it’s what they suspected: a tumour on my right adrenal gland. There’s no need to worry. Very rare, but perfectly routine, they say. In about three weeks or perhaps four, they say.’

			Jimbo heard a slight wobble in her voice and knew she was trying hard to be brave, and not quite getting there.

			‘Mother! I’m so sorry. Where?’

			‘Like I said, in my right adrenal—’

			‘No! I mean which hospital?’

			‘Culworth Hospital, of course.’

			‘Private?’

			Grandmama hesitated for a moment and then said, ‘No.’

			‘Look here, I can well afford to pay for you to go private, so please let me.’

			‘Well, I can’t, so I’m going NHS, full stop. I’m not letting you pay.’

			‘You are, Mother, you are. I can well afford it.’

			‘Absolutely not. I’m very determined that I’m going NHS and you are not paying for me. And that’s that. Please, Jimbo, I have more than enough to do scraping up the courage to face it all without having to fight you too. Just be a good boy and do as I say.’

			‘But Mother—’

			‘But Mother nothing. I worry they might find it’s spread and … anyway, that’s my news, what’s yours?’

			Jimbo’s news was the astonishing way in which the website he’d created for selling meat had taken off right from the first day. Vince Jones had almost immediately needed full-time help and had found an unemployed butcher to do just that, and they were both working all hours. He was thrilled at the success of it but faced with telling his mother after her devastating news …

			Cautiously he said, ‘My news is wonderful, but I don’t think …’ 

			‘Good! Well, then go on, tell me.’

			‘The meat website has brought us such success you wouldn’t believe. I’ve never had a new venture get off the ground so well. But enough of that, you’re far more important. I’m so sorry. And Harriet, too, she’ll be upset. Now—’

			‘Listen to me. They’ve found out what’s wrong and they are going to do something about it and I should be glad they caught it so soon. So no more of the gloom and doom. We have to be positive.’

			‘Let me say this. I am so sorry, Mother, about it, and please, please go privately. I can easily pay for it so let me pay. It’ll be so much more comfortable.’

			‘Jimbo! I’m struggling to be brave, so please don’t make me have other hurdles to deal with, I’ve enough on my plate as it is.’ She bowed her head, fighting back her tears.

			Jimbo saw what he’d done and leapt to his feet. Neither of them had been demonstrative in the past but he saw he needed to be now. Putting his arms around her shoulders he said, ‘You’re the one who has it to go through, so it will be exactly as you want it. But if you change your mind let me know.’

			His mother nodded her gratitude, ‘I won’t tell the others until I get a date. OK?’

			‘As you wish. I’m so sorry, Mother. I really am.’ Jimbo kissed her cheek and then sat down at his computer again. ‘You’ve never had an operation before, have you?’

			‘Never. Apart from having you in hospital, I’ve never lain in a hospital bed. Ever. So it’ll all be a very new experience. All this gossip about the NHS failing their patients – I shall have first-hand experience of it, won’t I? Let’s hope I can give a good report of Culworth Hospital. I could always write an article for the newspaper and send it to them. Time someone said something good about it.’ Then she burst into tears, no longer able to draw on her defence mechanism.

			Jimbo had never seen his mother weeping before and felt at the same time embarrassed and deeply sympathetic. ‘Mother! Mother! I’ll get you a cup of tea. Stay right where you are.’

			Greta Jones was the first person he saw. ‘Greta! Cup of tea, please, right away.’

			‘I’ll do that when I’ve sorted these parcels out with Tom, won’t take me a tick.’

			‘Hang the blasted parcels! A cup of tea immediately.’

			Greta, shocked to the core that she was being asked by Jimbo, of all people, to put his business second to a cup of tea, stood as though paralysed.

			Jimbo snatched the armful of parcels she was carrying and said through gritted teeth, ‘Cup of tea, not a mug, a cup of tea, immediately, please. Milk. One sugar. In my office, pronto.’ The parcels were then unceremoniously perched on top of the cupboard in the passage outside his office. ‘Now!’

			When Greta carried the cup of tea into his office she still didn’t know why it was so urgent and said cheerfully, ‘Cup of tea, for you, is it, Mrs Charter-Plackett?’

			‘It is. Thank you, Greta. Most kind.’ 

			Greta noticed her hand trembled as she took hold of the saucer. ‘Take care.’ Jimbo sat as though carved in stone so Greta decided on a tactful exit. ‘Good afternoon to you both.’ As she picked up her abandoned parcels Greta guessed there had been some bad news involving Jimbo’s mother, the old battleaxe that she was. She’d caused more trouble … but put that all aside – it would seem to be something serious involving good old Grandmama. Still, they’d all know in time. 
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