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For Martin




They shut the road through the woods

Seventy years ago.

Weather and rain have undone it again,

And now you would never know

There was once a road through the woods

Before they planted the trees.

 



It is underneath the coppice and heath,

And the thin anemones.

Only the keeper sees

That, where the ring-dove broods,

And the badgers roll at ease,

There was once a way through the woods.

 



Yet, if you enter the woods

Of a summer evening late,

When the night air cools on the trout-ringed pools

Where the otter whistles his mate,

(They fear not men in the woods,

Because they see so few)

You will hear the beat of a horse’s feet,

And the swish of a skirt in the dew,

Steadily cantering through

The misty solitudes,

As though they perfectly knew

The old lost road through the woods . . .

But there is no road through the woods!

The Way Through the Woods 
RUDYARD KIPLING
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May 1920

John Gresham was shown into a joyless drawing-room. No fire burned in the grate, not a speck of dust softened the polished bureau or chair legs, even the late spring flowers stood meekly to attention in symmetrical arrays of pink and white. A blend of gold, cream and subdued green, the room gave no indication that the mistress of the house was a young woman, unless perhaps by the translucent gleam of over-elaborate lace curtains. Near the plain mantel was a small inlaid table, its purpose to support two photographs. One must be of Nicholas; the face beneath the uniform cap displayed clear-cut features in half profile. The second, oblong mounted, was presumably Sophia, though John Gresham scarcely recognised her thin face under hair swept back in pre-war fashion, her remote gaze and mouth softened only by vaseline on the kind camera lens.

Hearing footsteps, he replaced the portrait, turned to the door and there she was, rather less delicate-featured than in the photograph, very pale, her puzzled eyes revealing the correct degree of welcome.

‘Mr Gresham. What a pleasant surprise.’

‘I’m sorry to have disturbed you. I wanted to come in person.’

She offered him tea but no, he would not stay, he had an appointment later.

‘First, let me congratulate you on your engagement,’ he said. ‘I read the announcement and of course your Aunt Margaret was very full of it.’

She smiled self-consciously and clasped her hands as if to hide the ring.

‘But I’m afraid it’s as the executor of my wife’s will that I’ve come. Eleanor died, you know, in March.’

Her poise fractured, she looked genuinely upset. ‘Mrs Gresham! I had no idea. Oh I’m so sorry.’

‘Yes, well, she had been very ill for a long time, as you were perhaps aware.’

‘No, I hadn’t realised. I’m sorry. I’m rather out of touch with my aunt and people in Needlewick.’

‘The fact is my wife left you something and I thought . . . as it might seem . . . Well, I had other business in town so I thought I’d come.’

She was watching him now with some warmth. ‘Really I hardly knew her. I can’t think why she should leave me anything.’

‘Oh, it’s very small, terribly small, just a couple of notebooks - they were Helen’s. I know, it’s very odd, but my wife particularly wanted you to have them. She only made the will in February, you see, and was still very much in her right mind. I couldn’t refuse her.’

‘But how extraordinary! What about Helen? Doesn’t she want them?’

‘No, no. I wrote to her and checked. She replied that  Eleanor had discussed it with her. Really she would rather the notebooks were thrown away, she said, but she thought it was up to Eleanor as she’d had them for years. Helen gave them to her a long time ago. Helen didn’t want them, and apparently Eleanor asked for them.’

Sophia’s posture had altered, so that she leaned forward in her chair, her hands clenched together. ‘It was very kind of you to have come all this way to bring them to me.’

‘No, I was in town. But I haven’t got the notebooks with me. That was the other thing - Eleanor stipulated that you have to collect them in person. They’re in Needlewick. It’s silly, I know. I would understand if you didn’t bother. I’ll put them away or burn them if you’d rather.’

Sophia now collapsed back, laughing. ‘Really, it’s most peculiar. What a mystery. Well, Mr Gresham, I’m afraid I can’t say that I’ve any plans to come to Needlewick at the moment. Colin and I intend to marry in September, you see. Quite soon. There’s lots to be done.’

‘Of course.’ He drew his feet together, ready for departure. They both stood.

‘I’ll let you know what I decide, shall I?’ she asked, leading him into the hall and opening the front door for him.

‘Yes, yes, there’s no hurry.’

She shook his hand. ‘It really was very kind of you to come.’

‘Not at all, not at all.’

 



Sophia watched Mr Gresham walk hurriedly away, a slight figure, much too frail. She had scarcely known  him before except as a self-effacing, masculine presence yet his smile now seemed welcome and familiar to her. Poor Mr Gresham, all alone.

She closed the heavy door and stood for a moment smoothing her dress and hair. The visit had left her in a state of nervous excitement. Mrs Gresham was dead.

 



Upstairs, Sophia stood at a mirror, arrested by the sight of her reflection with its unusually flushed cheeks. She remembered Eleanor Gresham in her garden, the lawn ripe at her feet, a breeze stirring the brim of her hat and the ruffles of her gown.

Sophia turned abruptly from the glass and, though it was far too early, began to dress for dinner. Colin was expected and it was worth taking considerable trouble for him because he always noticed what she wore - his delight in every aspect of herself was perhaps what she most liked about him. It was a pity that, as the hours ticked by, she tended to be oppressed by the combined company of Colin and her father. Neither could be natural with the other; it annoyed her particularly that her father’s behaviour should be so deferential. She would have to insist on going out for a walk with Colin after dinner, although that would mean kisses; hand kisses, cheek kisses she liked, mouth kisses seemed intrusive and a little dirty. It was as if they were being performed under the approving eye of her father even when he was far away.

Carefully reknotting her hair, she speculated on the contents of Mrs Gresham’s will. ‘The woman didn’t even like me,’ she would later tell Colin - she mentally  rehearsed the words. ‘She thought I was bad for Helen, I could tell. Oh, haven’t I told you about my cousin, Helen Callwood? I went to stay with her in 1909 when I was just fourteen because Nicholas had measles. It was thought I’d be safer away from the germs so they sent me to my mother’s sister, Aunt Margaret, and her husband, a doctor, and my cousin Helen, in a remote village called Needlewick.’

That was such a strange summer, she thought. Very odd indeed. And then she hurried away to check the flowers on the dinner table because she didn’t want to think about Needlewick any more.

 



No meal in the presence of Simon Theobald could be comfortable; even Sophia who had dined alone with her father for a number of years was never at ease and poor Colin compensated for his anxiety by over-zealous attempts at conversation, clashing of cutlery and conscientious lip-wiping.

There were elements in Simon Theobald’s domestic life which he had failed to control so, as if in compensation, he now insisted ever more rigidly on the rituals learnt in childhood. Food must be perfectly served, neither he nor Sophia was permitted to speak without first laying down knife and fork and resting hands on lap, no drop of wine or gravy must splash on the white cloth. At the end of each course Theobald would cleanse imaginary crumbs from his fingertips by flicking his thumbs across them several times. Sophia was aware of her father’s every indrawn breath and click of teeth. The sight of a soft pudding made her jaw muscles clench in  anticipation of the unnecessary grinding of his molars through unresisting blancmange. For her, company at dinner was a blissful distraction. Colin’s proposal, so acceptable to her father, had also released her from the torture of meal times; she ceased to be the unwilling focus of all her father’s attention and might even laugh or blow her nose.

‘Mr Gresham called today, Father.’

His mouth was full of lamb and young peas. In the time it took him to prepare for speech she had begun to regret this rash revelation.

‘Mr Gresham?’ His clear blue gaze, from eyes remarkably large and lavishly lashed, met hers in polite interest.

‘Do you not remember the name? He’s a lawyer in Needlewick. I met him when I went to stay there years ago, when Nicholas was ill. Eleanor, his wife, was a great friend of mother’s.’

‘I know who Mr Gresham is.’

‘Where’s Needlewick?’ Colin asked.

Now that she had opened the Pandora’s Box, Sophia would have given a great deal to close it again. Already her father’s neat movements with knife and fork had become yet more deliberate.

‘It’s the tiny village where my mother was born,’ she told Colin.

‘Ah.’ Colin shot a hurried glance at his host and reached for the dish of potatoes - a spoon bounced on the cloth and flicked spots of melted butter on to the salt cellar.

‘Yes, I spent a summer there once with my aunt and uncle. The Greshams were family friends also living in  the village. It seems that Mrs Gresham has left some books for me in her will. She died. Did you know that, father?’

‘I believe it might have been mentioned in your uncle’s last letter to me.’

‘But how exciting,’ said Colin, ‘are they of any value, these books?’

‘I shouldn’t think so. Why didn’t you tell me Mrs Gresham was dead, Father?’

There was another long pause while Theobald finished his meal and pushed the plate a fraction of an inch away. ‘I had no idea you would be interested. You’ve never mentioned her.’

‘She was Mother’s dearest friend.’

‘I don’t remember your mother ever writing to her much.’

Colin came crashing to the rescue. ‘Talking of writing - I’ve been defending a fearfully interesting case today. Fraud. Incredible the lengths people will go to . . .’

 



They walked along the Embankment, the wind tossing litter and flying blossom about their ankles so that Sophia shivered.

‘It’s so cold for May.’

Colin drew her closer by tucking her arm through his. ‘You’re not wearing enough. You never do.’

‘I wanted to get out quickly. Good God, Colin, I don’t know how you can bear the atmosphere in that house. You must be mad to inflict it on yourself.’

‘I’d do far worse for you, Sophia.’

‘I know you would. I know.’

‘I sometimes wonder why you deliberately provoke him by talking about your mother.’

‘I don’t do it to provoke him - not entirely. Colin, she’s my mother! I have to keep her alive for myself, I do precious little else for her.’

‘Has she written lately?’

When they talked about her mother, she always felt that Colin’s compassionate tone would be more suitable if he were discussing someone dangerously ill or dead. ‘You know she doesn’t write. Why should she, I never write to her.’ Her raised voice attracted the interest of other strollers. ‘I think my mother will be very sad to know Eleanor Gresham is dead. I wish I’d known her better. I can’t think why she thought of me when she was writing her will.’

Overhead cherry blossom hung in dim clusters. Mrs Gresham; the cow parsley in the bank outside her house, her garden hazed by yellow heat and the roses full-blown.

 



At breakfast two days later the letter arrived confirming Sophie’s unusual legacy. She pushed the envelope to one side and spread butter on her toast.

‘You received the letter from Gresham, then?’

‘Yes.’ She shielded her face from sunlight spilling through the long voile curtains. ‘It’s absurd. I can’t go all the way to Needlewick for such a silly thing. I’ve far too much to do.’

‘Although, as I’ve said, Sophia, you ought to visit your uncle and aunt before your marriage. You could collect your book then.’ Simon Theobald had in part made his fortune by never turning down a gift or an opportunity.

‘Maybe, yes.’

But later, after her father had left the house, Sophia raged about the rooms. What did Helen’s diary contain that could be of relevance now? Why had it been given to Eleanor Gresham? And why should Sophia go to Needlewick when Mr Gresham might so easily have posted it or indeed delivered it himself? Perhaps Mrs Gresham had grown eccentric in the late stages of her illness.

But curiosity burned; Sophia knew she must read the diary which would of course contain many references to her own visit in that summer of 1909. And Needlewick was not so very far away; she need only stay overnight or Colin could even motor her up in a day. But she did not want Colin in Needlewick. The thought brought her up short before a large oval mirror on the landing as if she’d suddenly been caught rehearsing the name of a secret lover.

Finally, for reassurance, she opened the door of her brother’s room and recoiled, as always, from the fact of his complete absence. The shutters were closed and in the grey light from the doorway the room was dim and very tidy.

Closing the door, she went to the bed and laid her head on the pillow. Nicholas, I wrote to you so often in the Needlewick summer. Do you remember how homesick I was - how you-sick? I would have caught your measles willingly rather than be exiled like that.

She stood up and whispered fiercely: ‘I’ll go, I’ll go.’

It would be her last trip without Colin for some time - she’d tell him that for sentimental reasons she must make  it alone. Anyway, he wouldn’t be interested in girlish memories.

‘I’ll go then, shall I, Nicholas?’

Her words fell on the soft carpet, the empty bookshelves and the smooth quilt, where they died softly with no ears to hear them.
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Mrs Deborah Parditer, now widowed, had become a frequent visitor to Middlecote Hall, Needlewick. She enjoyed the drive, the change of scenery and the fact that from her vantage point of the Hall she could venture forth to sample at first hand all the goings-on of a village whose inhabitants were as familiar to her as when she lived there as a child. Besides, Deborah felt that it was her duty to go often. She was needed at the Hall. Her sister, Lady Jane Middlecote, would be dreary without Deborah’s energetic pursuit of diversion.

During this year’s Whitsun visit, it became apparent that there was much of interest afoot. The sisters ordered tea in the drawing-room, safe in the knowledge that Sir George was absent for the day and they might therefore enjoy hours of uninterrupted conversation. Deborah established herself in the bay window, thereby gaining a lookout over the valley and, to the east, the village.

‘And how is poor George?’ she asked.

‘Still too heavy, I’m afraid. I do worry. He gets terribly puffy-looking, even after just a little exercise or a glass of port.’

‘But he won’t be moderate, I suppose? Gerald was the same.’ There was a sombre pause for Gerald Parditer’s memory to be decently celebrated between the sisters,  during which Deborah’s eye fell on the chair-backs. ‘You decided on the new antimacassars, then? I think white is the right choice - cream would soon have seemed tired.’

‘I leave George’s old one tucked down the side of his chair for the evenings.’

Deborah’s attention had strayed to the garden which looked just as it should for May; its borders, arbours and paths pleasing to the eye but unremarkable. Every aspect of Jane’s life had that same air of neatness and quality - only imagination lacked.

‘The river looks very full.’

‘We’ve had so much rain. It flooded earlier in the month - nearly covered the bridge.’

Deborah’s gaze had now fallen on distant Roundstones, squat behind its white wall. ‘And how is Margaret?’

Lady Middlecote crossed to her work-table and took out her knitting, fine wool on slender needles. ‘Look what I’m making for the bazaar, Deborah, a shawl.’

‘You’ll ruin your eyes with such close work. They’ll only sell it for a shilling or two, you’ll see. You might just as well have knitted something thick and serviceable.’

The lace shawl hung like a cobweb against Jane’s fingers. ‘Some girl will appreciate it, I’m sure.’ Jane settled herself near the window. ‘ You were asking about the Callwoods. Harry is much as ever. They’re both well. But Margaret is in a state because Sophia Theobald is coming to stay on Saturday for several days.’

‘Sophia! Really?’

Lady Middlecote ran her finger along the close print of the pattern, twined the yarn once round her third finger,  twice round the middle, over the index, knitted a stitch, wound the wool three times round the needle.

‘She’s coming to collect the diary, then? John Gresham wrote to her, I suppose,’ Deborah prompted at last, exasperated by the delay. Jane was deliberately making her wait for information.

‘Of course. He had to, as he was the executor. But Margaret says Sophia is coming mainly because she is so soon to be married and wishes to visit her relations first.’

‘Nonsense, the girl has no family feeling whatever,’ said Deborah.

‘How long is it since she was here?’ asked Jane, having completed another stitch.

‘I can tell you exactly. She came to my Catherine’s wedding in August 1909. What a day! Do you remember the thunderstorm? Of course, we invited all the Callwoods and as Sophia was staying they brought her. Poor Helen, I did feel sorry for her.’

‘ Why?’

‘I’m sure Sophia was too much for her. I don’t think Helen ever recovered from that visit, she was never satisfied after that.’

‘But she’s had an extraordinary life,’ said Jane. ‘She’s certainly got what she wanted.’

‘You think so? I wonder.’ Deborah’s eye was still on Roundstones. ‘So Sophia is coming to Needlewick! She won’t find it much changed, will she? A few male faces gone. No Helen to bully.’

‘She didn’t bully Helen.’

‘Of course she did. Helen was asking to be bullied.

Don’t you remember? I remember her to this day at the  wedding breakfast; eyes fixed on Sophia’s face, always seeking approval. She worshipped her! It must have driven Sophia mad. In the end, though, I suppose it did Helen good, made her grow up a bit, put an end to her tramping about the countryside.’

There was a tense pause broken hurriedly by Jane. ‘I’m afraid Margaret will wear herself out getting the house ready. She’s starting on the spare room this morning.’

‘How inconsiderate of Sophia to have given so little notice! She should have realised Margaret would find it hard to cope.’

‘How could she know? They can’t have met since the brother’s funeral in the war and I remember Margaret telling me afterwards that Sophia was so distraught she could hardly speak to anyone. She was very fond of her brother.’

‘We’ll call on Margaret this afternoon,’ Deborah Parditer announced decisively, ‘and try to calm her down.’

 



Roundstones was a white, asymmetrical house set apart from Needlewick. The lane which ran westwards along the valley climbed steeply away from the village parallel to the River Needle and passed only feet from the front door. The house, lying high and isolated on the side of the valley, commanded sweeping views across to Middlecote Hall and Needlewick and in the other direction the river could be traced for some considerable distance. The garden fell steeply away, neatly bordered by a high stone wall as if to keep house and grounds from tumbling headlong into the river. At the lower end of the wall, beyond the smooth lawn and wide flowerbeds was a little  green door giving access to the river path and the footbridge. Roundstones had been the home of Needlewick doctors for several generations and when the previous incumbent died the house had passed to his eldest daughter, Margaret and her new husband, Dr Harry Callwood.

The housekeeper, Mrs Bubb - nobody knew her first name - answered the door to Lady Middlecote and her sister. ‘She’s in the drawing-room,’ she said and shuffled off to the kitchen stairs.

The sisters walked through the hall to the back room where Margaret Callwood was at the mantelpiece dusting her collection of china cats. She turned guiltily to face her visitors as if caught in some underhand activity. ‘I thought I’d just run a cloth over as Sophia’s coming - did Jane tell you? But how are you, Deborah? You do look well. What a wonderful hat, I’m sure I haven’t seen it before. How was the drive? Is Mrs Bubb making tea, do you think? Perhaps I should help her, we’ve been very busy. The spare room needed quite a going over, it’s been unused for so long.’

Deborah Parditer gave her hat a gratified pat and seated herself in an armchair near the window. ‘I would sit down if I were you, Margaret. You look as if you could do with a rest. I’m quite sure Mrs Bubb is capable of bringing the tea. You don’t want to upset her.’

But Margaret still wavered at the door.

‘The garden is looking wonderful, Margaret,’ said kind Jane Middlecote. ‘I was telling Deborah that your garden here at Roundstones is particularly splendid this year.’

The lure was irresistible; Margaret moved at once to  the window. ‘The April rain helped. I’m particularly pleased with the azaleas.’

‘The garden is a delight! Sophia has chosen just the right time to visit. I hope you’re not going to overdo it, Margaret, you look a little pale. She’s only your niece.’

‘I am rather alarmed. Oh, Mrs Bubb, how kind. Do let me!’ Margaret darted from her chair to hold the door back. Tea was laid efficiently, though gracelessly, by Mrs Bubb who picked up the discarded china cloth before closing the door behind her. ‘Oh dear. She cleaned in here this morning but she’s never liked the cats so she doesn’t bother with them much. And Sophia was rather grand even when she was only thirteen and now she’s marrying into the peerage - and anyway, I feel bound to put myself out for my poor sister’s daughter.’

‘I suppose you’ve heard nothing from Suzanna?’ Deborah asked. Removing the teapot lid from her hostess’s preoccupied grasp, she stirred the leaves and poured the tea.

‘Not a word, not since Christmas when she sent that little Swiss postcard.’

‘I remember. And as usual, the card told us precisely nothing. But Suzanna’s hand-writing bothered me,’ said Margaret. ‘It seemed so unlike her usual, though perhaps it was written in a hurry. Oh thank you, Deborah. Yes, three lumps. And do have a scone - I don’t know how Mrs Bubb found the time. You see she doesn’t like Sophia and that makes it worse.’

‘But the girl hasn’t been here for years. How can Mrs Bubb not like her?’

‘I think she found her very trying that summer, you  know. There was always a bit of an atmosphere because Sophia wasn’t used to helping out with meals or with her bed, and Mrs Bubb isn’t one to forget. And she misses Helen so much, I think she somehow begrudges Sophia’s visit because she’d rather it were Helen.’

‘I understand John told Sophia about the will?’

‘Oh yes, but I’m sure she’s not coming for that. Good Lord, I hope she doesn’t bother with that old diary of Helen’s, I can’t imagine it could have any interest for her. I really cannot understand Eleanor, it’s such an extraordinary thing to have done.’

‘For John Gresham’s sake,’ murmured Jane, ‘I’m glad Sophia is coming to collect the wretched diary. It’ll be all finished with then.’

‘I wish she wouldn’t,’ Margaret suddenly exclaimed. ‘I wish Sophie wouldn’t read it.’
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Sophia travelled to Needlewick by train, this time alone. She sat by the window in a first class compartment and watched her elusive reflection in the window as she remembered her previous trip to Needlewick in the summer of 1909, when she was just fourteen. Perched opposite, then, had been Miss Pinner, governess, whom Sophia had always insisted should be called a companion. Sophia could still recall the irritation of being in Miss Pinner’s company, the violent distaste she had felt for the woman’s sad brown hair, yellow front teeth and mouth that never closed. I must have been a terrible charge, she reflected, nerves screaming when she touched me, every ounce of ingenuity directed at making her life as unpleasant as possible. I don’t suppose I spoke once all the way on the train or even said goodbye at Cheltenham. I believe I may even have tipped her! The memory of this insult caused Sophia to shift in the seat and turn away from the window. And the luggage I insisted on bringing with me - all those dresses and no one at home with the energy to dissuade me. They just let me bring it all. Still, Helen appreciated it. And Sophia thought of how Helen’s long hair had dangled over the side of the trunk as she peered at her cousin’s London finery.

Sophia was tired. Preparations for this visit had been  exhausting because she had felt considerable reluctance, a desire to hold back. And her father had been irritable all week. ‘After all,’ she told Colin. ‘I can understand why he doesn’t really like the thought of me in Needlewick. The place has painful associations because it’s where he and mother met. But on the other hand, he always likes to do what’s right, and in his book girls should pay pre-wedding visits to their relations. It’s my heritage after all, and I’m not so well-endowed with relatives that I can afford to lose touch with any.’

Because she was excluding Colin from Needlewick she had treated him with unusual kindness during the week prior to her departure, grateful that he didn’t question her excuses. ‘My aunt is a worrier, you see. It would kill her to have to entertain a real peer. She’d think she ought to slaughter a swan from the Needle at the very least.’

‘She’ll have to meet me some day.’

‘Yes, at our wedding, but that won’t be nearly such an ordeal for her, there’ll be so many people.’

So now she was travelling to Needlewick alone, the weight of being someone’s daughter, someone’s fiancée temporarily left behind. The train steamed through frothy May embankments, woods floating on the purple haze of bluebells, eager green fields. Wonderful train taking me away, taking me away, taking me away . . .

 



Sophia was touched that both her uncle and aunt should have taken the trouble to come to Cheltenham station to meet her; it seemed surprising that they should endow her visit with any significance. There was the inevitable awkwardness of a first meeting after two years but her  aunt was never short of words for long. ‘Harry’s got a motor car,’ she said. ‘It’s so useful for a country doctor, though he’s always getting it stuck on farm tracks. He won’t learn.’ Sophia was moved by the warmth of her aunt’s embrace and the brightness of her smile. She reflected suddenly that Needlewick must be a dull and lonely place for her aunt now that her daughter Helen had left and her best friend, Eleanor Gresham, was dead.

The women sat crushed together in the back of the car, the flow of Margaret’s conversation unimpeded by the noise of the engine. Sophia leaned against the hard seat and watched the high-banked lanes jolt past. How clearly she remember her former visit: the trip from the station in an open trap through drizzle, the sharp pain at the base of her neck as her collar was soaked through and the sense of dragging despair as the chestnut horses pulled her further and further from the station, from Nicholas and from her mother.

‘I thought I’d come to the station,’ her aunt said. ‘I had some shopping in Cheltenham. It’s so unlike Harry to offer to bring me. You know, Sophia, we were thrilled to hear of your engagement. Lady Kilbride sounds very grand, doesn’t it? How will you like being called that? I wish Helen would marry. She’s getting old now, twenty-four. Well, of course I know you’re a year older and the war came - so many young men . . . But it seems odd for her to be with all those women.’

‘How is Helen?’ Sophia shouted. ‘I’m longing to hear all about her. She sounds quite brilliant.’

‘Oh she is. But it’s a strange life for a girl. I keep hoping she’ll decide to be a teacher after all and come  back to a local school. But she doesn’t seem to want to leave Cambridge. I say Harry, do watch these bends. He drives so fast.’

Her feminine conversation was restful to Sophia who studied her aunt for some resemblance to her mother but found none except in the shape of nose and chin. Aunt Margaret was quite plump and still incurably untidy, modern clothes did not become her at all and brown had never suited her. Her hair was still worn in an untidy chignon with the inevitable wispy grey strands escaping from under her hat.

Harry had a call to make in Needlewick and wondered if the ladies would mind walking to Roundstones from the village - he’d bring the luggage later. This was not what Sophia had planned, she had wanted her first walk through this place charged with memory to be alone, not with chattering Aunt Margaret, but she said: ‘Of course I shall enjoy the walk. And I’m so looking forward to seeing Roundstones again.’

He dropped them at the bottom of the High Street. ‘I expect you’ll notice plenty of changes, Sophia. Even Needlewick cannot quite escape the modern world.’

Sophia was disappointed. Despite her unpropitiously damp arrival in that summer of 1909, her imagination had retained a picture of Needlewick floating like a watercolour in an eternal mist of hot blue days. But on this cloudy May afternoon of her return it seemed an unremarkable little village distinguished only by its fine Norman church on the hill. The surface of the High Street had been repaired, the chickens had gone from the  yard of the Makepeace cottage and near the church stood a new white cenotaph.

‘It seems much smaller, things always do,’ she said, shivering. ‘And it was always so hot when I was here last.’

‘We’ve had some lovely days this spring. We can’t really complain.’

‘That’s where the Makepeace family lived, isn’t it? Are they still there?’

‘Some. Two of the boys were killed in the war - another came back not quite right. One of the girls is married, another in service. There are only two at home now.’

‘Were there only six? There seemed to be hundreds of children.’

‘There were others. Some died. We had a spate of infant deaths in the village before the war - your uncle suspected the water.’

Makepeace children ought not to die, ought not to grow up and fight in wars. They stand forever in cottage doorways, extending filthy hands for raspberry drops and grinning toothily at well-dressed visitors from London.

The two women crossed the bridge and began to climb towards Roundstones. ‘Does Mrs Bubb still work for you?’ asked Sophia.

‘Oh good heavens yes, she’s a dear. I couldn’t manage without her.’

‘I’m afraid she and I didn’t quite see eye to eye when I was last here.’

‘Oh, I don’t know. You were only a child.’

They had just rounded a slight bend. Sophia stopped. A man sat on a gate beside the lane, stripping the seeds  from a sheaf of grasses. He smiled at her. ‘Michael!’ she cried.

He doffed his cap but did not get off the gate. Her aunt took her elbow and ushered her along. ‘I expect Mrs Bubb will have steak and kidney pudding for supper, we usually have steak and kidney on a Thursday.’ Margaret spoke in a high, loud voice until they were well out of earshot. ‘You remember him then?’ she whispered at last.

‘Yes. He used to work for Uncle Harry, didn’t he? I’d recognise him anywhere. Does he still work at Roundstones?’

‘Oh no!’

‘I was surprised to see him. I would have thought he’d be the sort to get away as soon as possible.’

‘He’s never left Needlewick.’

‘Not even in the war?’

‘He wasn’t called up - medical reasons. Instead he stayed here, working as a labourer. They were all desperate for men. I should keep out of his way, Sophia. He’s a bit odd. It’s said he watches people in a very unpleasant manner. Girls. You know what I mean.’

Sophia, who was struck suddenly by a vivid memory of Michael from of old, could not help thinking that he was a very minor threat compared to the type of man she occasionally encountered in London.

But now they could see Roundstones tucked into the hillside, its oriel window blindly reflecting the afternoon sunshine. ‘I had forgotten what a lovely house it is!’ Sophia said. ‘And the view!’ They paused to look down the valley towards the Needle. ‘Is the bridge still there? And the path by the river?’

‘You do have a good memory. Yes, the path’s probably overgrown now. I don’t use it much. The road’s so much more convenient for the village.’

But the path Sophia remembered went in another direction.

‘I expect you could do with a cup of tea. Come in, dear. We’ve put you in the room you had before. I always leave Helen’s free in case she might drop by on impulse. Mrs Bubb. We’re back.’

Sophia knew from her previous visit that bells were never rung in Roundstones. If Mrs Bubb’s services were required, Helen or Aunt Margaret used to creep down to the kitchen, knock on the door and murmur: ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, Mrs Bubb, but would you mind . . .’

And here she was, lumbering along the passage, skirts fractionally shorter, hair thinner but otherwise little changed.

‘Good afternoon, Mrs Bubb!’ Sophia cried. ‘I’ve been so looking forward to seeing you again!’ The words splintered at her feet as Mrs Bubb eyed her scornfully and said: ‘I’ve set the tea in the drawing-room.’ Sophia had no illusions about the housekeeper’s opinion of her: over-dressed, over-indulged, indolent and affected.
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