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For Sylvia Bones.

A bright light that now
shines in the midnight sky.

 


 


 


 


It’s all English to
me

 


 


A word on the language
that’s used in this book, so you know what to expect. The version
of English that is used here is British. This ought not to present
much in the way of a problem for non-British readers. If you do
find the occasional word or phrase a little odd, then I hope you
still understand the essence of what is being said.

 


 


 


 


Ride a cock-horse to
Banbury Cross

 


 


Ride a cock-horse to
Banbury Cross,

To see a fine lady upon
a white horse;

With rings on her
fingers and bells on her toes,

She shall have music
wherever she goes.

 


 


 


This is a typical
modern version of the popular nursery rhyme. There are numerous
earlier recorded versions that start with the same opening
line.
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 Chapter One

 


 


Ashview Lodge had, for
many years, acted as something of a second home for Emma Greene.
But while the fine old Georgian house had an appeal of its own, the
real attraction for her lay in the large, well-tended gardens and
the open countryside that lay beyond these. Since she had been a
very young girl, Emma had loved to wander the footpaths that
criss-crossed the patchwork of fields, some given over to rich
carpets of grazing pasture, others filled with ripening heads of
golden wheat across which the wind blew in heavy gusts, giving the
appearance of an inland sea being swept by an endless succession of
rolling waves. But she had not always felt this way about the house
and all that lay beyond it.

The first visit she
could remember had taken place on a wet, cold, overcast September
afternoon, when she was three or four years old. The location of
the house, away from the nearby village of Brayfield, had made it
feel as though she was a long way from civilisation and its
attendant comforts. In addition to the sense of isolation, she had
felt intimidated by the relative grandness of the house and, even
more so, by its residents, the Glass family. They seemed to live in
a world completely different to her own in the small market town of
Evesham, in the nearby county of Worcestershire. Still, she
reminded herself, that was a long time ago. She had grown since
then, in every way imaginable and there was no longer any need for
her to feel intimidated or out of place, whatever other people
might think.

It was the first day
of August 1960 and it seemed like summer would never end as she sat
on the wooden bench under the arbour that occupied a central spot
in the main part of the garden. The musky scent of the roses that
were in full bloom was delightful and the bees, busy feasting on
their nectar, filled the air with a pleasantly comforting buzz.
High over the field behind the garden a hawk was hovering, its
sharp little eyes searching for a mouse or some other small
creature careless enough to present itself as a potential meal.

The glass of water
she’d brought from the house now sat empty on the bench, next to
her near immaculate copy of Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility. It
wasn’t her favourite Austen novel. That was, by far, Pride and
Prejudice, but she had read all the others too recently to return
to them so soon.

Since her last
birthday, in wet and windy April, she had immediately started
looking forward to the one that would follow; her twenty-first.
Excitement rippled through her at the prospect of officially
becoming a woman, though it seemed a little mad that society didn’t
considered her a woman already. After all, several of her school
friends were already married and two of them were pregnant with
their first children.

But the Glasses were
of a sort who looked upon twenty-one as the age at which a person
achieved adulthood, so the landmark mattered to her too. Her mother
didn’t take the same view of things, but she often didn’t.
Apparently, Emma’s most important task now, according to her
mother, was to find a nice, rich man to marry, before settling down
to raise a horde of children. It was the respectable thing to do.
But Emma was all too aware the world was changing and other avenues
were opening for a bright young woman.

A huge, fluffy white
cloud drifted in front of the sun and, for a moment, the world
acquired a disappointing dullness. The hawk wasn’t impressed and
drifted away, across the open fields, to disappear over a ridge to
the west. After dawdling too long for Emma’s liking, the cloud
moved on and the world glowed again.

As the rays of the sun
returned to warm her face, Emma’s thoughts switched to the
extraordinary news she had received a fortnight before. It had been
news that promised to change her life almost beyond imagination. In
her mind she was back in the solicitor’s stuffy office, sitting
quietly, not much interested in what he had to say, and wondering
why she had been dragged along in the first place. She had been
unable to grasp what it was he was babbling on about, apart from
the fact that she and the Glass family were there to hear a will
being read; a will that had little to do with her. But as the
pompous man finally got on with reading the actual contents of the
document, her attitude changed entirely.

No longer bored silly,
she had sat there stunned, unable to utter a word, as the solicitor
first revealed who here father was, something she had never known,
then announced she was to inherit a very substantial sum of money
on her twenty-first birthday. It was, he assured her after he’d
finished reading the will, enough for her to live on in comfort for
the rest of her life, so long as she was sensible.

Although she hadn’t
been able to say anything in response, the double shock having
temporarily taken away her power of speech, she had decided pretty
soon afterwards that there would have to be at least one major
spending spree, in celebration of her good fortune. How could she
not? Thoughts of taking her best friend, Vicky Hemmings, into
Leamington Spa for a day of obscene extravagance filled her head
and she’d been crossing off the days.

“Morning, Emma, sweetheart. Enjoying a bit of sun, are
you?”

Emma hadn’t noticed
the part-time gardener, Frank Barnes, making his way towards her
from the outbuildings, his barrow piled high with compost, on top
of which sat his favourite spade. She rather liked Frank. He was
always pleasant and had taught her much about the plants and
animals that lived in the garden and surrounding countryside. She
also found his country bumpkin burr quite amusing; it was far
stronger than that of anyone else she knew and took some getting
used to.

“Hello, Frank. It’s such a lovely morning, I couldn’t stay
hidden away inside the house. Did you see that hawk hovering over
the old stables?”

“I
did, that I did. He had no joy, though. I reckon he needs to come
back later. Mister Mouse will be safely tucked up in bed right now,
it being so bright out and all. He’s no fool, is he? He knows he’d
be an easy meal in these conditions.”

“Is
that compost for the hydrangeas?”

“It
is, that. They don’t like it when they get too dry. Need plenty of
compost to keep the moisture in the ground, it does.” As he spoke,
Frank glanced up, past the arbour, to where something had caught
his eye. “Ah, here comes the young man of the house.”

Emma turned to see the
figure of Michael Glass walking across the lawn. An uncomfortable
sensation of apprehension flickered briefly through her body, but
she batted it away.

Frank Barnes tipped
the peak of his tatty flat cap in the direction of the skinny,
pale-skinned arrival. “Morning, Mister Michael.”

“Hello, Frank,” replied the quietly spoken Michael Glass,
running the fingers of one hand through his short, curly, red
hair.

Michael looked at
Emma, struggling to hold her gaze. His obvious awkwardness didn’t
escape the gardener, who was well aware of the feelings the
youngest member of the Glass family held for Emma Greene. He had
his suspicions, however, that whilst Miss Greene, a pretty little
thing who was barely a year older than her would-be suitor, enjoyed
the attention, she would be looking elsewhere for her future
husband. Still, that was no matter of his. On the other hand, he
did have plants to attend to and, happily, they were far less
complicated than people.

“Well, I’d best be getting along,” said the gardener, tipping
is hat again, before pushing his barrow forward.

As Emma watched Frank
Barnes depart, Michael first studied his shoes and scratched the
back of his neck, before looking up, hoping to find Emma smiling,
or at least looking happy to see him. When he found her still
staring in the direction of the gardener, he took the opportunity
to study the soft, smooth skin on her neck, where it sloped gently
down to her partially-exposed shoulder. He had kissed her there
once, at a time, not so very long ago, when she had seemed to
always be happy to see him; when she had allowed him to hold her
hand as they walked out over the fields on warm, sunny mornings and
had no hesitation in wearing the daisy chains he made for her with
such painstaking care.

More recently, she had
stopped being like that. Something had changed. Now she seemed
always to avoid spending time with him and she no longer allowed
him to hold her hand or run his fingers through her straw-blonde
hair. He knew what had changed her. It had been the reading of
Uncle Robert’s will and everything that went with it. But he wasn’t
going to give up; they could still be married and raise a happy
family together. He knew they could; he just needed time to
persuade Emma to see that was true and he knew he could do
that.

“Yes, Michael, was there something you wanted?”

Emma was looking at
him now, her face stern and unwelcoming, her words abrupt.

“Hello, Emma.” He hesitated, finding it hard to get his words
out. “You look beautiful in that dress,” he smiled.

Her eyes flicked
skywards.

“By
which you mean that I don’t look beautiful the rest of the time?”
she snapped.

Michael scratched his
ear and looked away, his face flushing red. He shook his head.

“No,
I didn’t mean that. I meant…”

“Yes, Michael, I know what you meant. I’m not stupid.” Emma
stood up and turned towards Michael. “Is there something you want,
Michael?”

“Well, I thought, perhaps, if you are free,” stumbled the
disconcerted young man. “We might go for a walk this morning. Like
we used to. We could follow the stream to Little Ashford. If you
like.”

He tried to put on a
show of confidence, but inside he felt his heart racing and the
rush of colour still warmed his face.

“Michael, we’ve spoken about this before, many times,” came
the unhesitating reply, the words bluntly delivered and the face
stern. “I am not your girlfriend and we are not going to be getting
married. You really must put these silly ideas out of your mind and
leave me alone. Find some poor little thing from the village who
likes… sticklebacks and bird spotting. I’m sure there’s one out
there for you somewhere.”

“But…”

“No,
Michael. Enough. I am not going for a walk with you this morning or
any other morning. Now, go back indoors and play with your stamp
collection,” she snapped.

He felt a stab of pain
in his chest and his breathing grew shallow and erratic. The
rejection was worse than any before. So blunt. So certain. He
wanted to show her how wrong she was, but his head was a tangled
mess of half-completed thoughts and the words simply wouldn’t come
to him. He turned and forced his reluctant feet to move him in the
direction of the house, emotion crashing over him in great waves.
By the time he reached the open French doors to the sitting room,
his hands were rolled into tight fists, his jaw set solid and his
eyes were watery with tears. Some might have thought it sadness,
even hopelessness, that filled his veins, but he knew otherwise. It
was anger; raw, seething anger coursing in his blood.

Emma sighed and shook
her head. She had tried so many times to let Michael know there was
no romantic future for them, but the silly young man just wouldn’t
listen and she was at her wits’ end as to what to do next to drive
the message home. Men could be such idiots.

 


*

 


Susan Glass stood in
front of a chest of drawers, her hands resting on its wooden
surface. She was in the bedroom she shared with her husband, James,
at the rear of the house. It offered a fine, open view of the
gardens and the undulating countryside beyond, which had been one
of the reasons she and James had taken the room for themselves when
they married. She had been arranging a fresh display of monkshood
and dahlia flowers in her favourite glass vase, to replace the
previous, decaying arrangement, when she noticed Michael walk out
of the house, heading towards the arbour, where she already knew
Emma to be ensconced.

She had briefly
contemplated opening the window and calling him back to the house,
but found herself unable to dream up some worthwhile excuse for
such a demand until he was too far away to be within earshot.

The arbour had made it
impossible for her to see the eventual exchange between her son and
Emma, which she found frustrating, but, there being nothing she
could do about it, she laid down her scissors and flowers and
waited, her eyes fixed on what she could see of the small wooden
structure sitting partially surrounded by shrubs in the middle of
the garden.

The exchange didn’t
last long, which she had thought a blessed relief, but it was
quickly clear from watching her son walk back to the house that it
had been anything other than a happy one. As he got close to the
house, she could see that tears had welled up in his eyes and his
face was scarlet. She felt a ripple of anger run through her.
Really, this was the final straw. She had made her feelings
exceedingly clear to Emma the last time she had upset Michael. Now
she was doing the same thing again. This time when they crossed
swords, she would make sure that young woman never made the same
mistake again.

Her hands shaking a
little as she tried, not altogether successfully, to quell the
growing anger, Susan picked up her sharp-nosed scissors and chopped
the bottoms off several monkshood stalks with such aggression that
her knuckles flushed white.

 


 


 


 


 


 



 Chapter Two

 


 


As was now her custom,
Margaret Glass had risen from bed early, a little before six. She
had never been one of life’s late risers, something she considered
a sign of slovenliness, but as age had crept up on her so the time
at which she awoke grew ever earlier. Sometimes she wondered if
there was any point at all in going to bed in the first place.

Still, being up and
about early had it’s advantages, she told herself. For one thing,
it meant she could usually enjoy her tea and toast in peace before
anyone else showed their face and, for a large part of the year,
she could enjoy the sights and sounds of the morning sunrise; an
example of nature’s beauty that not even the setting of the sun at
the end of the day could match. She especially liked those
mornings, of which this day had been one, when a little blanket of
dew sat gently on the surface of the lawn and she could sit in the
lounge watching slender wisps of mist rise tentatively into the air
as the rays of the warming sun reached out little by little across
the great expanse of grass.

It seemed to her that
everyone else in the house had by now managed to drag themselves
out of bed, although she had yet to receive a good morning from
Stephen, the eldest of her two grandsons, whose preference for late
nights and equally late mornings was something his parents really
did need to knock out of the boy, before it became so ingrained it
would be a life-long habit. Her own parents would never have
entertained such a casual attitude; there were certain standards
one really ought to consider immutable.

Her daughter-in-law,
Susan Glass, had brought her a fresh cup of tea when she made her
own breakfast, but the china cup, with its rose decoration, now sat
empty on the small, round table next to her. In her lap sat a copy
of Thomas Hardy’s Far From The Madding Crowd, its etched leather
spine looking up at the ceiling. Hardy was one of her favourite
authors and it had been quite some time since she had last read the
book that brought him fame and, no doubt, no little wealth.

The book had absorbed
her attention for almost an hour, but first Emma and then Michael,
the youngest of her three grandchildren, had broken her
concentration as they stopped to say hello on their way through to
the garden. She had then found herself entranced by the view
through the window. No matter how long she sat and looked, nature
never seemed to leave her bored. There was always so much to be
seen and enjoyed. It was a shame not everyone in the house saw
things quite the same way.

As she sat there,
watching half-a-dozen blue tits vigorously searching for insects
amongst the leaves of a large weigela bush that grew outside the
nearest window, Margaret caught sight of Michael walking towards
the house, his face pointed down to the ground and his hands rolled
into tight fists.

“Oh
dear, Michael, whatever is the matter?” she asked the empty
room.

For a moment, she
thought he might bypass the lounge and continue along the back of
the house, in the direction of the kitchen. But then he
straightened his course and stumbled in through the open French
doors.

“Michael, dear,” she called out. “What is the
matter?”

Her grandson didn’t so
much as glance up or break his stride.

“Michael,” she commanded this time, doing her best to sit
forward, despite the protests of her joints.

But he was gone, out
into the hallway, without a word or look of acknowledgement.

“Michael, don’t ignore me,” she snapped. “That’s very bad
manners.”

Her words hung briefly
on the empty air. She leaned back into the chair and pulled the
book into the centre of her lap. She couldn’t make up her mind
whether she was more offended or concerned. Michael knew better
than to ignore his grandmother, but she had to admit he did look
rather upset. It would hardly be the first time, of course. He was
overly-sensitive and would have benefited from a spell at a private
school; not that his father could afford any such thing, more was
the pity. It would have brought him out of his shell, she was
certain; given him the confidence to engage in meaningful
conversation rather than skulk at the back of rooms, hoping no one
would bother him. Quite how the boy expected to get along when he
started at Reading University in two months’ time it was hard to
see.

By the time she looked
back through the window, the blue tits had moved on. They always
seemed worried that, if they were to sit still for any serious
length of time, they might not be able to take to the wing again,
their muscles wasted through inaction. She thought of herself and
the long periods she spent sitting in that same chair. But she
contented herself with the knowledge that, for a
seventy-three-year-old, she was still very active and it was rare
for more than two consecutive days to pass without her taking a
long walk along the footpaths that fanned out in all directions
from the village. There were certainly those of her acquaintance
who were a similar age and had lost far more of their physical
vigour.

“Hello, Mrs Glass.”

Margaret had been so
deeply in her thoughts that she hadn’t notice Emma make her way
back up to the house. She stood there now, a beautiful young woman
with a smiling face that most other women would give all the tea in
China to call their own. It was no wonder so many hopeless young
men found themselves entranced to the point where they were
perfectly happy to make a public spectacle of themselves in the
hope she might succumb to their advances. It was more than a little
unfortunate that Michael was just such a young man, especially
given recent appalling developments. But that was for another
time.

“Hello, Emma, dear. Was Barnes taking that compost to the
hydrangeas?”

“He
was indeed. Heaps of it.”

“Very good. They will need it in such warm weather. If he lets
them dry out, they will shed all their blooms and then we won’t get
to enjoy their spectacular display. It’s such a shame they seem to
have rather gone out of fashion with modern-day
gardeners.”

“They’re quite… showy, don’t you think?”

Margaret wasn’t sure
whether this was meant as a good thing or a bad one, but she
suspected the latter.

“In
good taste, I would say.” She picked up her book and closed it
before returning it to her lap. “Michael seemed to be rather upset.
I don’t suppose you know why?”

Emma flicked a strand
of hair away from her forehead, where it threatened to drop in
front of an eye.

“No.
He ran off back to the house so suddenly I didn’t get an
opportunity to ask him what was wrong.”

Emma knew better than
to say a word to the Glass Dragon, as she secretly referred to
Margaret, about her exchange with Michael. It would only see her
subjected to yet another lecture on the behaviour expected of the
proper young lady she was apparently expected to be. Better to
steer well clear of that conversation. Michael would get over
things soon enough.

“The
silly boy tells one so little, it is all but impossible to know
what is going through his head. I will have to ask his mother to
speak to him,” declared Margaret.

She suspected the
cause of her grandson’s unhappiness was standing right before her.
It was hardly a secret Michael had developed a soft spot for the
girl, but she had rather hoped it was something that would wear
off, once he realised Emma was very definitely not the girl for
him. But he had a stubborn streak, like all members of the Glass
family, and it seemed he had determined not to give up without a
good deal of fight. She had hoped that, after the recent
extraordinary news concerning Emma, Michael would finally have
realised his folly, but perhaps that had not been the case.

“I
think he is just a little shy,” declared Emma, wondering how she
could extricate herself from this unwelcome situation without
giving offence to a second member of the Glass family, but the
grumpy old woman always found something to complain about, however
nice you tried to be. “I’m sure he’ll grow out of that at
university. Has he found any digs yet for his second year, do you
know? Philippa said he wasn’t sure he’d be able to get into
halls.”

“Did
I hear someone mention my name?”

Philippa Glass almost
bounded into the room, bursting with an energy that contrasted
starkly with the atmosphere hanging over the room. Her grandmother
considered such behaviour as needing to be toned down, a great
deal, as it was not sufficiently ladylike and almost certain to put
off any man who might otherwise consider her a fine catch. Her
remonstrances, however, had made absolutely no difference and the
granddaughter continued to take life at full tilt.

“Hello, Pippa,” replied Emma, smiling broadly at the sight of
her favourite member of the Glass family. “I was about to come
looking for you. Hoping we can listen to some Elvis
together.”

“Wonderful idea. But I’m just about to put a saddle on Eliot
and ride him out towards Ashford, so we’ll need to get together
when I’m back. The poor thing hasn’t been ridden since the middle
of last week. He’ll be thinking I don’t love him any
more.”

The words bubbled out
of Pippa, like water through a sparkling brook, her head bobbed in
all directions and her hands painted erratic pictures as they swept
through the air, first one way then another. Her grandmother
sighed.

“Come find me when you’re back, will you?” asked
Emma.

“Of
course.” Pippa looked down at the book in her grandmother’s lap.
“Oh, no, you’re not reading Thomas Hardy again, grandmother. His
books are all so desperately sad. You’ll end up throwing yourself
under a bus.”

Emma smiled; her
thoughts entirely.

“He’s a masterful writer and I think we could all learn a
lesson or two from this particular book,” Margaret replied, tapping
a finger on the cover of the offending novel, her gaze directed
towards Emma.

“Well, I think you should try something more up-to-date,
grandmother. You should try something by Iris Murdoch. Much more in
keeping with the times.”

“Never heard of the woman and I don’t suppose I would enjoy
her works, even if I could bring myself to read any of
it.”

“Right then,” announced Pippa. “I’m off to the stables. Should
be gone half-an-hour or thereabouts. We can make some noise when I
get back, Emma. Bye for now, grandmother.”

Emma leapt at her
opportunity for escape. “I’ll come with you as far as the kitchen,
Pippa. I could do with a glass of water.”

Margaret watched the
two young women depart. They were more alike than she cared for,
both in terms of their beauty and their outgoing personalities. She
could only hope that was where the similarities ended. But that
was, right now, the least of her worries.

She brought her hands
together on the cover of the book and looked down at the coal-black
sleeves of her mourning dress. The death of her eldest son had
brought with it changes that presented an uncertain and worrying
future for the Glass family and the resulting tensions appeared to
be playing on the nerves of most of its members. Outside the house,
the world was bright and cheerful; the same could not be said for
inside. The sooner matters were brought to a satisfactory
conclusion, the better.

She set aside her
thoughts and picked up her book, opening it at the marker. There
was indeed much to be learned from the tale of Bathsheba
Everdene.

 


 


 


 



 Chapter Three

 


 


Susan Glass threw the
unwanted plant stems into the kitchen bin and slammed the lid back
in place with a bang so loud it reverberated off the walls. Anger
swam through her veins with an enthusiasm and freedom she found a
little disconcerting. She needed to regain control of herself, or
she would end up saying or doing something she’d regret. One deep
breath. Two deep breaths. As she felt the air drawn in through her
nose, then out through her mouth for the third time, she closed her
eyes and began to picture the magnolia tree in bloom, its long bare
branches heavy with large, deeply-scented white flowers. A degree
of calm began to settle over her. But this burgeoning sense of
peace was broken by the sound of hurrying footsteps. When she
opened her eyes, she saw her husband, James, entering into the
kitchen.

“Ah,
there you are, darling.” He sounded a little harassed. “I’m going
into the office for a while. Can’t imagine I’ll be there all day,
as there’s not that much to do, but need to show my face and all
that. They might forget I exist otherwise.”

As he spoke, James
Glass stood his brown leather briefcase on the stone-tiled floor,
then opened a cupboard and fished out a short, round glass, which
he took to the fridge.

“I
might take the Triumph out for a spin later. See if I’ve got the
tyre pressures properly set up now.” He poured milk into the glass,
then gulped it in one go.

Susan noticed that her
husband’s normal clipped public school tones were not quite as
sharp as usual, a slight shortening of the breath suggesting he’d
been hurrying. She knew the situation at his office had not been
pleasant for him for several weeks and wondered if his decision to
travel to Northampton had been a last-minute one. She briefly
thought of asking, but decided against since there were more
important matters that needed addressing.

“That obnoxious niece of yours has been causing trouble
again,” she announced, surprised at the way the words quivered on
her lips, despite the growing sense of calm she had been feeling.
“Something really does need to be done about her.”

James didn’t answer
immediately. He stood the empty glass on the nearest worktop, then
picked up a hand-towel and wiped away the milky moustache he could
feel clinging to his upper lip.

“Our
niece,” he corrected. “What has she done this time?”

He wasn’t sure he
could imagine what else Emma could have done to upset their
household and the prospect of yet another incident, to add to the
already lengthy list of supposed misdemeanours that had unravelled
since the reading of his brother’s will, was not a pleasant
one.

“I
was making up a flower arrangement in our bedroom and could see
Michael and her talking by the arbour. Of course, I couldn’t hear
what was said but when he broke off to come back to the house, I
could Michael was close to tears and immensely upset. We’ve told
her before not to take advantage of his infatuation with her, but
she’s clearly not taken any notice. Honestly, I want to slap her
face.”

Susan could no longer
pretend she had restored her self-control; she could feel her hands
shaking and the urge to scream at her husband welled up inside her.
Indeed, she would have done precisely that had there been no one
else in the house.

“Perhaps that’s just what she was doing, telling him to find
someone else to lavish his attentions on. Maybe it was that which
upset him.”

“James.”

It was only one word
but her husband felt the full weight of it. He sighed.

“Alright, alright. You know I’ve spoken to her, several times,
recently. But she’s not much interested in what I have to say, not
since the reading of Robert’s will. That’s left her a changed
woman; which I suppose is understandable, given the circumstances.
I imagine something like that would change any of us.”

He had a good deal of
sympathy for Emma, but at the same time there was no getting away
from the fact her behaviour these past couple of weeks had, at
times, been utterly appalling and he felt as much frustration as
anyone else about it. And that didn’t take any account of his
family’s changed circumstances, which had brought on stresses and
strains of their own.

Susan changed her
angle of attack. “I think we should speak to another firm of
solicitors, to see if we can’t get your brother’s will overturned.
Surely someone can help us.” She brought her hands together in
front of her tummy, in an effort to stop them from shaking.

James poked the point
of a shoe against the end of his briefcase, wondering how many
times his wife might want to revisit this particular well; one that
was, they had been told, totally dry.

“We’ve already tried two and they were both very clear there’s
not a cat in Hell’s chance of doing that. It’s not as if we’ve
shied away from the better practices, either. Spade and Hearts are
no tuppenny bit firm. If they say there’s no chance of overturning
the will, then we really ought to be thinking it isn’t going to
happen.”

“Well, I think we should try someone else. What about a firm
in Leamington? There are some highly reputable ones there,”
prompted Susan, her words vibrating with frustration. “I can’t
imagine your mother is ready for you to give up.”

The last sentence
nipped unpleasantly at James’s self-confidence. He well knew his
mother was far from giving up on the matter. He understood both
women’s desire to tear his brother’s will to pieces. Good God, he
had his own reasons, very good reasons indeed, to see that happen
too, but all the advice they had been given had been clear: the
will was sound and there were no possible grounds for a challenge
that stood any chance of being successful. He held back the
temptation to snap at his wife and decided to take the easy option,
for now.

“I
suppose we could try one of the bigger firms in Leamington or maybe
Northampton. I can ask round at the office. See if anyone can point
us in the direction of a good outfit.”

“We
need to do something, James,” added his wife, almost before he had
finished speaking. “We can’t just sit here and let things carry on
like this. We really can’t.”

“Indeed,” he replied, not at all sure what that ‘something’
might be. “Maybe I can arrange for her to have an unfortunate
accident. A fatal one,” he quipped, not altogether certain Susan
wouldn’t jump at the suggestion.

Susan was about to
speak again, but she cut herself off, her attention drawn to the
short, slim figure of Beryl Bolant, their part-time cleaner, who
chose that moment to enter the kitchen. Beryl paused, looked at
James, then his wife.

“Something you wanted to say?” asked Susan.

“Is
it alright if I clean the kitchen floor now?”

“Of
course. Mr Glass is just off to Northampton and I want to see how
Frank Barnes is getting on before he does something Grandmother
Glass disapproves of. The kitchen is all yours.”

James and Susan paused
in the hallway, the kitchen door now closed behind them.

“That was awkward,” proffered James, nodding towards the
kitchen. “She might have got entirely the wrong idea
there.”

His wife appeared
altogether unconcerned. “I don’t see why. Not unless you really
were thinking of pushing your niece under a bus.”

She smiled, turned on
her heels and walked off in the direction of the garden.
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Stephen Glass lay on
his bed staring up at the ceiling of his room, watching a fly in
what appeared to be its last desperate struggles to escape from the
web of a spider that no longer seemed to be there. He felt an
affinity with the winged one, snared and seemingly with no
realistic prospect of escape.

Having woken from his
slumbers at seven-thirty to find himself suffering with a mild
headache, he had phoned the office a little before nine, feigning a
migraine. In reality, he simply didn’t feel up to pushing himself
through another day of work, forced into engaging in conversations
he currently had no appetite for and requiring him to be pleasant
to people when he would rather avoid other human beings
altogether.

He had been stricken
by a deep sense of helplessness, festering inside him like a
malignant tumour for months and recent developments threatened to
see that now erupt into the open, leaving a gaping wound that would
never properly heal.

He rolled on to his
side, felt no more comfortable than he had done on his back, so
swung his legs around and stood up, cupping the back of his head in
hands and closing his eyes. As he stood, momentarily light-headed
as his heart raced to pump blood through his upright frame,
sunlight lanced in through the tall, multi-paned window and warmed
the side of his face. It felt pleasant enough to persuade him that
a spell in the garden might not be a bad thing. It ought at least
to distract him from the dark, depressing thoughts that were
clogging his head.

His bedroom was at the
front of the house. In order to reach the stairs, he had to take
the landing past both his sister’s bedroom and the one used by Emma
whenever she was staying with the family. It was as he approached
the latter bedroom that the door opened and out stepped Emma. She
took a moment to notice him, distracted by some minor irritation
with her dress, and he briefly considered turning around and
pretending he was on his way to his room, but she looked up before
he could act. She smiled in a manner that left him uncertain
whether to feel welcome or afraid; it was a skill he felt sure she
had spent a good deal of time developing.

“Hello Stephen. You do look poorly,” she observed, stepping
close enough to him so that she could adjust the collar of his
shirt. “I suppose it’s the stress… of work, I mean. Perhaps you
should consult a doctor. I’m sure there must be some kind of
treatment for your affliction.”

His father had often
commented on the beauty of those deep blue eyes, but right now he
felt they were taunting him, perhaps challenging him to respond.
There was little to be gained from that; he’d tried, more than
once, and there had been no happy-ever-after type ending. He bit
back the impulse to push past her, to run away, as he was sure she
would notice his discomfort. He didn’t want to give her the
satisfaction. A sickly taste developed in his mouth and it took
quite some effort to bite it back.

“Hello Emma.” He wanted to say more, but the words stuck in
his throat.

“Were you going to say something else?” she asked, tilting her
head a little to one side. “Or has the cat got your
tongue?”

He coughed, as much to
play for a little more time as to clear his throat. There was
indeed more he wanted to say and he was now determined to force the
words out, no matter how hard it was.

“What we spoke about the other day… can’t we come to some
understanding now and not leave it to drag on? I…”

“No,
Stephen. I told you, I’m not interested in sorting out your
problems right now. I have bigger problems of my own to deal with.
You should know that.”

Her words were harshly
spoken and they left him feeling cold and fearful. He dug his
fingernails into his palms and tried again.

“But, won’t that be better for both of us if we sort this out
now? It will let you…”

“Stephen,” she snapped, her eyes suddenly fierce. “I said,
no.”

He looked down at his
feet. A hole was starting to open up in one of the grey socks where
the big toe jutted out. He could see no benefit in attempting to
prolong the conversation and was about to walk away when Emma spoke
again, only this time her voice was altogether different, almost
amused, and when he looked up he found her staring back at him with
something close to a smirk on her face.

“Anyway,” she said, jabbing a finger into his chest. “I’ve
made my mind up. I’m going to share your horrid little secret with
the others. After all, they have a right to know about your
despicable behaviour and the kind of person they’re sharing this
house with. It isn’t right they’re kept in the dark and can you
imagine how your mother would react if she heard about it from
someone else? The poor woman would be distraught. She’d never
forgive you.”

Stephen felt the blood
drain from his face and his mouth turned dry. She couldn’t mean it,
surely not. She was taunting him; taking her pleasure from watching
him squirm. She couldn’t do that, she really couldn’t. He couldn’t
let her do that.

“You
look like you’ve seen a ghost, Stephen. If I was you, I’d crawl
back to my room and have a nice rest on my bed. That’ll give you
time to think about what you will do once the others know what kind
of a person you really are. I don’t suppose they will be happy
about you remaining in this house. But I suppose that’s not for me
to decide. Now, off you go.”

She pushed his chest
with the palm of her hand. He stumbled back half a step, paused,
his head awash with thoughts, none of which he could properly
grasp, then turned and slowly walked back towards his room,
struggling to put one foot in front of the other.

Emma watched him go
and it was only once the bedroom door clicked shut that she allowed
the tension to leave her body, a brief sigh accompanied by a
softening of her shoulders where the muscles had set so hard they
felt as if they had almost turned to stone.

Once upon a time she
would never have been able to face down another person like that,
not even one as weak-willed as Stephen. But she was tougher now;
she had learned her lessons from all the knock-backs and slights
she had suffered over the years. Bit by bit, she’d hardened herself
to a world that seemed to offer nothing to those who did not choose
to put themselves first. Perhaps, in some ways, she wasn’t any
longer an entirely likeable person, but what good had it done her,
being little miss well-behaved? It had left her vulnerable and
others had all too often seemed happy to take advantage of that.
Well, not any more they didn’t. There was still work to be done,
but she was already better equipped to look after herself.

With Stephen gone, she
had intended to continue on her way down the stairs, but something
now stopped her from doing so and it took her a moment to realise
what. It was barely mid-morning, but already she had experienced
run-ins with several members of the Glass family. It was a pattern
that had become depressingly familiar since the reading of her
father’s will. It was not only unpleasant, but exhausting fighting
them off. They seemed to have decided to gang up on her and make it
clear she was no longer a welcome guest, despite the assurances her
uncle and aunt had given about taking care of her and there always
being a place for her at Ashview Lodge. Hypocrites. Liars. They
said one thing and did another.

But those frustrations
weren’t what was behind her feelings of irritation and hesitation
now. No, all these little incidents served only to remind her, as
if she really needed reminding, of just how huge had been the
change in her life. She knew it was something she was still
adapting to and a part of her even went so far as to wonder if she
ever would fully adapt.

She had been shocked
at being told Robert Glass was her father, rather than the family
friend that had been led to believe he was. But this knowledge had
come at a cost and she struggled with a mix of grief and anger;
grief at losing her father before she knew his real identity and
anger that the information had been kept form her all this time.
She found it hard, if not impossible, to find an outlet for her
grief, but the anger was another matter. At first, she had taken
that out on her mother. They had argued. No, they had shouted and
screamed, not really listening to each other’s words, just letting
go in an orgy of emotion.

But why shouldn’t she
have been angry with her mother? Why shouldn’t she still be angry
with her? Her mother had no right to hide from her the truth about
her father. If she had known all along who he was, she would have
been able to have a proper father and daughter relationship. Now it
was too late. He was dead and the chance was gone, for ever. Her
vision began to blur as tears welled up, but she wasn’t going to
let that happen, not any more. The time for crying had passed. She
had shed so many tears already and she was determined not to shed
any more.

She breathed in
deeply, drawing the air right down into the bottom of her lungs
before she allowed it so seep slowly back out. She needed to get
away from the house and its residents for a while. To go somewhere
she could properly relax, without fear of yet another unwelcome
interruption or confrontation. In truth, her options were, as they
always were when staying at Ashview Lodge, very limited. She could
go for a walk, but that held little appeal on this occasion. She
could go down to the village garage, where she could taunt that
idiot John Perch, but his boss would soon put a stop to that.

No, she would take the
bus into Banbury, where she could stroll from shop to shop, making
a mental list of all the beautiful things she would buy when she
was given her father’s money. The dresses, the shoes, the handbags,
the earrings. It was an activity she had already undertaken in a
minor way in her home town of Evesham, but Banbury was bigger and
the shops offered a better array of items. Of course, she would
find even more on offer in Leamington or Oxford, but they would
come later. It was a process to be savoured, not rushed.

She collected her
handbag from her room and the little blue jacket that had been the
last present her father bought for her, then skipped down the
stairs and out of the front door, not the least bit inclined to let
the others know where she was going. They could be left to wonder
and worry. She would take the track over the hill and down into the
centre of the village in plenty of time for the next bus.

As she stepped out
through the front gate, she glanced up at the bedroom windows and
saw the disconsolate face of Stephen Glass looking down at her.
Then, sitting there under the shade of an apple tree at the side of
the house, she saw Michael Glass. Although he watched her pass, he
said not a word to her and she was happy with that.
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