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‘Not yet. Let’s just go on like this. Please, Terry.’ She squeezed his hands tightly. ‘If you can meet me from work sometimes and we can go to the pictures once a week … that would be all right. Let’s just do that. For the time being, anyway.’


‘All right,’ he agreed. ‘And now I suppose we’d better go, or you’ll be in trouble for being late home from work.’ He drew her closer and they stood still, both trembling a little. ‘Can I kiss you, Patsy?’


For answer, she moved a step nearer and lifted her face. He could feel her hair brush against his cheek, and his heart kicked. He bent his head and moved gently until his lips found her cheek, and then her lips. They bumped noses, giggled a little, and then seemed to find the right place to settle.


Their first kiss was exploratory and tender; the second more ardent. When Terry let her go, they were both breathless.


‘I’m not giving you up, Patsy,’ he murmured, keeping his arm around her waist as they moved on along the narrow path. ‘You’m my girl now. It don’t matter what your father says – he can’t alter that.’




Chapter One


Burracombe, June 1954


It really was a rainbow wedding.


Hilary Napier, standing with her father, the village squire, and her brother Stephen at the end of the family pew in the village church, turned her head to watch Stella Simmons proceed up the aisle. She moved slowly, but she was on her feet and walking, as she had been determined to do ever since that day in early January when she had promised Felix Copley that she would, after all, marry him.


The seven bridesmaids followed her, bringing smiles from the congregation. Hilary smiled too, knowing that Stella had really wanted a quiet, simple wedding, with her sister Maddy and perhaps one or two smaller children to follow her. During the planning, though, it had become clear that keeping the number of bridesmaids down was going to be a difficult task; and to prevent an overpowering mass of one single colour they had finally settled on a mixture.


The idea of a rainbow – intended to brighten the January day originally fixed for the wedding – had been Felix’s, and a colour was chosen to suit each bridesmaid. Now, six months later than originally planned, it brought the glowing brightness of June into the church.


Stella, at the head of the procession on Frank Budd’s arm, was transformed into a beacon of clear white light in front of this blaze of colour. In a sheath of oyster satin, fitted closely from neck to waist and swirling out to a rippling circle of rich cream, she appeared even more slender than before the accident that had threatened to rob her of so much, and more than one person wiped a tear from their eye at the sight of her radiant face.


Her bouquet was of simple June flowers – foxgloves, campions and bluebells, frothed with Queen Anne’s Lace and meadowsweet, all gathered from the hedgerows near the church. The lychgate and church door were also festooned with garlands of the same flowers, so that the simple beauty of the country lanes flowed seamlessly in through the ancient oak door. The church was lit by the sunshine streaming through the plain glass windows, while the bright colours of the bridesmaids’ dresses were like patterns cast through stained glass.


Maddy, Stella’s younger sister, and their friend Val Ferris came first, Maddy wearing the blue of a spire of delphinium and Val in the glowing red of a rose. They were followed by the two fourteen-year-olds, Maureen Budd and Felix’s niece Pearl (known to her family as Button), in yellow and indigo, and Pearl’s cousins, five-year-old Julie and Vivienne, in soft green and a violet so pale it was really lilac; and, finally, Janice Ruddicombe, the little girl chosen by her schoolmates from the class Stella taught, looking so much like an exotic flower in her dress of deep burnt orange, with a rosette tucked into her shining dark hair, that the limp caused by her heavy built-up boot passed without notice.


The brilliant cavalcade stopped as Stella reached the head of the aisle and Felix turned towards her. Hilary was close enough to hear him catch his breath and her eyes swam again at the tender delight in his eyes and the answering glow on Stella’s face. For a tiny space of time there was no sound in the little church and she wondered, briefly and painfully, whether she would ever share such a moment with the man she loved; then, taking a determined grip on herself, she focused all her thoughts on the couple at the altar steps.


The bells, rung from behind the wrought-iron screen and gates at the west end, had ceased as Stella entered through the south door, and the swelling notes of the organ now faded to a trembling echo of their harmony. Like Hilary, the entire congregation seemed to be holding its breath and the two who were about to be married to be enclosed in the shining iridescence of a bubble.


Even through her own heartache, Hilary could wish them nothing but joy.




Chapter Two


Buarracombe, January 1954


It had been a relief to the whole of Burracombe when Stella Simmons, so badly injured in the accident with the Dartmoor ponies on that dark, cold December night, had finally agreed to marry Felix Copley.


‘So the poor little maid’s come to her senses,’ said Stella’s landlady, Dottie Friend, wiping a tear of relief from her eye with the corner of her pinafore when the little group came back from the hospital in Plymouth to give her the good news. ‘Thank the Lord for that.’ She reached up to put her arms around the young vicar standing just inside the door of her little cottage. ‘Oh Felix, my dear, you must have wanted to go down on your knees and give thanks right there in the hospital when she told you.’


‘I did,’ he said feelingly. ‘And while I was there, I proposed to her all over again, just to make sure. I’m not letting her get away this time.’


‘He had witnesses, too,’ Stephen Napier said, laughing. ‘Hilary and Maddy and me – we all saw it. And we heard her say yes, so unless she wants to be sued for breach of promise …’


‘Mr Stephen!’ Dottie exclaimed in horror. ‘What a thing to say! Sued, indeed. Now, don’t all stand there in the doorway, cluttering the place up. Sit down and have a cup of tea before you go back to the Barton. I dare say that’s where you’re all going, isn’t it?’


‘Not me,’ Felix said, lifting the fat black cat off one of the sagging armchairs and sitting down with it on his lap. ‘I’ll have to be getting back to Little Burracombe, and before that I want to slip into the vicarage to see Basil and Grace and tell them the news. But I’ll have a cup of tea first, please.’


‘I won’t stay,’ Hilary said. ‘I need to go home and see how my father is. I just wanted to come in and tell you first.’


‘Oh, we’ll stay for a bit,’ Maddy said, reluctant to leave their old friend on her own so soon. ‘There’s so much to talk about now. We’ve got a wedding to plan again!’


‘Well, not for a while,’ Felix said. ‘Stella’s got a long road to travel before she can walk up the aisle, I’m afraid. I had a word with the doctor afterwards and he says it’s going to take several months. They’ve got to be sure her broken leg’s healed before they can know for certain if the paralysis really has gone, and then she’ll have to learn to walk again, almost as if she were a baby. I don’t think the wedding can be before June at the earliest.’


‘We can still plan it,’ Maddy said. ‘It will be good for her to think about bridesmaids’ dresses and flowers and things, not to mention her own dress. It’ll give her something to do if she’s got to be in hospital all that time.’


‘As long as we don’t tire her out,’ Felix said, clearly still anxious.


‘Of course we won’t. It will only be short visits, and I’ll have to be at West Lyme most of the time anyway – the Archdeacon has given me quite enough time off. And Stephen’s got to come all the way from the air base at White Cheriton. But we’ll come whenever we can, won’t we, Stephen?’


Stephen nodded and accepted a cup of tea from Dottie. ‘She’ll probably get tired of seeing our faces at the door.’ He glanced at Felix. ‘How are you going to get there every day, Felix? It’s not so easy without a car. I know there are trains and buses, but they take a long time, and you’ve got a parish to look after as well.’


‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ Hilary said, before Felix could answer. ‘I don’t see why we shouldn’t lend him the little Austin. I hardly ever use it now – Travis and I share the Land Rover for estate work – and with Dad not able to drive until Charles Latimer says so, I can always use the Armstrong-Siddeley. It’s quite all right,’ she went on firmly as Felix began to object. ‘Don’t forget, if you hadn’t kindly offered to go to Exeter to fetch Rob from the train, you’d never have had the accident in the first place. It’s the least we can do. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner. Anyway, there’s to be no argument. I’ll arrange the insurance and it’s yours for as long as you need it.’


‘That’s really very kind of you,’ Felix said. ‘Thank you so much. It will make an enormous difference.’


‘And you’re not to use it just for visiting Stella,’ she told him. ‘Use it for your parish work as well. I know some of your parishioners live miles away and if you have to cycle to them it’ll take you all day.’


‘I shall be thoroughly spoilt,’ he protested. ‘I won’t want to give it back at all if I get used to such luxury.’


‘You’d have had a car already if Mirabelle hadn’t been smashed up,’ she pointed out. ‘Anyway, your living is in the Burracombe gift, so it’s for my father to say if you should have a car, and I think I know what he will say. I doubt if we’ll be wanting it back. You won’t want Stella overtaxing herself when she’s your wife.’


Stephen laughed and Hilary gave him a stern glance, while Maddy punched him on the arm. Dottie lifted the teapot and offered to refill their cups, but Hilary shook her head.


‘I’ll be off now. I’ll see you two later,’ she said to Stephen and Maddy. ‘You’re coming for supper, aren’t you? Dad will want to hear all the news.’


Her brother was stretched out in the other armchair, looking as if he’d settled in for the evening, but he nodded and said, ‘We’ll be there. I’ve got to go back to the airfield tonight, but I don’t need to leave until half past eight. I’ll drop Maddy back here then, if that’s all right,’ he said to Dottie. ‘She’s decided to go back to West Lyme on the early train tomorrow, so if she can stay here she can have the rest of the evening with you.’


‘Of course it’s all right. You know I love to have the maid here – both of them.’ Dottie wiped her eyes again. ‘It sounds as though it’ll be long enough before Stella comes walking in through the door again, the dear of her.’


‘But at least we know she will,’ Maddy said comfortingly. ‘When we left here this morning, none of us had any idea – or that she’d have changed her mind about marrying Felix. Now everything’s different again – and for the better.’


Felix stood up and put the cat gently back on its cushion. ‘I feel as though I’ve lived through a hundred years since this morning,’ he said. ‘Almost like the prince breaking through the thorny hedge to find his Sleeping Beauty.’ He paused for a moment, considering, and then said in a tone of surprise, ‘In fact, I think that’s just what has happened. Maybe that’s what the old fairy tale is all about – breaking through the thorny hedge of our doubts to be awakened by love. Do you know—’


‘I think I feel a sermon coming on!’ Stephen broke in with a grin. ‘If you go over to Little Burracombe next Sunday, Dottie, you’ll hear the whole thing in full. Go on, Vicar – go back and torment your own parishioners! We’ve got better things to think about. You’re not the only man here who’s engaged to one of the Simmons sisters, you know.’


Felix laughed. ‘So I’m not. But you’re right, I should go.’ He turned to Hilary. ‘I think perhaps I’ll leave visiting the Harveys until tomorrow. They’re bound to want me to stay to supper and to be honest I just want to go home, have a cheese sandwich and go to bed. I’ll beg a lift to the end of your drive, if I may. I can walk down the footpath and across the Clam from there.’


‘Indeed you will not,’ she said firmly. ‘I’ll take you round by the main road. And tomorrow you can collect the Austin.’ She kissed Maddy. ‘I’ll see you later. Thank you for the tea, Dottie.’


‘And you won’t just make yourself a cheese sandwich, either,’ Dottie said, equally firmly. ‘There’s the best part of a cottage pie left in my larder – you can take that back with you and heat it up. You want something hot inside you in this cold weather.’ She went to the larder, took out an enamel dish and put it in a basket. ‘You can bring the pan back tomorrow.’


Hilary opened the door and went out. Felix kissed Maddy too, shook hands with Stephen and then put his arms around Dottie’s plump figure.


‘You’re such a comfort, Dottie,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what we’d do without you. Now, I’m going to the hospital again tomorrow and I’d like you to come too. You will be able to, won’t you?’


‘Go on, you don’t want me with you,’ she said, giving him a push. ‘You and Stella will have far too much to talk about.’


‘We’ll want you as well,’ he said firmly. ‘Stella will want to see you. Don’t forget what Maddy said just now – there’s a wedding to plan, and dresses to talk about!’


Hilary took Felix to his vicarage in the village across the river, then drove back. She felt suddenly tired and dispirited. The excitement of Stella’s improvement had buoyed up her spirits, but, now that she was alone, her own troubles came seeping back into her mind like a cold grey mist, and she wondered if things would ever come right for her.


For her and David, she amended, as she turned off the main road into the narrow lane that wound for a mile to Burracombe. The situation was even worse for him. She didn’t yet know how serious his wife’s condition was – all he’d been able to tell her during the hurried phone call that morning, just before she’d had to leave for the hospital, was that Sybil had had a stroke. It might be a minor one, from which she would recover quite quickly, or it might be serious enough to disable her for the rest of her life. For all Hilary knew as she approached the drive of the Barton, Sybil might even be dead.


The thought struck as cold as ice into her heart. Horrifying though it was to find herself considering it, she could not help knowing that if Sybil died, the way would be left clear for herself and David to marry, without the scandal of a divorce, which, although Sybil herself had demanded it, would involve him in the distasteful process of providing ‘evidence’. Evidence that would ruin his career as a doctor and, if – when – they married, Hilary’s reputation simply through association, as well as, quite possibly, her father’s health. Having a daughter married to a divorced man – a disgraced doctor at that – would be a shame he would never be able to tolerate.


And if Sybil didn’t die? The speculation slid into her mind as appallingly as the other. I can’t be wishing her dead, Hilary thought with a sense of self-disgust. Yet she could not help the thoughts crowding in upon her. Suppose Sybil remained helpless for years, as people with strokes often did? Hilary knew that Sybil’s lover would be unlikely to marry her or take over her care in those circumstances. She would remain David’s wife, and David would never be able to leave her.


The whole situation seemed impossible and, not for the first time, Hilary wished that she had never gone to the reunion where she had met David again, so many years after their first affair during the war. It had been brief and unfulfilled then, since they were both committed to other people, but on this second meeting their feelings had overpowered them and Hilary had found herself unable to hold back. She had cast all her scruples, all her inhibitions and all her upbringing to the winds and flung herself, part joyous and part guilty, into David’s waiting arms.


Neither of us was cut out for this, she thought sadly. Neither of us is the type to have affairs, to be unfaithful. It’s been worse for David than for me, because he had Sybil, even though she was never faithful to him. What must he be going through now, seeing her suffer and knowing that whatever happens it will be even harder for us both – but especially for him?


Suddenly, she knew that she needed to talk to someone else about this. Val was the only one who knew about David, though she did not yet know about Sybil’s stroke, nor about the demands she’d been making for a divorce. Hilary hesitated, then drove past the gates of Burracombe Barton and turned back to the village, pulling up outside Jed’s Cottage, where Val and Luke Ferris lived with their baby Christopher.


‘Hilary!’ Val said, opening the door. ‘I’ve been wondering if you might pop in. How is she?’


Hilary stared at her for a moment before realising that she meant Stella. ‘Oh, a lot better,’ she said, following Val into the tiny back room and dropping into a chair. ‘Well, maybe not a lot, but it’s made a great deal of difference.’ She told Val about the returning sensation in one of Stella’s feet. ‘I think he’s trying not to show it – he just said it was a good sign – but the doctor’s obviously very optimistic, and Felix is over the moon. Mainly because it seems to have brought Stella to her senses and she says she’ll marry him after all.’


‘Oh, that is good news!’ Val exclaimed. ‘So why are you looking as if you’ve lost a shilling and found sixpence?’


‘I’m not, am I? Well, perhaps I am feeling a bit like that,’ Hilary admitted. Then, quite without warning, her features crumpled and she covered her face with her hands. ‘Oh Val …’


‘Hilary!’ Val dropped to her knees beside her friend and put her arms around her. ‘Whatever is it? Do you think there’s something the doctor’s not telling you? D’you think Stella knows it’s worse and is just being brave? What—’


‘No – no, it’s nothing like that. It’s not Stella at all.’ Hilary lifted her face from her hands and felt in her pocket for a hanky. She blew her nose, wiped her eyes and said shakily, ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to break down like that. But there’s nobody else I can talk to. It’s – it’s …’ Her face crumpled again and she shook her head speechlessly.


‘It’s David, isn’t it?’ Val said quietly, taking hold of her hands. ‘What’s happened to him, Hil?’


‘Nothing’s happened – to him. But Sybil … Val, she’s had a stroke!’


‘A stroke? Oh my Lord.’ Val sat back on her heels. ‘How bad is it?’


‘I don’t know. I’ll have to try to phone him tonight. I only found out just as we were leaving for the hospital, and that was all he had time to tell me.’ Hilary shook her head again. ‘I didn’t even have time to think about it until I’d taken Felix back to the vicarage. It hit me on the way. I just had to come and talk to you. There’s no one else …’ Her voice trembled. ‘I don’t know what’s going to happen now. He won’t be able to go through with the divorce, anyway.’


‘The divorce? What divorce?’


‘Sybil wanted it,’ Hilary said wearily. ‘She’d found someone else – she’s had a lot of lovers over the years, but this one wanted to marry her. But she didn’t want to be the guilty party, of course, so David was going to have to do it.’


‘And involve you?’ Val stared at her, shocked. ‘Hilary, that’s awful!’


‘No, he wouldn’t involve me. He knew what it would mean. I’d have done it, mind,’ she added fiercely. ‘I wouldn’t have cared about myself. But there’s Dad to think about. The scandal of it all – it would be in the newspapers, all his friends would know, the whole village would know. It could kill him. I couldn’t do that, even if David had let me. And I wouldn’t let him do it the other way – a hotel room with some woman, and a maid giving fabricated evidence. It’s so sleazy, Val.’


‘So what …?’


‘We didn’t know,’ Hilary said wryly. ‘We were still talking about it. But something was going to have to be done, because Sybil had found out about us. Or suspected, anyway, and that’s the same thing, because David wouldn’t lie about it. And now …’ She shrugged. ‘Now, I just don’t know. I don’t even know if she’s still alive. If she is, David will have to look after her. He won’t have any choice.’


‘But what about the other man?’


Hilary lifted one shoulder again. ‘I don’t suppose they’ll see him for dust. Who would want to take on an invalid? Anyway, David’s her husband. He’s responsible for her, and he won’t duck that. He’s not that sort of man.’


‘No,’ Val said thoughtfully. ‘No, he’s not. Oh Hilary, what an awful mess.’


‘It always was,’ Hilary said drearily. ‘Right from the start – when I first saw him at the reunion. When we first met, all those years ago in Egypt. It was always a mess – and yet it always seemed so right for us to be together. But nobody else will understand that. I don’t understand it myself, Val.’


‘I know,’ Val said, thinking of the difficult start her own relationship with Luke had had. ‘Oh dear, Hilary, I wish I could say it’ll all turn out right in the end, but I can’t. I just can’t see what’s going to happen.’


‘At least that’s honest,’ Hilary said. ‘I’d rather that than have you say you’re sure it will be all right, when you can’t possibly know.’ She drew in a deep breath. ‘I ought to go home. Maddy and Steve will be in soon for supper, and Dad will be wondering where on earth I’ve got to.’


‘There’s someone with him, is there? Mrs Ellis?’


‘Yes, but she’ll be wanting to get home. I can’t keep on taking advantage of her – she’s not a nurse, after all.’ Hilary rose to her feet. ‘Oh, why does everything happen at once?’


‘I don’t know, but it always does.’ Val gave her friend another hug. ‘Don’t let it get you down, Hilary. Ring David as soon as you can and find out what the situation is, and come down and let me know when you get a chance. I’ll be thinking of you. Remember, I’m always here – or not far away, anyway.’


‘I know.’ Hilary gave her a grateful smile. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you to turn to.’


‘You’ve got more friends than you realise,’ Val told her. ‘But I know what you mean – there are some things you don’t want to tell all and sundry. Anyway, you go home now and try not to worry too much. It’s not going to make any difference to what happens to Sybil.’


Hilary nodded and went to the door. Outside, it was growing dark and she shivered and drew her coat more tightly around her. The early stars were obscured by flying rags of clouds and, as she glanced up at them, a thin, spiteful wind seemed to strike to her very bones. She wished she had worn a thicker coat, then wondered if it would have done any good anyway. It was as if there were no coat thick enough to keep this kind of cold from her heart.


It’s like a portent, she thought. An omen of worse to come.




Chapter Three


Hilary reached the Barton to see all the lights on and, despite the cold, the front door wide open. Anxiously she hurried up the steps and into the hallway to find Mrs Ellis just emerging from the drawing room, where her father Gilbert Napier was now spending most of his time.


‘I’m sorry to have been so long,’ Hilary began, and then stopped short as she saw the housekeeper’s face. ‘Why, Mrs Ellis, what’s wrong? Is it my father?’ A wave of fear swept over her and she put out a shaking hand. ‘He’s not had another attack, has he?’


Mrs Ellis shook her head. ‘It’s not your father, Miss Hilary,’ she said, and Hilary drew a quick breath of relief. But it was obvious that the housekeeper was upset, and she took the woman’s arm and led her towards the kitchen. Closing the door behind them, she pressed her gently into a chair at the big wooden table and said quietly, ‘What is it? What’s happened?’


‘It’s my old mum,’ Mrs Ellis said, her mouth working as she tried to keep from crying. ‘She’ve had a fall and broken her arm. Her right one, too. My hubby took her to the hospital since I couldn’t leave here, but I’ll have to go to her now. I’m real sorry, Miss Hilary, but—’


‘Of course you must go,’ Hilary exclaimed, fresh waves of guilt washing over her. ‘You ought to have gone at once. I’m sure someone would have come …’ She wondered who, knowing that the housekeeper was too loyal to call on just anyone to look after the Squire. ‘Anyway, I’m here now, so you go and see your mother. How bad is she? Was there any other damage?’


‘I don’t rightly know. A few bruises, I dare say, and at her age … If you don’t mind then, I’ll be off right away. She’s in Tavistock hospital, so I can catch the bus if I hurry.’


‘No, of course you mustn’t go on the bus. There must be someone who will take you. The Tozers – there’s bound to be someone around.’ They’ll begin to think they’re running an ambulance service, she thought wryly. ‘Or Travis – he’ll probably be in the back office now. Do you know if he’s come in?’


‘I thought I heard him a while ago. But he’ll be busy …’


‘Not too busy for this,’ Hilary said firmly. ‘I’d take you myself but I don’t like to leave my father on his own. Wait here.’ She ran through the house to the outer office, where the estate manager, Travis Kellaway, usually came last thing in the afternoon to make notes about the day’s work and check on what might have cropped up during the day. To her relief, he was there, his head bent over a pile of government forms. He looked up as she burst in and began to say something in an exasperated voice, then stopped.


‘What is it?’ He was half on his feet. ‘He’s not had another—’


‘No – no, it’s not Dad. It’s Mrs Ellis – her mother’s had a fall and been taken to hospital. Could you take her there, please? She’s in Tavistock. I’d go myself but I’ve only just got back from Plymouth.’ She leaned on the desk and put her hand to her forehead, remembering how she had asked Val why everything happened at once.


Travis came round the desk and put his arm across her shoulders. He held her firmly for a moment, then said quietly, ‘Of course I will. You go and make yourself a cup of tea and sit down – you look all in. Did you say you’ve only just got back? How is Stella?’ He turned away and took his coat off the hook on the door.


‘A lot better, thank God. She has some sensation in her feet and she seems much more optimistic. Oh, Felix is borrowing the Austin – I said I’d arrange the insurance for him.’ She looked distractedly at the filing cabinet. ‘I ought to do that at once. I’ll need to ring the broker.’


‘I’ll do it when I come back. Is Mrs Ellis’s husband around? Should I fetch him?’


‘He took the old lady to the hospital, so he’ll be there. You can come straight back. I think it’s just a broken arm, but at her age … She must be about eighty-five.’ Another thought struck her. ‘She won’t be able to live alone for a while – if ever again. And I don’t think there are any other children able to look after her. I’ll need—’


‘You need a cup of tea,’ he said again, firmly. He patted his pockets for the key of the Land Rover. ‘Go and make one, Hilary. Now.’


She smiled faintly. ‘I’ll have to make sure Dad’s all right. I haven’t even seen him since I came in.’


‘I have. I looked in only half an hour ago and he was snoring his head off. You can have a few minutes to yourself.’ He looked at her seriously. ‘You need it, Hilary. You look as if you’ve had quite a shock.’


More than you know, she thought ruefully, but she nodded and said, ‘Yes, all right. It’s no use going in to see him in a state. And I’ll have to think about what we’re to do if we’re going to be without Mrs Ellis for a while. She’ll need to be with her mother …’ She put her hand to her forehead again and Travis took her by the shoulders and steered her out of the office.


‘Go and fetch her. And tell her not to come back until she’s ready. Jennifer will come and help you.’


‘Jennifer? Will she really?’


‘Of course she will. I’ll call in at Wood Cottage on the way – it won’t take us more than a few minutes. Then I can collect her on the way back.’


‘Oh no!’ Hilary exclaimed. ‘You mustn’t do that. She’ll be busy – we can’t impose … I can manage perfectly well tonight. Mrs Ellis would have been going home anyway.’


‘Tomorrow then,’ he said. ‘Here’s Mrs Ellis now, with her coat on and ready to go.’ He smiled at the housekeeper. ‘Don’t worry about a thing, Mrs Ellis. We’ll be at the hospital in less than twenty minutes. Now, remember what I said, Hilary – a cup of strong, sweet tea and feet up for a quarter of an hour at least. I’ll come in and see you when I get back.’


‘Yes. All right. Thanks.’ She watched as he led the anxious housekeeper towards the back door, and then made her way to the kitchen. Travis was right, tea would help to soothe the immediate shock. But in the long term?


It was going to take a lot more than a cup of tea to solve all the problems that seemed to be piling up around her.


Before making her tea, Hilary peeped into the drawing room to see her father. As Travis had said, he was dozing in his big wing chair with a rug across his knees, so she withdrew quietly and returned to the kitchen.


While the kettle came to the boil, she lit a cigarette and stood gazing out of the window. Hilary didn’t often smoke but she had started while in Egypt during the war, when everyone smoked, and usually had a packet handy in case she felt the need. She felt it now, and lit another to have with her tea, which she carried to the table to drink. She rested both elbows on the scrubbed wood and smoked while she waited for the tea to cool.


What was she to do without Mrs Ellis? She knew she’d been guilty of taking advantage of the housekeeper’s loyalty during the past weeks. First Marianne and her family coming for Christmas, then her father’s second heart attack, and now this … There was no doubt that they owed the poor woman time off to look after her mother, but how was Hilary to manage?


It’s not just during the past few weeks either, she realised. We never replaced Jackie Tozer when she left to go and work at the Duke of Cornwall hotel in Plymouth. And I’ve been so keen to keep my hands on the reins of running the estate, I haven’t been doing as much as I used to. We’ve been overworking Mrs Ellis for months.


Well, there was no help for it now. They would have to find help, not only in the house but also in looking after her father. It wasn’t that he needed nursing care as such, but he certainly needed someone to be on hand when Hilary was out, and unless she gave up some of her estate work and stayed at home, there should be someone to take on the housekeeping and cooking tasks as well.


Unless she gave up some of her estate work …


She groaned faintly and stubbed out her cigarette. Have I worked so hard and fought so much with Dad just to give it all up now? she asked herself. In principle, it need only be temporary – but would it stay that way? It had all happened before, when her mother was ill and she’d had to come home to look after her and take on running the household. It had taken her years to assert herself as someone capable of so much more. Was it all to be thrown away now?


She considered Travis’s suggestion that his wife Jennifer should come to help. That was all very well, and Hilary knew she would be immensely grateful, but it couldn’t be considered permanent. Jennifer had her own life to live and Hilary had wondered once or twice lately if she and Travis were about to start the family they both wanted. With a late marriage, there was never much time to delay. In any case, even if Jennifer was willing to help out until Mrs Ellis came back – if she did come back – there was still the question of extra help to fill the gap left by Jackie far too long ago. Someone who would help with the housework and be able to cope with an often irascible semi-invalid. Where were they to find someone like that, at short notice?


She was still sitting there when Stephen and Maddy came in, banging cheerfully through the back door and into the gun room. She heard their chatter as they took off their coats and turned quickly, half rising to her feet as her brother entered the kitchen.


‘Hullo, having a cuppa and a ciggy?’ he said. ‘Don’t blame you. It’s been quite a day.’


You can say that again, Hilary thought, but all she said was, ‘I’m afraid supper’s going to be a bit late. Mrs Ellis has been called away – her mother’s had a fall and broken her arm. I was just about to rustle something up myself.’


‘Oh, poor Mrs Ellis,’ Maddy exclaimed. ‘I remember her mother – she used to sell apples at her front gate. She made us all toffee apples once. You must remember, Stephen.’


‘I do. Haven’t seen her for years now. She must be nearly a hundred years old.’


‘Eighty-five,’ Hilary said. ‘The thing is, I don’t know when Mrs Ellis will be able to come back. She’ll need to look after the old lady. I’ll have to look for a temporary housekeeper. And someone else, too, a young girl perhaps, or an older woman who wouldn’t mind helping with Dad. There’s too much for one person.’


‘Well, let’s get supper ready and think about it,’ Maddy said. ‘What was Mrs Ellis making, do you know?’


‘I’ve no idea,’ Hilary said, feeling suddenly helpless. ‘I’ve hardly had time to think.’ She passed her hand across her forehead. ‘It seems to have been all illness and hospitals lately. Look in the oven – she might have left something there.’


Maddy opened the doors of both the ovens in the Aga and shook her head. ‘Nope. Nothing here. Look in the pantry, Steve.’


‘There’s a pie,’ he reported. ‘Could be a meat pie, perhaps. Then again, it might be apple. Is there any way of telling, short of breaking into it?’


‘She does different crimping round the edges,’ Hilary said, and he brought it over to the table to show her. ‘Meat, I think. I’m not sure I remember which way round it is now.’ She felt tears come to her eyes. ‘Oh, it’s awful how much we depend on her!’


Stephen stared at her. ‘No it isn’t. She’s our housekeeper. We pay her to do this. Hil, whatever’s the matter? You look as if the sky’s fallen in. It’s only a pie.’


‘It’s not only a pie! It’s – it’s everything, all coming at once. Abe Endacott buying his farm. John Wolstencroft – Dad wants him here as soon as possible to make those changes to his will. That means an overnight stay, the spare bedroom to get ready, dinner to think about. Dad won’t want me giving him beans on toast! And other things too … things you don’t even know about.’ She caught herself up and bit her lip. ‘I’m sorry. I’m being stupid. Of course it doesn’t matter whether it’s meat or apple. Look, dig a knife in and see how it comes out.’ She blinked and rubbed her eyes as her brother went to the drawer for a knife. ‘There. Meat. So all we need do is put it into the oven and do some vegetables.’


‘They’re done, except for potatoes,’ Maddy said, emerging from the pantry. ‘Cabbage and carrots. Come on, Steve, let’s do a bit of spud-bashing. It’ll be ready in no time and we’ll eat out here, shall we? Oh – what about your father?’


‘I don’t expect he’ll mind. We often have kitchen supper. I’d better go and see how he is and tell him about Mrs Ellis.’ Hilary got up, leaving her brother and Maddy cheerfully peeling potatoes together. They look so happy, she thought, pausing at the door. None of these things seem like problems to them. And they’re right, really. It’s just that whatever I do, the thought of David overshadows everything. David and Sybil …


Stephen glanced round suddenly. For a moment, they stared at each other, and Hilary knew that he was aware there was something troubling her. What had she said? Things you don’t even know about … She’d hoped he and Maddy had missed that, but Stephen at least had noticed. And he intended to ask her what she had meant. His steady gaze told her that.


Could she tell him about David? Would he understand? After his experience with Marianne, she thought he might. Yet she wasn’t at all sure that she wanted to confess, even to her brother. Val already knew, and the more people who learned the truth, the more dangerous it became.


She turned away and went quickly through the door, closing it behind her.




Chapter Four


‘Patsy Shillabeer,’ Felix said.


‘Patsy who?’ Hilary asked. Felix had heard about Mrs Ellis’s mother and called in after morning service, on his way to Sunday dinner with the Harveys. He had found Hilary still racking her brains about how to get help in the house. ‘Is she one of the Shillabeers from Town Farm?’


‘That’s right. Their eldest. She left school last summer and found a job in Pillar’s, in Tavistock, but her father didn’t like her working in town so she’s had to leave. Not very happy about it either, by all accounts.’


‘I don’t suppose she is. What’s Percy Shillabeer got against Tavistock? It’s not exactly a den of iniquity, and Pillar’s is a respectable newsagent’s shop.’


‘You know that,’ Felix said, ‘and I know that, but maybe Percy knows something different – or thinks he does! Anyway, the girl left just before Christmas and now she’s kicking her heels at home. Well, not kicking her heels – her father and mother find her plenty to do around the farm – but certainly wishing she were somewhere else.’


Hilary gazed at him. ‘D’you know much about her? D’you think she’d be suitable?’


‘She seems a pleasant, quiet sort of girl,’ he said cautiously. ‘I saw a bit of the family when I was helping John Berry, before he died. The father’s something of a Tartar – very strict. He used to be Chapel until he fell out with the minister. The mother comes to church as often as she can and usually brings the children with her. Patsy seems to be quite a help to her.’


‘The mother probably won’t want her to get another job, then,’ Hilary said gloomily. ‘She’ll be too useful at home.’


‘It’s worth a try,’ he said encouragingly. ‘Would you like me to look in on my way back?’


‘Oh Felix, would you? It would certainly be a load off my mind. And tell them it would be a permanent position – even when, or if, Mrs Ellis comes back, I still want her to have more help.’


‘Do you think she might not come back, then?’


Hilary spread her hands. ‘I don’t know. The old lady’s going to need quite a lot of care and attention when she comes home, which will probably be in the next few days. And it’s not as if they really need the money – Mr Ellis has got a good job at the railway and she’s been thinking about retiring when he does, in a year or two. I wouldn’t be surprised if she decides to call it a day now.’


‘Well, I’m a great believer in crossing bridges when you come to them,’ Felix said encouragingly. ‘I’m sure she’ll give you ample notice if she does decide to retire. Meanwhile, I think Patsy would take some of the load off your shoulders, and if Jennifer Kellaway comes in as well—’


‘Oh, but I can’t impose on Jennifer. Not for more than a few days, anyway. I really do need to find somebody else for the cooking and general running of the household. I can do a lot myself, of course, so it needn’t be full time, but I must have somebody.’


‘Yes.’ Felix gazed at her thoughtfully and seemed about to speak, then changed his mind and got up. ‘Well, I promise I’ll give it some thought. Now, I must go or Grace Harvey will think I don’t like her roast pork and apple sauce, and that’s very far from the truth. And then I’m going to Plymouth to see Stella. Thank you again for the loan of the car, Hilary. You’re sure it’s all right about the insurance?’


‘Oh yes, you can drive it on yours until I get it sorted out. It shouldn’t take more than a few days.’ She smiled at him. ‘Look on it as your own, Felix. It’s the least we can do. And give Stella my love.’


‘I will.’ He paused and then stepped nearer and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. ‘Bear up, Hilary. You look as if you’re carrying the woes of the world on your shoulders. It’s not really that bad, you know.’


‘No,’ she said, smiling faintly, ‘I don’t suppose it is.’


She watched him go and then drew in a deep breath. Now, at last, it might be an opportune moment to ring David and find out how he was. And how Sybil was, too; whether she was still alive, or whether he was even now a widower.


‘She’s still deeply unconscious,’ David said, his voice weary. ‘Her doctor can’t say if she’ll ever come round. It depends where the bleeding is in the brain.’


‘Can’t they tell?’


‘Not accurately, no. All we can do is wait for her to wake and then see what the effects have been. But the longer she’s unconscious, the worse the outlook is. She could be completely paralysed – unable to move, unable to speak, unable to do anything.’


‘Oh David.’ Hilary felt a wave of helpless misery sweep over her. ‘And could that last a long time?’


‘Yes, it could.’ He sounded as hopeless as she felt. ‘Hilary – darling – I don’t know what we’re going to do.’


‘We can’t do anything,’ she said miserably. ‘You can’t leave her now. Unless the other man …’


‘Oh, he’s out of the picture completely. He was upset, of course, but what can he do? He can’t be expected to take on an invalid. Anyway, she’s my wife and my responsibility.’


Hilary was silent for a moment. Then she asked, ’Has he seen her? Did he come to the hospital?’


‘Yes. I contacted him and he came at once.’


‘You’ve met him? But that must have been awful.’


‘It was a bit awkward,’ he acknowledged. ‘But I could see he cared for her. It wasn’t the time for recrimination. We just had to be objective about it.’


‘Objective? With Sybil lying unconscious?’


‘It was the only way. It wasn’t easy, but what else could we do? To tell you the truth, I felt sorry for the chap. Almost as sorry as I’d have felt for him if it hadn’t happened and he’d ended up married to her.’


It was the first time Hilary had heard any hint of bitterness in his voice. She rested her elbow on the desk and leaned her head on her hand. ‘Oh David … What are we going to do?’


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I really don’t know.’


There was a silence. Then she said, ‘So he’s gone? He’s not coming back?’


‘Probably not. I made it clear that I was taking full responsibility, as her husband, and that there was no place for him. If she recovers enough to want to contact him, she’ll do so – but I don’t think it’s likely.’


The tiny flicker of hope that his words had lit in her heart dwindled and died. But even if it did happen, she thought, they would be no further forward. A divorce would be just as impossible as it had been before – more so, in fact. David was even more firmly chained to his wife, whether she recovered or not.


‘I can’t see any way out of this,’ she said at last. ‘We’re never going to be together. We’d better stop now.’


‘No!’ His cry of anguish tore at her heart. ‘Darling, don’t say that. I can’t go on at all if you’re not there. Just to talk to – to meet sometimes …’


‘David, you know we can’t do that.’


‘We can. We must.’ His voice was desperate. ‘If only two or three times a year – something to keep us both going. A couple of days in London. We can both do that. Please, Hilary.’


‘And what if someone sees us? One of your patients – someone who knows you? It could destroy your career.’


‘London’s a big place.’


‘Not too big for Ted Tozer’s brother Joe and his son Russell to have seen us last time. Twice – once in Piccadilly Circus and once in Hyde Park. And they’re staying at the farm, practically next door to me. It might be your next-door neighbour next time.’


‘Somewhere else, then. We can’t let it end like this.’


‘David, we have to. You’ve got Sybil to think of now. You say you told this other man that you were taking full responsibility for her as your wife. That means …’ She drew a deep breath. ‘That means keeping faith with her. Even if she’s not capable of appreciating it.’


‘She never did appreciate it,’ he said, the bitterness back in his voice.


‘I know. But it’s different now. She’s completely dependent on you.’ She paused again and added quietly, ‘For better, for worse.’


‘In sickness and in health,’ he agreed wryly. ‘We don’t have to quote the whole marriage service. I know it all too well. But can’t we meet just as friends? Can’t I ever talk to you again? Are you really saying all that’s over?’


Hilary hesitated. There was a bleakness in his voice now that made her feel afraid. She had a sudden picture of David’s life as it had become – as desolate as the high moors that lifted behind the valley of Burracombe, as dark and featureless as they appeared in winter, when the gorse had ceased to flower except for the odd bright spot of gold that gave rise to the old rhyme, When gorse is out of season, kissing’s out of reason; when the heather had lost its royal purple and the bracken had dwindled to a few dun stalks and the sky was ominous with lowering clouds that threatened the harshness of January and February and a bitter chill that seemed to last for ever.


It was those spots of gold he was asking for, no more. Could she deny him those? Could she deny herself?


‘Ring me again, David,’ she said quietly. ‘Just to let me know how she is. But no more than that, please. And not too soon. I don’t think I could bear it.’


Felix was as good as his word and brought Patsy Shillabeer and her father to the Barton to see Hilary on Monday morning. Patsy was a thin, pale-skinned girl with hair so fair it was almost silver. It hung down past her shoulders, as straight as a yard of pump-water, as Alice Tozer would have said. Her one claim to beauty was a pair of huge grey eyes with a glint in them that almost matched the silvery gleam of her hair, fringed with long black lashes.


She must take after her mother, Hilary thought, taking in the sturdy bulk of her father with his black hair, shot with grey, and dark eyes. They held hers with a hint of challenge and she thought that this was not a man to be trifled with. Not that she intended to trifle with him, or indeed have anything much to do with him. It was his daughter she was thinking of employing, not him. She wondered why he, rather than the mother, had accompanied the girl.


‘So you’re looking for a job,’ she said to Patsy, seating them both at the kitchen table. Jennifer Kellaway was there too, chopping vegetables for a beef casserole. ‘I understand you worked in Pillar’s for a time.’


‘That’s right, she did,’ her father answered for her. ‘Did well, too. All my youngsters know how to do a proper job of work. Been brought up that way.’


‘So why did you leave?’ Hilary asked, and again the father replied.


‘I didn’t like some of the people she was having to mix with. You get all sorts in a newsagent’s, buying their papers and sweets and all that. And cigarettes. I don’t hold with smoking. Nor strong drink. I wasn’t having any daughter of mine mixed up with that kind of thing.’


Hilary gazed at him, wondering guiltily if her own cigarettes were on view. She’d smoked one or two out here in the kitchen on Saturday afternoon. But then she remembered putting them back in her handbag and breathed a sigh of relief.


She turned back to Patsy, hoping that the girl would be allowed to speak for herself. ‘And do you think you’ll like being in service?’


‘She’ll like it,’ her father said grimly. ‘If she knows what’s good for her.’


Hilary felt slightly helpless. It didn’t look as if she was going to get a word out of the girl while her father was here. She caught Felix’s eye and looked hastily away. Another idea came to her.


‘Suppose we give each other a trial,’ she said brightly. ‘You stay here for today and see how you like it. And I’ll be able to have a chat with you and see if you’re suitable.’ She glanced at Percy Shillabeer, hoping he wouldn’t insist on staying too, but to her relief he seemed to find this acceptable.


‘You’ll pay her for her time, I take it?’


‘Of course,’ Hilary said. ‘And we can discuss her hours and pay as well.’


‘Eight in the morning until six at night,’ he said inflexibly. ‘And her dinner thrown in. She can have her supper at home with the rest of us. One pound ten shillings a week, more if you wants her at weekends. And if you wants her wearing a uniform, you’d better see to it yourself. We got nothing of that sort at home.’


‘Yes, of course,’ Hilary said faintly. ‘Well, that seems very satisfactory. I’ll let you know if she’s suitable when you come to collect her at six.’ She had given up addressing her remarks to Patsy herself.


‘She’ll be suitable,’ Percy Shillabeer stated with a dark look, and Hilary half expected him to add if you know what’s good for you. ‘Her mother and me have made sure of that.’


‘Yes, of course,’ Hilary said feebly, wondering if anyone ever had the temerity to stand up to this man. She moved towards the back door and he took the hint and put on the cap he had removed when he entered.


As he went out, he turned and gave his daughter one of his threatening looks. ‘You behave yourself, mind. You’m only on trial, and if I finds out you been giving Miss Napier any of your lip, you’ll have me and your mother to answer to.’


Lip? Hilary looked at the girl with some surprise. But Patsy seemed no more inclined to speak than she had when her father was present. She sat at the kitchen table, staring down at her hands, a deep blush rising up her neck and spreading over her face, and Hilary felt suddenly sorry for her. She went over and laid her hand on the girl’s shoulder.


‘I’m sure you’ll suit us very well,’ she said gently. ‘Now, why don’t you start by helping Mrs Kellaway with the vegetables, and then I’ll show you round the house and explain what you’ll be expected to do. It’ll be rather different from working in the newsagent’s shop.’


Patsy looked up at last and met her gaze, and Hilary was struck again by how attractive her eyes were. They seemed to light up the thin, pale face. ‘I think ’tis lovely, Miss Napier. I’ve never been in a house like this before. I hope you’ll let me stay and work here.’


Why, her voice is as sweet as a lark’s, Hilary thought. I wonder if she can sing too. She’s a dear little thing, and if something were done to that hair and she had a pretty dress on, she’d look quite different.


‘I’m sure we will,’ she said, smiling. ‘But we’ve got to give each other a fair trial first. Let’s wait until this afternoon before we decide, shall we? I’ll leave you now to help Mrs Kellaway while I go and do some of my own work.’


She slipped through the green baize door to the house, followed by Felix. In the hall, she turned to him and said, ‘What a sweet little thing she is! And what an awful father. No wonder she’s like a church mouse when he’s around.’


‘He is a bit overwhelming,’ Felix agreed. ‘Brought up Chapel, as I told you, and came to the Church of England after some sort of falling-out. But he sticks by his Chapel principles and he’s a good man, if a trifle strict. I’m surprised you don’t already know him.’


‘Well, I do slightly, but he’s not one of our tenants so I’ve never really had anything to do with him. I hope she turns out to be a good worker. I’d like to keep her on, if only to get her out of his way for a good part of each day.’


‘Oh, I’m sure she will,’ Felix said gravely, and added with a twinkle, ‘If she knows what’s good for her.’


Hilary laughed. ‘You’re as bad as ever, Felix! It’s obvious you’re not nearly as worried about Stella as you were. It’s good to hear you joking again.’


He smiled, then grew grave again. ‘I do feel more myself. But we’ve got a long way to go yet, Hilary, and it’s poor darling Stella who is going to have to do all the hard work. She’ll still be in plaster for two or three more weeks but she’s going to have to start doing exercises soon and learning to walk again. It’s not going to be easy for her.’


‘She’ll have you and all of us to support her,’ Hilary told him as they reached the front door. ‘That’s what will help her most.’


She saw him off and made her way to the office, already considering her day’s work. Her first task was to ring John Wolstencroft’s office in Exeter to arrange his visit to change her father’s will. They could put the legal process of selling Abraham Endacott his farm into action at the same time.


The news that Gilbert had decided to bequeath the estate equally to herself and Stephen after all had come as a complete surprise and she wondered whether he would really go through with it. He had been so set on leaving everything to his half-French grandson Robert, who had turned up suddenly out of the blue, just as if Rob’s father Baden, Hilary’s elder brother, had never been killed in the retreat to Dunkirk and had lived to inherit. There was a logic in this, for Rob would have been the natural successor, but his life had been too different, his existence not even known to the family until recently, for him ever to feel at ease with Burracombe and its ways, and he was old enough now to have developed his own interests and ambitions.


It had been difficult for Colonel Napier to come to terms with this. Rob was physically so like Baden, whose death had brought such grief, that Gilbert had come almost to regard him as his son. He had tried, without quite realising it, to force Rob into the same mould, and it was not until the unhappy boy had run away from school and tried to make his way back to France, resulting in the accident that had nearly robbed Stella Simmons of her life, that Gilbert had been shocked into the understanding of what he had done.


Even so, Hilary and Stephen had both been surprised by his declaration, and she still wasn’t sure that he really meant it. I hope Father’s not going to turn into one of those people who change their wills with the weather, she thought. But John Wolstencroft is a good man. He won’t let him do anything silly. Letting Abe have his farm is a sensible idea. It’s too far from the rest of the estate. And Stephen and Maddy will be glad of Steve’s share of the money when he comes out of the RAF. It’ll help them to be independent, whatever they decide to do.


David, never far from her thoughts, came once again to the fore and she wondered what support he was receiving. Whatever it was, she knew that it was hers he yearned for most; yet how could she give it to him, other than by telephone? And even that she was denying him, asking him not to ring again too soon.


I’m being cruel, she thought. Maybe it is wrong to keep up our relationship, but what harm can it do to Sybil now for him just to talk to me? If it helps him, surely it must help her too. Or am I being disingenuous?


She would telephone him again herself. Not tonight, maybe not tomorrow, but soon. She had seen how Felix had suffered during these past weeks, and although David’s situation was different, the suffering was as deep. She could not let him go through it alone.




Chapter Five


‘The dear maid,’ Alice Tozer said when her daughter Val came up to the farm to give her the good news that Stella would almost certainly walk again. ‘Brave as a little lion, her be. ’Tis no wonder poor Felix didn’t want to let her go.’


‘It’s going to be a long job,’ Val said. ‘One leg’s still in plaster and she’ll have to learn to walk again. But she’ll do it, now she’s made up her mind. And at least it means Dottie’s got more time to finish our bridesmaids’ frocks!’


‘I’m not so sure about that,’ Alice said a trifle grimly. She finished ironing one of Ted’s work shirts and folded it neatly before taking up a blouse belonging to her mother-in-law. ‘Not if her’s going off to America with Joe and Russell and our Jackie. A good six weeks she’ll be away, and that’s if her don’t decide to stay there and turn herself into another auntie for you.’


‘Mum!’ Val protested, laughing. ‘You don’t really believe there’s any chance of that, do you?’


Alice stood the iron on its heel and looked at her. ‘After what I’ve seen these past few months, I’d believe almost anything,’ she stated. ‘What with that young French tacker turning up at the Barton and looking to inherit the whole blessed estate over Hilary and Stephen’s heads, and Jennifer Tucker coming out here to look for her father and finding out ’twas the last person any of us would have thought, and our Jackie holding us to ransom over going to America herself, no matter what me and your father thought about it – not to mention young Maddy Forsyth getting engaged to Stephen Napier when us all thought that was over long ago – well, after all that, the idea of Dottie marrying our Joe don’t seem nothing out of the way at all. They was sweet on each other before he went off to America in the first place, back in 1919 – sweeter than us realised at the time, I reckon.’


‘Go on,’ Val said, still smiling. ‘They’re both in their sixties now. They won’t be thinking of getting married.’


‘I don’t know what you think they might be thinking of, then,’ Alice said tartly. ‘And sixty’s not too old to be marrying anyway. Look at that couple over to Mary Tavy, getting married in their eighties!’


‘Yes, and look what you said about them,’ Val replied. ‘Ought to know better at their age – wasn’t that it? Honestly, Mum, I don’t think you need worry about Dottie and Uncle Joe.’


‘It’s not them I’m worrying about,’ Alice said darkly, going on with her ironing. ‘They’m big enough and ugly enough to make up their own minds, as the saying goes. It’s our Jackie that bothers me – as you well know.’


Val sighed. The discussions about her younger sister Jackie and her trip to America to stay with her uncle Joe and his grown-up children, Russ and his sisters, had gone on and on, round and round in circles, until at last Jackie had worn their mother and father down and got her way.


In some ways, Val knew, Alice was almost as excited as Jackie herself, helping with the planning, writing to Joe’s daughters, learning more about the New York State town of Corning where they lived, but when she stopped to think about what it meant to herself, she felt her heart sink and knew that her deepest fears were that Jackie would find herself in some kind of trouble, so far away from her family and everything that was familiar to her. Or even that she might decide to stay there and never come back.


Val understood this. A mother herself now, she knew that the thought of her son Christopher’s ever leaving her was like a pain in her heart. But she knew too that it was almost inevitable. Children did grow up and leave their parents. Uncle Joe had done so himself, her own husband Luke too – although he’d not actually gone abroad. And her brother Brian, now in Germany in the army, didn’t seem likely ever to return to Burracombe to live. And since the war, it had happened even more, with people now emigrating to countries like Canada and Australia. Why, even Stephen Napier had been talking of emigration when he finished his National Service and left the RAF.


‘Uncle Joe will look after her,’ she said comfortingly. ‘And she’s going to stay part of the time with his daughters. They won’t let her come to any harm.’


‘They don’t know our Jackie, though, do they?’ Alice pointed out. ‘Headstrong as a clutch of kittens, she be. Me and your father have never been happy about her going off to live in Plymouth, and now to think of her thousands of miles away in America …’ She held up a large bed sheet. ‘Help me fold this up, if you don’t mind.’


Val rose and laid Christopher down in his pram, which was standing near the back door. She took one end of the sheet and together they folded it so that it was a manageable size for ironing.


‘Yes, but for all your worrying, Jackie never came to any harm in Plymouth, did she?’ she said. ‘If you ask me, she’s grown up quite a lot through being responsible for herself and it’s been good training for going away. I think she’s got more sense than you give her credit for, and you ought to trust her.’


Alice bridled. ‘You sound as if you think it’s a good thing for a young girl to go away from her family.’


‘Well, maybe it is. Things are different now, Mum. People do move about more and young women are getting more independence. After all, a lot of us had to do it during the war. I did. Hilary Napier did.’


‘Hilary Napier’s a different class from us. She’d been to boarding school, for a start. And I don’t know as it did you a lot of good, going off to Egypt the way you did.’ She gave Val a meaningful look, and Val groaned inwardly, regretting yet again that she’d confessed to her mother about her affair with Luke during that time, and its tragic consequences. There were some things it was better for a mother not to know. And she knew that Alice herself was well aware of this – no doubt she’d kept a few secrets from her own mother – and this was the source of her worries about Jackie.


‘I think you just have to trust her,’ she repeated. ‘Otherwise you’ll never have a minute’s peace. She’s going, Mum, and that’s really all there is to it.’


Alice sniffed but said no more, and Val reverted to the subject of Stella, or rather to the consequences of her accident.


‘How does young Robin like the new schoolmistress? She looks a bit of a battleaxe for an infant teacher.’


‘Face like a bag of spanners, that’s how our Tom described her,’ Alice agreed. ‘And I know Joanna’s not very keen on her, but you know what Joanna’s like since baby Suzanne died – hardly likes to let either Robin or Heather out of her sight. Tom tries to make sure she gives the little tacker some independence – he’s five years old, after all, so he needs to find his feet. As for Miss Watkins she’s got plenty of experience by all accounts – been in a few schools, they say – so she must be all right, I suppose.’


‘Been in a few schools? That doesn’t sound so good – as if she moves about rather a lot. Maybe they didn’t like her.’


‘Well, she seems to have settled in Tavistock now, so we hope she’ll stay. Comes in on the bus each day.’ Alice gave the sheet its last fold and rubbed the iron over it, frowning a little. ‘Mind you, Robin don’t seem all that keen to go to school these days, but I reckon they’m all missing Stella. They did love her.’


‘Mrs Warren did a good job of helping before Christmas,’ Val observed. ‘I was quite surprised by her. And Mrs Harvey was lovely. What a shame neither of them was able to go on teaching when they were younger.’


‘They both got married and had husbands to look after, that’s why,’ Alice said tartly. ‘And quite right too. I hope you don’t think of going back to nursing when Christopher gets bigger.’


‘We’ll have to see, won’t we?’ Val said equably, knowing that she and Luke would make up their own minds about this. Jackie wasn’t the only one in the family who knew her own mind. ‘Anyway, Christopher’s not going to be the only one. It’ll probably be years before I’m free to do anything like that, and I’ll be too old by then.’


Alice paused, her iron suspended over one of Ted’s handkerchiefs, and stared at her. ‘Why, however many do you mean to have? After what happened to you this time, I’m surprised you’re considering any more at all.’


‘Eclampsia’s not something that happens every time. And Luke and I both want more. Not just yet, though,’ she said, casting a fond glance towards the pram. ‘We want to enjoy Christopher for a while longer first.’


‘Well, that’s something.’ Alice held up her iron suddenly, as if addressing a crowd and calling for silence. ‘But I’ll tell you who I think is expecting, and that’s Jennifer Kellaway!’


‘Jennifer? Are you sure? She hasn’t said a word to me and I saw her only a few days ago.’


‘I don’t reckon she’s said anything to anyone yet, not even her own hubby, but I saw her in Tavi pannier market last Friday and I thought then she’d got a look about her. You know, I can always tell.’


Not always, thank goodness, Val thought, remembering Jackie’s scare with Roy Pettifer a few years ago. But then Jackie hadn’t been pregnant after all, so she wouldn’t have had the ‘look’ that Alice noticed.


‘Well, I know Jennifer and Travis are keen to start a family fairly soon,’ she said. ‘But we’d better wait until it’s official before we mention it to too many people. You know what happened when Ivy Sweet saw them looking in the jeweller’s window in Tavi, and the village had them engaged and the wedding date set before they got back to the village. Jennifer told me she thought Jacob would never forgive them for not telling him first, even though that was what they meant to do.’


‘You don’t catch me gossiping,’ Alice said a little stiffly. ‘Especially not to the likes of Ivy Sweet.’


Val grinned. ‘I’ll put the kettle on, shall I? You’ve nearly finished your ironing and Dad’ll be in soon to have a cup before he starts milking. And then I’ll have to be getting home, to get my husband’s tea ready, like the good wife I am.’
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