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Chapter One

June 1953

 




An heir for Burracombe.

The phrase circled in Hilary’s mind as she lay in bed that night, unable to sleep. So much had happened that day; so much that would change her life - all their lives - for ever.

It was as if Baden himself had returned.

Robert Aucoin’s face swam before her eyes. The face of a young boy, barely into his teens, a boy she had never seen before but felt she knew with the familiarity of a sister. Which was nonsense, of course - she was almost twenty years older than he. But she had known a brother so like him they could have been twins, could have grown up together here, in this very house, playing, squabbling, laughing and crying together.

But this boy wouldn’t be at all like Baden. How could he be? He was born in Occupied France at the beginning of a long war, and brought up with no knowledge of Burracombe, of his English heritage. How could he be at all like Baden?

And yet ... There was that flash in his eyes. That sudden lift of his chin. That directness in his gaze.

All those were Baden. Her brother.

 



Once again, her mind went back to the moment, only a few hours ago, when she had entered the drawing room to find the two strangers waiting for her. A young woman, perhaps two or three years older than herself, small and dark, with flashing eyes in a vivid face, wearing a red costume that was clearlynot new but was of unmistakably French cut and well cared for. And the boy. The boy whose first glance caught Hilary with a flicker of recognition, so unbelievable that it was gone before she knew it.

He was about thirteen, his smooth hair as dark as his mother’s, his eyes a bright, deep blue. Yet although he resembled her in colouring, there was nothing else about them that was alike. He was slim, long-legged without being lanky, and promised to be well-built when he reached manhood. His features were of a cleaner, more sculpted cast, and even though he sat quite still, there was a composed air of grace about him that was in subtle contrast to the half—concealed challenge of the woman’s expression as her eyes met Hilary’s.

In that first bewildered moment, Hilary had been at a complete loss. Her mind still full of the Coronation celebrations the day before, she had been quite unprepared for visitors, and even less prepared for the shock of the Frenchwoman’s words.

‘I am Baden’s widow, Miss Napier - Marianne.’ A tiny pause. ‘And this is our son, Robert.’

‘Your son?’ She had stared at them, unable at first to take it in. Then she’d looked once more at the boy’s face and that flash of recognition came again, more strongly. Those dark-blue eyes ... those straight brows ... ‘But... I don’t understand. Baden wasn’t married.’

‘He was,’ the young woman said quietly. Her English was remarkably good, Hilary thought, her dazed mind catching at brief impressions as the words flowed by. ‘He was married to me.’

 



The story needed to be told more than once before Hilary could fully understand it. The meeting of the couple while Baden Napier’s regiment was positioned near Marianne’s home; the swift falling in love, the colonel’s permission to marry before the regiment moved on two days later. And then the news that the entire unit had been killed.

‘It was very quiet, a civil ceremony only, just a few days before the retreat to Dunkirk. I scarcely had time to be a wife before I became a widow - but it was not long before I knew that I was also to become a mother.’ She had cast a swift glance at her son, sitting quietly beside her, his dark-blue eyes taking in his surroundings but returning again and again to Hilary’s face. ‘It was not an easy time for me,’ she said quietly. ‘A woman alone, with a child on the way.’

‘It couldn’t have been.’ Hilary tried to imagine it. ‘But you were married, I mean, there was no reason—’

‘I was married, but only partly. You see, in France we have two ceremonies for the marriage - the civil one, which is carried out by the mayor, and the religious one in the church. Baden was not Roman Catholic, so we could not be married in church until he had been  prepared, and, in effect, my marriage was not recognised. It was as if it had not happened.’

‘But it was legal.’


‘Mais oui,’ Marianne said. ‘It was legal. But I was still, in most people’s eyes, an unmarried woman, and soon to have a child. And even in war-time, in a small town such as ours, these things mattered.’

‘There would have been money,’ Hilary said. ‘From the Army. You were a British citizen as soon as you married Baden. There would have been a pension.’

‘It was discussed. But where were the papers to prove this? The whole unit was gone. And our town was badly damaged - the town hall itself burned to the ground, with all the documents it contained. There was nothing except the papers I had been given after the mayor married us’ - she took a slip of paper from her bag and handed it to Hilary - ‘and I could not let this go. Who could I send it to, after all? We were an occupied country. We had no communications. The Germans were hardly likely to forward letters to the British Army for me. If they had known I was married to an English soldier, they would have imprisoned me.’

‘I see.’ Hilary stared at the paper. Although unlike an English one, she could see that it was a marriage certificate, and she had little doubt that it was genuine. But Marianne was probably right; it would not have been enough, even if she had been able to get it to the right authorities.

‘So what did you do?’

The Frenchwoman shrugged. ‘I did the only thing possible. I married again.’

‘You—you married? But—’

‘Remember, in the eyes of the Church my first marriage had not happened. Legally, I was a widow anyway, although there were no records of the civil ceremony - except that.’ Her eyes went to the certificate, and Hilary handed it back. ‘You must understand,’ she went on, leaning forward a little, ‘that it would have been very hard to bear a child as an unmarried woman. My father would not have been able to keep me at home. There was nowhere to go, and the town was full of Germans. What do you suppose would have happened to me?’

Hilary met her eyes and understood what she meant. A town full of Germans, a woman with no reputation and no home. The only life open to her would have been a life on the streets. She thought of  Baden, who must have loved this girl, who had married her and then died, leaving her pregnant.

‘If only we’d known.’

‘There was no way to let you know,’ Marianne said simply. ‘If Baden had written, his letter was probably with him when he died. And I could never write.’

There was a moment’s silence. Hilary tried again to imagine what it must have been like for the young girl, who could have been no more than nineteen or twenty.

‘So you married again,’ she said slowly.

The Frenchwoman met her eyes. ‘It was the only way. Jacques was the son of a friend of my father. We had been sweethearts once, before I met Baden. I went to him when I knew, and told him, and he said he would marry me. He said he would bring up Baden’s child as his own.’

Hilary glanced at Robert, who had been sitting perfectly still, only his eyes moving as he followed the conversation. She said, ‘You speak very good English.’

Marianne nodded. ‘My father taught English in the local school. We used to come to England every year, before the war, and stay for a month. And I have always spoken English to Robert, too, so that when the time came ...’

When the time came for what? Hilary thought, and a tiny finger of chill touched her heart. Why had they come now? What did they expect? She looked at Robert again, still feeling that small shock of recognition. Certificates meant nothing when the likeness was so strong.

The door opened suddenly, and Stephen looked in. ‘Is everything all right, Hil? Only Father’s getting a bit ...’ His voice trailed away as he stared from Marianne to her son, his eyes widening. ‘Hilary?’

‘Come in, Steve, and shut the door.’ She waited until he had done so, and then she said quietly, ‘This is Marianne’ - she looked helplessly at the Frenchwoman, uncertain now whether she had been told the surname - ‘and ... and Robert. Her son.’ She hesitated again, wondering if Stephen saw the resemblance. He was several years younger; would he remember what Baden had looked like at this age? ‘Baden’s son,’ she finished at last, hardly able to believe that she was saying the words.

Stephen stared again, and then sat slowly on a chaise longue, facing the two newcomers. He started to speak, stopped, ran his fingers  through his fair hair, opened his mouth again and looked bemusedly at Hilary.

‘I ... I don’t understand. Did you just say what I thought you said?’

‘Yes,’ Hilary said.

‘But... but Baden didn’t ... He never ...’ The idea was beginning to percolate through Stephen’s shock. ‘Is there any proof? I mean, anyone could come here claiming—’

‘Look at him,’ Hilary said, feeling some discomfort at using the child in this way, yet not knowing what else to do. ‘You may not remember Baden at that age, but I do. They could be twins. And you know the portrait in the breakfast room. He’s not so very much older in that.’

‘Yes,’ Stephen said, staring at the boy, who returned his gaze with composure. ‘But... I still don’t see ...’

‘They were married,’ Hilary said. ‘A few days before Baden was killed. Robert is his son, his legitimate son. He was brought up as another man’s child, but he is still a Napier.’

Stephen shook his head slowly. ‘I can’t take it in ... I need some coffee ...’

Immediately, Hilary felt a stab of guilt. She turned to the Frenchwoman. ‘And so must you. I’m so sorry-I should have thought. I’ll go and ask Mrs Ellis to bring some in. And you must be hungry, too. Have you had breakfast?’ Her mind grappled with a new problem. It would be simplest to take them to the breakfast room, and simply ask the housekeeper to cook extra bacon and eggs. But her father was there, reading peacefully through the newspaper reports of yesterday’s Coronation and Edmund Hillary’s achievement on Everest. She couldn’t risk the shock such a sudden appearance would cause him.

‘Coffee would be welcome,’ Marianne said. ‘But nothing to eat for me. Perhaps some bread for Robert; boys of his age are always hungry.’

‘Yes. I’ll see to it.’ Hilary left the room, thankful for the respite, and leaned for a moment against the door. Then she went to the kitchen, where Mrs Ellis was stacking dishes.

‘Could you make us some coffee, please, Mrs Ellis? Enough for four. And some toast or something. Bring it into the sitting room.’ She pressed her fingertips against her forehead, trying to think what to do for the best. ‘I’d better go and see Father, too—I don’t want him coming to look for us.’

‘Is everything all right, Miss Hilary?’ the housekeeper asked anxiously. ‘The foreign lady hasn’t brought trouble, I hope?’

Hilary looked at her, wondering how much she suspected, and trying to remember if she had known Baden. She was a village woman, so of course she would have seen him about the place as a boy, but would she have made the connection? Did she ever bother to glance at the portrait, and even if she did, would she notice the resemblance? Perhaps only the family would be so sensitive to it. The family, and those who had known them well all their lives, like Charles Latimer and Basil Harvey. Even they ...

‘I hope not, too,’ she said, answering the housekeeper. ‘No, I’m sure she hasn’t. It’s just a little complicated, and I don’t want my father upset. I’ll go and have a word with him now. If you’ll just take the coffee and toast to the sitting room ...’ She turned and hurried to the breakfast room, where her father was still going through the pile of newspapers. He glanced up as she came in, his mane of silver hair glinting in the early-morning sunshine.

‘Marvellous news about Everest,’ he said. ‘The British right on top of the world, and on the day of the Coronation itself. Who was that at the door? And where’s young Stephen gone?’

Hilary sat down in her place. ‘Father, we’ve got a visitor. Two visitors, really. But I don’t want you to worry about them. I need to find out a bit more first, and then I’ll—’

‘Visitors? Worry?’ He stared at her, his cup halfway to his mouth. ‘What on earth are you talking about? What visitors? And why in God’s name should I worry about them?’

Hilary cursed herself for her clumsiness. ‘No reason at all,’ she said, knowing that there might be every reason. ‘It’s just a little bit ... well, complicated. Look, you finish your breakfast and then ... then go out for a bit. See what Travis is doing, go round the estate with him, something like that. I’ll tell you all about it at lunch-time.’

Gilbert’s eyes narrowed. ‘You want to get rid of me. You want me out of the house. What’s going on? Who the hell are these visitors?’ He started to get to his feet. ‘It’s Stephen, isn’t it? He’s in trouble of some kind. They’re police.’

‘No!’ Hilary jumped up and caught his arm, as he began to make his way to the door. ‘No, it’s nothing like that, I promise. Please, Father ... please don’t go in there. I’m not trying to get rid of you. I just need some time.’

‘Time for what?’ He paused and glowered at her. ‘Look, Hilary,  you ought to know by now that I don’t like being kept in the dark. I still happen to be the head of this family, and what happens in this house is my business. And I don’t take kindly to being treated like a child. Now, I’m going to see these visitors for myself, and you can either tell me who they are first, or I’ll find out for myself. Which is it to be?’

Hilary sighed. ‘All right,’ she said, letting her hand drop from his arm. ‘I’ll tell you. But sit down, please. It’s going to come as rather a shock ...’

 



In the small sitting room, Stephen sat facing the visitors. They looked back at him - Marianne calmly, Robert with dark-eyed inscrutability. So far, the boy had not said a word.

‘So you’re Baden’s wife,’ Stephen said at last, aware of a need to break the silence. There was something in her gaze that gave him an odd, but not unpleasurable, sense of discomfort.

Marianne nodded and related her story once more. He stared at the marriage certificate, not really taking it in, then raised his eyes to hers.

‘We never had the slightest idea. Why didn’t you contact us before? Why wait till now?’

‘Perhaps,’ she said, ‘it would be better if I told everyone together. To save repeating it.’

‘Yes. Yes, I suppose so.’ The door opened, and Mrs Ellis came in with a large tray on which stood a pot of coffee, its aroma filling the room, a pile of toast, a dish of butter and two jars, one of honey and one of marmalade, together with plates, cups and saucers. The housekeeper carried the tray to a table in the window, and began setting the things out.

‘It’s all right, Mrs Ellis,’ Stephen said. ‘We’ll do that. Er ... Madame ...’ he glanced at the Frenchwoman, as uncertain as Hilary had been as to what he should call her. ‘Let me give you some coffee. And some toast.’ He looked at Robert. ‘You’ll have something to eat, won’t you?’

‘You can sit at the table,’ the boy’s mother said. ‘Coffee will be enough for me.’

Robert went to the table, as Mrs Ellis made her way out. He sat down, pulled a plate towards him, and began to spread the toast with butter and honey. Then he dipped it into the coffee that Stephen had poured him.

Stephen blinked but said nothing. He took a cup of coffee to the Frenchwoman and sat down again. They regarded each other in silence.

‘Perhaps’, Marianne said, ‘you would tell me a little about your family. Your mother and father. Baden spoke of them often.’

It took Stephen a moment or two to remember that Isobel had died some years after Baden. ‘Our mother’s dead,’ he said. ‘After the war. And Father’s not well - he had a heart attack a couple of years ago. But my sister, Hilary, still lives here and helps to run the estate.’

‘And she is married?’

‘No. Her fiance was killed in the war. She came home when Mother was ill, and she’s ... well, just stayed here. Looking after things. Looking after Dad.’

The Frenchwoman nodded. It was clearly a concept she could understand. ‘And you, you will take over. The estate will be your responsibility.’

‘Good God, no!’ Stephen exclaimed. ‘Nothing I’d hate more! No, I’m in the RAF, and when I come out I’m going to emigrate to Canada and start a flying business. That’s my plan, anyway.’ He wondered if he ought to be telling her all this. But none of it was exactly a secret, and if all she said was true, she was part of the family - his sister-in-law. It seemed a strange idea.

He glanced at the boy, sitting at the table in the window and eating his way steadily through the pile of toast. His nephew. Baden’s son. And then, rather later that it had struck Hilary, the possible truth hit him with a jolt.

Baden’s son. Baden’s heir.

The door opened, and Gilbert Napier came into the room, slowly, his great head jutting forward a little, like a lion stalking its prey. He stopped, as Hilary closed the door behind him, and stared, first at the little Frenchwoman and then at the boy in the window.

Robert put down his toast and stood up, straight and slim, one hand resting lightly on the table. The light was behind him yet, even in silhouette, the likeness was unmistakable.

‘Good God,’ Gilbert said slowly, and put out his own hand as if seeking for support. ‘Good ... God...’





Chapter Two


In the village of Burracombe, the day was one for clearing up.

‘That were a good do last night,’ Ted Tozer remarked, leaning on the wide broom from the village hall, as he considered the remains of the celebration dance in the big marquee, ‘but it takes a master lot of tidying up afterwards.’

‘It’s not too bad,’ Luke Ferris said cheerfully, swinging past with a wheelbarrow. ‘We’ll just shove everything in here and have a big bonfire in the corner of the field. That greasy pole will get it going.’ He bent to scoop up a pile of empty crisp packets. ‘I’ll pick up the bottles when I’ve dumped this lot.’ He grinned. ‘There’ll be a few sore heads this morning, I reckon!’

‘There’s all they chairs and trestle tables to be took back to the hall, too,’ Ted said. ‘I’ll bring the cart down, and us can collect ’em all up together. Some of you other chaps had better see to taking down that bunting. And my Alice and the other women will be down soon, to sort out the crockery and glasses. They’ll need a hand getting it all back home.’

‘Every cup and saucer in the village must be here,’ his son Tom said, surveying the array of china on the long tables. ‘I hope they can all recognise their own stuff.’

‘Us only had a couple of old chipped mugs to drink our tea out of this morning,’ Jacob Prout said, coming up with another armful of rubbish for Luke’s barrow. “Tis a good job us has got today to get all this done. A do like a Coronation you needs three days for - one to get ready and one to clear up, never mind the day itself.’

‘It won’t take long,’ Luke said, wheeling his barrow away before any more could be piled into it. ‘There are nearly as many people here today as there were last night - give a hangover or two.’ He strolled off, whistling, and turned the barrowload out on to the heap at the end of the field.

‘Us’ll have a bonfire nearly as good as there were up on the tor last night,’ Ted observed. ‘Well, it were a good start for the young Queen. I bet she’s feeling a bit tired this morning, after all the shenanigans they must have had at the Palace.’

As Luke had said, almost the whole village had turned out to clear the field, and on the other side of the river the inhabitants of Little Burracombe were doing the same. The rivalry between the two villages, set aside for the celebrations, was already resurfacing as they called jibes across the swiftly-flowing stream.

‘Don’t know how you can get yourselves in such a mess,’ a burly young worker from one of the outlying farms jeered, as he wielded a pitchfork to gather up the straw bales that had been used for seating. ‘Us is all tidy again. But then, we didn’t lie abed half the day - down here at first light, us was.’

‘And if you had been,’ Tom Tozer retorted, ‘you’d have seen us still dancing. Only difference between us and you Little’uns is that we knows how to enjoy ourselves proper! Why, I reckon half Little Burracombe was tucked up in bed with a cup of cocoa while we were just getting started.’

‘Oh, we saw you all right,’ another young stockman chipped in. ‘Thought it was the pixies from up Crazywell Pool, come down to see what all the row were about.’

‘Us always did say you lot was pixie-led,’ Tom scoffed, and they all laughed and went on their way.

The women, led by Alice Tozer, arrived at the field gate just then, carrying baskets, and set about collecting their own crockery and glasses. The village hall owned two or three sets, but not enough to cater for the numbers who had attended the celebrations last night, and everyone had brought at least a few cups and saucers. Not their best, Alice had warned them, for some were sure to get broken, but she was pleased to see that her own set was intact.

‘I don’t reckon many got smashed at all,’ she said, swiftly separating her china and packing it carefully into her basket. ‘Put them all over there, in that corner, and my Ted’ll take ’em back up to the village in the cart.’

Ivy Sweet picked up a cup, turning it over in her hand. ‘That’s pretty. I wonder whose it is? Your Joanna was looking a bit better last night, I thought, Alice. She’s been real peaky these last few weeks.’

‘Well, and it’s not surprising, is it?’ Alice said a little tartly. ‘Losing her baby like that. Enough to make anyone look peaky.’

‘Oh, I know, I’m not saying anything. Just that it was nice to see her here, enjoying herself. I thought she was very brave. I’m not sure I could have been out dancing, not three months after my babby had died in its cot.’

Alice turned and gave her a straight look. ‘You might not be saying anything, Ivy Sweet, but it sounds to me as if you mean something. Us have all been trying hard to help poor Joanna get over her loss, and it wouldn’t have done her no good to have stopped at home on her own last night, brooding. She’s got two other little ones to think about, in case you’ve forgotten, and they need their mother to be bright and cheerful, if her can be. And what none of us needs is nasty, spiteful remarks about being “out dancing”, as if she was down in Plymouth’s Union Street getting off with sailors. Come to that, I’m quite surprised that you’m here yourself - I’d have thought you’d have been keeping it up till all hours in that pub you work in, in Horrabridge.’

‘I don’t know what you mean by that,’ Ivy began, bristling.

‘I’m not sure I know myself. But you can’t help hearing things, and that place got itself a bit of reputation a few years back, what with all those airmen from Harrowbeer. Polish, some of them, weren’t they? And Czechoslovakian?’

‘And what if they were?’

‘Proper Romeos, from what I heard,’ Alice said, turning away again. ‘There was quite a few young girls had their heads turned by those young men, so I believe.’

Ivy’s face coloured. ‘I don’t know what you’m implying, Alice Tozer. Anyway, they’re all gone now - went the day the war ended and the airfield was shut down.’

‘Left a few bits and bobs behind them, too,’ Alice said. ‘But there, you’ve no cause to worry, Ivy. That little Eddie of yours - why, he’s the image of you, right down to that red hair of his.’ She paused, then went on thoughtfully, ‘Funny how yours only turned red the past few years; you were always a bit mousy as a girl, if I remember right.’

Ivy flushed a bright crimson that clashed badly with her coppery hair. She stepped forward, but Alice had already moved out of reach and was busy sorting through a tray of glasses. Ivy hesitated, pressed her lips tightly together, then stalked away to the other end of the long table.

‘Goodness me,’ said a voice at Alice’s elbow, ‘that was coming on a bit strong, wasn’t it, Mother? I knew you and Mrs Sweet didn’t get on, but I didn’t realise it was that bad.’

Alice turned and saw her daughter Val gazing at her in astonishment. She sighed, and said, ‘Maybe I did go a bit far. But I didn’t like the way she was talking about Joanna, as if the poor soul’s not entitled to any enjoyment. And it’s the way she always promenades round the village as if she owns the place. Why, she’s nearly as bad as Mrs Warren, the airs she gives herself. And if you’d known her as long as I have ...’

‘So I gather,’ Val said. ‘What was all that about Polish airmen?’

‘Nothing,’ Alice said, colouring a little. ‘I shouldn’t have said it. I dare say she’s always been perfectly respectable, and working in a pub don’t make no difference to that. Look at Dottie Friend. A more respectable woman never walked this earth, and she’s lived in London, too. Anyway, it was just talk, that’s all, and as long as George Sweet wasn’t worried, ’twasn’t nobody else’s business. And if she chooses to dye her hair, that’s her business as well. But you’d better not mention it, Val, to either of them. Mabel Purdy told me that her Fred said something to George about it once, just for a joke, like, and got his head nearly bitten off for his pains. It’s a sore point with both of them.’

Val chuckled. ‘So much for peace and goodwill on the first day of the new Elizabethan age. Anyway, how is Joanna this morning? She didn’t stay very late last night.’

‘No, her wanted to get home to the baby. It was the first time she’d left Heather, you know, and even though Mother was with her she was still on hot bricks till she could see for herself that the little mite was all right. And she seems quite a bit brighter today - it did her good to get out.’

‘She needs time to herself,’ Val said. ‘I’d offer to stay with Heather so she could have an hour or two - go to Tavistock, or see her friends - but I’m not sure she’d take all that kindly to the idea. I don’t think she’s really blaming me any more, but she needs to take her own time.’

‘Maybe not.’ Alice looked at her daughter thoughtfully. ‘But you could offer to go out with her one day, and leave the babby at home with me. That might be better - it would help the two of you to get back on your old footing, too.’

‘That’s not a bad idea,’ Val said slowly. ‘I’ll suggest it sometime. Has Jackie gone back to Plymouth?’

‘Oh, yes, she was off at first light - couldn’t wait to shake the dust of the village off her shoes. I was surprised she came home at all, to tell  you the truth.’ Alice finished sorting the glasses and carried her basket to the corner. Her lips were tight, and when she came back to the table and began on the cups and saucers, Val said mildly, ‘We can’t all be the same, Mother, and it seems to me we’ve just got to accept that Jackie’s a city girl.’

‘But why?’ Alice burst out. ‘She’s had a good life out here on the farm. We’ve never made her do too much about the place, just given her a few jobs to do, same as the rest of you. How does she come to like being in a place like Plymouth all the time? All that noise and bustle, all those strangers. You could walk the streets for weeks and never see a face you know. And working in a hotel? You know your father and me have never been happy about that. You don’t know who she’s going to meet, and with nobody keeping an eye on her ...’ Alice picked up a cup and stared at it.

‘Jennifer Tucker keeps an eye on her. She makes sure Jackie’s in at a decent hour, and she has a pretty good idea who her friends are.’

‘She has a pretty good idea who Jackie says her friends are,’ Alice corrected her. ‘Once that girl’s out of the house, who can tell for certain what she’s getting up to? Oh, I know your dad and me were pleased enough when she offered to take our Jackie as a lodger, but she can’t be expected to take the same care as we would. And it’s not going to last for ever, is it? You saw them together last night—Jennifer and that Travis Kellaway. It’s obvious there’s something going on there, and if they get wed, she’s not going to stop in Plymouth, is she? And Jackie’s already started to talk about living in at the hotel, like she did to start with.’

‘There’s not much you can do about it if she does,’ Val pointed out. ‘And the hotel housekeeper sounds a sensible woman. I’m sure they look after their girls.’

She began to pick out her own crockery, but her mind was more on Travis and Jennifer than on her sister. She had also noticed they seemed particularly friendly last night, as if it was a friendship that had been developing for some time. Obviously, they had kept it quiet, but had now decided to make it more public. She wondered what that meant. Would they marry? They were both in their thirties, and at that age people didn’t usually go in for long engagements. And if they did marry, they would be wanting somewhere to live. Travis was hardly likely to take a new bride back to the farmhouse lodgings he had been living in since he first came to Burracombe.

They might want Jed’s Cottage, the little house Jennifer’s father  had left her, which Val herself had moved into when she married Luke. And where would that leave her?

We can’t go back to the charcoal-burner’s hut, that’s for sure, she thought, packing cups and saucers into her own basket. It was fun living there for the first few months, but we’ve got used to proper running water and electricity now, and we’ve got a baby coming. But where else is there to live in Burracombe?

They might even have to move to Tavistock.

 



By three in the afternoon, the field was clear. The marquee had been taken down and folded into its big canvas bag, and all the poles and pegs had been bundled together. Ted had made a number of trips with the horse and cart, taking baskets of crockery and glasses to their various owners, and returning the trestle tables and chairs to the village hall. All the litter had been burned, and what couldn’t be burned had been loaded on to a lorry to be taken to the rubbish dump. On the Little Burracombe side of the river, the task had been equally well accomplished, and you would never have known that the day before, the two fields had been the scene of races, competitions, a pig roast and a dance that had gone on until well after midnight. On his last trip, Ted brought a few sheep down in the cart and turned them out into his field, where they put their heads down and began to graze as if they had been there for weeks.

Jennifer Tucker had gone back to Plymouth on the early bus with Jackie, so as to be at Dingle‘s, the big department store where she worked, by nine o’clock. They sat together in the front seat upstairs, gazing out over the moor towards Cornwall and Plymouth Sound. On a clear day, from the Hoe, you could see the thin pencil shape of the Eddystone lighthouse, but the grey clouds and drizzle of Coronation Day hadn’t yet cleared away, and there was only a faint glimmer of pewter from the sea.

‘It was a lovely day,’ Jennifer said. ‘A shame about the weather, but it didn’t seem to spoil things. It sounds as though it was worse in London-I wouldn’t have wanted to be one of those people camping on the pavements all night.’

‘Oh, I would!’ Jackie said. ‘I’d have gone like a shot, only I didn’t have anyone to go with, and Mum and Dad would have had a fit. Honestly, they’re so old-fashioned; they treat me as if I was five years old instead of nearly twenty.’

‘Well, they’re still responsible for you until you’re twenty-one,’  Jennifer said. ‘I expect you’ll worry about your children just the same, when the time comes.’

Jackie snorted. ‘At the rate I’m going on, I won’t have any children! Dad’ll never let me get married, and by the time I can do it without asking, I’ll be too old.’

Jennifer laughed. ‘Don’t be silly! It’s not much more than a year till you turn twenty-one, and you haven’t even got a serious boyfriend yet. Not as far as I know, anyway,’ she added with a sideways glance. ‘Though you have been out a few times just lately and been rather mysterious about it.’

Jackie coloured and turned her head away. ‘You don’t expect me to tell you everything, do you?’

‘Of course not. As long as you’re being sensible.’ There was a short pause, then Jennifer added quietly, ‘You are being sensible, aren’t you?’

Immediately, Jackie flared up. ‘What do you mean? Of course I’m being sensible! I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘All right, no need to get up in the air about it. I didn’t mean anything. But you know your parents expect me to keep an eye on you.’

‘Yes, I do,’ Jackie said, a little sullenly. ‘It doesn’t mean you have to watch me every moment of the day.’

Jennifer glanced at her thoughtfully. The conversation, which had started so pleasantly, had taken a sour turn. She said, ‘I don’t think I do that, Jackie. I like to see you having a good time.’

Jackie said nothing for a moment, then she turned back and gave a wry smile. ‘Sorry, Jennifer. I didn’t mean to get snappy. It’s just ... oh well, to be honest, I’ve been thinking lately that it’s time I thought about moving out.’

‘Oh. I see.’

‘You know Miss Millington said I might be able to live in, when a room came up,’ Jackie said, speaking eagerly now. ‘Well, I think there might be one soon - one of the housemaids is leaving to get married. There is another girl who’d like the room, but I’m more senior than her, and I think I’d get it if I applied.’ She hesitated. ‘Would you mind?’

‘Mind?’ Jennifer said. ‘Of course not. I’d miss you, but we always knew this arrangement wasn’t going to last for ever. I knew you really wanted to live at the hotel. And now that you’ve had this time staying with me, I shouldn’t think your parents could object too much.’

‘Oh, yes, they could,’ Jackie said, gloomy again. ‘Dad could object  to anything without even trying. They never wanted me to go and work in Plymouth in the first place.’

‘Well, you have, and you’re enjoying your job and doing well in it,’ Jennifer said briskly. ‘I think you should apply for the room. And besides ...’ She stopped, and Jackie glanced at her curiously.

‘Besides what?’

‘Nothing. Never mind.’ But Jennifer had turned pink, and Jackie’s face spread into a grin.

‘I bet I know! It’s Mr Kellaway, isn’t it? I saw you dancing with him last night. Are you engaged?’ She picked up Jennifer’s left hand and looked at it, disappointed to find it ringless. ‘Well, has he asked you? He has, hasn’t he? What did you say? Are you going to marry him?’

Jennifer laughed, flushing and embarrassed. ‘Jackie! What a question! What do you expect me to say?’

‘I expect you to say “yes”, of course!’ Jackie gave a squeal of delight. ‘You are, aren’t you! Oh, that’s smashing! I mean, old people do get married, don’t they? You don’t have to be young, like me. Where will it be - in Burracombe or in Plymouth? Can I be bridesmaid?’

‘Jackie, stop it! And not so much of the “old people”, if you don’t mind. And nothing’s been said yet, so please keep it to yourself. I mean it, Jackie,’ she added firmly, as the bus arrived at their stop and they got up and started down the stairs. ‘Not a word. Not to anyone at all. Is that understood?’

‘Sure,’ Jackie said in an American accent she had picked up at the cinema. ‘Not a word.’ Halfway down the stairs, she turned and grinned wickedly up at the older woman. ‘But I can be a bridesmaid, can’t I?’




Chapter Three


Gilbert Napier sat down heavily in the wing chair by the fireplace, his eyes fixed on the boy in the window. There was a long silence until at last he turned his silver head and let his gaze settle on the Frenchwoman. Hilary and Stephen watched anxiously as the two considered each other.

‘Is this true?’ he demanded at last, his voice harsh. ‘Is this true, what my daughter tells me? You were married to my son?’

Marianne inclined her head. She held out the certificate, and he took it and scanned it carefully. In the window, Robert finished his toast and sat quietly, his dark-blue eyes missing nothing.

‘This is dated three days or so before his death.’


‘Oui,’ she said. ‘The order to retreat came very soon.’

‘I believe some officers who had married in these circumstances made an attempt to bring their wives with them. Some even succeeded in getting them home.’

She moved one shoulder slightly, as if to say that she hadn’t known this, but in any case it was not what Baden had done.

‘You stayed in your village. With your parents?’


‘Oui. Until I married again.’

His head, still bent over the certificate, shot up. ‘You married again?’

‘It was necessary.’ She cast a brief glance at the boy.

‘Yes,’ he said, looking down at the paper again. ‘Yes, I suppose it was.’ He turned his eyes back to the boy. ‘Have you finished your breakfast?’


‘Oui, monsieur.’

‘Then come over here, to me.’ The boy rose and came slowly towards him, stopping about a yard away. ‘Do you speak English?’

‘He speaks it almost as well as he speaks French,’ Marianne said.  ‘My father and I spoke it with him as much as we could. With all the children,’ she added, and Gilbert shot her another sharp glance.

‘You have other children?’

‘But of course. A daughter and another son: Philippe and Ginette. They are in France with my sister,’ she added, when Gilbert looked round the room as if expecting them to step out from some hiding place.

Hilary watched her father anxiously. He had taken the startling news more quietly than she had expected, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t been a shock. She thought of his face when she had told him, the ruddiness draining from his cheeks, the harsh intake of breath, the swift, involuntary look towards Baden’s portrait. It was something nobody had expected-a son to appear from nowhere, unannounced, years after his father’s death. And she had wondered if the same thought had crossed her father’s mind as had immediately thrust itself into hers; that this was an heir for Burracombe.

But her primary concern was her father’s health. A shock like this could bring on another heart attack, and Dr Latimer had warned her that it could be fatal. Yet she could not, for the life of her, see what else she could have done. Marianne and Robert were here, in the house. Their presence could not be hidden.

As yet, though, Gilbert seemed to be handling it well. All the same, she would watch him carefully over the next few days.

He looked at the boy. ‘So you are Robert Napier.’

‘Robert Baden Napier Aucoin. I have my’ - he hesitated and glanced at his mother, who nodded—‘my father’s name.’

Gilbert frowned. ‘But your mother says that my son was your father.’

‘My husband brought him up as his own,’ Marianne said. ‘He was born within our marriage, and of course he took his surname. My husband - my second husband - was Jacques Aucoin. But he always knew the truth and had no objection to Robert bearing his real father’s names as well.’

Gilbert shook his head, as if finding it all too hard to accept. Then he asked, ‘And where is your husband now?’

‘He died six months ago. He never really recovered from the war, you see. He and his parents, they worked for the Resistance. Their house was a safe house, I think you call it, where Allied airmen and soldiers were hidden before being brought back to England. In the end, they were discovered, and Jacques and his father were taken  away, to Buchenwald. His father died there. Jacques was released when it was all over, but he was nothing but a shadow. He was never the same again.’

Hilary stared at her in shock. The Frenchwoman’s voice had been quiet, almost unemotional, and somehow this made the story even more appalling. She looked at Stephen, whose face was pale, and at her father, and then the boy. Marianne was talking about his stepfather and grandfather. And Baden, his real father, had been killed only a day or two after he had been conceived. How did it make a child feel, to know that this was his history?

‘And what happened to you?’ she asked. ‘Were you living in the same house Did they suspect you as well?’

Marianne shook her head. ‘I was a woman with young children. They did not consider me a danger. I went to live with my own parents then, and Jacques’ mother came, too. She is still alive but very - what is the word? - frail now. My father died last year and my own mother lives with my sister and me, and my children, of course.’

Hilary nodded, trying to take it all in. She wondered what her father was feeling, but he only said, ‘I see’, before turning back to the boy.

‘Do you understand what this means, Robert? Do you understand that if Baden was your father, I am your grandfather?’

Robert met his eyes steadily, and once again Hilary felt a stab to her heart. How many times had she seen her father and brother together like this, their eyes meeting as if in perfect understanding? Yet how could there be understanding between these two? They had never met before; they were not even of the same nationality.

‘Yes,’ Robert said, his voice quiet and tinged with his own accent, a strange sound to come from the mouth that looked so like Baden’s. ‘Yes, I understand. You are my grandpère, my grandfather. And this is where my father grew up.’

For the past few moments, Hilary had been aware of Stephen becoming increasingly restless by her side. Now he broke in. ‘Just a minute. Let’s not go so fast. Dad, we can’t just accept this, not without any real proof. We’ve got to look into it. Just because he looks a bit like Baden—’

‘A bit like him?’ Gilbert echoed. ‘Stephen, it could be the same boy. You probably don’t remember your brother so well at this age, but I do. And so does your sister. Don’t you, Hilary?’

‘He looks very like him,’ she admitted. ‘But Steve’s right, Father; we  can’t go any further without more proof. Though I’m not sure what,’ she added. ‘There’ll be no regimental records, and this certificate—’

‘That could have been forged,’ Stephen said curtly. He glanced at the Frenchwoman. ‘Look, I don’t want to be rude, but you must see that we can’t simply accept your word for it. There are all sorts of implications.’

‘Very well,’ Gilbert said, waving him to silence. ‘You may be right, but first it seems to me that we need to find out just why Madame Aucoin has decided to bring her son here now. Can you tell us that?’ he asked, turning back to Marianne.

She lifted her chin a little. Hilary, watching her, thought that she must have been very pretty when she was younger - small, with curling black hair and flashing dark eyes. She was still an attractive woman with a good figure, and she was, after all, only in her early thirties now, not much older than Hilary herself.

‘I hoped that you would give us a little help,’ she said. ‘I told you my husband has died. He had been ill for some years and not able to work. My mother and I have been running a small pâtisserie, but she is ill and will not live very long. I have Jacques’ mother to care for as well. My sister is helping, but I have two other children, both younger than Robert, and the pâtisserie will not keep us all. Baden told me that if anything happened to him I must come to you, but when it did happen that was not possible. And by the time the war ended, I had my family and my husband. Now’ - she shrugged—‘things are different. And I thought that you should know your grandson.’

‘Yes,’ Gilbert said after a silence, ‘so I should. You owe me that.’

At this, the Frenchwoman’s face changed a little. Her eyes narrowed, and she lifted her chin and looked the Colonel straight in the eye.

‘I owe you nothing,’ she said. ‘Until now, I have asked for nothing and I owe nothing.’

‘It’s not a question of asking,’ he said tersely. ‘The boy is my grandson.’

‘Dad ...’ Stephen broke in, with a quick glance at Marianne. ‘Dad, we’ve got to talk this over properly. We need advice—’

‘Advice? What kind of advice?’ Gilbert made a quick movement with his hand, as if brushing aside his son’s objections.

Stephen gestured helplessly. ‘I don’t know. Legal advice, maybe medical advice. How to go about proving this. In any case, we can’t do anything in a hurry.’

‘Steve’s right,’ Hilary said. ‘It’s come as a shock. We can’t make snap decisions about something as important as this.’

Gilbert grunted. He subjected the Frenchwoman to an intense look. She returned it steadily, and he shifted his gaze to her son, who remained as composed as he had been throughout the discussion.

‘We need to talk as well,’ he said at last. ‘You’d better stay here at the Barton. Hilary, see that rooms are prepared for them.’

‘But—’

He lifted his head and glowered at her. ‘For God’s sake, Hilary, do as I say, will you? Where else are they to stay? Aggie Madge’s front room?’ He turned back to the Frenchwoman. ‘I take it you came with the intention of staying? You’re not planning to go straight back to France?’

‘I can stay for a week, perhaps two.’

‘That ought to be enough.’ He jerked his head angrily at Hilary. ‘Well? Why haven’t you gone to tell Mrs Ellis?’

Hilary stood up, as angry as he. She wanted to say, Because I’m not your servant, to be ordered about, but she bit her tongue. This was not the time for family squabbles, in front of strangers. And Marianne Aucoin was a stranger, even if she had been married to Hilary’s brother. If. Like Stephen, even when faced with a marriage certificate and a boy who looked so much like her brother, Hilary still wanted some ultimate proof.

‘I’ll go now,’ she said coldly, and went to the door. Before opening it, she turned and looked at the two foreigners.

‘I don’t want you to feel unwelcome,’ she said quietly. ‘I’m sure you knew this would be a shock for us. But as long as you’re staying here, we’ll make you as comfortable as possible.’

Marianne inclined her head, and Robert met Hilary’s eyes for a moment. As they regarded each other, Hilary felt a brief tremor of disquiet.

The boy must be Baden’s son, she thought. Such a likeness could surely not be explained any other way. Yet there was something in that face, in those eyes, which was not Baden, something that made her deeply uneasy inside, and she felt a sudden intense wish that he had not come, that they could return to their lives as they had been an hour ago. For now that he had, nothing would ever be the same again.
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‘What do you think?’

Hilary was in the middle of making the bed in the small guest room, and hadn’t heard Stephen come in. She stood up and motioned to him to close the door.

‘Where are they?’

‘In the breakfast room. Dad’s got Mrs Ellis cooking them bacon and eggs. He’s found out they came on the early train to Tavistock and got a taxi here, and he says they’ve to be fed.’

‘Well, I dare say they are hungry,’ she admitted. ‘She wouldn’t have anything before, but the boy, Robert, tucked in as if he hadn’t eaten in a month.’

‘But what do you think?’ he repeated. ‘Is it true? Is that boy really Baden’s son?’

Hilary spread the counterpane and sat down on the bed. ‘He does look very much like him.’

‘He doesn’t look a bit like her.’

‘Well, he wouldn’t, would he? Not if he’s like his father.’ Hilary looked at her brother. ‘Don’t you believe she’s his mother, then?’

‘I don’t know what to believe. It’s all so bizarre. I mean, look at it, Hil: Baden marries this girl three days before he’s killed, all the proof goes with him, except for that certificate she keeps brandishing about, nobody’s left alive who could confirm any of it, and to top it all, she doesn’t even contact us for thirteen years. Why not? Why didn’t she write, once the war was over, and tell us about it then? Why wait all this time?’

‘Because her husband was still alive,’ Hilary said doubtfully.

‘But he knew about it, or she says he did.’

‘Yes, but if he brought Robert up as his own, he might not have wanted the boy coming over here to see his English relatives. He might have been afraid he’d lose him. And he could have done, too. Can you imagine Father, presented with a grandson, Baden’s son, letting him go back to France? He’d have moved heaven and earth to keep him here.’ And once again, the words ‘an heir for Burracombe’ slid into her mind.

Stephen grunted, sounding so like his father that Hilary almost laughed. But the situation was too serious for laughter. She shook her head and picked at a loose thread in the counterpane.

‘Well, all right. Suppose that was it. We still don’t have any proof that she’s telling the truth, or that she’s the boy’s mother. Or that he’s not illegitimate.’

Hilary turned her head towards him. ‘What difference would that make?’

‘All the difference in the world, surely. If he’s not legitimate, he’ll have no claim on us at all. No claim on anything.’

‘So you’ve thought of it, too,’ she said slowly. ‘The estate, the inheritance. If Baden had lived, it would have been his. And then his son’s. And even if he hadn’t lived ...’

‘It would still be his son’s,’ Stephen finished. ‘But only if he was “legitimate issue”.’

There was a long silence. Hilary turned it over in her mind. If all that Marianne said was true, Robert was Baden’s true and legitimate son, conceived in wedlock. But in law, he had been born to another man, who had claimed him as his son. What difference did that make?

‘And it’s all under French law as well,’ she said, rubbing her forehead. ‘Oh, Stephen, it’s all so complicated.’

‘And that’s why I said we’d got to get advice,’ he said grimly. ‘You saw the way Father looked at that boy. He was ready to accept him there and then, just because he looked like Baden. He’s not thinking straight about this at all, Hil.’

Hilary nodded thoughtfully. ‘You’re right. We’ve got to persuade Father to take his time and some advice. But it may not do any good, you know.’

‘Why? What d’you mean?’

She sighed and got up, smoothing the rumpled counterpane. ‘Because whatever advice he’s given, he doesn’t have to take any notice. There’s no entail on the estate - he can leave it to whoever he likes. If he decides that Robert is Baden’s son, legitimate or not, he can make him his heir. And there’s not a thing you or I, or anyone else, can do about it.’




Chapter Four


Once Travis had helped to take down the marquee, he strolled along to the Bell Inn. Dottie Friend was behind the bar, and she drew him a pint of ale and made him a corned beef sandwich with plenty of pickle. He sat on a high stool at the corner of the bar to eat it.

‘Burracombe put on a good show yesterday,’ he observed.

Dottie nodded. ‘Us knows how to celebrate, I’ll say that. I don’t reckon we missed much by not going to London, though I wouldn’t mind seeing all they decorations in the Mall. Proper handsome they look in the pictures.’

‘You could always go up for a day during the summer,’ he suggested. ‘They’re going to keep them for a few weeks. And there’ll be the film they made of it, too - it’s bound to be on at the Carlton sometime.’

‘And in full Technicolor,’ Dottie said, polishing the handles of the beer-pumps. ‘Better than that tiny little television Mrs Warren’s so proud of. Waste of time, that was, if you ask me.’

Travis grinned. He had been invited to watch the procession and ceremony on the television that Gilbert Napier had had installed in the sitting room at the Barton, but he’d declined. Jennifer hadn’t been invited - there was no reason why she should be, since nobody had been aware of their increasing friendship - and he’d wanted to spend the day with her. Instead of sitting cooped up in a darkened sitting room, they’d gone to the church to hear the service broadcast there and take part in the hymns, and Travis had joined the bell-ringers in several of the peals they had rung throughout the day.

As if reading his thoughts, Dottie paused in her polishing and said, ‘You and Miss Tucker seem to be getting on pretty well.’

‘Yes, we’re quite good friends,’ Travis said non-committally. ‘She’s a nice person.’

‘She is. And she’ve been very good to old Jacob. Like a daughter to him. Funny thing she’s never married.’

Travis said nothing. Jennifer had told him about her disastrous marriage, to a man who had no interest in women but needed the protection of domesticity. The marriage had been quietly annulled once Jennifer had realised the truth, but she had suffered a good deal before then, and not even Jacob knew that it had happened. Since then, she had put up a protective fence around her emotions, and Travis was the first person, apart from her mother and sisters, that she had ever told.

He had wondered at first if she would ever be able to bring herself to love him as he wanted. But when he’d asked her to marry him, as they watched the sun set over Tavistock one evening a few days before, she had accepted as if hardly able to believe that he could love her.

‘Even after what I’ve told you?’ she had asked, with a tremble in her voice.

‘Why not? None of it was your fault.’

‘That’s not what some people thought,’ she said a little bitterly. “‘Soiled goods” is what one of my so-called friends called me. It was awful, Travis. I was too ashamed to tell anyone the real truth, and nobody could understand why my marriage ended so soon. And what made it worse was that he was so good-looking. He’d had any amount of women ready to fall at his feet, and there was a lot of jealousy when he chose me. And then when it all fell apart ...’ She shook her head, unable to go on.

Travis gathered her against him. ‘You’re not to worry about that any more,’ he’d said quietly. ‘Whoever called you “soiled goods” isn’t worth another thought. And nobody at Burracombe knows anything about it. You can start afresh with me, in a place where everyone loves you for the person you are.’

She nodded, and said, ‘But can we keep it a secret for a little while? I need time to get used to it.’

Travis had agreed. But a few nights later, at the Coronation night dance, he had slipped outside the marquee, holding Jennifer’s hand tightly in his.

‘Let’s walk down to the river.’

‘I hope you’re not going to try the greasy pole,’ she’d said with a smile. ‘I don’t fancy diving in to save you when you fall off.’

Travis drew her towards one of the benches that had been placed around the field for the day’s festivities. ‘Sit down for a minute, Jennifer. There’s something I want to ask you.’

They sat down side by side. He turned towards her and took both her hands in his. ‘There ought to be moonlight,’ he said. ‘Or at least stars. But it’s been grey and drizzly all day.’

‘It hasn’t mattered, though, has it?’ she said, her voice trembling slightly. ‘It’s been just as good as if the sun had been shining. So perhaps it doesn’t matter that the moon’s not out now.’

‘Perhaps not,’ he said, and leaned forward a little and kissed her. ‘Jennifer, I know we agreed to keep our news secret. But I’m finding it very hard. I want to tell everyone. I want to shout it from the rooftops! I want us to get engaged properly, with a ring and everything. What do you say? Do you really want to wait any longer?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to wait, either. Let’s make it official. But I don’t want a lot of fuss, Travis. No big party or anything.’

‘That’s fine by me,’ he declared. ‘So long as everyone knows you’re mine.’ He pulled her into his arms. Half laughing, half crying, she returned his kisses, and then rested her head on his shoulder. ‘We won’t have a long engagement, though, will we?’ he asked. ‘We’re not twenty-year-olds. We want to get on with our marriage - at least, I do.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘So do I. But ... well, I’d like to be engaged for a little while. It’s not something that’s likely to happen to me again.’

‘I certainly hope not,’ he said with a grin, and kissed her again. ‘All right. We’ll have a proper engagement, with a notice in the Tavistock  Gazette and the Tavistock Times, and we’ll go in to town and buy a ring. And then we’ll set a date for the wedding.’

‘Yes,’ she said, but there was a hesitation in her voice, and he glanced at her enquiringly.

‘What is it?’

‘The wedding,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure about the church. I don’t know how they feel about a marriage like mine. I mean, I know it was annulled, I wasn’t actually divorced, but ... I don’t want to have to explain it all, not even to Mr Harvey.’

‘Well, we can get married in the register office,’ he said. ‘I don’t mind. I’m not a particularly keen churchgoer-I ring the bells and go to the occasional service, but that’s all. You won’t have to explain anything then, just show them the papers. They won’t ask questions. Will you be happy with that?

‘Yes,’ she said, and he could hear the relief in her voice. ‘Yes, I’ll be very happy with that.’

Now, sitting on a stool at the bar of the Bell Inn and munching  his sandwich, Travis was tempted to tell Dottie the news. But he and Jennifer had agreed that it should be announced first in the two newspapers in Tavistock, and in Plymouth’s Evening Herald. It would spread quickly enough round the village then, and nobody would be scoring points off their neighbours because they had known first.

There were three people who must be told, however, before it was in any of the papers: Jacob Prout, and Gilbert and Hilary Napier. Travis hadn’t seen Jacob yet, as he’d left the field before Travis had arrived, but he and Jennifer had agreed they would tell him together. He would tell the Napiers himself, though, and he wanted to do that soon. It wouldn’t do for the news to come to their ears by way of village gossip.

He wondered where Hilary was that morning. He had expected her to have been in the field with the rest, lending a hand to clear up and generally making herself useful. It wasn’t her way to remain aloof from the more mundane part of any village celebration. Stephen should have been there, too, he thought, washing down his sandwich with a long draught of ale. Odd that neither of them had appeared. He hoped nothing was wrong at the Barton.

He would soon find out, however. Once he left the inn, that was his next port of call. Apart from telling them his news, there were a number of estate matters to be discussed with Hilary and her father. The holiday was over.

 



Once ensconced in her room, Marianne declared her intention of having a rest. ‘We have had a long journey,’ she said in her prettily accented voice, ‘I am very tired.’

‘Yes, you must be.’ Hilary felt some relief. She had been wondering exactly what she could do with her unexpected visitors. Already feeling rather guilty at not having put in an appearance to help with the clearing up, she hadn’t been looking forward to showing Marianne and her son around the village. How should they be explained? How could you begin to introduce them to curious neighbours?

‘Don’t even try,’ Stephen had advised as he helped get their rooms ready. ‘We don’t have to explain anything. Just say their names and leave it at that. They’re friends staying for a while, and it’s nobody’s business but ours.’

‘It will be their business, though,’ Hilary pointed out. ‘A lot of them are our tenants, and if they notice how like Baden—’

‘We’ll cross those bridges when we come to them. If we come to  them.’ Stephen arranged a row of books on a shelf. ‘Let’s not jump any guns. D’you suppose he reads English? Will he like Arthur Ransome?’

‘Baden’s books,’ Hilary said, touching their spines. ‘I’ve no idea, Stephen. But he might like to have them there.’ She hesitated. ‘What do you make of him? Of them both?’

‘Not a lot, yet. She’s rather attractive; I can see why Baden might have fallen for her when she was about eighteen. As for the boy, well, he’s so quiet you hardly notice him.’

‘Hm. There’s a lot going on inside that head, though. Perhaps he’s just shy and will open up when we get to know him.’ She looked round the room. ‘I think that’s all we can do here. There’s a tin of biscuits and some fruit, a few books, clean towels ... I can’t think of anything else, can you?’

With Marianne safely in her room, at least until lunch-time, there was then the problem of what to do with Robert, who didn’t seem to want to rest. Eventually Stephen offered to take him for a walk, and Hilary saw them off with some relief. Perhaps her brother could draw out the quiet French boy - half-French boy, she reminded herself. She hoped they wouldn’t meet anyone who would remember Baden at that age and see the resemblance.

I need to let this sink in before I can start to talk to other people about it, she thought. People will have to know sometime, but not just yet. Let’s keep it to ourselves for a while, at least.

She went to look for her father and found him in his study, his desk littered with unfamiliar papers. He looked up as she came in, and gestured towards them.

‘Baden’s school reports and letters. There are some photograph albums, too, amongst your mother’s things.’

‘They’re in the cabinet in the drawing room.’ She came to stand beside him, looking down at the reports, covered with the various handwriting of Baden’s masters, and the letters with her brother’s schoolboy scrawl, developing later into a more mature copperplate. ‘He had nice writing, didn’t he?’

‘Once he got out of the habit of giving as little information as possible,’ her father agreed. ‘Look at this one: “We had shepperds pie and  appel crubble for dinner. ”And that was the sum total of his letter home for the week! He was about nine then.’

‘I’m amazed he got away with it,’ Hilary commented. ‘Our teachers read our home letters before they were posted. I suppose they thought  we might say something we shouldn’t. Why have you got these out now, Father?’

He lifted his shoulders, and she thought that she had seldom seen him so much at a loss: Gilbert Napier had always seemed in command of any situation. She wondered if he might suffer some kind of delayed shock, and felt a quiver of concern for him.

‘It’s seeing her,’ he said at last, speaking slowly, as if he didn’t know quite how to express himself. ‘Finding out that Baden was married and had a son - and we knew nothing about it. I thought looking at all this might help to tie it together, somehow.’

‘And does it?’

Again, he moved his big shoulders. ‘I don’t know, Hilary. I just don’t know.’ He looked up at her, suddenly vulnerable. ‘The boy’s Baden’s son. My grandson. It changes everything.’

‘Only if you want it to,’ she said. ‘And I don’t think—’

‘What do you mean,’ he interrupted, ‘only if I want it to? Of course it changes everything. Didn’t you hear what I said? He’s Baden’s son.’


‘I know. At least, that’s what we’re told. But—’

‘D’you mean to say you don’t believe it?’ He turned and looked up at the photograph of Baden, taken at Oxford University, which hung on the wall behind his desk. Hilary followed his gaze and saw the smiling face, the smooth dark hair, the bright, intelligent eyes. Even with six or seven years between them, the resemblance to Robert was still unnerving. ‘How could anyone look at that boy and doubt it for a second?’

‘I know,’ she said again, ‘but we still need proof before we go any further. We really do, Father. People have been known to have doubles before.’

He stared at her, his heavy brows lowered and his lips pushed out, then grunted and turned back to the papers on his desk. ‘And just how do we go about getting that proof? She’s got a marriage certificate. I don’t see what else can be done.’

Hilary moved round the desk and sat down in one of the leather armchairs. ‘Can’t they do blood tests or something?’ she asked, with a vague idea that this might prove something. ‘There must be some record of Baden’s group.’

‘Don’t suppose it would tell us much. And why should it matter anyway? If I’m prepared to accept him, I don’t see why anyone else should be concerned.’

‘It depends what you mean to do,’ she said. ‘This is about Stephen and me, too, you know.’

‘Oh yes,’ he said, ‘Stephen. Well, he certainly doesn’t want to inherit. And as for you ...’

‘Yes?’ she said, feeling a bubble of anger rising in her breast. ‘As for me?’

‘Well, you’ve made it perfectly clear that you have no intention of continuing the line. Not interested in marriage, no desire to have children of your own to carry on the estate—’

Not interested in marriage! Hilary thought. When she’d been engaged once, to a man who had been killed in the war, and had felt herself drawn to at least two other men. As for having no desire for children of her own, how many times had she lain awake at night wondering if she would ever become a mother, longing to feel the warmth of her own baby in her arms?

‘Oh, I know what will happen,’ her father went on more loudly, waving down her attempts to interrupt. ‘I know exactly what will happen when I go. The estate will be broken up, sold off to anyone who’s got the money to pay for it - incomers, with no feeling at all for the land and the traditions - and that’ll be the end of the Napiers of Burracombe. It’ll be the end of Burracombe itself. But now,’ he said in a lower tone, leaning forward across the polished wood with its litter of old school reports and childish letters, ‘now there’s a chance for it. This boy should have been heir - would have been, without question, if Baden hadn’t been killed. There’s a chance to bring him up here, give him the education and the breeding he needs - he’s still a child, it’s not too late - and see him raise his own family here, so that Burracombe can continue as it always has done, as it should.’
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