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Muriel had to try once more. ‘Please say you’ll change your mind. Once it’s gone that will be the end of it. It’s all the wildlife, you see, the plants and the birds and such, I’ve even seen wild violets growing in the shelter of that hedge. Could you think about them, please? They’re all so precious.’


Mr Fitch glanced away from her pleading eyes and said, ‘This might work with Ralph but not with me.’ Sarcastically he added, ‘After all he is a gentleman. You can’t expect the same response from me.’


Mr Fitch’s answer stung Muriel and left her with nothing more to say.


‘I rather imagine from the look on your face he has pointed that out to you, so I’m amazed you should think I would be subject yet again to your particular brand of genteel persuasion.’ He moved towards the door. ‘You can tell everyone you meet that I am adamant that hedge is coming down. The fence will be in good taste, I assure you. Even I can manage that.’


The cold smile on his face made Muriel shudder.
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Chapter 1


Muriel glanced at the dining-room clock as she put the last of the salad on the table. Only half past three and all was ready. Would she never learn? All her life she’d been ready too early for everything and here she was still at it. But it did give her half an hour to sit quietly and contemplate life, Ralph’s birthday and all these people coming to help him celebrate. How lucky they’d been to have so many happy years together. Just think, if she hadn’t taken hold of life by the scruff, how much happiness and excitement she would have missed. Muriel had to confess she was an entirely different person from the one he’d married. She laughed at the memory of how precise and uptight she had been, so meticulous in all aspects of life, and tragically so afraid of it too.


She cocked an ear for Ralph and heard his light step coming down the stairs. So he was ready early as well. Dear Ralph! The sight of him could still make her heart miss a beat. The door opened and there he stood. The birthday boy. He’d decided against his sports coat then and gone for the pale blue shirt and trousers with the dark blue spotted tie she’d given him at Christmas. The shirt emphasised the sparkling whiteness of his hair and flattered his lightly tanned faced.


‘My dear! You look delightful!’ He came across to kiss her cheek.


‘Handsome as ever, Ralph! How do you do it?’


Ralph studied her face. ‘Only in your eyes, my dear. I fear others see me as a crusty, short-tempered, elderly man with a somewhat old-fashioned penchant for “doing the right thing” …’


Muriel protested, ‘Never! Never! You’re courteous and kind and understanding and a pillar of the community. And much loved, not just by me.’


Ralph bowed with a mocking grin on his face. ‘You’re too kind.’


‘What do you think to the table? Have I forgotten anything at all?’


Ralph inspected the magnificent spread, and decided she’d forgotten nothing. ‘This is wonderful. Quite wonderful. I must say, Muriel, you’ve really excelled yourself today. A wonderful feast. How shall we sit everyone?’


‘If you look out of the window you’ll see that while you were out this morning everyone brought their garden chairs and tables.’


Ralph went to the french windows to look out. He had to smile. He guessed the imposing teak set would be Jimbo and Harriet’s, the green plastic would be Willie and Sylvia’s because he could see those in their garden from the attic window, and the white set with the elaborate twirly pattern on the backs of the chairs and the impressively flowered seat-pads must be Ron and Sheila’s or Ronald’s, as Sheila called him when she remembered; she thought it common to shorten his name. The plain white with the embroidered cushions foxed him. Ah! Yes. He guessed they might be Tom and Evie’s.


‘Evie’s coming, is she?’


Muriel answered him with a hint of apprehension in her voice. ‘She is. Poor Evie. I hope she can face it.’


‘Is there anyone not coming?’


‘Craddock Fitch. He’s in Warsaw.’


‘I shan’t miss him.’


‘Ralph! How unkind of you! He has improved so much since he nearly killed Jeremy.’


‘One can scarcely say he nearly killed him.’


‘Well, he escaped death by a whisker and we all know he collapsed in the middle of their most tremendous row. It’s that scathing, icy temper of his. It’s quite scary.’


‘He doesn’t scare me!’


Muriel smiled to herself. ‘Oh! I know he doesn’t. You’re a match for him any day.’


‘Self-made men are all right if they acknowledge that they are, but he tries to pretend he’s a gentleman, and one can’t. One either is or one isn’t.’


The bell rang and Muriel panicked. ‘Oh! They’re here! I should never have organised this. What a fool I am. You answer the door. Go on. Please! I feel quite dreadful.’


Muriel appeared to fade into the wallpaper so apprehensive was she, the effect heightened by her being small, pale-complexioned and fair-haired. Briefly Ralph felt concern for her but then he saw her summon up her courage and she re-emerged from the wallpaper with a smile on her face. He patted her arm and hastened to the door.


They’d said four for four thirty but by ten past almost all their guests had arrived. Presents were given, drinks accepted, kisses exchanged, chairs occupied, children commended on their smart appearance, greetings given and in the midst of it Muriel was in a complete flurry. She should have accepted the help she’d been offered, she knew that now. There was Evie in the corner without a drink in her hand. Oh dear! ‘Evie, what would you like to drink?’


Straining to hear Muriel had to guess she’d said, ‘Orange juice, please.’


‘Certainly.’ In her mind and conversation Muriel always prefixed Evie’s name with ‘poor’ because that was just how she always looked, and even more so today. Not poor in the sense of being without money but, rather, poor in spirit. Oddly dressed in a big emerald green wool jacket with beneath it a skimpy navy skirt and a black polo-necked T-shirt. Surely Tom could help her with her clothes? ‘Here we are! There’s plenty more. Help yourself. I’m so glad you could come.’


But Evie wasn’t for answering and in any case Katherine Charter-Plackett was demanding Muriel’s attention. ‘Muriel! I’ve been away! I’m looking to you to keep me up to date with the news.’


Katherine always brought out the worst in Muriel and consequently their relationship was delicate. Muriel looked up and sighed inside. The holiday had done nothing to soothe Katherine’s domineering manner and certainly nothing to diminish that jutting jawline which appeared to jut out even further when she was on the warpath. How she came to have a son as charming as Jimbo Muriel couldn’t imagine.


‘You must come for coffee next week and I’ll bring you up to date.’ Muriel immediately regretted her invitation but she couldn’t stop to talk now, still less face Katherine’s detailed interrogation about the smallest detail.


Katherine thanked her graciously, saying, ‘I’ll keep you to that.’


Muriel fled, intending to stand by Ralph’s side while she recuperated, but on the way across the hall she met Caroline. ‘Caroline! We’re so glad you could come! Where are the twins? Have they got a drink? I’ve put out Coca-Cola specially, I know how much they love it.’


‘You spoil them. They’re in the garden with Peter.’


If anything Caroline was thinner than ever. Anyone, even someone with a turnip for a head, could feel the unhappiness emanating from her. And from Peter too. In her heart Muriel damned that actor fellow Hugo for almost persuading Caroline to run off with him. He’d gone on to magnificent triumphs at Stratford leaving this girl behind with her marriage in tatters.


‘Enjoying getting back to general practice?’


Her question sparked Caroline off as Muriel knew it would.


‘Indeed I am. I’d no idea how much I missed it. One feels to have such purpose in life.’


‘Indeed. Purpose is so important.’


‘Three days a week suits me fine. I don’t feel too guilty about the children, you see.’


‘It must be hard coping without Sylvia. Can she not see her way to coming back to help?’


Caroline’s face shut down. Her eyes searched around to see if Sylvia was within hearing. ‘Apparently not. Harriet has them until either Peter or I get back. It seems to be working quite well. Though the holidays …’ Caroline shrugged her shoulders.


‘Muriel! Have we any more ice, my dear?’ She hastened off to answer Ralph’s request with yet another bucket of ice cubes from her new American fridge-freezer. It was so hot. She paused a moment to pat her handkerchief to her forehead and run the cold tap over her wrists to cool her down. There! Now she had a wet patch on her skirt. No one would notice they were all too busy enjoying themselves. There was such a hubbub of conversation, always a good sign that people were relaxed and happy. That was her problem with entertaining, worrying about whether the guests were enjoying themselves. On her way into the dining room with the bucket of ice she found herself enveloped in a bear-hug by Jimbo Charter-Plackett.


‘Just listen to that racket! Everyone’s having a wonderful time! Congratulations, Muriel! May Ralph see many more birthdays!’ Jimbo gave her a smacking kiss, which almost made her drop the ice. ‘Give that to me! I’ll take it. Wonderful party! We’re so lucky to have you and Ralph.’


He strode off and Muriel decided to seek the shade of the garden and make sure at the same time that everyone out there was happy.


The back door from the hall was open and through it Muriel could hear loud chatter. She loved this view from the doorway. It lifted her spirits in a way no other aspect could. Framed by the door was the giant beech tree at the end of the garden under which Ralph had buried her dear, dear poodle, Pericles; his little memorial stone only served to enhance the view. Between the beech tree and the terrace was the lawn now dotted with the tables and chairs and the bright umbrellas and, best of all, dotted about also were her dear friends, laughing and talking. The rectory twins interrupted her reverie.


‘Moo! Moo!’ They both rushed at her and little Beth flung her arms around her waist. ‘Moo! Can Alex and I have some more Coke? Daddy says we may, if it’s all right with you.’ Her ash-blonde hair and those lovely rounded cheeks, what a stunning combination they were! Alex took her hand. ‘Moo! May we?’ So like Peter! They could be his eyes looking at her.


‘Of course you may, as much as you want.’ She really must stop this dreaming and enter into the hurly-burly. Muriel targeted Peter, who was standing under the beech tree alone. There was far too much of that nowadays. Peter, alone.


He gave her his lovely smile and she looked up at him and smiled back. ‘I do believe, Peter, you get taller every day! Or maybe it’s me who’s shrinking!’


‘Neither! I think it’s you standing a little lower than me.’


Muriel looked down at her feet. ‘So I am. How foolish of me.’


‘Aren’t we lucky with the weather today, though? They say the sun shines on the righteous.’


Muriel ignored his joke. ‘I worry about Caroline. Is there no way we can get Sylvia back? Do you want her back? I wondered if I could –’


‘Nothing would please me more, but they’ve had such a fall-out, she and Caroline. I think it’s something they have to sort out for themselves.’


Being warned off so abruptly Muriel stepped back to see his face more clearly and her heart trembled for him. He might be the Rector and have answers to lots of other people’s problems but …


‘I see. Your glass is empty, come and get another drink.’ Muriel slipped her arm in his and drew him into the house. She subtly handed him over to Ralph and as she left the two of them she heard Ralph asking if he’d had any answers to his advertisement for a new verger. That would keep him busy.


Glancing at her watch Muriel decided it was time to eat. She checked she had the matches at the ready for lighting Ralph’s candles and went into the kitchen to make the tea. She’d had kettles from the church kitchen gently simmering since before everyone had arrived and now she put the tea-bags into the giant teapot she’d borrowed and turned up the gas under the kettles.


As she filled the teapot to the brim she felt a surge of triumph. It really was going well. She’d planned and schemed to get things just right this afternoon and her hard work was being rewarded. Full of success, she bounced into the dining room with the teapot.


It was the scandalised tone of Caroline’s question which gave her the first hint that all was not well. ‘You have what?’


Grandmama Charter-Plackett’s chin jutted but her mouth smiled. As far as the village was concerned that boded ill. ‘I have agreed with him. It should be done.’


‘You have agreed with him? What have you got to do with it?’


‘I just happened to be having a cup of tea with him and he mentioned his intentions.’


‘But it’s none of your business.’


‘Are you saying that village affairs are nothing to do with me?’


Caroline’s eyes blazed. ‘I suppose I am. You’ve hardly been here two minutes and you’re interfering yet again, as if you haven’t caused enough trouble since you came. He’s getting away with this over my dead body.’


Grandmama drew herself up. ‘I think you’re taking this far too seriously. It’s perfectly ridiculous to be making such a fuss.’


Jimbo intervened. ‘Mother! I think –


‘Well, then, don’t. I’m quite capable of looking after myself, thank you, Jimbo.’ Turning to Caroline she said, between clenched teeth, ‘I’m not digging it up, I only agreed with him that it should be done.’


Jimbo opened his mouth, intending to pour oil on troubled waters, but Caroline put a hand on his arm. ‘No, Jimbo, leave this to me. This village needs dragging into the twenty-first century. There are some things I agree with, but this, however, is beyond belief. What is it, three years you’ve been here perhaps nearly four? Most of the families here this afternoon have lived here for centuries. If anyone has a right to agree or disagree it is them and not you. How dare you!’


Muriel’s question, spoken in a small voice, gently cut through the bristling silence which had fallen. ‘What is it we are talking about?’


Ralph quietly explained. ‘Mr Fitch has decided to dig up the hedgerow behind our houses and replace it with a fence.’


Every word of Ralph’s fell like a stone on Muriel’s heart. Appalled she said, ‘You mean Rector’s Meadow hedge? Why?’


Grandmama Charter-Plackett replied, ‘Because he can’t find people either willing or able to maintain it, and he thinks a nice well-made wooden fence would be more economical.’


‘What has economy to do with it?’


‘He runs a tight ship and he can’t bear for there to be waste. That’s why he’s rich.’ She nearly added, ‘And that’s why he’s at the Big House and your Ralph isn’t any more,’ but even she realised that would be a tad too far.


Muriel took a deep breath, amazed by the insensitivity on display. ‘Waste? What about all the creatures who make their homes there?’ Her eyes filled with tears as she thought about them.


Grandmama, genuinely surprised by the thought that anyone, four-legged or otherwise, would choose to live in a tatty overgrown hedge, almost smiled but the sight of tears in Muriel’s eyes stopped herself smiling. ‘They’ll soon find somewhere else. It’s all a storm in a teacup and I would have thought, Caroline, that you of all people would have welcomed progress. Muriel, of course, as we all know, always prefers the status quo.’


Indignant at being dismissed as a stick in the mud Muriel declared, ‘I do not!’ But she did about the hedge. ‘But in this instance I do. There must be nearly half a mile of hedge and it belongs … to us.’


Caroline agreed with her. ‘I shall not stand by and let that – that – hooligan ruin the village.’


Katherine ignored Caroline, preferring to answer Muriel. ‘To be exact, Muriel, the hedge belongs to Mr Fitch, he bought it and he has a right to do with it whatever he wants. Considering how this village benefits from his generosity with his money, the least we can do is let him get on with it. Otherwise what has happened to liberty? It is being eroded on every side. Well, this time I think he’s right.’ She turned to give Jimbo her empty glass. ‘Put that somewhere appropriate, if you please.’


Jimbo, white with temper, smoothed his hand over his bald head and said, ‘Mother, you’re spoiling the party and that’s not good manners.’


‘You’re right, it isn’t. I apologise, Ralph, even though the upset is not my fault.’


Suddenly Muriel was aware she was still holding the teapot and her arms were beginning to ache. She handed it to Ralph and looked at him for assistance as he took it.


Ralph placed it on the stand by the teacups and said smoothly, ‘Shall we all begin to eat? Muriel has provided such a banquet for us and I can’t wait to cut my cake. Come, Katherine, here’s a plate for you. May I help you to salmon or do you prefer the cold chicken, or perhaps a little of the stand pie?’


Grandmama always fell victim to Ralph’s accomplished charm and today was no exception. ‘Why, thank you, Ralph, the salmon, I think, with just a little of the mayonnaise. No cucumber.’


Though the matter had been shelved as far as general conversation went, it burst out in quiet outraged huddles all over the house and garden.


Jimbo and Harriet were incensed. ‘Your mother! When will she learn? I should never have agreed to her coming to live here, I knew she’d cause trouble.’


‘God! Wait till I get her home.’


‘Caroline’s right, it would be criminal to uproot that hedge. If she starts a campaign I shall support her.’


‘Careful, Harriet. Think about Mother.’


Harriet looked scornfully at Jimbo. ‘You would do well to remember the pledge you gave me before she came. Remember? You and I stand together.’


Jimbo raised an eyebrow. ‘How much of Caroline’s anger is directed at Mother rather than the hedge? Hmm? Ask yourself that.’


Thoughtfully, Harriet chewed on a stick of celery while she framed her reply. ‘I agree they’ve had their moments, the two of them, but I genuinely believe she is also very angry about the hedge. I wondered how long old Fitch could manage without being a thorn in the flesh yet again.’ She looked across at her mother-in-law, who was conversing with Peter as though nothing upsetting had taken place. ‘I shall tread carefully. But like Caroline said over my dead body does he put up a fence.’


In the garden things were being said which were much less polite. ‘That blasted woman! Here, Ron, tilt the umbrella different, I’m right in the sun and if there’s anything I hate it’s eating food in full sun. Pig ignorant she is. Pig ignorant, for all her airs and graces. She’s really upset Caroline and it won’t do.’


‘She could be right, Sheila.’


Sheila glared at him, ‘Right? That woman’s never right. Ever. As we well know. If they get up a petition I shall sign it at every opportunity.’


Ron cleared his mouth of his pork pie and said, ‘Watch it.’


‘Why?’


‘Mr Fitch has been very kind in the past sponsoring the Village Show and the Flower Festivals and that. You could stand to lose a lot if he takes his bat home over this. You keep out of it.’


‘When principles are at stake a stand has to be taken, no matter what.’ She’d read that in a book and had been storing it up for just such an occasion.


Ron shook his head in despair.


Muriel heard none of this as she was in the kitchen patiently lighting the candles on the cake and trying her best to take delight in doing so. Bracing herself she carried the cake aloft into the dining room and, as through a thick cloud, heard them all cheer at the sight of it, for it really was quite splendid. They made room for it on the table and Ralph invited the children to help him blow out the candles. Peter lifted them up on to chairs, Beth, Alex and little Fran Charter-Plackett.


Alex shouted, ‘You must make a wish, Sir Ralph! Go on, make a wish.’


They all waited in silence, the children hopping up and down on the chairs. ‘Right! I’ve done it. Are we ready? One, two, three, blow!’


Cutting up the cake with Caroline’s help, Muriel whispered, ‘I’m so angry, but I don’t want to spoil Ralph’s party. We’ll have clean plates. Here they are, look.’


‘So am I. That beautiful hedge! How could he? I’m working on Monday otherwise I’d go straight up there first thing.’


‘He’s not here, though. Oh, this slice has broken in half. Never mind, I’ll have it. He’s not back till Tuesday night.’


Caroline groaned. ‘I work Wednesday too.’


‘Don’t you worry, I’ll go up to the Big House myself. I’ve worked miracles with him before. Let’s hope I can do it again. I’ll take the cake round. I’ll let you know how I go on.’


In the end the party was a success, despite the disagreement, and while Ralph helped Muriel to clear up he told her so several times.


‘You have no need to worry, my dear, it was perfectly splendid. I have so enjoyed myself.’


Muriel kissed him. ‘I’m so glad.’


‘I know what you’re thinking.’


‘You do?’


‘Yes. You’re planning to tackle Fitch about the hedge.’


‘Well, yes, I am. Will you help?’


‘Frankly, no.’


‘But, Ralph, I was relying on you.’


‘All my support will achieve is his absolute determination to do exactly the opposite of what I want. He and I have crossed swords too many times for me to be of any value to you at all. Can you see that?’


Muriel thought about what he’d said and finally agreed. ‘You could be right at that. You’d simply be a red rag to a bull.’


‘Just like Katherine is to you.’ Ralph had to laugh, and when he caught Muriel’s eye, so too did she. ‘So I shall keep out of it.’


‘Thank you for distracting Katherine so tactfully. We could have had a full-scale row and that would have been unforgivable. Right now I’m going down the back garden, crossing the lane and giving the hedge a pat. And I’m going to tell it it needn’t worry because Caroline and I are going to save it.’


Ralph smiled indulgently. ‘Off you go then. I’ll finish in here, you’ve done enough today.’


Muriel clipped shut the gate which separated her garden from Pipe and Nook Lane, checked there were no cars coming up to the garages at the top end and went over to the hedge. It was all of three feet wide and five feet tall now, in places even taller, not having been touched since Mr Fitch had bought the house. Just where she stood a wild rose was flowering, wide single petals, of the palest of pale pink, it fluttered delicately in the evening breeze. How could he? How could he even think of destroying all this beauty?


A wren, unaware he had an audience, was hopping briskly about amongst the twigs. His pert, upstanding tail amused her and for a moment, his head on one side, the wren studied her. They looked at each other eye to eye, two living beings, in form as unalike as it was possible to be and yet … He flew off with a flick of his soft brown tail. As Muriel studied the hedge she spotted deep inside it an abandoned nest, a perfectly round scoop of a nest still beautifully lined with soft feathers, and wonderfully and intricately woven grass by grass, fine twig by fine twig: a miracle of construction. How could anyone think of destroying this? If only they could all see it through her eyes as she saw it now in the mellow evening light.


Trailing her fingers amongst the leaves Muriel said out loud, ‘Don’t worry, that monster isn’t going to get rid of you. I’ll see to that even if …’ rather rashly she concluded with ‘I have to throw myself in front of the diggers.’ Having acknowledged she might perhaps have to do that very thing, her heart quailed at the prospect. ‘But I shall. Oh, yes. I shall.’


Muriel inspected first one leaf and then another, realising that though she had lived here with Ralph all this time, apart from the wild rose she didn’t know any of the other plants growing there. Shame on you, Muriel, she thought, it’s time you did, and she marched inside purposefully, intent on seeking out a countryside book of Ralph’s to find out exactly what it was she was being called upon to defend.





Chapter 2


That night the bar of the Royal Oak hummed with the news of the disagreement over the hedge. Those not privileged to be guests at the birthday party had had the story told them, and each and every one had an opinion to express.


Sylvia having been a guest had already told Willie she thought that Caroline and Muriel were right. ‘Lovely old hedge that. Been there long before you and I saw the light of day. He’s no business to be uprooting it.’


‘He does own it, though.’


‘I know he does, but landowners have obligations in this day and age. They can’t ride roughshod over everyone just because they have bright ideas about increasing their crops.’


‘Well, at least it’ll give Caroline something to concentrate on.’


Sylvia fell silent. She sipped her gin and orange and wished, how she wished … Caroline. It had been painful seeing her. Right at that moment she deeply regretted resigning in such a temper. ‘The children … it was lovely talking to them.’


Willie took hold of her hand. ‘See here. Eat humble pie and ask for your job back. She’s in a fix and she needs your help and it’s what you want.’


Sylvia, glad of a chance not to answer, waved to Don who was just coming across to their table with an orange juice in his hand.


‘Evening, Sylvia, Willie. Enjoy your party this afternoon then?’


‘Yes, thanks. You know, it still seems funny seeing you in here without your Vera.’


Don didn’t answer, he simply ran a stubby hand through his coarse grey hair.


‘Have you been to see the flat she’s moved into?’


‘No, and I shan’t.’ He tapped the table with a thick forefinger. ‘Nothing and nobody is moving me from my cottage. I was born in that front bedroom, in the very bed I sleep in still, and that’s where I’m staying, and I’m not moving out to some poncy flat just to please her.’


Willie put his spoke in by reminding him about the dreadful condition of his cottage. ‘You really can’t expect any woman to put up with that dump in this day and age. I’m surprised she hasn’t moved out sooner than this. You haven’t done a hand’s turn in years to improve it. No wonder she grabbed her chance when she could. You should have hightailed it after her to that flat if you’d had any sense. Shouldn’t he, Sylvia?’


Sylvia nodded.


Don remained silent. But then they were used to Don being a man of few words. Trouble was, when he did speak he was, on occasion, far too forthright.


Sylvia reached forward and encouragingly patted Don’s arm where it rested on the table. ‘Nice little job that nursing home offered her. It’s just a pity you didn’t see it that way. She had the right idea, doing up the cottage and renting it out while you both lived in the flat.’


When he didn’t answer she remarked how stubborn some people could be when the right thing to do was staring them in the face.


Willie agreed. He glanced at Don. ‘Another orange juice, Don?’


‘No. Thanks. I’ll be off. Early shift tomorrow. When you’re footloose and fancy-free there’s jobs to be done before yer can go to bed. But don’t you fret, Don Wright ’ull survive without ’er, just you wait and see. Who needs women?’ Don fixed his beady brown eyes on Sylvia and said, ‘Before I go, as it seems to be a night for ’anding out advice, my advice to you, Sylvia Biggs, is to hightail it yourself, back to the Rectory, and apologise and ask for your job back because at bottom that’s what you really want to do. You’ve never looked the same since you left and it’s time to make up. Good night.’ He squeezed out of the narrow gap between the settle and the table and left them alone.


Sylvia, red-faced and furious, folded her arms across her chest and said angrily, ‘That Don is having a sight too much to say for himself right now. The cheeky devil, him handing out advice to me. What does he know about anything anyway?’ Scornfully Sylvia added, ‘He’ll manage without Vera! Huh! And pigs might fly. I just hope that mucky cottage ’ull tumble down on top of him, and it’ll serve ’im right.’


Willie gave Sylvia a sly glance. ‘Seems to me he could be right about you.’


‘Hmm. Thanks, anyway, for not letting on the Rector had been round to persuade me to go back.’ She paused, recollecting Peter’s kindness and the gentle way he’d given her the opportunity to change her mind without loss of face. ‘He’s hard to resist he is.’


‘Then you shouldn’t have resisted, you could have given in graciously to him, everybody knows how persuasive he is. You’re stubborn, you are.’


Emphatically Sylvia shook her head. ‘No, I’m not stubborn, I just know what’s right. She came within an ace of deserting those children for that Hugo actor man,’ briefly her face softened for she’d been caught up in his charisma too, just like everyone else, ‘within an ace, and couldn’t see where it was all leading. What I said I meant. Someone had to speak up ’cos one thing’s for certain the Rector wouldn’t. Seeing as you’re on your feet get me another gin and orange, there’s a love.’


‘Will yer think about it though, to please me?’


Sylvia paused for a moment. ‘I might. Then again I might not.’


Willie smiled into her large grey eyes, those eyes which had attracted him to her so powerfully those few short years ago. He bent his head to kiss her and smiled inside himself as he straightened up, certain that if he knew anything at all she’d be back at the Rectory very soon and all would be right with the world again.


While Willie waited at the bar Sylvia thought about what he’d said. She loved those children as though they were her own grandchildren, but as for … No, she wouldn’t. Caroline would have to do the asking, not her. Willie, walking towards her now, suddenly looked older somehow. Strange that: you lived your life with someone and didn’t see what was happening under your very nose. He’d been right to say he would retire.


‘Thanks. Funny Tom applying for your job. Doesn’t seem quite right somehow, him wanting to be verger.’


‘That’s what the Rector says, but he’s the only applicant and to be honest I shall be glad to be shut of the job. It’s all too much being at everyone’s beck and call. He’s coming for an interview on Monday.’


By twenty minutes to nine Tom Nicholls had his ear to one of the panels of the vestry door listening to the Rector and Willie talking. The door was too thick for him to make sense of what they said, and in any case he remembered there was no need to sneak about, not like he used to have to do. When they paused he tapped on the door.


‘Come in!’


Tom snapped the door open and entered in his usual get-up-and-go style. Peter looked up at him from behind his desk. ‘Good morning, Tom, take a seat.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ As he seated himself Tom hitched his trousers at the knee forgetting he was wearing his country scruff outfit. This consisted of a tweed hacking jacket, which had seen better days, fawn cavalry twill trousers, which had also seen better days, a tweed cap at an angle which could only be described as breezy, and well-polished brown oxfords. They were a bit out of kilter with his clothes but he couldn’t abide dirty shoes. His shoulders were too narrow for his height and this made him appear much taller than he was. He had a long pale hollow-cheeked face, and when he took off his cap from his high domed head, a thick covering of larger than life gingery hair was exposed. He put up his hand to tidy his moustache, forgetting he’d shaved it off just before he came to the village. Old habits die hard, he’d have to watch himself.


‘Thank you for coming, Tom. I’ve read your letter but I need more details than you’ve put in it. I must be quite frank, yours is the only application and whilst Willie here is prepared to carry on until a replacement is found I’m anxious to find someone soon, even if it’s only temporary. I have to confess I’m somewhat surprised to receive an application from you. It doesn’t seem quite your line of country, if you see what I mean.’


‘Hit the nail on the head, Rector, but I’ve decided on a change of lifestyle. Spent too many years dashing here and dashing there, buying this, selling that, and it’s time I gave up this entrepreneurial lark and did something more worthwhile. Something where I can get job satisfaction. So, if you’ll have me, I’m giving all that up. Evie agrees “Tom,” she said “I –”’


‘This might sound like an impertinence when I’ve known you for, what is it, three years now? but I must ask, have you any references? A formality, you know.’


‘I have. Indeed I have.’ Out of the inside pocket of his old tweed jacket he pulled two spanking new envelopes. Handing them across the desk to Peter he said, ‘You’ll be well satisfied with those, I can tell you. Tom Nicholls can always find people willing to testify on his behalf.’


Peter opened the envelopes and studied what they said. He handed them to Willie, who read them with a little less belief than Peter had. Willie, having promised himself he’d leave the interview to the Rector, changed his mind and decided to speak up. ‘It’s unrelenting work, yer know. Locking up, unlocking, day after day. Security’s very important nowadays, more’s the pity. Sometimes we have bookings back to back for the hall and they all expect it to be just how they want it. Used day and night it seems, some days. Would you be prepared for that? It’s very tying.’


‘Evie’s very amenable. If I got called away, which isn’t likely, she’d stand in, very capable is Evie, she always says –’


Peter interrupted with ‘If I did agree to recommend you to the Church Council they would have the last word. I can’t appoint you without their approval. Why not have a look around with Willie, let him explain what has to be done, then see how you feel? We’ll meet again at two, here, this afternoon and have another talk. The job is very much concerned with integrity, you know, Tom. There’s things you will be privy to which must not be divulged, like people wanting to get married secretly, or a conversation you unwittingly overhear. The big plus in your favour is that you are, and always have been since you came here, a regular communicant. Nothing less would be permitted.’


Tom fidgeted self-consciously. ‘Thank you, Rector. I’ll be pleased to go around with Willie, have a look, get the lowdown on things. I just hope that in the future should I have any queries, which I’m sure I shall, Willie will give me the benefit of his experience. He must be a fount of knowledge. That is if I get the job.’ Tom smiled at them both, that disarming smile they’d come to like. You couldn’t help but like Tom: there was that something about him which drew on your sympathy: in a trice you were on his side, and you couldn’t understand how it had come about. ‘And I’m good with people as you know. Old and young. I’ve changed since I came to this village. I don’t know what it is about it but it kind of gets you in its grip and makes you want to be, well, noble. Must be all that history which hits you in the face every morning the minute you open your eyes. Brings out the best in you, kind of. That’s how I feel anyway.’ Tom stood up. ‘Shall we be off then, Willie? Let the Rector get off to Penny Fawcett like he always does on Monday mornings. There, you see? I’m getting into my stride already!’


Willie put down his cup, wiped his mouth and said, ‘Question is, is he the man for the job? I can’t decide. What do you think, Sylvia?’


‘Oh! I like Tom. You can’t help yourself, and he’s always ready for a laugh. More tea?’


‘Yes, please. You see, I’m a steady chap not always gallivanting off, but he’s always off here, there, everywhere, whatever opportunity comes up. How he’s going to settle to a rigid timetable, I’ll never know. Look at Wednesdays. I’m backwards and forwards all day with one thing and another and it’s eleven before I can lock up, nearer midnight sometimes. He reckons he’s changed, but I don’t think he’s going to settle for that. I’m ready for my pud.’


‘Last of the strawberries. Ice cream?’


Willie shook his head. ‘It’ll be nice to have more time for the garden. I’ve often fancied growing asparagus.’


‘Then grow it you shall. I’ve no idea how to cook it, but I can soon look it up. If he’s not right for the job it won’t need an Act of Parliament to oust him, will it, so don’t worry yourself.’ Sylvia put a dish of fat ruby red strawberries in front of him, fresh from the garden that afternoon, sprinkled with sugar more than an hour ago so it was melting and making juice in the bottom of the dish. Fit for a king, she thought. ‘Get yourself outside that lot and stop fretting and leave it to the Rector.’


Not long after Willie had slipped out to unlock the church hall for an evening meeting, Sylvia heard a tap on her back door. When she opened it she found Alex and Beth standing there. A broad smile lit her face, she held wide her arms and they both ran into them and she held them close to her.


‘My little darlings!’ They hugged and kissed her and she hugged and kissed them, and then she stood back to admire them. ‘Well, well, what a nice surprise. Does Mummy know you’re here?’


There came a slight pause before they answered, but then they said confidently that, yes, Mummy knew, and could they come in?


Sylvia ushered them into the kitchen and asked, ‘Either of you ready for a drink?’


‘Yes, please.’


She bustled about getting them drinks and they seated themselves at the table and without speaking drank their orange. Sylvia, her heart melting with love for them, knew she’d have to go back to the Rectory, like it or not: she just couldn’t miss out on their company any longer. She’d never have another chance at having substitute grandchildren and she might as well face the fact that that was what they were.


Beth wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and said, ‘Sylvie! How’s Willie?’


‘He’s very well, thank you.’


Alex asked, ‘And how are you, Sylvie?’


‘I’m very well too.’


‘Don’t you miss seeing us every day?’


‘Well, Alex, yes, I do.’


Beth said, ‘We miss you. Are you looking after some different children now?’
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