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      It was a pleasant morning in February of 1949, and spring seemed to have come early to the small English town of Puddledown. Hugo Wainwright had risen with the dawn and now, still a little before nine o’clock, the sun was already shining brightly through the window in Hugo’s kitchen, a chorus of twittering sparrows serenading him from the hedgerows as he stoked a small fire in the open range, placed a kettle on the hob to boil, and laid out teapot, cup, and saucer on his table.

      The kettle had just begun to whistle when a familiar head passed by the window, and a moment later, Tommy Granger let himself in.

      “Good timing,” Hugo said, greeting Tommy with a kiss. “Kettle’s just boiled.”

      Tommy grinned and sat at the table as Hugo set out an extra mug and glass ashtray, and filled the teapot. Tommy removed his flat cap, lit a cigarette, and relaxed in his chair, idly stirring his tea while he waited for it to cool.

      It wasn’t unknown for Hugo and Tommy to share a companionable breakfast, but it was unusual to find Tommy in Hugo’s kitchen so early on a morning when he hadn’t spent the previous night. As groundskeeper for the Crowe Estate, Tommy lived a little way out of Puddledown, managing the woods in which he lived, plus the acres of open land surrounding the Hall, where Viscount Crowe kept horses and livestock. The Estate itself comprised much of the county, but the vast majority was leased to tenant farmers. Still, there was more than enough work to keep one man busy, and Hugo rather suspected they’d had an easy time of it over the winter. Come summer, he doubted he’d see Tommy barely at all.

      “Looks nice out,” Hugo observed, slicing a crusty loaf of bread he’d procured the previous day from Mrs May at the bakery and spearing the rounds on the tines of a large fork for toasting over the open fire.

      “It is.” Tommy nodded. “It’d be fine for May, this weather.”

      “Forecast says it’s set to stay for the month.”

      “That’ll be good. I can get a start on some of the jobs I’ve had backin’ up.”

      “Is that what you plan for today?” Hugo asked, removing the browned slices of bread and turning them to toast the other side. He didn’t like to intrude on Tommy’s work and couldn’t understand why the man would make the effort to call on him if he had chores that needed doing.

      Tommy took a drag of his cigarette, rolled the lit end delicately against the edges of the ashtray to remove the excess ash, and contemplated the pointed tip he’d created. “Mebbe.”

      “Tommy, is something wrong?” As a rule, Hugo disliked confrontation, but his friend appeared to be out of sorts, and he disliked that even more. Ever since he’d met Tommy, some four months earlier, he’d found himself acting more and more in a manner he would once have considered out of character. He supposed at this point, he would be better off accepting his character had changed. Drab, dull Hugo Wainwright was no more: in his place stood a man in every way his better—no matter what the law had to say on the subject.

      Tommy, with a great show of reluctance, took a crumpled envelope from his jacket pocket and tossed it onto the table.

      Removing the toast from the fire—the rounds weren’t quite done, but they were close enough—Hugo shook them gently off the fork onto a plate and placed it on the table beside the envelope, noting it hadn’t been opened.

      “What is it?” he asked, straining for nonchalance as he lifted the lid from the butter dish and set it and a knife on the table.

      “It’s from our Beth.” Tommy’s sister, Hugo knew. From what he understood, they had rather lost contact when she married a vicar and moved with him to Scarborough. Tommy’s mother now lived with her, too.

      “Why ever haven’t you opened it?” Hugo asked, sitting opposite. “I should have thought you’d have been thrilled to hear from her.”

      “I’ve had several letters,” Tommy admitted, stubbing his cigarette in the ashtray and repositioning himself on his chair. He wouldn’t meet Hugo’s eyes, and his dark hair was sticking out at all angles from the back of his head, usually the result of him running a nervous hand through it.

      “And you didn’t tell me?” Hugo couldn’t keep the hurt out of his voice. Tommy’s family were important, and although they could never know him for who he was in Tommy’s life, Hugo hadn’t thought the reverse was true: that Tommy would keep from telling him about them.

      “It weren’t supposed to be anythin’ much,” Tommy said, having the grace to colour slightly. “After that business with Reg Davies.... Well, he said he’d been there, didn’t he? To Scarborough. I needed to know they was all right.”

      “And are they?” Hugo asked, fresh worry gripping him. Reg Davies had been a madman who blamed Tommy for the death of his son. He had planned to murder Tommy, but not before he killed everyone Tommy held dear first. Hugo felt he was only just beginning to put the night Reg had come for them behind him, and he still flinched whenever he heard his name. He hadn’t thought, in all the time that had passed since, of the safety of Tommy’s family. He felt an utter heel for not suggesting Tommy contact them.

      Tommy shrugged. “Beth says so.”

      “Well what’s preventing you from opening this letter, then?”

      Tommy hung his head. “I invited them to stay,” he admitted.

      “You did what?”

      “It were a spur of the moment thing.” Tommy looked at him, brown eyes wide. “An’ now our Beth’s replied, an’ I don’t know which is worse, if she says she’ll come or not. An’ I feel like a fool for not knowin’.”

      “Now then.” Hugo reached across the table and took Tommy’s hand. “It’s perfectly understandable you’d be conflicted. You haven’t seen them for a long time, and you miss them, but at the same time, you value your independence. That’s not so unusual.”

      “Would you open it?” Tommy asked quietly.

      “Of course, if that’s what you’d prefer.” Hugo released Tommy’s hand and took up the envelope. “Are you sure?” he asked, and at Tommy’s nod, he ripped it open.

      Beth Stone wrote with a small, neat hand in black ink. The paper was expensive and bore the letterhead of the diocese of York, where her husband, the Reverend Daniel Stone, was incumbent. It took Hugo a moment to decipher the handwriting and pass over the usual opening of greeting and well-wishes to get to the crux of the matter. “They’re coming,” he said. “All three of them.”

      “They ain’t!” Tommy snatched the letter to read it for himself. “Oh Lord,” he said, slumping in his chair. “I never expected her to bring him.”

      That Tommy had a fraught relationship with his brother-in-law, Hugo already knew. How much the Rev. Stone actually understood of Tommy’s nature, however, was a mystery.

      “I’m sure it’ll be all right,” he said in an effort to be consoling. “You’ll get a chance to see your mother and sister again. Look at it that way.”

      “There is that,” Tommy grudgingly conceded. “But where am I going to put them up? It says here Daniel’s got a fortnight off, an’ I can’t afford to lodge them in the coach house for two whole weeks.”

      “They can stay here,” Hugo suggested.

      “I can’t let you do that,” Tommy exclaimed.

      “Of course you can. I’ve got two bedrooms.”

      “An’ where will you sleep?”

      “I’ll stay with you.”

      Tommy pulled a face. “I can’t see Daniel acceptin’ that.”

      “Folks do it all the time,” Hugo said easily. “You’ve got a sofa. I’ll say I’m sleeping there.”

      “An’ let them think they’re puttin’ you out of a bed, when you’re a stranger to them?” Tommy shook his head. “It ain’t goin’ to work. I’ll have to speak to Lord Crowe, see if he can forward me some of my wages.”

      Hugo didn’t doubt the Viscount would forward the money and more, happily, given only days before Christmas he’d offered Tommy the sum of £5000 as reward for his part in convincing his runaway daughter to return home. Money Tommy had refused at the time, seeing no need to have such a large fortune to his name.

      Still, Hugo disliked the idea of Tommy going cap-in-hand to his employer, no matter how highly the man thought of him, and it was a terrible way to squander Tommy’s hard-earned wages when there was no need to go to such expense.

      “I insist,” Hugo said firmly. “If they’re here for a fortnight, I assume I’ll be meeting them anyway, in the guise of friend. For all they know, I’m a little eccentric and enjoy spending my nights on my friends’ furniture.”

      Tommy laughed grudgingly. “They’ll think you’re queer all right,” he said. “Do you really mean it?”

      “I wouldn’t have offered if I didn’t.” Hugo smiled. “I must confess to an ulterior motive, however. The thought of having an excuse for spending two weeks sleeping in your cabin is simply too good to pass up.”

      Tommy smiled properly at that, his dark eyes dancing with mischievous intent. “There is that.”

      It wasn’t like Hugo hadn’t spent many nights with Tommy over the previous four months, but there was always the concern of being seen, of his neighbours noticing the nights his house was left empty, or the mornings on which Tommy snuck out before dawn. He and Tommy lived and loved outside the law, and it would never do for them to forget that fact, no matter how improbable or unfair it seemed.

      Hugo knew he couldn’t meet Tommy’s family as the man who loved him—couldn’t ask his mother’s permission to court her son, couldn’t greet his sister as his own—but he still wanted to make a good impression. He realised he wanted them to approve of him, in whatever small way; he wanted them to be happy he was part of Tommy’s life. Hugo liked to think his mama would have accepted Tommy, although she had passed long before they’d met. He only hoped he could earn the respect of Tommy’s family during the short time they were visiting.
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      Four days later, Hugo and Tommy waited at the platform of Puddledown Station for the train bearing Tommy’s family to arrive. Tommy was chain-smoking cigarettes, his knee bouncing nervously beside Hugo’s on the slatted wooden bench on which they sat. Hugo longed to reach out and calm him, to cover Tommy’s knee with his hand and let his presence reassure his friend. They were the only ones at the station, and the stationmaster was inside the building on the opposite side of the platform, but still Hugo didn’t dare. They had to be cautious, because one never knew when prying eyes were watching.

      Hugo felt somewhat apprehensive. He’d spent the time since Tommy received the letter from his sister tidying his house, airing out his mama’s old bedroom, changing the sheets and washing the counterpanes, and polishing the fireplace in his front parlour until it shone. They’d clubbed their ration coupons together to purchase enough food to keep them all for the first few days, and Hugo’s pantry had never seemed so full. He’d employed Grace Kemp, his aunt’s neighbour’s girl, to rustle up some simple, hearty dishes Beth could heat of an evening so she didn’t have to worry about cooking in a strange kitchen.

      His preparations had helped him avoid scrutinising the fact he desperately wanted to win Tommy’s family’s approval, but now, waiting at the station with nothing more to do before he met them but straighten and re-straighten his pullover, Hugo had to confess his nerves were getting the best of him.

      A plume of smoke in the distance heralded the arrival of the steam loco, and they watched with growing trepidation as it moved closer, until the rhythmic clatter of the wheels, the chug chug of the engine and the hissing of the brakes were unmistakable.

      The train rounded the final bend and there it was, pulling its stately way into Puddledown, a gleaming black engine towing a trio of carriages in its wake. Three people alighted from the third class carriage at the rear, and Tommy ground his last cigarette underfoot, seemed to mentally steel himself, and approached, Hugo trailing behind.

      Beth Stone was a capable-looking woman, at twenty-nine two years older than her brother, about as tall as Tommy, who was not in truth a tall man, built stout around the middle but with her brother’s thin facial features and dark hair and eyes. She appeared to have taken charge and was directing the removal of two leather travelling cases from the carriage.

      Tommy immediately stepped forward to assist, pushing past a tall, thin man with wire-rimmed spectacles, wearing a dark suit and white dog collar, who could only be the Rev. Daniel Stone, his brother-in-law. Hugo hurried to take the first case from Tommy, who relieved his sister of the second. The weight of the thing surprised him, and he didn’t much relish the thought of carrying it all the way from the station to his home, some two miles away.

      They left the platform, halting again on the other side of the station building to make introductions. Beth hugged and kissed her brother, and shook Hugo’s hand rather more firmly than he had expected from a vicar’s wife. The reverend kept his hands behind his back, inclining his head to Hugo and Tommy while seeming to sneer at them as one would something unpleasant found under a magnifying glass. Hugo decided on first impressions he didn’t much like the man, but then, he scolded himself, given they had all been travelling for several hours, only to be confronted with a stranger at the end of their journey, it was perhaps wiser for him to reserve judgment.

      Tommy’s mother, Mavis Granger, was a small, dumpy woman in her middle-fifties, dressed in a startlingly bright floral-print frock that appeared to be homemade. She remained still and allowed Tommy to kiss her on both cheeks, her expression almost laughably regal given her stature and mien. She would fit in wonderfully with the church ladies, Hugo decided, stooping to receive her hand and kiss a powdered cheek in turn. She smelled rather strongly of talcum powder, and it took a good deal of effort not to wrinkle his nose, and even more to keep a straight expression when he caught Tommy’s eye over her head.

      Hugo’s nerves settled as they began the long walk to his house, he and Tommy carrying a case each. They progressed slowly, making allowances for Mavis, who wheezed with every step. Beth walked between Tommy and Hugo, her arm linked through her brother’s, chattering nineteen-to-the-dozen about life in Scarborough, the flock her husband tended for the church, and the annual influx of tourists on national holidays. Daniel strode ahead of the party, hands behind his back, head up and spine poker-straight, the broad brim of his black fedora shading his face from the bright afternoon sunshine.

      It took the better part of an hour for them to finally reach Ferndale Lane, and Hugo ushered everybody into his house, relieved to set down his burden. Tommy showed them into the parlour while Hugo put the kettle on and laid out a tray with teacups and saucers and generous slices of Mrs May’s sponge cake. Tommy entered the kitchen a moment later and took a chance to squeeze Hugo’s arm in silent thanks before reciting everybody’s preference for how they took their tea.

      The pot brewed, and milk and sugar added to the tray, Hugo carried it carefully into the parlour, the cups rattling against their saucers with every step. There were only seats for four, so he took his tea and sat on the arm of Tommy’s chair, opposite Mavis and across from the sofa where Beth and Daniel were sitting.

      “This is a nice place you’ve got, Hugo,” Mavis said, nodding appreciatively.

      “It was my mama’s house.”

      “Where will we be staying?” Beth asked, looking expectantly at Tommy.

      “We thought here.” He glanced at Hugo.

      Hugo nodded. “I’ve two bedrooms upstairs. We thought it would be more comfortable than staying at the coach house.”

      “Here?” Daniel looked around the room with barely concealed scorn. “And where will you stay, Mr Wainwright?”

      “Hugo, please.” Hugo forced a smile. “I thought I’d stay with Tommy.”

      “But we can’t put you out!” Beth exclaimed.

      “It’s no trouble,” Hugo insisted. “Tommy’s offered me his sofa for the duration, and I assure you it’s quite comfortable.”

      “Nonsense, we’ll stay with Thomas.” Daniel pushed his spectacles farther up his aquiline nose and nodded like the matter was settled.

      “There isn’t room,” Tommy said quietly. “I’ve only the one bed.”

      “You didn’t think about this before you invited us all to stay?”

      “Look here.” Hugo took a breath and swallowed his exasperation. “Tommy wanted to see his family. We’ve made the arrangements now, and it’s no trouble for you to stay here and for me to stay with him. This way you’re closer to town, rather than stuck out in the woods all day.”

      “And what does your employer make of this?” Daniel asked.

      Hugo and Tommy exchanged a glance, not sure which of them he was addressing.

      “My employer is based in London,” Hugo finally answered. “I’m a correspondent for the Gazette. As to Tommy’s employer, I’m sure Lord Crowe will be thrilled to hear he has family visiting. Tommy’s a firm favourite up at the Hall.”

      Daniel sniffed. “I somewhat doubt that,” he said. “Thomas has never been a ‘firm favourite’ with any company worth keeping.”

      “Daniel!” Beth hissed, nudging her husband.

      “Perhaps you don’t know him as well as you think,” Hugo growled.

      “Is it true, Tommy?” Mavis asked, looking squarely at her son. “Does Lord Crowe really like you?”

      “Mother, I doubt Lord Crowe knows he exists,” Daniel said with a world-weary sigh. “He’s, what, a groundskeeper? The man probably doesn’t even know he pays his wages.”

      “I assure you, that is simply not the case.” Hugo ground the words out through gritted teeth. “Why, Tommy got a wage increase in December, when he’d barely been here three months! Lord Crowe came to his home himself to thank him for everything he’s done.”

      Not strictly true: Robert Fairfax had called on Tommy primarily to thank him for his part in convincing his runaway daughter to return home, but Daniel would never know that. Tommy had received a wage increase, but only after he’d turned down the £5000 he’d been offered first. For the first time, Hugo wished Tommy had taken the money, just so they could rub his stuck-up brother-in-law’s nose in it.

      “Tommy!” Mavis beamed at her son. “That is good news.”

      Tommy nodded bashfully.

      “He’s still only a groundskeeper,” Daniel said loftily, like that was the final word on the matter.

      Hugo didn’t consider himself a violent man, but in that moment he was sorely tempted to punch the insufferable priest right in the nose.

      “And you, a correspondent.” Mavis turned her attention to Hugo, distracting him from the impulse to defend his friend with his fists. “I declare, that does sound impressive!”

      “I assure you, it sounds far more impressive than it actually is.” Hugo smiled his most charming smile. “They pay me to read books.”

      “And that’s a viable means of employment?” Daniel looked at Hugo over the top of his spectacles.

      At least I’m paid to read a different book each week, Hugo thought meanly.

      “He’s very good,” Tommy said. “He writes reviews, and about the theatre and art.”

      “And what do you know about art?” Daniel asked scornfully.

      Tommy flushed and bit his lip.

      “Now hold on a moment.” Hugo had had quite enough of the man’s boorishness, and guest or no guest, family or not, he wouldn’t stand to see Tommy put down every day for a fortnight.

      Daniel raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Yes?”

      “You’ve barely been in my house thirty minutes, and you’ve already insulted Tommy’s work, his employer, and his intellect. You may take a dim view of what he does, but I don’t think you’ve been here long enough to judge him. He’s a valued and respected member of this community, and we’re glad to have him.” Hugo huffed a breath, and his anger died as swiftly as it had risen. “T-That is, I mean....” He looked helplessly to Tommy, who looked helplessly back. “Excuse me.”

      Hugo all but fled from the room, his cheeks burning. The man was an insufferable oaf, but to have said such things to him! Daniel was a guest in his house, was married to Tommy’s sister.... Hugo leant over the sink and groaned quietly. So much for making a favourable impression on Tommy’s family.

      The floorboards creaked in the hall, and Hugo straightened and turned to see Tommy carrying in the tea tray. Taking it from him, he set it on the table.

      “I’m sorry,” he said immediately. “I should never have said those things⁠—”

      Tommy kissed his cheek. “Thank you for sayin’ them,” he said. “Someone had to.”

      “I shouldn’t think your family are too fond of me for it.”

      “Well I am.” Tommy smiled a sweet, pleased smile. “More than I can say. There ain’t no one who’s stuck up for me like that before.”

      “I couldn’t bear it,” Hugo admitted. “Is he always that way?”

      Tommy nodded grimly. “Only around me. Everyone else thinks he’s wonderful.”

      “Well I don’t,” Hugo said in a conspiratorial whisper.

      Tommy sniggered. “Me neither.”

      They returned to the parlour to find Daniel donning his hat and coat.

      “You’re not leaving?” Hugo
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