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One

July, 1955

Amelia Pilbeam had once said that when the time came for her funeral most of the pews would be empty. ‘At my age there are precious few friends still waiting their turn, and any there are can’t be up to an unexpected journey across to the island.’ Her granddaughter, Tessa, seemed to hear the familiar voice as she walked up the aisle to take her place in the front pew. Of one thing she was certain: all those she had telephoned to tell of Gran’s sudden death would be as close in spirit as were any from the village who, despite Amelia’s expectations, had donned black and made their way to the parish church. Did Gran know? Tessa felt that she did; she could almost hear the old lady’s mirthful chuckle and see her still-pretty face as they shared the knowledge – not as something sombre but as a secret joke.

All eyes were on Tessa as, looking straight ahead of her, she took her seat on the otherwise empty pew. Was it just her imagination or was the silence broken by a hiss of whispering? Well, let them think what they liked, she told herself silently. Gran would have hated me to wear black. ‘A lot of poppycock.’ That had been her view. ‘What’s the use of believing in a hereafter and then weeping and gnashing your teeth because someone’s got their ticket to go there? When my time comes, Tessa, you put on the prettiest you have. Rejoice! That’s what folk should do. Unless their grief is for themselves because they are frightened to look ahead without the one who had meant so much. Oh, but how I grieved when your darling mother was killed.’

The organ started to play, there were movements by the church door, then footsteps. Tessa clenched her fists, making sure that she still looked straight ahead and not letting herself turn to see the men carrying the coffin into the building. But these hurrying footsteps weren’t those of pall-bearers; it must be a latecomer.

‘Couldn’t get here sooner – just in time.’

She turned at the whispered words as a man took his seat at her side, then dropped to his knees for such a brief time he could have done no more than send up a quick apology for his late arrival.

‘I thought you couldn’t spare the time to come,’ she whispered back, her voice holding no welcome. ‘I thought the cows were more important.’

‘Naomi said she could manage until tomorrow. Didn’t like leaving her – but there are things I must attend to here. Hush – they’re coming in.’

Through the days following Amelia’s stroke Tessa’s anger towards her Uncle Richard had grown by the hour. What work could be more important than the knowledge that his mother was helpless, unable to speak, almost unable to move? In the moment of her collapse their futures had been changed – her own and Tessa’s too. And yet he had said his animals needed his constant attention! If he could be here now, when it was too late, why couldn’t he have come sooner? How must Gran have felt when she realized that he didn’t care enough to want to be with her? As the rector preceded the cortège up the aisle, the sound of his solemn voice breaking the silence, Tessa hung on to her resentment towards the man at her side; it helped her to bear the moment she had been dreading. Despite herself, her glance moved to the coffin less than six feet from where she sat. Gran was lying in there; Gran who had been her entire family almost as far back as she could remember. Don’t think about the future . . . don’t imagine coming home each evening to an empty house, no easy companionship that paid no heed to the generation gap . . . no one to share the excitement of watching their latest acquisition, a television set that brought distant happenings of the world so much closer . . . no one to share her interest in changing fashions, for Gran had never let herself become ‘old’, and yet neither had she tried to appear younger than she was, and she always delighted in seeing Tessa in up-to-the-moment styles now that clothes coupons were just a memory. It had been important to Amelia Pilbeam to look her best and surely there couldn’t be a woman in the village who hadn’t admired her; always smart, a weekly visit to the hairdresser making sure her standard didn’t fall, her face made up and yet never looking painted. Gran, I’m not going to cry; if I did it would just be that I’m sorry for myself. Rejoice, that’s what you said. That’s why I told Mr Brent these were the hymns we wanted him to play, all full of glory and triumph. Can you hear everyone singing? Uncle Richard got here in the end, but what’s the point of coming now? It’s just show. He should have been here when you needed him. You love him, I know you do, so I must try and be polite. But you and I, we both know it will only be surface politeness. She seemed to hear the familiar chuckle. ‘Things to attend to,’ that’s what he said. What’s it got to do with him? I know he’s your son, but he’s never made an effort to come and see you. I told you, I’ll not be horrid to him because you wouldn’t want me to, but I feel sort of screwed up with anger at him. I know when I was away at school you used to go at least once each term to stay with him but since then he hasn’t made the effort even once. And I bet he’s so wrapped up in his own narrow little world that he hasn’t even realized how seldom he’s seen you.

So her thoughts rambled on with her bitter resentment towards the still good-looking man at her side helping her through the ordeal of the service. The pall-bearers were shouldering the coffin, and she felt Richard Pilbeam take hold of her elbow to guide her to walk with him and follow it as the choir started to sing the Nunc Dimittis. ‘Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace according to thy word . . .’

First the coffin, then the rector, then Richard and Tessa, followed at a respectful distance by people who had known, liked and admired Amelia.

‘You should have realized you only had to ask me.’ Richard spoke softly to Tessa, careful that neither the rector in front nor anyone following would overhear what he said. ‘I would have sent you a cheque to buy something suitable to wear. Surely that suit wasn’t the most sombre thing in your wardrobe?’

‘Oh, no.’ She heard the defiance in her tone and rejoiced in it. ‘I usually wear a dark grey one to work in the hotel. But Gran hates all that nonsense. Anyway, she and I went to Bournemouth for the day when the January sales were on and it was she who spied this. She said it suited me better than anything I had so I knew it was what she would want me to wear today.’

Richard grunted, the sound doing nothing to endear him to her. In truth he would hardly have been human if he hadn’t realized how attractive this niece of his had become. Recalling the skinny six-year-old he had seen at the memorial service for her parents who had been killed in a raid on London in December 1942, it was hard to believe she had turned into such a beauty. For that’s what she was. If she’d been six when his mother had become her guardian, according to his arithmetic that would mean she must be nineteen. In less than two years she would come of age. How different it might have been if he and Naomi had been made her guardians right from the beginning. She would have been the daughter they’d never had. One thing was certain: brought up at Chagleigh Farm she wouldn’t have kitted herself out like she had today. Not that she didn’t look attractive – damned pretty, in fact – with those clear eyes just the same dark brown as her hair. But it wasn’t right to come to her grandmother’s funeral in a red suit even if it flattered her, and as for those matching shoes, he’d never seen heels so high. And too much rubbish on her face, too; even her eyes were made up. No, if she’d been brought up at the farm she wouldn’t have filled her head with such nonsense. His mind jumped to Naomi, his precious, unchanging Naomi. Whatever she did, she did with all her abundant energy. Was there ever a woman like her? Running their home, working in the dairy, tending the chickens, helping clean the pigsties, tackling any task that came her way, his never failing constant companion and friend . . . friend? Friend and lover, too.

While his thoughts had been back at the farm with his wife, the coffin had been lowered into the ground. Mother dead . . . just a memory. Well, that she certainly would always be: a very dear memory. Never once had she suggested he neglected her when he couldn’t spare the time to visit her.

Not many people had come to the graveside, just the rector’s wife (who, although to look at her no one would have guessed it, was thinking who she might inveigle into buying and arranging the church flowers on the fourth Sunday of each month now that Amelia was gone), and Thomas Sedgley, Amelia’s solicitor ever since she had moved to the Isle of Wight some twenty-five years ago. Both of them were on the other side of the grave facing across the lowered coffin to where Richard stood with Tessa.

Tessa smiled in recognition at the ageing solicitor, remembering how kind he had been when she had gone to him with the news of her grandmother’s death. Unsure what she had to do she had called at his office for guidance and he hadn’t failed her.

Then it was over. Before moving off, the rector’s wife shook hands with Richard and kissed Tessa; the rector shook hands with both of them then hurried to join her. Only the solicitor waited.

‘Thomas Sedgley.’ He introduced himself, holding out his hand to Richard. ‘You must be Mrs Pilbeam’s son. I’m glad you were able to get here.’ Then, with what Tessa saw as extra warmth in the smile, he turned on her. ‘Hello, my dear. I see you managed all the arrangements very well. So many people there to say goodbye to a dear friend.’

‘Do you have a car with you or can I give you a lift to the house?’ Richard asked.

‘If you would be so kind. My office is only just along the road, so I walked.’

‘To the house?’ The invitation had cut through Tessa’s armour of reserve. ‘You mean people will be coming back to Gran’s – for tea or something? I hadn’t thought . . .’

‘No, my dear, my visit is something different.’ Thomas laid a restraining hand on her arm as he told Richard. ‘As I arranged with you, I have the papers with me.’

‘Then we’ll all drive back together. I’m glad we can go over the will today; I want to catch the mid-morning ferry tomorrow. I can’t be away any longer.’

Ignoring what he’d said, Tessa told him, ‘You follow behind then; I’ve got Gran’s car.’ And with that she left them and, with her head consciously high, crossed the road to Middle Lane where she had parked. She had never been gladder of her ability to handle the car.

‘God knows how she walks in those ridiculous shoes, let alone drives in them,’ Richard muttered more to himself than to Thomas Sedgley.

‘A remarkable young lady. She and your mother were very close, I believe.’

‘You don’t know whether she had been made aware of the arrangements Mother wished for her? I haven’t had an opportunity yet to talk to her myself.’ Then, with a sudden and unexpected smile, ‘She’s got it in for me right enough. Can’t you just feel the way she bristles?’

‘Not on account of the future arrangements, I fear, for until I give her the letter that Mrs Pilbeam left in my keeping some years ago I am sure she is in ignorance of any such idea.’

‘I wish Mother had told her. Face-to-face it might have been easier for her. Most of Mother’s visits to the farm were during term time while the child was away at school and, since then, she always came on her own while Tessa holidayed with old school friends. I dare say you know the girl much better than I do. Despite being nineteen years old, and despite the way she has dealt with the arrangements for today, she strikes me as being unworldly – like a child dressed in grown-up clothes. Damn it, girls a year or more younger than she is were in uniform and serving their country not so long ago.’

‘Her life has been sheltered, Mr Pilbeam. It used to worry your mother that having spent so many years in boarding school on the mainland the child had no friends of her own age on the island. I understand she has friends from her school days but no one for day-to-day companionship. I have a granddaughter a few years her junior, living here on the Isle of Wight. She and her friends have their heads filled with adolescent rubbish, film stars, tap dancing, and beastly noisy records for their gramophones, unimaginable nonsense. I know it worried Amelia that Tessa missed out on all that sort of fun once she came home from school.’

Richard opened the passenger door for the solicitor, who apparently had been on closer terms with his mother than he had realized. Just at that moment Tessa drove past them without a glance.

Putting on his half-moon glasses Thomas took the parchment will from its envelope and spread it on the table before him, cleared his throat and started to read.

‘This is the last will and testament . . .’

A sum of two hundred pounds was to go to Violet Dinsdale, a local woman who had worked in the house daily as long as Amelia had lived there. Everything was to be disposed of, debts settled and an amount of four pounds for each month until Tessa reached the age of twenty-one to be paid to Richard, who was Amelia’s executor. The residual estate was to be equally divided between Richard and Tessa.

Taking Tessa by surprise, she was suddenly filled with a feeling of hope, of promise. Life was suddenly there for her to grasp. Things would be new and different. She could see no real shape but, despite that, she could make her own decisions, choose her own path. And all because Gran was making it possible. With the rush of excitement came another emotion: guilt that she could look to the future with hope when darling Gran was gone. But of all people she would be the one to understand, for she had had such joy in living. The thought of having the extra four pounds Richard would send her a month as well as what she earned working at the hotel made her imagine herself wealthy. She knew nothing of legal affairs but it seemed unnecessarily complicated that her four pounds should be paid to her uncle instead of straight to her, but that must be because he was the executor. Gran might have imagined that if she had it a year at a time she would go on a spending spree – spending sprees had always been such fun for the two of them together. Pulling her thoughts back into line she saw that Mr Sedgley was passing her an envelope with her name on it written in handwriting she knew so well.

‘Gran wrote it for me?’ Eagerly she took it, feeling the elderly lady’s presence very close. As she tore open the envelope she didn’t even notice that the two men were both watching for her reaction.

‘My darling Tessa,’ she read, ‘I hope this letter will never be given to you. I hope I will be there to celebrate your twenty-first birthday. But we none of us know when the call will come and if I get mine and leave you before then, I am handing care of you to Richard and Naomi. Oh dear, I can just picture your face when you read this but if it’s on the cards that I come to the end of the track while you’re underage at least I shall hit the buffers in peace knowing that you will be in good and loving hands. You hardly know them, and that’s been my fault: I ought to have seen to it that we visited the farm together, but when we had a chance to have a jaunt somehow we always found such “fun things” to do. So read this – no, don’t frown, just trust me, dear Tessa – and make yourself accept with a smile. That way, life is so much easier. Richard and Naomi have a home full of love; it will be impossible for you not to be happy living with them in Devon. Although we are all so far apart I honestly love them deeply, as I am sure you will too once your ruffled feathers are smoothed down. It’s what I truly want for you. Make yourself smile and accept even if you are angry and fearful – and that way, even though your life will be very different from the one we have here, you will find happiness and give happiness to them, too, just as you always have to me.

‘I’m pretty fit, but I have to face the fact that whilst you are fourteen’ – and glancing back to the start of the letter Tessa saw it had been written five years previously – ‘I have just had my eightieth birthday, so it’s time I put my house in order. Richard and Naomi are aware that I am writing this to you and are happy with the arrangement.

‘It’s a strange feeling to know that should you ever be given this to read it will mean that I’ve gone from the world. But Tessa, you mustn’t grieve. Rejoice for the gift of life, rejoice for all the fun and love we have shared through the years, and be sure that even if I’m done with living I shall always be there for you, wanting to know you are happy. Take life by the horns, love with all the faith and strength that’s in you, for that’s the way to have a full life. Always your loving Gran.’

Tessa felt trapped. Emotion was tearing her in all directions: fear, anger, grief such as she’d never believed possible, those were uppermost, crushing the hope and excitement for the freedom she’d briefly believed would be hers.

‘Did you know about this?’ She tried to sound strong, self-assured so that Richard would see that she was mature enough to live by herself. But where? The house was to be sold . . . the furniture would go to the auction rooms . . . the car would go . . . there would be nothing left of the things that had been home to Gran and her. If she were that fourteen-year-old her grandmother had written the letter for, then she could have cried and no one would have been surprised. But she was grown up. Gran had known how she would feel if the time ever came that she was given the letter. Tessa was resolved not to fail her grandmother, but equally to let it be firmly understood that nineteen was a far cry from fourteen.

‘I was just a child when Gran wrote this; she wouldn’t expect you and Aunt Naomi to be tied to things that were said all those years ago.’

‘We talked about it in May when Mother was at the farm and you were holidaying with a friend in the Lake District. It was almost as though she had a premonition.’ Richard spoke gently, his manner making it even harder for Tessa to hang on to her composure. ‘Naomi has your room ready for you. You must have heard me telling Mr Sedgley that I mean us to be on the mid-morning ferry tomorrow.’

‘Us? I can’t do that!’ Tessa could feel her face twitching despite the effort she was making to hold back her tears. But her voice refused to be controlled; she heard it break, rise to a high pitch far different from what she had intended. ‘I’m not a piece of baggage to be parcelled up and put in your case. I’m me. I live here. I have a job; Mr and Mrs Briggs at the hotel have been kind and let me have time to do the things I had to this last week, but tomorrow I shall go back to work. I will! Even if you make me live with you, I can’t come yet. I have a job. I can’t just walk away as if it’s not important.’ She shouted defiantly but her final thread of composure was lost; she was sobbing uncontrollably. In her misery she didn’t care that her face was contorted and her mascara leaving black streaks on her cheeks.

‘Listen, Tessa.’ Richard reached across the table where they were sitting and took both her hands in his. ‘Mother knew how upset you would be – Naomi and I both expected you to feel as you do. If you hate living in the country—’

‘I won’t come. I told you – I’m not coming. I’ll ask Mr Briggs if they’ll put me up at the hotel until I find somewhere of my own. I could work extra hours to make up for it,’ she managed between hiccoughing sobs.

‘Your work there is finished. I found the number of the hotel from Directory Enquiries and talked with him last night. I explained the situation and he completely understood. I suggested sending him a cheque for four weeks’ salary or however long notice was expected, but he wouldn’t hear of it.’

‘You had no right to interfere! Do you think that’s the sort of thing Gran would have wanted? You’re not my gaoler, even if you think you are.’

Richard was at a loss. Even allowing for grief and fright, surely hysterical behaviour like this wasn’t normal. He thought of the peaceful, busy routine at the farm; he imagined Naomi shouldering his work as well as her own. If only she could have been here perhaps she would have been able to take away some of Tessa’s fear – because surely it was fear and pent-up grief that was behind her outburst. He looked helplessly at Thomas Sedgley.

‘Now then, my dear’ – the elderly man took the cue – ‘you take this and wipe away your tears.’ He passed her a snow-white folded handkerchief and sent up a silent thank you when, without a word, she took it and started to mop up. ‘Now, I know I’m an outsider but I was very fond of your grandmother and she used to talk freely to me. I knew what was in the letter because she told me; and she told me, too, that it worried her that you wouldn’t want to go to live at this farm. I remember her words: “Even if Saint Peter lets me through the pearly gates, how can I be happy if I know Tessa is fighting what I’ve arranged for her? Make her understand, Tom, make her see that I want to know she’s there with the others. The three of them are all the family I have left and I shall rest easy if I know they are caring for each other”. I’ve thought of those words many a time over the years. She was a very special lady; we were all blessed to have had her.’

What a sorry sight Tessa was as she gave her face a final rub and returned his handkerchief, by this time smudged with mascara, eyeshadow and lipstick, generously diluted with tears.

‘Rejoice,’ she said with a hiccough, ‘that’s what she wants me to do. Can’t fail her, can I?’ For a second or two she was silent, but when she spoke again her voice was quiet. It was as if all the fight in her had been washed away with her tears. ‘I’ve got to do as she says. Just can’t picture what it’s going to be like. Sorry I made a scene. Didn’t mean to start crying – I started and couldn’t stop. It’s all so different. I ought to have realized. Just pictured living here, working at the hotel, everything the same except I’d be on my own. Was silly of me.’

‘If that were possible, my dear, then Amelia – your grandmother – would have no peace in her soul.’

Tessa nodded. Already the future was beginning to have a structure. She would pack all her things in her school trunk before she went to bed. And she’d take the photograph album, and that picture of Gran and her that the street photographer had taken by the pier in Bournemouth when they went for the day during the July sales. The house wouldn’t be theirs any longer; someone else would cut the roses next summer, but no one and nothing could take away memories. Chagleigh Farm was only a few miles from the coast; she’d find a job in a seaside hotel. Before she knew it she’d be twenty-one.

The greatest advantage of youth is its ability to hear the beckoning call of Life.

Her hysterical outburst had left her drained of emotion. How else could she have dragged her trunk from the roof space adjoining her bedroom and packed, clearing drawers and wardrobe? Habit made her fold each item carefully, training from years at boarding school. In normal circumstances packing a case always held excitement. But on that evening it held nothing: no anticipation, no aching misery. She felt as lifeless as a robot as she stripped her room. With drawers, wardrobe and bookshelf empty, furniture that had been part of her life as long as she could remember meant nothing. She felt no pain; she felt no hope.

In the same numb state, next morning she helped Richard carry her trunk out to the car. They were both making a conscious effort to be polite. He hoped that it might make a base to build on and was prepared to put the previous day’s scene out of his mind. She didn’t ask herself why it was she behaved with forced friendliness – perhaps she subconsciously knew that if she asked the question the answer would have melted the ice that protected her. She was doing it for her grandmother; deep in her heart she knew that was the truth, but her hurt was too new to probe.

Youth came to her rescue as they boarded the ferry that took them on the first stage of their journey, from Yarmouth to Lymington. Once on the mainland they set out westward.

‘Keep your eyes open for a pub or even a roadside café where we can get a bite to eat a bit later on,’ Richard said as they left the New Forest behind. ‘We mustn’t waste too long on a meal but we shall need something.’

‘Yes, all right,’ Tessa answered automatically, craning her neck to take a last glimpse of a group of ponies standing together just off the road. ‘Gran and I used to come this way when we went to Bournemouth. It was longer, but the forest is so special.’ Then, remembering her resolve to try to behave as her grandmother would have wanted, ‘What time do you think we shall get to your farm?’

‘Home? Later than I’d like, I expect. I wanted to be back in time to see to the late-afternoon milking. You’ll understand when you’ve been at the farm for a while just how impossible it was for us to get away. With a shop you can put a sign on the door and lock up, but a herd of cows live to a strict timetable, Christmas Day, Good Friday, hell or high water.’

‘Yes, Gran always said that’s why you could never get to see us. It was a shame – but she understood. And she used to come to the farm quite often when I was at school, didn’t she? She used to talk to me about it.’

And so the drive to Chagleigh Farm progressed. It was a few miles from Dorchester when they saw an inn with a car park sufficiently full to hint that meals were being prepared.

‘What about there?’ she suggested, aware that despite all her inner misery she was hungry and eating out was a treat.

‘Looks promising,’ he agreed, turning in to park alongside the cars already there. And promising it certainly was. They found a table and turned their concentration to the menu chalked on a board.

‘I’ll have steak pie. What about you? And what to drink?’

‘I’d like the same, please – and cider.’ Consciously she kept a pleasant tone in her voice, frightened that if she let the facade of friendliness slip her control would be lost.

The order given, Richard came back from the bar with her cider and his beer.

‘I hope they’re not going to be long,’ he said, as much to himself as to her.

‘I expect you’re fed up having to waste your time on me like this. You needn’t have, you know. I’m not stupid.’ Careful, she told herself, wishing she hadn’t spoken her thoughts, but it was too late. ‘When Gran wrote all that, I was only a school kid. I’m grown up now and quite capable of making my own living. She said she’d talked about it to you and Aunt Naomi, but that was ages ago. Even now you could dump me off. With that four pounds a month I could get a room and still have enough until I found a job. You live in the sticks, so how am I going to get work there? Much better you drop me off in town somewhere. I haven’t even got a car to drive now Gran’s has gone so I’ll be stuck.’

Putting down his tankard he looked at her very directly, somehow making it impossible for her to avoid his gaze.

‘Tessa, Mother and I talked about this when she was last with us at the farm – you remember, she visited while you were holidaying with a friend. Even if Naomi and I had ever looked on the idea as an inconvenience we should have agreed. But, believe me, we don’t see it that way. We don’t know you; you don’t know us. But surely we can all give each other the benefit of the doubt and try and believe we shall get along.’ Then, with a sudden smile that transformed his stern face, ‘I promise you, I have never considered myself to be your gaoler.’

‘That was rude and horrid of me. Gran would have been ashamed. But you must see, I don’t need to be taken care of. Gran and I looked after each other; we were sort of equals. She was the boss, of course, but I was fitter, quicker – well, of course I was – and between the two of us we were a good team.’

He could see her eyes were looking threateningly pink and reached across the small table to take her hand. ‘We have one thing in common, all three of us: we all loved Mother. Two things in common, in fact: she loved each of us.’

Tessa nodded. ‘I know.’

Then the man from behind the bar shouted, ‘Number sixteen, ready,’ and Richard got up to collect their food.

‘Do you reckon she can see us here?’ said Tessa.

‘Perhaps. One thing is certain, whether or not she knows it, she is pretty close.’ Then, embarrassed by what he’d said, he hurried to the bar to collect their tray.

The food looked good and he attacked it without further ado. If his words hung between them, they pretended not to be aware.

‘Do you want pudding?’ he asked as she put her knife and fork together on her empty plate.

‘No, thanks. We’d better get on the road, I expect.’

‘Good girl. I shall be glad to get home. There’s too much there for one person.’

So they continued their journey. Whether they’d come closer to knowing each other neither was sure, but the tension between them eased. Tessa had never known a moment’s shyness and in her effort to be agreeable she made herself sound genuinely interested as she questioned him about the farm. But, after a moment’s silence he surprised her by saying, ‘You’ll be no good at Chagleigh in those stilts you seem able to walk on. Why girls do it I can’t think. By the time you’re sixty your feet will be fit for nothing. Naomi says she thinks it’s a reaction from wartime; years of sensible, long-lasting brogues.’ Then he surprised her with a sudden laugh. ‘My poor love – not even a pair of sensible walking shoes for her unless it’s when she goes off sometimes for eight o’clock church on a Sunday morning. No, from the moment she steps outside the door each day till she comes in to start cooking the main meal around teatime, she’s in wellies the same as I am – and you will be too, young Tessa, if you’re to be one of the team.’

Such an idea had never entered Tessa’s head. ‘What? Work on the farm, you mean? I’ve never even visited one until today. I’d be useless. I’ve been working for two years and you won’t find I’m long getting a job. I’ve learnt a lot about hotel work. And you know I can drive. Gran taught me; I didn’t have a single lesson from anyone else. You know, I never thought of her as being old. There’s more to age than years, don’t you think? She was bright as a shining button. But I was telling you about what experience of work I’ve had. The day I left school, Gran picked me up and drove us down to Bournemouth for a few days. It was our first jaunt – with me grown up and not on school holiday, I mean. We had such a gorgeous time, she enjoyed it as much as I did, buying me proper smart grown-up clothes. After we got back to the island we put our heads together about what sort of work I might do. I was pretty average, not stupid but not the sort to stay on at school with the idea of going to university or training for a proper career. Then, in stepped Fate. It usually does, don’t you think? In the local paper was an advertisement for a trainee manager at a small hotel about a mile from the house. I wrote and applied, not thinking I had a chance because I’d never had a job before and it sounded very grand. But, there you go! Fate again. Of course it wasn’t as highfalutin as it sounded in the advertisement and I expect no one with experience could have applied. The hotel was small, only fifteen bedrooms and run by the owner and his wife – with daily staff to help, of course. To start with I was just a general run-about; but like Gran said, if you don’t get a good firm foothold on the first rung of the ladder you can’t climb. Anyway, I got taught things. For the last year I looked after the wages, got the cheques all ready to be signed to pay the bills, took bookings, did the typing – self-taught, but I go really fast using four fingers. Even then, though, I still had to turn my hand to anything else that needed to be done whether it was clearing up in the kitchen, arranging flowers, rushing out for anything that had been forgotten. I did all sorts of odd jobs.’

‘I ought to have let you speak to the owner yourself. I suppose the truth is that I suspected you would be against doing what Mother wanted and thought it better to make your resignation a fait accompli.’

‘I shall write to Mr and Mrs Briggs, the owners. But Uncle Richard, I expect you did what you thought was best. And, I feel ashamed about yesterday. I know I was rude and . . . and . . . obnoxious. I felt sort of trapped. But like Gran always said: if things aren’t plain sailing that’s because life is giving you a challenge.’

Turning to look at her, Richard thought how pretty she was and how delightfully honest. Give her a few weeks at Chagleigh and she’ll be a real asset, he decided. Time Naomi had a break. His expression softened as he imagined her. By this time she would be well on with the milking, sitting there on the stool with the side of her face pressed against the animal’s warm flank, probably singing softly under her breath or talking coaxingly, while her strong, gentle hands encircled the animal’s teat as she worked with firm pressure so that the milk spurted into the pail with a steady rhythm.

‘It seems warm to me,’ he commented. ‘I’ll pull in and we’ll fold the roof back. Not too windy for you if we have the top down? I know what women can be like about their hair.’

‘Yes, let’s. Gran’s didn’t have an open top and we often said we wished it had. She never worried about her hair; it always looked lovely but she never fussed over it. We used to walk on the cliffs when we could hardly stand up in the wind.’

He drew to a halt and together they opened the hood.

‘That’s better!’ she said as she settled back in her seat. ‘Uncle Richard, it must have been a bit of a blow for you and Aunt Naomi when you were told Gran wanted you to be lumbered with a niece you’d hardly ever seen. I wouldn’t want you to think I don’t appreciate that it’s as bad for you as for me. But I promise I’ll soon get work. And even if it’s in town somewhere, once you get to know me you’ll see I’m quite capable of taking care of myself.’

‘My dear child, of course you will make your home with us. And as for looking for a job, you’ll be kept so busy you won’t have time to think about it. Naomi and I keep very fit, but she has far too much to do. She’s one in a million, always busy, never complains that she’s tired, but it’ll be a relief to me to know you’re helping. She’ll teach you the dairy work. Then there are the chickens, the geese, a flock of rare-breed sheep, cattle – and the pigs. We have no arable land, but animals make a damn sight more work than wheat. But, bless her, she’s always been the same, no job too much for her. By the time we get home she’ll be putting the afternoon’s milk through the cooler and getting it in the churns. They have to be taken to the gate on the lane so that when the lorry comes this evening they’re ready for collection. Too heavy for her – but if I’m not back she’ll grit her teeth and get them on to the trailer and take them to the gate herself. She won’t let anything beat her.’

Without warning Tessa’s hard-fought-for acceptance was stripped from her. It took every ounce of courage to keep her face from giving away the misery that filled her. A fortnight ago there had been nothing to suggest the changes in store. Staring straight ahead it wasn’t the distant open country that held her mind but the moment when she’d found her grandmother lying where she’d fallen, the teapot in fragments on the tiled floor, the spreading puddle already cold. She must have been lying there helplessly for hours. Amelia had been the one stable factor in Tessa’s life. But, more than that, they had been kindred spirits, sharing the same sense of fun, the same outlook on life.

‘Nearly home.’ Richard’s voice cut through her thoughts. ‘The gate’s just along the lane we’re coming to here on the left. There! What did I say? She’s managed to get the churns down to the gate on her own.’ Tessa heard pride in his tone, pride that his wife was such a workhorse. She had a vague memory of her Aunt Naomi, but it didn’t fit with the image he was portraying. ‘Here we are, then. Your new home. And there’s your aunt waiting to greet you.’ Did she imagine his over-cheerful words were forced? She wished she were anywhere but here. Why had Gran written in her will that she entrusted ‘my dear son Richard to take my granddaughter Tessa into his home in the event of my death before she reaches the age of twenty-one’? Twenty-one was nearly two years away . . . two years to be spent in the middle of nowhere surrounded by mud, smelly cattle, pigs, chickens – probably rats and spiders. She wished she could get out of the car and run, just run as fast as she could to find freedom anywhere, anywhere but here. And they couldn’t possibly want her; she was here because they’d been asked to give her a home. Could that woman coming to meet them be Aunt Naomi? Tessa only had a vague memory of meeting her, but she had pictured her as being smart, not a mixture between gypsy and tramp. If I stay here they’ll expect me to get like that, she thought. Well, I won’t! I’m me, and I’m going to stay me.

‘Tessa, welcome to Chagleigh.’ Naomi Pilbeam greeted her, opening the passenger door as the car stopped. ‘Come away in. You’ll want to get out of your tidy things, Richard. Food will be ready by the time you’ve changed and Tessa has got acquainted with her room.’

As she talked she led the way through an outer lobby hung with an array of old coats and mackintoshes, with wellington boots in a neat row beneath, then, opening the latch door, ushered Tessa into the kitchen.

‘This is nice.’ Expecting the room to be in keeping with her aunt’s appearance Tessa spoke without thinking, letting her surprise be heard.

Naomi laughed. ‘What did you expect?’

‘To be truthful, I don’t know. I’ve never been to a farm before.’

Naomi led the way upstairs, followed by Richard and Tessa carrying the trunk. As they turned into the spare room Richard dragged it to the foot of the bed, then went to change into his working clothes and hang away his charcoal-grey suit. Looking around the room that was to be her sanctuary Tessa caught a glimpse of herself in the wardrobe mirror with Naomi, who seemed utterly content in the isolation of the farm and the barns, cowsheds, chicken houses – and mud, everywhere there was mud. To be fair that was mainly due to the night of thunderstorms but, as Tessa had heard nothing of them in the Isle of Wight, she assumed that mud was a normal part of existence at Chagleigh. The contrast of Naomi’s reflection and her own couldn’t have been more pronounced. Naomi’s glance met hers in the mirror.

‘Just look at us.’ The older woman laughed, in no way nonplussed by her appearance. ‘Talk about chalk and cheese.’

‘When you came to that service for my parents you were really smart. That’s the only thing I remembered about you. In fact, I don’t remember a lot about any of it.’

‘I don’t expect you do; it must have all been frightening for a little one like you were. And what a blessing it was for Mother that you were there; without having you to care for she would have gone to pieces when she lost your mother. I always felt having you gave Mother her youth all over again.’

‘Gran never got old,’ came the defensive answer.

‘You miss her, of course you do. But Tessa, if ever a woman had determination it was Mother and she would want you to take what life has thrown at you and make it work for you.’

Tessa nodded, turning her head away so that her aunt wouldn’t see the tears that were burning her dark eyes.

‘It won’t be easy for you, love, I know it won’t. But Richard and I are here to help you. And I’ve always believed there is nothing like hard manual work for pushing everything else out of your thoughts.’

‘I don’t want to push any of it out of my thoughts; I want to remember it all.’ Did Naomi guess that the aggressive tone was defence against the misery threatening to break loose? ‘All I know about cows and pigs is that they smell and make filthy, disgusting messes.’

Naomi’s laugh was spontaneous as she put her arm around Tessa’s shoulder and gave her a quick hug. ‘And that’s about all either of us knew when we took on this place. As soon as Richard was demobbed in nineteen nineteen we were married. We spent our honeymoon in Deremouth, the nearest town from here. That’s when we found Chagleigh. It was in a dreadful state, no indoor toilet, no drainage, no electricity. But we were both young – and everything was so different in those days. Where does the time go? Now look at me!’ With her arm still around Tessa’s shoulder, she sat on the edge of the bed pulling the young girl down to her side. ‘If you’re happy the years fly. And, I suppose, if you’re miserable it works the other way. My parents were appalled that we meant to set up home here. They’d said we could live with them until we found somewhere but we wanted more than anything to be in a place of our own. We would have set up home in one of those cowsheds just to have somewhere of our own,’ she said, and from her voice Tessa knew she was little more than thinking aloud as her mind took her back down the years.

‘We met before either of us had even left school but we felt we were grown up. First love hits with such intensity. Then came the war and Richard immediately volunteered and before we knew it he was in France. Nothing changed for us though and, like I said, we married and came here as soon as he was demobbed.’ For a few seconds she seemed lost in her own private thoughts. Then, perhaps no more than speaking them aloud, ‘Such a dreadful war, so many young lives wasted. Both my brothers were killed – and my cousin, Dennis. But thank God Richard came home safely.’ She seemed to become aware of what she was saying. ‘Hark at me, and you wanting to do your unpacking. And all because I told you we knew no more about farms when we came here than you do. Tessa, I’m not good at saying things, but I want you to understand that although Mother left the request that you should come to Richard, we really do want you here. We’ve never had a family. Not that we wouldn’t have been pleased to have babies; I mean, we tried. Now, though, you’ve come to us and it sort of completes the family. Don’t be frightened by such different surroundings. If you look on it all as a bit primitive, remember what I told you about how it was when we came here. And yet, right from the beginning, we loved it, every stick and stone of it.’

‘That was different. It was a future you wanted to make together.’ Tessa was in no mood to look on the bright side. ‘Anyway, when the war was first over everyone must just have been thankful to have people they loved come home.’

‘I’m thankful for all of it, then and now, too. Now I’m going to leave you to hang your things away. The bathroom is the door just across the landing and you’ll find the water is warm; even in the summer I keep the range burning because it heats the back boiler, so there’s always plenty of hot water.’ Then, with a wide smile that deepened the prematurely well-etched lines on her face, ‘You must admit that’s an improvement from an earth closet across the yard and water pumped up from the well.’

Tessa found the smile infectious and replied to it like for like. ‘Sorry I sounded such a grump, Aunt Naomi. I really am grateful to you and Uncle Richard.’

‘We’ll all get along fine, just see if we don’t.’ And with that she left Tessa to undo her trunk and set to work.

Five minutes later, her outer clothes hung in the wardrobe and a pile of her favourite books on the dressing table, Tessa decided to leave the rest of her unpacking until later. She crossed the landing to the bathroom. From the room next to hers came the sound of voices. Naomi had gone to talk to Richard while he changed into his work clothes. Their words weren’t clear, but there was something in their soft tones, a sort of intimacy that made Tessa aware that she was an outsider. She’d start looking for a job straight away. They couldn’t be more than about fifteen miles from the coast and there must be a lot of hotels there. Her optimistic nature was coming to the fore. Back in the bedroom she brushed her easy-to-care-for wavy hair. While she was touching up her make-up she heard Richard and Naomi going down the stairs then, a minute later, she heard the lobby door slam and saw him slushing through the mud – ‘and worse’ she thought with distaste – towards the cowshed. He looked older, rougher; in fact, she had seen plenty of scarecrows as well dressed.

Turning from the window she ran down the stairs then, her high heels clip-clopping on the stone-flagged floor of the hall, went to the kitchen to find Naomi, resolved that her stay would be only temporary and she’d start straight away to look for a ‘proper job’ – and freedom.
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