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Chapter One


Burracombe, Thursday 3 December 1953


Never, Hilary Napier thought, never in all my life, would I have believed myself capable of this kind of behaviour.


A web of deceit, growing more tangled by the minute; that was what it was. If anyone had told her a few weeks ago . . . a month ago . . . But she’d learned that you could never be sure how other people would behave in certain situations – look at her brother Stephen, with their sister-in-law Marianne. Unless she had seen the evidence with her own eyes, Hilary would never have believed that the Frenchwoman would seduce him – and in the family home, too!


And now it seemed that you couldn’t know much more about yourself. When emotions took you over, really strong, powerful emotions such as those that had so suddenly invaded both her body and her heart, your mind itself and all the beliefs and codes you had grown up with seemed to change. You found yourself doing things you had never dreamed possible. Things like her recent trip to London, for example – and look where that had led. To disaster. Possibly even to tragedy.


The memory of the terrible accident on that December evening was still all too fresh in her mind. Felix Copley, the young vicar of Little Burracombe, over the river, and his fiancée Stella Simmons had gone to Exeter to collect Hilary’s half-French nephew Robert after his attempt to run away from school and return to France. It was on their return journey, on an icy, fogbound road on Dartmoor, that Felix’s little sports car, Mirabelle, had crashed into a herd of wild ponies, leaving Mirabelle wrecked and Stella so badly injured that they had feared for her life.


Hilary still blamed herself for the accident. If she had not gone to London that weekend to be with David . . . if she had been at home to see just how unhappy Rob was, to comfort and help him . . . if she had been there when her father had had his second heart attack . . . if she had been able to go to Exeter herself . . .


But ifs never achieved anything. All she could do now was deal with the situation as it was. And to do that, she needed all her strength.


I need David, too, she thought with a sudden surge of desperation. I need to hear his voice, even if I can’t see him. And he must be wondering what’s happening, after he rescued Rob in London and put him on the train home. I have to ring him.


She waited until her father had gone to bed, and then slipped into his study to use the telephone. Her hand was trembling and her heart thumping as she picked up the receiver and asked the operator for the number. As she heard David’s deep voice, the thumping stopped and her heart leaped instead.


‘David! You’re still there. Is it all right to talk?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’ve stayed late at the surgery every night, hoping you’d manage to call. Darling, how are you? How’s that poor girl? And young Rob?’


‘I’m all right – nothing wrong with me, after all.’ Nothing that being with you wouldn’t cure, she thought longingly. ‘And there’s been better news about Stella – she’s opened her eyes. Felix was with her, and he’s sure she knew him.’


‘That’s a good sign. And Rob?’


‘Very quiet, but then he always is. I’m afraid he feels terribly guilty, though nobody could say it was his fault. But Father’s agreed that he should go back to France after Christmas and return to his old school. I’m sure it will be better for him. He’s too young to be uprooted from everything he knows and thrown into English public school education. His mother and brother and sister are coming over for Christmas, and I think that’ll be good for him too. And—’


‘But how are you, Hilary?’ he broke in quietly. ‘That’s what I really want to know.’


She felt tears sting her eyes. ‘I told you – I’m all right.’ But her voice cracked a little on the last word and she stopped abruptly. As she took a deep breath, David continued.


‘I don’t think you are, darling. It sounds to me as if you have all the troubles of the world on your shoulders. I wish there were something I could do to help.’


‘Just talking to you helps,’ she whispered. ‘And I don’t really have all the troubles of the world. I’m not the one lying in a hospital bed fighting for my life.’


‘Thank God for that,’ he said sincerely. ‘All the same, you’re bearing a lot. And you’ve got Christmas to plan as well. Did you say Rob’s whole family are coming over?’


‘Some of them. His two grandmothers are staying in France and his aunt will stay to look after them. And I’m sure the patisserie will be too busy to spare Marianne for long. I don’t suppose they’ll be here more than a few days.’


‘There’ll be a lot for you to do, even so.’


‘Mrs Ellis will be here – our housekeeper and cook. We’ll share most of it, although of course she does have her own family to think of as well. If only Stephen would come too.’


‘Your brother? He’s still not agreed, then?’


‘No. I really don’t think he will. It’s – oh, it’s all so complicated.’ Her voice wavered again as she said, ‘It’s so good to hear you, David.’


‘It’s good to hear you too. But it’s not enough.’ His voice deepened again. ‘I want to be in the same room with you. I want to be able to see you – touch you. Hilary, this being apart isn’t good. We’re going to have to do something about it.’


Hilary was silent. She was fighting the tears now, longing to be back with him in the hotel room in London, or walking round the Serpentine – anywhere, just as long as they were together. But he was in Derbyshire, and she was here in Devon, and hundreds of miles lay between them.


And not just hundreds of miles. The real distance was far greater than that.


‘There’s nothing we can do,’ she said shakily. ‘We shouldn’t even be talking like this.’


‘We have to talk, Hilary. We have to talk seriously.’


‘But there’s nothing more to say,’ she wailed. ‘Please, David – there’s nothing we can do. We ought to stop. Now. This very minute.’


There was a moment of silence. Then he said, very quietly, ‘We can’t do that. You know we can’t.’


Hilary leaned her head against the receiver, feeling hopeless. ‘I know.’


‘I want to see you again.’


‘David . . .’


‘Soon.’


‘Not before Christmas,’ she whispered. ‘It’s impossible. You know it is.’


‘Afterwards, then. As soon as you’ve got rid of all your visitors.’


She sighed, longing to say yes. ‘I can’t make any plans now. Please, David – you know how difficult it is. It must be as bad for you as for me.’


‘Not quite as bad,’ he said bleakly. ‘I don’t have a family clamouring around me. Only Sybil, giving parties and dragging me to others, just for the look of it.’


‘After Christmas,’ she said, with a sudden flash of insight as to how his life must be, with a wife who cared nothing for him but only for her position in the community. David had told her so much about the life they led that Hilary had never once doubted him. ‘After Christmas, as soon as we can.’


‘But we’ll talk again before that,’ he said with sudden urgency. ‘We must talk. I can’t get through without hearing your voice.’


‘Whenever we can manage it,’ she promised. ‘But it won’t be easy. I can’t always talk privately.’


‘Write as well, then. We’ll both write.’


‘Yes,’ she said quietly. ‘We’ll write.’ She heard a footstep on the stairs and her heart jumped. ‘I’ll have to go now – Father’s coming. Good night.’


‘Hilary . . .’ he said, anguished. ‘Oh, my darling . . . Good night. Good night, my sweet.’


‘Good night,’ she whispered, and then, on no more than a breath, ‘Good night . . . my love.’


The door opened just as she replaced the receiver. She looked up at her father’s face and felt her cheeks flame, but his eyes were searching the room and he didn’t seem to notice her expression. He moved about, lifting up papers and replacing them in a fretful fashion.


‘Left my reading glasses down here somewhere. Wanted to read for a while. Have you moved them?’


‘No,’ she said, struggling to regain her composure. ‘I don’t think they’re in here at all, Father. Didn’t you have them in the dining room when we were having dinner?’


‘Hmm? Oh – well, perhaps I did. I’ll go and look. No – you stay there,’ as she began to rise to her feet. ‘They’re probably on the sideboard. What are you doing in here anyway? Working on those papers?’ She opened her mouth to reply, but he was halfway out of the door and turned back before she could speak. ‘Leave them for now, girl. Let Travis have a look at them in the morning. You’ve got enough on your plate – don’t want you cracking up as well.’


Hilary sat quite still. She watched as he closed the door behind him and listened as he went into the dining room and then came out. He opened the door, said, ‘Found them!’ and closed it again. She heard him go up the stairs, and once more she leaned her head on her hand and drew in a deep, shuddering breath.


Oh, David, she thought, David. Whatever is going to happen to us?


‘And a tree with coloured lights outside,’ Rose Nethercott said firmly as she stood on the green outside the Bell Inn, looking up at the sign. ‘It’s easy enough to run a wire out from one of the sockets, and it’ll make the village look a real picture. We want to give poor young Stella Simmons a proper welcome when she comes home from that hospital.’


Her husband, Bernie, and Dottie Friend looked at each other doubtfully. Bernie said, ‘I don’t know it’s as easy as you think, Rose. Electricity can be a bit risky outside. Suppose it gets wet. It’s bound to rain sometime over Christmas.’


Dottie’s concerns were different. ‘I don’t know as Stella will be home in time to see it anyway. She only opened her eyes for a minute or two, from what Maddy told me, and the doctors themselves don’t know what damage has been done. ’Tis only just over two weeks to Christmas – I can’t see her being let out in that time, not the way she’s been.’


‘Yes, but it’s another twelve days after that until the decorations come down,’ Rose argued. ‘That’s near enough a month. Surely to goodness she’ll be out in that time. Why, the wedding’s fixed for the ninth of January – they won’t want to put that off. And I tell you what – we’ll keep the tree up till then anyway.’


Dottie pursed her lips. After a moment or two she said, ‘That’s asking for bad luck, that is. I don’t reckon Stella and Felix need any more of that. They’ll be glad enough for her to come home, never mind whether there’s Christmas decorations up or not.’


There was a short, awkward silence. Then Bernie cleared his throat and said, ‘I’ll see if I can get some waterproof lights like they use round the shops in Tavvi. I reckon I could get young Bob Pettifer to run a proper cable out and we’ll make a show anyway, for the village. Us might even get Jessie Friend to put some up round the shop. The place needs a bit of cheering up, with all that’s been going on.’


‘You’m right there,’ Dottie agreed soberly. She turned to Rose. ‘I didn’t mean to say ’twasn’t a good idea – just that I didn’t reckon young Stella would be out of hospital that quick. But you never know – they can do wonderful things these days in hospitals, and maybe now she’ve started to take a bit of notice she’ll buck up in no time. It might not be anywhere near as bad as it looked at first.’


‘That’s right,’ Rose said, smiling at her. She and Bernie had been worried about their friend and barmaid ever since the village had heard about the accident. Stella had been living at Dottie’s cottage since she had first come to Burracombe to teach in the village school, and the two had become more like mother and daughter than landlady and lodger; even more so when it had been discovered that Stella’s younger sister, Maddy, had actually been fostered by Dottie during the war. The news that Stella had been badly injured when her fiancé Felix’s car had run into a herd of ponies on the Princetown road had hit Dottie very hard; although, being Dottie, she had responded immediately by sorting out Stella’s favourite nightdress to take to the hospital, putting a casserole in the oven to simmer gently until it might be needed, even making sandwiches and baking cakes to sustain Felix and the others while they waited for news. If she had given way at all to her own fear and distress, Rose thought she had probably done it when nobody else could see.


Rose turned to lead the way back inside the inn. She and Bernie had already festooned the ancient beams with paper chains and hung up some glistening gold foil globes and bells that they’d bought in Woolworth’s in Tavistock the previous week, and with the big log fire burning in the inglenook, the pub looked cheery and welcoming. A Christmas tree outside would lure people in, Rose thought, and set the tone for the whole festive period.


‘Not that Burracombe folk need a Christmas tree to lure them in,’ Bernie commented when she told him this. ‘The ale does that. But you’m right, my dear, it do look proper seasonal and jolly. The hard part will be getting ’em to leave, I reckon.’


Christmas preparations were going on all over the village. Most people didn’t put their own decorations up until the week before Christmas, but there were already a few trees set in front windows, their coloured lights twinkling, and Jean and Jessie Friend had got paper chains all over the ceiling of their shop. George Sweet had several Christmas cakes in his window, mostly iced with snow scenes, and Bert Foster, the butcher, was taking orders for turkeys, which would be supplied by a big turkey farm near Okehampton. Alice Tozer, who kept her own geese, had fattened up quite a few and would soon be busy plucking them ready to be collected or sent out to her customers, and a lot of the village people kept chickens and had already decided which ones would grace their tables on Christmas Day.


In the school, where Stella would have been overseeing the making of Christmas cards and paper chains to hang in the classroom, Miss Kemp had let the children make get-well cards for their young teacher instead. As for the Nativity Play, which Stella had just begun to rehearse with the younger children, the headmistress was in a quandary as to whether it should go ahead. The children looked forward to it so much, but on the other hand, they were all so upset about their teacher that it seemed callous to carry on as if nothing had happened.


‘I think we have to do it,’ Basil Harvey, the Burracombe vicar, advised when she consulted him. ‘It does the children no good to brood about Stella, and when she’s feeling better she’ll want to know all that they’ve been doing. How can we tell her we cancelled the Nativity Play?’


‘No, of course we can’t.’ Miss Kemp’s eyes met his and she knew that they were both aware that Stella might not get better, although neither would voice the thought. ‘I’ll call the first rehearsal this afternoon.’ She sighed. ‘It’s just that there’s so much to do in these last weeks before Christmas, and Stella took so much on her own shoulders. It being her last term before getting married, she wanted it to be the best she could make it.’


‘You need help,’ Basil told her. As a governor of the village school, it was one of his duties to see that the teaching was carried out as it should be, and although it was by no means Miss Kemp’s fault, the situation now was far from desirable. ‘If only we could get someone in to help you.’


‘I don’t think there’s any chance of that, so near Christmas. I did wonder if there might be a parent or two who could give a hand, but I don’t think we’ve any in the village who have experience of teaching.’


‘Are you sure about that? I have a feeling Mrs Warren told me once that she’d trained as a teacher.’


‘Mrs Warren?’ Miss Kemp echoed. ‘Oh, I don’t think so! She doesn’t seem at all the type.’


‘No?’ To Basil’s mind, although he would not have dreamed of saying so to Miss Kemp, Joyce Warren seemed exactly one type of teacher – organising to the point of being bossy, and certainly not likely to tolerate bad behaviour from the children. Even the Crocker twins might stand in awe of her. ‘She has run the village amateur dramatic society quite successfully in the past,’ he pointed out. ‘If she were just to take over the Nativity Play . . .’


Miss Kemp thought about it and nodded rather reluctantly, not relishing the dominating presence of the solicitor’s wife in her school. ‘She did help quite a lot with the excerpt we put on from A Midsummer Night’s Dream. But I don’t suppose she’d have the time . . .’


‘Why not ask her?’ he enquired, and pulled the last rug from under her feet by adding, ‘I’ll do it on my way home, if you like. You really do need the help, Miss Kemp.’


‘Very well,’ she agreed with a small sigh, and smiled as she caught the twinkle in his eye. ‘You’re quite right. I mustn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.’


‘Not that you don’t need other help as well,’ he went on firmly, ‘and I’ve another suggestion to make. One that you might find more to your taste. I think you already knew that my wife taught, many years ago.’


‘Yes, of course. We’ve had many a chat about it. But you’re not suggesting . . .’


‘I certainly am. In fact, Grace suggested it herself. She’s willing to come along for two or three afternoons a week until the end of term. What a good thing we’ve got Stella’s replacement coming in January, when she was going to leave us anyway.’ He paused. ‘Although I can’t really think that she’ll be well enough for the wedding. In fact . . .’ He hesitated, and the headmistress put his thought into her own words.


‘Someone ought to be thinking about whether to cancel it – or at least postpone it. There’s so much already arranged – the guests, the reception in Tavistock, the service itself. But how can we suggest that to poor Felix? How can anyone tell him that Stella may never recover enough to be his wife?’




Chapter Two


Even knowing that one of your dearest friends was lying in a hospital bed hovering between life and death didn’t stop Christmas preparations going ahead, Dottie Friend reflected as she slid a tray of mince pies into the oven that afternoon.


It was one of those things that came around with the seasons, and even if you felt no more like doing it than flying to the moon, you still went through the motions – finding the box of decorations, seeing if the fairy lights still worked, getting Jacob Prout to bring along the little tree you always stood in the window, making a cake and pudding and these mince pies. It was as if you were wound up and couldn’t stop. And dear knows who’s going to eat them, she thought, getting a dishcloth to wipe flour from the pastry board she’d put on the scrubbed wooden table, because I don’t suppose Maddy will want them, and even Felix has lost his appetite now – and no wonder, poor young man, sitting hour after hour in that hospital ward beside his sweetheart, and wondering if her life was slipping away before his very eyes.


Dottie put away her tins of flour and sugar, and took the butter back to the outside meat safe in the back porch, where it was kept cool with cheese and meat or fish. There was a shepherd’s pie in there, made yesterday but not eaten because nobody had the heart, and she took it back indoors with her. It had better be eaten now, she thought, even if she had to give half to her cat, Alfred. He’d be pleased enough and it would last him two days.


She sat for a few minutes in her rocking chair by the range, holding her hands out absently to the fire and thinking about Stella and the horrific road accident that had landed her in hospital in Plymouth. It had been no one’s fault, by all accounts, and Felix and the young French boy, Robert Aucoin – or Napier, as the Squire would like him to be known – had been scarcely hurt at all. It was Stella who had borne the brunt of it and Dottie, along with a terrified Maddy, had gone to the hospital as soon as they’d heard the news, with Joe Tozer and his son Russ, who had hired a car to go about in while they were over here from America. Hilary Napier had gone too, but as soon as Robert had been discharged, she’d taken him back to the Barton, where, to make matters even worse, the Squire had had another turn with his heart. It seemed as if Fate was determined to throw everything it could find at them, just to see how much they could stand.


Well, if Dottie had learned anything through her life, it was that if you were the right sort of person, you’d stand up to anything at all. She was pretty sure Felix could, although it would hit him very hard if anything worse happened to Stella, and Hilary too was made of tough stuff. But Maddy . . . Dottie was not so sure about Maddy. She’d lost so many people in her short life – her parents, her baby brother and, less than a year ago, her own fiancé, Sammy – and she was still only twenty-three years old. She’d just begun, falteringly, to get over that, but if she lost her sister as well, Dottie was afraid she’d collapse completely. She was such a fragile little thing, and she’d tried so hard.


Russell Tozer had taken Maddy to the hospital again an hour or so ago. Dottie doubted they’d be allowed to see Stella, or if they were it would be for only a few minutes, but Maddy was fretful and anxious all the time she wasn’t there, and Russ had agreed to take her this morning and again in the evening. Dottie would go this afternoon on the train and stay for about half an hour. It was as much to comfort Felix as to see Stella that they were keeping up this rota. He needed someone with him, and the poor man wasn’t going to be able to continue to stay all the time anyway – he had his parishioners in Little Burracombe to think of, over the river, and all the preparations for his first Christmas as vicar. How he would have the heart for it all, Dottie couldn’t begin to imagine, but she’d grown very fond of Felix while he’d been curate in Burracombe and begun to court Stella, and she knew that there was a hidden strength beneath his often rather flippant exterior.


And them supposed to be getting married in a month’s time! she thought now, opening the oven door. The pies had turned a rich golden brown, and she took them out and set the tray on a folded teacloth on the kitchen table to let them cool a little before she turned them out on to the wire rack. Well, there would be no wedding that soon, that was certain. There was a long way to travel before Stella Simmons would be able to walk down the aisle on Frank Budd’s arm, to be given in marriage to Felix Copley.


A knock sounded on the back door, and she turned to see Val Ferris come in, with her baby Christopher in her arms. She smiled at Dottie, but her eyes were red, and Dottie felt her own throat ache at the sight of the young woman’s distress. The whole village is at sixes and sevens over this, she thought, and no wonder.


‘Sit you down, Val,’ she said, clearing one of the kitchen chairs of that day’s Tavistock Gazette. ‘And how be little Christopher, then?’ She parted his shawl and looked down at the tiny face. ‘My stars, he’m growing into a fine young man.’


Val smiled a little wearily. ‘He certainly has a fine pair of lungs. Kept us awake half the night again. Mum thinks it’s hunger – she says I ought to start putting him on to a few solids. Three months, or twelve pounds in weight, they say, so I’m going to get him weighed at the chemist’s shop in Tavistock and get a packet of Farex.’


‘Can’t do no harm,’ Dottie agreed. ‘He’ll soon tell you if he don’t like it. Mind you, they all spits it out to start with. It’s because their tongues don’t curl the right way, so I’ve been told. Got used to sucking, see.’


‘I didn’t know that. It makes sense, though. But I really came in to see if there was any news of Stella.’


Dottie shook her head. ‘None since this morning. I suppose us must consider it good news – at least the poor maid seems to be in her senses. But it’s early days to know more. I’m going in myself this afternoon, so when I come back I’ll pop in and let you know.’ She moved the kettle on the range and fetched the big brown teapot. ‘You’ll have a cup of tea while you’re here, won’t you? And one of my mince pies – I’ve just this minute taken them out of the oven.’


‘They look lovely.’ Dottie gave her a plate and Val took a pie and bit into it. ‘Nobody makes mince pies like you do, Dottie, only don’t let Mum hear you say that. It’s my first this Christmas.’


‘You ought to make a wish, then,’ Dottie said, and picked one up for herself. ‘I will, too. And I don’t reckon it will be hard to guess what either of us wishes for.’


‘No,’ Val said soberly, ‘it won’t.’


Their eyes met over the golden crusts, and although for luck neither spoke her wish aloud, each could read it in the other’s face. Like the rest of Burracombe that day, they were wishing that Stella Simmons would get well; that she would recover from her injuries and, at some time in the not too distant future, walk up the aisle to marry Felix Copley and live happily ever after.


If only, Val thought sadly as Dottie made the tea and poured it out. If only life could be like that.


‘Stephen – please,’ Hilary Napier said into the phone. ‘Please come home for Christmas. I need you here. We all do.’


She could feel her brother’s reluctance over the miles that lay between Burracombe, on the western edge of Dartmoor, and the RAF station in Hampshire where he was doing his National Service. She gripped the receiver a little more tightly and added, aware of the beseeching note in her voice: ‘Please don’t say no.’


She heard his sigh. ‘You know what the problem is, Hil. If Marianne’s going to be there . . .’


‘Steve, you can’t let that stop you! What happened between you and Marianne – that’s in the past. We’ve got other things to consider now. There’s Dad – you know he’s had another heart attack—’


‘I did come to see him,’ he cut in quickly.


‘For one night, yes.’


‘It was all I could get leave for.’


‘And we understood that. But he wants you home for longer than one night. He wants you home for Christmas. And so do I.’ She took another breath. ‘There’s Rob, too. He’s been through a difficult time. He needs a friend.’


‘He’ll have his mother. And his brother and sister – what are their names again?’


‘Philippe and Ginette. Yes, they’ll be here and of course he’ll want to spend time with them. But he’s feeling very alone just at present, and he feels responsible for the accident. He needs someone like you – one of us – who’ll give him some reassurance and not blame him. A man.’


‘How is Stella?’ he asked. ‘The last time we spoke, you said she’d recovered consciousness.’


‘Yes, she came round yesterday, when Felix was with her. But she’s not out of the woods yet, not by a long way. She’s not talking at all, and she seems to be in a lot of pain when she is awake. Apart from some broken bones – her leg and a couple of ribs, I think – they still don’t know how much harm was done.’ Hilary thought again of the bitterly cold winter’s night when Felix’s sports car had run into the group of ponies on the Princetown road. ‘They think there may be some damage to her spine – she may be paralysed and never walk again,’ she went on a little shakily. ‘Poor Felix is distraught. He wants to be with her all the time, but he’s still having to cope with all the Christmas preparations in the church at Little Burracombe. He’s got people there to help him, of course, and I’ve been doing as much as I can here, but – oh, Stephen, this is no good. We can’t talk properly on the phone. We need you here. I need you. Dad needs you. And Rob . . . He’s so upset, and I just haven’t got time to give him the attention he needs.’


‘What about Travis?’ Stephen asked, but she could sense a wavering in his tone. ‘He gets on with him, doesn’t he? And Jennifer. Didn’t you say he’s been going to see them at the estate manager’s house?’


‘Wood Cottage, they’re calling it. Yes, and it does him good to go there, but they’re not family, are they? And Travis is very busy just now, with the shoot and everything. We just seem to have so much on our plates at the moment.’


‘Yes,’ he said with a sigh. ‘Yes, I can see that.’ He paused, and she waited, hardly daring to breathe. ‘All right, Hilary, I’ll come. I’ll keep out of Marianne’s way as much as possible, and I’ll do whatever I can for Rob, and I’ll try not to annoy Dad too much, and I’ll bring in holly and fetch whatever you need, and be a willing slave all round.’ He paused. ‘There’s one person you haven’t mentioned.’


‘Maddy,’ Hilary said, nodding although she knew he couldn’t see her. ‘Well, of course, she’s terribly upset. She and Stella were separated for so long, and when she thought Stella might not live, she was just beside herself. But she seems to be coping quite well now, all things considered.’ She paused in her own turn, debating whether to tell him more, than decided that it was better for him to know now, before he arrived, and added as casually as possible, ‘I think Ted Tozer’s nephew, Russell, has been quite a help to her. You know, the American one, who’s been staying with the Tozers with his father for the past few weeks.’


‘I see,’ Stephen said in a flat tone. ‘Well, that’s all right then, isn’t it? That’s one person who won’t be needing me.’


‘Stephen, don’t talk like that! You know Maddy will be pleased to see you. She thinks the world of you.’


‘Not quite the whole world,’ he said drily. ‘But let’s not go into all that. I’ll come home and do whatever I can. I’ll do my best to make it a happy Christmas for the whole family – even the French side of it. I can’t promise more than that.’


‘I’m not asking you to,’ she said, smiling. ‘Thank you, Stephen. Thank you very, very much.’


She put down the phone and leaned her head against the wall for a moment. Now there would be at least one person she could turn to over what promised to be a very difficult Christmas. One person she could share her thoughts and feelings with.


Not all of them, though. Even her brother – who had his own difficulties to contend with, not least a French sister-in-law who had been determined to seduce him during his summer leave – knew nothing of the most recent development in Hilary’s life. And she was still not sure if she would tell him. It was still too new, too unexpected, too overwhelming to share with anyone just yet.


There was nobody she could tell about David.


In the Tozers’ farmhouse, Alice was rolling out pastry for her own mince pies while her mother-in-law Minnie sat in her chair by the range, making a few final adjustments to some harmonies for the handbells. She had added two new carols to the repertoire this year and was determined that the notes should chime musically together when the carol singers began their rounds of the village.


‘ ’Tis no good you thumping that pastry as if it had done you an injury,’ she remarked as Alice turned it over for the third time. ‘It won’t do Stella no good, and you’ll only make it heavy.’


Alice paused and rested her rolling pin on the wooden table, sighing. ‘I know, Mother. It’s just that when I start thinking about her, lying in that hospital bed . . . I’d have thought Russell would be back by now, with some news.’


‘He’ll be back as soon as he can be. He’d have taken young Maddy back to Dottie’s first, and maybe he’ve stopped for a cup of tea.’


‘Coffee, more like,’ Alice said. ‘You know him and Joe haven’t really got the hang of tea. It comes of them being Americans, though I’d have thought Joe would still have a taste for it, being Burracombe born and bred, even if he did go off and emigrate when he was a young man.’


‘Well, whatever he’s drinking, I dare say he’s stopped at Dottie’s for it. She’ll be wanting the news, too, after all. Get those pies in the oven and they’ll be ready for him to have one as soon as he gets in.’


Alice nodded and began to cut out rounds with a glass tumbler. She put them into the baking tin, filled them with mincemeat she’d made a month earlier, and then cut out smaller lids with an eggcup. She brushed the pies with beaten egg and slid the tray into the oven.


‘Talking of cups of tea,’ Minnie said, ‘I could do with one myself, if you’m not too busy.’


‘I was just thinking the same.’ Alice moved the kettle over, poured some hot water into the brown teapot and took two cups and saucers down from the dresser while the water came to the boil. She tipped the hot water out of the pot and put in three spoonfuls of tea from the old tin caddy on the shelf before pouring on the boiling water, then turned back to the table. ‘Now that I’m doing pastry anyway, I’ll make a meat pie for dinner. We’ll have it with boiled potatoes and winter greens, and bottled plums for afters. How are those harmonies coming along, Mother?’


‘I think they’ll do. We’ll get Ted to bring the other ringers in for a bit of a practice before they starts out tonight. I’ve put in “Oh Little Town of Bethlehem” and “In the Bleak Midwinter”. They both got nice tunes and the singers have got all the words, so it ought to sound proper handsome.’


Alice nodded and poured two cups of tea, handing one to her mother-in-law before sitting down in the chair opposite her. ‘I’ll just have five minutes before I start again. Mother, what do you think about Russ and young Maddy? D’you reckon he’s a bit sweet on her?’


‘I don’t doubt it for a minute,’ Minnie replied, lifting her cup to her lips. ‘And why not? She’m as pretty a maid as you’d find in any long day’s march. I’m not so sure what she thinks of him, though. ’Tis still barely a year since her lost her sweetheart.’


‘I know. But hearts can mend quick at her age. It would be good to see her settled with a nice young chap. I don’t know that Stella would like to see her go off to America, though.’ She stopped abruptly as her words reminded them both of the young woman lying so ill in her hospital bed, and after a short silence, she shook her head, put her cup back in its saucer with a small clatter and got quickly to her feet. ‘Well, this won’t buy the baby a new bonnet! I’d better get on with the dinner if ’tis to be ready when the men come in.’


The men – Ted, his son Tom and brother Joe – all arrived together, in time for dinner, stamping the mud from their boots outside before taking them off and hooking them over the set of short poles that Ted had fixed in the stone porch. They came into the kitchen in their socks, sniffing in appreciation of the smells of meat, pastry and vegetables that drifted from the range, and had barely closed the door when it opened again and Russell entered. All eyes turned to him at once and he began to tell them the news even before he had his coat off.


‘Well, she’s opened her eyes again and Felix is certain she knows him. She hasn’t been able to say anything yet – just a few whispered words, but nobody can make out what they are. She’s very drowsy, but I think that’s partly to do with the medication they’re giving her. Apparently they’re going to try giving her a bit less, so that she can think and talk a bit, but they’re not sure how much pain she’ll be in if they do . . . It’s a bad situation, I’m afraid. She’s still in a very critical condition.’


‘The poor maid,’ Minnie said softly, and Alice asked, ‘What about Maddy? How’s she bearing up?’


Russ shook his head. ‘She hardly knows what to do with herself. She wanted to stay there but I persuaded her to come home, for a while at least. They won’t let anyone stay by the bed for very long at a time, and Felix can’t bear to leave. I said I’d take Maddy back this evening, when she’s had a decent meal and some rest, and I’ll bring Felix back then. He’s worrying about his parish as well – it’s his first Christmas there, isn’t it?’


Alice nodded. ‘He’ve got all sorts of things to do over there. But he’s got a good churchwarden and there’s plenty of folk ready to help, in both villages. Times like this, us all pulls together.’ She handed him a steaming cup of tea. ‘You drink that down – you need something hot inside you. But if you bring him back tonight, Russ, who’ll fetch Maddy home? She can’t stop in the hospital all night.’


‘Oh, I’ll go back.’ He wrapped his hands around the cup and took a sip. ‘Oh my, that’s good. I’m beginning to see why you English all like tea so much.’


‘Go back? But you’ll have driven to Plymouth and back three times by then! Our Tom’ll go – won’t you, Tom?’


Tom opened his mouth but Russ shook his head firmly. ‘No, Aunt Alice, I’ll go. It’s the least I can do – I’m not much use otherwise. And I think Maddy’s getting used to me. We’re kind of sharing what’s been happening, if you understand me.’


Alice took a look at his face and thought she understood very well. She said no more, but turned to the range and began to transfer large dishes of food to the table. Joanna and Robin came downstairs then, and the family gathered round and began to eat. At least their appetites weren’t affected, Alice thought, and hoped that Dottie was managing to coax Maddy into eating an equally good meal.




Chapter Three


‘Come on now, my pretty,’ Dottie urged. ‘It’ll just slip down, and it’ll do you good. Little and often, that’s what you want to eat at times like this. You got to keep up your strength if you’re going to go back to the hospital later on. ’Twon’t do no one any good if you make yourself ill as well.’


‘I know.’ Maddy leaned her elbow on the table and rested her head on her hand, staring at the scrambled eggs on toast that Dottie had placed before her. She picked up her fork and moved it about uninterestedly in the pile of golden fluff before taking some in her mouth. ‘I just don’t seem able to swallow it.’


‘Try again, lovey. Just a little bit at a time. One bite’ll give you strength to take another, and before you know it, you’ll have eaten it all.’ Dottie watched anxiously as Maddy heaved a sigh and took her second mouthful. ‘And just another one, for luck.’


‘It doesn’t taste of anything,’ Maddy said drearily, swallowing with obvious difficulty. ‘I’m sorry, Dottie. I think I’ve cried so much my throat’s all swollen up. I’ll have one more – will that do?’


‘It’s better than nothing.’ Dottie took away the plate and produced a glass dish, one of her best, with fluted edges. ‘I’m sure you can manage a nice junket, though. That hardly needs any swallowing at all.’


Maddy smiled faintly but she did manage the whole dish, and Dottie gave a little nod of satisfaction.


‘That was good fresh milk, with plenty of cream in it – it’ll do you good. And I’ll make you something else in a little while. You’ve got to keep your strength up for visiting your poor dear sister, you know.’


‘I know. Thank you, Dottie.’ Maddy rested her head on her hand again. ‘I feel so worn out – I think I’ll go and lie down for a while.’


‘That’s right, my bird, you try to get some sleep. When’s young Russell coming to collect you again?’


‘About six, I think. Visiting hours are between seven and eight, and I want to see Felix again, of course. Russell’s going to bring him back while I’m with Stella. But when he collects me as well, it means nobody will be with her all night. I’m not sure I can leave her.’


‘The nurses will look after her,’ Dottie began, but Maddy shook her head.


‘It’s not the same. Suppose she wakes up and wants one of us? She’ll feel so alone.’ Her eyes filled with tears again, and Dottie made up her mind.


‘I’ll go for the night. Russell can take me in when he goes to fetch you, and I’ll stop in the waiting room all night if I have to. Then if the poor maid wakes up, I’ll be at hand.’


‘Dottie, you can’t! There’s nowhere to sleep. You’ll be so uncomfortable.’


‘I’ll take a couple of blankets and a pillow. There’s chairs there, I can make up a sort of a bed. I’ll take a Thermos of cocoa as well, and a bite to eat. I’ll be as right as rain. You’m right, Maddy, one of us has got to be there, and you and Felix both need a night’s rest. Now, you go up and have a lay-down now, and I’ll run over to the pub and tell Bernie and Rose. They won’t mind, I know. They can get young Sally in to help at the bar.’ She took off her apron with an air of determination, and Maddy hesitated for a moment, then gave her a wavering smile and turned to go up the narrow staircase.


Dottie watched her go and sighed. Yet despite her unhappiness, Maddy was bearing up better than Dottie could have hoped. Fragile as she was, she was keeping herself going by thinking of others before herself, and that was an encouraging sign. It wasn’t so long ago that she was acting like a spoilt child over the news that Ruth Hodges was having a baby. She’d come on a lot since then.


As Dottie started to wash up the tea things, her thoughts turned to Ruth and Dan Hodges in Bridge End, near Southampton, and to the Budd family in April Grove, Portsmouth. They’d have to be told about Stella. Maureen Budd was set to be a bridesmaid in only a few weeks’ time, and there were all the other wedding guests to be notified as well, if the wedding were to be postponed, as Dottie felt sure it must. But nothing of that sort could be dealt with until Felix was back and able to make decisions, and he wasn’t likely to do that until he was absolutely sure that Stella was going to recover.


Poor young man, she thought. All this, and his first Christmas as vicar of Little Burracombe too. And him and Stella both so happy. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair.


‘Stephen’s said he’ll come home for Christmas,’ Hilary told her father as they finished their evening meal. Dr Latimer had said he could come downstairs, but was not to do anything at all active. Gilbert had growled at that and said sarcastically that he supposed it would be all right to sit at a table to eat, like a Christian, and Charles had laughed and said yes, as long as he didn’t load his fork too heavily.


‘Was there ever any doubt of it?’ Gilbert enquired, and she remembered that she hadn’t discussed her worries with him. Neither had either she or Stephen ever given any hint about what had happened with Marianne in the summer. She let it pass and, instead, began to talk about the arrangements for Christmas.


‘We can put Marianne off if you’re not feeling up to a houseful,’ she suggested, thinking longingly of a quiet family Christmas with just the three of them. ‘Rob could go back to France, as we’ve arranged, and—’


‘Put her off! Of course we won’t,’ he snorted. ‘Been looking forward to it – show them what a proper English Christmas is like. Rob needs to be here, too. Give him a bit of fun after the past few weeks.’


Hilary looked at him thoughtfully. Until a few days ago, he’d refused to accept that his French grandson could be anything but happy at the nearby public school he’d been sent to. Robert’s desperate escapade in running away, causing Felix and Stella to go to Exeter to bring him home and leading directly to the accident on the moor and Stella’s injuries, seemed to have changed his view. Possibly, in his heart of hearts, he even blamed himself, although that would be unlike him. But it certainly sounded as though he wanted to make up to Rob now for what had happened to him.


Probably, she thought wryly, it was the only good thing to have come out of the whole sorry affair.


Her thoughts turned to David, who had come to their rescue by meeting Rob as he got off the train at Paddington and returning him to Devon. Sooner or later, questions would be asked about this friend of Hilary, of whom nobody had ever heard before but who was apparently the kind of friend who could be turned to in an emergency. Gilbert was bound to ask, and Stephen would be full of brotherly curiosity. She sighed, knowing that the relationship that had begun so recently was likely to be subjected to unwelcome scrutiny, and wondering just where it would lead. I didn’t want them to know, she thought, and I certainly didn’t want them to know yet.


‘This friend of yours in London,’ Gilbert said, breaking into her thoughts as though he had been reading them. ‘You were going to give me his address. Ought to thank him myself. Heaven knows what would have happened to young Rob if he hadn’t been on hand to scoop him up and put him back on the train.’ He paused to eat his last mouthful. ‘How d’you come to know him, anyway? Thought it was just women friends you went up to London to see.’


Hilary felt her heart sink. She had known from the start that she would find herself telling lies to her father, and she had still not found a way to do it without feeling she was betraying all his ideas of family and what it stood for. Truth, integrity, honest dealings with each other – that was what had always been drummed into both herself and Stephen. Baden too, of course – the eldest son, of whom so much had been expected before he was killed at Dunkirk. They were the foundation of what Napiers stood for.


‘There were men as well as women at the reunion,’ she said carefully. ‘I knew David when we were in Egypt.’


‘But the last time you went wasn’t the reunion,’ he objected. ‘That was back in November. What was he doing there this time? Husband of one of your friends, I suppose.’


She considered saying yes, if only to stave off the conversation until another, less fraught time, but dismissed the idea. Leave the lies until there was no alternative, she thought, and then she would probably tell the truth anyway.


‘No, he’s not a husband – not of one of my friends, anyway. I don’t know his wife. They live in Derbyshire. But it doesn’t matter now, surely. The important thing is that he helped us.’


‘And I want to thank him. Myself.’ Gilbert narrowed his eyes. ‘There’s no reason why I shouldn’t, is there?’


‘No, Father, no reason at all. I’ll give you his address.’ And with any luck, David’s wife will never see the letter, she thought with a sense of doom. ‘I’m sure he doesn’t want thanks, but of course you want to do it. I’ll get it for you now.’


She escaped from the room, feeling that it was only a temporary respite, and went upstairs. Sometimes she wondered if it had been a good thing that she’d gone to London only a few weeks before, to attend the reunion of the women and men she’d met in Egypt during the war. She had been an ATS driver and it was there that she had met David, a doctor who had been called up at the beginning of the war. The affair they’d been swept into, dazzled by the hot nights, the brilliance of the stars and the sense of being so far away from everything that was familiar, had come to an end when both acknowledged their existing loyalties, Hilary’s to her fiancé Henry and David’s to Sybil. They had parted with both reluctance and relief, and never contacted each other again. It wasn’t until they had met again in London that their old feelings had surged to the surface, and this time, like a dormant volcano suddenly woken into life, they would not be suppressed.


Henry had been killed soon after their parting, but David had gone home to marry Sybil. It was not a happy marriage, he told Hilary, and Sybil had begun to take lovers long ago. All the same, his position as a doctor made it impossible for him to divorce her without her consent. She would fight him all the way, and leave him with neither home nor livelihood. And it would be all the worse if she found out about Hilary.


I never meant it to go this far, she thought, writing his address down on a slip of paper. I should have refused to spend the day with him, that very first time. I should have refused to go back to his hotel. I should definitely have refused to go to London the second time, pretending I was meeting some of my old friends, simply to be with him. But I just didn’t have the strength. I wanted so much to be with him. I still do . . .


And if I hadn’t, where would Rob be now? Back in France with his mother? And in that case, wouldn’t Stella still be fit and well and looking forward to her wedding?


How could you ever know where your actions might lead?


She snatched up the scrap of paper and ran downstairs to give it to her father. Whatever was going to happen next, it was out of her hands. She might as well just give up trying to control events and wait for the next disaster to come upon her, as, in her present gloomy mood, she felt sure it would.


In the schoolhouse, Miss Kemp was thinking over the changes she was having to make with Stella in hospital. She had already held a short meeting earlier that day with her two new assistants. Joyce Warren had fallen with glee upon the task of producing the Nativity Play and had already mapped out several ideas, while Grace Harvey had promised to take the infants’ class on three afternoons. The rest of the time, the partition between the two rooms would be folded back and they would have to join Miss Kemp’s class of older children.


‘They can get on with drawing and threading beads and that sort of thing, and some of the lessons – the Bible stories and so on – will be suitable for the whole school. But if you can keep their reading and writing and sums going, Mrs Harvey, it will be a tremendous help.’


‘And I can rehearse them on the other two afternoons,’ Joyce Warren said eagerly. ‘There are several nice little carols and songs they could learn as well, if we could have the piano in there.’


‘I didn’t realise you could play, Mrs Warren,’ Miss Kemp said in surprise.


‘Oh, yes. I learned as a child – we all did, at my school. Either that or the flute or violin. I can play simple tunes on all of them, but the piano was my forte – if you’ll forgive the pun,’ she added with a roguish smile.


‘Well, that would certainly be helpful. Perhaps you could play for the school carol service as well. Stella was going to do that. And there’s the Christmas party – musical chairs and so on.’ Miss Kemp became aware that she was piling more tasks on willing shoulders than perhaps she should. ‘But only if you have time,’ she added hastily.


‘Oh, I’ll squeeze it in, never fear,’ Mrs Warren said robustly. ‘We must all pull together at times like this. So sad for the poor vicar.’


The other two gazed at her for a moment before realising that she was referring to Felix, until recently Basil Harvey’s curate. The thought reminded Miss Kemp of another question, and she asked Grace if there were any chance of another curate being appointed.


‘Goodness knows. Basil’s hoping for one soon, but there seems to be a shortage at the moment. It’s such a pity, because if we’d had one, we could have sent him over to Little Burracombe to help poor Felix out. Basil will do the best he can, of course, but with Christmas coming . . . There’s always so much for him to do, with extra services and so on, not to mention all the Christmas parties he’s expected to attend.’


‘I would have thought in the circumstances he might be let off some of them,’ Joyce Warren remarked. ‘The Mothers’ Union and Women’s Institute get along very well without him for the rest of the year, after all.’


Feeling that this was a little tactless, Miss Kemp said hurriedly, ‘Well, I’m certainly very glad of both your help here. I’ll only need to have the babies in with my class for the mornings. And you can have the older children for the Nativity Play rehearsals as well, of course. Stella and I had already decided who would play the main parts. The little ones are usually angels or sheep.’


‘Tomorrow’s Tuesday, so I’ll start then,’ Joyce promised. ‘I’ve got a nice little play that I wrote myself a few years ago – we can use that.’


Miss Kemp opened her mouth to say that they already had a script for a Nativity Play, which they had used for years, but she thought better of it. After all, Mrs Warren was well aware of the nativity story – it couldn’t be so very different – and she had helped with the production of the excerpt from A Midsummer Night’s Dream and even put on pantomimes in the past, before Felix had taken over.


‘I’ll start this afternoon, then,’ Grace Harvey said. ‘You’d better let me know what you want me to do.’


Relieved to have at least one assistant prepared to take direction, Miss Kemp led them both into the infants’ classroom. There were a dozen children in this class, between the ages of five and seven, and they sat around small wooden tables, much stained with the painting efforts of infants long grown up, and threaded beads or painted wobbly houses, invariably foursquare and with chimneys in the centre of the roof – even though there were no such houses in the village. With tongues sticking out from the corners of their mouths, they learned to write their names and words such as ‘cat’, ‘mat’ or ‘dog’, and, before progressing to the other side of the partition to join Miss Kemp’s class, to read quite creditably from their reading books.


Grace stood by the blackboard and surveyed the room. Christmas preparations had already begun, with a pile of freshly made paper chains in one corner and a large calendar on the wall ticking off the days of Advent. Some of the children had drawn Christmas pictures, but these had been abandoned halfway through so that they could make get-well cards for Stella, which Miss Kemp had collected up to give to Felix next time she saw him. All the children had been distressed to learn of the accident and she had been besieged each morning for news.


‘It will be good to have someone new to distract them,’ she said to Grace and Mrs Warren. ‘I don’t want them harping on the accident. And they still need to have their Christmas – neither Felix nor Stella would want that spoiled.’


‘I’ll be here tomorrow, promptly at two,’ Joyce said briskly. ‘I’ll bring my script and some ideas for costumes, and the words of some nice easy carols. You need have no fear, Miss Kemp – the Nativity Play is safe hands.’


Russell Tozer arrived at six o’clock as promised, to take Maddy back to the hospital. They set off in the car he and his father had hired and drove across the moor to Plymouth. People were already putting lighted Christmas trees in their front windows, and there was even one at the entrance to the hospital. A little group of people were singing carols around it as Russ and Maddy went in, and Russ dropped a few coins in their tin. They were collecting for presents for the local Children’s Home.


‘Stella and I were taken to two different Children’s Homes after our father died,’ Maddy said listlessly as they trudged through the corridors towards Stella’s ward. ‘She stayed at hers until she was eighteen and went to college, but I was adopted by Fenella and lived with Dottie. We never knew why they separated us and wouldn’t even let us know each other’s addresses. They thought it was better for us, but how could it be? It was cruel.’ Her voice shook. ‘I thought I’d lost her for ever. And now . . .’


‘But you hadn’t lost her – and you’re not going to lose her now,’ Russ said quietly, gripping her arm. ‘She’s regained consciousness, and that’s a wonderful sign. She’ll get over this, Maddy – it might not be quick, nobody can promise that – but I’m sure as I’m standing here with you now that she’ll get over it.’


Maddy stopped and turned to face him. They looked into each other’s eyes for a moment and then she drew in a deep, shaky breath and nodded.


‘I’m praying all the time, inside, that she will. But – oh, Russ, I’m so frightened . . .’


Her voice broke and he caught her in his arms and held her close, one hand stroking her back gently as she sobbed against his coat. He laid his cheek against her hair and closed his eyes for a moment; then, when he felt her take in another long, shuddering breath and draw away, he loosened his hold so that she could step back. He looked down into her tear-stained face and said, ‘Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go and see her now. You can sit with her while I take Felix home and bring Dottie back for the night. Between us, we’ll get your sister through this – you’ll see.’


She nodded and tried a wavering smile, and they walked on together along the corridor, with Russell still holding her hand firmly in his.


Felix was sitting outside the ward door when they arrived. He looked up and gave them a wan smile, moving up along the wooden bench so that they could sit down. Maddy took her seat beside him and clasped his hands in hers.


‘Felix, you look so tired. How is she?’


‘I don’t know. They’re all round her now – doctors, nurses, specialists . . .’ He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. ‘She’s woken up again a couple of times . . . She knew me, Maddy . . . She tried to smile. The doctor said it was an excellent sign, but . . . she looks so white and so tiny in that bed . . . I can’t leave her . . .’


‘Felix, you have to. You can’t stay here all the time. You must go home and get some rest and some proper food.’ She was repeating all the things that Dottie had said to her. ‘It’s no good making yourself ill as well.’ She gazed anxiously at his pale face and glanced round at Russell. ‘Look, Russ is here, he’ll take you home and I’ll wait till he comes back with Dottie. She’s going to stay the night. Stella will still have one of us nearby. We won’t leave her alone. And you can come back tomorrow.’


‘Tomorrow?’ he said listlessly. ‘I can’t look as far ahead as tomorrow.’


Maddy and Russ exchanged glances.


‘He needs to get out of here for a while,’ Russ muttered. ‘He’ll crack up if he stays here, thinking of nothing but what’s going on behind that door.’


‘I know.’ Maddy turned back to Felix. ‘Felix, you have to go back to Burracombe. There are people who want to help you there. You have to be strong, for Stella. Please.’


There was a long silence. Then Felix nodded, slowly, and began to rise to his feet. At the same moment, the door opened and they all turned to face the doctor who was coming out.


He looked almost as tired as Felix, Maddy thought. She rose and took a quick step forward and he answered the question in her eyes.


‘She’s sleeping now. I hope she’ll sleep for a good many hours. Mr Copley, I really think you should go home and get some rest yourself.’


‘That’s just what we’ve been telling him,’ Maddy said. ‘But we don’t want to leave her without anyone at hand, just in case she wakes up. I’m staying for an hour or so while my friend takes Felix home, and then he’s going to bring Miss Friend – our landlady – back to stay the night. Stella’s very fond of her.’


‘She won’t be very comfortable,’ the doctor warned dubiously. ‘There’s nowhere but this bench here to sit. And the staff don’t really like—’


‘Dottie knows that. She’s going to bring some blankets and cushions,’ Maddy said firmly. ‘We want Stella to know there’s always someone here for her.’


‘Can I go and say good night?’ Felix asked. ‘I won’t wake her. I just want . . . I just want one more minute with her.’


The doctor nodded, and Felix went quietly through the door. In a moment, he came out, with tears on his cheeks but otherwise calm. He nodded to Russell, and the two men turned away, while Maddy settled herself on the bench.


‘I’ll be back in an hour or so,’ Russell said quietly, and touched her shoulder.


‘Take as long as you like,’ Maddy answered, and covered his hand with her own. ‘I don’t mind how long I stay here, to be near Stella.’


Their eyes met in a long look, and then he took his hand away and walked down the corridor after Felix.


Maddy watched him go, and then put her hand on her shoulder again, as if to retain the warmth he had left there; just as she felt she could retain the warmth that had stolen into her heart.




Chapter Four


Bernie and Rose had finished decorating inside the pub and were turning their attention to the tree outside. Tom Tozer had brought them a good tall one and helped Bernie fix it into a half-barrel, and it stood to one side of the door. Bob Pettifer, who had just finished his electrician’s apprenticeship in Tavistock, was unravelling several coils of large coloured bulbs on a cable.


‘You sure that’ll be safe, out of doors?’ Bernie asked, eyeing it doubtfully. ‘I don’t want nobody electrified on my account.’


‘It’ll be as safe as houses,’ Bob assured him. He was a tall, spindly young man, just turned twenty-one, with curly ginger hair and a long, rather lugubrious face covered with a mass of freckles. ‘I reckon it’ll look proper handsome when ’tis lit.’


‘Well, that’s what my missus and Dottie Friend wants. Cheer up the village, that’s what they say, and we’re hoping young Miss Simmons’ll be home from the hospital in time to see it. Course, you won’t know her all that well, being as how you left school years ago now.’


‘I was in that pantomime we did – Robin Hood. I was a Merry Man.’


Bernie looked at his long face and grinned. ‘And a merrier-looking man I never saw in all my born days. All right, Bob, you get on with what you’m doing, and if you make a good job of it there’ll be a pint on the house for you after you’ve done.’


Bob continued to unravel his cables and then climbed the tall stepladder to wind them around the branches of the tree. Half the village seemed to come by as he was working, and everyone had something to say about it.


‘You going to be the fairy, then, Bob?’ one wit enquired, seeing him perched at the very top.


‘More like a hobgoblin,’ someone else suggested, and there was a general laugh. Bob was not the best-looking boy in the village, and nobody ever thought it necessary to hide the fact. He was used to such taunts, however, and twisted his rubbery features into a ferocious grimace.


‘You wait until the next time your electrics go wrong. Be laughing on the other side of your faces then, you’ll be.’


‘Looks like you are already,’ one of his old schoolmates called out. ‘I dunno what you were doing when the wind changed, Bob, but whatever it was, you shouldn’t have been!’


‘Very funny, I don’t think.’ Bob climbed carefully down a rung or two. ‘Here, you might as well make yourself useful instead of just standing around – hold this and walk round the tree with it.’


‘Wouldn’t it have been a better idea to start at the bottom?’ his tormentor asked, doing as he was told and getting tangled with several spiky branches.


‘I had to make sure the lights would reach the top, didn’t I? No good running out halfway up.’


‘So how d’you know they’ll reach the bottom, then? You going to stand there all over Christmas, holding two bits of wire together to keep ’em going?’


Bob gave him a look and came down two more rungs, arranging the bulbs more artistically as he did so. His helper handed him the cable and together they wove it in and out of the branches until they ran out of bulbs close to the lowest branches. Bob fastened the cable to the trunk and stood back to appraise his work.


‘I reckon that’ll look a treat when ’tis all lit up. Just got to run the wire indoors and make sure ’tis all waterproof and we can switch it on. Thanks, Reg. Bernie says he’ll let me have a pint on the house tonight – you can share it if you like.’


‘You mean you’ll give me half?’ Reg asked, following him through the door.


‘No – you can watch while I drink it.’


Rose came to the door to view their work and nodded with satisfaction. ‘Just what we wanted. Dottie’ll be pleased, too. We’ll have the switch-on when her comes in. Might ginger up a few of the folk that lives round the green to put their lights up as well.’
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