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Chapter One



On the Sunday after Easter – Low Sunday, Emma believed it was called – the villagers were permitted to walk in the park and woods surrounding the manor. She had not been sure whether to come on the walk or not. It was her first weekend in the village, and she had been planning to observe the inhabitants in the time-honoured manner from behind the shadow of her curtains. But seeing the party assembling outside the pub, wearing tweeds and sensible shoes and some carrying walking-sticks, she had been unable to resist the temptation of joining in.


This annual walk was a right dating from the seventeenth century, Tom Dagnall, the rector, had told her. He was a tall man, austerely good-looking, but his brown eyes lacked the dog-like qualities so often associated with that colour. As a widower he tended not to attach himself to single women, but Emma was the daughter of his old friend Beatrix Howick and rather the type that the women’s magazines used to make a feature of ‘improving’, though this thought had not occurred to Tom. He saw her only as a sensible person in her thirties, dark-haired, thin and possibly capable of talking intelligently about local history, his great interest and passion. Besides, she had recently come to live in her mother’s cottage and he felt he had a certain duty, as rector, to make her welcome.


‘The villagers still have the right to collect firewood – “faggots”, as the ancient edict has it – but they’re less enthusiastic about that now,’ he said.


‘Most of them have central heating anyway or would rather switch on an electric fire when they’re cold,’ said the rector’s sister Daphne. She was fifty-five, some years older than her brother, with a weatherbeaten complexion and white bushy hair. She spoke with feeling, for the rectory was without central heating, but this was not the only reason why her annual Greek holiday was the high spot of her life. She now joined Emma and her brother and began asking Emma whether she had settled down well in the village and whether she was going to like living there; impossible questions to answer or even speculate on, Emma felt.


Behind them walked Martin Shrubsole, a fair, teddy-bear-like young man with a kindly expression, the junior doctor in the practice headed by old Dr Gellibrand – Dr G. as he was called – who was rather past such things as walking in the woods though he would often recommend it to his patients. Martin’s wife Avice walked a few paces in front of him – a characteristic of their married life, some thought. She had been a social worker and was still active in village do-gooding, a tall, handsome young woman, now beating down the encroaching weeds on the footpath with a stout cudgel.


‘This path is supposed to be kept open,’ she said fiercely. ‘Soon the nettles will be growing over it.’


‘You can use nettles for all kinds of things,’ said Miss Olive Lee, one of the long-established village residents who remembered the old days at the big house, as she never tired of reminding people, when the de Tankerville family had lived there and Miss Vereker had been governess to the girls. Since then the house had changed hands several times, and as the present owner made little impact on village life it was natural that interest should be concentrated on the past.


‘Nettles? Yes, I’m sure you can,’ said Emma, turning politely to her. She had not yet spoken to Miss Lee, only heard her singing in church, her voice hooting and swooping like an owl or some other nocturnal bird. ‘Would they be something like spinach when cooked? I must try them some time,’ she added doubtfully, wondering how far living in the country need go. ‘Oh, is that the house?’ She stopped walking to stand and gaze at the grey stone mansion now coming into view. Staring up at its blank windows she longed for some intimate detail to manifest itself, even if it were only some small domestic note like a scrap of washing hanging out somewhere. But the windows were as unwelcoming as closed eyes.


‘Sir Miles is not in residence,’ Tom explained. ‘He usually avoids the weekend of the annual walk. In any case, he’s more interested in his shooting.’


‘He avoids us?’ Emma asked, puzzled.


‘Well, not us specifically, but I expect there’ll be a crowd of villagers – they’ll be coming along too.’


At that moment a figure did appear on the terrace, but it was only Mr Swaine, the agent, looking quite genial when he identified the approaching party, such eminently respectable people sponsored by the rector and one of the doctors, not at all the sort to come farther than they were permitted or to take any kind of liberty.


‘A nice day for the walk,’ Tom called out.


‘That’s what comes of having a late Easter,’ said the agent, as if giving Tom the credit for it, perhaps even thinking that it was in his power to fix the date of the festival.


‘Your daffodils are lovely this year,’ said Miss Lee, giving the agent credit for Nature.


‘Yes, we do rather pride ourselves on those,’ he agreed.


Emma glanced at the flowers in the distance. She was becoming rather tired of daffodils. Their Wordsworthian exuberance had been overdone, she felt, crammed into cottage gardens and now such poetic drifts of them in the park and woods. She would have liked to have seen the woods bare in winter, the stark outlines of noble trees – but the rector’s sister had broken in on her thoughts.


‘One goes on living in the hope of seeing another spring,’ Daphne said with a rush of emotion. ‘And isn’t that a patch of violets?’ She pointed to a twist of purple on the ground, no rare spring flower or even the humblest violet but the discarded wrapping of a chocolate bar, as Tom was quick to point out.


‘Oh, but soon there’ll be bluebells in these woods – another reason for surviving the winter,’ she went on. The braying of a donkey at dawn that morning had taken her back to Delphi and the patter of delicate hooves on stone, and she walked on dreaming of the Meteora, the Peloponnese and remote Greek islands as yet unidentified.


At her enthusiastic outburst young Dr Shrubsole moved away from her, hoping that she had not noticed his withdrawal. Although he was a kind man and keenly interested in the elderly and those in late middle age, his interest was detached and clinical. He enjoyed taking blood pressures – even felt an urge to pursue the group of elderly ladies round the rector with his sphygmometer – but was disinclined to enter into other aspects of their lives. He felt that the drugs prescribed to control high blood pressure should also damp down emotional excesses and those fires of youth that could still – regrettably – burn in the dried-up hearts of those approaching old age. Daphne’s outburst about living to see another spring had disturbed him and had the effect of making him join his wife in systematically beating down the undergrowth with his stick, as if violent action could somehow keep Daphne under control.


‘This is supposed to be a public footpath,’ Avice repeated. ‘And what’s that untidy heap of stones?’


‘It might be the site of the D.M.V. – deserted medieval village,’ Tom explained. ‘It’s somewhere here, as far as we know.’


Emma reflected on the cosiness of the term D.M.V., which reminded her of a meat substitute she had once bought at the supermarket when she had been trying to economize, T.V.P. was it? She smiled but did not reveal her frivolous thought.


‘And all this dog’s mercury,’ said Miss Lee, ‘surely that ought to be controlled?’


‘Yes, I’m sorry about that,’ said Tom, as if he could somehow have prevented its growth, ‘but of course it is a sign of ancient habitation, dog’s mercury.’


The party digested this information in silence. They had now moved some distance away from the house and were walking past what looked like a ruined cottage in the woods. Yet, apart from its somewhat overgrown surroundings, it did seem as if it could be lived in, Emma felt. There was a romantic air about it which had been lacking in the house. She began to speculate on its possible history. ‘Perhaps some of these people would know,’ she said innocently, as the sound of a transistor radio heralded the approach of a party of villagers.


Tom laughed. ‘I doubt it,’ he said, but he felt glad, rejoiced almost, that they were exercising their right to enter the park and woods very much as they must have done in the seventeenth century, except for the mindless mumbling of the radio which its owner had not troubled to turn down. He said as much to Emma and she agreed that it was good to see the old right still maintained, though she reflected that the radio was not the only difference between now and three hundred years ago. It was noticeable that all the younger people were wearing jeans, but that the older members of the villagers’ party were wearing newer, smarter and more brightly coloured clothes than the rector and his group.


Greetings were exchanged on an equal level. Tom made no attempt to inquire after relatives or children and grandchildren or even livestock, as the Lord of the Manor or his own predecessors might have done. He had noted among the villagers Mrs Dyer, the woman who came to clean at the rectory, and her presence inhibited any attempt at that kind of conversation. He knew that very few of them would be at Evensong. Of his own party this afternoon he could rely only on his sister, Miss Lee – and possibly Miss Grundy (‘Flavia’), a woman somewhat younger than Miss Lee, but still very much of uncertain age, with whom she shared a cottage, might also be there. But Tom suspected that Miss Grundy’s preference was for Solemn Evensong and Benediction rather than the simpler village service which was all that he could offer. The young doctor and his wife seldom came to church and Emma, though she had been once out of curiosity, was an unknown quantity. He knew from her mother that she was some kind of scientist, and that she had come to the village to write up the results of a piece of research on something or other. It occurred to him that even if she didn’t come to Evensong, she might be helpful in other ways. She might be a good typist, though he could hardly ask her to do such menial work, or even be expert at deciphering Elizabethan handwriting, a skill none of his willing lady helpers possessed.










Chapter Two 



After the walk Emma went back to Robin Cottage, so named by a former owner because the bird had once appeared when he was digging his vegetable patch and perched on the spade. The cottage now belonged to Emma’s mother Beatrix, who was a tutor in English Literature at a women’s college, specializing in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century novel. This may have accounted for Emma’s Christian name, for it had seemed to Beatrix unfair to call her daughter Emily, a name associated with her grandmother’s servants rather than the author of Wuthering Heights, so Emma had been chosen, perhaps with the hope that some of the qualities possessed by the heroine of the novel might be perpetuated. Emma had so far failed to come up to her mother’s expectations but had become – goodness only knew how – an anthropologist. Nor had she married or formed any other kind of attachment. Beatrix would have liked her to marry – it seemed suitable – though she did not herself set all that much store by the status. Her own husband – Emma’s father – had been killed in the war, and having, as it were, fulfilled herself as a woman Beatrix had been able to return to her academic studies with a clear conscience.


Emma, if she thought about her name at all, was reminded not of Jane Austen’s heroine but rather of Thomas Hardy’s first wife – a person with something unsatisfactory about her. Now she made herself a cup of tea, feeling that she might have asked the rector and his sister back to share it with her. But then she realized that she had no cake, only the remains of a rather stale loaf, and anyway he would have Evensong. She knew the times of the services and had been to church once but did not intend to become a regular churchgoer yet. All in good time, when she had had a chance to study the village, to ‘evaluate’ whatever material she was able to collect. For the moment she would go on writing up the notes she had completed before coming to the village – something to do with attitudes towards almost everything you could think of in one of the new towns. Here, in this almost idyllic setting of softly undulating landscape, mysterious woods and ancient stone buildings, she would be able to detach herself from the harsh realities of her field notes and perhaps even find inspiration for a new and different study.


Too soon, for she had done no work, Emma began to think about supper. What did people in the village eat? she wondered. Sunday evening supper would of course be lighter than the normal weekday meal, with husbands coming back from work. The shepherd’s pie, concocted from the remains of the Sunday joint, would turn up as a kind of moussaka at the rectory, she felt, given Daphne’s passionate interest in Greece. Others would be taking out ready prepared meals or even joints of meat from their freezers, or would have bought supper dishes at the supermarket with tempting titles and bright attractive pictures on the cover. Sometimes there might even be fish, for a man called round occasionally with fresh fish in the back of his van, suggesting a nobler time when fish had been eaten on Fridays by at least a respectable number of people in the larger houses. Had there even once been Roman Catholics in the village? Then there were people living alone, like herself, who would make do with a bit of cheese or open a small tin of something.


It would have to be an omelette, the kind of thing that every woman is supposed to be able to turn her hand to, but something was wrong with Emma’s omelette this evening – the eggs not enough beaten, the tablespoon of water omitted, something not quite as it should be. But she was hungry and did not care enough to analyse what her mistake could have been. It was better not to be too fussy, especially if one lived alone, not like Adam Prince opposite, who travelled round doing his job as an ‘inspector’ for a gourmet food magazine, spending his days eating – tasting, sampling, criticizing (especially criticizing), weighing in the balance and all too often finding wanting. Emma’s mother had told her that before his present job he had been an Anglican priest who had ‘gone over to Rome’, but she had not enlarged on this bald statement. He was away now, for Emma had noticed meticulous instructions to the milkman to that effect on the complicated plastic contraption outside his door which told exactly how much milk he did or did not want.


With her omelette Emma poured out a glass of red wine from a bottle already started, which had been warming by the side of the storage heater all the weekend. She was sure that Adam Prince would not have approved of that, but she felt relaxed and at peace as she ate and drank. It was a moment to turn on the television, to watch idly whatever happened to be going on.


It seemed to be a discussion – two men and a woman were confronting a politician from one of the new African republics, a Sandhurst-trained brigadier, his black face glowering. The argument became heated as the participants shifted uneasily on the too-low chairs and reached down to the even lower table to refresh themselves with some kind of liquid – perhaps only water – from heavy-based dark tumblers. The chairs appeared to be covered in a kind of furry material which Emma, not having a colour set, imagined to be like the pelt of a seal or an otter. She was fascinated by this and hypnotized by the complexities of the discussion which, having switched on in the middle, she was having difficulty in following. The chairman, a mild man who seemed to be in awe of the sharp-tongued woman participant, was doing his best to see that each of the men got a fair crack of the whip, as he might have put it. It was not until Emma heard him address one of them as ‘Dr Pettifer’ that she realized that this was Graham Pettifer, a man with whom she had once had a brief love affair. To say that he had been her ‘lover’ was altogether too grand a way to describe what their association had been; perhaps even ‘love affair’ was not strictly accurate, for there had not been all that much love about it, no more than proximity and a mild affection. But, anyway, it would have been true enough to say that she had once known Graham Pettifer ‘quite well’, though she had not seen him for many years. He had gone out to one of the African universities to teach something called ‘social studies’ and had now, presumably, come back, perhaps even to take up an appointment in this country?


He must be getting on for forty now, she calculated, and he had improved in looks, filled out or something. She drained her glass, meditating on this. Then, seeing that there was still some left in the bottle, finished it. The wine was decidedly warm, rather over-chambré, Adam Prince would have said, but it gave her comfort and boldness. Hardly realizing what she was doing, or marking the distinction between fact and fiction, she put a sheet of paper into her typewriter and began to compose a letter.


‘Dear Graham,’ it said, ‘I’ve just seen you in a TV discussion! What a great bringer-together of people who haven’t met for ages the medium must be! I’m living here (temporarily) in my mother’s cottage, so if you’ – she paused, unable to remember his wife’s Christian name – ‘are anywhere in this direction, do come and see me.’ The ‘you’ could very well cover a wife and any number of children, she thought, picturing a large estate car driving up one day, filled with Graham Pettifer and his family. She hadn’t said anything about enjoying the discussion, she realized, but surely it was enough to say that she had recognized him?


In bed later that night she remembered that of course his wife’s name had been Claudia – she would be able to bring that out when the occasion arose. If it ever did.










Chapter Three 



Monday was always a busy day at the surgery, a rather stark new building next to the village hall. ‘They’ – the patients – had not on the whole been to church the previous day, but they atoned for this by a devout attendance at the place where they expected not so much to worship, though this did come into it for a few, as to receive advice and consolation. You might talk to the rector, some would admit doubtfully, but he couldn’t give you a prescription. There was nothing in churchgoing to equal that triumphant moment when you came out of the surgery clutching the ritual scrap of paper.


Martin Shrubsole hurried through the waiting-room, head bent, as if he expected to receive a blow. He did not want to recognize any of the patients waiting there, preferring to be taken by surprise, but he noticed two he didn’t particularly want to see – the rector’s sister, and Miss Lickerish, an elderly village eccentric. Possibly they were waiting to see Dr Gellibrand, but Martin had not heard him arrive yet so it might be that he would have to see them both.


He went into the surgery, sat down, arranged himself in a receptive, consoling attitude and prepared to interview the patients. Miss Lickerish’s file lay on top of the desk so it looked as if she was to be first. He pressed the buzzer and she came in.


‘Good morning, Miss Lickerish.’ He addressed the small bent woman in her knitted cap and ancient smelly tweed coat.


‘Good morning, doctor . . .’ It seemed as if she could hardly allow him his right to the title, but although he was not much over thirty he was as fully qualified as Dr G. and much more up-to-date in the treatments and drugs he prescribed.


‘And how are you today?’ he asked tentatively, for, after all, she must be over eighty and there was something about her that did not fit in with the neat rows of meek old people in the hospital where he had developed his interest in geriatrics. Still, everyone knew that people in villages were different. Those bright beady eyes had plenty of life in them and it was perfectly sensible to ask how she did.


‘It’s these fleas,’ she said, ‘and that stops me sleeping. I’d like some of those sleeping pills.’


‘Well now, we must do something about that,’ he said briskly. No point in telling her that he didn’t just dish out sleeping tablets to anyone who asked for them. No good explaining that if you would take hedgehogs into your house you’d get fleas. It wasn’t really the kind of problem he expected to have to face on a Monday morning when the patients were more apt to imagine themselves to be suffering from ailments they’d read about in the Sunday papers, but Martin was equal to the challenge. ‘Let’s get rid of those fleas first, shall we?’ he said. Health visitor, district nurse, social worker, ordinary village do-gooder, even his own wife Avice – all these could be called in to help, and a note authorizing the purchase of a suitable insect powder might do the trick. ‘Next, please,’ he said to himself, pleased at having disposed of Miss Lickerish.


The next three patients were perfectly ordinary and, as it were, satisfactory – a youth with acne, a young married woman with a contraceptive problem, an older man needing to have his blood pressure checked. The fourth person to enter the room, smiling apologetically as if she knew in advance that she was going to waste his time, was the rector’s sister Daphne.


‘Good morning, Miss Dagnall,’ he adopted his most cheerful manner, ‘and how’s the world treating you?’ A silly thing to say, as he immediately realized, trotting out that old cliché. ‘Sit down and let’s have a chat,’ he went on. The doctor needed to relax as much as the patient, even with the consciousness of a full load still slumped in the waiting-room.


Daphne was not exactly sure what, if anything, was the matter with her. She was depressed (or ‘in a depressed situation’), she longed to get away from the village, from the damp spring of West Oxfordshire, to live in a whitewashed cottage on the shores of the Aegean.


‘Do they have cottages there, as we know them?’ Martin asked, playing for time. Why on earth didn’t she go to Dr G.? he wondered. She must have been his patient long before he (Martin) came into the practice. He could not know that Daphne had deliberately chosen him because she knew only too well what Dr G. would say to her. (‘We’re all getting on a bit – it’s been a long winter – very natural to feel a bit under the weather – go and buy yourself a new hat, my dear’ – his panacea for most feminine ills, when women hadn’t worn hats for years. Such old-fashioned advice and he wouldn’t even prescribe suitable tablets.) She hoped for better things from Martin Shrubsole.


‘Of course I can’t leave my brother,’ she said. ‘I suppose that’s the trouble, in a way.’


‘You don’t like living at the rectory?’ If this were so it was ironical, for the beautiful old grey stone rectory was the one house in the village that he and his wife coveted. ‘That’s the house I want,’ Avice had said.


‘It’s so big and rambling.’ Daphne went on hopelessly. ‘You’ve no idea how difficult it is to heat.’


Avice had pointed out that they hadn’t even got night-storage heaters, Martin remembered, just a few paraffin stoves and rather inefficient ones at that. Would they be eligible for some additional heating allowance? he wondered. Probably not, as they were neither of them pensioners yet. Did Miss Dagnall wear warm enough clothes? Was her blouse adequate for this chilly spring day? ‘Of course I could recommend woollen underwear,’ he said jokingly, hoping to jolly her out of her depression.


‘Don’t talk to me about wool,’ she said. ‘You know my brother’s obsession with local history – now he’s discovered that in sixteen-eighty-something people had to be buried in wool.’


‘You’ve always lived with your brother?’ Martin asked.


‘Oh no – only since his wife died, though that’s some time ago now. I made a home for him – it seemed the only thing to do, the least I could do, people said.’


‘What did you do before that?’


‘I had a little sort of job, nothing much, a sort of dogsbody in a travel agency. I shared a flat with a woman friend.’


Perhaps she was a frustrated lesbian, Martin thought, his mind moving on somewhat conventional modern lines. Women living together in these days might suggest that, but Daphne was, of course, older. He shot a quick glance at her weatherbeaten face and untidy mane of white hair. Perhaps a new hair-do might help her – Martin was that much more up-to-date than Dr G. and his new hat – but obviously he couldn’t suggest it.


‘Let’s take your B.P., shall we?’ he said, falling back on a more conventional treatment. Her arm was thin and dried up, either from Greek sun or approaching age. ‘You probably ought to put on a bit of weight,’ he said. ‘How’s your appetite?’


Going out of the surgery, clutching her bit of paper, a prescription for something, at least, Daphne felt that Martin, the ‘new doctor’ as he was called in the village, had done her good. He had listened, he had been sympathetic and she felt decidedly better. Much better than she would have felt if she’d gone to Dr G. – he never even bothered to take your blood pressure.


*


The other surgery was a larger room, superior to the one where Martin Shrubsole officiated, but Dr Gellibrand still regretted the old days when he had seen patients in the more gracious surroundings of his own home. Now he was cheerfully confirming the pregnancy of a young village woman obviously destined to be the mother of many fine children. She was short and stocky, with massive thighs fully revealed by the unfashionably short skirt she was wearing. It seemed entirely appropriate that Dr G., now in his late sixties, should deal with the young, while Martin, with his interest in geriatrics, should be responsible for the elderly. Dr G. did not much like the elderly but he loved the whole idea of life burgeoning and going on. It had been a relief to him to be able to off-load some of his older patients – a young cheerful face, and Martin certainly had that, would do them the world of good. For Dr G., although well liked and respected in the village, wasn’t exactly cheerful-looking – people often said that he looked more like a clergyman than the rector did, but that wasn’t surprising because he was the son of a clergyman and his younger brother was the vicar of a London parish.


When the young pregnant woman had gone there was a pause and the receptionist brought in coffee. Dr G.’s thoughts now were not so much on his patients as on the visit he had paid to his brother at the weekend. ‘A change is as good as a rest’ was one of his favourite sayings and he could always benefit from this himself, getting away occasionally from his bossy wife Christabel. The place where his brother was vicar was seedy and run-down, ‘immigrants living in tenements’, he had thought, somewhat inaccurately, but although the church was not a particularly flourishing one he had been impressed and a little envious of the ‘show’ his brother Harry had put on for High Mass. It reminded him of the days, getting on for fifty years ago now, when he himself had toyed with the idea of taking Holy Orders. He had pictured himself officiating at various festivals of the church, preaching splendid sermons and leading magnificent processions, but had remembered in time all the other duties that went with being a parish priest, not forgetting the innumerable cups of sweet tea and biscuits, as his brother never tired of reminding him. Then, perhaps because he had been christened Luke, he had seen himself as a distinguished physician or surgeon, performing dramatically successful operations, the sort of thing that one now saw on medical television programmes imported from the U.S.A. In the end, of course, it had been general practice, the much-loved physician, the old family doctor, Dr Finlay’s Casebook rather than the more highly coloured series . . .


His receptionist was at the door. Had Dr G. dozed off over his coffee? The next patient was waiting and he had not pressed his buzzer. Brisk and kindly she addressed him, ‘Are you ready for the next one, Dr G.? It’s Miss Grundy,’ she added, as if tempting him with some choice dish.


But he knew in advance that Miss Grundy would probably be very much like his other elderly female patients, unmarried women of uncertain age, the sort of patients he was glad to hand over to Martin Shrubsole. The rector’s sister appeared to have handed herself over, he thought with satisfaction.


*


Emma, buying a loaf from Mrs Bland at the shop, wondered what was going on in the building next to the village hall on this particular Monday.


‘Why, it’s the surgery – Mondays and Thursdays,’ she was told.


‘Are people in the village ill then?’ Emma asked in her innocence.


Mrs Bland seemed nonplussed, almost indignant, at the question, so Emma did not press it. Of course people were ill, always and everywhere.


Peering through the half-open doors of the surgery, she was tempted to join in what seemed like an enjoyable occasion from which she was being excluded. But remembering her role as an anthropologist and observer – the necessity of being on the outside looking in – she crept away, meditating on what she had observed. There was obviously material for a note here.










Chapter Four 



‘August 1678,’ Tom Dagnall read in the diaries of Anthony à Wood. ‘The act for burying in woollen commences the first of this month.’


While the idea of being buried in woollen in August seemed decidedly stuffy, it gave one a more comfortable feeling on this uncertain spring morning in the chilly study, looking out on to the tumbled gravestones. Daphne had placed a paraffin heater at his side but it gave out smell rather than warmth. How many of his parishioners, Tom wondered, had been buried in woollen? Not too difficult to find that out from the dates in the registers, of course. It was the kind of job he could put on to one of his eager helpers, women from the next village, or even Miss Lee and Miss Grundy, a nice little ‘project’. Nowadays, of course, it couldn’t apply – one was probably buried in some man-made fibre – Acrilan, Courtelle, Terylene or nylon, never in plain cotton or wool. One might make a comparison here. Then he remembered Miss Lickerish digging a grave for a dead hedgehog and wrapping its body in a hand-knitted woollen jumper she had bought at a jumble sale, and at that moment his sister came into the room with coffee, telling him that she had seen Miss Lickerish at the surgery that morning.


Why had Daphne gone to the doctor? he wondered idly. Ought he to have shown brotherly concern? Better not to ask for details in case it was just a woman’s thing and a cause for mutual embarrassment. She had not seemed ill and now appeared perfectly well, going on about the new young doctor and how charming he was.


‘Much better than Dr G.,’ she added.


‘Oh, surely not better,’ Tom protested. He was prepared to allow the old doctor his privileged position in the village as a kind of leader of the community equal to or even above that of his own.


‘Dr Shrubsole asked me if I’d like tranquillizers,’ Daphne said proudly.


‘And what did you answer?’


‘Oh, I can’t possibly tell you that. Consultation between doctor and patient is a confidential matter. Like the confessional.’


‘Of course – I’m sorry I asked.’ Tom, as younger brother, had been put in his place, and that dig about the confessional was a reminder of the time when Tom had wanted to introduce that kind of thing – most unsuitably – into the village.


Daphne was a poor substitute for his wife Laura, but they had been married such a short time, it had been like a dream. He hardly thought about her now, was even uncertain what colour her eyes had been. He now realized that he ought to have married again after Laura died, but before he could even think what he was going to do, in his bereft and helpless state, Daphne had come running, as it were, determined to do her duty. She had tried to organize the parish, to leave him free to pursue his studies which had turned out to be no more than dabblings. He could have walked with Laura in the woods, hardly noticing or caring about the remains of the deserted medieval village, the D.M.V. . . . Now he was alone, with the feeling that he had blighted Daphne’s life, for, although she would take her annual holiday in Greece, she would never leave him now.


‘He took my blood pressure,’ Daphne went on.


‘Oh?’ Tom was uncertain whether he ought to express concern or whether the taking of blood pressure was a matter for congratulation, for it was not Dr G.’s custom to take it.


There was a clattering sound outside the study door. Mrs Dyer, the daily woman, was indicating displeasure about something. Dyer by name and dire by nature, Tom thought, nerving himself for her entry.


Mrs Dyer came into the room. She was a grim-looking woman wearing trousers and a hat which was never removed except for the occasional social event in the village hall or – one presumed – when she went to sleep, or under the stress of some strong emotion. Tom felt that there was something subtly wrong in wearing a hat with trousers, or at least her particular type of hat, but he could not have said what it was.


‘Good morning, Mrs Dyer,’ he greeted her, in what he hoped was a pleasant, encouraging tone of voice. ‘I’ve just been reading here about how people had to be buried in woollen in the old days.’


‘I don’t know about that,’ she declared. ‘I never heard of it.’


‘Well, no, it was in the seventeenth century, the late seventeenth century,’ Tom emended, ‘Anthony à Wood has it here.’


She glanced suspiciously at the volume on Tom’s desk.


‘If you’re ready, Mrs Dyer,’ Daphne said, ‘I’ll help you move these things.’ She resented the way Tom wasted Mrs Dyer’s time, and his own too, for it was a waste of time, trying to get her to talk about the old days, even to set up a tape-recorder in the hope that something might emerge from her pronouncements and babblings. For quite often Mrs Dyer did pronounce and even hold forth – inaccuracies poured from her lips about the ‘old days’ and how things were then. But her ‘old days’ went back no farther than the late nineteen thirties, and that wasn’t quite what Tom wanted.


‘You remember we’re spring-cleaning this room today, Tom,’ said Daphne patiently. ‘I did tell you it was to be today.’


‘Oh, my goodness . . .’ Tom felt himself becoming quite ludicrously agitated, like a comic parson or absent-minded professor in a stage farce, as he shuffled the papers on his desk, dropping several sheets in an attempt to gather them together. ‘Today, is it? I must get out then.’


‘Yes, I think you must – unless you want to sit with a dust-sheet over you. You could go out, couldn’t you? Do a bit of visiting or something?’


‘In the morning?’ Tom hesitated, for visiting was difficult enough at the best of times. In the morning it would seem to be impossible, though there was less likely to be television to contend with.


‘You could go and call on Miss Howick, couldn’t you? She doesn’t work,’ said Daphne impatiently, anxious to get her brother out of the room.


‘She does do some kind of research,’ Tom said doubtfully. ‘I expect she works in the morning, writes, perhaps . . .’


‘If you can call it work,’ said Daphne scornfully. ‘What about the people in Apple Tree Cottage then?’ There was a note of challenge in her voice and Tom knew exactly what had put it there. The people in Apple Tree Cottage, a youngish academic couple who had recently moved there, were very much an unknown quantity. ‘Bohemian’-looking, with a neglected garden, often in the pub at lunch-time, never seen in church . . . Tom marshalled such facts as he knew about them and decided that perhaps a morning visit might not be a good idea.


‘All right then,’ he said, getting up from his desk. ‘I’ll go out.’ He, the rector, would be seen walking in the village, strolling down the main street.


*


Adam Prince, the food inspector, returning from an unusually arduous tour of duty, took up the pint of milk from his doorstep. At least the milkman had got the message this time, though – a shade of displeasure crossed his face – he had not left the Jersey milk, only the ‘white top’, as they called it, which had less cream. Then there were one or two niggling uncertainties in his mind about the restaurants he had just visited and on which he must now write his report. That celery, cleverly disguised in a rich sauce, had it come out of a tin? And the mayonnaise with the first course served in an attractive Portuguese pottery bowl, was it really home-made? The fillet of veal, marinaded in Pernod and served with mushrooms, almonds and pineapple in a cream sauce, had been on the rich side and he was now beginning to regret having chosen it. But so often in this work one had no choice – it was all in the course of duty. And now what? Too late for coffee, too early for a drink – though when was it ever too early for a glass of Tio Pepe, slightly chilled? And now the rector was approaching, so Adam’s thoughts turned to Madeira and possibly a piece of seed cake or a Bath Oliver biscuit. Good plain English food, apart from the drink.


‘Good morning!’ he called out to Tom. ‘Come in and join me in a glass of Madeira.’


Tom was startled, not seeing at first who had addressed him, but he caught the words ‘a glass of Madeira’ and then he guessed that it must be Adam Prince who was inviting him in. There was a slight awkwardness here, Tom felt, for he could not help being conscious of the fact that Adam had once been a Church of England clergyman before his doubting of the validity of Anglican Orders had sent him over to Rome. This meant that he was sometimes apt to put forward suggestions on parish matters, what he might have done or would do, in a way that seemed to Tom both embarrassing and impertinent. Then, too, his knowledge and appreciation of gourmet eating seemed inappropriate and made Tom feel ill at ease. So the acceptance of Adam’s invitation at this moment was not at all what he had intended when he was about to nerve himself to do some parish visiting. All the same, it was infinitely more agreeable to sit in Adam’s carefully furnished ‘drawing-room’ with a drink at his side than to carry out his parochial duties. There was even a certain enjoyment in listening to Adam going on about the places he had just visited – the over-rich or ill-cooked dishes he had tried to eat, the wines served at the wrong temperatures he had been obliged to sample.


‘Tonight,’ he was saying, ‘all I shall be capable of eating is a plate of spaghetti’ – he gave it an exaggeratedly Italian pronunciation – ‘perfectly al dente, you understand – exactly twelve and a half minutes, in my opinion – with a sprinkling of Parmesan and a knob of butter.’


‘Ah, butter,’ said Tom, seizing on something he had heard of. ‘What kind of butter?’ he was inspired to ask, for he knew that there was a great variety of butters.


‘I prefer Danish for spaghetti, otherwise Normandy, of course.’


‘And what will you drink?’ Tom asked, thinking of tea-bag tea, instant coffee or West Oxfordshire water.


‘It doesn’t matter all that much what one drinks with spaghetti so I shall surprise myself. I shall go to my cellar and shut my eyes and reach out to touch a bottle and then, ah then, who knows what it might be!’ Adam’s small pale eyes, like sea-washed pebbles, gleamed, and his soft plump body seemed to swell in anticipation. ‘Do you ever do that?’ he asked Tom. ‘Just go to your cellar and pick a bottle at random?’
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