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Foreword by Miss Read

I am delighted to see this winter collection from my writings about the imaginary village of Fairacre and its surroundings.

Winter may not be everyone’s favourite season, but of all the year’s festivals Christmas takes pride of place, and has lost none of its magic. This, no doubt, is partly because we hark back to the excitements of childhood Christmases but also because we look forward to renewing friendships and to taking part in the foremost of the church’s festivals.

But the fact that Christmas Day falls in the dreariest time of the year also highlights its impact. We are usually in the grip of winter’s cold, early darkness, frost and snow, and all the ills that they bring. Doubly precious, therefore, are our domestic comforts – a blazing fire, sustaining food, the comfort of friends and, at the end of the day, a warm bed.

In this collection of my writings about winter you will find many of these things. The celebrations and adventures mostly take place in the imaginary village of Fairacre, especially the school, the nearby market town of Caxley, or in that neighbourhood. Outside, the winter landscape has a beauty of its own: bare branches against a clear sky, brilliant stars on a frosty night and perhaps a swathe of untouched snow. But these beauties are best when seen from the comfort of one’s home, with a good fire crackling and the smell of crumpets toasting for tea.

Although more than just the season of Christmas is covered in The White Robin, I am very pleased that this story has been included since it rather stood on its own.

That is the charm of the winter season, the contrast between the cold and the warmth, the light and the dark. I hope you will enjoy Christmas and the wintertime in the book before you.

Miss Read 1991
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CHAPTER ONE

If you take the road from the downland village of Fairacre to Beech Green, you will notice three things.

First, it is extremely pretty, with flower-studded banks or wide grass verges, clumps of trees, and a goodly amount of hawthorn hedging.

Second, it runs steadily downhill, which is not surprising as the valley of the river Cax lies about six miles southward.

Third, it loops and curls upon itself in the most snakelike manner, so that, if you are driving, it is necessary to negotiate the bends prudently, in third gear, and with all senses alert.

Because of the nature of the road then, a certain attractive house, set back behind a high holly hedge, escapes the attention of the passer-by. Holly Lodge began modestly enough as a small cottage belonging to a farming family at Beech Green. No one knows the name of the builder, but it would have been some local man who used the materials to hand, the flints from the earth, the oak from the woods and the straw from the harvest fields, to fashion walls, beams and thatched roof. When the work was done, he chipped the date 1773 on the king beam, collected his dues, and went on to the next job.

It is interesting to note that the first occupant of the cottage when preparing for Christmas in that year would be unaware of the exciting events happening on the other side of the Atlantic, which would have such influence upon the lives of his children, and those who would follow them, as tenants of the farmer. The Boston Tea Party would mean nothing to him, as he brought in his Christmas logs for the hearth. But a hundred and seventy years later, Americans would live under that thatched roof, in time of war, and be welcomed by the villagers of Fairacre.

By that time, the modest two-up-and-two-down cottage had been enlarged so that there were three bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs, and a large kitchen below. The lean-to, of its earlier days, which had housed the wash tub, the strings of onions and the dried bunches of herbs for winter seasoning, had vanished. Despite war-time stringencies, the house was cared for and the garden trim, and the owner John Phipps, serving with his regiment, longed for the day of his return.

It never came. He was killed in the Normandy landings on D-Day, and the house was sold. It changed hands several times, and partly because of this, and partly because of its retired position, about a mile from the centre of Fairacre, Holly Lodge always seemed secret and aloof. The people who took it were always ‘outsiders’, retired worthies from Caxley in the main, with grown-up families and a desire for a quiet life in a house small enough to be manageable without domestic help.

The last couple to arrive, some two hundred years after the builder had carved his date on the king beam, were named Benson. Ambrose Benson was a retired bank manager from Caxley and his wife Joan, once a school mistress, was a bustling sixty-year-old. Their only son was up at Cambridge, their only daughter married with three children.

Fairacre, as always, was interested to see the preparations being made before the couple moved in. The holly hedge, unfortunately, screened much activity, and the fact that Holly Lodge was some distance from the village itself dampened the usual ardour of the gossip hunters. Nevertheless, it was soon learned that an annexe was being built at one end of the house, comprising a sitting-room, bedroom, bathroom and kitchen which would be occupied by Mrs Benson’s elderly mother.

Mr Willet, caretaker of Fairacre School, sexton of St Patrick’s and general handyman to the whole village, was the main source of such snippets of news about Holly Lodge as were available. The builder of the annexe, although a Caxley man, was a distant cousin of Mrs Willet’s, and asked if her husband could give a hand laying a brick path round the new addition.

It was a job after Mr Willet’s heart. He enjoyed handling the old rosy bricks, matching them for colour, aligning them squarely, and making a lasting object of beauty and use. All his spare time, in the month before the Bensons were due to take over, he spent in their garden at his task, humming to himself as he worked.

His happiness was marred only by his impatience with the dilatory and slapdash ways of the builders.

‘To see them sittin’ on their haunches suppin’ tea,’ said Mr Willet to his friend Mr Lamb, the postmaster at Fairacre, ‘fair makes my blood boil. And that fathead of a plumber has left the new bath standing in the middle of the lawn so that there’s a great yellow mark where the grass has been killed.’
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‘Marvellous, ennit!’ agreed Mr Lamb. ‘D’you reckon they’ll get in on time?’

‘Not the way those chaps are carrying on,’ snorted Mr Willet. ‘Be lucky to get in by Christmas, if you ask me.’

Mr Willet’s contribution to the amenities of Holly Lodge was finished before the end of August. The Bensons had hoped to be in residence by then but, as Mr Willet had forecast, they had to await the departure of the plasterer, the painters and the plumber.

At last, on a mercifully fine October day, the removal vans rolled up, and Fairacre had the pleasure of knowing that the newcomers had really arrived.

Joan Benson was soon studied, discussed and finally approved by the village. She was a plump, bird-like little woman, quick in speech and movement, given to wearing pastel colours and rather more jewellery than Fairacre was used to. Nevertheless, she was outstandingly friendly. She joined the Women’s Institute and made a good impression by offering to help with the washing-up, a task which the local gentry tended to ignore.

Even Mrs Pringle, the village’s arch-moaner, had to admit that ‘she’d settled in quite nice for a town woman,’ but could not resist adding that ‘Time-Alone-Would-Tell’. Ambrose Benson was not much seen in the village, but it was observed that the garden at Holly Lodge was being put into good shape after the ravages of the builders’ sojourn, and that he seemed to be enjoying his retirement in the new home.

Mr Partridge, the vicar of Fairacre, had called upon his new parishioners and had high hopes of persuading Ambrose Benson to take part in the numerous village activities which needed just such a person as a retired bank manager to see to them. How had Fairacre managed to muddle along before the arrival, Ambrose began to wonder, as he listened to the good vicar’s account of the pressing needs of various committees, but naturally, he kept this thought to himself.

‘A charming fellow,’ Gerald Partridge told his wife. ‘I’m sure he will be a great asset to Fairacre.’

The third member of the household was rarely seen. Joan’s mother was eighty-seven, smitten with arthritis, and had difficulty in getting about. But the villagers agreed that she did the most beautiful knitting, despite her swollen fingers, and smiled very sweetly from the car when her daughter took her for a drive.

When the Bensons’ first Christmas at Holly Lodge arrived, it was generally agreed in Fairacre that the vicar might be right.

Ambrose Benson, his wife and mother-in-law could well prove to be an asset to the village.

The winter was long and hard. It was not surprising that little was seen of the newcomers. Holly Lodge, snug behind the high hedge which gave it its name, seemed to be in a state of hibernation. Joan Benson was seen occasionally in the Post Office, or village shop, but Ambrose, it seemed, tended to have bronchial trouble and did not venture far in icy weather. As for old Mrs Penwood, her arthritis made it difficult to get from one room to the other, and she spent more and more time in the relative comfort of a warm bed.

‘I shall be extra glad to see the Spring,’ admitted Joan to Mr Lamb, as she posted a parcel to her daughter. ‘My husband and mother are virtually housebound in this bitter weather. I long to get into the garden, and I know they do too.’

‘Won’t be long now,’ comforted Mr Lamb, looking at the bleak village street through the window.

But Mr Lamb was wrong. Bob Willet, weather prophet among his many other roles, was stern in his predictions.

‘We won’t get no warmth till gone Easter,’ he told those who asked his opinion. ‘Then we’ll be lucky. Might well be Whitsun afore it picks up.’

‘Ain’t you a Job’s comforter, eh?’ chaffed one listener. But he secretly respected Bob Willet’s fore-casts. Too often he was right.

On one of the darkest days of January, when a grey lowering sky gave the feeling of being in a tent, and Fairacre folk were glad to draw the blinds at four o’clock against such an inhospitable world, news went round the village grapevine that poor Ambrose Benson had been taken by ambulance to Caxley Hospital.

‘Couldn’t hardly draw breath,’ announced Mrs Pringle, who had received the news via Minnie Pringle, her niece, who had had it from the milkman. ‘Choking his life out, he was. I’ve always said that anything attacking the bronichals is proper cruel. It was congested bronichals that carried off my Uncle Albert, and him only fifty-two.’

The next day, the Bensons’ daughter arrived, and the following day their son.

Gerald Partridge, the vicar, calling to offer sympathy and help, found the two ladies at Holly Lodge, red-eyed but calm.

‘He is putting up a marvellous fight, they tell me,’ said Joan Benson, ‘and he has always been very fit, apart from this chest weakness. We are full of hope.’

‘If there is anything I or my wife can do, please call upon us,’ begged the vicar. ‘You are all very much in our thoughts, and we shall pray for your husband’s recovery on Sunday morning.’

‘You are so kind. We’ve been quite overwhelmed with sympathetic enquiries. Really, Fairacre is the friendliest place, particularly when trouble has struck.’

True to his word, Mr Partridge and his congregation prayed earnestly for Ambrose’s restoration to health. But, even as they prayed, the sick man’s life was ebbing, and by the time the good people emerged into St Patrick’s wintry churchyard, Ambrose Benson had drawn his last painful breath.

This tragic blow, coming at the end of a long spell of anxiety, hit Joan cruelly. For years she and Ambrose had looked forward to his retirement. They had planned trips abroad, holidays in London where they could satisfy their love for the theatre, and, of course, the shared joys of the new home and its garden. Now all was shattered.

In a daze, she dealt with the dismal arrangements for the funeral, thankful to have her son and daughter with her over the first dreadful week of widowhood.

Luckily, Ambrose’s affairs had been left in apple-pie order, as was to be expected from a methodical bank manager, but it was plain that Joan would need to be careful with money in the years ahead.

When her son and daughter departed, after the funeral, Joan was thankful to have the company of her mother in the house. The old lady seemed frailer than ever, and Joan took to sleeping in the spare bed put in her mother’s room.

The annexe had been planned on one floor, and during those nights when Joan lay awake, listening to the shallow breathing of her mother, and the queer little whimpers which she sometimes made unconsciously, as the arthritis troubled her dreams, she began to appreciate the charm of the new addition to Holly Lodge.

Sometimes she wondered if she might let it, and install her mother on the ground floor of the main house. Many a night was passed in planning rooms and arranging furniture, and this helped a little in mitigating the dreadful waves of grief which still engulfed her.

It was during this sad time that Joan found several true friends in Fairacre. Mrs Partridge and Mrs Mawne were particularly understanding, visiting frequently, and taking it in turns to sit with Mrs Penwood so that Joan could have a brief shopping expedition in Caxley, or a visit to old friends in the town.

She was met with sympathy and kindness wherever she went in the village, and became more and more determined to remain at Holly Lodge as, she felt sure, Ambrose would have wished her to do.

Spring was late in arriving, as Bob Willet had forecast, and it was late in April that the first really warm day came.

‘I shall sit out,’ said Mrs Penwood decidedly. ‘Put my chair in the shelter of the porch, Joan, and I will enjoy the fresh air after all these months of being a prisoner.’

‘It is still quite chilly,’ said Joan. ‘Do you think it is wise?’

‘Of course it’s wise!’ responded her mother. ‘It will do me more good than all the doctor’s pills put together.’

With difficulty, Joan settled her mother in the sunshine. She was swathed in a warm cloak, and had a mohair rug over her legs, but Joan was alarmed to find how cold her hands were when she took her some coffee.
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Mrs Penwood brushed aside her daughter’s protestations.

‘I haven’t been so happy since Ambrose—’ she began, and hastily changed this to, ‘for months. The air is wonderful. Just what I need.’

She insisted on having her light lunch outside, and Joan watched her struggling to hold a spoon with numbed fingers.

‘Do come inside after lunch, mother,’ she begged. ‘You’ve really had the best of the day, you know.’

But the old lady was adamant. In some ways, thought Joan as she washed up, it was far simpler to cope with half a dozen children. At least they recognized authority, even if they did not always obey it. Old ladies, however sweet-natured, did not see why they should take orders from those younger than themselves.

She returned to find her mother sleeping, and decided to let her have another half an hour before she insisted on moving her indoors. Carefully, she spread another rug over the sleeping form, tucking the cold hands beneath it. Already the air was beginning to cool, and Joan went in to light the fire, ready for a cheerful tea-time.

A few minutes later, she heard cries and groans from her mother, and hurried outside. The old lady appeared to be having a spasm, and made incoherent noises. The only word which Joan could understand was the anguished cry of ‘Pain, pain!’

Fear gave her strength to wrest the old lady, coverings and all, from the chair and to stumble with her to the bedroom in the annexe. Swiftly she managed to put her, still fully clothed, into bed, and ran to the telephone.

Their old family doctor from Caxley arrived within the hour, examined his patient minutely, and shook his head.

‘I shall give her an injection now,’ he told Joan. ‘Just see that she remains warm and quiet. I will look in again after this evening’s surgery.’

Joan nodded, too stricken to speak.

‘Got a good neighbour handy to keep you company?’ asked the doctor, knowing how recently she had been widowed.

‘I will telephone the vicar’s wife,’ whispered Joan.

‘I’ll do it for you,’ said the doctor.

Within five minutes, Mrs Partridge arrived, and the doctor went to his car.

‘I’m afraid Mrs Penwood is in a pretty poor way,’ he confided to the vicar’s wife as she saw him off. ‘It’s a sad task to leave you with, but I will be back soon after seven.’

He was as good as his word. But when Mrs Partridge opened the door of Holly Lodge to him, he saw at once that his patient had gone.

Joan Benson spent that night, and the next one, at the vicarage, and the bonds formed then between the two women were to remain strong throughout their lives.

After this second blow, Joan went to stay for a time with her daughter. The children’s chatter, and their need of her, gave her comfort, and she had time to try to put her plans in order.

She decided to stay. Holly Lodge might seem rather large for one widowed lady, but her children and grandchildren would need bedrooms when they visited, and she did not want to part with much-loved possessions.

But the annexe, she decided, must be let. It was quite self-contained, and would make a charming home for some quiet woman in circumstances such as her own, or for that matter, for a mature woman with a job.

The Caxley Chronicle carried an advertisement in early June. Several people came to see Joan Benson but nobody seemed really suitable.

It was Henry Mawne, the vicar’s friend and a distinguished ornithologist, who first mentioned Miss Quinn.

‘She’s secretary to my old friend Barney Hatch in Caxley,’ he told Joan. ‘I know she needs somewhere. Her present digs are noisy, and she likes a quiet life. Nice woman, thirtyish, keeps old Barney straight, and that takes some doing. Like me to mention it?’

‘Yes, please. I would be grateful.’

And thus it came about that Miriam Quinn, personal private secretary to Sir Barnabas Hatch, the financier, came to look at Holly Lodge’s annexe one warm June evening, breathed in the mingled scent of roses and pinks, and surveyed the high hedge which ensured privacy, with the greatest satisfaction.

‘I should like to come very much,’ she said gravely to Joan Benson.

‘And I,’ said that lady joyfully, ‘should like you to. Shall we go inside and settle things?’


CHAPTER TWO

Miss Quinn moved in on a still, cloudless day in July. Fairacre was looking its best, as all downland country does, in summer heat.

Wild roses and honeysuckle embroidered the hedges. The cattle stood in the shade of the trees, swishing away the flies with their tails, and chewing the cud languorously. Dragonflies skimmed the surface of the diminishing river Cax, and a field of beans in flower wafted great waves of scent through the car’s open window as Miss Quinn trundled happily towards her new home.

Before her the road shimmered waterily in the heat. It was almost a relief to enter the shady tunnel of trees at Beech Green, before regaining the open fields which led to Fairacre at the foot of the downs.

Her spirits rose as she left Caxley behind. Miriam Quinn had been brought up in a vicarage in a lonely stretch of the Fen country. Space and solitude were the two things which that windswept area had made essential to her happiness. Sometimes, when the canyons of some city streets drove her near to claustrophobic panic, she longed for the great Cambridge sky; and even the pleasant tree-lined road in Caxley, where she had lived since taking up the post with Sir Barnabas, she found stuffy and oppressive.

Now she would live in open country again. The encircling holly hedge, which gave her new abode its name, would not worry her. The windows of the annexe, she had noticed swiftly, looked mainly upon the flank of the downs. She reckoned that she could see seven or eight miles to the distant woods to the south of Caxley from her sitting-room window.
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She reached the signpost saying FAIRACRE 1, and began to look out for the hidden drive on her left which ran beside the high holly hedge to the main gate of Holly Lodge. It was propped open ready for her, she was grateful to see, and her own garage had its door hospitably open.

Miriam Quinn shut the car door and stood for a moment savouring the peace and the blessed coolness of the downland air. Bees hummed among the lime flowers above her, and a tabby cat rolled luxuriously in a fine clump of cat-mint in the sunny border.

Some distance away, Miriam discerned the figure of her new landlady. She was asleep in a deckchair, her head in the shade of a cherry tree, her feet propped up on a footstool in the sunshine.

Intense happiness flooded Miriam’s being. The atmosphere of country tranquillity enveloped her like some comforting cloak in bitter weather. Here was home! Here was the peace she sought; the perfect antidote to the hectic atmosphere and pace of the office!

Very quietly, she picked up her case and made her way to the annexe door.

Joan Benson woke with a start and looked at her wrist watch. Almost four o’clock. Good heavens, she must have slept for nearly two hours! Since her mother’s death she had found herself taking cat-naps like this, and friends told her that it was nature’s way of restoring her after the stress of tending the invalids of the family for so long.

She became conscious of faint noises from the annexe. Of course, Miss Quinn would have arrived! How shameful not to be awake to greet her!

She struggled from the deck chair, and hastened towards the house to make amends. Miriam Quinn received her apologies with a smile.

‘I am going to make tea,’ said her new landlady. ‘Do join me in the garden. You know that I want you to look upon it as your own. Please feel free to use it whenever you like. I have put up a little washing line for you, behind the syringa bushes. But I will show you everything after tea.’

She was as good as her word. Tea had obviously been prepared with some care. There were homemade scones, and tomato sandwiches, and some delicious shortbread. Miss Quinn could see that Joan Benson was glad to have company, and was equally anxious to be hospitable. She chattered happily as she took her lodger round the garden, pointing out new improvements which Ambrose had made, and the herb patch which she herself had laid out.

‘Take what you need,’ she urged. ‘There is plenty here for us both.’

‘You are very kind, Mrs Benson.’

‘Oh, do please call me “Joan”,’ she cried. ‘We surely know each other well enough for Christian names.’

‘Then you must call me “Miriam”,’ she responded.

‘That’s so much more friendly,’ agreed her landlady, leading the way back to the house. ‘You’ll come in for a sherry later on, I hope.’

Miriam chose to treat this as a question rather than a statement.

‘I think I ought to get on with my unpacking, if you don’t mind,’ she replied. ‘And I have one or two telephone calls to make.’

‘Of course, of course,’ agreed Joan warmly. ‘I think you’ll find the extension telephone convenient in your sitting-room. I very rarely use the one in my hall.’

She bustled off to collect the tea tray and Miriam returned to the peace of her own small domain. She sat looking at the distant view from the window, marshalling her thoughts.

She could be happy here, and Joan Benson was extremely kind and welcoming. Nevertheless, a small doubt disturbed her peace of mind.

Here they were, within one hour of her moving in, on Christian name terms, and her head already throbbing with the pleasant but interminable chatter of her hostess. She was experienced enough to realise that a recently bereaved woman must be lonely and more than usually grateful for company. The thing was – was she willing to give the time and sympathy which Joan so obviously needed at the moment?

She recognized her own limitations. She liked her own company. She liked the tranquillity of her natural surroundings. She had more than enough people around her during office hours, and Holly Lodge would be, she hoped, her refuge from them. It would be sad if her contented solitude were shattered by the well-meaning overtures of her landlady.

She stood up abruptly, and began to sort out her books. She was going too fast! Of course, Joan would be extra forthcoming at their first meeting. She would be anxious to put her lodger at ease. She must respond as well as her more reserved nature would permit. Joan deserved much sympathy, and was tackling her difficulties with considerable bravery, she told herself as she tried to come to terms with her new situation.

She lay in bed that night feeling the light breeze blowing across the miles of downland and cooling her cheeks. Somewhere a screech owl gave its eerie cry. A moth pattered up and down the window pane, and the fragrance from Joan’s stocks scented the bedroom.

Miriam sighed happily. How quiet it was, after the noise of Caxley! What bliss to live here! She had not felt so free and relaxed since her far-off days in the Cambridgeshire vicarage.

It was all going to be perfect, she told herself sleepily. Quite perfect! Quite perfect – unless Joan became too—

She drifted into sleep.

She woke early and went to the window to savour the unbelievable freshness of the morning. Nothing stirred, except a pair of blackbirds busy among the rose bushes. A blue spiral of smoke rose in the distance. An early bonfire, she wondered? Or, more probably, the smoke from the chimney of a cottage hidden from view in a fold of the downs?

She bathed and dressed, relishing the privacy of her little house, and sat down to her toast and coffee soon after seven. There was no sound from next door, and she chided herself for feeling so relieved. Her need for solitude was even greater than usual first thing in the morning, and she sipped her coffee in contentment, looking around the kitchen and making a note of things yet to be done.

A rattling at the front door disturbed her train of thought. A letter lay on the mat, and as she picked it up she heard the postman pushing the mail through Joan’s letter-box.

Her own missive was from Eileen, her sister-in-law, and consisted of two pages of good wishes for Miriam’s future happiness in the new house, and news of the three children and Lovell, her husband and Miriam’s only brother, two years her senior.

It was good of her to trouble to write, thought Miriam, but really, what an appalling hand she had, and why so many underlinings and exclamation marks? She poured out her second cup of coffee, and pondered on her sister-in-law’s inability to buy envelopes which matched the writing paper, and to use a pen which wrote without dropping blots of ink. Such untidiness must irk Lovell as much as it did herself, for they were both neat and methodical, and had been so since childhood.

They had always been devoted to each other, and she remembered her grief when he had gone away to school. He had written regularly, in his neat small handwriting, so different from the untidy scrawl now before her.

From Cambridge he had followed his father into the Church, and was now vicar in a large parish, not far from Norwich, in the East Anglian countryside they both knew so well. Here he had met Eileen, soon after his arrival, and ever since then a certain bleakness had entered Miriam’s life.

The old warm comradeship had gone, although no word was ever uttered. Miriam could understand her brother’s love for the girl who so soon became his wife, but she could not help resenting her presence, try as she would.

Eileen was small and pretty, with an appealing air of fragility. Her fluffy fair hair was bound with ribbon. Her tiny shoes were bedecked with bows. She liked light historical novels, chocolate mints, deckle-edged writing paper and pale blue furnishings. She chattered incessantly and laughed a great deal. There was an air of teasing frivolity about her which would have earned her the title of ‘minx’ in earlier days. She was a complete contrast to the sober and dark-haired Miriam and Lovell, and their earnest parents. It was hardly surprising that Lovell was captivated. He had never met anyone quite so adorable.

On the whole, the marriage had turned out well, despite the Quinns’ private misgivings. Eileen had produced three attractive children, the youngest now almost two years old, and although they were allowed far too much licence by their grandparents’ standards, Miriam recognized that Eileen was a natural mother, quick to notice ailments and danger, although slapdash in her methods of upbringing. Her innate playfulness made her a good companion to the young things, and if discipline was needed – and often it was, for they were high-spirited children – then Lovell reproved them with due solemnity.

Yes, things could have been much worse, Miriam told herself, stacking the breakfast things neatly. Lovell seemed happy enough, although one could not help wishing that he had found someone with a depth of character and outlook to match his own. But would she have liked such a woman any more than she liked Eileen?

She washed up thoughtfully, and was honest enough to admit that any woman whom Lovell married would have caused the same secret unhappiness. She had been supplanted, and it rankled. It was the outcome of unusual devotion between brother and sister, and she had now learned to live with this unpalatable fact.

She took a last look at herself in the long looking-glass in her bedroom. Her thick dark hair was knotted on her neck. Her navy blue linen frock suited her slim build perfectly, and the plain but expensive shoes matched it exactly. She looked what she was – an attractive efficient business woman in her thirties.

‘I wonder why she never married?’ she had heard people say.

She wondered herself sometimes. There had been young men in her life, friends of Lovell’s, for instance, when he was at Cambridge. Young and friendly, some of them ardent, they had been glad to visit the austere vicarage in the Fens, to enjoy the homely hospitality offered there and the company of Lovell’s quiet younger sister.

But, cool and far-seeing, Miriam found none of them as attractive as the prospect of a life free of domestic responsibilities, free of children and free of a life-long partnership which she doubted if she could sustain. With her upbringing, marriage would be for life, and sometimes, watching her hard-working mother, she wondered if she would ever be as selfless.

Single life had its compensation. If she had to stay late at the office, or decided to go straight from there to see a play in London, or to visit friends, then there was no one to inform or to consider. Her decisions needed no discussion with another. Everything was under control.

No one stirred next door as she drove her car towards the gate. The road was empty. The horizon was as clear as her own mind. The day was mapped out. She knew exactly what would be happening at any given time. It was good to know where one was going.

Miriam Quinn was very sure of herself.

Within the next few weeks, news of the efficient paragon who lived in Mrs Benson’s annexe had flashed round the village bush telegraph. Henry Mawne was largely to blame.

Gerald Partridge, the vicar, was in sore need of someone to look after the books of the Church Fabric Fund. Henry Mawne, honorary secretary and treasurer to a score or more village concerns, stated flatly that he could not take on any more.

‘But what about that nice Miriam Quinn?’ he asked of his friend. ‘We met her the other night at Joan Benson’s.’

‘But she must be very busy with her job,’ protested the vicar.

‘She’s home by about six. Why not ask her if she would like the job? She might be glad to meet people.’

The same kindly thought had occurred to other people in Fairacre, particularly those on committees needing secretaries, treasurers and the vague amorphous quality called ‘new blood’. Here was a clever woman, obligingly free of family ties, in good health and possibly lonely, who could prove a godsend to the various organizations in need of help.

Henry Mawne was the first to approach Miriam on behalf of the short-staffed Church Fabric committee. She welcomed him to her shining home, gave him sherry, sparkled at his jokes, and declined the invitation in the most charming manner. Henry retired, hardly realizing that he had been defeated.

The Brownies needed a Brown Owl, the Cubs an Akela. The Women’s Institute needed a book-keeper as the last one still worked in shillings and pence, and in any case had lost the account book. The Over Sixties’ Club could do with a speaker on any subject, at any time suitable to Miss Quinn.

The Naturalists’ Association, the Youth Club, the Play Group, the Welfare Clinic, St Patrick’s Choir and the Sunday School were anxious to have Miss Quinn’s presence and support, and Miriam soon realized, with amusement and resignation, that much more hummed beneath Fairacre’s serene face than she had imagined.

Her tact, her charm and her intelligence, backed by her formidable resolve to keep her life exactly as she wanted it, enabled her to stay clear of any of these entanglements.

Baffled, and slightly hurt, the villagers retired worsted.

Mrs Pringle summed up the general feeling about the newcomer.

‘No flies on Miss Quinn! She knows her value, that one, but she ain’t for sale!’
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CHAPTER THREE

As the weeks passed, Miriam’s pleasure grew. Holly Lodge was all that she had hoped for – peaceful, convenient and set among the great windswept countryside for which she had craved.

She took to strolling for an hour each evening before her supper. The air blew away the little tensions and annoyances of the office, and she always returned refreshed.

Sometimes she explored the village of Fairacre, stopping to talk politely to all who accosted her, but as Mr Lamb at the Post Office said: ‘She don’t make the running. It’s you who has to start the conversation, though she’s as nice as pie once you get going.’

Henry Mawne and his wife she knew through her employer, and had been invited to their Queen Anne house at the end of the village, on several occasions. The Hales at Tyler’s Row, the Partridges at the vicarage, Mr Willet and Mrs Pringle, all were known to her, and she was on nodding terms with the majority of Fairacre’s inhabitants.

But, on the whole, she preferred to ramble in the immediate vicinity of Holly Lodge. There she was unlikely to meet well-meaning folk who engaged her in conversation. She revelled in these solitary walks, noting the nuts and berries in the hedges, the flight of the downland birds, and the small fragrant flowers which flourished on the chalky soil.

She skirted the field of barley behind the house when she set off for the downs. Since her coming, the crop had turned from green to gold, fine and upstanding, with heavy ears. She watched it being harvested in August, and listened to the regular thumping of the baler as she ate her simple evening meal in the sitting-room or carried her tray to some quiet corner of the garden.

Joan Benson had quickly realized that the girl preferred to be alone, and she sympathized with her feelings. After all, she told herself, Miriam arrived home tired, having dealt with people and their problems all day.

She had met Sir Barnabas Hatch at the Mawnes and had summed him up astutely as the sort of man who, endowed with twice the average amount of energy and intelligence, expects other people to be equally dynamic. Miriam could well hold her own, and her cool disposition would enable her to cope with any outbursts from her employer. Nevertheless, he must be a demanding person with whom to deal and it was no wonder that the girl needed the peace of her little home at the end of the day.

But although she respected Miriam’s desire for privacy, she could not help feeling a little disappointed. She had hoped for company, and although the mere presence of someone next door was a great comfort, she sorely missed the conversation and company of her husband and mother. She found herself switching on the radio, simply to hear another voice during the day, or making some excuse to walk to the village to enjoy a few words with anyone she met.

The days grew shorter. Joan tidied her garden, strung up her onions, planted bulbs and had a massive autumn bonfire which wreathed blue smoke around Holly Lodge for two whole days. She was stirring the last of its embers one Saturday afternoon when Miriam waved to her from the other end of the garden.

‘I’m off blackberrying,’ she called. ‘Shall I pick some for you?’

Joan dropped the hoe she had been using as an outsize poker, and hurried across.

‘I’ll join you, if I may,’ she said. ‘I’ve been meaning to go all the week. Wait half a minute while I fetch a basket.’

Miriam rather welcomed company on this golden afternoon. She had finished the usual weekend chores of washing and shopping. The tradesmen had been paid their weekly dues, the house was clean. The mending awaited her, but otherwise her affairs were in as much apple-pie order here as they were at the office. It would be good to hear Joan’s news. She felt slightly guilty about seeing so little of her lately. This afternoon she would make amends.

The two women strode across the stubble of the field to a tall hedge. The sharp straw caught their legs, but it was wonderfully exhilarating to feel the crunch of it beneath their feet. At the farther edge of the field Miriam caught sight of something moving.

‘Look!’ she said, grasping Joan’s arm. ‘A covey of partridges! There must be at least ten young ones running along there. I haven’t seen that for a long time.’

Joan was struck, for the first time, with the excitement in her companion’s face.
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‘You really are a country girl!’ she exclaimed. ‘Somehow I hadn’t realized it.’

Miriam smiled at her.

‘It’s why I love Holly Lodge so much,’ she told her.

The blackberries were thick and the two women picked steadily. Jet-black, ruby-eyed and pale green, the berries cascaded down the hedge. United in their task, relaxed by the sunshine and sweet air, they talked of this and that, Miriam more forthcoming than ever before, and Joan relishing the chance to chatter again.

An onlooker might have learnt a great deal about the two women’s natures, simply by watching their methods of picking. Miriam chose her bush with a shrewd eye to size and ripeness, and then picked swiftly and systematically, from the fat terminal berry, along the sides of the branch until all were gathered. Her movements were rapid but controlled, and not one berry was dropped.

Joan ambled happily between bushes, picking only the large ones. She lacked the concentration of the younger woman, but obviously enjoyed her haphazard forays and was quite content to have only half a basket of fruit, compared with Miriam’s brimming one, when the time came to return home.

‘I’m going to make tea,’ said Miriam. ‘Come and join me.’

Joan was delighted to accept, and after depositing her basket in her own kitchen and washing her battle-scarred hands, she returned to the annexe bearing some bronze chrysanthemums.

‘I love them,’ said Joan, watching her neighbour arrange them, ‘but I always feel rather sad. They mean the summer’s over. Still, they are very beautiful, and have such a marvellous scent. Rather like very expensive furniture polish, I always think.’

Miriam let her chatter happily, wondering how to broach a subject which had been in her mind for some time.

‘Would you mind if I redecorated these rooms, Joan?’

‘Not at all,’ she said, looking a little surprised. ‘But they were done, you know, very recently.’

‘That’s why I haven’t liked to mention it. But, to tell you the truth, I’m not a lover of cream walls, and with this old mahogany I thought a very pale green would look well.’

Joan nodded approvingly.

‘It would indeed. Would you get somebody in to do it? I’m sure Mr Willet could recommend someone reliable. Shall I ask him?’

‘No, there’s no need. I shall enjoy tackling it myself. I’m quite experienced.’

‘What a lot of talents you have! When would you want to start? Can I help at all?’

Miriam began to feel the familiar qualms of apprehension returning.

‘I may take a few days off,’ she said guardedly. ‘I have some time owing to me, and Barnabas has to make a trip overseas soon. I may be able to arrange something then. If not, I could probably do some of it at Christmas time.’

This chance remark sent Joan along a new path.

‘I’m writing to my two children this week to see if they can join me for Christmas. I thought if they had plenty of notice, I should have more chance of their company. It would be lovely to have the house full and you could meet them all. Barbara’s babies are such fun.’

Miriam’s heart sank.

‘You’re very kind,’ she murmured. ‘More tea?’

‘I simply adore Christmas,’ continued Joan, stirring her second cup. ‘And Fairacre is the perfect place to spend it. Lots of little parties, and carol singers coming to the door and having a drink and mince pies when they’ve finished; and always such lovely services at St Patrick’s with the church decked beautifully with holly and ivy. Christmas really is Christmas at Fairacre!’

Miriam’s polite smile masked her inner misgivings. Christmas at the vicarage had always meant a particularly busy day for her father, and a considerable number of elderly relatives who had been invited by her kindly mother because as she said: ‘They had nowhere else to go, poor things, and one can’t think of them alone at Christmas.’

Miriam had long ago given up feeling guilty about her dislike of Christmas festivities, and latterly had taken pains to keep her own Christmases as quiet as possible. This year she was determined to spend it alone in her new abode, with no turkey, no pudding, no mince pies and – definitely – no holly.

She might have a glass of the excellent port which Barnabas usually gave her with her customary light lunch, and she intended to read some Trollope, earmarked for the winter months. But too much food, too much noise and, above all, too much convivial company she would avoid.

But would she be able to?

She looked at dear kind Joan, rosy with fresh air and relaxed with warmth and company. How she blossomed, thought Miriam, with other people about!

No wonder she loved Christmas. Visiting, and being visited, was the breath of life to the good soul, and the joy of the festival would far outweigh any extra work which it entailed.

‘I must be off,’ said Joan, struggling to her feet. ‘There’s bramble jelly to be made next door and I must leave you to tackle your own.’

Miriam closed the door behind her, and returned to the sitting-room deep in thought. It looked as though evading action might well be needed as Christmas approached.

She looked out upon the golden evening. The trees were beginning to turn tawny with the first cool winds of autumn.

Ah well, she told herself, time enough yet to postpone such troubles!

But the autumn slipped by at incredible speed. It was dark now when Miriam left the office. She was glad to nose her car into the garage and hurry into the annexe to light the fire, which she prudently set in readiness in the morning.

The force of the equinoctial gales surprised her. Now she began to realize how open to the elements was this high downland country, and to appreciate the sagacity of the past owner of Holly Lodge who had had the foresight to plant the thick hedge which gave the house not only its name, but considerable protection from the blasts of winter.

Her own little home gave her increasing satisfaction. She had painted the kitchen white. It took three weekends of hard work to do the job, but Miriam was a perfectionists, and she rubbed down the old paint until not one scrap remained, before she began to apply the undercoat with a steady hand. She enjoyed the work, she exulted in the finished result and, above all, she relished the perfect quiet as she got on with the job.

She was even more determined now to tackle the sitting-room at Christmas. Barney, as she thought of him, was making a business trip to Boston and New York, leaving on December 16 and not returning until after New Year’s Day. Miriam had already made the flight bookings for him and for Adèle, his wife. They were meeting their only daughter, who was married to an American, and proposed to spend Christmas at her home and to see their grandchildren. Miriam had been requested to find some toys suitable for children aged six and eight.

‘The sort of thing they won’t get over there, you know,’ said Barney vaguely. ‘Adèle’s got the main things, but I’d like to take something myself. I’ll leave it to you. Not too weighty, of course, because of flying.’

‘I won’t get an old English rocking-horse,’ promised Miriam.

‘Oh no! Nothing like that!’ exclaimed Sir Barnabas, looking alarmed. Humour, even as obvious as this, did not touch him. ‘And no more than five pounds apiece,’ he added. He was not a businessman for nothing.

Miriam promised to do her best.

As Christmas approached, the whirl of village activities quickened. Posters went up on barn doors, on the trunks of trees, and on the bus shelter near the church, drawing attention to the usual Mammoth Jumble Sale, the Fur and Feather Whist Drive and the Social and Dance, all to be held – on different dates, of course – under the roof of the Village Hall.

As well as these advertised delights, there were more private junketings, such as the Women’s Institute Christmas party, Fairacre School’s concert and a wine and cheese party for the Over-Sixties’ Club.

An innovation was Mrs Partridge’s Open Day at the vicarage, which was her own idea, and to which the village gave considerable attention.

‘You can just pop in there,’ said Mrs Willet, in the Post Office, ‘any time between ten o’clock and seven at night. You pays ten pence to go in, and you pays for your cup of coffee, or your dinner midday, or tea, say, at four o’clock.’

‘And what, pray,’ said Mrs Pringle, who was buying stamps, ‘do you get for dinner? And how much will it be?’

‘I think it’s just soup and bread and cheese,’ said Mrs Willet timidly.

Mrs Pringle snorted, and two stamps fluttered to the ground.

‘I don’t call that DINNER,’ boomed the lady, preparing to bend to retrieve the stamps.

‘Here, let me,’ said Mr Lamb, the postmaster, hurrying to rescue Mrs Pringle’s property. More than likely to have a heart attack, trying to bend over in those corsets, was his ungallant private comment, as he proffered the stamps with a smile.
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‘Ta,’ said Mrs Pringle perfunctorily. She turned again upon little Mrs Willet.

‘And how much for this ’ere rubbishy snack?’

‘I’m not sure,’ faltered Mrs Willet. ‘It’s for charity, you see. Half to the Church Fabric Fund and half to some mission in London that the vicar takes an interest in. Poor people, you know.’

‘Poor people?’ thundered Mrs Pringle. ‘In London? Why, we’ve got plenty of poor in Fairacre as could do with a bit of help at Christmas, without giving it away to foreigners up London. Look at them Coggses! They could do with a bit of extra. That youngest looks half-starved to me.’

‘Well, whose fault’s that?’ asked Mr Lamb, entering the fray. ‘We all know Arthur drinks his pay packet – always has done, and always will. If he was given more, he’d drink that too.’

‘Who said give Arthur the money?’ demanded Mrs Pringle, her four chins wobbling with indignation. ‘Give it to that poor wife of his, I say, to get a decent meal for the kids.’

‘They do get something from the Great Coal Charity,’ said Mrs Willet diffidently.

Mrs Pringle brushed this aside. ‘And in my mother’s time there wasn’t no Great Coal Charity to rely on,’ she boomed on.

‘She didn’t have anything from the Great Coal Charity,’ responded Mr Lamb, ‘because there wasn’t one then.’

‘I’ll have you know,’ said Mrs Pringle with devastating dignity, ‘that that there Charity was started in seventeen fifty because the vicar told us himself at a talk he gave the W.I.’

‘Maybe,’ replied Mr Lamb, ‘but it was started as a Greatcoat Charity, and six deserving old men and six deserving old women got a woollen greatcoat apiece to keep out the winter cold.’

Mrs Pringle looked disbelieving, her mouth down-turned like a disgruntled turtle’s.

‘And what happened,’ said Mr Lamb, warming to his theme, ‘was this. Someone left the crossing off the “t” in “coat” when they was writing up the minutes about George the Fourth’s time, and so it went on being called the Great Coal Charity, and instead of a coat you get coal.’

‘Well, I never,’ exclaimed Mrs Willet. ‘I never heard that before!’

‘Nor did I,’ said Mrs Pringle, with heavy sarcasm. She picked up her stamps and made for the door.

‘Which doesn’t alter my feelings about bread and cheese dinners. What’s dinner without a bit of meat on your plate?’

She banged the door behind her. Mrs Willet sighed.

‘That woman,’ said Mr Lamb, ‘makes me come over prostrate with dismal when she shows that face of hers in here. Now, love, what was it you wanted?’


CHAPTER FOUR

Miriam was wise enough to realize that she could not opt out of Christmas activities completely. Nor did she wish to. She willingly provided boxes of chocolates for raffle prizes at various Fairacre functions, accompanied Joan to a carol service at St Patrick’s and drank a glass of sherry at the vicarage Open Day.

There was no doubt about it, this new venture was extremely popular with Fairacre folk. Mrs Partridge and her helpers had decked the downstairs rooms with scarlet and silver ribbons, and all the traditional trappings of Christmas. Holly and ivy, mistletoe and glittering baubles added their beauty, and an enormous Christmas tree dominated the entrance hall.

In each room was a table bearing goods suitable for Christmas presents, and a brisk trade ensured that the Church Fabric Fund and Mr Partridge’s pet mission would profit. Miriam recognized the planning which must have gone into this enterprise, and admired the efficiency with which it was run. It was an idea she intended to pass on to Lovell, when she saw him, for future use in his own parish.

These little jaunts she thoroughly enjoyed, and she was grateful for the genuine welcome she was given by her village neighbours. Joan’s growing excitement, as the festival approached, was a source of mingled pleasure and apprehension, however.

‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ Joan had said, on the morning of the Open Day. ‘Roger is coming for Christmas, after all, and then going with a party of other young people to Switzerland for the winter sports.’

‘Marvellous,’ agreed Miriam. Barbara, the daughter, her husband and three children had already accepted Joan’s invitation and would be in the house for a week. Miriam had listened patiently to Joan’s ecstatic arrangements of sleeping, feeding and entertaining the family party for the last week or two. The plans were remarkably fluid, and Miriam had long since given up trying to keep track of who slept where, or when would be best to eat the turkey.

It was quite apparent that she must meet Joan’s family at some time, and she had accepted an invitation to have a drink on Christmas Eve. So far she had managed to evade the pressing invitations to every meal which her kind-hearted landlady issued daily. That sitting-room would be painted, come hell or high water, she told herself grimly!

She had arranged with Barney to take some time off during his absence in America. This would give her a few days before Christmas to get on with her decorating, having left the office in apple-pie order after his departure. Tins of paint and three new brushes waited on the top shelf in the kitchen, and she felt a little surge of happiness every time she saw them. She could see the sitting-room, in her mind’s eye, a bower of green and white, all ready for the New Year, and the new curtains and cushions she had promised herself.

Almost all her Christmas presents were wrapped and ready to post. Christmas cards began to arrive thick and fast. Usually, she had some plan of display – a white-washed branch to hold them, or scarlet ribbons placed across the walls. But this year she read each with interest and then slipped it into a folder brought from the office, so that all were stacked away, leaving the sitting-room ready for her ministrations.

She was glad when the time came to leave the office for her extended Christmas break. Four days after Barney’s departure, with everything left tidy, she distributed her presents to the office staff, and thankfully set off for Fairacre and the decorating.

Lights were strung across the streets of Caxley, and entwined the lamp standards. Christmas trees jostled pyramids of oranges in the greengrocers’ shops. Turkeys hung in rows in the butchers’, presenting their pink plump breasts for inspection. Children flattened their noses against the windows of the toy shops, while exhausted mothers struggled with laden shopping baskets and wondered what they had forgotten.

Queues formed at the Post Offices, buying stamps for stacks of Christmas cards, weighing parcels bedizened with Christmas stickers, or simply enquiring, with some agitation, the last date for posting to New Zealand and getting the answer they had feared. Yet again, Aunt Flo in Wellington would receive a New Year’s card sent by air mail.

The surging crowds, the garish lights, the sheer unappetizing commercialism of the festival disgusted Miriam as she threaded her way slowly along the busy streets. It was good to gain the country road to Fairacre, climbing steadily towards the downs, to smell the frosty air and to know that peace lay ahead, behind the holly hedge.

She spent most of the evening by the fire, relishing her solitude and making plans for the attack on the painting. She reviewed the situation and found it highly satisfactory. Her posting was done. A box containing Christmas presents, to be given by hand to Joan and other local friends, was on a shelf in the kitchen cupboard. The milkman was going to deliver a small chicken in two days’ time, ready for her modest Christmas dinner. Christmas boxes for the tradesmen waited on the hall window-sill for distribution as they called.

Nothing – but nothing – she told herself with satisfaction, could keep her from her decorating now!

Fired by the thought, she began to gather together the ornaments about the room, stacking them in a large cardboard box. It would save time in the morning, when she would roll up the carpet, take down the curtains and push the large pieces of furniture into the centre of the room. Already she had found two dust sheets to cover the mound, and had planned the best method of building the assorted shapes of sofa, chairs and table into a compact pile. Her methodical mind revelled in such practical arrangements. The job was going to be as efficiently tackled as any at the office, and would give her far more satisfaction.

She prepared the room next morning, and by midday was down to the exacting job of washing down the old paint, and rubbing down any uneven patches on the surface. Joan came in once or twice to see if there was anything she could do to help. Miriam greeted her with a smile, but was obviously so content to work alone that Joan retired after expressing admiration for Miriam’s zeal.

‘It’s going to look marvellous,’ she cried. ‘Will you have lunch with me? It will save you cooking.’

‘I’ve made a sandwich,’ replied Miriam, ‘and shall have it with some coffee to save time, if you don’t mind.’

Joan was secretly rather relieved. Her whole attention now was on the arrival of Barbara and family in two days’ time. After the loneliness of the past months, it was pure joy for her to be preparing food, and decking the house, in readiness for the company which would bring Holly Lodge to life again.

Christmas Day fell on a Thursday. Miriam had high hopes of finishing the painting by then, although she faced the fact that the windows – always a tricky and tedious job – might have to be left for later. As Barney would not be back from America until January 3rd, she had planned to take another few days after Christmas if all were well at the office. There should be ample time to get the sitting-room into perfect order.

By Monday evening the first coat of emulsion paint was on the wall. She stood back, brush in hand, to admire its delicate shade. Yes, it was perfect!

Tomorrow she would put on the second and final coat, she told herself happily, going to the sink to rinse the paint brush. She could hear Joan talking to someone on the telephone. No doubt Barbara was ringing about the travelling plans.

But a moment later, Joan called to her. ‘Your brother, Miriam, from Norfolk.’
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‘Right!’ called the girl, drying her hands.

Lovell sounded agitated.

‘I’ve trouble here,’ said the deep voice. ‘Eileen’s just gone to hospital.’

‘An accident?’

‘No, nothing like that. But most acute stomach pains. Awful sickness. Probably something to do with the gall bladder. She’s had this sort of thing off and on for some time, but this morning she had this really terrible attack.’

‘Poor Eileen! Where is she? Far away?’

‘No. In the local hospital. The thing is, can you possibly come and hold the fort for the next few days? I know it’s asking a lot, but over Christmas I shall be extra busy in the parish, and I don’t know which way to look for help with the children.’

‘I can come,’ said Miriam promptly. It was good to know that Lovell turned at once to her when he needed help. The old strong bond between them was re-established in those few words uttered so many miles apart.

‘You’re a trump, Miriam,’ cried Lovell. The relief in his voice warmed her heart. ‘I can’t tell you how glad I am. And so will the children be, and Eileen, when I tell them.’

‘I’ll set off first thing,’ said Miriam, ‘and be with you tomorrow afternoon. Have you got provisions in, or shall I bring something?’

‘Oh, I expect everything’s here,’ said Lovell, but he sounded somewhat vague.

There was a sound of an infant screaming in the background.

‘Don’t worry,’ called Miriam hastily. ‘I’ll see to things when I arrive.’

‘Marvellous!’ sighed her brother.

The screaming became louder. Miss Quinn replaced the receiver and went sadly back to the half-painted sitting-room.

‘Well,’ she said glumly. ‘That’s that!’

Joan heard the news with distress. Anything to do with illness touched her sympathetic heart, and reawakened memories of her own two recent bereavements. On this occasion there were further causes for dismay.

‘And at Christmas too! And with children in the home! Dear, oh dear, it couldn’t be more unfortunate, especially with the extra services your brother will have to take. If only I could help!’

‘I know you would if you could, but you will have enough to do at Holly Lodge. I will telephone as soon as I get there tomorrow.’

There was nothing more to do to the painting until the first coat was thoroughly dry. It should certainly be just that by the time she returned, she thought grimly. Understandable irritation
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