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Miss Read, or in real life Dora Saint, was a school teacher by profession who started writing after the Second World War, beginning with light essays written for Punch  and other journals. She then wrote on educational and country matters and worked as a scriptwriter for the BBC. Miss Read was married to a schoolmaster for sixty-four years until his death in 2004, and they have one daughter.


In the 1998 New Year Honours list Miss Read was awarded an MBE for her services to literature. She is the author of many immensely popular books, including two autobiographical works, but it is her novels of English rural life for which she is best known. The first of these,  Village School, was published in 1955, and Miss Read continued to write about the fictitious villages of Fairacre and Thrush Green until her retirement in 1996. She lives in Berkshire.
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Among new men, strange faces, other minds.


TENNYSON (1809-1892)



 


The house of every one is to him as his castle and fortress.


SIR EDWARD COKE (1552-1634)







 PART ONE
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1. JUNE AFTERNOON


‘I must pay a visit to Thrush Green this afternoon,’ said Dimity Henstock to her husband Charles.


They were breakfasting in the kitchen of Lulling Vicarage. Charles buttered a slice of toast carefully.


‘I can drive you there before two, my dear, but I have this meeting in Oxford at three.’


‘Don’t worry, I shall walk. Ella is clean out of light blue tapestry wool for her lovers’ knots, and I have some here.’


‘Her lovers’ knots?’ echoed Charles, toast poised.


‘Round the edge of the chair seat,’ explained Dimity.


She rose and began to clear the table. Charles, still looking bewildered, chewed the last mouthful of toast.


‘I must get on, dear,’ said Dimity. ‘Mrs Allen comes today, and I like to get things cleared up.’


‘I always thought that we employed Mrs Allen for the express purpose of clearing up for us.’


‘Yes, one would think that in theory, but in practice, of course, it really makes more work to do.’


‘Then I will go and water the greenhouse,’ said the vicar of Lulling, rector of Thrush Green, and general priest in charge of Lulling Woods and Nidden - otherwise Charles Henstock.


He stepped out of the back door into the dewy freshness of a fine June morning, and made his way happily through the vicarage garden.


As he tended his seedlings in the pleasantly humid atmosphere of the greenhouse, Charles pondered on the felicity of his life in Lulling.


His present vicarage and its garden were both mellow and beautiful, owing much to the care given by his immediate predecessor, Anthony Bull, who now had a living in Kensington, where his good looks and slightly dramatic sermons were as much admired there as they had been at Lulling. Charles and he remained staunch friends.


Charles had been twice married, and after the untimely death of his first wife, life had been bleak. Soon after, he had been appointed to the living of Thrush Green, where he dwelt in the ugliest and coldest house there. Most of the dwellings round the large area of grass which gave the place its name, were built of Cotswold stone and tiled to match. Why a Victorian builder had ever been allowed to erect the gloomy pile which had been Charles’s home for so many years, remained a mystery.


The good rector, the humblest and most hard-working of men, seemed oblivious of the draughts, the murkiness, and the sheer discomfort of his home. When he married his second wife, Dimity, who had shared a cottage with her friend Ella Bembridge nearby, he was perplexed to hear her complaints about her new abode, and did his best to help her to render the rectory more comfortable.


In fact, it was a losing battle. The house faced north-east, was shoddily built, and had a long corridor, leading from the front door to the back, which acted as an efficient wind tunnel and chilled the atmosphere whenever either door was opened.


Two or three years before the present June morning, the whole place had been consumed by fire, and very few local people regretted its passing.


Charles himself was devastated. He and Dimity had been away from home on the night of the fire, but he knew that he could never forget the sight of the smoking ruins which greeted him on his return.


He shuddered now at the remembrance, standing upright, a minute seedling of Cos lettuce held between thumb and forefinger, and his gaze fixed, unseeing, upon the present splendour of his Lulling garden beyond the greenhouse glass. His mind’s eye saw again the blackened heap, the drifting smoke, and the pathetic huddle of his salvaged possessions at some distance on the green.


And then he remembered his neighbours, the comforting arm about his shoulder, the stricken looks of those who mourned with him, their blackened hands offering mugs of steaming tea, their eyes reddened with the acrid smoke. It was their sympathy and practical help which had supported him and Dimity through the weeks that followed. He would never forget.


A sneeze shook him back into the present. With infinite care he lowered the threadlike roots of the seedling into its tiny home, and gently made it secure.


 



Dimity set out for Thrush Green as soon as lunch was over, leaving her husband sorting out the papers he would need for the afternoon’s meeting at Oxford.


It was a time of day that Dimity always enjoyed, the slack period when most people were digesting their midday meal, the streets were quiet, and an air of torpor hung over the little town.


Most of the Lulling shops still closed for an hour or more. Old customs die hard in this part of the Cotswolds, and some shopkeepers still lived above their businesses, or near enough to go home to lunch. Dimity approved of this sensible practice, and did not rail, as many of her friends did, about the difficulty of shopping in the middle of the day.


The two modern supermarkets, made hideous with garish window stickers, seemed to be the only places open, as Dimity made her way along the High Street. Even they appeared remarkably quiet, she noticed. So far, Lulling folk seemed to keep to their usual ways, and would not be emerging from their rest until the older shops turned the CLOSED notice to OPEN,  unlocked their doors, and pulled out the awnings to shade their wares should the sun have arrived.


Dimity did not hurry. The sun was warm, and she was pleasantly conscious of its comfort on her back as she admired, yet again, the honey-coloured stone of the buildings, the fresh green of the lime trees, and the plumes of lilac, white and purple, which nodded from the front gardens, and scented the warm air.


A tabby cat was stretched across the sunny doorstep of the draper’s shop. Dimity bent to stroke it, and it acknowledged her attentions with a little chirruping sound and a luxurious flexing of its striped legs. Hard by, in the dusty gutter, a bevy of sparrows bathed noisily, but the cat was too lethargic to stir itself into action in the present warmth.


Dimity made her way through the somnolent town, crossed the murmuring River Pleshey, pausing to watch its eddies and dimples for a few minutes, and then faced the steep hill which led to Thrush Green and her friend Ella Bembridge.


 



Ella was one of those squarely-built, gruff ladies of mannish appearance whose looks belie their gentleness.


Her large hands, rough and brown from gardening, were equally at home with weaving, smocking, embroidery and tapestry work. Those hands had also tackled pottery, carpentry, painting and metalwork in their time, but now that Ella lived alone she preferred to enjoy the handiwork which she could do in her own home, without the complications of potter’s wheels, lathes, soldering irons and the like.


She and Dimity had spent several happy years together. Though different in looks and temperament, the one had complemented the other. When Dimity had been carried off by Charles, first to the rectory across the way at Thrush Green, and later to the vicarage at Lulling, Ella had missed her old friend, but rejoiced in her good fortune.


She was not one to pine, and her innumerable projects kept  Ella busy and cheerful. It was lucky that Dimity lived so near, and that the two could see each other frequently.


As Dimity was puffing her way uphill, Ella was kneeling in the front garden of their home planting out a row of pansies, a cigarette dangling from her lips. She looked up as the latch of the gate clicked.


‘What a nice surprise!’ she exclaimed, scrambling to her feet, and wiping her hands energetically down her skirt.


‘I told you I’d bring the wool,’ replied Dimity. ‘On the phone.’


‘Well, I didn’t cotton on that you’d come this afternoon. To be honest, Dim, I believe I’m getting deaf. Don’t hear half people say on the blower.’


‘Probably only wax,’ said Dimity, sitting down exhaustedly on a rustic seat under the eaves of the thatch. ‘Get John Lovell to squish it out.’


‘He’d perforate my ear drums, more like,’ commented Ella. Her opinion of medical practitioners was low. Good health had kept her largely from their clutches, and she was suspicious of their professional activities.


‘Want a cuppa?’ she continued. ‘You look whacked.’


‘No, no. It’s only walking up the hill. Don’t let me stop you working. Can I help?’


‘No, I’ve only a few more to bung in. You sit there and tell me all the news. How’s Charles?’


‘He’s off to Oxford for a meeting.’


‘Poor thing! Rather him than me. What on earth do clergy-men do at these meetings? Do a bit of re-editing of Hymns Ancient and Modern? Make a list of their fellow priests who need censuring? Or defrocking?’


‘Oh, nothing like that, I’m sure,’ replied Dimity, somewhat shocked. ‘I think it’s more to do with money. Upkeep of the church property, allocation of funds, that sort of thing. Though I must admit that Charles never talks about church matters to me, and I’m very glad he doesn’t. One can so easily let out something innocently that is supposed to be private.’


‘Your Charles is a wise old bird. If you don’t want a thing known, say nowt to anyone. I can’t abide people who tell you some titbit and then add: “But don’t say a word. You are the only person I’ve told!” You can bet your bottom dollar she’s said the same to a dozen others before telling you.’


She rammed home the last pansy plant, and came to sit beside Dimity in the sun. Out from her skirt pocket came the battered tin which Dimity knew so well, and Ella began to roll one of her pungent and untidy cigarettes.
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The two old friends sat in silence. They were both drowsy and pleasantly tired from their recent exercise. A chaffinch pottered busily in the garden bed, occasionally giving a satisfied chirrup, and a light breeze rustled the budding may bush by the gate.


In the distance, they could hear the school children at play across the green, and the rumble of traffic from the main road at the foot of the hill. It was all very soporific and the ladies  could easily have dropped off. But suddenly the rattling of machinery close at hand made them alert.


‘That dratted cement mixer,’ said Ella. ‘They’re still mucking about with those new houses. Putting in steps, or a terrace, or some such, the foreman told me.’


Dimity stood up to see what was happening across the road, on the very site of her demolished old home.


Eight one-storey houses in the form of a south-facing L were being built for old people, designed by the local architect Edward Young, who lived close by in what was readily acknowledged as the handsomest house on Thrush Green.


‘What a time they’re taking!’ commented Dimity. ‘They were started ages ago.’


‘Poor old Edward’s having the deuce of a time with some of his suppliers, I gather. He’s having handles fixed to the baths, and rails by the loos, and they had to be sent back because they weren’t to his specification. Then he’d planned underfloor heating, and it was practically complete when another chap told him that some old people had complained of foot trouble after some time in a place in Northamptonshire. So off he went to investigate, and decided to rip it out and start again.’


‘When does he hope to have them ready?’


‘You tell me! One thing, there are plenty of people around with their names on the list. Is Charles mixed up with this?’


‘He’s on the committee, I know.’


‘Well, he’s got my sympathy when it comes to selecting eight deserving cases from the roll. The fur will fly for some time, is my guess. Why, even Percy Hodge has put his name down.’


‘Percy Hodge?’ echoed Dimity. ‘But he’s already got a house! And a wife to look after him!’


‘Not now he hasn’t. She’s left him for good, has our Doris.’


‘But he can only be sixty at the outside,’ expostulated Dimity. ‘That’s not old by today’s standards.’


‘True enough, but he’s not the only sixty-year-old to try it on. I hear Mrs Cooke at Nidden’s applied too, and those mercenary old twins at Nod whose name I can never remember.’


‘But Mrs Cooke has heaps of children to look after her, and those Bellamy twins have pots of money, and a bungalow of their own!’


‘We all know that. All I’m saying is, Charles will have his work cut out when he’s one of the panel trying to make a choice.’


Dimity looked troubled as she gazed across the hedge to the new buildings.


‘Well, at this rate he won’t be making any decisions yet a while,’ she said at last. ‘Maybe things will be easier when the time comes.’


To Ella’s mind, this was a forlorn hope. But, for once, she forbore to say so.


‘You don’t have to hurry back, do you, Dim? Stop and have a cup of tea.’


‘I’d love to. Charles won’t be home before six, I imagine.’


‘Good, then we’ll go down to Dotty’s to collect the milk. It will save Connie a trip. Incidentally, Dotty sent me some biscuits she’d made. Shall we try them at tea time?’


Dimity laughed. ‘You can, I shan’t! I had a fine bout of Dotty’s Collywobbles when I went there last.’


Ella smiled behind her cigarette smoke. ‘Don’t worry. I was only teasing. They went out to the birds within half an hour, and I can’t say they were too keen either.’


 



Later the two ladies crossed the green and entered the narrow lane that led across fields to Dotty Harmer’s cottage, and then on to Lulling Woods.


The cement mixer by the new buildings was now at rest, and the site deserted. The low terrace of houses was going to be very attractive once the builders’ mess was removed, lawns and shrubs planted, and the final lick of paint applied.


‘Almost makes you think of putting your name on the list,’ commented Ella as they walked on. ‘Not that I’d stand a chance, and in any case I should hate to leave our little place.’


At Dotty’s there was evidence of building too. Their eccentric  old friend had lived there for many years with numerous animals and a large garden erratically tended. She had been the only daughter of the headmaster of the local grammar school. He had had a fearsome reputation for stern discipline, and grown men in Lulling still quailed at the mention of his name.


On his death, marked by a packed church at his memorial service (‘Relief rather than respect!’ as some wag remarked later), Dotty had moved to her present abode and enjoyed her freedom. As well as caring for her animals with passionate devotion, she experimented with the bounty of the fields and hedgerows, making chutneys and preserves of dubious plants and berries which she pressed upon her apprehensive friends. John Lovell, the Thrush Green doctor, was well aware of the local stomach trouble known as Dotty’s Collywobbles, and it was the first question he asked of his suffering patients before turning to more orthodox complaints.


Dotty’s own health was the concern of her friends for several years, but when her niece Connie came to take charge they breathed a sigh of relief. Now Connie had married Kit Armitage, a handsome widower, who once had attended Lulling’s grammar school and known Dotty’s ferocious father only too well for comfort. The enlargement of Dotty’s thatched cottage was the result of their marriage.


It was Connie who opened the door to Ella and Dimity, and greeted them with affection.


‘Do come in. Aunt Dotty’s in the sitting-room. Kit’s shopping in Lulling. Have you had tea?’


They assured her on this point and went through the hall to see Dotty. They found her semi-prone on a sofa, a tapestry frame lodged on her stomach, and mounds of wool scattered around her.


‘Don’t get up!’ exclaimed Ella, as Dotty began to thrash about. ‘What are you making?’ She gazed with an expert eye at Dotty’s efforts.


‘A cushion cover, so the pattern says,’ replied Dotty. ‘It’s called Florentine stitch, and supposed to be quite simple.’


‘It is,’ said Ella. ‘Let’s have a look.’


She removed the frame from Dotty’s stomach, tightened some nuts, and then studied the work closely, back and front.


‘You’ve missed a whole row of holes in some places,’ she said at last. ‘See these white lines? That’s the canvas showing through.’


‘Oh really?’ said Dotty, yawning. ‘Does it matter?’


‘It does if you want the work to look well done,’ said Ella with spirit. ‘Tell you what, I’ll take it home and put it right for you.’


Dotty lowered her skinny legs to the ground, and pulled up her wrinkled stockings.


‘Oh, don’t bother, Ella dear. I quite like the white lines. Rather a pretty effect. In any case, I’m gather busy sorting out a drawerful of old photos at the moment, and I think I’ll put this work aside till the winter.’


She took possession of the frame and thrust it under the sofa. There was a yelp, and Flossie the spaniel emerged, looking hurt.


‘Oh, my poor love!’ cried Dotty. ‘I had no idea you were there! Let me find you a biscuit as a peace offering.’


She scrabbled behind a cushion on the sofa head and produced a crumpled paper bag. From it she withdrew a piece of Rich Tea biscuit, and offered it to the dog. It was warmly received.


‘Now,’ said Dotty, rising to her feet and wiping her hands down her skirt, ‘come and see the new building.’


‘Aunt Dotty,’ protested Connie, now entering the room, ‘there’s nothing to see yet. Let Ella and Dimity have a rest after their walk.’


‘No, let’s see it,’ said Ella, stumping along behind Dotty. ‘How long have the men been here?’


The four women surveyed the piles of building material scattered about the garden. Dimity thought the sight depressing. Planks were propped against the fruit trees. Piles of bricks  lurched drunkenly on what was once a lawn. Buckets, wheel-barrows, hods and spades all jostled together, and the inevitable cement mixer lurked behind the lilac bushes which were already covered in white dust.


‘Full of hope, isn’t it?’ cried Dotty, eyes shining through her spectacles. ‘Of course, there will be rather a mess when the thatcher comes. All that straw, you know, and his little hazel spars. I’m so looking forward to that. I shall have a chair out here and watch him at work. I think it must be rather a lonely job up on a roof. A little conversation should help him along.’


No one dared to comment on this appalling plan, but Connie hastily blew her nose, and looked towards the distant Lulling Woods.


‘And when do you hope to see it complete?’ asked Dimity.


‘Edward says it should be ready by the winter,’ replied Dotty. ‘It’s not a very big project, after all. The garage will be there.’ She pointed to the powdered lilac bushes. ‘And behind that will be a sitting-room, or is it the larder, Connie dear?’


‘The sitting-room. And a bedroom above with a bathroom.’


‘For Kit and Connie,’ explained Dotty. ‘A large bedroom, you understand. I think married people should have plenty of  air at night. Two of them, in one room, you see. Now I only need that small room of mine. Plenty of cubic space for one sleeper. If ever I married, of course, I should have the wall knocked down between the two small rooms at the other end of the house.’


The hope of matrimony for dear old Dotty, now in her eighties, seemed so remote to all three ladies that they made no comment upon these wild conjectures, but contented themselves with picking their way among the muddle, and making polite noises.


‘We really came to collect the milk,’ said Ella at last, tired of stepping round piles of bricks, and circumventing wheel-barrows.


‘It’s all ready,’ said Connie, turning towards the kitchen door.


Ella and Dotty followed the younger woman, but Dimity lingered in the garden.


The air was warm, and heavy with the scent of hay lying in the field beyond Dotty’s hedge. Soon the baler would be thumping the crop into neat oblongs, grass and flowers and aromatic leaves compacted together, to carry the smell and comfort of summer into the winter byres where the cattle store stood, or to the snowy fields and the hungry sheep.


Of all the seasons, summer was the one that Dimity loved best. Thin and frail, she dreaded the cold Cotswold winter which dragged on, more often than not, into a chilling April. But a sunny June, with its many blessings of roses, hayfields, strawberries and long warm evenings, raised Dimity’s spirits to near ecstasy.


She sighed with deep contentment, and made her way after the others. It was good to live in the country. It was good to have so many friends. It was good to feel warm and in splendid health.


Dimity paused by the kitchen door to pick the bright bud of an Albertine rose to thread in her buttonhole. ‘Perfect!’ she said, entering the house.







 2. PROBLEMS AT THRUSH GREEN



The hawthorn blossom along the hedges gave way to the showy cream plates of elder flowers, and sprays of wild roses, pink and frail as sea shells. The gardens of Thrush Green were bright with irises and peonies, and the air was murmurous with the sound of lawn mowers.


But not all was idyllic.


Albert Piggott, caretaker, sexton, and erstwhile grave-digger at St Andrew’ s, found the June heat a sore trial, his nature being inclined to melancholy and excessive self-pity. But it was the mowing which gave him his present reason for complaint.


Some years earlier, Charles Henstock had decided that the tombstones of the Thrush Green forefathers should be moved, with due reverence, to the edge of the graveyard, and the turf flattened, so that a mower could keep the area tidy with the minimum of effort.


For too long it had been an eyesore. Albert, whose job it had been to scythe the grass over and around the mounds, was clearly beyond the work, and it seemed impossible to get a replacement.


There was some opposition to the good rector’s proposal, but eventually it was accepted, and now, years later, it was generally agreed that the churchyard of St Andrew’s was an exceptionally pleasant place, and the change had been quite successful.


Albert did not agree, as he told his long-suffering neighbour, Mr Jones of The Two Pheasants, one bright morning as soon as the pub was open.


‘Them dratted tombstones was put too close to the outside wall when they done the job.’


He took a noisy slurp of his beer.


‘Young Cooke,’ he went on, replacing the dripping glass on Mr Jones’s carefully polished bar counter, ‘can’t get the mower between them and the wall.’


‘Oh-ah!’ replied Mr Jones without much interest. Albert and his young assistant had been at loggerheads for years now. The publican had heard both sides of the many arguments between the two, and for far too long.


‘Means as I has to get down on me hands and knees with the bill-hook, round the back, like. Not that easy at my age. Not after me Operation.’


A shadow fell across the sunlit floor. Percy Hodge, a farmer from the Nidden road hard by, was seeking refreshment.


‘You ain’t still on about your innards, are you?’ he queried. ‘I reckon all Thrush Green knows about them tubes of yours. And fair sick of ’em too. Half a pint, please.’


Albert’s face grew even more morose. ‘All right for you. Never had a day’s illness in your life!’


‘Ah! But I got my troubles.’


He pulled some coins across the counter and settled on the next stool to Albert.


‘Oh? Your Doris come back?’


Percy drew in his breath noisily.


‘Now, Albert,’ began Mr Jones. ‘We don’t want no trouble between old friends.’


‘Who’s talking about old friends?’ enquired Albert nastily. Percy’s breathing became heavier.


‘You keep Doris’s name out of this,’ he said. ‘I don’t keep on about your Nelly, though we all know what she is!’



‘Gentlemen!’ cried Mr Jones in alarm.


Percy and Albert fell silent, and turned their attention to their glasses. A distant clanking sound, followed by a steady chugging, proclaimed that the cement mixer was at work.


‘By the time them places is finished,’ said Albert, ‘our lot’ll all be in the graveyard. Be about ready for young Cooke, I reckon.’


‘Wonder who they’ll choose?’ asked Percy, secretly glad to pick up this olive branch. ‘You put your name down?’


‘What, with my Nelly to look after me? And my girl Molly across the green at the Youngs? No point in me havin’ a try. They’ll be looking for old folk on their own.’


‘Well, I’ve put my name forward,’ said Percy. ‘I’m old, and on my own.’


His listeners seemed taken aback. Albert was trying to work out how much younger Percy was than he himself. Mr Jones was shocked at the cheek of a man who was only middle-aged, and had a house and a living, in applying for one of the new homes. But he forbore to comment. He did not want any trouble in his respectable hostelry, and both customers were touchy.


‘You’ll be lucky!’ commented Albert at last, putting his empty glass down. ‘Must get back to my bill-hook. I’d like to meet the chap as set them tombstones round the wall. I’d give him a piece of me mind.’


‘He got hurt in a car crash, other side of Oxford,’ volunteered Percy. ‘My cousin told me. Broke his arm, he said.’


‘No more’n he deserved,’ said Albert heartlessly, and hobbled back to his duties.


 



Later that morning, as the church clock struck twelve, the noise of the cement mixer growled into silence.


Two of the workmen appeared, hot and dusty, and ordered pints of bitter across the counter.


‘And how’s it going?’ asked Mr Jones.


‘Not bad,’ said the one in a blue shirt.


‘Just doin’ the steps,’ said the other, who sported a black singlet.



‘Steps?’ echoed Mr Jones. ‘I should’ve thought there’d be no steps at all in a place for old people. Bit of a hazard, surely?’


‘That’s what the orders are,’ said Blue Shirt.


‘Only three of them,’ said the second man. ‘Shaller ones, too.’


‘And a rail to hang on to,’ chimed in Blue Shirt. ‘You’ll be safe enough, Dad, when you move over there!’ He winked at his companion.


Mr Jones smiled a shade frostily. If he had spoken to his elders in such a way, when he was young, his father would have boxed his ears for him.


‘Well, I’m sure Mr Young knows best,’ he said diplomatically. ‘He’s reckoned to be a top-notch architect.’


But privately, the good publican found the thought of steps, no matter how shallow, and even when accompanied by a rail, a somewhat disconcerting feature of an old people’s home.


‘Could lead to trouble,’ he confided to his wife that afternoon when the pub door was closed.


He was to recall his misgivings later.


 



Almost facing The Two Pheasants across Thrush Green stood the house where Winnie Bailey and her maid Jenny lived.


Adjoining it was John Lovell’s surgery. Old Dr Bailey had died a year or two earlier, and sorely did his younger partner miss the wisdom and local knowledge of his senior. The practice was a busy one. John had two junior partners, both keen young men well up in modern medicine. The older folk in Thrush Green still viewed them with some suspicion, and tended to hark back to ‘good old Dr Bailey’ and his methods. But gradually the newcomers were beginning to be recognised, much to John Lovell’s relief.


He himself was glad to have Winnie Bailey at hand. Her memory was prodigious, and she could frequently give him a brief history of a family which he found enormously helpful.


He was now very much a part of Thrush Green. As a junior partner to Donald Bailey, he had met and married Ruth Bassett, sister to Joan Young, the architect’s wife. They lived some half a mile or so from the green itself, and as well as their own two young children they cared for old Mrs Bassett who had made her home with them since the death of her husband.


John was a serious and conscientious man, deeply appreciative of his good fortune in having such a settled marriage and a rewarding job. He enjoyed his trips to outlying villages, for he had a great love of country life and was knowledgeable about flowers and birds. These interests were of particular value to him for they helped him to relax.


His wife Ruth knew that if his nature had a flaw at all - which she would have denied hotly, if challenged - it was in the very seriousness which his patients found so reassuring. She did her best to lighten his load, but books, music and theatre, in which she had always delighted, could not engage his attention for any length of time.


‘You are always telling your patients,’ she said, ‘that they must have a few hobbies to relieve any tension, but you don’t take your own advice.’


‘Doctors never do,’ he told her.


It was with Winnie Bailey, as much as anyone, that John Lovell really found some relief from the pressures of his practice.


As soon as surgery was over, on this sunny June morning, he saw Winnie in her garden picking the dead heads from the roses.


‘I was coming to get some directions from you, Winnie,’ he called, putting his case in the back of the car.


‘Come in and have a cup of coffee. I know Jenny’s just getting some ready.’


‘I dare not stop, many thanks.’ He walked across the lawn. ‘I’ve had a call from a Leys Farm. Do you know it? Somewhere off the road to Oxford, I gather.’


‘Who lives there?’


‘That’s what all my patients asked,’ said John smiling. ‘Why is it in the country that we know the names of the people and never the names of their houses?’


Winnie laughed. ‘I don’t think I ever heard of Leys Farm, and I’m sure Donald never mentioned it. Could the owners have renamed it?’


‘Quite likely. One of my patients said it was once known as Trotters. Does that mean anything?’


‘Yes, indeed. A large family used to live at Trotters. They were Bells. Some vague relation of Betty Bell who cleans the school, you know?’
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‘And where is it?’


‘Now you’re asking! If you go about two miles out of Lulling on the Oxford road you will come to a narrow lane on the left. There used to be a fir tree there.’


‘No gate? No sign?’


‘Nothing. It’s just a rough track. Heaven help you if you meet a tractor, John. But it’s about another two miles to the house. I went there once with Donald.’


‘Well, many thanks, Winnie dear. I’ll go and blaze a trail to Leys-Farm-once-Trotters and, what’s more, I’ll tell you the name of the people who live there now, when I get back.’



‘If you get back,’ replied Winnie. ‘It’s that sort of place if I remember it aright.’


He waved, and departed on his mission.


Winnie had her coffee with Jenny in the kitchen. The room was warm and peaceful, and filled with the mixed scents of Jenny’s cooking preparations. At one end of the scrubbed table was the chopping board with mint awaiting the attention of Jenny’s knife. Beside it stood a punnet of strawberries.


‘Percy Hodge brought ’em,’ said Jenny. ’His first picking, so he said.’


‘He’s not courting you again, Jenny? I thought you had nipped that little affair in the bud.’


‘He knows my feelings right enough,’ replied Jenny. ‘But I didn’t see any point in turning down some good strawberries, even if his Doris has left him. Anyway, he knows there’s no chance here for him.’


‘So we can eat his strawberries with an easy conscience, can we, Jenny?’


‘Why not?’


‘I had a letter this morning from Richard,’ said Winnie, changing the subject.


‘Coming to stay, is he?’


‘He doesn’t say so. He’ll be in the area next week and invites himself to lunch or tea. I have a phone number. Tea, I think, it’s simpler for us.’


‘Good. I’ll make him some of my cheese scones. Men always like ’em.’


‘I’m sure Richard will too, but don’t expect extravagant thanks from him,’ warned Winnie. ‘He’s inclined to take everything for granted, I’m sorry to say.’


She rinsed her cup and went upstairs to dust the bedrooms, her mind busy with thoughts of this, her least favourite, nephew.


Donald had always said: ‘The boy’s head’s all right, but he has no heart.’ Certainly, he had done brilliantly in his career as a physicist, and was acknowledged as supreme in his particular  field. He spent much of his time lecturing abroad on subjects with such abstruse titles as: ‘Molecular structures in relation to nuclear principles’. In fact, thought Winnie, that would probably be one of his elementary lectures, for she remembered seeing one listed which had a title four lines long. Richard’s world was a vast unknown to his aunt.


She had not seen him since Donald’s death, which had occurred while the young man was in America. To give him his due, he had written a very kind letter, expressing sympathy, which had touched Winnie.


For Richard, she had to admit, was quite the most self-centred individual she had ever come across. Perhaps that was why, she surmised, dusting the windowsill, he had never married, although he was now in his forties.


She ceased her work for a moment and gazed across the sunlit garden. It was true that years before he had expressed a fondness for Winnie’s neighbour Phyllida, then a young widow, but she had turned him down, as gently as could be managed, and within a few weeks she was married to Frank Hurst.


‘I shouldn’t think that dented Richard’s armour very much,’ commented Winnie to a surprised chaffinch on a nearby twig.


No, Richard would not have changed much, if she knew anything about him. Probably the same old hypochondriac too, everlastingly fussing with his diet and his bodily functions. Well, she would see him before long, and it would be interesting to see if he appreciated Jenny’s cheese scones as richly as they deserved.


Time alone would tell.


 



John Lovell, driving along the busy road to Oxford, was too engrossed in dodging lorries, queuing up behind tractors laden with bales of hay, and trying to look out for the turning to his new patient’s farm, to turn his mind to any Thrush Green problems.


As it was, he overshot the turning, for he had been looking out for the fir tree mentioned by Winnie, but evidently it had  been felled since her visit, for nothing marked the entrance to the farm track. He managed to execute a neat U-turn in a lull in the traffic, and then was compelled to wait while yet another tractor, and its tail of fuming motorists, held up his right-hand entry into the lane.


It certainly was narrow, as Winnie had warned him, and the surface was gritty. Banks of nettles and seeding cow parsley brushed the sides of the car, and here and there the vivid blue of cranesbill made splashes of colour among the tall grass. With the eye of a born naturalist John noted the variety of butterflies and birds that frequented such richness.


The hedges were high on each side and badly in need of trimming, but John looked approvingly at the cascading wild roses, the brambles and the goosegrass which clambered from the ditch to drape its sticky shoots across the stronger twigs above. Plenty of good forage there for all manner of insect life, he thought.
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