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CHAPTER ONE

1935

‘Look how many blackberries I’ve got, Bella.’ Sixteen-year-old Bella Roberts turned at the sound of her twin brother’s voice, smiling at the sight of his beaming face.

‘Wow, Arthur. You’ve almost filled your basket. Mrs Wilson will be pleased. Though I think you’ve eaten the same again, judging by your mucky face,’ she grinned.

Arthur’s purpled-stained lips widened in a cheeky grin. He was a beautiful boy, Bella mused, with his dark eyes and long lashes. His skin, like hers, still retained its tan, acquired from hours spent under the hot African sun. She knew a lot of people thought Arthur should be in an institution but, thankfully, her mother was progressive and had insisted from the start that Arthur would have the same opportunities as his sister and, contrary to the prognosis of various doctors and tutors, Arthur could read and write and reckon up. His kind nature and joyful disposition had endeared him to the locals, and any seasonal worker who might pass a derogatory comment would find themselves quickly reprimanded.

Bella had always been her brother’s staunchest supporter and protector. Whether on the plains of the Western Cape, or in the green fields of Hampshire, no one dared mess with Arthur when Bella was around.

Her heart bursting with love for her brother, she brushed away a strand of dark brown hair from her face and straightened up. It was early September and the autumn day was warm. From beyond the hedge, sounds of conversation drifted from the strawberry fields. The harvest would be over soon, the seasonal workers would depart, and the sleepy hamlet of Strawbridge would settle down in preparation for the coming winter. Bella shivered. After spending the past five years enjoying the temperate climate of the Cape colony where her parents had served as missionaries, she certainly wasn’t relishing the prospect of the coming winter.

‘Come on,’ she said, smiling over at Arthur who was working his way along the row of blackberry bushes, shovelling as many into his mouth as he dropped into his basket. ‘I think we’ve got enough for Mrs Wilson to make her jam, and some left over.’

Grinning his wide, boyish smile, Arthur loped towards her, his dark hair ruffled by the warm breeze. Bella took his arm, and they started down the track that would lead them to the back of the vicarage garden.

The hedgerows resounded with birdsong, and high above their heads, a kestrel soared on the thermals. A cock pheasant burst from the hedgerow and dashed across their path, squawking loudly, wings flapping in panic as it sought a gap in the hawthorn hedge. Bella motioned for Arthur to stop, waiting for whatever animal was in pursuit to emerge. She had no wish to be knocked off her feet by a fox or dog blindly transfixed on its quarry but, to her surprise, there came some muttered cursing before a tall, dark-haired lad emerged from the hedgerow, a shotgun slung over his shoulder. He stopped at the sight of Bella and Arthur, seemingly equally as surprised to see them as they were him.

He looked to be about a year or so older than Bella, and his shirt sleeves were torn and splattered with blood.

‘You’re bleeding,’ Bella said.

‘I scratched myself on a twig,’ he replied, with a shrug. ‘It’s nothing.’ He scanned the track. The pheasant was nowhere to be seen but its panicked cries could be heard from beyond the hedgerow. He returned his gaze to Bella and smiled.

‘I’m Will Mullens,’ he said.

‘Bella Roberts and this is my brother, Arthur.’

‘Are you going hunting?’ Arthur asked, pointing at the man’s gun.

Will looked at Arthur and smirked. ‘What is he?’ he asked. ‘The village idiot?’

Quick as a flash, Bella punched him in the face, sending him sprawling in the dirt. Will lay on his back, blood spouting from his nose, staring up at Bella in open-mouthed shock.

‘I think you’ve broken my nose,’ he said, clutching his face. Blood gushed through his fingers and onto his shirt.

‘Don’t you dare insult my brother,’ she said, with a twinge of remorse. She hadn’t intended to hit him quite so hard. ‘Come on, Arthur, let’s get home.’

‘I think he was going hunting,’ Arthur said, as he hurried to keep up with Bella. ‘I think he wanted to shoot that pheasant.’ His face fell. ‘I wish we didn’t have to kill things, Bella,’ he said, looking back over his shoulder. Will was sitting in the middle of the track, staring after them. ‘Mrs Wilson wrung Miss Liddy’s neck this morning. She was my friend.’

‘All the chickens are your friends, Arthur,’ Bella replied kindly, as she unlatched the back gate. It swung open with a squeak of rusty hinge. ‘That’s why Father gets annoyed at the way you give them names. They’re not pets, love, not like Barney and Sybil.’

‘But I like them,’ protested Arthur, as two liver and white spaniels came bounding across the lawn to greet them, feathery tails wagging in ecstasy.

‘I know you do, sweetheart.’ Bella sighed. She closed the gate and Arthur dropped to his knees on the grass. At once, the two dogs were upon him, barking wildly and covering his beaming face with slobbery kisses.

‘Barney! Sybil!’ a voice called from an upstairs window. ‘Quiet!’ The dogs immediately sat back on their haunches.

‘Good afternoon, Father,’ Bella called, shielding her eyes against the glare of the late afternoon sun bouncing off the windowpane, as Arthur got slowly to his feet, brushing ineffectually at the grass stains on his trouser knees. ‘How is your headache?’

‘Terrible,’ Samuel Roberts retorted, rubbing his forehead as if to emphasize the point. ‘And those blasted dogs don’t help. Is it too much to ask for a man to have a few hours peace and quiet?’

‘Of course not, Father,’ Bella said, shooting Arthur a quick glance to make sure he wasn’t about to set the dogs off again, but he’d been distracted by a fat bumble bee buzzing lazily around a gladioli bush. He crouched low, his gaze fixed on the insect as it flitted amongst the flowers. ‘We’re sorry.’

Her father grunted and slammed the window shut. Bella sighed. Her father was a difficult man. He’d suffered from shellshock during the war and, according to her mother, he hadn’t been the same since. Most of the time, her father was a kind, mild-mannered man who would give the shirt off his back to someone in need, but when the melancholy took him, he became morose and angry. Then it was impossible to talk to him at all.

Bella watched her brother, his sweet innocent face transfixed on the bee, feeling the familiar twinge of sadness. Though he tried hard to hide it, and Bella was certain her father would die before he’d admit it, she knew he was disappointed in his son. Bella could see it whenever she excelled at anything – sailing, swimming, shooting, though only at targets. She would never dream of upsetting Arthur by shooting a living creature. While they were living in the Western Cape, her uncle had taught her to fly his twin-engine plane, much to her mother’s horror. She’d taken her first solo flight at just fourteen, and had loved the solitariness of it, loved knowing it was just her and her machine. Looking down through the cockpit window, she’d waved at her anxious mother standing beside her car. Her father had waved back, proud of his daughter but, once she’d landed, and Arthur was hugging her and begging her to take him with her next time, she’d seen the look on her father’s face. He was clearly proud of his daughter, but was thinking it should be his son taking to the skies.

‘Let’s get inside,’ she said to Arthur now. ‘You need to wash up before supper. And be quiet. Father’s head is bad today.’

Obediently, Arthur trotted along beside her as they followed the garden path to the back door, the dogs following behind, tails wagging.

‘I thought that must be the two of you, when I heard the dogs,’ Ida Wilson said, dusting her rolling pin with flour as she prepared to roll out the pastry for the chicken pie. ‘Have you had a nice afternoon?’

‘A very worthwhile afternoon, Mrs Wilson,’ Bella said, setting her basket on the table and motioning to Arthur to do the same. Barney and Sybil flopped on the cool flagstones, panting, noses quivering as they sniffed the air and salivating as the aroma of roasted chicken wafted from the oven.

‘Is that Miss Liddy in the oven?’ Arthur asked, pouting sadly as he slumped onto a stool. ‘I don’t want to eat Miss Liddy.’

‘No, sweetheart,’ Ida said, throwing Bella a wink. ‘Miss Liddy has gone to chicken heaven.’ She paused in her rolling. ‘Do you remember when your puppy got poorly, and the gamekeeper shot him?’ Arthur nodded sadly. He’d cried for weeks over that poor dog, Bella recalled. ‘Well, Miss Liddy was poorly, too. That’s why I wrung her neck. To put her out of her misery, see?’ Ida went back to her rolling, the lies flowing easily from her lips. ‘We’re eating a different chicken tonight. Not one of ours, all right?’

Arthur took a moment to consider. ‘I suppose,’ he said doubtfully. ‘I wish nothing had to die. I wish we could eat grass like cows.’

‘You’d soon get bored eating grass every day and don’t pretend you don’t love my chicken and leek pie.’ The housekeeper grinned, her floury hands moving back and forth as she rolled the pastry. ‘Bella, be a love and rinse those blackberries for me, please. Arthur, run over to the orchard and pick me a couple of nice apples. I’ve enough pastry left over to make a lovely blackberry and apple pie.’ Arthur nodded and headed for the door. ‘Take the dogs with you,’ Mrs Wilson called after him.

‘You looking forward to starting at the secretarial college next week?’ she asked Bella, who was standing at the sink rinsing the blackberries.

‘Not really.’ Bella pulled a face. After spending the past five years in the African bush where she’d experienced a freedom seldom enjoyed by middle-class English girls, she did not relish the thought of being confined to a stuffy room learning to type and take dictation. ‘But Father is insisting I do it.’ She turned off the tap and drained the fruit, patting the plump berries with a clean tea towel. ‘I think he’s hoping I’ll find a good job and end up marrying the boss,’ she grinned, placing the bowl on the table. Ida returned her smile.

‘I should think that’s very likely. A pretty girl like you will not be sitting on the shelf for too long.’

‘Ah, Bella, you’re back.’ Alice Roberts swanned into the room; her navy calf-length dress hugged her slender figure. A few weeks past her forty-first birthday, Alice was an attractive woman. She’d recently had her long, dark-chestnut-brown hair cut and styled in keeping with the latest fashion, emphasizing her swanlike neck. ‘Where’s Arthur?’ Her hazel eyes scanned the room.

‘I sent him to pick a couple of apples, Missus,’ Ida said.

Alice nodded. ‘Apple and blackberry pie, Mrs Wilson,’ she smiled. ‘I shall look forward to that.’

‘Will Father be joining us for supper, Mother?’ asked Bella.

Her mother sighed. ‘I don’t know, dear. It depends on his head. He’s suffering quite badly today. Do try to keep Arthur quiet when he gets back. Your father finds his exuberance a little wearying when he’s having one of his episodes.’ Alice crossed to the open doorway and gazed over the garden. The roses were coming to an end, their petals littering the lawn, the edges brown and curling. ‘Sometimes I wish we’d never come back,’ she said, almost to herself. ‘Your father seemed so much better out there.’ She turned back to her daughter, looking pained. ‘It’s like his demons were waiting for him the moment we set foot back on English soil.’

‘You know he can’t help it, Mother,’ said Bella. ‘We just have to be grateful for the times when he can be himself.’

‘Of course. You’re absolutely right, Bella,’ Alice said, with a tired smile. ‘I shall let you know whether the reverend will be joining us for supper, Mrs Wilson. If not, I shall take him up a tray.’

‘Very good, Missus,’ replied Ida good-naturedly. In the two months since the reverend and his family had returned from their five-year mission trip, she’d grown used to Mr Roberts’ erratic mood swings and bouts of melancholy. She felt sorry for his wife and the children, especially young Arthur. He was a delightful lad, despite his limitations, yet he seemed to bear the brunt of his father’s temper. She could understand the boy was perhaps not quite what the reverend had hoped for in a son, but he was kind and helpful and he was reasonably well educated, which she gathered was down to the Missus’s patience and sheer determination.

‘Are you all right, Mother?’ Bella followed Alice out of the kitchen. ‘You look tired.’

‘I’m fine, darling,’ her mother replied, leading the way into the well-appointed parlour. ‘I think I’m finding it difficult adjusting to being back in England, too.’

‘It is different,’ Bella agreed. She’d been a girl of eleven when her family set sail from Southampton. She’d matured into a young woman on the plains of the Western Cape, with the warm mountain winds in her hair and the sun hot on her skin.

Bella sank into one of the armchairs facing the empty fireplace. The gold-plated carriage clock ticked rhythmically on the mantlepiece.

‘I’m really proud of the way you and Arthur have handled the recent changes in your life,’ her mother said, crossing to the window and gazing out into the lane. A cart creaked past, bound for Botley railway station with its cargo of late-in-the-season strawberries, destined for the jam factories in Bermondsey.

‘You had to give up so much and I know you miss your cousins, and your pony,’ Alice said, her back to her daughter. ‘And now, like the changing colours of the leaves, your life is changing again.’ She turned to face Bella. ‘You shall be off to secretarial college next week and Arthur will be starting his new job with Farmer Monk.’

Bella pulled a face. ‘I think I’d rather work for Farmer Monk than sit in a stuffy office at the beck and call of some pompous manager,’ she said, making her mother smile.

‘I was the same when I was young,’ her mother said, coming to perch on the arm of Bella’s chair. She stroked her daughter’s dark hair. ‘I was working as a governess for two young girls, and I hated it, but when they moved away that’s when Great-Grandpa Turner offered me the job working for your father.’

‘So, you ended up marrying your boss,’ Bella grinned.

‘I suppose I did,’ her mother laughed. Her smile faded and she turned serious. ‘I know you’re not keen on secretarial work, darling, but your father is right, there aren’t many choices available to you. It’s either that or being a governess, or shop work.’

‘I suppose I shall have to endure it,’ Bella said, with a rueful grin.

‘Oh, Lordy, young master Arthur!’ they heard Ida exclaim from the kitchen. ‘I asked for a couple of apples, not an entire orchard’s worth.’

Exchanging amused glances, Bella and her mother hurried to the kitchen where Arthur stood beaming in the doorway, clutching an armful of apples, the dogs milling at his feet.

‘Oh, Arthur,’ Alice said, smiling indulgently as Arthur took a step forward. He tripped over one of the dogs and lost his balance. Careering into the table, he let go of the apples, the fruit rolling every which way across the dark slate floor.






CHAPTER TWO

The next morning dawned cool and overcast. Bella stood at her bedroom window watching a lone buzzard circling in the monochrome sky. She could hear Mrs Wilson in the kitchen below, busy with her breakfast preparations. Arthur, always an early riser, would no doubt already be downstairs eagerly awaiting his porridge and eggs.

She tugged her gown tighter across her chest, shivering in the cool air. The church bells chimed seven o’clock. In a week’s time she would have to be at the bus stop by now, for her college classes started promptly at half past eight. Oh, well, she thought, turning from the window and opening her wardrobe. She would just have to make the best of it. Hopefully she would meet some girls of a similar age and make friends. The girls she’d been friendly with at school were working, either in the factories or as domestic servants. For the past two months, Bella and Arthur had only had each other for company.

Hearing her parents’ bedroom door open and shut, and her mother’s soft tread on the landing, Bella selected her clothes for the day – a pair of cream, cotton trousers and a blue and cream blouse, over which she tugged a navy-blue woollen jumper.

‘Good morning, Mother,’ she said, bounding down the stairs.

‘Good morning, dear,’ replied Alice, flicking through the morning’s post Mrs Wilson had placed on the side table. She turned to look at her daughter. ‘Oh, Bella, you know your father doesn’t approve of you wearing trousers. He thinks they’re so unbecoming of a young lady.’

‘I wore them all the time back in the Cape,’ Bella said, tying her long hair in a thick ponytail.

‘Things are different out there,’ her mother reminded her, leading the way into the kitchen. ‘The people of Strawbridge are very set in their ways. They’ll expect a vicar’s daughter to uphold certain standards.’

‘How is Father today?’ Bella asked, sniffing the air appreciatively.

‘A little better,’ Alice replied. ‘Good morning, Mrs Wilson,’ she said to the housekeeper who was sliding two fried eggs onto Arthur’s plate. ‘Good morning, Arthur.’ She leaned down to kiss her son’s soft, downy cheek. ‘Elbows off the table, please dear.’

‘What do you want to do today?’ Bella asked her brother as she took her place at the scrubbed pine table, thanking Ida as the housekeeper set a bowl of steaming porridge in front of her.

‘Just a slice of toast for me, please Mrs Wilson,’ Alice said, taking the lid off the teapot and peering inside. ‘The reverend is still feeling a bit under the weather, so I’ll take him up a tray.’

‘Very good, Mrs Roberts,’ Ida nodded. ‘That tea’s been made a while,’ she said. ‘It’ll be stewed by now. I’ll make a fresh pot.’

‘So, what do you fancy doing today?’ Bella repeated, as Arthur stared at the wall opposite him, his brows knitted together across the bridge of his nose, clearly deep in thought.

‘Umm, I think I’d like to go fishing with Great-Grandpa,’ he said, turning his attention back to his plate of fried eggs.

‘Has he said he’ll take you today?’ Bella asked, reaching for the sugar bowl. Arthur nodded.

‘He said Tuesday,’ he replied through a mouthful of egg. ‘Today is Tuesday, isn’t it, Mother?’ He turned to Alice for confirmation.

‘Please don’t speak with your mouth full, Arthur, and yes, today is Tuesday. Great-Grandpa is calling for you at nine o’clock.’

‘I’ll be ready,’ Arthur beamed.

‘May I join you?’ asked Bella, smiling at him across the table. Arthur shook his head solemnly.

‘Men only,’ he said.

‘Oh.’ Bella sat back in her seat, feeling somewhat deflated. It was very rare for Arthur to go on an outing without her. ‘I see.’

‘I have some letters for posting, Bella,’ said Alice, arranging her pretty rose-patterned cups and saucers on the breakfast tray. ‘I feel I should spend the morning with your father so it would be a great help if you’d run to the post office for me.’ She picked up a pot of Mrs Wilson’s dark-orange marmalade and put it on the tray. ‘And perhaps you might also go to the farm for some butter and eggs. Ah, thank you, Mrs Wilson,’ she said, as Ida handed her the freshly made pot of tea. ‘I shall take this up to the reverend. He should be awake by now.’

Bella and Arthur chatted amiably with Ida while they finished their breakfast. Bella offered to help with the clearing up, but the housekeeper shooed her out.

‘I work better on my own,’ Ida said, gathering up the dirty plates and bowls. ‘If you want to make yourself useful, you can call in at the store on your way to the post office and pick me up a tin of Brasso. That front door knocker is well overdue a good polish.’



Bella waited until Arthur had left for his fishing trip before leaving on her errands. The clouds had thinned, and hazy sunlight shone through the veil of grey as she walked briskly down the lane, the lively chatter of the strawberry pickers drifting over the hedgerows. She moved onto the narrow verge as a heavily laden cart rumbled past her. The driver, a fair-haired lad of about fourteen, raised his hat at her in thanks.

Several passers-by nodded and said hello. Strawbridge was a small place and everyone remembered the vicar’s family who had gone off to Africa.

‘How’s your father, dear?’ a middle-aged woman asked, tucking her basket on her arm.

‘He’s not so good today,’ Bella replied.

‘Ah, it’s a shame, isn’t it?’ the woman said. ‘He was such a nice man, before the war.’

Bella smiled tightly. Bidding the woman farewell, she hurried into the post office where she posted her mother’s letters before popping into the store for the Brasso and heading to the farm.

‘Hello, Bella,’ Nellie Monk said, striding across the yard in her men’s overalls, chickens squawking and flapping their wings as they scuttled out of her way. ‘You here to collect your order?’

‘Yes please, Nellie,’ replied Bella, leaning against the five-bar gate. Cows grazed in the field opposite, and, to her left, a dark bay mare nibbled gently on a bale of hay, her tail swishing at the flies swarming around her hindquarters.

‘Here you go,’ said Nellie, emerging from the stone farmhouse with a dish of butter and a dozen eggs. ‘Sorry I couldn’t deliver but with Dad laid up with lumbago and Mum off visiting her sister, me and the lads have been run off our feet.’ She handed Bella the butter and eggs and, resting one foot on the lower rung of the gate said, ‘Your brother’s starting here next week, isn’t he? He’ll be doing the deliveries for us, so we’ll be back to some semblance of normality.’ She grinned. ‘He’s a good lad, your Arthur.’

‘Yes, he is,’ Bella grinned back. She handed over the money and set off back up the lane towards the village. The air smelled of freshly mown hay and resounded with the sound of birdsong. She’d barely gone a few yards up the lane when she heard horse’s hooves coming along behind her. Without glancing around, she moved to the side to allow the horse and cart to pass.

‘Whoa,’ a voice cried as the cart drew level with her. ‘Bella?’

She looked up, her friendly smile turning to annoyance as she found herself looking up into the face of Will Mullens, the boy who’d angered her so the day before. She looked away, feeling a flash of satisfaction that he was sporting a rather impressive pair of black eyes.

‘Hey, it’s me, Will.’ He engaged the brake and jumped down off the cart. ‘Look, I’m sorry about yesterday,’ he said, hurrying to keep pace with her. ‘I’m not surprised you thumped me. I behaved like a complete boor.’

Bella stopped walking. ‘You insulted my brother,’ she said coldly, regarding him with disdain.

‘I know,’ said Will, dropping his gaze. ‘And I’m thoroughly ashamed of myself.’

Bella snorted. With a toss of her head, she carried on walking.

‘Look, will you forgive me?’ Will asked, keeping pace beside her. ‘Can we start again? You’ve given me two shiners,’ he grinned, pointing to his face. ‘I’m a laughing stock round the village. Getting trounced by a girl, I’ll never live it down.’ He was in front of Bella now, walking backwards, his dark hair flopping in his eyes. ‘Come on,’ he pleaded. ‘What do you say? Will you give me a chance to make it up to you, and ahhh…’ He stumbled over a rut in the lane and went sprawling in the dust. Bella stood over him, grinning.

‘Every time I’m around you, I end up flat on my back,’ Will said, with a rueful grin. Reluctantly, Bella extended her hand and helped him to his feet.

‘Thanks. Does this mean you’ve forgiven me?’ He looked at her hopefully as his horse cropped the dusty grass along the verge.

‘It depends,’ replied Bella.

‘On what?’

‘On whether my brother is prepared to forgive you.’

‘Would you ask him for me? Tell him I’m really sorry and I didn’t mean it?’

Bella shrugged. ‘No need,’ she said reluctantly. ‘I know what Arthur would say. He’s the most forgiving person you’ll ever meet.’

There was silence and then, ‘So does that mean you will forgive me, too?’

‘I suppose so,’ replied Bella. ‘As long as you never refer to Arthur as an idiot again.’

‘I won’t. I promise. Where are you headed?’ Will asked as Bella turned to walk away.

‘Just back to the village.’

‘Would you like to ride with me?’

Bella hesitated. It was a tempting offer. Her purchases weren’t heavy, but she still had a good half-a-mile walk ahead of her and it looked as though it was going to rain.

‘All right, then,’ she said, rather ungraciously.

Will helped her up onto the seat and clambered up beside her. He spoke softly to the horse, and it plodded onwards, the cart rattling noisily behind them.

‘My grandma says you and I knew each other as children,’ Will said, turning to Bella. ‘My parents left the village when I was young, so I don’t remember much. I was about twelve the first time we came back to visit Grandma. You must have gone away by then? Grandma said you and your family went abroad?’

Bella nodded. ‘My parents were missionaries in the Western Cape. We’ve only been back two months.’ She tugged her coat collar up around her chin. ‘I’m still getting used to the change of climate.’ She gazed out across the shorn fields. A man was standing on a cart, loading hay from a tall haystack into the back of his cart.

‘Who is your grandma?’ Bella asked.

‘Hannah Hopwood?’ Will raised an eyebrow, wincing slightly as the swollen, purple skin around his eye was pulled taut. ‘Do you remember her?’

Bella nodded. ‘My mother is quite fond of her, though she hasn’t had the chance to visit since we’ve been back.’

‘I’m afraid she’s not very well,’ Will said, his tone turning sombre. ‘That’s why I’m here. My mother isn’t well herself now, so she sent me to look after Grandma.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Bella said, with genuine sympathy. ‘I do hope she improves soon.’

‘Thank you. I hope so, too.’

They were nearing the edge of the village. Bella could see the grey wall of the church through the trees. The vicarage was right next door.

‘Thank you for the ride,’ Bella said, as Will brought the horse and cart to a halt outside the vicarage door.

‘It was my pleasure,’ replied Will. He was about to help her down, but Bella jumped out of the cart before he could rise from his seat. She gave him a little wave.

‘Bye.’

‘What are you doing later?’ Will blurted as she turned away. ‘This afternoon?’

Bella thought. It was unlikely Arthur and their great-grandfather would return from their fishing trip before teatime and she envisioned the day stretching endlessly before her, empty and boring.

‘Why?’ she asked boldly. ‘What did you have in mind?’

‘Grandma usually naps in the afternoon,’ he said. ‘There’s a little pond not far from here. It’s a pleasant walk, if you fancy it?’ His voice trailed away, as if realizing that a girl as exotic and exciting as Bella would never entertain the idea of spending an afternoon going walking with the likes of him.

‘All right,’ replied Bella, surprising him. ‘Why not?’ She looked up at him, feeling the first drop of rain on her forehead.

Will grinned. ‘Shall I call for you about half past two?’

Bella nodded. ‘I’ll see you then.’



‘Who was that young man?’ her mother asked, looking up from the hydrangeas she was arranging in a vase on a small side table, as Bella let herself into the vicarage. ‘Poor lad looks like he’s been in the wars.’

‘Will Mullens,’ Bella replied, her purchases clutched to her chest as she pushed the door with her foot. ‘He’s Mrs Hopwood’s grandson,’ she explained, not noticing the way Alice flinched at the mention of Will’s name. ‘Arthur and I met him yesterday.’

She didn’t relate the incident in which Will had insulted her brother, knowing it would upset her mother. And she certainly wasn’t going to tell her how he got his black eyes.

‘He’s invited me to go walking with him this afternoon,’ Bella said. ‘I thought I would as I haven’t any other plans, or is there something you would like me to do? Is there something wrong, Mother?’ she added, puzzled by her mother’s odd expression.

‘No, not at all,’ Alice said, with a shake of her head. ‘You go off and enjoy yourself. Your father said he might venture down to sit in the library this afternoon, so I shall be occupied with him.’

‘All right, if you’re sure. Thank you,’ said Bella, with a frown.






CHAPTER THREE

She was still pondering her mother’s strange reaction when Will rang the vicarage bell. Casting a quick glance at her reflection in the hall mirror, Bella hurried to open it.

‘You’re very punctual,’ she said, smiling at the tall, dark-haired boy standing on the step. ‘My father will be impressed,’ she said, stepping out into the cool autumn afternoon.

‘How is your father?’ enquired Will politely, as Bella shut the door and started down the path. ‘Grandma told me he hasn’t been well?’

‘He suffers from his nerves,’ Bella replied. ‘A lot of the time he’s fine but he has bouts of melancholy which make him… difficult,’ she said, hoping she didn’t sound disloyal. She loved her father, but the continual walking on eggshells around him in case he was having a bad day was very wearying.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Will said, shoving his hands in his trouser pockets as they strolled down the lane. Some of the strawberry pickers were singing. A crow flew overhead, cawing loudly, its shadow flitting across the ground.

‘So, do you go to the pond often?’ he asked.

‘Not since I was a child,’ Bella replied. ‘I was eleven when we moved away.’

‘Yes, Grandma said. What was it like? Africa?’ he asked.

‘Hot, sunny, magical,’ Bella replied. ‘A land of vast, open skies and empty plains.’ As they walked, she regaled Will with tales of growing up on a lonely mission station deep in the heart of the Western Cape.

‘You can fly a plane?’ Will stared at her in disbelief.

‘Yes, my uncle taught me. He has his own plane. All my cousins can fly.’

‘Wow!’ Will said, impressed. ‘I’ve never met anyone who can fly, never mind a girl.’

‘My uncle said I was a natural.’ Bella’s trousers brushed the long grass as they followed a narrow track through the undergrowth towards the pond. ‘I loved it. It’s the most amazing feeling in the world, just you and your machine, high above the world.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t suppose it’s something I shall experience again,’ she said wistfully.

‘I must say, I’m envious.’ Will pushed aside a willow frond and the pond lay before them, shimmering in the September sunshine. A moorhen drifted across the smooth surface, its little head bobbing comically. A grey heron stood motionless amongst the bullrushes. The surrounding trees and bushes resonated with birdsong, the old swing creaking softly in the gentle breeze. Bella went towards it and perched gingerly on the weathered wooden seat. The swing had been there since way before she was born, and she wasn’t sure how safe the ropes were.

‘They look sturdy enough,’ Will said, giving the rope a tug. ‘There’s no fraying I can see.’

‘I’ll trust you,’ Bella said, with a smile. ‘But if I end up in the pond, you’ll feel my wrath.’

‘Don’t I know it,’ Will grinned. He leaned against a tree trunk, hands in his pocket. Despite the bruised eyes, he was rather good looking, Bella mused, studying him surreptitiously under her lashes as she slowly swung back and forth over the sun-dappled water.

‘I just want to apologize again for the way I behaved yesterday,’ Will said. ‘It was inexcusable. I never speak to people like that. I don’t know what came over me. I’m sorry.’

Bella nodded. She closed her eyes, throwing her head back so that the tips of her long hair brushed the long grass at the edge of the pond.

‘If you just get to know Arthur, you’ll understand what an incredible person he is,’ she said, savouring the feel of the sun on her face. She sat up suddenly, the swing shuddering beneath her as she brought it to an abrupt halt. ‘If you ever say anything hurtful to him again, I will never speak to you again,’ she said.

‘I won’t,’ replied Will. ‘It’s beautiful here, isn’t it?’ he said, desperate to change the subject. He felt sick each time he recalled his words of the previous day. The truth was, he’d been so enthralled by Bella’s bewitching beauty that he’d hit out at Arthur to deflect from his own feelings of inadequacy. He was heartily ashamed of himself. His grandmother had given him what-for, too. He’d had no choice but to admit the sorry incident to explain his black eyes.

‘Isabella always was a little firecracker,’ his grandmother had chuckled. ‘It doesn’t seem as though she’s calmed down much in the years she’s been away.’



‘Are you free tomorrow afternoon?’ Will asked, as they reluctantly made their way back. ‘Grandma naps around the same time every day. We could come here again, if you like?’

‘I’ll bring Arthur,’ Bella replied, raising a questioning eyebrow.

‘Perfect. I’d like to get to know him properly.’

Bella regarded him sceptically. She hoped he meant what he said, because she was starting to quite like Will Mullens.



‘That’s a crested newt,’ Arthur told Will, pointing at the small amphibian squirming in his net. He was crouched on the bank of the pond, his long fringe flopping in his eyes. He brushed it away with a flick of his damp hand. ‘Ah, look,’ he said in a loud stage whisper, pointing to an overhanging branch. ‘A kingfisher.’

Shielding her eyes from the low sun, Bella followed his finger. Sure enough, a green and copper-coloured bird perched on the end of the swaying branch.

‘It’s a common kingfisher,’ Arthur was explaining to Will. ‘It’s the only species of kingfisher that breeds in the British Isles.’

‘You certainly know your stuff,’ said Will, clearly impressed.

‘Father has books on British wildlife in his library,’ Arthur said, in his slow, melodious voice. ‘I like to read them.’

It was Sunday afternoon. It was the fifth afternoon Bella, Arthur and Will had spent at the pond. And it would be their last. Tomorrow Arthur started his new job at Monk’s farm and Bella would be spending the day preparing to start secretarial college on Tuesday.

‘We can still see each other,’ Will said, when Bella voiced this. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. His bruises had faded to a dull yellow. ‘You’ll be home in the evenings, and weekends.’

‘The nights are drawing in,’ Bella reminded him. ‘It’ll be too cold to meet out of doors soon.’

‘Then we can go somewhere,’ Will said. ‘What about the cinema? We could go next Saturday afternoon on the bus.’

‘I shall ask my father this evening,’ Bella promised.

‘He’s better, then?’

‘His headache has improved and he’s hoping to join us at teatime. He was disappointed he wasn’t well enough to take the service this morning. I thought the young curate did a decent enough job.’

‘Do you think he will give his permission?’ asked Will.

‘I can see no reason why he would object,’ Bella replied, flexing her bare feet.

‘Do you fancy the cinema next Saturday, Arthur?’ Will called, leaning back on his elbows, a stalk of grass protruding from between his lips.

‘He’ll be working,’ Bella replied, when it became clear Arthur hadn’t heard. ‘He only gets Sundays off.’ She watched as her brother carefully slid the newt back into the water.

‘That’s a shame,’ Will said, secretly thinking it would be nice to spend time with Bella alone. While he had nothing but respect and admiration for her twin brother, he was hoping some time alone might move his and Bella’s friendship up a notch. He was hoping she would consent to him courting her.

A gust of wind ruffled the water and Bella shivered. The sun was slipping behind the trees, casting long shadows across the grass.

‘We’d better be getting back,’ said Bella, reaching for her shoes and stockings. ‘Arthur, it’s time to go.’

‘I shall miss our afternoons here,’ Will said, as they gathered up their things and made ready to leave. ‘But I shall look forward to next weekend.’

‘Me, too,’ replied Bella, meaning it.

Will walked with them as far as the vicarage.

‘Until Saturday, then,’ he said, as Bella pushed open the gate.

‘Ah, there you are,’ Alice said, bustling into the hall. ‘Father is in the drawing room. Tea will be ready in about five minutes. You’ve both just got enough time to wash up. Did you have a nice time?’

‘Yes, thank you, Mother.’ Bella ushered Arthur towards the scullery where they both made themselves presentable.

‘Hello, Father,’ Bella said, leading the way into the drawing room. Her father sat at the table, his chair closest to the fire. He looked tired and gaunt, and Bella’s heart went out to him. ‘How are you feeling?’ She slid her hands around his shoulders and kissed his cheek.

‘Much better, my dear,’ the Reverend Samuel Roberts said, smiling at his daughter. ‘Have you both had a good afternoon?’

‘Yes, thank you, Father,’ replied Bella, taking her place beside him.

‘I caught a crested newt, Father,’ Arthur said, pulling out a chair. ‘But I let it go again.’

‘Good lad,’ Samuel nodded, smiling indulgently at his son.

‘Please start,’ Alice said, coming into the room with the teapot. They always had a light tea on a Sunday afternoon. Mrs Wilson would leave after cooking the Sunday roast to visit her sister in Hedge End, and return first thing in the morning to prepare the family’s breakfast.

Bella helped herself to a couple of cold roast beef sandwiches, idly listening to her parents’ conversation. Arthur ate hungrily, his lapses in table manners earning him the occasional mild reprimand from his father.

It was so pleasant, all of them at the table again, laughing and talking, that it wasn’t until her mother was handing round slices of Victoria sponge that Bella thought to mention her impending trip to the cinema.

‘Mrs Hopwood’s grandson, Will, has invited me to the cinema on Saturday, Father. May I go.’

Her father froze mid-chew. ‘Who did you say?’ he said, his voice dangerously low.

‘Will Mullens,’ repeated Bella, licking strawberry jam off her fingers. ‘He’s Mrs Hopwood’s—’

‘I know who he is!’ Samuel thundered. Arthur’s eyes widened and his bottom lip quivered. Bella reached over and squeezed his hand. Raised voices always upset him, he was such a sensitive soul.

‘I didn’t realize they were back?’ Samuel muttered.

‘Hannah’s grandson has come back to look after her,’ Alice said, evenly. ‘Leah is unwell, herself and so couldn’t come.’ Samuel grunted.

‘You’re to stay away from that boy, Bella,’ Samuel said, wiping his lips on his napkin.

‘But why?’

‘Because I said so,’ her father said sternly.

‘Darling,’ Alice laid a hand on Samuel’s arm. ‘A trip to the cinema can’t do any harm, surely?’

‘Please don’t contradict me in front of the children, Alice,’ Samuel said. Alice sighed and removed her hand.

‘You need to give me a proper reason, Father,’ Bella said. ‘You don’t even know Will.’

’I know his family and they’re not the sort of people I want my daughter associating with.’

‘That’s not fair!’ exclaimed Bella.

‘Isabella,’ her father said, his tone warning her he would brook no argument. ‘You got your own way far too much when we were at Roaring Sands. The fault lies entirely with your mother and I, of course. We were too lenient with you, so, regretfully, it is time your unruliness was nipped in the bud. Instead of secretarial college, I should have enrolled you in finishing school. Your manners could do with some refinement.’

‘Mother, please?’ implored Bella.

‘You must do as your father says, Bella,’ replied Alice, her eyes relaying a plea to her daughter not to provoke her father any further.

‘I thought you wanted me to make friends,’ Bella said, throwing down her napkin.

‘Not with the likes of him,’ her father said mildly, helping himself to a second slice of cake.

Bella picked at her Victoria sponge, fuming silently as her parents discussed her mother’s most recent letter from Bella’s Great-Aunt Eleanor. Her father’s reaction had surprised her. In Roaring Sands, a small hamlet surrounded by tobacco-growing farms, she and Arthur had made friends with many of the worker’s children, most of them barely living above the breadline, so she found her father’s reaction to her friendship with Will perplexing, to say the least.






CHAPTER FOUR

She was still smarting over her father’s refusal to allow her to go to the cinema with Will the following day. She was cleaning her bicycle in readiness for cycling to secretarial college the following afternoon. Barney and Sybil lay nearby, noses resting on their paws, brown eyes sorrowful, missing their beloved young master.

Arthur had left for his new job just before six and wouldn’t return until after six that evening. Bella found the house strangely empty without him, so it would be a relief to be away from home during the week, she mused as she wrung out the cloth to wipe down the muddy splattered spokes.

‘Bella, may I speak to you, please?’ Samuel stood in the doorway, wearing his black trousers and a white shirt, open at the collar, his clerical collar in his hands.

‘Of course, Father.’ Bella stood up, drying her wet hands on an old towel.

‘In my study, please.’ Bella followed her father through the vicarage to his study, the dogs padding at her heels. She felt a twinge of unease. If her father had wanted to tell her he’d changed his mind about her going to the cinema, surely he would have said so there and then?

‘Take a seat,’ Samuel said, indicating one of the two chairs facing his large walnut-veneered desk. Bella did so, as Samuel rounded his wide desk, and settled himself in his chair. Pushing aside a large Bible, open at Acts, he leaned back in his seat. Steepling his fingers, he regarded his daughter with a pained expression.

‘Is something wrong, Father?’ asked Bella, trying to quell the knot of anxiety building up inside her.

‘As you know, your mother received a letter from Aunt Eleanor. It seems your mother’s cousin, Benjy, is having difficulty employing a suitable governess for his daughters, Holly and Emily. This morning, I sent Aunt Eleanor a telegram offering your services.’

‘What?’ Bella sat bolt upright. ‘I don’t want to be a governess.’

‘I was under the impression you loathed the idea of secretarial work, too,’ her father said, with a wry chuckle. ‘Half an hour ago, I received a telegram back from your great-aunt, saying Benjy is delighted and that you may start at your earliest convenience. You’re leaving tomorrow morning on the nine-fifteen train.’

‘Father!’ Bella exclaimed in horror. ‘I won’t! I can’t. I’m due to start college tomorrow.’

‘You can and you will,’ Samuel said, leaning forward, his hands splayed on the desk. The gold signet ring on his little finger winked in the pale sunlight streaming in through the window. ‘I shall telephone the dean of the college this afternoon and explain. Now,’ he said, pushing back his chair and getting to his feet. ‘I must send a telegram to your aunt to advise her of your time of arrival so someone can meet you at the station. You will have to change at Clapham Junction.’ Bella looked up him sullenly. He stared back stonily. ‘You have some packing to do, don’t you?’

Close to tears, Bella leapt from her chair and ran from the room, almost colliding with Mrs Wilson who was polishing the hall table.

‘Lordy, girl!’ she exclaimed, grabbing hold of a china shepherdess teetering on the edge of the table before it smashed to the floor. ‘What on earth is the matter?’

‘Where’s my mother?’ cried Bella, her cheeks flushed.

‘She’s in the drawing room, love, but…’ Not waiting to hear any more, Bella turned and fled, the dogs racing after her, their claws skittering on the linoleum.

‘Mother!’ Bella burst into the drawing room. Her mother was sitting on the sofa, reading.

‘Darling!’ she cried, dropping her book and jumping to her feet. ‘What is it?’

‘Father is sending me away,’ Bella blurted tearfully. ‘Did you know?’

‘What do you mean, sending you away?’ Alice frowned. ‘Come here, silly girl.’ She smiled, as Bella fell into her embrace. ‘I’m sure you’re getting upset about nothing. Your father would never send you away. Whatever gave you such an idea?’ She stroked Bella’s long, dark hair.

‘I’m to be governess for Holly and Emily,’ Bella said, drawing back. Her mother studied her tear-stained face, her frown deepening.

‘Pardon? Bella, what are you talking about?’

‘I’m to leave tomorrow. Father is going to the post office to send a telegram to Great-Aunt Eleanor.’

‘There must be some mistake,’ her mother said, chewing her bottom lip in consternation. ‘Your father would never make such a decision without consulting me. I shall speak to him. Wait here.’

Bella sank onto the lemon-yellow sofa, feeling hollow. She didn’t want to leave her family, especially Arthur. She’d been dreading secretarial college but at least she’d be here to see Arthur in the evenings and on Sundays. How long did her father intend her to stay in London? She wracked her memory, trying to work out how old Emily and Holly would be. Six or seven, perhaps? The last time she’d seen them they’d been babies. She was sixteen. It would be five years before she could make her own decisions. She’d be an old maid by then, stuck in the schoolroom teaching the three Rs to her young cousins. She sighed angrily.

Getting to her feet she crossed to the door, aware of raised voices resonating from behind the closed study door. The hall was empty, the housekeeper having tactfully retreated to the kitchen. Leaning against the doorframe, Bella held her breath, straining her ears, but though she could hear voices, she couldn’t make out any words. Sybil nudged the back of her knee, and she reached down to fondle the spaniel’s long, silky ears. Barney lay against the study door, whining softly. Suddenly the door flew open, sending Barney scurrying to the kitchen and crashing against the wall, causing a painting of Salisbury Cathedral to slip sideways on its hook. Bella shrank back as her father came storming out, his face puce with anger.

‘I will not have you questioning my authority, Alice,’ he shouted, as Bella’s mother appeared in the doorway of the study, her face white but for two angry red spots on her pale cheeks. Samuel snatched his hat and coat from the coat rack and, yanking open the door, stalked out of the house. The door banged shut behind him, making Alice flinch.

‘I’m sorry, Bella,’ Alice said, clearing her throat. ‘There’s no reasoning with him at the moment.’ She crossed the hall, sliding her arm around Bella’s shoulders. ‘Perhaps once he’s calmed down, I might try again.’

Bella shook her head. ‘It’s all right, Mother,’ she said dully. ‘He won’t change his mind. I must resign myself to the fact I am going to London. It won’t be too bad,’ she said, attempting a smile. ‘I enjoy my great-aunt’s company.’

‘And she shall be glad of yours, I’ve no doubt. I gather she’s been rather lonely since your great-uncle passed away. She has Holly and Emily, of course,’ Alice said, as she led the way upstairs. ‘But I think they spend most of their day with the nanny and, as you know, my cousin works away a lot.’

‘I shall miss Arthur,’ Bella said, sinking onto her bed, as her mother began opening drawers and rifling through her clothes. ‘We’ve never been apart before.’

‘You’ll be able to come home for visits,’ her mother assured her. ‘And if you’re still there at Christmas, I’m sure Aunt Eleanor would love us to visit. Christmas in London is spectacular.’

They spent the next hour sorting through Bella’s clothes, both chatting about inconsequential things, so neither had to dwell on the fact that Bella would be leaving in the morning.

‘How will I tell Arthur?’ Bella asked, snapping the catches shut on her trunk. She sat back on her heels. ‘He’ll be so upset.’

‘He’ll be all right,’ her mother said, looking doubtful. ‘He’s got his job now. That’ll keep his mind occupied.’

‘But we’ve barely been away from each other in the past five years,’ Bella objected. Her chest felt like it was encased in a lead band.

‘That’s another thing your father said,’ Alice sighed, leaning her hands on the windowsill and staring down at the lane below. ‘He feels you and Arthur are too dependent on each other. He feels some time apart will do you both good.’

Bella shook her head, incredulous. How could her father ever understand her and Arthur’s bond? They were twins. They were meant to be together. She swallowed, blinking back bitter tears. She was dreading telling Arthur she was going away. She only hoped he could understand.



‘But why can’t I come with you, Bella?’ Arthur asked for the umpteenth time, his expression so desolate Bella could barely hold back the tears.

It was evening and they were sitting in the kitchen. Mrs Wilson had banked up the fire and retired to her room, but not before telling Bella that things wouldn’t be the same at the vicarage without her. Their mother was in the drawing room, pretending to read while staring unseeingly into the glowing embers. Samuel was closeted in his study.

Supper had been eaten in frosty silence. Even Arthur, sensing something was up, had sat hunched over his plate, head bowed, lip quivering. Only Samuel had cleared his plate, despite the meal being delicious as usual.

‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Wilson,’ Alice had said, mortified, when Ida came to collect the plates. ‘We don’t seem to have much of an appetite this evening.’

‘Think nothing of it,’ Ida had replied briskly, gathering up the plates. She gave Samuel a sideways glance then met Alice’s gaze, her brows lifting slightly. Alice gave a wry smile. The housekeeper wasn’t a stranger to Samuel’s mood swings, but this was odd, even for him, Ida mused, as she carried the plates into the scullery.

‘You can’t, my love,’ Bella said, her voice breaking in the face of her brother’s abject misery. ‘Farmer Monk needs you on the farm. You can’t let him down. He’s relying on you to do his deliveries now.’

Arthur nodded. He’d come home glowing from his first day’s work, chattering non-stop in his excitement. Until the strained atmosphere at the supper table burst his bubble.

‘Will you write to me?’ he asked, his beautiful eyes swimming with tears.

‘Every day, I promise.’

A sudden gust of wind rattled the windowpane, causing the dogs to raise their heads. Sybil let out a low growl. Bella reached down and stroked her silky head. From behind the curtains came the sound of rain hitting the glass. It was turning into a miserable night, Bella mused, getting up to heat some milk for her and Arthur. Much like her mood, she thought darkly, going into the pantry.






CHAPTER FIVE

Cousin Benjy was waiting for her on the platform when her train pulled into Richmond station. He was a striking looking man, tall with lambchop sideburns and dark, wavy hair. He was smiling as Bella stepped off the train.

‘Bella,’ he said, stepping forward, hand outstretched.

‘Hello, Benjy,’ Bella grinned, putting her gloved hand in his. ‘I wasn’t sure you’d recognize me. I was a gangly eleven-year-old last time I saw you.’

Benjy’s smile broadened. ‘You haven’t changed that much. Let me take your bag. Have you much baggage?’

‘Just the one trunk.’

‘I’ll have my man collect it later. This way. The car’s just outside.’ With his hand resting gently on the small of her back, he led her through the milling crowd to the exit.

The sky was overcast, and it had obviously been raining. The pavement was wet, and water dripped from the eaves. The street teemed with cars and horse-drawn traffic, wheels sending a spray of dirty water over passers-by.

Benjy led the way to a large black car parked alongside the kerb and opened the door. Bella slid into the passenger’s seat, inhaling the smell of warm leather. Benjy stowed her bag in the boot and got in beside her. Soon they were weaving their way through the London traffic.

‘I’m thrilled you agreed to take up the position of governess to my girls,’ Benjy said, turning down a wide, leafy avenue. ‘I was at my wits’ end. I’ve interviewed numerous young ladies, but no one was suitable. Mother does her best, of course, but she isn’t a natural teacher and she’s far too indulgent.’

‘Well, they are her grandchildren,’ Bella laughed. ‘Arthur and I could never do any wrong in my grandma’s eyes either.’

‘That’s as may be,’ her cousin replied drily. ‘However, they need a firm hand and a decent education.’

‘I shall do my best not to disappoint you.’

‘I’m sure you will,’ Benjy said, giving her a sideways smile. He turned the car into a street lined by tall Georgian townhouses. ‘And here we are,’ he said, drawing to a halt midway down the road. The black front door flew open, and Great-Aunt Eleanor appeared on the doorstep, her face wreathed in smiles.

‘Bella!’ Eleanor cried, as Bella got out of the car. ‘Welcome to London.’

‘Hello, Aunt.’ The two women exchanged hugs and kisses, and Eleanor ushered her into the front parlour. ‘I’ll ring for tea. The girls are in the nursery. I shall have nanny bring them down in a minute. Sit down, please.’ She rang a small bell and a uniformed maid appeared in the doorway. ‘Maddox, this is my niece, Bella. Would you prepare the tea tray, please?’

‘Will the master be staying for tea?’ asked Maddox, as Benjy came into the hall carrying Bella’s bag.

‘Not for me, thank you, Maddox,’ Benjy said, with a wave of his hand. ‘I must get back to the office.’ He set the bag at the foot of the stairs. ‘Have this taken to Miss Bella’s room, please, and ask Philip to collect Miss Bella’s trunk from the station.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Maddox bobbed a quick curtsy and disappeared.

‘I hope you settle in well, Bella,’ Benjy said. ‘I shall see you this evening at dinner.’ He inclined his head towards Eleanor. ‘Mother.’

‘Oh, it’s lovely to see you, Bella.’ Eleanor said, once he’d gone. ‘You look so well. So tanned, and so grown-up. You’re quite the young lady now.’ Eleanor seated herself on a chair close to the window which afforded a view of the grand house opposite.

As her aunt talked, bringing her up to date with the latest family news, Bella’s gaze wandered round the room. It was tastefully furnished in creams and pale gold, with cream and gold embossed wallpaper on the panelled walls. There were ornaments on the mantlepiece above which hung a large portrait of Bella’s great-grandfather. There were other painting on the walls, depicting well-known landscapes.

Maddox returned with the tea, after which Eleanor suggested she take Bella up to see the girls.

‘They’re very excited to meet you,’ Eleanor said, leading the way up the stairs. ‘I don’t think Emily was quite a year old when you last saw her, was she?’ she asked as she led Bella along the broad gallery.

‘I remember her being not much more than a baby,’ replied Bella, smiling at the sound of carefree laughter drifting down the stairs at the far end of the landing. ‘Holly was just walking, I think.’

‘There’s only fourteen months between them,’ Eleanor said, leading the way up another flight of stairs. ‘I believe that’s what killed their mother. Poor woman. She had barely recovered from the trauma of Holly’s birth before she fell with Emily. It was too much for her.’ Bella had been ten when her mother’s cousin-in-law had passed away in childbirth, but she remembered her mother and father making the trip to London for the funeral.

‘Anyway,’ Eleanor said, shaking herself. ‘Enough of that.’ She paused outside a door, her hand on the handle. ‘Are you ready to meet your charges?’

‘I am,’ Bella grinned. Eleanor pushed open the door. The laughter stopped abruptly as two dark-haired, brown-eyed little girls paused in their play to stare at the newcomer.

‘Girls, this is your cousin, Bella. She’s going to be your new governess. What do you say?’

‘Good morning, Miss Bella,’ the girls chorused in unison.

‘Good morning, Holly, Emily. I am very pleased to meet you.’

‘Pleasure to meet you, Miss Bella.’ A tall, broad-shouldered woman with short, crimped hair stepped forward. ‘I’m Nanny.’

‘Nice to meet you.’ Bella smiled. The woman had a pleasant face and Bella guessed her to be around fortyish.

‘You both look so alike,’ Bella said, smiling at the two girls. ‘You could be twins.’

‘People often mistake them as such,’ responded Nanny.

‘I’m a twin,’ Bella told them. ‘My brother and I look similar but not identical.’

She spent a few minutes talking to Holly and Emily as they showed her round the nursery, proudly showing off their dolls’ house and other toys while Eleanor and Nanny discussed the week’s schedule now the girls would be spending the bulk of their day in the school room.

‘I think it’s time for your walk, girls,’ Eleanor said, clapping her hands.

‘May Miss Bella come with us?’ Holly asked, jumping up and down.

‘Please, Miss Bella,’ said Emily, her dark eyes pleading.

‘Not today, girls,’ their grandmother said, hushing them. ‘Bella, I’m sure you’d like to see the school room? Then I shall show you to your room. You’ll want to freshen up before luncheon.’

Nanny took the girls downstairs to bundle them into their coats and Eleanor led Bella along the corridor to the schoolroom. It was a fair-sized room, light and airy with two sash windows affording Bella a view of the houses opposite and a pewter sky. A pigeon groomed itself on the windowsill. There were two desks as well as a large table for Bella, a blackboard, and several bookshelves lined with classic novels. A Pear’s encyclopaedia and a well-thumbed copy of the Oxford English Dictionary lay on Bella’s desk. A large map of the world had been tacked onto the wall; the British colonies proudly pink in colour.

‘The pins depict all the places Benjy has been on his travels,’ Eleanor told Bella, as she showed her round. ‘He’s off to Cairo in a fortnight so that will be another pin for the girls to add.’ She smiled. ‘Now, let me show you to your room. Nanny sleeps on this floor, so she can be near the girls should they wake during the night, but I thought after a day in the school room, you’d prefer to be a little further away,’ she said, leading the way. Bella followed her down the stairs and along the landing. ‘You’re just in here,’ said her great-aunt, pausing outside a door that stood ajar, pushing it all the way open and standing back to allow Bella to enter.

It was a well-appointed room, elegantly furnished. The heavy furniture was made of dark teak, and the curtains, bedclothes and rugs were in varying shades of lilac and mauve. Bella’s trunk sat in the middle of the floor and her small, travel bag had been placed on the bed.

‘I hope you’ll be comfortable,’ Eleanor said from the doorway.

‘I’m sure I shall, Aunt,’ replied Bella.

Her aunt smiled. ‘The bathroom is along the landing. Take your time. Luncheon is at one.’

Left alone in her room, Bella crossed to the window. Looking down at the wind-blown street, she leaned her forehead on the cool glass. Her change of circumstance had been so quick, she’d barely had time to process it. The train journey had passed in a blur, her emotions in turmoil. It had broken her heart to say goodbye to Arthur that morning and she resolved to write to him as soon as she’d unpacked. She’d thought a lot about Will, too. He would think her rude to have left without a word and she wondered what her parents would tell him when he called for her on Saturday, expecting to take her to the cinema. She would write to him, too, and explain. If she addressed the envelope care of Mrs Hopwood, the letter would certainly get to him. Strawbridge was so small, everyone knew each other.
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