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Chapter One



Perhaps that was when it all started, that hot sunny day in June when St Agnes on Rowansdale was alive with visitors because the longest day brought them in from all the surrounding towns. They came for the cricket match, to wander through the castle grounds and the old ruined keep, to enjoy the village shops and tea garden and then to climb the hill to Rowansdale Hall which Sir Robert and Lady Jarvis threw open to the public on this one day in the year.

It was a day when roses bloomed profusely in the gardens and tea was served in the long conservatory. A day when Major Robson marched his officer training cadets along the paths and put them through their paces on the terraces, a day when Commodore Watson hoisted his flag in front of his house at the top of Tremayne Hill and a day when young men in white flannels escorted girls in pretty silk dresses along the paths beside the river, or took them boating along its gentle meanderings.

Later in the evening there would be the dance in the village hall attended by those same young couples now changed into more formal attire, and when the day was over they would all congratulate themselves that it had been the best longest day ever. Why it was never held on Midsummer’s Day nobody could understand, but for as long as the oldest villagers could remember this was how it had always been and none of them would think of changing it.

The visitors left in the early evening having spent an enjoyable day and as they walked back to the village down the slopes of Tremayne Hill they looked with admiration at the large houses surrounded by exquisitely kept lawns, waved enthusiastically at Commodore Watson standing next to his flagpole, and hurried on to spend whatever they had left in the village shops before they closed for the day.

As Major Robson marched his cadets out of the gates he encountered Lady Jarvis’s sister riding her horse towards him and he beamed with delight, smoothed his moustache and encouraged the boys to step out a little.

Observing all this from his garden Commodore Watson smiled grimly to himself, and strolling over to where his wife sat underneath the trees he said acidly, ‘The Major’s eyeing up his chances. I doubt if he’ll have much success in that quarter.’

‘What quarter?’

‘Lady Marcia’s here apparently. They’ve exchanged pleasantries; that’s all at the moment.’

‘And that’s all there will be. Elspeth keeps him on a tight rein.’

‘Well, she’s holed up with the bridge four, whether it’s the longest day or not.’

‘Of course, the only time they don’t meet is if Tuesday falls on a Christmas Day. I expect Desmond was glad to get away.’

‘Did you know Lady Marcia was visiting?’

‘No, her sister once told me she came here in between husbands; how true that is I can’t say.’

‘There’s probably something in it. How many at the last count?’

‘Two that I’m sure of. I thought you’d be going down to the cricket match.’

‘I might just do that. I saw Mrs Clarkson going off there a little while back. She’ll be busy with the refreshments I’ve not doubt. You could come with me and help out.’

‘Oh not today Andrew, it’s far too hot and whenever I go I seem to put the damper on things – either the team loses or the heavens open.’

‘We don’t pull our weight in the village, we could do more.’

‘You could organise some sea cadets and vie with the Major. We have a river and we have a lake of sorts. Why don’t you think about it?’

‘I left all that behind me when I left the Navy,’ he retorted and strode off towards the house, followed by his wife’s mischievous smile. She supposed they could do more. She helped with the flowers at the church, she subscribed to prizes for the school and she had the occasional coffee morning in aid of charity. She did more than the newcomer Mrs Edgebaston.

Very little was known about Mrs Edgebaston. She’d alighted in the village three years ago after buying The Oaks, vacated a few months earlier when the Proctors decided to join their daughter in America. It had been a momentous decision for them to make but Mr Proctor hadn’t been well for months and they thought the time had come for them to move on.

Mrs Edgebaston was something of a shock to the rest of the people living on Tremayne Hill. She informed them that she was a widow, but from the men coming and going she did not appear to be a very lonely one.

She had been seen trotting down to the cricket pavilion earlier that morning dressed as usual in a brightly coloured silk sundress and wearing a large hat decorated with floating ribbons. She favoured sunglasses that sat on her pert nose like a huge butterfly and she had smiled across the garden and waved her hand in the friendliest fashion.

The men thought she was very nice; the women thought she was too nice. Mrs Watson had learned from the other ladies that she was little help at the Cricket Club but preferred to sit under the trees chatting to any man who was available.

Lois Watson eased herself out of her chair and walked towards the path to meet her husband coming out of the house.

‘Decided to join me then?’ he asked her.

‘No. I’ll walk to the gate with you. You look very nice dear, I like that panama hat.’

‘Well, it’s suitable for the day.’

As they reached the gate a young couple paused to smile at them before strolling along the road and the Commodore said, ‘Pretty girl that, she’ll turn a few heads and break a few hearts if I’m not mistaken.’

‘Well, she seems quite happy with Councillor Stedman’s lad, but aren’t they a little young to be serious?’

‘I can’t help feeling the younger girl is missing out a bit, with her elder sister everybody’s favourite. I rather like young Nancy, although she’s a bit of a tomboy.’

‘It reminds me of me and my sister. She was always the pretty one with the lovely voice while I had to take a back seat. Mother always said the blossoms that bloomed too early were the first to wilt.’

‘Well, that’s certainly true in Violet’s case; as far as I’m concerned you were always the pretty one.’

She beamed, not displeased with his comments. They looked up the road towards the Clarksons’ house where Nancy Clarkson could plainly be seen swinging on the gate and the Commodore said dryly, ‘There doesn’t seem to be much going for her today – parents at the Cricket Club and the sister out with her boyfriend.’

‘Growing up can be pretty painful,’ his wife said feelingly.

‘Why don’t you change your mind and come with me,’ he persisted. ‘You don’t have to help in the pavilion. Mrs Edgebaston never does and you could join her if you want women’s chitchat.’

‘I don’t think so, Andrew, in any case I’m quite sure Mrs Edgebaston prefers men’s company.’

He decided it was no use to persist and she watched him striding off down the hill in the direction of the village. After a few minutes she decided to stroll in the same direction stopping at the Clarksons’ gate where Nancy favoured her with her usual cheeky grin.

‘I thought you’d be out and about today, Nancy. Where are all your friends?’ Lois asked her.

‘Molly Peterson has to help her mother look after their visitors and the others have gone to watch the cricket. I hate cricket.’

‘Isn’t it a terrible thing for an English girl to say, but I hate it too. You could have helped your mother though, the ladies would have been glad of that.’

‘Not really. I always manage to break something or it rains.’

‘Will you be going to the dance?’

‘My sister says I’m too young, and my dancing isn’t good enough. We’re having lessons now at school, so perhaps next year.’

‘Well of course, you have plenty of time, my dear.’

As she sauntered back up the hill she met Major Robson on his way down. He had changed out of his officer’s uniform and was similarly attired to Andrew with pristine white trousers and navy blue blazer, but without the panama hat.

He smiled brightly, asking, ‘Andrew gone to the cricket club then?’

‘Yes, a few minutes ago.’

‘But you’re not going, Lois?’

‘No, not my idea of fun.’

‘Shame on you, woman. Elspeth won’t be there either, it’s that damned bridge. There they are the four of them on a perfect summer’s day when everybody with any sense is outside in the fresh air.’

‘I don’t suppose you really mind, you’ll find plenty of people to talk to. Mrs Edgebaston is there, she’ll greet you with open arms.’

‘Now isn’t that just like my wife, always going on about the woman.’ He grinned mischievously. ‘She could have got hold of Andrew by the time I get there.’

‘Oh, I rather think Andrew will be too staid for Mrs Edgebaston,’ she replied.

‘Don’t be too complacent, my dear, some women prefer the strong silent types. I see the flag is hoisted, and I’ve been putting the lads through their paces.’

‘So I believe. Andrew saw you chatting to Lady Marcia. I hadn’t realised she was visiting.’

‘We’ll no doubt be hearing more about it, husband trouble probably. Actually I rather like her.’

Lois laughed. ‘Of course you do, Desmond, you like all the ladies.’

She watched him striding out down the hill, a smart dapper figure pausing to chat briefly to Nancy, but not for long. Young Nancy Clarkson was a little too young to bring out the gallantry in him.

Lois sat back in her chair thinking how lucky she was to be sitting in her garden in the warm sunshine, with the scent of roses all around her and the joyful singing of the birds. In a world filled with trouble spots all the people around her needed to worry about was that their milk and daily newspapers arrived on time, whether the Vicar’s sermon would be overlong and whether Mrs Edgebaston had had two gentleman callers the evening before or three.

She could hear the sound of women’s voices calling their farewells and realised that Elspeth’s bridge afternoon was coming to a close – earlier than usual, she thought, consulting her watch.

From the gateway a voice called out, ‘How sensible, Lois, to enjoy your garden on such a lovely day.’ It was Dorothy Spencer, the local chemist’s wife and she called back, ‘Do join me, Dorothy, if you’re not in a hurry.’

She liked Dorothy Spencer and her husband and was glad when her friend opened the gate and walked across the lawn to join her. Taking the chair next to her Dorothy said, ‘We left early because Grace was rather anxious about her mother. She’d left her sitting in the sun and was afraid the old lady would be fretful.’

‘Poor Grace, she doesn’t have much of a life these days, does she?’

‘No. It was different when her father was alive but her mother is so dependent on her and there’s really no need for it.’

‘She’s not an invalid then?’

‘By no means, but she likes to think she is.’

‘I don’t know the old lady, indeed I don’t actually know Grace very well but she seems very pleasant.’

‘You know, Lois, my husband always said you’d never settle here after Andrew’s life in the Navy. He thought he’d hanker after some windswept moor within sound of the sea and that this place would only be temporary.’

‘That’s what I thought too – it was our son who persuaded his father to think of something else. I remember him saying, “You know, Dad, Mother’s followed you about all over the globe, or sat at home waiting for you to take some leave, surely she has a right to some say in where you spend your retirement.” I never thought Andrew would agree to it. Perhaps I don’t really know him as well as I thought I did.’

‘And he’s happy here, Lois?’

‘He hasn’t said that he isn’t happy.’

‘Then he must be. Men don’t suffer in silence, you’d have been aware of it. Did you know that Lady Marcia is here?’

‘Yes, I saw her a little while ago.’

‘This time she has her son with her. A very handsome boy. I’m not sure which husband is the father, the first or the second. He’s around fifteen so it’s probably the first.’

‘A little bit too young for Erica Clarkson.’

Dorothy laughed. ‘I’m afraid so. Do you think she’d dump the Stedman boy if something better came along?’

‘Perhaps that is rather unkind, but she’s quite a little minx, too pretty and too many people telling her so.’

‘Perhaps it’s as well Julian is away from her grasp then. I’ve no doubt she’ll be around whenever he comes home on leave.

‘I suppose I should call in at the cricket match, but no doubt they’ll be having tea at this time.’

‘How terribly remiss of me, Dorothy, why don’t you join me for tea?’

‘No really, dear, I’d better get off home. John’s sister and her husband are coming round this evening and I still have things to do. Shall I see you at the church coffee morning?’

‘Well yes, I did say I’d go. I’ll walk to the gate with you.’

As they said their farewells at the gate they were suddenly aware of the flying figure of a girl coming towards them, apparently in some distress. Her pretty face was flushed and angry and stormy eyes filled with tears eyed them somewhat balefully as Dorothy Spencer said, ‘Is something wrong, Erica? You look very upset.’

Fresh sobs took over and without a word Erica hurried down the road where her sister stood waiting for her.

‘Well really,’ Dorothy said, ‘what can have brought that on. She was perfectly happy a couple of hours ago.’

‘Young love,’ Lois said quietly. ‘Perhaps we’ve forgotten what it was like.’

‘But to be so angry and tearful. Alec Stedman’s a nice boy, hardly the sort to cause a rumpus like that. No doubt we’ll be hearing more about it in due course.’

After her friend had gone Lois sauntered back to her seat under the trees reflecting on the girl’s tear-filled eyes and angry expression. She hoped all would be forgiven before the dance in the village hall or there would be even more tears and very little forgiveness.

Nancy Clarkson followed her sister’s mad charge towards the house and up to her bedroom, standing outside the slammed door before finding enough courage to open it and go inside.

Erica had thrown herself on the bed in a fit of weeping and the younger girl could only stand by to wait for the tears to subside.

Nancy loved her sister dearly even when she often envied her and wished she was more like her. She delighted in the fact that Erica was admired, made much of by teachers and pupils alike, envied the fact that she had a good figure, and was blondly beautiful with a doll-like porcelain face that had never had freckles or spots.

Erica was never short of boyfriends, who came and went as often as the summer storms. After the tears there was always some other boy, and she didn’t suppose the present fracas would be any different.

She sat on the edge of her sister’s bed and Erica said fretfully, ‘Go away, I don’t want to talk to anybody.’

Nancy did not go away but went to stand at the window and after a few minutes said, ‘Alec’s coming down the street, he’s coming here.’

‘Then I don’t want to see him; tell him to go away.’

‘Why don’t you tell him. He looks upset.’

‘So he should be, putting cricket before me, spending all afternoon there instead of boating on the river.’

Nancy was confused. Boating on the river was something she’d thought they were setting out to do, so why cricket? Perhaps her sister did have a problem after all.

‘Why don’t you do as I say and tell him to go away,’ Erica stormed. ‘I don’t want to see him – but then come back here and tell me what he says.’

Nancy reached the door just as Alec was pressing the doorbell, and now face to face there was no disguising his worried expression.

‘I want to speak to Erica, Nancy. Will you tell her?’

‘She doesn’t want to speak to you, Alec. What’s happened?’

‘We called in at the cricket match and they roped me in to play. Mr Prothero was not feeling well. I couldn’t get out of it.’

‘She wanted to go boating, that’s why she’s so furious.’

‘I know, I’m sorry but it couldn’t be helped.’

At that moment the door was flung open and Erica stood there, her face angry, her voice unusually vindictive. ‘You could have said no, you could have told them you’d promised to go boating, but you had to show off in front of everybody, let them see how good you were, never mind about me.’

‘Honestly, Erica, it wasn’t like that, you heard them all persuading me. My father was there and said I had to play. I scored thirty runs, he was so pleased.’

‘Well of course, but you’ve ruined my day.’

‘You are going to the dance with me, Erica, you promised.’

‘I have to think about it. I could go with the girls – there’ll be plenty of boys to dance with.’

He stood looking at her with a dismal expression, and after a few minutes she said, ‘Oh well, I suppose I will go or else everybody will be saying I’ve been spoiled and am silly. I’ll see you later,’ and with that remark she went back through the door, pulling her sister with her.

Alec turned dejectedly away. The evening ahead of them promised to be pretty dismal. He had no doubt that given time she’d forgive him but he was not looking forward to the early part of the evening.

He’d admired Erica Clarkson since the first day they’d met at junior school. He’d been a quiet studious boy who’d loved sport; she’d been an extrovert girl who’d hated sport, loved dancing and singing, and had been a leading light in every school concert of which there had been a great many. He’d seen how the other boys admired her, and when he went on to the boys’ school he heard the others talking about the girls they admired making him think he had no chance with Erica when there were so many other boys with more going for them.

When his father became the Mayor of the town, somehow or other his popularity grew, and to his own amazement he plucked up courage to invite Erica to the Mayor’s Ball. They were both sixteen, and surprisingly they had remained something of a pair since then.

If he could be honest with himself he knew she was capable of transferring her affections should any other boy come along with greater credentials or more lucrative expectations, but he was besotted with her. The cricket had been a mistake. Erica should have come first, but his father had been so proud of him, particularly of the runs he had scored.

He’d make it up to her at the dance, tell her how beautiful she was looking, tell her there was no girl in the room who could hold a candle to her. Erica responded to flattery, and heaven knows, there’d been plenty of it from a number of other admirers.

Chapter Two



Janet Clarkson eyed her two daughters across the dining-room table with some misgiving. The eldest girl had a decidedly sulky look on her face and the younger one seemed ill at ease with her sister’s mood.

‘Do eat something, Erica,’ she urged. ‘It will be around ten o’clock before you get any food at the dance and you didn’t get anything at the cricket match.’

‘I didn’t stay, Mother.’

‘Why didn’t you stay? Surely you watched Alec make his runs. He did very well.’

‘No. I came home. We were supposed to be going on the river and we ended up at the wretched cricket match.’

‘I wouldn’t let your father hear all that if I were you.’

‘Well it’s true.’

‘Have you seen Alec?’

‘He called round.’

‘You’re going to the dance with him?’

‘I suppose so. I don’t want any more sandwiches. I’m going to sort out my dress for tonight.’

Both her mother and sister watched her leave the room with some uncertainty, and after a few minutes her mother said, ‘Go up there, Nancy, and help her to get dressed. We’re going to have to have a serious talk with Erica. She’s being spoilt and unreasonable these days and needs bringing to her senses.’

Nancy found her sister throwing dresses out of her wardrobe some of which were from school dances, others from more recent civic parties to which Alec had invited her.

‘Which will you wear?’ she asked curiously.

‘None of them are exactly new,’ Erica snapped.

‘The blue one’s new.’

‘I had it for the Mayor’s Ball and that was in January; it’s June now.’

‘You have a lot more dresses than I ever get, it’s ages since I had a party dress.’

‘That’s because I go to more functions than you do.’

‘You look pretty in the blue one, Erica. Alec likes that one.’

‘How do you know?’

‘He told me.’

Slightly placated Erica said, ‘Oh well, I probably will wear that anyway. I’m going to have a bath. Have a look around in that drawer for my undies, will you, and in the cupboard for my shoes, the silver ones.’

While Erica bathed Nancy hunted in the drawer and the cupboard, fascinated by the array of silken underwear and shoes for all occasions, comparing them to the items of school uniform she was expected to wear and the few exceptions for special occasions.

She sat on her sister’s bed watching her dress for the dance, admiring her slender waist and blossoming curves, thinking and wishing she could be like her and harbouring the unhappy feeling that she never would be. As if she understood her sister’s mood Erica said, ‘When you grow out of that puppy fat and get something done about your teeth you could be quite pretty, Nancy. I was lucky, I never had puppy fat and my teeth never gave me any trouble.’

Sentiments that did nothing to restore Nancy’s spirits.

Envy and admiration vied with each other as Nancy surveyed the finished product with its perfect combination of swirling skirt and shining blond hair – with the blue chiffon stole she looked as beautiful as any movie star.

From downstairs they heard the sound of closing doors and men’s voices. Erica said quickly, ‘Heavens, it can’t be Alec already, it’s far too early.’

‘It’s Daddy, with somebody else, probably the Major.’

‘Then we’ll let the Major tell me how I look. He’s always flattering every girl within sight, even the older women.’

‘Well, he isn’t young, is he?’

‘No, but he’s funny. Come on, let’s go downstairs.’

But it was not the Major who had accompanied their father home, it was the Commodore and the Vicar, and they all sat round the dining table staring at each other with woebegone faces while their mother served them coffee.

‘Oh Erica,’ her mother cried, ‘you’ve already changed. I’m sorry darling, but I doubt if there’ll be any dancing this evening.’

‘Why, what’s wrong?’ Erica asked.

‘Mr Prothero died at the cricket match this afternoon. They found him sitting in his chair where they thought he was simply watching the match, but he was dead.’

Erica sat down weakly on the nearest chair, her face a picture of misery before she said, ‘But he was old, Mother, so why does it have to spoil the dance for everybody?’

‘You know very well Mr and Mrs Prothero have always provided a great many things for the dance and he has to be respected. The dance can take place another evening; it doesn’t have to be tonight.’

‘But it’s the longest day.’

‘That isn’t important, there’ll be other occasions.’

Jumping to her feet Erica favoured them with a long cold stare and ran out of the room.

Her mother was quick to say, ‘She’s disappointed and very young. She’ll grow up.’

‘He’ll be sadly missed,’ the Vicar said. ‘Amelia is quite distraught. My wife is with her now but they were always such a close-knit couple, no children, just lived for each other.’

‘Will she stay on here do you think, Vicar? The house is so large, all those antiques and they’ve done nothing to modernise it.’

‘It’s early days, Janet, but I doubt if Amelia’ll up sticks, she’s too fond of the house and St Agnes.’

‘And of course she does have good gardeners and Edith Pinder. Oh I’m sure when she’s got over the first shock she’ll stay where she has so many good friends.’

‘She does have a nephew, you know – Oliver Denton, her late brother’s son. His mother lives abroad, on the Continent I think, but I’ve telephoned Oliver’s college at Oxford so no doubt he’ll be up here as soon as it’s convenient.’

At that moment there was a ring on the front doorbell and Janet said, ‘It’s probably Alec calling for Erica. Will he know about Mr Prothero do you think?’

‘Oh yes, I’m sure he will. He was at the match, and his father is aware of everything.’

It was obvious that Alec did know since he was still attired in his white flannels and blazer. David Clarkson said, ‘Sit down Alec, have some coffee. This is a sad business, isn’t it?’

‘Yes sir. My father told me the dance has been cancelled. I liked Mr Prothero. I was only talking to him earlier this afternoon. He was pleased I was taking his place in the team.’

‘Yes I know he was. Erica is upstairs taking off her glad rags, but she’ll be down in a moment. You’ll have to think of some other way to spend your evening. Those runs you scored made his last hours happy. He was devastated when he was unable to play.’

‘Well, I’ll need to get back to my wife at Amelia’s,’ the Vicar said. ‘We shall need to talk about the funeral arrangements and I’m sure during the next few days you’ll all rally round Amelia and show her what we all thought of Jethro. He’ll be sadly missed both for his generosity and his humour. Perhaps we can try to persuade Amelia that she can stay here surrounded by good friends. Sorry about the dance, Alec. You young people will no doubt all be disappointed but these things do happen, you know. Erica was all dressed up and ready to go. You’ll be the one to console her, I’m sure.’

Alec favoured him with a wan smile and Janet said quickly, ‘Run upstairs, Nancy, and tell Erica that Alec is here. They’ll have to think of another way of spending the evening.’

Erica was wearing her everyday clothes and a sour expression.

‘There’s nothing I want to do,’ she said sharply. ‘The town will be empty, nobody boats on the river at night and everybody will have long faces because the dance is off.’

‘Well, you have to go downstairs to see Alec.’

‘Does he know the dance is off?’

‘Yes, he hasn’t changed.’

‘A blazer and white flannels How ridiculous to expect me to spend an evening with a boy wearing something like that.’

‘Oh well, please yourself. I’ve told you what Mother said. Are you coming or not?’

Erica realised there was no alternative, and as she met Alec’s gaze from across the room she was well aware of his nervousness but seeing her father’s frown she smiled at him.

Jethro Prothero’s funeral was by any standards the most lavish spectacle the town could remember. The procession followed the black hearse pulled by four jet-black horses adorned with black plumes on their headgear; the procession itself consisted of the Major’s cadets marching sombrely behind the mourners down the hill towards the churchyard and passing the Commodore’s garden with his flag flying at half mast.

Children lined the road because Jethro had been a governor of the two local schools, as well as a benefactor to every society in the town.

Standing beside her mother in the church Erica couldn’t see why there had to be so much fuss. Mr Prothero was not a young man and his death had put a blight on the longest day festivities.

Amelia Prothero leaned heavily on the arm of a young man, evidently her nephew, and as he took his place in the pew beside her he turned briefly and smiled at the people sitting behind them.

He was tall and handsome and for the remainder of the funeral service Erica could not take her eyes off him. His was the sort of face she’d dreamed about, film star good looks with a figure to match them – her imagination began to speculate on how long he would be likely to remain in the town and if there was an occasion when they could meet.

Nancy was quick to see her sister’s preoccupation with the young man sitting in front of them and she began to show more interest in the proceedings.

She didn’t see why they’d been invited as guests to the funeral and would have preferred to be standing with others of her friends among the spectators lining the route. But her father had insisted and now with something new in the air perhaps it hadn’t been a bad idea after all.

A lavish buffet meal had been laid on in the Town Hall and the funeral guests were doing justice to it, apart from Amelia Prothero who sat tearful and dejected surrounded by two elderly female mourners, her lawyer, Mr Henry Devenport and her nephew Oliver, who was trying his best to interest her in the food on the table and being charming to those around them who seemed intent on introducing themselves to him.

‘Amelia’s always doted on him,’ Elspeth announced to her husband who had now managed to extricate himself from his cadets. ‘He’s awfully handsome,’ she added, ‘likely to break one or two hearts, and Erica Clarkson is vastly intrigued.’

‘Nothing doin’ there, old girl,’ the Major said quickly. ‘He’s hoping to go into the diplomatic service, so he’ll be quick to get back to Oxford as soon as possible.’

‘It’s my bet Amelia will keep him on here for as long as possible.’

Oliver Denton was well aware that he had captured the attention of the prettiest girl in the room but while she was intent on being beside him at the buffet table, he was more interested in talking to the older people in the vicinity.

Erica was furious, deciding that he was conceited and not worth a second’s thought, until for a brief moment their eyes met and he smiled at her.

It was much later when they were leaving and her parents were saying their farewells that she was introduced to him. He took her hand and smiled into her eyes, then just as briefly turned to her younger sister with a similar smile and a few chosen words.

All the way back to the house she was quiet until her mother said, ‘You look tired, Erica. I know funerals are not very uplifting but this is one we had to attend.’

The Vicar had largely acted as host throughout the proceedings and he was now standing at the door to the hall to say his farewells to departing guests. He spared a special smile for Grace Gantry.

Many years ago when he first came to St Agnes he had admired Grace. She was pretty, very nice, and he had in those days thought she would make an admirable vicar’s wife. That had been before her father died, then suddenly everything changed.

Her mother suddenly became fragile, needing Grace to look after her day in and day out, and he’d known that he and Grace were never destined to become a couple.

He had married Molly Braithwaite who had made him an excellent wife. She had been a great asset to his work and the village church in general, was popular and although they hadn’t been blessed with children, their life together had been happy.

Now today when he saw Grace shepherding her mother down the Town Hall steps he felt a momentary twinge of regret. In spite of the years between he still had thoughts for her, and on the many occasions that their eyes met he was sure she still had thoughts about him.

They had almost reached the bottom step when Mrs Edgebaston caught up with them, and smiling cheerfully said, ‘Not too well today, Mrs Gantry? I thought you were looking so much better the other day when I saw you trotting down the road.’

Mrs Gantry favoured her with a haughty frown but oblivious to it Mrs Edgebaston merely smiled cheerfully and bade them good afternoon.

‘What day was that mother?’ Grace asked curiously. ‘You didn’t tell me you’d been out.’

‘Really Grace, I didn’t want to worry you. I’d had one of my turns and you were still at your bridge afternoon. I thought I’d just walk along the road to meet you, or perhaps call at the Robsons to say I wasn’t feeling well.’

‘You should have telephoned me, Mother’.

‘I know, but it looks as if I’m always needing you, that you can’t even move without me wanting you back. That woman’s terribly nosey. How did she know how I was feeling, I only spoke a few words to her.’

‘She was only being sociable, Mother. She’s really quite nice.’

‘There’s a lot of gossip about her.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Well, Mrs Simpson tells me things. You can bet the daily helps know everything that’s going on around here, and they gossip among themselves.’

‘I’m sure they do, Mother, but that doesn’t make them right.’

‘Where does she come from anyway, is she a widow or is she divorced?’

‘I really don’t know, Mother.’

‘She has a lot of men callers.’

‘That’s nobody’s business but hers.’

‘It gives rise to gossip.’

‘Whatever Mrs Edgebaston does gives rise to gossip, Mother. It’s probably because she’s comparatively new to the town, people are suspicious and what she does is really none of their business.’

‘It’s more than that.’

‘Because our daily says so?’

‘She’s quite often right about people, Grace.’

‘Perhaps Mother, but then she’s quite often wrong, isn’t she?’

‘What was it the Vicar was saying about the dance? I couldn’t hear him very well,’ Mrs Gantry asked.

‘Only that it’s to be held next Saturday evening and he hopes it will be well attended. He hopes some of the older residents in the village will attend.’

‘Well I hope you’re not thinking of going.’

‘You don’t want me to go, Mother?’

‘Well, it is Saturday evening and we usually spend it together.’

‘We spend every evening together, Mother. Why don’t you and I go along, you’d have people to talk to and there will be refreshments laid on.’

‘I don’t think so, Grace. It’s not really what I enjoy any more. If you want to go I’m sure I can manage without you.’

Grace knew that neither of them would be there. She wouldn’t go without her mother and her mother would make every excuse under the sun not to be there. Besides, she was still having pangs of regret whenever she encountered the Vicar with his wife, regrets at what might have been, and with the realisation that she had little to look forward to.

‘What would you like to do this afternoon, Mother?’ Grace asked her.

‘Oh I thought we’d sit in the conservatory. We can see the road from there and watch the people coming and going. I expect people will linger on at the Town Hall even though the affair is long since over.’

‘Perhaps I’ll go for a walk along the river bank,’ Grace said gently.

‘If you must, dear, but don’t be too long, it’s been a long day.’

No longer than any other day, Grace thought. Even a funeral had provided them with a little variety.

They paused at the gate to see Mrs Edgebaston being greeted by a gentleman stepping out of a large black car, raising his hat and favouring her with a warm smile and outstretched hand in greeting.

‘Who do you think that is?’ Mrs Gantry asked sharply.

‘I have no idea, Mother. She has a great many friends.’

‘All of them male I have no doubt,’ her mother snapped, ignoring Grace’s attempts to hurry her inside the garden.
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