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For Victoria


PART ONE


Chapter One

On the day that was to see the course of Grace’s life change they had found a spent rocket in the hedgerow by the stile. Billy saw it and hooted with excitement. Moving to the hedge he stretched up his hand, then with a little moan sank back.

‘It’s too high. I can’t get to it.’

Giving a sigh as if she were indulging him, Grace stepped to the hedge, reached up and caught the rocket by its stem.

‘Here you are. Though what you want it for I can’t imagine.’

The rocket was just one of many fireworks that had been set off last month in celebration of Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee. The whole village had had a party on the green, and the bonfire and fireworks that had followed in the evening had provided a spectacle such as Billy had never seen in all his eight years.

‘Will it go again?’ he asked, and Grace said, ‘No, unfortunately it won’t. It’s all used up. You might as well throw it back where it was.’

‘You sure it won’t go again?’

‘Absolutely sure.’

Billy looked at the rocket for moment longer, then, with a shrug, moved and threw it into the hedgerow. That done, he resumed the conversation that had been interrupted by his sight of the rocket.

‘Will you be going away, Grace?’

At his words Grace turned and glanced down at the top of his head as he limped along at her side. His thick brown hair had been touched by the sun and in its highlights shone a dull auburn. When she remained silent, he lifted his freckled face and looked up. ‘Will you?’ These days he seemed to be full of insecurities and questions.

‘I’ve told you already,’ she said, ‘it depends how things work out. I must wait and see what happens.’

‘Pappy said when you get married you’ll be leaving us anyway.’

‘Get married,’ she said. ‘If that’s going to happen I’d be glad if somebody would let me in on the secret.’ Grace was just twenty. A slim girl of just above middle height, she had the beauty that youth itself possesses and also that inherited from her mother. She had dark eyes, and hair of a rich chestnut that could shine tawny gold in the sun. Now, her wide, pink mouth was compressed in impatience. ‘Seems like I’m the last to know some things,’ she said.

Billy looked up at her. ‘And your Mr Stephen – would he be the last to know as well?’

Grace nodded at the look, and smiled. ‘You think you’re so clever, don’t you? Just make sure you’re not too clever for your own good.’

Having taken short cuts to avoid the roads, they were following a narrow footpath traversing a meadow. Up ahead was a stile, then just one more meadow and they’d be close to their destination. After the recent rains the green of the grass was rich and lush. Birds skimmed the air in their foraging for food, and butterflies danced over the hedgerows.

It was Saturday, almost 10.30. They had set off from Green Shipton almost an hour before, the two of them, carrying two framed pictures, oil paint on canvas. The frames, made and fitted by their father, had been fashioned of elm, and carved and polished with the greatest care. Prior to Grace and Billy setting out, their father had wrapped each frame in a protective covering of burlap, then tied each with string, in such a way as to form a little handle for carrying. The canvases were fragile, and it would not do for any damaging pressure to be put on them. Grace carried one picture, and Billy the other.

On the right of the path a few yards ahead lay a pond, where sometimes the cattle came to drink. Fringed by trees and shrubbery, it seemed a mysterious little spot in the middle of the green expanse of the meadow.

‘I don’t like this pond,’ Billy said as they drew nearer to it.

‘Why not?’

‘I just don’t.’

In its shadows vaguely threatening, it lay only four or five yards from the edge of the footpath. Not that one could see much of the water itself, overhung as it was by the foliage that crowded its banks.

‘Is it really so deep?’ Billy said.

‘I’ve no idea how deep it is.’

‘Some boys – they said a whole cow drowned in it.’

‘Oh? And when was this supposed to have happened?’

‘They didn’t say.’

‘Well, not in my lifetime; I’d have heard of it.’

‘That’s what they said anyway.’

‘Perhaps they made it up. Or perhaps it’s an old legend.’

‘What’s a legend?’

‘Well, it – it’s a story that’s been kind of – handed down – and perhaps nobody knows after so long whether it’s true or not.’ She paused, glancing down at him again. ‘Did they say anything else, the boys?’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Well –’ she wondered how best to put it, ‘were they – being unkind to you?’

‘No,’ he said at once. ‘No, they were fine.’

‘Oh – that’s all right, then.’

There had been a few occasions in the past when some lout or other had taken the opportunity to have some fun at Billy’s expense, once or twice reducing him to tears. And at such times, Grace would never forget, their mother’s protective wrath had been formidable. Small and slim, Mrs Harper had never given a thought to her lack of physical power, but had approached the victimizer as if having all the strength in the world. And like a tigress defending her cub, she had known no fear. Grace had seen her on one occasion when she had confronted a boy from a neighbouring village, a boy who had picked on Billy as an easy victim for his ridicule, focusing on his ungainly gait. But the boy had reckoned without Mrs Harper. She had run from the house with hair and apron flying, dashing at the boy and at the same time unleashing a torrent of reprimand that had him rooted to the spot. She had not used any physical violence, had not attempted to strike the boy; Grace had never known her to strike anyone, though where Billy was concerned, Grace was fairly sure that she might not have held back in particular circumstances if moved enough.

As they walked, Grace looked down at him with a smile. He was not tall for his eight years, added to which he was slight and fine-boned – like Grace herself, taking after their mother’s side of the family, though Grace was taller than her mother had been. ‘You’ll look after Billy, won’t you?’ her mother had said several times during those final days. He had been in her thoughts right up to the last, in ways that Grace herself never could have been. But Grace had not quite the needs of Billy. Should it come to it, Grace thought, she could manage on her own. Billy, though, was a different matter.

As they reached the last stile Billy came to a stop with a little groan. Grace halted beside him. ‘What’s up?’ she said. ‘Is it getting too much for you?’

‘Oh, it’s such a hot day,’ he said. ‘I need a rest.’

‘Come on, then, let’s sit down for a minute.’

With Grace leading they moved a few yards alongside the hedgerow, and there in the shade of a small hawthorn tree Grace set down the wrapped picture, very carefully leaning it against the tree’s trunk. With admonitions to be careful, Billy did likewise with his package.

As Billy sat down beside her, Grace pushed her straw hat to the back of her head. Running her hands over her hair, her palm came away damp with perspiration. ‘Oh,’ she sighed, ‘it’s not the day for doing anything.’ Taking her hat off, she sank back until she was lying full length in the grass. ‘Sometimes,’ she said, ‘it would be so nice to have no responsibilities, to have nothing to do.’

‘That wouldn’t suit you at all,’ he said. ‘You like to be busy.’

‘Not always.’ She opened her eyes and turned her head towards him. He sat plucking blades of grass and tossing them aside. ‘Sometimes it’s good to just relax or have fun,’ she said.

After lying there for several more minutes she sat up and replaced her hat, then got up and brushed down her dress. ‘Come on, young William, let’s be off.’

And they set off again, over the stile and into the lane and so on to the road. And after a while there ahead of them was the old low stone wall that marked the front boundary of Asterleigh House. Minutes later they were starting up the drive.

Asterleigh House, situated a mile from the village of Berron Wick, stood back from the road on the top of a low ridge, surrounded by elms and oaks and the green rolling fields of Wiltshire. To the northeast lay the city of Redbury, and beyond that the railway town of Swindon. Directly to the east was the market town of Corster. To the south lay Salisbury and the Wiltshire plains. The house, with its façade of white stone, was large, comprising over thirty rooms, and stood hemmed by well-laid herbaceous borders and green lawns. Begun in the 1850s, it was said that the house had never been finished. But finished or not, to outsiders it was impressive; few people in the surrounding villages knew any other dwelling as fine.

Grace and Billy had never been inside any similar house in their lives, and nor had they been that close to any. Not that they had been very deep inside Asterleigh; they had only been into the kitchen; but even entry into the kitchen of such a place was worthy of remark.

And now they were approaching the kitchen again, moving across the cobbled yard from the side gate. A maid was in the yard, beating a carpet, a colourful, oriental piece, that for convenience’s sake hung on a line. As they went to move past her towards the rear door, she let her hands fall at her sides, as if having let go a huge weight, and gave the deepest sigh. ‘Yes, can I’elp you?’ she said. She was plain in appearance, with frizzy reddish hair and a mass of freckles over her pale pink face.

‘We’ve brought something for Mr Spencer,’ Grace said.

As she finished speaking, another maid, this one wearing a neat white apron and cap, opened the back door.

‘It’s all right, Annie,’ she said, then, looking at Grace and Billy she raised her eyebrows and said, ‘Yes, miss?’

With Billy following, Grace crossed to the door. ‘We’ve brought something for Mr Spencer,’ she said again.

‘The master’s not in right now,’ the girl said. ‘Can you tell me what you’ve got?’

‘Two of Mrs Spencer’s pictures.’

‘If you’d care to wait a moment, I’ll let the missis know. Who shall I say it is?’

‘Miss Grace Harper.’

‘Right.’ As the maid began to close the door behind her she added, ‘I’d better shut this and keep out the dust.’

The door closed behind the maid as she went back into the house. In the yard the red-haired maid resumed beating the carpet, pounding out little puffs of dust that floated away on the warm air. As Grace watched, her eyes met the other girl’s. The latter relaxed her beating for a moment and smiled. ‘You want a nice job, miss? This ent the day for beatin’ carpets, I can tell you.’

A minute later and the maid was back. ‘You’d better come in,’ she said. ‘The missis’d like to see you.’

‘Mrs Spencer?’ Grace said, a little awed.

‘Yes. You must come indoors.’

As the maid stood aside, Billy held out the wrapped picture to Grace and murmured, ‘You go on, Grace, I’ll stay here.’

‘Of course not,’ Grace replied. ‘You must come with me.’ The maid was waiting, and after a moment Grace and Billy – after carefully wiping their shoes on the doormat – moved past her into a rear passageway, on the left of which was a washhouse and, on the right, the kitchen in which a cook and a maid were at work. The parlour maid closed the door behind them and said, ‘If you’d like to follow me, miss …’

She opened the door in front of them and they passed through into the spacious main hall. The floor, laid in circles and rectangles of marble in pink, white and grey, seemed to stretch to a vast distance, enclosed by a staircase that curved elegantly down from the upper floor in a sweeping, graceful arc. Grace and Billy looked around them. They had never been in this part of the house before. Now, seeing the lavish interior, it was like being in another world. On the walls hung tall paintings of men and women in clothes from the past; there were long velvet drapes at the tall windows. The whole room seemed so enormous; its great fireplace – all laid with logs even in this day of July – and its sofa and fine chairs seeming to take up so little space in the vast room.

And, looking up, there were even more wonders to see, for the great height of the circular hall went to the very top of the house, ending in a great cupola glazed with coloured glass that let through shafts of light of different hues that touched the walls and stairs; and touched too a gallery that ran almost all around the hall on its top floor, a gallery with statues standing in niches in the wall.

There was no time to stand and gape, though, for the maid was speaking to them, a trifle impatiently. ‘Please,’ she said over her shoulder, ‘come this way.’

Grace had never had any thought of being invited into the house proper – and even less so of being summoned in to meet Mrs Spencer. Had the possibility occurred to her, she would have taken more trouble with her appearance. As it was, she was wearing her oldest summer dress, a cotton affair with pink and blue flowers on a white background. When new, it had been very attractive, and had suited her well. Now, however, its best days were past: the blue had run in the wash and it had been darned at the right shoulder and elbow. Grace wore it nowadays – as on this day – only for unimportant errands – and errands when she did not expect to encounter anyone of importance. Very conscious of her dress having seen better times – as had her plain hat and dusty boots – Grace, with Billy reluctantly following, went after the maid along a deeply carpeted passage.

Some way along, the maid came to a halt, knocked on a door, pushed it open and bent into the room. Grace heard her murmur something and then the girl was turning back to them. ‘The mistress says if you please to come in.’

Grace had no idea what to expect. Mr Spencer she had seen on two or three occasions during his visits to her father’s workshop, but Mrs Spencer was something of a mystery. The story went that, although born in the area, she had lived most of her life in Swindon, only returning following her marriage – a marriage that had come comparatively late in her life. However, although resident in the general area once more, she was very rarely seen in the nearest village, Berron Wick. Going by what Grace had heard, about the only place she was ever glimpsed was in the local church on occasions such as Easter, Christmas, and Harvest Festivals. And even then she was barely in evidence, always sitting right at the front in the reserved pew, and swathed in her hats and veils.

But now Grace and Billy were being ushered into the room, and, supposedly, into the woman’s presence.

The door clicked closed behind them and with the sound Grace realized that the maid had departed. She and Billy stood side by side, Billy so close he was almost touching her. Here in this room it was so much cooler. It faced north, so the light – today unclouded and bright – was subtle, steady and unchanging. It was not a large room, but it gave a feeling of spaciousness due to the lack of any great amount of furniture in the place. What was there was comprised in the main of a couple of rather distressed chests of drawers and a bureau. Also a gate-legged table – once a handsome, highly polished piece, now scratched and paint-stained. The walls were hung with paintings, some framed, some on unadorned canvas stretchers. They consisted of landscapes, still lifes and a few animal studies. They were, Grace observed, in a similar style to those which she and Billy now held in their hands. For the rest of the furnishing, there were several rows of shelves also, bearing what looked like stretched canvases and various jars and pots, some of which held artists’ brushes. In the air hung a smell of linseed oil and turpentine – smells that Grace recognized from her father’s workshop. Over the carpet was spread what looked to be old dustsheets and hessian – obviously to protect the carpet from paint stains, of which not a few marked the make-do covering. The greater part of the paint stains lay around an area a few feet from the window on which stood an artist’s easel with a canvas on it. Before it, sitting on a chair and leaning forward with paintbrush in hand, sat Mrs Spencer.

Seeming almost to be unaware of them – though of course that could not be – she continued with her work. Sitting almost with her back to the newcomers, she was working on a painting of a still-life composition that lay before her on a table: white roses in a vase, with lemons and pears, the whole arrangement placed on a chequered cloth. Another table, not far from the woman’s right hand, bore a paint-smeared palette, a jar holding paintbrushes, small bottles of liquid and a scattering of tubes of paint.

Grace observed as Mrs Spencer sat back in her chair, paintbrush in hand, and looked judiciously and doubtfully at the canvas before her. She appeared a tallish, slender woman. She was not young, Grace could see; she must be well into her fifties. She wore a large hat, resting low on her forehead, which did not completely cover her grey hair, cotton gloves – once white, now stained with a hundred different paint colours – and an artist’s smock, its own whiteness also marked with paint stains of different hues. At her throat was a dark crimson bow. The whole effect reminded Grace of portraits of famous artists she had seen in picture books over the years.

‘So,’ the woman said, ‘I understand you’ve brought my pictures.’ She spoke with a soft tone, looking at the unfinished canvas with her head a little on one side. She lifted the brush as if she would use it on the palette to mix more colours, but then, just as quickly, she seemed to decide that she would go no further for the time being, and put it down on the painting table.

‘Enough, enough,’ she said, endorsing her action. ‘I’m not getting anywhere, so what’s the use?’ Still without turning to them, she raised her gloved hand and crooked her index finger. ‘Come. Come closer. Both of you.’

Grace stepped forward and Billy followed and came to a halt at her side. Only then did the woman turn towards them.

‘So,’ she said, ‘ – my pictures. My husband had intended them to be a surprise for me, but he won’t mind if his little surprise is rather spoiled. I never could rest on anticipation.’ She held out her gloved hands and Grace took a step forward and placed the burlap-wrapped package into them. Fumbling with the strings, Mrs Spencer said, ‘Mr Harper made the frames and set the paintings in them, is that so?’

Grace raised her head and nodded. ‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘And you’re his daughter, is that correct?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

Getting nowhere with the strings, Mrs Spencer impatiently thrust the package back towards Grace. ‘Here – your fingers are more nimble than mine.’

Grace took the package from the woman. In moments she had the strings untied and was taking from its wrapping the framed canvas. Measuring about fourteen by ten, it was a landscape: green fields fading away to a high horizon beneath a rather stormy sky. Grace held it out and Mrs Spencer took it, held it before her and looked at it long and hard. As she did so, Grace took the painting held by Billy, and unwrapped it. Mrs Spencer put the landscape down, leaning it against the side of the easel, then took the second painting from Grace. After looking at it for several seconds in silence, she murmured with irony, ‘Well, it’s certainly a lovely frame. He does fine work, your father.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Grace.

‘We have a bureau that he made, and an excellent little footstool. My husband has spoken of having your father make us some other items. We thought perhaps some more shelves for the library, and maybe a chessboard. And, of course, there’s the cabinet your father’s now working on.’ A brief pause, then, tilting her head slightly, she said, ‘And what is your name?’

‘Grace.’

‘Grace?’

‘Grace Helen Harper.’

‘I see, and what do you do, Miss Grace Helen Harper?’

‘Do, ma’am?’

‘For a living? I assume you do something.’

‘Well, yes – for the time being I’m teaching. I’m a governess.’

‘A governess. Does that mean you have a brain?’

‘I hope so, ma’am.’

‘And do you live with your employers?’

‘No, I’m daily, visiting.’

‘I see. And whom do you visit?’

‘The sons of Mr Marren. He’s a businessman who lives not far from where we live in Green Shipton.’

‘How many sons?’

‘Two. They’re twins. Nine years old.’

‘Do you enjoy it? Teaching them?’

‘Most of the time, ma’am, yes.’

The woman’s mouth moved in a slight smile. ‘Most of the time?’

Grace shrugged. ‘Well – sometimes they can be – testing.’

‘I’m sure they can.’ Silence. Then Mrs Spencer spoke again. ‘What did you mean just now when you said you’re teaching for the time being?’

‘Oh – well – my employment with the Marren boys is coming to an end.’

‘And why’s that?’

‘They’re due to go away to boarding school.’

‘So you’ve become redundant.’

‘In a manner of speaking, yes.’

‘Oh, dear. So what will you do? Look for a new position?’

‘Soon, yes. I have just three more days teaching the boys, then I must think about my future.’

‘I should think you’d have given it some thought already.’

‘Yes – of course.’ Grace felt at a disadvantage, and increasingly somewhat like a child who has caused displeasure. ‘I do have certain responsibilities at home,’ she said. ‘Apart from teaching I help out at home, helping to look after the family.’

‘And how did you come to be a teacher?’

‘I was taught by my mother.’

‘Was your mother a teacher? – a governess?’

‘No, she – she wasn’t anything. I mean, she didn’t have any particular position. She was the daughter of a vicar, the Rev. Cleeson of Coller Down.’

‘Cleeson. I’m not familiar with the name.’ Mrs Spencer shook her head, then said, ‘I understand that your mother died not so long ago.’

‘Yes, that’s correct. She died just this past spring.’

Mrs Spencer nodded, then turned in the direction of Billy. ‘And this young man is, I imagine, a member of your family?’ The cadence of the woman’s voice clearly directed a question at him, but Grace responded.

‘Yes, ma’am. Billy’s my brother.’

‘And do you have other brothers? Sisters?’

‘No, ma’am, there’s just Billy and me.’

‘Just the two of you? There is a great difference in your ages.’

‘Yes, ma’am. My mother always spoke of my brother as her “late blessing”.’

‘I see. And have you had the burden of caring for him and your father?’

‘Oh, it’s not a burden. Besides, we have a lady who comes in just three or four times during the week to help out. Mrs Tanner – she lives in the village – she’s been a great help over – over difficult times.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. And when your pupils have gone away to school, what will you do? Find another position, I suppose. There’s no shortage of boys and girls who need tuition. May I ask how old you are?’

‘I was twenty in April.’

The woman brushed a hand over her forehead in a melodramatic gesture. ‘Twenty. Is it possible that anyone on earth is twenty.’ She looked at Grace for several seconds in silence, then said, ‘Well, Miss Harper, I just hope you make the most of it – being twenty. Because it’ll never come again. As you’ll learn. Have you got a young man?’

Grace found herself colouring slightly at the question, and was at a loss as to how to answer. ‘I have – I have a – an acquaintance,’ she said after a moment.

‘Well, that’s something,’ Mrs Spencer smiled. ‘At twenty it’s time you were thinking about getting settled. May I ask who this acquaintance might be?’

‘His name is Stephen Cantrell. He lives in Green Shipton.’

‘And how old is he?’

‘Twenty-six.’

‘And do you have hopes – plans – where he is concerned?’

Grace briefly lowered her gaze, uncomfortable at the line of questioning. ‘No plans, ma’am,’ she said, then quickly added, ‘I wouldn’t presume so. We haven’t – spoken of such things.’

‘Well, perhaps it’s time,’ said the woman. She continued to gaze at Grace, then lowered her eyes to the picture again, running her fingers gently over the frame. ‘Yes, the frame is very well made.’ Then she added, with a touch of irony in her tone, ‘Though I’m not that sure about the painting.’ Abruptly she turned the face of the canvas towards Grace and Billy. ‘What do you think of it?’ she asked, addressing the question to Grace.

The painting, which Grace had of course seen previous to their starting out that day, was a still life, the subject comprising a bowl with apples, a small bunch of grapes and a blue china vase holding two or three lilies set off by sprays of fine maidenhair fern. The whole thing was painted in the most delicate detail, in the English artistic fashion of the day, and must, Grace was sure, have taken a considerable time to complete.

‘Well?’ the woman prompted. ‘What do you think?’

Grace dreaded saying the wrong thing. There was no overestimating how touchy people could be when it came to things they held dear.

‘I like it very much,’ she said at last.

‘Oh, you do?’

‘Yes, very much,’ Grace said.

‘And you, young man.’ Mrs Spencer turned her attention to Billy. ‘I’m sure you can do better than your sister. What do you think of it?’ Then before she could receive an answer, she added, ‘What is your name, by the way?’

Billy just looked at her, silent, awed, and Grace said:

‘Billy, ma’am. His name’s –’

The woman held up a gloved hand. ‘Let him speak for himself.’ Then to Billy: ‘Your name, little boy. Tell me your name.’

Grace willed him: Don’t stammer. Oh, Billy, don’t stammer. There’s nothing to be afraid of. And Billy drew back his chin, sucking in air, as if trying to snatch and draw in courage. ‘P-please, ma’am,’ he said, ‘it’s B-B-B-Billy.’

‘Billy?’ Mrs Spencer said. ‘Is that William?’

He nodded.

‘Right.’ She gave a little nod. ‘So – tell me, Master William Harper, what do you think of my painting?’

Billy began to take a step back but Grace put out her right hand and laid it across his shoulder. Touching him, feeling his nervous body beneath her hand, she gently pressed his shoulder with her fingers. ‘Go on,’ she murmured, giving him an encouraging smile. ‘Tell the lady what you think.’

‘Yes, do,’ Mrs Spencer said to him, ‘though while you’re about it maybe you shouldn’t be too honest.’ She peered at him, fixing him with her gaze, waiting. ‘So, tell me – what do you think of it?’

‘Go on,’ Grace prompted, ‘tell Mrs Spencer how much you like it. I know you do; you told me so.’ A pause. ‘You did, don’t you remember?’

He nodded.

‘Tell the lady, then.’

Still he said nothing.

‘Come on,’ the woman said. ‘We’re waiting.’

‘It’s true, ma’am,’ Grace said. ‘He does like it. When my father was wrapping the paintings Billy said how much he liked them. He really did.’

Mrs Spencer looked at her coldly. ‘I don’t care to be patronized, young lady.’

Grace felt herself flushing with embarrassment. ‘No, really, it’s true. He said that –’

‘Please,’ the woman said, ‘don’t go on.’ She turned to Billy. ‘It’s the boy’s opinion I want. Tell me, what do you think of my painting?’

Billy flicked the swiftest glance at Grace, then, receiving an encouraging nod from her, said, ‘Please, m-ma’am – I like it very much.’

‘Oh, you do? How old are you, young man?’

Billy bent his head and looked down at the floor again.

‘He’s eight years old,’ Grace said.

‘Let him speak for himself,’ Mrs Spencer said. ‘How old are you?’

Now Billy spoke. ‘E-e-eight,’ he said.

‘Eight years old,’ Mrs Spencer said, putting the painting down beside the other one. ‘And what are you learning at school?’

He remained silent.

‘Do you like painting?’

‘Yes,’ Grace said, ‘we enjoy painting, don’t we? And we like looking at paintings too.’

‘How fascinating,’ the woman said. She nodded, then reached out and took hold of a silver-headed cane. Leaning on it, she rose to her feet and moved to the window. And as she walked, Grace and Billy’s eyes became fixed upon her skirts, seeing the way she limped heavily on her right leg. At the window she raised the sash a little more, then turned and moved back to her chair. And still the two pairs of eyes focused on her limping gait.

‘Well,’ she said, her eyes flicking from Billy to Grace as she stood before her chair once more, ‘have you seen enough?’ Her voice was like ice, her eyes like steel points. ‘Or would you like me to perambulate around the room again?’

Grace flushed with embarrassment, then managed to say, ‘I – I think we had better be leaving, ma’am. We’ve taken up enough of your time.’

‘Indeed so. I’ll ring for the maid to show you out.’

As the woman turned to move towards the bell pull and tugged upon it, there was a sudden little flurry of movement in the room. And almost in the same moment Billy was turning, giving out a little cry of anguish. Grace saw the reason for it: a bird had flown in at the open window and was flying about the room in a panic. And even as she watched, the small, swooping creature flew against one of the closed windows, struck the glass pane and fell onto the floor. At once Billy left Grace’s side and was dashing across the room.

Gently he picked up the small bird in his two hands, and peered at it through the space between his fingers. ‘It’s a little hedge sparrow,’ he said, his cupped hands held before his chest. ‘It’s quite stunned.’ And then after a few moments his face lit up, and he turned first to the woman and then to Grace. ‘It’s moving. I can feel it moving in my hands. I can feel its heart beating.’

Mrs Spencer now stood with her eyes fixed on Billy.

Billy said with a breathless little laugh, ‘I can feel him in my hands – he’s that desperate to be free.’

Limping to the window, he thrust his cupped hands, closed like a clamshell, out into the air. And then slowly he withdrew his upper hand. The bird lay on his palm, quite still. ‘Come on,’ Billy whispered. And then the bird stirred and raised itself on its feet. Then, giving a little shake and opening its wings, it lifted off and took flight.

Billy watched as the bird flew away and disappeared from sight. Then he turned back, the smile still on his face, to his sister. ‘He’ll be all right now,’ he said.

Stepping to Grace’s side he seemed suddenly to become aware of the situation again, of being there in an unfamiliar room in a great house, with a disapproving woman before him. But then the maid was there, and Grace and Billy were turning and following her out of the room.

With Asterleigh House behind them Grace said to Billy, ‘Shall we call in at the Pits on the way home? It’ll be nice by the water.’ And he said, ‘Yes, all right,’ and they left the road to follow a short path that led them to the old disused clay pit. It was a beautiful spot. The water sparkled under the bright July sun, while around the banks tall willows cast their shade as small fish darted in the shallows.

The venue was a favourite with the people from around the area, and many times throughout her life Grace had been there. At first alone with her mother, and then later with her brother also along. Then, over the last year, when her mother had become too ill to make the journey, Grace had herself taken Billy for the occasional excursion.

On this particular day there was no one else about, and while Grace settled down in the shade of some silver birches, Billy wandered off, Grace’s exhortations to be careful lingering in his ears. While he was gone, Grace sat gazing out across the lake, listening to the birdsong and the breaking of the water’s surface as the fish came up to feed. Apart from such sounds, all else was still, peaceful, with barely even a breeze to ruffle the water’s calm. Soon Billy was back, flopping down on the grass at her side.

‘You’ve been quick,’ Grace said. ‘I thought you were going off exploring.’

‘I don’t want to today.’

‘You don’t feel like it?’

‘Not today.’

‘You could go in for your swim.’

‘No, not today.’

‘Why not? A fine swimmer like you – to miss a fine chance like this? You’d soon dry off in this sun.’

‘I don’t feel like it. Perhaps another day.’

‘As you like.’

She felt a sense of disappointment. She had thought that the little sojourn would have a positive effect on him, but it had not. Looking at him, she thought that he appeared dull and preoccupied, and totally uninterested in the surroundings which he had usually found so fascinating. He sat silent, his gaze unseeing over the water. Grace, twelve years his senior, could see her own features reflected in his. He had been a surprise child for their parents, a joyous surprise, born to them when neither expected to have another.

‘What are you thinking about?’ Grace asked him.

‘Nothing much,’ he said; and then: ‘Imagine – Mrs Spencer limping like that, Grace.’

‘Yes,’ she said.

She looked at him but he sat with his gaze still over the water. After a few moments he said:

‘I came here with Mam a few times.’

‘Oh, I know that. We had some wonderful times.’

‘No, I mean me – just me and Mam on our own. Nobody else, just the two of us.’

‘Oh, I see.’ And Grace realized how important it had been to him. ‘She used to like those times, with you.’

He gave a little nod. ‘Did you ever come here with her? Just the two of you?’

‘Oh, yes, when I was younger.’ Grace thought back, smiling faintly at the memories. She had often sat in this same spot with her mother. But they had been on so many jaunts together. Sometimes there had been errands – as with herself and Billy today – but at other times there had been no purpose to their excursions other than pleasure – the pleasure of their surroundings and at being in one another’s company. She could remember so many occasions so clearly, walks in the meadows, and through cool woods where no grass grew and the birdsong had a different ring. And, of course, little sojourns here by the waterside.

‘I can’t imagine,’ Billy said, ‘what it would have been like – to be with Mam on my own – all the time, I mean.’ Grace suddenly realized that he had not really had his mother’s exclusive company for any sustained periods.

‘Sometimes,’ Billy’s voice came, interrupting her thoughts, his words delivered on the back of a sigh, ‘sometimes I worry.’

‘Oh? What about?’

He did not answer.

‘Well, whatever it is,’ Grace said, ‘you’ve no need. We’d never let anything happen. Pappy and I – we’d make sure you’re all right.’

‘I know.’ There was no conviction in his voice.

Grace got to her feet. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘I suppose we’d better start back.’

They were now drawing very near to Green Shipton and ahead, visible beyond the trees, though still some good distance away, the tower of the village church rose up.

Grace said, ‘I thought we might go by way of the churchyard.’

‘But we haven’t got any flowers.’

‘Mam wouldn’t care about that. I usually go on a Saturday anyway, you know that.’

Reaching the end of the path, they passed through the stile and there was the village and the church right before them. As they walked towards the church gates Grace glanced up at the clock on the tower and saw that it was almost one. ‘We’re later than I’d anticipated,’ she said. ‘Pappy’ll be wondering where we are.’

Billy went on ahead of Grace now, stepping carefully over the manicured grass of the walkways between the graves, making his way to the newer grave that lay further to one side, near the wall. As Grace neared it, he came to a stop at the grave’s foot, standing very straight, almost to attention, the manner of his stance like some mark of respect. Then, bending his head a little, he said, his tone sorrowful and a little matter-of-fact: ‘I’m sorry, Mammy, but we haven’t got you any flowers today.’

‘She won’t mind,’ Grace said. ‘It’s enough that you’re here.’

Their mother’s headstone was the newest in this particular area. Of a simple white stone, it bore in neat chiselled letters, all in upper case: ANNE ELIZABETH, BELOVED WIFE OF SAMUEL DAVID HARPER – and told that she had lived forty-eight years.

‘We should have brought flowers,’ Billy said to Grace. ‘I always do. Even if it’s just three or four.’

Suddenly tears were running down his cheeks, and Grace, lifting her skirts, knelt before him on the green grass. Putting her arms around him, she drew him close and held him. It had been so little time, and he had hardly paid more than lip service to the fact of their mother’s departure; in reality he had not yet taken it in that she was gone and would never return.

‘Oh, Billy,’ Grace said, her right hand lifting to stroke his hair. ‘I know what you must be feeling.’ She could feel tears pricking her own eyes. How suddenly life could change, she said to herself. Things were now so much more difficult without her mother.

‘Oh, Grace,’ Billy said, ‘make her come back. Please make her come back.’

There were no words she could find. She held him closer still, feeling his tear-wet cheek on the side of her neck. Like Billy, she missed her so much; at times it was all she herself could do not to give way to weeping.

After a while Billy’s sobbing eased to a little, dry catching sound. He sniffed once or twice then drew back. ‘Mam wouldn’t like to see me make such a fuss.’

‘No, it’s all right. Whatever you did she would approve. You were her boy. Her young man.’

A turned-down smile came at this, while the tears swam in his eyes. ‘I was, wasn’t I?’ He paused. ‘I could be your boy too.’

‘You already are.’

‘But you’ll be going away.’

She raised her hands and gently placed one on either side of his face. Beneath her fingers his cheeks were warm from the afternoon’s sun, warm and as smooth as silk. ‘Not yet. And if I do go away I shall come back and see you very often.’

‘I don’t want you to go.’

‘You’ll have Pappy.’

‘I know, but if you go away maybe I shan’t see you again.’

‘Oh, that’ll never happen. I’d never leave you for good. In any case, I shan’t be going anywhere for a while yet.’ They had been over this so many times, in various ways.

As they moved back among the graves, Billy said, ‘If all these poor people are in heaven, it must be a very crowded place. How would you find anybody?’

Outside the churchyard they set off again, walking beside the green. Then, a turn around the bend in the lane and there before them was home.

They came to the gate at the front of the house, opened it and, with Grace leading, went around the side of the house to the rear. As they came to the back yard the first thing Grace noticed was a chestnut mare tethered to a stanchion by the side fence. Billy recognized the horse before Grace did. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘it looks like Mr Spencer’s come to see Pappy.’

‘Yes,’ said Grace, ‘so it would seem.’


Chapter Two

‘What’s the matter?’ Billy was looking up at her.

‘You go on indoors,’ she said. ‘I want to check on a couple of things before I go in.’ So Mr Spencer had called on her father. The thought went through her mind that perhaps he had ridden over at the behest of his wife, who was angry at the behaviour of her and Billy. But they had not meant to stare, the woman would surely have known that – though her anger had certainly been there nonetheless.

‘What things d’you want to check on?’ Billy asked.

‘What? Oh – well – that the hens are locked up safely, for one thing. The fox was mooching around last night.’

‘The hens are safe. You said yesterday you’d made sure of it.’

‘Please, Billy – do as I ask.’ The truth was, she did not wish to see Mr Spencer. She had met him on two previous occasions when he had called on her father, and he had a way, inexplicable, of slightly unnerving her.

‘All right,’ Billy said.

As he stepped towards the house, Grace turned and started across the yard. She didn’t get far. Almost immediately she heard a voice calling her.

‘Miss Grace …?’

She halted, turning to the sound, and saw Mr Spencer coming towards her. Billy passed him halfway across the yard and the man smiled at him, saying, ‘Hello, young Master William. And how are you today?’ And Billy shyly returned his smile and murmured polite responses. The man’s glance followed Billy as he went into the house and then turned back to light upon Grace once more.

‘So – Miss Grace …’ He came to a stop before her, gave a little nod and briefly raised his hat.

Grace nodded, ‘Mr Spencer,’ adding a little smile of politeness. ‘I was just about to go and look at the chickens.’

‘This is fine timing,’ he said. ‘Another minute and I’d have ridden off and missed you.’

She did not know how to respond; she only wished she had been five minutes later in returning. ‘We’ve just been to Asterleigh,’ she said, ‘delivering Mrs Spencer’s paintings.’

‘Yes, so your father’s told me. I could have saved you a journey.’

‘I handed the pictures to Mrs Spencer.’

‘Oh, did you now?’

‘She was painting in her studio.’

He nodded and smiled. ‘I see.’ He was wearing riding breeches and jacket, and a soft felt hat. A good-looking man, she reckoned he could not be more than thirty-seven. He was tall and broad-shouldered, still slim at the waist, and his dark hair was dense and rich in colour. His brown eyes shone as he smiled at her.

‘It must have been a hot walk over to Berron Wick,’ he said.

‘It was rather. On the way back we stopped at the Pits. Just for a little while.’

‘And very nice too. I’m sure your young brother appreciated it. Nice to have a big sister who’ll do things for you, take you places …’

She moved to take a step away, preparing her departure. But Mr Spencer forestalled her, saying, ‘Did you have a nice time by the water?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘Were there many others there?’

‘I think we were the only ones. I didn’t see anyone else.’

‘You need to be careful, you know, swimming in that place. There have been a few mishaps over the years. People have drowned.’

‘I know. But we didn’t swim. In any case, we’re always careful.’

‘I’m sure you are – sensible young woman like you.’

She became aware that he was holding her glance – a little longer than was comfortable for her, and she lowered her eyes and shifted from one foot to the other. From over to the right the tethered mare lifted her nose into the air and snorted. Mr Spencer looked at her, called out soothingly, ‘Don’t worry, Biddie, we’ll soon be on our way,’ then, turning back to Grace, gave a little smile. ‘She’s a bit like you, Miss Grace, somewhat anxious to get going.’

‘No, really,’ Grace murmured, ‘ – it’s just that I was going to check on the hen-house. Make sure they’re safe from the fox tonight.’

‘So you said.’

There fell a little silence, which he broke, saying: ‘But if you want to go and look at your chickens, don’t let me hold you up.’

Relieved, she took her first step away, then he added, ‘I’ll come with you if I may.’

With the man beside her she walked to the other side of the yard beside the shed where stood the coop and run, both empty at present; all the chickens pecking and scratching away over the yard. They would return to the coop at dusk. At the open door to the run Grace bent and, while Mr Spencer stood in silence, went through the charade of checking that all was secure. As she had only checked it the previous day she had little doubt that all would be well.

‘Everything all right?’ he said as she straightened.

‘Yes, everything’s fine. You have to be so careful; that old fox is so wily – always trying to catch us unawares.’

‘And has he ever done so?’

‘Oh, we’ve lost quite a few chickens over the years. And as you know, the fox never kills just as much as he needs to feed his family; if he gets the chance he’ll kill the whole lot.’ She brushed her palms one against the other, brushing off the dust. After the morning out in the sun she felt in need of a wash and a change of clothes.

‘It’s a very nice spot, this,’ Mr Spencer said. ‘I’m sure you must love it here.’

She shrugged. ‘Well – it’s my home. I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.’

‘Unless you got something very special offered to you.’

‘I can’t think what that would be.’

‘No? You’re telling me that if the right person came along you wouldn’t be tempted to consider your situation?’ He smiled. ‘It happens.’ He ducked his head a little, peering more closely at her, trying to read her expression. ‘Is there no one? Does your silence mean there is no one?’

She looked away, avoiding his searching gaze. ‘I’m kept very busy at home, Mr Spencer.’

He gave a little laugh. ‘I’m sure you are.’ His smile faded. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t tease you. Forgive me.’ A pause. ‘You say you’re kept busy at home, but your father tells me you’ll probably be moving on before too long.’

‘Oh, well – I shall be looking for a new post at some time or other. Just as soon as things get a bit more settled here.’

‘You’ll be going as a governess again.’

She shrugged. ‘There’s nothing else I can do.’

‘I remember that in your present position you live at home, and go in on a daily basis.’

‘That’s the way it suits Mr and Mrs Marren. Me too for that matter. And they’re situated close enough.’

‘Your father said your pupils are going off to boarding school.’

‘Yes, to Crewkerne – when school starts again in September. But my time ends with them this week. On Wednesday they’re off to Bristol to spend time with their grandparents.’

‘Will you miss them?’

She sighed. ‘I haven’t thought about it. Though I’m sure I shall.’

‘And I suppose you’d like your next post to enable you to continue living at home.’

‘Certainly I’d like to be able to stay close to home for the near future.’

He nodded. ‘It’s only about three months since your mother’s death – it’s not a very long time. It can be such a dreadful blow.’

‘Yes. Though thankfully I have a lot to keep me busy.’

‘I’m sure you do. And you don’t dwell on things.’

She wanted to say, Oh, yes – sometimes I do. Sometimes it’s impossible to escape from it. But she bit back the words and simply said, ‘I try not to.’

‘And you cope,’ he said. His face was grave, but she could see sympathy in his eyes.

‘Well, yes,’ she said, ‘ – we have to. We have no choice. Though of course some people cope with it better than others.’ She sighed. ‘Oh – why do things always have to change?’

‘I know what you mean,’ he said. ‘But I’m afraid that’s the nature of life – life changes. Our circumstances change.’ He paused. ‘Your brother. How is he managing without his mother? He must miss her too. So much.’

‘Oh, indeed.’

‘I’ve no doubt he was badly affected by his mother’s death.’

‘He misses her dreadfully.’

‘He’s a nice little fellow. It’s such a terrible shame he’s not – well – like other lads his age. Life can be so unfair.’

Almost sharply, she said, ‘He’s all right. Billy’s fine.’

Mr Spencer raised a hand, palm out, briefly pleading. ‘Oh, please – I was only – observing. He’s a grand little chap; I didn’t mean anything to the contrary.’ He frowned, trying to read her expression. ‘Are you angry with me? Don’t be. I meant nothing by it.’

‘It – it’s all right.’

A brief silence fell. Grace gave a little sigh and looked towards the house. ‘I really shall have to go in,’ she said. She stepped forward and the man moved along at her side. Together they crossed the yard towards the rear of the house. Mr Spencer took out his watch, glanced at it, returned it to his waistcoat pocket and sighed. ‘How the time passes,’ he said. ‘I must make my way also. Much work to do, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh, there’s always work to do,’ she said. ‘Thank heavens Mrs Tanner comes in to help out here. I don’t know what we’d do without her.’

They had reached the back door of the house. ‘I’ll have to leave you here,’ Mr Spencer said. ‘I called to see how your father’s getting on with my cabinet. Work is well under way, I was pleased to see. It’s coming on splendidly.’

‘Good,’ Grace said. She could think of nothing else to say.

‘Though I can’t say I found your father looking too robust. I thought he looked a little tired.’

‘Well – he’s been working very hard …’

He nodded. ‘What a terrible blow for him – losing your mother like that. Tragedy is no respecter of feelings. One still has to go on working, earning a living, caring for others. Anyway –’ he took a step away, ‘I’ll let you go. I told your father I’ll drop by again very soon. And perhaps the next time I come you won’t be in so much of a hurry. Perhaps you’ll be able to chat for longer than five minutes.’

At his words Grace’s embarrassment rose up and she gave a nervous little laugh. It was not the reaction he expected, and visibly he stiffened. ‘Am I amusing you?’ he said. ‘I hope not.’

She could feel her cheeks suddenly burning. ‘No – no, of course not …’ Her voice trailed off, then she added, ‘I’m sorry, I must be going.’

He touched at his hat. ‘And I’ll wish you a very good day, Miss Grace.’ He gave a brief nod, and turned and walked away across the yard. Grace did not watch his departure, but went into the house.

The house – where Grace had been born – was Tudor, of red brick, and stood in an acre of ground on the eastern edge of the village of Green Shipton. The building was of two storeys, with a tiled roof, having a small garden at the front and the greater part of its land at the rear. The dwelling had once been a very small farmhouse, but years before the Harpers had taken over the rental the farm had fallen into failure and, as a result, most of the land had been sold to a neighbouring farmer. What little remained was now laid to orchard, a kitchen garden, and a paddock where the pony ran and the goat grazed.

Inside the house, Grace went along the short passage to the kitchen where she found Billy drinking a mug of water.

‘Where’s Pappy?’ she said as she took off her hat.

‘In his workshop. He said he had to get on. I’m hungry, Grace.’

Grace saw that her father had eaten the cold dish she had left for him: meat, potatoes, lettuce and beetroot. ‘All right,’ she said to Billy, ‘I’ll get you something. I’m hungry too.’

When she had set the food on their plates, she and Billy sat down to eat. As they ate, Grace looked around her at the large kitchen, the room where her small family congregated – except for some Sundays when the fire was lit in the front parlour. The summer light in the room seemed to show up the room’s drabness, and Grace was suddenly aware that it appeared rather shabby and the worse for its years of wear. It was evident in the worn arms of her father’s armchair, the near-threadbare patch on the rag rug before the fire, the stained area of wall beside the door where the coats brushed as the family members entered. But there was another difference from how it had been in the past. Though the furniture was essentially the same – the same pictures on the walls, the same curtains at the windows, the same cushions on the windowseat – there was still a difference. And that difference, she knew, was partly due to the lack of her mother’s presence. Her mother had spent so much time in this room, either cooking, mending, working on their father’s accounts and letters, or helping Billy with his schoolwork. She had been the essence of the place. Sometimes it was impossible to believe that she had not merely gone outside, and in moments would return and take up her chair.

‘Mr Spencer doesn’t only work around Berron Wick,’ Billy said. ‘Pappy said that sometimes he has go to Redbury and to London. And to other countries – like Italy. Did you know that?’

‘No, I didn’t,’ Grace said. She pushed aside her plate and got up. ‘I’m going to make some tea and take some to Pappy.’ She moved across to the stove where the kettle was sighing on the hob.

Billy said, ‘Pappy said he heard there’s a position for a governess in Harbrook. Would you fancy going there?’

‘I wouldn’t mind,’ Grace said, ‘but it’s so far away. I’d like somewhere a little closer to home. At least for the time being.’

When she had made the tea she poured a mug and took it outside.

Her father’s workshop stood separate from the house on its western side across the cobbled yard, a long, red brick, single storey building, with windows along one length and at one end. Here it was that he spent the greater part of each day, working on the cabinets and bureaux and whatever else he was commissioned to provide.

Inside the well-lit room she found her father busy with a plane, working on a piece of timber that was held in a vice. He acknowledged Grace’s entrance with the briefest nod, but continued working with the plane for a few seconds longer. Then, setting the tool aside, he loosened the vice, took out the piece of wood and tested it with his set-square. After putting down the tool on the work-scarred bench, he turned to Grace and smiled.

‘Hello, Our Gracious.’

She put the mug of tea down on his workbench. ‘There you are. A drop of tea for you.’

‘Thanks, I can do with that.’ He picked up the mug, sipped from it. ‘I thought you were coming to give me a hand.’

She laughed. ‘Oh, I wish I could.’

He lifted up the piece of timber and held it up to his eye, squinting, peering along its length for variations in its surface. ‘So,’ he said as he laid the piece of timber down on the bench, ‘there you were, going off to deliver the frames, and along comes Mr Spencer calling at the house.’

‘Yes, I know. I saw him in the yard.’ She paused. ‘When we went to Asterleigh we saw Mrs Spencer.’

‘Oh, really?’

‘Yes, we gave them to her.’

‘Did she look at them?’

‘Oh, yes. She had them unwrapped right away.’

‘Did you bring back the burlap?’

Grace clapped a hand to her forehead. ‘Oh, Pappy, I forgot. Mrs Spencer said you did excellent work. She was very complimentary.’

‘Well, that’s nice to hear. And what’s nice too is that Mr Spencer paid me.’

‘Oh, that’s good.’

‘Not like Mr Copperstone when I delivered the walnut chest last week.’

‘He didn’t pay you? You didn’t say.’

‘No, well …’

‘Oh, Pappy, this is no good at all.’

‘He said he’d be sending it to me – but I wanted it paid, on the spot.’

‘Of course you did.’

‘And he still owes me for the footstool. That was almost two months back.’

‘Well, if you don’t hear before long, you’ll be justified in writing to chivvy him up.’

‘Maybe.’ He nodded. ‘At least Mr Spencer pays on time. And he’s been a good customer over the past year or so.’

‘Give him his due there.’

He grinned, taking in her tone. ‘You make sure you don’t go overboard in your praise of the man, now.’

Grace pulled a face, perplexed. ‘It’s just that I don’t know how to take him.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well – he’s so – attentive.’

He frowned. ‘He hasn’t made any – improper remark to you, I hope.’

‘Oh, no, not at all. It’s just that he’s so – pleasant.’

‘And you don’t like pleasant?’

‘Pappy, you know that’s not what I’m saying.’

‘I’m not sure that I do.’

‘Oh, I don’t know. It’s just that I – I don’t always know how to take him, I suppose. At times he seems so pleasant and yet …’ She let her words trail off.

‘You must tell me if he says anything – untoward. You will, won’t you?’

‘Yes, of course.’ She shook her head, then gave a sigh dismissing her concern. ‘Oh, I’m imagining things, that’s all.’

Her father was silent a moment, considering this, then said, ‘So, what did you think of Mrs Spencer? I’ve never even seen the woman.’

A moment of hesitation. ‘I – I’m not sure. She’s older than he is, that much is clear. I should think she must be fifty-something.’

‘Mrs Tanner tells me she’s disabled in some way. Crippled. Is she?’

‘Well,’ Grace shrugged, ‘ – she limps on her right leg.’

He nodded. ‘She came from Swindon way, I heard. I don’t know much more than that.’

She smiled. ‘You’re not much of a one for gossip, are you, Pappy?’

He chuckled. ‘Your mother had enough interest for the two of us. But I don’t think a lot is known about them – the Spencers. Well, as they haven’t been in the area for that long – five or six years – and pretty much mind their own business. There must be money in that family. With him having the business in Redbury. And what they’ve spent getting Asterleigh House up together again. Must have cost a fortune.’

‘It’s a huge place.’

‘A beautiful place, they tell me. I’ll bet Billy was impressed.’

‘We both were.’

‘And did you have a nice relaxing walk?’

‘Oh, yes, it was fine. We stopped at the Berron Pits on the way back.’

‘Your mother used to take you there when you were a girl.’

‘Yes, I remember very well. They were wonderful times. And you came with us once, don’t you remember? We took a picnic: you, Mama and I.’

‘So we did.’

‘One of those rare times when Mam could persuade you to leave your workbench.’

He nodded wryly. ‘Things were a little easier then.’

‘I’m sure.’

‘Did Billy swim today? I should think the water would be very pleasant.’

‘I couldn’t persuade him to. He didn’t feel like it.’

‘How is he, d’you think? He says so little.’

Grace shook her head in a little gesture of helplessness, briefly opening her hands. ‘We stopped at Mama’s grave – and there were some tears. But he was all right afterwards.’ She put her head
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