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  Chapter 1


  July, 1870


  “And now with your kind indulgence, my lovely and talented daughter, Ernestine, will sing for us,” Vicar Nippert announced after tea had been poured in the parlor of the vicarage behind Saint Stephen’s. “She will be accompanied on the pianoforte by my equally lovely and talented wife, Aurea.”


  Andrew Phelps, balancing a plate of little watercress sandwiches on one knee and a cup and saucer on the other, winced inwardly. Not because Ernestine’s talent had been exaggeratedon the contrary, as the girl began the first notes of “Ye Servants of God,” it became quite obvious that she possessed a pleasant singing voice. But since his arrival in Prescott this morning for the quarterly regional meeting, he and a dozen other country vicars had been subjected to their host’s incessant boasting.


  Oh, he could understand the man’s pride. The most beautiful stained-glass windows in Shropshire graced Prescott’s three-hundredyear-old Gothic cathedral. The parishioners were such enthusiastic givers, according to Vicar Nippert, that they practically pounded upon the church doors at the first of each month, demanding to be allowed to tithe immediately. And, of course, as he had mentioned more than once, his wife and daughter were musical virtuosos, worthy of leading angel choirs.


  It was just that Andrew had assumed that, as was the case with past diocese meetings hosted by other vicars, most of the time would be devoted to discussing church issues.


  “Well, what do you think?” came a low voice from Andrew’s right. He turned to find Vicar Nippert leaning over his chair, his proud grin exposing a row of teeth as white and prominent as the piano keys upon which Mrs. Nippert’s nimble fingers glided effortlessly. “Sings like an angel, eh?”


  “Very talented,” Andrew agreed reluctantly, not because he had aught against the girl, but because he suspected the door was being opened for more boasting. His suspicion was confirmed right away, for Vicar Nippert immediately launched into a litany of his daughter’s other talents. Andrew assumed an attentive expression and consoled himself with the thought that at least when this meeting was over, he wouldn’t have to endure Vicar Nippert’s company for another three months.


  And then a certain name snapped him out of his reverie.


  “Did you say Saint Julien’s Academy at Shrewsbury?” Andrew asked as Ernestine began the fourth stanza.


  “This will be her second year,” Vicar Nippert replied after sending a nod of approval across to his daughter. “Outstanding institution, and of course she was at the head of her class last term.” His expression suddenly brightened. “Say, you’ve a daughter about Ernestine’s age, eh? Are you considering enrolling her? Because I feel compelled to warn you that a waiting list begins to accumulate this time every year.”


  Andrew swallowed. “I already have enrolled her.”


  “Well, capital!” The vicar clapped him on the back, the toothy smile even wider. “You’ll be fetching her on weekends, yes? No doubt we’ll be seeing a lot of each other come September, eh?”


  “Y-yes,” Andrew nodded.


  “Capital!” Vicar Nippert clapped him on the back again and moved on to converse with other clergy across the room.


  While Ernestine sang the first few words to a second hymn, “Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus,” Andrew added under his breath, “And could you possibly come before September, Lord?” But then he thought about his upcoming marriage to Julia Hollis and amended his prayer. “With all due respect, Lord, could you please wait until after December?”
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  The four high-backed willow benches Julia had commissioned the Keegans, the Irish basket weavers, to make for the Larkspur Inn’s garden looked quite rustic among the flower beds and shrubbery. She was pleased with the effect. A two-hundred-year-old building of weathered red sandstone would look a little silly looming behind lawn furniture made of the dainty-looking wrought-iron lace that was so popular in London.


  Or at least it was popular sixteen months ago, when her late husband’s gambling debts caused Julia to lose her home and almost everything else she had in the world, save the Larkspur, an old abandoned coaching inn that the London bankers had deemed too worthless to claim. With a courage born out of desperation and a loan from her former butler, Julia had moved to Gresham with her three children and loyal chambermaid, Fiona O’Shea. By God’s grace and plenty of hard work, they had transformed the Larkspur into a lodging house, successful beyond even their most optimistic dreams.


  It was upon one of these willow benches that Julia and Andrew met every weekday morning before Andrew paid calls to his parishioners. Over cups of tea the two shared news from the Shrewsbury Chronicle, tidbits of the goings-on in their separate households, and plans for the life they would begin together in December. For propriety’s sake, the tea tray occupied the space between them upon the benchan arrangement the vicar understood and conceded was necessary, but disliked immensely.


  “But you know what happened the last time you tried to speak to the Sanderses,” Julia said on Monday morning as she handed her fiancé the cup of tea she had just poured. She was a little miffed that Andrew had charmed her into a jovial mood by relating the events of Saturday’s diocese meeting in Prescott before mentioning in passing that he would be making a certain call today.


  “Yes, but this time there will be four of us.” He took an appreciative sip from his cup. “Please compliment Mrs. Herrick on her most excellent tea, as usual.”


  “Please don’t change the subject, Andrew. You’ll only be providing him with more targets. And who’s to say the next cracked forehead won’t be yours?”


  This warning had the opposite effect from the one Julia had intended, for the corners of his hazel eyes crinkled. “So you’re worried about me, are you, Julia Hollis?”


  Julia refused to return his smile. “I’m in no mood to be teased.” During the three weeks since she had accepted his proposal of marriage, she found that he was growing more and more dear to her. And the thought of Mr. Sanders crowning him with a rock, as he had poor Mr. Clay, frightened her immensely.


  He reached across the tray, picked up her hand, and brought it to his bearded cheek. “It’s rather nice, you know, having you fuss over me.”


  “Do you plan to indulge in rash behavior all during our marriage so you can be fussed over?”


  “Now, there’s a thought.”


  She could no longer resist the coaxing in his warm eyes and squeezed the hand that held hers. “Just be careful, Andrew.”


  “Of course,” he promised, giving the back of her hand a quick kiss before releasing it. “I’ll turn and start sprinting if Sanders so much as looks at a rock. And I’ll warn the others to do the same.”


  “Why do they want you along anyway? The man has already proven he has no respect for the clergy.”


  “I suppose they’re hoping Mr. Sanders will feel contrite enough about his last show of temper toward Mr. Clay and me to grant us audience. I couldn’t refuse them.”


  The “they” and “them” of whom Andrew and Julia spoke consisted of Messrs. Sykes, Sway, and Casper, Gresham’s newly elected school board. Because of Parliament’s passage of the Elementary Education Act this year, local school boards were now responsible for seeing that English and Welsh schools met certain universal standards of education. Pressure was also brought upon these boards to increase school enrollment.


  There was no easy way to accomplish this latter goal, however, because without a compulsory education law, the choice still lay in the hands of the parents. But the three men of Gresham’s school board had made it their mission to enroll every child of school age in the village for the coming academic year.


  Their enthusiasm was contagious, and the whole town had become infected with it. The ladies of the Women’s Charity Society applied themselves to knitting caps, stockings, and gloves for the children of the less fortunate in anticipation of the winter months when they would be walking to and from school. Worshipers at Saint Jude’s, as well as the Baptist and Wesleyan chapels, dropped pennies in vestibule boxes for the purchase of boots for these same children. Even Squire Bartley had made a surprise donation of three dozen slates and a carton of chalk to the school.


  But the most exciting development was the offer made by Mr. Durwin, one of the Larkspur’s lodgers. His oldest son, an engineer building a bridge in India, had sent him the design for a merry-goround he had constructed for some of the colonists’ children. Mr. Durwin pledged to have one built in the school yard if one hundred percent enrollment was reached by the beginning of the school year. It was the talk of the town, especially among the children.


  So far, seven of the nine unschooled children had been registered. Even the Keegan family from Ireland had been persuaded that their three school-aged children should receive an education. That only left the two youngest Sanders boys, and it was no accident that the school board had saved that particular family for last.


  “Even if Mr. Sanders agrees to send them, how do we know they’ll behave?” Julia asked Andrew. “What if the new teacher isn’t as good a disciplinarian as Captain Powell?” Captain Powell had given his resignation in June and was now to assume a position as one of Her Majesty’s Inspectors. His new responsibility would be to travel throughout the county of Shropshire, seeing that schools met at least the minimum standards of education.


  “We have to give them a chance,” Andrew reminded her. “And as to their, or any other child’s, failure to behave, the board has decided that expulsion would be swift. It’s been difficult enough trying to find a new teacher. We can’t have him or her resigning out of frustration.”


  “Him or her? I take it that the board hasn’t heard from Miss Clark yet?”


  “Not yet. Perhaps tomorrow.” He smiled and replaced his empty cup on the tray. “It will work out, Julia. Things usually do.”


  “When you say that, I believe it,” Julia replied, returning his smile. “Would you care for more tea?”


  “I could stay here with you all day, drinking Mrs. Herrick’s fine tea and staring at the most beautiful woman in England. But duty calls.” After setting his bowler hat atop his blond head, he sent a glance in all directions, then put an arm around her shoulders and leaned over the tray for a covert kiss. It lasted longer than it should have, and when their lips finally came apart, Julia darted a glance at the Larkspur’s windows to make sure their little indiscretion hadn’t been witnessed.


  “ ‘They do not love that do not show their love,’ ” said a voice with a faint Cornish accent and a liberal dose of humor.


  Julia and Andrew turned their heads to gape at Ambrose and Fiona Clay, smiling as they walked hand in hand from the side of the house facing the carriage drive. Their fortnight’s stay in the apartment above the stables was halfway over now, for in another week Mr. Clay would be returning to London’s Prince of Wales Theatre to take the lead role in a comedy titled The Barrister.


  While warmth stole through Julia’s cheeks, Andrew got to his feet, obviously not the least bit embarrassed at being caught. “Shakespeare?” he ventured as he and the actor shook hands.


  “But of course. The Two Gentlemen of Verona.”


  Rising to embrace Fiona, Julia said, “You’re up early. Have you plans for today?” The Clays were late risers out of necessity, for life revolving around the London theatre required long evenings.


  “We thought we would enjoy watching the excavation before the sun gets too overbearing,” Fiona explained. Mr. Ellis and Mr. Pitney, new Larkspur residents, were conducting an excavation on the Roman ruins atop the Anwyl. It had become a pleasant outing for villagers to hike up the steep hill to the west of Gresham and watch from distances that did not interfere with the archeologists’ work.


  Mr. Clay smiled. “Marriage agrees with me. I never had the energy to take on the Anwyl when I lived here before. Even Mrs. Kingston couldn’t bully me into it.”


  “It sounds like a grand adventure,” Andrew told them, then motioned to the nearest bench. “Have you a minute or two for a visit?”


  “That’s why we came out here first,” the actor replied, guiding his wife to the bench. “Mrs. Herrick is packing some fruit and biscuits for us to share with Mr. Ellis and Mr. Pitney. Why don’t you two join us?”


  As Julia resumed her seat, with Andrew again settling on the other side of the tea tray, she made the silent observation that marriage certainly did agree with the couple. Mr. Clay seemed not to be in one of his despondent moods, for his gray eyes were bright and his posture erect. Fiona’s face still wore the glow of a wife who is adored by her husband and, judging by her wardrobe, pampered as well. This morning she wore a striped silk gown of rich strawberry and gunmetal gray that flattered her fair complexion with a straw hat trimmed in matching ribbons.


  “I still find myself reaching back to untie imaginary apron strings when I change clothes,” she’d confessed yesterday when Julia complimented her wardrobe. Which was all the more reason Julia was happy to see her with nice things. Having spent most of her twenty-seven years in servitude, Fiona deserved no less.


  Andrew’s voice broke into her reverie. “Speaking for myself, I’ve a full plate today,” he was saying, then turned to her. “But why don’t you go, Julia?”


  “Yes, Julia, do come with us,” Fiona urged. After an awkward first day or two, she finally seemed to be at ease addressing Julia by her given name. The men still used formal titles out of habit, even though they had great affection for each other.


  “Thank you, but I’m afraid I’ve several things to do as well,” Julia replied with a regretful smile, though truly, she could have put some off until tomorrow. No matter how sincere the invitation, she couldn’t help but feel that the newlyweds would enjoy ambling up the Anwyl’s footpaths without a third person along. Changing the subject before a second invitation could be issued, she said, “I was just trying to talk Andrew out of accompanying the school board to call on the Sanderses.”


  “Yes?” Mr. Clay raised an eyebrow. The scar upon his forehead was still noticeable, but it added a rugged quality to his aristocratic face that was not unattractive. “And will you be needing someone to escort you to Doctor Rhodes’ afterward?”


  “That won’t be necessary, thank you,” Andrew replied with a chuckle, then got to his feet again. “But I must run along now. Supper at the vicarage tomorrow night?”


  “It sounds lovely,” Mr. Clay replied after exchanging a meaningful glance with his wife. They were already becoming proficient in the silent language of married couples.


  “Excellent!” To Julia, Andrew said, “Please bring the children along, too.”


  “Are you sure Mrs. Paget won’t mind? She’s not used to cooking for so many.”


  “My dear, I’ve already spoken to her about it and she’s delighted. Besides, she’ll need the practice for later.”


  After Andrew bade them farewell, Julia watched him walk up the garden path and through the gate. He wore the broad shoulders of a man who should be taller than his five-foot-eight frame, and his bearded face was plain, according to his own description. But Julia had come to realize months ago, even before she had begun to love him, that Vicar Phelps had the most beautiful soul of any man she had ever met. And that meant far more to her than any aesthetic features.
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  Andrew took his horse and trap only when his calls were not within walking distance of the vicarage. On those occasions he left Rusty, his blue roan, hitched outside the Larkspur’s front gate during his morning visits with Julia. Propriety, the same taskmaster that dictated the tea tray should rest between them, was why he did not pull into the carriage drive around back and sit with her in the courtyard, out of the sight of most villagers. Avoid even the appearance of evil, the Scriptures said. It wasn’t exactly fair that most people held ministers up to a higher code of conduct than they did themselves, but it was an unchangeable fact of life.


  It wasn’t that the inhabitants of Gresham were malicious. On the contrary, most were warmhearted and had embraced his family in the year they’d lived here. But because of the remoteness of their village and the long hours spent hard at work, they had little else but gossip to keep themselves entertained. Even something as mundane as Mrs. Shelton’s purchase of a new lamp or the Moores’ overnight visit to cousins in Lilleshall was chewed over, discussed, and often embellished on its way to the next set of eager ears.


  Climbing up into the seat of the trap, Andrew unwound his reins from the whip socket and turned for a last look at Julia. She never wore hats during their morning visits, and he wondered if it was because she was aware that he loved the way the morning sunlight turned her auburn hair to burnished copper and lit sparks to the emeralds that were her eyes. I’m truly a blessed man, he thought, as he did most mornings.
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  When Andrew’s trap was finally out of sight up Market Lane, Julia realized the Clays were both staring at her with the sentimental expressions usually reserved for small children who have done something particularly winsome.


  She gave them an embarrassed smile. “I feel I should recite something for you now.”


  “Oh, do forgive us, Julia,” Fiona said. “It was just so … sweet, the way you were watching the vicar just now.”


  Mr. Clay nodded, his smile positively simpering. “I could tell you were meant for each other the first time I saw you in the same room.”


  “Yes? Well then, you should have told me and saved us some trouble.”


  “Do you suppose you would have listened to me?”


  “Actually …” Julia assumed a thoughtful pose. “I’m sure it would have frightened me away. I suppose things have to happen in their own good time.”


  “Sometimes they do,” the actor said with a wink at his wife.


  Julia smiled again. She had momentarily forgotten that Mr. Clay and Fiona had married on the same day he proposed.


  “When will Mr. Jensen be moving here?” Fiona asked. Mr. Jensen was Julia’s former butler, whose loan and advice had rescued her and the children, along with Fiona, from impending poverty.


  Julia sent a sideways glance at the new sign above the door to her lodging house. Larkspur Inn was carved into oak above a spray of flowers. While she looked forward to living in the vicarage and forming one family from the two, it was a comfort to know that the Larkspur would always be nearby. “Not until the first of December, so I’ll have only one week before the wedding to show him how to manage the place. But it shouldn’t take him long to learn. And of course he’ll only have to send word to the vicarage should he need assistance later.”


  His scarred brow furrowing, Mr. Clay said, “Surely you aren’t planning to forgo a honeymoon.”


  Even though Mr. Clay was a dear friend, and Julia not the seventeen-year-old bride she had been at her first marriage, she felt another blush steal across her cheeks. Still, she managed to answer with a casual, “We plan to spend a week or so in Wales. We don’t wish to leave the children for too long during the Christmas season.”


  Mercifully Fiona changed the subject, or rather veered it off in another direction. “Speaking of the children, Julia, have you met Elizabeth’s beau?” Elizabeth was Andrew’s nineteen-year-old daughter.


  Julia sent her a grateful smile. “Why yes, two or three times. Paul Treveshe’s a curate in Alveley.”


  “Do you think he’ll propose?”


  “Elizabeth says he plans to do so formally as soon as he’s promoted to vicar in eight months or so.” Her smile faded. “I’m a little concerned about that situation … and so is Andrew.”


  “You don’t care for the young man?” Mr. Clay asked.


  “Oh, it’s not that,” she hastened to reassure him. “He seems very decent. It’s just that we wonder if she’s completely over someone from her past.”


  Recognition came into Fiona’s expression. “The young man from Cambridge.”


  “He broke her heart in the worst possible way, but I believe she still longs to see him again.”


  “Then it’s fortunate that Andrew moved his family here,” said Mr. Clay. “At least the possibility of that happening is remote.”


  “Yes,” Julia nodded, but for some reason she couldn’t feel completely reassured.


  Gertie, the scullery maid, came outside then with a basket of treats from Mrs. Herrick’s kitchen, putting an end to the discussion. “Are you quite sure you won’t come with us?” Fiona asked as Julia walked the two to the gate. “You could bring the children along.”


  She smiled and waved them away. “Thank you, but Andrew has brought them up there at least a dozen times. And I’ve duties around here, so you’ll just have to try to enjoy yourselves without me.”


  Chapter 2


  Julia lingered at the gate as Fiona and Mr. Clay walked the length of the garden wall, exchanging waves on the way with the driver of one of the red-and-white wagons from Anwyl Mountain Savory Cheeses. The wagon turned west at the crossroads, and it seemed from the ring of hooves and the rattle of wheels against the cobbled stones that it was turning into the carriage drive behind the inn.


  Mrs. Beemish must have ordered cheeses, Julia thought. Which was odd, because although Squire Bartley’s factory, north of the River Bryce, sent its famous Cheshire cheeses all over Great Britain, the wagons did not make local deliveries. They were kept busy enough, it seemed, carting their wares down to the railway station at Shrewsbury. Gresham residents made their purchases directly from the factory.


  Deciding that policy must have recently changed, she shrugged the matter off and went into the house. The choppy notes of “London Bridge” greeted her in the hallMrs. Dearing had asked Julia’s twelve-year-old daughter, Aleda, to give her piano lessons, and the two sat at the bench.


  “Very good!” Julia exclaimed, walking over to stand at the piano’s side. Up until now, all she had heard Mrs. Dearing attempt were simple scales. The elderly lodger smiled up at her, looking like an Indian princess with her turquoise necklace and long gray braid draped over one shoulder.


  “Aleda is so patient with me,” she said. “I’m afraid I’m rather slow.”


  “No, ma’am, you’re doing very well,” Aleda assured her. Like Julia and fourteen-year-old Philip, she had thick auburn hair and a scattering of freckles across her cheeks. Patiently she repositioned her pupil’s slightly gnarled fingers on the keys so that the wrists did not droop, then smiled up at Julia. “Did you recognize ‘London Bridge,’ Mother?”


  “As soon as I heard it.” To Mrs. Dearing, Julia said, “Will you play it again?”


  That pleased both tutor and pupil, and Julia stood and listened appreciatively. When the song was finished, she complimented them again, then walked up the corridor toward the kitchen to remind Mrs. Herrick that tomorrow her family and the Clays would be having supper at the vicarage. She heard voices in the short corridor leading to the courtyard door and looked to her left. There stood the cook along with housekeeper Mrs. Beemish, kitchen maid Mildred, and lodger Mrs. Kingston. The latter was dressed for her morning walk, straw bonnet over her gray head and stout walking stick in hand. From the tone of her voice it was obvious that she was not pleased.


  “I care not one whit about your orders!” she was declaring to a man in the open doorway. Julia could see from the space between Mrs. Kingston and Mildred that he held two huge round cheese boxes in his arms, his face red from the effort.


  “What’s wrong?” Julia whispered to Mrs. Beemish.


  The housekeeper turned wide brown eyes at her and said, “The squirehe sent cheeses this time and Mrs. Kingston will have none of it.”


  “Oh dear,” Julia whispered. Faintly she could hear the halting notes of “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep” drifting from the hall, while in front of her Mrs. Kingston assumed her most imperious voice.


  “You will remove yourself and these cheeses from the premises immediately, young man! And please inform Squire Bartley that any further offerings will be delivered to the parish poor box!”


  The driver was obliged to yield at this point and backed away from the door. Mrs. Kingston turned to the group of onlookers. Julia wasn’t certain if the flush across her wrinkled cheeks was from anger or embarrassment, or a combination of both.


  “The stubborn old goat,” she muttered.


  “But he did stop sendin’ the flowers, ma’am,” Mildred reminded her in a humble tone. For her efforts at consoling, the kitchen maid was rewarded with an icy stare from Mrs. Kingston’s blue eyes.


  “And so what will it be next?” Mrs. Kingston demanded. “A side of beef?”


  “Oooh! If he does, ma’am, please don’t send it back!” Mrs. Her-rick exclaimed.


  Julia had to look away for a second to keep her composure. For Audrey Herrick’s small statureshe was a dwarf, as was her husband, Karlthe cook possessed more dry wit than most people of normal size.


  Deciding it was time to restore some order, Julia gently nudged her way through to the door. “Why don’t we chat outside for a little while?” she asked, linking arms with Mrs. Kingston. Behind her she heard the trio of servants return to their duties.


  The elderly woman raised her chin. “I’m late for my walk, and that man has me so vexed that I doubt very much if I shall be able to go the whole three miles.”


  “Of course you will.” Julia opened the door again and peered out, then pulled her head back in to smile at Mrs. Kingston. “The wagon is gone.”


  “The Worthy sisters …”


  “Can’t see the courtyard bench. I shan’t keep you too long. Please?”


  Mrs. Kingston’s shoulders rose and fell with a sigh. “Oh, very well, Mrs. Hollis.”


  When they had settled themselves under the wide-spreading oak, Julia put a hand upon the woman’s shoulder. The first lodger to arrive at the Larkspur, Mrs. Kingston occupied a special place in her heart. It hadn’t been so at first, for the woman had arrived last year seemingly intent upon running the establishment to her own liking.


  “Mrs. Kingston,” Julia began gently. “The squire has been a bachelor for some seventy years now. Shouldn’t you be a little flattered that he’s trying to court you?”


  Mrs. Kingston propped her walking stick against one of her knees so that she could tighten the strings to her bonnet. “If it were for the right reasons, Mrs. Hollis, I would be very flattered.”


  Julia blinked at such frankness. “You would?”


  “Of course. He’s not the ogre everyone makes him out to be, and we certainly share the same passion for gardening.” She gave Julia a quick sideways look. “And it doesn’t hurt that he’s wealthy as Croesus, I might add.”


  “Then why… ?”


  “Why don’t I encourage him?”


  “Yes,” Julia said, though she would have rephrased the question to Why do I do everything in my power to discourage him? At least twice lately the squire had attempted to pay calls on Mrs. Kingston while she was out working in the garden, and on both occasions she gave an excuse to go inside immediately after returning his greeting.


  Folding her arms across her ample chest, Mrs. Kingston replied, “I may not be as educated as Miss Rawlins and Mrs. Dearing, but I am not a fool, Mrs. Hollis.”


  “Of course not,” Julia readily agreed.


  “I know exactly why the squire fancies himself fond of me.”


  “Yes?”


  “I figured it out after that first time he asked me to the manor to tour his gardens. When I arrived back here my heart was fairly swooning over the pleasantness of the whole afternoon.” She gave Julia another sideways look, this time wistful. “My late husband, Norwood, was the only man who had ever courted me. It felt nice to be treated as a lady again.”


  That made Julia think of Andrew, which caused her to smile. She reined in the corners of her lips before Mrs. Kingston could notice. “He sent flowers from his garden the very next day, didn’t he?”


  “Yes,” Mrs. Kingston nodded. “Mrs. Herrick received them at the back door, then proceeded to warn me about him.”


  “About the squire?”


  “She worked in his kitchen for some years, remember. Mrs. Her-rick said she felt compelled to inform me that according to some of the older servants in the manor, the squire courted several different women in his younger days.”


  Julia could hardly believe her ears. It was difficult enough imagining Squire Bartley ever being young, but the notion of his having any interest in romance was almost impossible to conceiveregardless of the attention he now showered upon Mrs. Kingston. “Then why did he never marry?”


  Mrs. Kingston blew out her cheeks. “Because once a young woman showed signs of returning his professed affection, he lost interest. Time and time again.”


  “But that doesn’t make sense. Wouldn’t he want his affection to be returned?”


  “According to the information Mrs. Herrick received, the squire’s parents doted upon him and his sister, never refusing them anything. The sister married and moved away, but Squire Bartley was so used to being catered to by his parents and servants alike that getting his way became boring to him. As long as a young woman seemed unattainable, that represented a challenge for him, you see?”


  “But that’s so shallow. Surely the years have matured him.”


  Giving her an indulgent smile, Mrs. Kingston said, “Age is no guarantee of maturity, Mrs. Hollis.”


  Julia supposed she was right and upon further reflection recalled that Squire Bartley had never shown himself to possess any great maturity. He obviously still held a grudge over the Herricks leaving the manor to work at the Larkspurshe could see it lurking behind the forced smile he would direct at her whenever their carriages passed in the lane. “So when you carried away that blue ribbon at the flower show last month …”


  “It was one of the few times anyone has dared to refuse him anything. I believe his interest in me grew out of that incident. After all, I had lived here in Gresham over a year and passed his church pew many a time. Why did he never speak to me then?”


  “Perhaps he” Julia began but found herself lacking the words to finish. Now it was she who let out a sigh. Even though the squire was a vinegary old blister, she had entertained great hopes that he would bring some romance to Mrs. Kingston’s life. She had learned many things from her mostly elderly lodgers, and one of these was that the yearning to love and be loved didn’t diminish with age.


  “So you’re afraid if you accept his gifts and attentions, he’ll lose interest?”


  “Oh, I’m most sure of it.” Mrs. Kingston’s lips tightened for the fraction of a second. “And I’ll not be made a fool of again, Mrs. Hollis.”


  Julia knew she was referring to the time when she had displayed affection for Mr. Durwin, who ultimately chose Mrs. Hyatt. She patted Mrs. Kingston’s spotted hand. “No one thought you a fool, Mrs. Kingston. It’s not a crime to have feelings for someone.”


  “Hmph!” she snorted but shot Julia a grateful look before pushing herself to her feet. “If you’ll excuse me now, Mrs. Hollis, the miles are getting no shorter.”


  Julia watched her disappear around the short L wing of the house, then heard her exchange greetings with their nearest neighbors, the Worthy sisterstwo lace spinners who sat in their garden with their lap pillows. She’s a good soul, Lord, Julia prayed. And in spite of the companionship she has here, I believe she’s lonely. Please help her to find someone.


  [image: image]


  Intent upon collecting his fishing gear from the gardening hut, Philip hurried through the courtyard door and almost collided with his mother. He automatically reached for her arms to steady her.


  “Philip!” she exclaimed, a hand flying to her chest.


  “Sorry, Mother! Are you all right?”


  “Yes, fine. I’m afraid I was woolgathering.”


  She seemed to do that a lot lately, but Philip reckoned she had more to think about than usual, what with the wedding and all. He was glad she was marrying Vicar Phelps, now that he’d had time to get used to the idea. With his leaving for school in early September, he would seldom be home to look after her and his sisters. All four sisters, he thought, for with that marriage would come two moreElizabeth and Laurel Phelps.


  “That’s dangerous to do around doors,” he cautioned.


  “Yes. I’ll be more careful.”


  Then she smiled at him in that sentimental way she’d developed lately. He knew what was coming next.


  “Why did you have to grow up so fast?” she asked, her green eyes staring into his and looking suspiciously close to watering.


  Philip supposed she would still be asking him the same thing when he was a thirty-year-old man. Nevertheless, he forced himself to forget that Ben and Jeremiah were waiting for him at the River Bryce. After all, she was his mother. Reassuringly he said, “I’ll still be home for visits, Mother.”


  “I know,” came out with a sigh. “But won’t you be terribly homesick?”


  Perhaps if he were being sent away to Africa or Siberia, Philip thought, but to Worcester? However, he had the good sense to reply, “Of course I’ll miss you terribly, but I can’t become a doctor without schooling.”


  “I just wish we had a school here in Gresham for you. And for Laurel. You’re both so young.” His soon-to-be stepsister would be attending school in Shrewsbury and allowed to spend every weekend at home. The Josiah Smith Preparatory Academy in Worcester, however, only allowed one visit home per month in addition to a fortnight at Christmas and Easter. But it would be worth that drawback because it was the only preparatory school in Great Britain designed specifically for boys with aspirations toward the medical field.


  “Now just a minute ago you were scolding me for growing up too fast,” he teased. To his relief, she laughed and the sentimental expression faded away.


  “I did at that, didn’t I? Be sure to leave some fish in the river for everyone else.”


  The calls of rooks sweeping the air above with their black wings grew louder as Philip approached the bridge. As he suspected they would, Ben and Jeremiah had already wet their hooks. “Caught one already,” Jeremiah Toft beamed, a flush of pleasure all the way to the roots of his coarse brown hair. “He put up a good fight, too. Look at ’im.”


  Philip raised the string tied off at the bank to admire the fat perch with a flipping tail, then lowered it back into the water. “He’s a fine one, all right.”


  “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,” Ben Mayhew scolded. Like Philip he had red hair beneath his cap, but Ben’s was more the shade of a carrot, and his face a mass of freckles.


  “Mrs. Dearing and Aleda asked me to listen to a couple of songs on the piano,” Philip explained sheepishly as he baited his hook with one of the fat grubs Mr. Herrick had helped him dig yesterday afternoon. “Then my mother wanted to talk about my going away.”


  “She’s still fretting?”


  In spite of Ben’s casual tone, Philip could recognize the envy in his voice. He felt sorry for his friend, who wanted to become an architect more than anything in the world. Though Ben’s father made an adequate income as the village wheelwright, it did not lend itself to luxuries such as boarding schools. Ben’s lot in life was to become a wheelwright like his father and brother, and most likely the same profession would be handed down to his sons.


  “About my being homesick,” Philip replied. Then for Ben’s benefit he sighed and added, “You know, she may be right. I’ve always said there’s no better place on earth than Gresham.”


  “Then why don’t you tell her you don’t want to go?” asked Jeremiah, who like his perch had fallen for the bait.


  Ben simply smiled knowingly and said, “You know you’re dying to go off to school, Philip Hollis. You don’t have to pretend otherwise for my benefit.”


  “I’m not pretending,” Philip said weakly but then shrugged. “All rightI want to go.” The fact that eighty percent of all Josiah Smith Preparatory Academy graduates were accepted into Oxford or Cambridgeas the headmaster had boasted when Philip toured the school with his motherwas not the only reason he looked forward to going. It seemed a great adventure upon which he was embarking, a rite of passage into manhood. He would be able to bring home all sorts of news about happenings in another part of the country. The way Philip figured it, he would have the best of both worlds.


  “But we’ll still see each other when I’m home,” he told his friends. “I doubt there’s fishing at the school, so we’ll likely have to spend every spare minute here during my monthly visits.”


  “Every minute,” Ben echoed with a smile.


  Philip could still detect the longing in his voice. He touched his friend’s arm. “I’m sorry, Ben. I wish you could come with me.” The irony of it all was that Ben could likely find a way to finance his way through one of the universities, for most had work-study programs for students without means. But one couldn’t leap from sixth standard at a village school to the university.


  Ben shrugged. “Oh well, I probably wouldn’t be able to keep up anyway.”


  “That’s not true,” Philip protested. “You’re very clever.”


  “Perhaps.” Another selfless smile. “But honestly, I’m glad you get to go.”


  A silence followed, broken only by the rustle of willow boughs in the breezes and the lifting and dropping of fishing lines into the water. From downriver drifted the happy sounds of the blond-headed Keegan children, gathering rushes for basket making. After a while Jeremiah obviously mistook the lack of conversation for sadness on Ben’s part, for he said in a cheerful voice, “Wheelwrights are important, y’know. May be some of the most important folk in England. Why, without wheels, how would we get our wagons to go?”


  “Why, that’s a thought,” Ben said, clapping him on the back while sending an amused glance to Philip. “Thank you, Jeremiah.”


  Jeremiah ducked his head modestly at this affirmation. “Carriages, too, don’t forget.”


  Chapter 3


  There’s going to be trouble, Mercy Sanders thought as she watched her father talk with the four men at the gate. Though judging from his upraised and shaking fist, it was more likely he was shouting threats at them. She pressed her forehead against the window glass to get a better view. She recognized Mr. Sykes, Mr. Sway, and Mr. Casper, members of Gresham’s newly formed school board. They were with Vicar Phelps. This obviously had to do with her youngest brothers, Jack and Edgar, ages ten and eleven.


  Her suspicions were confirmed when her father turned on his heel and began stalking up the path toward the cottage. The thunder in his expression was enough to send her flying to where his shotgun sat propped in the narrow space between a cupboard and a wall. Grabbing the stock with both hands, she hurried over and lifted the tablecloth long enough to lay the gun across the seats of two kitchen chairs. She quickly went to the stove and picked up a wooden stirring spoon just as her father burst through the door.


  “Where did you put it, girl!” he bellowed a second later, wheeling around from the empty corner. Rage stained his already ruddy complexion to the color of the bandana around his neck.


  After casually stirring the pot of cabbage that simmered on a back burner, Mercy turned down the knob a notch. The Durwin oil stove was a luxury that had taken her three years to talk her father into buying. By his way of thinking, she should have been content to continue cooking meals for a father and six brothers over the fireplace for the rest of her life. What else did she have to dobesides wash and sew their clothes, tend the garden, and keep the cottage in some semblance of order? “I’m not telling you, Papa,” she said calmly. “You can’t go shooting people.”


  Her father disappeared into the pantry for a second, then returned to the kitchen to glare at her. “I’m just gonter shoot over their heads. A man has a right to protect his property!”


  “And Constable Reed has the right to lock you up.”


  Her words seemed to give him pause for thought, for as Mercy had heard it, her father had developed more than a nodding acquaintance with the damp old sandstone lockup behind the village hall in his earlier years. How would he oversee the operations of his dairy farm and herd of forty-three Friesian cattle if he were incarcerated? He certainly couldn’t depend upon his sons, who were so lazy that they had to be bullied into work and would run him into ruin if left in charge. Mercy looked across the room through the door he had left open and was relieved to see no sign of the four men.


  But that wasn’t the end of it, she knew. “You’re just going to have to send them to school, Papa,” Mercy told him. “The whole village looks down on us. It’s not right that none of the boys can even write his own name.”


  “Well, what about me?” he practically whined. “I need help around this place.”


  “They would be home afternoons and weekends. Besides, it wouldn’t hurt the older boys to have to take up the slack. Perhaps if they had a little less idle time, they wouldn’t get into so much trouble.”


  He appeared not to have heard her reply, for his heavy-lidded eyes were still traveling the length of the large room that served as kitchen and parlor in the half-timbered cottage. It was the color of those eyes that one first noticed about him, the restful green of a forest at twilight. Set in a face more disposed to generosity and good will, they would have been considered handsome and thoughtful.


  Sighing, Mercy told him, “Those men are gone, so you might as well give up looking for that gun.”


  Her father hurried to the door and peered outside. When he turned back to her, disappointment had deepened the lines in his perpetually dour face. “I should strap you for thet, Mercy,” he muttered.


  Ten years ago Mercy would have quailed and perhaps even surrendered the shotgun now that the callers appeared to be on their way. But the thirteen-year-old girl she was back then had not yet reconciled herself to the fact that her father was the most selfish man upon the face of the earth. As long as his sons did their share of work, he had no concern that each was almost completely devoid of good character.


  Of late Mercy had begun to wonder if the pneumonia was not what had killed her mother five years ago, but rather the years of living a life with very little appreciation to soften the drudgery. As a believer, Mercy was aware of the obligation upon her to honor her father. But she would leave the house before surrendering to a strapping at the age of twenty-three. Calmly, she told him after peeking at the joint of beef in the oven, “You do, and I’ll go live with Mrs. Brent, and who would cook and clean up after you then?”


  “It’s thet sharp tongue thet keeps men from courting, girl.”


  “It’s our family’s reputation,” she shot back, hiding the effect of his hurtful words behind a bustle of cooking activity. There was one once, she thought. Orville Trumble, the owner of Gresham’s general shop, had been interested in her when she was nineteen. But having to brave a gauntlet of surly brothers and a hostile father every time he paid a call had finally gotten the best of him. Now she had heard that the shopkeeper was courting Miss Hillock, the beginners’ schoolmistress. It was not that Mercy had lost her one true love those four years ago, for their courtship had not had the chance to blossom that far. It was the thought of what might have been that was difficult to swallow.


  Don’t think about that, she told herself. It became quite easy to keep her mind occupied some minutes later when her brothers bustled into the house for their lunch. Dale and Harold were the oldest, at twenty-six and twenty-nine years of age. Oram and Fernie, fourteen and fifteen, were next in ages, then Jack and Edgar. Except for Mercy and Edgar, who had inherited their mother’s hazel eyes, the Sanders siblings were all cast from the same mold as their father, with green eyes, ruddy complexions, and strapping physiques.


  “After we eat, I want you to scrub the water trough,” her father was saying to Jack from the head of the table between bites of roast beef, boiled potatoes, and cabbage. Clicks of pewter cutlery against crockery plates provided background noises against the usual mixture of banter and complaint, sprinkled with occasional profanity.


  “Aw, Papa” the ten-year-old started but then clamped his mouth shut after receiving a look of warning. While Willet Sanders had taught his sons by example that authority in general was to be scorned, his own rule was supremeand correction came swiftly in the form of a blow with the back of a hand or a strapping.


  “I seen those school men out front,” Oram said while managing to chew at the same time. “You ran ’em off, didn’t you, Papa?”


  Busy with the meal in front of him, Mercy’s father grunted something in the affirmative.


  “You should ha’ called me,” Fernie said. With one deft movement he transferred cabbage juice from his chin to his sleeve. “I would’ve took the shotgun after ’em.”


  “Tried to.” He flung Mercy a wounded glance. “Now they’ll only be comin’ back to pester us.”


  “They were just trying to help Jack and Edgar,” Mercy argued, grimacing inwardly as Dale plunged a food-grimed fork into the butter crock. Long ago she’d given up trying to get her family to use a butter knife. And about the same time she’d stopped putting butter on her own bread.


  “They don’t care nothin’ about Jack and Edgar,” Harold, the oldest, declared. “They just want that spinnin’ jenny for the school yard.”


  “It’s a merry-go-round, not a spinning jenny,” Mercy corrected. “And they do care about Jack and Edgar. Why would they risk coming out here for the sake of something they’re too old to enjoy?”


  “Well, what’s the difference anyhow?”


  After the meaning of his question became clear to her, Mercy replied, “A spinning jenny is for weaving, a merry-go-round is for playing. It twirls around in a circle as children ride upon it.” At least that was what she had read in a book.


  “It does?” asked Edgar, perking up considerably. “Can it go fast?”


  “Now, don’t you go getting ideas.” His father waved a fork at him. “You’ve enough to do here without takin’ fancy notions about school.”


  “Mebbe they should put a spinnin’ jenny in the school yard instead,” Harold snickered. “Give ’em somethin’ useful to do instead of recitin’ poems.” This caused several more snickers, for Harold was considered the family wit.


  “Give ’em something useful to do,” Jack echoed.


  “Shut up and eat,” their father ordered.


  Until she began attending the Wesleyan Chapel two years ago, Mercy had not known that there were families who actually prayed before meals and carried on pleasant conversation as they ate. Did those families know how blessed they were?


  She cleaned up the kitchen, put a pot of soup on the stove for supper, then went upstairs into her room. At the mirror over her chest of drawers, she stood untying the blue ribbon so she could comb her hair. She knew she was too old, at twenty-three, to tie her light brown hair at the nape of her neck, but it was so thick and curly that it tended to shed pins all day when she attempted a chignon. Nobody cares how I look anyway, she thought. Mother had been the only person to tell her she was pretty, but then, Mercy supposed all mothers told their daughters that. At least she hoped they did, for it had been nice to hear.


  After retying the ribbon, she stared at the mirror in a rare moment of self-scrutiny. The heavy-lidded eyes of her father and brothers had somehow bypassed her. While her own hazel eyes were not disproportionately small, they were fringed with short, wispy brown lashes that certainly did nothing to call attention to them. Two straight, fawn-colored slashes formed her eyebrows, and her nose turned slightly upward at the tip. Underneath curved a nondescript mouth with lips neither too heavy nor too thin. At least her complexion and teeth were good, for she was meticulous in her grooming, if only to prove to herself that being a Sanders did not mean a total lack of pride in one’s appearance.


  She went downstairs to the pantry next, where dozens of quart jars stood in neat rows on the shelves. Most were filled with the bounty of her well-tended vegetable garden, along with jams of sloeberry and crab apple, preserved pears and apples, and honey from the beehives behind the barn. Taking a basket from the bottom shelf, she set a jar of pickled beets at one end, some crab apple jam at the other, and wedged a loaf of raisin bread between them to keep the jars from knocking against each other.


  “Where you goin’, Mercy?” Edgar asked, coming into the kitchen for a dipper of water just as she turned the corner from the pantry.


  Mercy smiled. She loved her brothers, all of them, but felt particularly responsible for Jack and Edgar. If only she had come to know the Lord when they were much younger and still very pliable! For now, try as she might, she could not persuade them to accompany her to chapel. A contempt for religion was another legacy passed on to them by their father. Any conversations she attempted with them about her newfound faith were met with blank stares and much fidgeting. Their need for spiritual training was another reason Mercy had to persuade her father to allow the two youngest to go to school. At least there, they would have no choice but to sit through Vicar Phelps’s chapel services every Monday.


  “I’m going to Mrs. Brent’s,” she replied. “Would you ask Papa to let you come inside and stir the soup every now and then?”


  “All right,” he shrugged. “Why do you spend so much time with that old woman?”


  “Because she’s my friend.”


  But her friend was dying. Mrs. Brent, who lived at the end of Nettle Lane, was instrumental in getting Mercy to attend the Wesleyan Chapel. Every Sunday for years the elderly woman had passed by in a wagon pulled by two black dray horses driven by her caretaker, Elliott. If Mercy or one of her family happened to be outside, Mrs. Brent would have Elliott stop. “We’ve lots of room back here,” she would call, her wrinkled face bearing a sunny smile. Even Mercy’s father couldn’t bring himself to be rude, though he never accepted the invitation. But one day over two years ago, Mercy found herself sitting between the white-haired woman and her housemaid, Janet, in the bed of the wagon.


  Mercy’s friendship with Mrs. Brent opened up a whole new world to her. Besides introducing her to the Gospel, the former schoolmistress taught Mercy to speak correctly, to read and cipher numbers, to use proper table manners, to embroider, and other little niceties that her mother had never had the opportunity to learn.


  Mercy’s flock of a dozen guineas accompanied her across the yard, clucking their usual pot-rack! sounds. The size of small chickens, they were a dark gray color with light gray speckles. “Go back!” She shooed them away from the gate lest they follow her.


  Alternating the heavy basket from the crook of one arm to the other, she walked the half mile. Mrs. Brent’s stone cottage was in a sad state of disrepair, with weeds choking the garden, a shutter hanging askew beside an upstairs window, and broken shingles on the roof. Mercy hated to think that Elliott was as lazy as her brothers, but she didn’t recall his allowing things to go to pieces when Mrs. Brent was up and about. If she could spend more time here, she would be willing to attempt some of the repairs. But her father already complained enough about her leaving her chores to make the daily visit down the lane.


  Janet, who seemed to be more conscientious than her husband, answered the door. “You’re so dear to visit her, Miss Sanders,” she said, greeting Mercy with a smile. She was a softly rounded young woman with soot-colored hair and a jutting chin.


  Mercy glanced at the staircase and lowered her voice. “How is she today?”


  “The sameperhaps a little worse,” Janet whispered. “Would you like to go on up?”


  “Yes,” she replied and scooped the jar of pickled beets from the basket before handing it to Janet. The first bedroom from the upstairs landing was Mrs. Brent’s. A rock the size of a teapot kept the door propped open so that Janet could listen for her call.


  “I thought I heard your voice, Mercy,” Mrs. Brent said. She lay propped on pillows against an iron bedstead, so frail that it appeared a mild wind could sweep her away like a fallen leaf. Palsy, Doctor Rhodes had diagnosed, had robbed her of the ability to walk and now was moving its way up through her arms.


  “I brought you some beets,” Mercy said, leaning forward to kiss the wrinkled forehead.


  “You did?”


  She held the jar up so that the sunlight slanting through the window would touch the glass.


  “Look how they sparkle like rubies,” Mrs. Brent breathed, lifting a trembling hand to touch the jar.


  “There, theredon’t tire yourself.” Mercy eased the hand back to her friend’s chest and took a seat in the bedside chair. “I just hope your digestion can still bear them.”


  “Oh, I can bear them all right. Do you think there will be pickled beets in heaven, Mercy?”


  “Mrs. Brent … don’t talk that way.”


  “Oh, forgive me,” the gentle soul replied. “I don’t want to cause you sadness. But you must understand that I’m looking forward to that place, dear child. Remember, we weren’t created for this world.”


  A lump came to Mercy’s throat. “It’s just that I’m going to miss you so much.”


  “But only for a little while.” Mrs. Brent’s faded blue eyes were shining now. “But here … hold my hand. We’ve plans to make.”


  Memories of sitting at her dying mother’s bedside assailed Mercy as she wrapped her fingers carefully around the fragile hand. Yes, she knew that a better place awaited her friend, but such talk was so hard to hear. And deep inside she believed, though without rationale, that if plans were not made for the afterlife, then the death could not occur. If she did not love Mrs. Brent so much, she would have made some excuse and left the room.


  “First, my little herd,” the woman said, seeming not to notice her discomfort. “There are six now, counting the two calves born this spring. I want you to have them when I’m gone.”


  Mercy had to shake her head. Mrs. Brent’s cattle, named after flowers, were like the children she never had. “Mrs. Brent …”


  “They’ll not be allowed to accompany me to heaven, Mercy,” she said in a thin but firm voice. “And I know you’ll take good care of them.”


  “But Elliott and Janet …”


  “I’m leaving them the horses and wagon and whatever money is left. But they’re planning to live with Elliott’s family and hire on at the cheese factory, so there will be no place for my herd.” Beseechingly the old woman looked at Mercy. “I’m too weak to argue over this, dear. Please say you’ll take them.”


  Mercy gave her a careful squeeze of the hand. “If it will make you happy.”


  “Yes.” Letting out a sigh, Mrs. Brent lay back on her pillows to collect her breath for a moment. “The land and house go back to the squire,” she said presently. “Janet will be taking my clothes for her mother-in-lawexcept the nightgown I’ll be buried in, of course. Please remind her it’s the blue one.”


  “Yes, the blue one.”


  “As for the rest of my belongingsthey’ve been in this house for so long that I feel as if I should leave them for whoever settles here. But I want you to take my Bible. And if there is anything else you would like to have”


  “Mrs. Brent, I can’t talk about this anymore.” Mercy blinked the sting from her eyes.


  “Have I made you sad? I’ll stop then.” She looked up at Mercy with the most tender of expressions. “Sing to me, child?”


  “Yes, of course. What would you like to hear?”


  “Oh, you choose this time. Something about heaven?”


  “Very well.” Mercy thought for a minute, and managing to stay on key in spite of a lump in her throat, she sang one of the hymns she’d learned at chapel:


  There is a land of pure delight, where saints immortal reign,

  Infinite day excludes the night, and pleasures banish pain.

  Could we but climb where Moses stood, and view the land-

  scape o’er,

  Not Jordan’s stream, nor death’s cold flood, should fright us

  from the shore.


  Mrs. Brent’s eyes were closed as she lay back on the pillow, but her creased lips moved along with the words. Mercy completed two more verses, and then sang “Jesus, Still Lead On,” one of her friend’s particular favorites. After she was finished, she thought Mrs. Brent was asleep and wondered if she should leave, but then the faded eyes opened.


  “You’ve such a pure voice,” the woman said with a little smile. “Your babies will be so sweet tempered from listening to your lullabies.”


  Mercy felt a dull sadness at the futility of those words, but it wasn’t the appropriate time to contradict her just now. She returned the smile. “Thank you, Mrs. Brent. Now why don’t you try to sleep?”


  Mrs. Brent closed her eyes obediently, but her lips still moved. “God has told me that He’s going to send you a husband, Mercy.”


  Chapter 4


  Seated at the head of the Larkspur’s long dining room table that evening, Julia Hollis took in the homey scene before her. Savory aromas rose from plates loaded with Mrs. Herrick’s specialties and mingled with the pleasant conversation of people who had become almost family to one another.


  “Actually, they were used for weaving cloth, not for grooming,” Mr. Ellis was saying of the bone combs he and his assistant, Mr. Pitney, had uncovered in the Anwyl’s ruins today. Mr. Ellis looked every bit the archeologist with his studious gray eyes, tall, slightly stooped frame, and graying beard. “And they are not Roman, by the way.”


  “Not Roman, Mr. Ellis?” Mrs. Dearing asked from his immediate right. “But the fort is Roman, isn’t it?”


  “Oh, absolutely. But Mr. Pitney and I have come to the conclusion that there was a fortified village there sometime during the Late Iron Agearound 50 B.C., if you will. The Romans apparently leveled this village some two hundred years later to construct their fort atop the ruins.”


  “And so the combs are Celtic?” Mr. Durwin, retired founder of Durwin Stoves, asked.


  “Indeed they are. It was Mr. Pitney who established that. He has a deep abiding interest in Celtic artifacts.”


  Julia recognized that Mr. Ellis was generously attempting to draw his younger associate into the conversation. Perhaps it was his great size that contributed to Jacob Pitney’s timidity, for the dark-haired man towered above everyone else in the Larkspur. Big-boned he was, with hands that looked as if they should be swinging a pickax at a quarry rather than handling delicate antiquities. But it was obvious that he loved his work, for his brown eyes lit up when Fiona asked him to describe how the combs were used in weaving.


  “Aren’t you hungry, Mother?” Aleda asked from Julia’s adjacent right. Julia looked down at her plate and realized her fork had been idly plowing swirls in her creamed turnips for some time now.


  “It must be the turnips,” Grace, at Aleda’s other elbow, suggested before Julia could reply. The seven-year-old had an acute dislike for the root vegetable and seemed to assume it was only a matter of time before the rest of the household came to their senses and formed the same opinion.


  Julia didn’t force her to eat them, for she could recall a similar enmity with peas when she was a young girl. “The turnips are fine,” she told Grace. “I’m still not used to having everyone here again. It’s nice.”


  “Everyone” consisted of, in order of seating beginning with her son on the left, Mrs. Hyatt and Mr. Durwin, who were to marry in September, Mrs. Dearing, who had spent some years in California gold country with her late husband, Mr. Ellis, and Miss Rawlins, author of such penny novelettes as Dominique’s Peril.


  From Grace’s right were seated Mrs. Kingston, Mr. Pitney, Fiona, and Mr. Clay. Counting Julia and her children and parlormaids, Georgette and Sarah, who were flanking the sideboard in their black alpaca gowns and white aprons, fifteen people were gathered in the room.


  Good people, Julia thought. Oh, some had their minor peculiarities, as she suspected she did herself, but she could not have imagined a more congenial group living under her roof. She became aware that Mrs. Dearing was attempting to establish eye contact and said, “Yes, Mrs. Dearing?”


  “Have you heard whether the school board’s call on the Sanderses was successful, Mrs. Hollis?”


  All eyes turned to her now. Julia shook her head. “I’m afraid I haven’t.” But as the day wore on, she had ceased worrying about her fiancé being the target of a rock, for surely she would have heard by now if he had.


  “I do pray they were able to persuade him.” Mrs. Kingston glanced at the girls at her left. “A merry-go-round would be such a noveltywhy, I doubt there’s another village in Shropshire that can boast such a wonder!”


  Mrs. Dearing nodded. “It looks as if the whole outcome depends upon Mr. Sanders, doesn’t it? I avoid gossip like the plague, but from what bits and pieces I’ve heard concerning him, he cares for nothing above his cattlenot even his own children.”


  “I’ve heard that as well,” Mrs. Hyatt sighed.


  The mood of the assemblage turned somber, with the scroll clock on the chimneypiece ticking off several seconds of silence. Presently Mr. Clay, whose face betrayed an apparent struggle with some sort of emotion, said, “We can only hope Mr. Sanders was in an agreeable moo-ood.” He winced afterward. “Forgive meI just couldn’t help myself.”


  Another silence followed, during which everyone appeared to be collecting his thoughts. Mr. Durwin was the first to speak, scrutinizing Mr. Clay unsmilingly, but with eyes that held a suspicious glint. “I suppose you find that a-moosing, Mr. Clay?”


  Now somber expressions turned to chuckles. Even Georgette and Sarah sent giggles from the sideboard. “May I give it a try?” asked Mr. Ellis.


  “But of course,” Mr. Durwin invited.


  He assumed an eloquent pose. “It would be-hoof any child to be educated.”


  “WaitI have one!” Miss Rawlins said above the laughter that followed Mr. Ellis’s contribution. “I cud listen to you make puns for days.”


  “Thank you, Miss Rawlins.” Mr. Clay inclined his head toward the head of the table. “But wouldn’t you rather listen to Aleda play the piano?”


  The mirth that erupted fizzled out in the same breath. Before anyone could ask Mr. Clay to explain his answer, he sent Aleda a wink. “Mooo-sic.”


  It seemed a dam had been broken. An assortment of nonsense words were twittered and guffawed overeven those that weren’t quite up to mark, such as Mrs. Kingston’s “It was beast-ly of Mr. Sanders to crown poor Mr. Clay with a rock.”


  “Aren’t you going to say one, Mother?” Aleda whispered.


  “I’ve been trying to think,” Julia whispered back. “Moon is the only word I can come up with, but it hasn’t anything to do with the subject.”


  Philip turned to her, his face flushed from laughter. “May I?”


  “If you like,” she nodded, relieved that at least one person from the Hollis family would be represented. Her son turned to the others, raised a timid hand as if in school, and was soon noticed by Mrs. Hyatt.


  “Have you a good one for us, Philip?”


  “I think so.”


  “Well, let’s hear it, young man,” Mrs. Dearing urged.


  “This is udderly the funniest supper I’ve ever had,” he said, which caused Mr. Clay to roar and Mr. Ellis to remove his spectacles and wipe his eyes with his napkin. By the time dessert was servedraspberry torte with creameveryone had settled down somewhat, though the mood was still light.


  As the lodgers moved from the room later, Mr. Clay accepted Mr. Durwin’s request for a game of draughts “for old time’s sake.” Julia suspected that he did so to give Fiona and her some time to spend together and appreciated him all the more for it. “Why don’t you show me the rest of your new wardrobe?” she asked her friend.


  “I would love to,” Fiona said, linking her arm through Julia’s. They ambled down the corridor toward the courtyard door, first stepping into the kitchen to compliment Mrs. Herrick and the kitchen maids on the meal. Inside, the women were laying the table for the servants’ supper.


  “Ah, so’s Mr. Clay does allow you out of his sight now and then,” Mrs. Herrick told Fiona, causing a shocked giggle from scullery maid Gertie and a smile from Mildred.


  “Now and then” was Fiona’s smiling reply. “I’m happy to know that the cooking here is still the best in England.”


  “Flattery will land you another dish of raspberry torte, Mrs. Clay.”


  Fiona raised a hand to her waist. “It sounds wonderful, but I’m afraid I’ve no room for it, Mrs. Herrick.”


  They stayed only a minute or two longer, for the rest of the servants had begun drifting into the kitchen for their meal. In the comfortably furnished apartment over the stables, Julia sat at Fiona’s dressing table and tried on an assortment of hats. She angled her face to study herself wearing a particularly flattering one of midnight blue felt, the brim turned up at one side and adorned with feathers and ribbons. “Is this French?”


  Standing behind her like in the old days when she used to brush Julia’s hair, Fiona nodded. “It looks stunning on you.”


  “It does?” Julia allowed Fiona to tilt the brim a bit farther down on her forehead, then looked in the mirror again. She had begun to feel pretty again in spite of her thirty-two years, for Andrew told her so every day. Her waist-length auburn hair had no gray as of yet, and her slightly freckled cheeks were still smooth. “I do look like I’m about to have tea with the Queen, don’t I?”


  “Why don’t you keep it?”


  “Oh no, I couldn’t.”


  “You could wear it to the vicarage tomorrow evening.”


  The idea was tempting. For just a few seconds, Julia relived the years when the latest Parisian fashions were something she took for granted. The richness of her clothing had been important to her then, for there was little else in her life over which she had any control. But before temptation could take too great a hold upon her, she removed the hat. “Thank you, Fiona, but I can’t.”


  “If you’re worried that Ambrose might object …”


  “No, it’s not that.” Julia sighed and tried to explain. “Most women here in Gresham can’t afford anything so fine. I don’t want to set myself apart from them.”


  She had given much thought on how she should conduct herself now that she was betrothed to a minister. There was no sin in being fashionable, and she had no intention of dressing dowdy. But how could she help her husband minister to people like Mrs. Burrell if she were bedecked out in Parisian finery, when the poor woman couldn’t clothe herself or her children without parish assistance?


  “I understand,” Fiona said, which of course came as no surprise to Julia. Taking the hat and handing over another, this time a muslin morning cap, her friend said, “Then we’ll just have our own Easter parade right here. Try this one on, please.”


  Julia did as she was told. After every hat had been modeled and every gown admired, they sat on a small settee in front of the empty fireplace and propped their feet on the fender. Mr. Trumble had sent the Clays a tin of Belgium chocolate bonbons last week, and the two managed to find room for two or three each in spite of Mrs. Herrick’s torte. Fiona entertained Julia with tidbits she’d learned about the theatre, and Julia told Fiona about her wedding plans.


  And then abruptly Fiona asked, “You don’t think I’m prideful, do you?”


  Stifling a smile, Julia replied, “Are you referring to your wardrobe?”


  “It’s not that I require all that finery to be happy. Ambrose insists upon buying them for me.”


  “Fiona, there’s not a prideful bone in your body.”


  “I’m afraid I’m capable of any emotion,” she sighed. “In London we’re often approached by people who recognize my husband. I must admit it’s rather flattering being at his side. During my quiet times with God, I often have to remind myself from whence I came.”


  Julia nodded, understanding. Fiona’s origins had indeed been humble, beginning with servitude in Ireland as soon as she was old enough to labor, then marriage to a brutal man at fourteen. She ran away from her husband, now dead, four years later to emigrate to London and was hired into Julia’s household as a chambermaid. Fiona rose in position to become housekeeper of the Larkspur, but when she was twenty-six years old, her servitude became a thing of the past with her marriage to Mr. Clay.


  “You know, I have to remind myself of that as well,” Julia told her. “Or rather, where the children and I could have ended up had God not taken care of us. He’s brought us both a long way, hasn’t He?”


  “Aye, missus,” Fiona replied.


  “Missus?”


  The former housekeeper smiled at her slip of the tongue. “Old habits die hard. But yes, He has brought us far. And just think … our journeys aren’t over yet.”


  Presently they joined the others in the hall. Both archeologists were absent, but that was not unusual, since they spent some evenings after supper cataloging the day’s findings. Julia imagined that Philip was with themthey were patient about allowing him to watch. Mrs. Dearing and Mrs. Hyatt sat on one of the sofas with needlework on their laps. On the facing sofa, Miss Rawlins read passages from a recently finished manuscript to Mrs. Kingston. And on the carpet, Aleda helped Grace cut paper dolls from a book. While Fiona watched the remainder of the draughts match, Julia moved an ottoman over to her daughters to admire their work.


  “Let’s clean our teeth and wash our faces,” she told the two when the grandfather clock chimed eight times. Grace looked up from her paper dolls with pleading eyes, but Julia shook her head. She had learned last year, upon assuming the responsibility of mothering her children instead of allowing a nanny to do so, that if bedtime were allowed to be negotiated one night, it would have to be negotiated every night. And since she didn’t wish their last conversations of the day to consist of arguments and pleadings, she enforced the rule with the rigidity of a garrison sergeant except on special occasions.


  While the girls headed with reluctant steps for the water closet to take care of their toilet, she went to the bedroom they shared and laid out their nightgowns. Philip’s bedtime was pushed back thirty minutes when he graduated from Gresham School, so she had plenty of time to hear the girls’ prayers and read a story before it would be time to bid him good-night.


  And the boy’s bedtime ritual would end with that, for shortly after his graduation he had approached her with the request that he not be tucked into bed anymore. “I’m too old to be coddled now,” he’d explained after some hesitation. “You don’t mind, do you?” Julia had smiled and assured him she understood, then went to her room and wept for a little while. Her son no longer needed her. If Gresham were Alaska, she would be one step closer to being set adrift on an ice floe.


  But she had forced herself to see reason. It only meant that he was trying as best he could to become a mannot that he had no use for a mother. She had come to accept that for her son, “tucking in” now meant a kiss on his cheek in his doorway and exchanging wishes for pleasant dreams.


  The story Julia selected from Grace’s big book of fairy tales was The Ugly Duckling by Hans Christian Andersen. Two well-scrubbed faces listened intently from their pillows as Julia read:


  “It was so lovely in the countryit was summer! The wheat was yellow, the oats were green, the hay was stacked in the meadows and the stork went tiptoeing about on his red legs, jabbering Egyptian, a language his mother had taught him. …”


  She could tell that Aleda enjoyed the story as much as her younger sister did, though she would have been loathe to admit itfor she, like Philip, was beginning to feel the constraints of her age. But in Aleda’s case, having a younger sister afforded her the opportunity to listen in.


  When both daughters had been properly tucked in for the night, Julia went two rooms down the family corridor and knocked upon Philip’s door. There was no answer, so she returned to the hall. The Clays had retired to their apartment, and Mr. Ellis had come downstairs and was reading Mrs. Hyatt a portion of a letter from his wife back in Liverpool. Shortly after the archeologist had arrived at the Larkspur, he and Mrs. Hyatt had been pleased to discover they were second cousins twice-removed. Mr. Durwin did not seem to mind the shared tidbits of family gossip between his fiancée and Mr. Ellis, for he listened with eyes half-closed and a pleasant smile.


  “You must hear this part, Mrs. Hollis,” Miss Rawlins said from the opposite sofa, where she and Mrs. Kingston still sat. “I based the heroine on you.”


  “You did?”


  “Well, her appearance anyway.”


  Mrs. Kingston nodded up at Julia. “As soon as she read it to me, I said, ‘Why, she sounds just like Mrs. Hollis!’ ”


  Philip will likely come along soon, Julia thought. The two women moved apart to give her room, and she settled in between them. With a sideways smile that seemed to say, Just wait until you hear this! Miss Rawlins cleared her throat and began to read.


  “Penelope St. Martin was a beautiful woman, slender and well-proportioned, who carried herself with a quiet grace that belied her tempestuous spirit. Oh, the eyes were calm enoughgreen like the sparkling sea under the noon sunbut in contradiction with hair that flamed crimson about her shoulders.”


  “Why, that’s very good,” Julia said as the author lowered the page. “I’m flattered, but I must confess I don’t think of myself in quite so exotic terms.”


  “I realize your hair is longer.” Miss Rawlins gave Julia’s chignon a glance. “But ‘flamed crimson to her waist’ just didn’t sound as poetic as the shoulders bit. And of course Penelope is much younger.”


  Julia’s smile stiffened just a little. “Yes?”


  “I pray you don’t take offense, Mrs. Hollis. But I’m sure you realize no one wants to read about older people. I seldom write about any woman past the age of eighteen.”


  Being termed “older people” from someone one year older than her own thirty-two years was a bit of a sting, but Julia managed to reply, “Yes, of course.”


  Mrs. Kingston, however, took issue with that notion. “And why is that, Miss Rawlins? Why should I, as a woman in her sixties, wish to read about a child barely out of pinafores?”


  Favoring her with a patient smile, Miss Rawlins said, “That’s just the way it is, Mrs. Kingston. Surely you’ll concede that youthful courtship is the most romantic.”


  “I quite disagree.”


  “Then you would be in the minority among readers. You have to understand that there is the market to consider.”


  While the issue was cordially but adamantly debated upon on either side of her, Julia sank back into the sofa and allowed her mind to carry her back to the kiss Andrew and she had shared in the garden this morning. She imagined she could still feel the gentle pressure of his lips upon hers, the fresh smell of lavender soap in his beard, and the security of his strong arm around her shoulders. And what do you think of that, Penelope St. Martin?


  Silence on either side of her jolted her back to the present.


  Why are you smiling so? both sets of eyes seemed to question. Julia made a self-conscious little shrug and decided this was the perfect time to absent herself. “Excuse me,” she said, getting to her feet. She turned to the two, aware that the debate would continue, but appreciating the fact that neither would bear a grudge as a result. “Thank you for sharing the passage with me. I really must find Philip now.”


  “He was in the library last time I looked,” offered Sarah, who had just walked into the room with a tray of hot chocolate. “Shall I fetch him, ma’am?”


  “No, thank you. I’ll go myself.” Indeed, Philip sat in an armchair in a circle of lamplight, a book open in his lap, his chin tilted upward, and his gaping mouth emitting snoring sounds. She shook his shoulder gently. “Philip.”


  He blinked at her. “Huh?”


  “It’s time for bed.”


  “Huh?”


  “Just come with me.” As she guided her half-conscious son by the arm to his room, she thought it was nice to have a reminder once in a while that a boy-almost-a-man still needed his mother. Perhaps I’m not ready for the ice floe yet after all.


  She returned to the hall afterward to bid the six remaining lodgers good-night. Miss Rawlins, however, asked her to sit for a moment. Fearing she would be subjected to another reading, Julia was about to politely decline when she noticed the gravity in the writer’s expression.


  “I didn’t want to mention this with the children around,” Miss Rawlins began when Julia had settled into a chair. “But I was at Trumbles purchasing some writing paper for my latest manuscript, Lord Sullivan’s Daughters, and overheard Mr. Sway tell Mr. Trumble that Mr. Sanders was not at all receptive today.”


  “Oh dear,” Mrs. Hyatt said to Mr. Durwin. “Then the school won’t have full enrollment, will it?”


  “I’m afraid not, unless Mr. Sanders changes his mind,” he replied. “He has two eligible children.”


  “Oh, surely you can go ahead and get the thing,” Mrs. Kingston said. “It’s not the other children’s fault that Mr. Sanders is muleheaded.”


  “Yes, can’t you?” Mrs. Hyatt asked hopefully.


  “Nothing would please me more, but I wonder if that would be wise.” Mr. Durwin sent an apologetic look to Julia. “Every child in Gresham is aware of the condition for the offer. What kind of example would it set for them if I were to alter the goal now to fit the circumstance?”


  “You don’t believe they’ll become larcenists as a result, do you?” Mr. Ellis scoffed mildly, causing Mrs. Kingston and Miss Rawlins to nod their heads in agreement.


  Mrs. Dearing, however, held her head at a thoughtful angle. After a second’s hesitation she replied, “I would like the children to have the merry-go-round just as much as all of you do. But I believe Mr. Durwin has a valid consideration. Our word is supposed to be our bond. If exceptions were to be given, they should have been announced back when the offer was made.”


  “But they’re only children,” Mrs. Kingston pleaded.


  Mr. Durwin nodded gravely. “All the more reason to keep our word. The example we set, you know. If we capitulate on this issue, what happens later on when we hold up another goal before them?” He gave a heavy sigh. “There is always next year. I’ll make the offer stand indefinitely.”


  Julia didn’t know which side was more reasonable, but having two daughters who would be affected caused her to hope Mr. Durwin would reconsider. Yet I can’t tell him how to spend his money.


  She happened to glance at Mrs. Kingston. The set of the woman’s chinwith her lips pressed together under her hawkish nosecaused Julia to wonder if she considered the matter settled.


  Chapter 5


  Jesus shall reign where’er the sun

  Does his successive journeys run:

  His kingdom spread from shore

  to shore Till moons shall wax and wane no more. …


  Mercy did not miss a note as she picked another marrow from its vine and tossed it gently into the pail at her feet. There was a technique to knowing exactly when the vegetable should be harvestedpicked too soon and the taste was sometimes bitter, too late and the pulp was too dry. Today’s offering from her garden would soon be simmering in a pot with slices of onion and bits of ham for the dinner table.


  She had finished the second stanza and was about to launch into the third when she heard a woman’s voice from behind her. “Excuse me, dear?”


  Mrs. Brent? Hopefully she turned to look at the figure standing at the beginning of her row, but alas, a stranger stood there. Or rather, someone she had not met, for during the course of attending errands in the village, she had seen the elderly woman walking the lanes.


  “Yes, ma’am?” Mercy said, still holding one of the vegetables. So seldom did a caller happen by that she found herself a little dumb struck. Surely the woman had lost her way.


  The woman mopped her face with a handkerchief. She was quite becoming in spite of a hawkish nose. A blue calico gown draped from her squared shoulders as regally as a queen’s robethe walking stick in her hands could have easily been a scepter. “Would this be the Sanders place?”


  “Why, yes it is, ma’am.” Mercy’s quick glance past the gate revealed no carriage in the lane. “Did you walk all the way from town?”


  “I’m afraid I did, child.” The handkerchief made another swipe across the wrinkled forehead. “Silly, yes? I had another call to make on the way here, so I assumed both would be equal to my usual morning walk. I didn’t realize how far away you lived. I could have easily asked Karl to drive me here. He’s caretaker at the Larkspur, Karl Herrick.”


  “Is that where you live?” Mercy had passed the old coaching inn many times and admired the stately look of it.


  “How thoughtless of me!” Switching the handkerchief to her left hand, the woman took a couple of careful steps in the valley between the beans and the carrots and extended her right hand. “Octavia Kingston is my name, dear. And yes, I do live at the Larkspur. And you would be … ?”


  “Mercy Sanders.” Now that names had been exchanged and hands shaken, Mercy relaxed a little. “Would you like to come inside and have some tea?”


  “Oh, water would be most lovely, dear.”


  Minutes later, after Mrs. Kingston had drained a tumbler of water and was resting herself in the rocking chair that had been Mercy’s mother’s, she smiled while removing her bonnet. “You have a beautiful singing voice, Miss Sanders. Have you ever performed for an audience?”


  “Thank you.” Mercy perched herself upon a cane-bottomed chair. “I sing at the Wesleyan Chapel on Sundays.”


  “And what better audience than God, eh? Well, the Wesleyans are blessed to have you. One of my parlormaids back in Sheffield was a Wesleyan. Fine person.”


  Mercy didn’t know if she was expected to express thanks for the compliment, since it was mixed with one for the woman’s former servant. She settled for a grateful smile. It was rather nice to have a visitor and be able to sit like two lady friends. Suddenly it occurred to her to wonder exactly why Mrs. Kingston would walk some five miles to her family’s cottage. But since it would be rude to ask, she asked instead if Mrs. Kingston would care for more water or perhaps some bread and jam.


  “Oh, no thank you, dear. I’m quite fine now.”


  “I’ll ask one of my brothers to drive you home in the wagon when you’re ready to leave,” Mercy offered.


  “How very kind of you.” Mrs. Kingston’s blue eyes swept across the room, missing nothing. Then she smiled again. “Would it be possible for me to speak with Mr. Sanders?”


  “You want to speak with my father?” Mercy echoed, though she had heard her perfectly the first time.


  “If it isn’t too much of a bother. I shan’t stay but a minute.”


  “Well …” Mercy stalled for time to consider the request. Her father had not been in the best of moods when he walked away from the breakfast table a couple of hours ago. Of course, that wasn’t anything unusual, but what if he were to curse at Mrs. Kingston? Her family’s reputation could hardly stand any more tarnishing.


  Mrs. Kingston seemed to read her thoughts, for she said, “I informed no one that I was embarking upon anything other than my daily walk. Whatever we happen to discuss, I will keep to myself.”


  “Thank you,” Mercy said, letting out a relieved breath. “I believe he’s still in the hay barn patching a hole in the loft.”


  After Mrs. Kingston replaced her bonnet, they walked out toward the barnyard together. Faint hammering sounds drifted from that direction. The cows were all out to pasture, having been milked earlier in the morning. Mercy found herself wishing her brothers had been sent out to pasture as well, for as each caught sight of Mrs. Kingston, he stopped his chores to stare. Oram, who was supposed to be scrubbing milking pails, gaped with his jaw hung so low that Mercy worried it might lock. Harold was rude enough to look up from the post hole he was digging and say, “Papa’s too busy for comp’ny, Mercy.”


  Mercy ignored him, and miraculously, he did not press the issue. At the barnyard gate she turned to Mrs. Kingston and said apologetically, “You’d best wait here. I’ll see if Papa will come down.”


  Mrs. Kingston sent a doubtful glance back at Harold, who now stood glowering at both of them with hands upon hips. Fixing Mercy with her frank blue eyes, she said, “I don’t wish to inconvenience your father, Miss Sanders. It will defeat my purpose in coming here if he becomes angry.”


  That’s likely to happen anyway, Mercy thought.


  “Why don’t you lead me to him?”


  Mercy would have argued had she not the feeling that Mrs. Kingston was not one to be discouraged so easily. Instead, she nodded down at the woman’s shoes.


  “You’ll need to watch your step in there, ma’am.” As if to illustrate her point, a shovelful of muck flew from the open door of the milking barn only ten feet away. “Dale is sluicing out the stalls,” Mercy explained, highly embarrassed.


  Mrs. Kingston was already gathering the folds of her skirt with both hands and smiled reassuringly. “I didn’t expect your cows to be wearing nappies, Miss Sanders. Just lead the way, and we’ll be fine.”


  The hammering sounds increased as the two gingerly made their way across the barnyard. Six feet away from the barn, Mercy stopped and cupped her hands to her mouth. “Papa?”


  There was no answer, so she tried again a little louder. This time the hammering ceased, and a grunt floated down from the open hayloft door. It likely was his way of saying what? but could just as well translate into go away! or this board is too heavy! She gave Mrs. Kingston a helpless look, then raised her hands to her mouth again.


  “Would you please come to the door, Papa?”


  This time he actually articulated words from the recesses of the loft. “What for?”


  Mercy sighed. Why did everything in her family have to be so difficult? “There’s a Mrs. Kingston here to see you.”


  “Who?”


  Before Mercy could reply, she felt a touch on her shoulder. “Allow me, dear. We can’t have you damaging that lovely singing voice.” Then raising her chin, the woman called out shrilly, “Octavia Kingston, Mr. Sanders! Would you be so kind as to allow me a word with you?”


  There was a brief silence, in which Mercy could picture her father trying to place the name. And then, “Is this about thet school?”


  “It is indeed, Mr. Sanders. How very perceptive of you!”


  This time the grunt that issued from above had a distinctive familiar ring. Mercy felt her cheeks grow hot, and she prayed that the woman beside her hadn’t figured out what he had actually said. But Mrs. Kingston seemed to be concentrating on something else, for after listening to the resumed hammering with pursed lips, she turned to Mercy and said, “Tell me, how does one get up there?”


  “You want to climb up in the loft?”


  “Frankly, dear, I am not looking forward to it. But there seems to be no other way.”


  With great misgivings Mercy led the older woman through the wide open barn door. Just inside, Mrs. Kingston paused. “Will you close and bolt that door?” She glanced down at her skirt. “Modesty, you know.”


  Mercy complied at once, plunging the barn into darkness save for the daylight seeping through the cracks between the door boards. After allowing a second or two for Mrs. Kingston’s eyes to adjust to the dimness, Mercy pointed to a ladder. She felt compelled to give another warning at the bottom. “He may swear at you.”


  Mrs. Kingston again gathered her skirts about her knees, then lifted her foot to the first rung. “I’ll box his ears if he does.”


  After the initial shock had passed, Mercy smiled to herself, gathered her skirts, and followed. Perhaps this woman would be a match for her father after all. This was much more interesting than picking vegetables.


  “Would one of you gentlemen mind lending me a hand?” she heard Mrs. Kingston say, whose head and shoulders had disappeared into the floor of the loft. Mercy listened to the hammering cease and cringed at the expected explosion of words, but to her surprise, none came. Perhaps Mrs. Kingston’s tenacity had rendered her papa speechless.


  “Help her, Fernie,” she even heard her father mutter, and Mrs. Kingston’s feet presently disappeared. Her father and brother did not extend the same courtesy to Mercy when she reached the top of the ladder, but she had played up here hundreds of times as a girl and easily swung herself to the floor. Papa was on his knees staring, openmouthed, as Mrs. Kingston brushed stray bits of straw from her sleeves and surveyed the stacked bales of new hay as if they were fine furnishings.


  “Your cattle will be nourished all winter, I can see. How wise of you to provide for them, Mr. Sanders.”


  Her father sent Mercy a look that would have set her to trembling had she been younger. Fernie resembled a kitten watching a pendulum as he shifted his attention from his papa to this visitor, and then back again.


  “Just like the biblical ant, storing for the lean times,” Mrs. Kingston was saying. “Some things never change, do they? I find that very reassuring.”


  “I ain’t gonter send the boys to thet school,” Mercy’s papa finally glowered.


  “No?”


  “No!” He jabbed in the direction of the ladder with his hammer. “So’s you may as well go away.”


  Mrs. Kingston merely shrugged her regal shoulders. “Very well then, Mr. Sanders. I can see it’s useless to attempt to change your mind.” Turning back to Mercy, she said, “Would you mind helping me with those top rungs, dear?”


  As her father expressed his contempt with a resumed barrage of hammering on the patched floor, Mercy lowered herself by four rungs and then held out both hands toward Mrs. Kingston. The elderly woman leaned down as if she would take them but then straightened again.


  “Oh, by the way, Mr. Sanders.”


  Mercy’s father held the hammer poised above his repair work. He directed a grunt toward Mrs. Kingston, but mercifully it did not sound like any recognizable profanity.


  “Would you happen to know of anyone in the market for a cow?”


  “What?” he growled.


  “Silly woman that I am, I happened to come into possession of a fine heifer from Mr. Fletcher of Arnold Lane this morning, and I don’t quite know what to do with her. You see, I reside at the Larkspur and”


  Sitting back on his heels, he said in a disbelieving voice, “Mr. Fletcher sold you one of his cows?”


  “Actually, we made a trade. You see, my morning rambles take me down almost every lane in Gresham. On Thursdays I pass their farm and have had the privilege of making the acquaintance of Mr. Fletcher and his lovely wife. I’m not surprised you’ve heard of them. Their herd”


  “The finest milk producers in Shropshire!” Mercy’s father interrupted again. “But Fletcher won’t sell to nobody, the stingy”


  “As I made mention, it was a trade.” Mrs. Kingston picked another bit of straw from her sleeve.


  Mercy could read her father’s thoughts as he studied the woman standing at his hayloft ladder. To have such an animal among his herd would result in some outstanding calves one day, thereby increasing milk production considerably in just a few years.


  “I don’t suppose you’d be willin’ to sell her to me, would you?” It was a statement, not a question, for clearly he was beginning to understand that she had some other motive in mind.


  “I’m afraid not, Mr. Sanders.”


  His green eyes formed slits. “What do you want, Mrs. …”


  “Kingston,” she supplied. “I believe you already know the answer to that.”


  “Thet school,” he said resignedly.


  She smiled. “A little education never hurt anyone, Mr. Sanders.”


  It was with a sense of great awe that Mercy accompanied the woman back through the barnyard. Finally when the gate was behind them, she sent out a long breath. “You knew you could make him change his mind, didn’t you?”


  “Why, of course not, Miss Sanders,” Mrs. Kingston replied. “I’m not a prophet. I’m just as surprised as you are.” But the look in her blue eyes said otherwise.


  Mercy smiled. She had seen something remarkable this morningan elderly woman had accomplished what four men couldn’t.


  She beckoned to Oram, who came trotting over right away and gladly accepted the responsibility of driving the visitor back to town. Handling the team and wagon was more enjoyable than scrubbing milk pails any day. “My papa doesn’t believe women should drive,” Mercy explained after Oram had hitched up Dan and Bob, the two speckled drays, to the wagon. “Or I would take you back myself.”


  “That’s quite all right, dear.” Mrs. Kingston allowed Oram to help her up into the seat beside him, then she patted his shoulder. “I do appreciate this young man saving me from that long walk.”


  “Yes’m,” Oram mumbled. But before he could pick up the reins, Mercy stepped toward the wagon again.


  “May I ask what you traded Mr. Fletcher for the cow?”


  Mrs. Kingston smiled down at her. “Certainly you may, Miss Sanders. It was a bicycle.”


  “You have a bicycle?”


  “You’ve heard of them, haven’t you?”


  Mercy nodded. She had seen an advertisement for one in an issue of The Sunday Visitor at the lending library. But she had never seen one on the lanes of Gresham.


  “I haven’t actually taken possession of it yet,” Mrs. Kingston went on to explain. “Mr. Fletcher is well aware of that and knows I’m good for it. You see, my son, Norwood, has written that he’s sending one for my birthday next week.”


  “Happy birthday,” Mercy said, and Mrs. Kingston smiled.


  “Thank you, dear.” She shook her head. “Now, no doubt you’re wondering why someone would send a sixty-four-year-old woman a bicycle. Norwood is obviously under the impression that, as much as I enjoy my morning walks, I would enjoy peddling along at breakneck speed even more so. I dare not send back his gift for fear of injuring his feelings, but I shan’t go gadding about on a contraption that looks like something out of a medieval torture chamber. And if I were to keep it at the Larkspur, the Hollis children would no doubt ask to ride it, thereby risking their lives and limbs.”


  Mercy smiled. “Then it was good that Mr. Fletcher wanted a bicycle.”


  “Isn’t it, dear?” Mrs. Kingston smiled again. “And I find people much more agreeable when there is something they want.”
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  As easy as stealing a drunk man’s purse, thought Mrs. Kingston, who would of course never actually do such a thing. And her conscience was quite clear about it all, for she had made no promises regarding Mr. Fletcher’s heifer producing more milk than any other cow in Mr. Sanders’ herd.


  She smiled to herself and waved away a curious bee with a slow motion of her hand. It was odd that she, who had no experience with dairying, would have figured out what the rest of Gresham considered a big mystery. She had simply put two and two together one Sunday morning in church, or rather added one incident with another to form a theory.


  The first incident had been Mr. Fletcher’s rendition of “Come, Thou Almighty King” in the choir gallery. There was nothing unusual about that, as the self-educated Mr. Fletcher often played his violin before the church. Clearly he loved the instrument, for his eyes closed and rapture filled his expression as the bow swept across the strings. Even the children ceased to fidget when the sweet strains of his music floated out among the congregation.


  It was the following message Vicar Phelps delivered about young David in the palace of his nemesis King Saul that set Mrs. Kingston to thinking. Just as the chords of David’s harp had refreshed Saul’s troubled spirit, couldn’t music also lull animals into a relaxed state? Even she knew that agitated cows produced less milkdidn’t it stand to reason that relaxed cows would produce more?


  She had the opportunity to voice her theory to Mr. Fletcher during her walk the following Thursday. His reaction had stunned her. Redness stole up from his collar over his clean-shaven face before he practically tore his gate off the hinges in his lunge through it and seized her hand.


  “I don’t know how you came up with such a notion, Mrs. Kingston,” he protested.


  “Are you saying it’s not true?” She had him there, for a man who stood up in church and played hymns on the violin could not in good conscience stand on the side of Arnold Lane and perjure himself.


  “If I tell you, will you promise to keep it a secret?”


  “But I should think if you have a technique that will boost milk production, you would be happy to share it with everyone,” she told him in the same tone she’d used when lecturing her son when he was a boy. “It seems rather selfish to keep it to yourself.”


  “It’s not so simple, Mrs. Kingston. Please?”


  In the end she had yielded to the pleading in his eyes. “Very well then, Mr. Fletcher. I’ll tell no one, but only if you can give me a good reason.”


  “Thank you.” He dropped her hand and let out a heavy sigh. “You’re correct. I do play for my cows.”


  “Indeed?” It had been an exhilarating feeling, knowing she’d guessed correctly. “Now would you care to tell me why it’s not so simple to share such a method?”


  Mr. Fletcher nodded. “I am not a selfish man, Mrs. Kingston. How many times have you heard Vicar Phelps announce that I would be giving free violin lessons in the Village Hall on Saturday afternoons?”


  “Well, several,” she admitted. “But what does that have to do with”


  “Everything! Because though that announcement has been made many times, do you know how many people have come to take advantage of them?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “Two! The Casper boy and Mrs. Moore. They are progressing well, but neither is in the business of dairying. I realize that there are few wealthy people in Gresham, but most make good livings. And a decent German violin can be ordered through Mr. Trumble for little more than a half-sovereign.”


  Mrs. Kingston felt sorry for him then, for there was nothing so disheartening as being enthused about something in which others had no interest. “But surely if you told everyone your secret, you could fill your class.”


  “That’s exactly why I cannot do so … don’t you see? If a person wishes to learn the violin for any reason other than a love of music, he will never master the instrument. Yet I would be obliged to give lessons to those who are simply eager for more profit, for how could I refuse a fellow villager?” A shudder seized him. “I can think of no greater agony than attempting to teach music to a room filled with people with wooden ears. And the poor cows, Mrs. Kingstonthey’re such helpless creatures and a captive audience in their milking barns. The violin in the hands of a novice can produce sounds that are simply torturous.”


  Again Mrs. Kingston could see his point but had to ask, “But what will you do if a dairy farmer asks you for lessons? Simply because he loves the music, I mean.”


  For the first time during their exchange Mr. Fletcher produced a smile. “Should that wonderful event ever happen, Mrs. Kingston, I would feel privileged to include such person in on our secret.”


  “Our” secret, Mrs. Kingston thought as the Sanders wagon continued up Nettle Lane. A clever way of reminding her that she had given her word. “People are interesting, aren’t they?” she said to the boy beside her.


  “Yes’m,” he mumbled, with his eyes still straight ahead, and no apparent curiosity as to why she would make such an observation out of the blue.


  Probably any observation she could make, such as hares have long ears, would have gotten the same response. She didn’t know what was taxing the boy’s brain so, for it wasn’t driving. Clearly in no hurry to return to his chores, he was allowing the two horses to meander along at a snail’s pace.


  “Interesting, indeed,” she said.
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  “You should have seen the way she talked to Papa,” Mercy said to Mrs. Brent after easing another spoonful of potato soup into the ailing woman’s mouth.


  Propped up on her pillows, Mrs. Brent swallowed, then smiled weakly. “So your father changed his mind about the schooling?”


  “He did, indeed.” Mercy chuckled at the memory.


  “What did she give Mr. Fletcher for the cow? Did she tell you?”


  Mercy wiped her friend’s lips with an edge of the napkin she had tucked under her chin. “A bicycle.”


  “A what, dear?”


  “It looks something like a dogcart, but with the two wheels frontto-back instead of on each side. It has handles to hold on to in front, and you must pedal it with your feet.”


  “Do tell? But how does a body keep from toppling over?”


  “I’m not quite sure about that part,” Mercy admitted. “Let’s have another bite, shall we?”


  Mrs. Brent obeyed, taking a spoonful of soup into her mouth and then another. Presently the effort of eating something even as easy as soup took its toll on her, and she held up a trembling hand just as Mercy was lifting the spoon from the bowl again. “No more, Mercy.”


  “You really should try to finish the bowl,” Mercy admonished gently. “You’re wasting away to nothing.”


  “Ah, but my soul is fat, child, from feasting on the Word. Take it awayI’ll have Janet give me some more later.”


  It was useless to argue once Mrs. Brent made up her mind. In her own softer way she was perhaps as stubborn as Mrs. Kingston. Setting the bowl and spoon on the bedside table, Mercy leaned over to take her friend’s bony shoulders, move two of the pillows from behind her, and ease her back onto one. Mrs. Brent lovingly smiled up at her, and after Mercy had taken her chair again, she said in a voice growing hoarse, “When you take my little herd, dear, remind your father that they’re yours.”


  The subject of Mrs. Brent’s cows was not a pleasant one for Mercy because they would be in her possession only because of her friend’s death. But to comfort her, Mercy mumbled something in agreement. However, that didn’t satisfy the elderly woman.


  “Of course they will be pastured with his herd, and he will profit from the milk. But only until your husband comes along,” Mrs. Brent said.


  “Yes, Mrs. Brent,” Mercy replied obediently. She could not match Mrs. Brent’s adamant faith regarding a husband but would not have argued with her dying friend had she declared that a prince would ride into Gresham upon a white horse and claim her for his bride.


  “Thank you, child.” Even the frailty of Mrs. Brent’s voice could not prevent her affection for Mercy from coming through. “Now run along and tend to your chores at home. You’ve enough to do without listening to an old woman ramble.”


  Mrs. Brent’s six cows had their heads loped over the drystone wall separating the pasture from the yard. Mercy could feel their gentle brown eyes following her as she walked out to the lane, as if the small herd had assembled themselves to inquire about their mistress’s condition and were now mutely calling her back to them. Finally Mercy could stand it no longer, and she turned and went over to the wall. She pulled some long stalks of hawkweed from the ground. “There, there now,” she cooed as they nudged one another gently for a better position to receive the treat. Her vision blurred. “Everything will be all right.”


  She had doubts about that herself, but she didn’t think God would fault her for saying it to reassure a few pitiful cows.
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