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Hilary stared at him. His eyes glimmered in the twilight and his mouth was firm and straight. She could see that he meant what he said, but she still had to ask.

‘Would you really? Would you honestly turn down the job of estate manager at Burracombe Barton and go back to Hampshire? You wouldn’t even try to persuade me?’

He shook his head. ‘No, I won’t. I promise. If that’s your decision, I’ll accept it. I want to enjoy my life, Hilary, not spend it fighting with my employer - because that’s what you’d be. It wouldn’t be just your father I’d be answering to, it would be you as well. But there is one thing you ought to think about before you decide.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘It won’t end here,’ he said. ‘If I turn the job down, your father will look for someone else. He’ll find a new manager somehow - he’s made up his mind. It might turn out all right - you might like the new man better, you might think you can work with him as you can’t with me. But he may not want to work with you, and I doubt if another man would be as willing to walk away as I am. You’re not going to get your way over this, I’m afraid.’ He paused, then added simply, ‘It may turn out to be a question of better the devil you know than the devil you don’t.’
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 Chapter One

Burracombe, South Devon, August 1952

The storm began at about midday and raged all afternoon, and throughout the night. In the Dartmoor village of Burracombe, the Burra Brook rose higher than anyone could ever remember seeing it; first it covered the stepping-stones and then it broke over its banks to flood down the village street, swirling through gardens, right up to front doors, and threatening to find a way through any and every crack into the cottages themselves.

‘Sandbags!’ Jacob Prout exclaimed when he walked down to the bridge and saw the waters hurling themselves in a brown wave, swift and sinuous as an otter, over rocks that normally broke the current into a foam of white but were now hidden from view. ‘Us’ll need sandbags.’ He hurried back to the school store-shed and began to drag out the supply that had been kept there since the war, and from there he lugged them to the church. On the way, he shouted through the doorway of the blacksmith’s forge and hammered on the doors of the bakery and butcher’s shop, and by the time he had started to pile the sandbags on the church path, Alf Coker, George Sweet and Bert Foster were there to help.

Together, they carried the bags to every cottage they thought might be at risk, and dropped them on the doorsteps, pushing them against the doors to keep the water out. They were only just in time; within twenty minutes, the flood had arrived and the gardens on the lower side of the street were  awash, while people indoors peered through their windows in shock and dismay.

‘The school!’ shouted Mrs Purdy, the cleaner, throwing up her sash window and leaning out. ‘That water’ll be all through the lobby and into the classrooms - they’ll be mired with filth. It’ll take me a month of Sundays to get that lot cleared up.’

‘’Tis all right, Mabel, I’ve put bags all round the doors,’ Jacob said. ‘You won’t have no extra cleaning to do.’

‘Tidden that,’ she retorted indignantly, ‘’tis the damage it can do. There’s nothing worse than floodwater for ruining—’

‘I knows that, and I done something about it,’ he interrupted, jamming his sou’wester more firmly on his head. ‘And I hope you’ll forgive me if I don’t stand here in this downpour chewing the fat about it. Coming down like stair-rods, it be, and I’m the one who’ll be doing the clearing up after, when all the ditches and culverts is blocked. And if I don’t get back to me own place soon, I won’t be able to open the ruddy door!’

He stamped away through the water which was eddying around his feet, and pushed open his own front door. As he’d expected, the flood was already lapping at the sandbags he’d piled there and he stepped over them to get inside and slammed the door shut. The cat and dog were already in, Flossie on the windowsill staring out wide-eyed at the river that had appeared outside her home, and Scruff, who hated thunder and lightning, hiding under Jacob’s armchair. Jacob gave him a scornful glance as he trod off his Wellingtons.

‘Fine one you are. ’Tis only a drop of rain.’ All the same, he knew that this was no ordinary storm. This, coming after a fortnight of almost continuous rain, was something very much out of the ordinary and, as he joined Flossie to gaze out of the window at the waters racing past along the village street, he told himself that he wouldn’t be surprised if there weren’t a lot of damage done in some places.

Inside the cottages of Burracombe that evening, it was more like winter than the middle of August. Wind raged around the  roofs, howling down the chimneys, and rain hammered on the window panes. Darkness came early and the power went off, leaving people to search for candles or just go to bed early, where they lay listening and wondering, like Jacob, what the damage would be.

At some point during the small hours, the storm abated and they woke to a calmer, brighter day. To their relief, there was not too much damage, after all - Jacob’s sandbags had held fast and there were only a few slates off the roofs that weren’t thatched. A big elm was down across the lane that led out of the village towards the main road, Joyce Warren was bemoaning the loss of one of her apple trees and there were plenty of branches scattered about, but nothing more serious than that. Even the brook had receded and was running more or less normally along its usual channel, as if ashamed of its reckless behaviour the day before.

‘Us has been lucky,’ Jacob said, surveying the big elm. Ted Tozer and a few of the other men had gathered there too, to decide how best to remove it. ‘Wireless says there’s been a terrible lot of damage up North Devon. Lynton and Lynmouth got it real bad, so I heard.’

Basil Harvey, the vicar, had come out too, to make sure his parishioners were all right. He nodded gravely. ‘It’s a real disaster. The storm was even fiercer over Exmoor than it was here, apparently, and Lynmouth has been almost washed away. It seems that the two rivers Lyn piled up against each other above the town and surged down the hillside, tearing up huge trees from their roots and sweeping up boulders, and even wrenching houses from their foundations. They think nearly a hundred buildings have been destroyed, and goodness knows how many people killed or made homeless. All the boats in the harbour were washed out to sea, along with a lot of cars, and the main road bridges have been washed away. It’s complete devastation.’

‘My stars,’ Jacob said, listening in awe, and he bent to rub  Scruff ’s ears. ‘Those poor souls. You were right, boy. ’Twas more than a bit of rain. There’ll be a sight of clearing up to do after that lot.’ He thought about it for a few minutes, remembering a church outing they’d once had to Lynton and Lynmouth, when he and Sarah had gone up on the little rack railway to the top of the cliff and walked along to the Valley of Rocks. It had been a pretty place, but what did it look like now?

He shook his head and turned his mind to matters closer to home. ‘There’ll be a master clearing-up to do there, and no mistake, and I reckon us had better get on with our own. Look at this road, thick with mud. What a summer it’s been, eh? What a summer it’s been . . .’

 



The whole village was shocked to hear of the disaster in North Devon, and there was talk of little else that morning. But for Hilary Napier and her father, Gilbert, once they had listened to the news and then turned off the radio, a storm of a different kind was about to break.

‘Post’s a bit late this morning,’ Gilbert said, sorting through the pile of letters beside his breakfast plate. ‘It didn’t arrive until almost eight. Hello, here’s a letter from Oliver Tutton. Haven’t heard from him for quite a while. Wonder what he’s got to say?’ He picked up his silver paper-knife to slit open the envelope.

Hilary was pouring cornflakes into her bowl. ‘Maybe there’s going to be a regimental reunion or something.’

‘Ollie would hardly be the one to write to me about that - it would come officially.’ He scanned the sheet of thick, cream paper. ‘Hm. Seems Arthur Kellaway’s died.’

‘And who’s Arthur Kellaway?’ She added milk and sugar and began to eat. ‘Another Army friend? I don’t think I’ve ever heard you mention him, though the name does seem a bit familiar.’

‘He was Ollie’s head gamekeeper. Just dropped dead in the  yard one day, apparently - fit as a fiddle until then. Heart-attack. Hm . . .’ He read on, tapping the back of his thumb against his chin. ‘Arthur Kellaway . . . That’s Travis Kellaway’s father. Seems the boy’s been living with his parents and working as under-manager on Ollie’s estate, and now the old man’s dead he’s losing his home - his mother’s decided to go and live with her sister. Oliver says he’s decided to make a break now and look for something more responsible.’ He narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. ‘Might be an idea to invite the lad over for a day or two. See what he’s planning to do now.’

Hilary stared at him, bemused. ‘Father, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Why should you invite him over here? And why should we be interested in his plans?’

‘Because he’s Travis Kellaway,’ Gilbert explained, with an edge of impatience. ‘Baden’s friend - Baden’s closest friend. Why shouldn’t I invite him to stay? I’ll be pleased to make him welcome.’

Hilary glanced involuntarily at the portrait of her brother, which hung above the fireplace. Although she had never met Travis Kellaway, she knew the story of how he and Baden had gone through the war together, how close they had been, how he had been with Baden when he died. She had seen the letter that Travis had written to her parents then - the letter that was now kept in a drawer of her father’s desk, together with those written by Baden’s officers, and all the other mementoes of his short life. She knew that Travis had visited Burracombe after the war, but for the past few years contact had been no more than a Christmas card.

‘I still don’t understand,’ she said. ‘We’ve hardly heard anything of him for years. Why do you want to invite him to stay now, after all this time?’

Gilbert Napier looked straight at his daughter. ‘I’ve already told you. His father’s just died. His mother’s decided to go and live with her sister. And he thinks now would be a good time to better himself.’ He put the letter back into its envelope  and filled his own cereal bowl. ‘I’d like to have a look at him. As I remember from when he came here before, he seemed a well-set-up sort of fellow, and he’s got a few years’ experience under his belt now.’

Hilary put down her spoon. Her stomach felt suddenly tight and her hand shook a little. ‘And what’s that got to do with us?’

Her father shrugged. ‘Well, it’s time we started to think what we’re going to do with the estate. Who’s going to take over the job of managing it, and so on. It’s obvious young Stephen’s never going to take a proper interest, even when he leaves the RAF, and there’s no one else—

‘No one? Father, how can you say that? Ever since you had your heart-attack I’ve—’

‘Oh yes, I know,’ he said, waving a hand. ‘You’ve thrown yourself into the breech and made a damn good job of it. I’m proud of you. But that was never intended to be permanent. You surely never thought I’d just sit back and let you throw your life away on this place.’

‘I’m not throwing my life away! The estate is my life!’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Hilary. Of course it isn’t. You’re a woman - a healthy young woman. You want a home of your own, a family of youngsters around your feet.’

‘You’re forgetting the essential requirement for those,’ Hilary said grimly. ‘A husband.’

‘Well, of course you want a husband,’ he said testily. ‘That goes without saying.’

‘Oh, does it, indeed?’ Hilary’s heart was thudding and she half-rose from her chair. ‘Well, for your information, Father, a husband is the last thing I want! I’m perfectly happy as I am, thank you very much. I have a good life here - a lovely home in a village I’ve grown up in, where I have lots of friends. And I enjoy running the estate. I don’t want any more than that. So invite this Travis Kellaway here if you want to, help him find a job if you feel you must, but leave it at that. We don’t need  to look for a new estate manager. I’m doing that job.’

‘And isn’t that rather up to me?’ he asked in a dangerously quiet voice. ‘Burracombe Barton and all that entails is still in my name, or so I understand.’

‘Of course it is,’ she said, sinking back again. ‘But I thought you were happy to have things go on as they are. You say yourself I’ve done a good job. You said you were proud of me.’

‘And so I am.’ Gilbert leaned forward. ‘Look, Hilary, all I want to do is have a look at this young fellow. See what he’s made of. You never know—’

‘I think I do know!’ Hilary clenched her fist and thumped it on the table. ‘I think I know exactly. You’re going to go over my head - invite him here, see what you think of him and then offer him the job of estate manager. You’re going to offer him my job!’ Again, her voice quivered. ‘How could you? How could you do this to me?’

‘There’s no need to get yourself into a state . . .’

‘I’m not getting into a state! I’m just plain angry.’ She rose again, so that she was looking down on the big man with his mane of silver hair, and wished that she could stop her body trembling. ‘So would anyone be if they’d just been informed that they were being sacked.’

‘Hilary, you’re not being sacked! For heaven’s sake, girl, don’t be so dramatic. I’ve only just found out that the boy might be free.’

‘What do you call it, then? You wouldn’t do this if I weren’t your daughter, you know. You wouldn’t do it to a son - bring someone in over his head without warning.’ Her voice broke. ‘I thought you were happy with the way I’ve been working. We’re working together. Why bring in someone else?’

‘Together!’ he exclaimed. ‘Well, if we are, it’s not without a lot of argument. You’d have kept me out of it altogether if you could - all these projects you’ve been coming up with, village archives, a book about the Barton, anything to keep me  occupied. You don’t want me to have anything to do with the estate. You want to run it yourself, your own way.’

‘Father, that’s not true. It’s only because of your heart-attack. You know the doctors said you mustn’t work so hard. Charles Latimer—’

‘Charles is an old woman! I’m as fit now as I ever was.’

‘You’re not,’ she said quietly, sitting down again. ‘And we shouldn’t be arguing like this. It’s one of the things you need to avoid.’

They were silent for a few moments. Then she said, ‘I admit it hasn’t been easy to work out a sensible compromise, but I really thought we’d managed it in the last month or two. You’ve been coming round the farms with me, talking to the tenants, all that sort of thing. And I know you’ve been enjoying working on the book. Aren’t you satisfied with the way I’m doing things? Is that what it is?’

Her father shook his head. ‘It’s not that, Hilary. You’ve done a very good job. But it isn’t right - a young woman like you, spending her life tramping around the fields, thinking about rents and tenancies and future management. You should be enjoying life.’

‘I am enjoying my life!’

‘You should be looking after a husband and family,’ he went on, ignoring her. ‘Bringing up the next generation.’

‘Father, we’ve already been through all this. We’re going round in circles.’

‘And we’ll keep on going through it,’ he drove on. ‘Because that’s the proper life for a woman. And don’t tell me you had “responsibilities” during the war, as if that somehow makes you too good for a domestic life now. Don’t tell me how capable you are - I know all that. You’ll need all your capabilities once you’re a wife and mother.’

‘I can’t just go out and find a husband under a hedge,’ Hilary said impatiently. ‘I can’t buy one in the village shop.’

‘And there’s no need to be sarcastic,’ he retorted. ‘It doesn’t  become you. All I’m saying is, you’d have a far better chance of finding one if you weren’t so tied up with estate work. Get out a bit more - go up to London, go to a few balls and dances, meet people again. The right sort of people.’

‘Oh, for goodness sake, Dad! The world isn’t like that any more. People are too busy getting the country back on its feet to bother about dances and balls and parties. Anyway, I’m too old now. If anyone does the Season at all, they’re just young girls of eighteen or twenty. I’m thirty - from their point of view, I’m an old woman.’ She picked up the coffee-pot and refilled both their cups, trying to calm herself, and softened her voice. ‘You’re not really serious about offering Travis Kellaway the estate manager’s job, are you?’

‘I think you need help,’ Gilbert said stubbornly. ‘Remember, I know what the estate work entails. I did it long enough myself and, as you and Charles never stop telling me, it made me ill. I don’t want the same to happen to you.’ He shot her a look from under the bushy brows. ‘I’ve lost too many of my family to want to see you go that way.’

Hilary bit her lip and looked down at her plate, tears pricking her eyes. ‘I’m not going to have a heart-attack, Dad.’

‘Maybe not. But there are other ways of getting ill. Your mother was never strong . . .’

‘I’m not like Mother. I am strong - I always have been. And I enjoy the work, Dad. I don’t want to give it up. Don’t ask Travis Kellaway here. Or if you do, don’t offer him a job. Please.’

Gilbert shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Hilary, but my mind’s made up. I want you to have some help and I think he’s worth considering. In any case, we owe him this. He’s just lost his father, he’s losing his home. After all he did for Baden—’

‘Yes, all right,’ she said hastily. ‘I can see that you feel you ought to do something for him. But it doesn’t mean you have to give him my job. Sir Oliver’s still employing him, isn’t he? He could become manager there in time.’

‘Oliver’s man’s got years ahead of him yet and you can’t blame the boy for not wanting to wait for dead men’s shoes.’ He glanced at her again. ‘I didn’t say I’d give him your job, Hilary. I simply said I thought you needed help. Why not let him come, show him around a bit, see what you think? You don’t have to decide anything straight away.’

She cast him a bitter look. ‘I’m not going to decide anything at all, am I? You’ve already done the deciding. And he won’t be coming here to “help” me. You’ve already said he wants to move up. He won’t want to come here as my assistant. Anyway, it’s not help you think I need, it’s time - time to find a husband and have children. Which, in your opinion, I can only have by giving up the job I’ve worked at and enjoyed so much in the past year.’ She stood up again, forgetting her freshly poured coffee. ‘You’ve made up your mind already to give this Kellaway man my job, and there’s nothing I can do about it.’

‘Not at all. I’m reserving judgement until I see him—’

‘There! You see? You have decided! If you like him, you’ll make him estate manager - don’t deny it.’ She turned towards the door, but looked back as she laid her fingers on the handle. ‘And you will like him. That’s something else you’ve decided. What I think and want doesn’t come into this at all.’

‘Hilary, it’s you I’m thinking of.’

‘It’s not! How can it be? You’re not thinking of me at all.’

‘I simply want you to have the proper sort of life for a young woman. Managing an estate - that’s no way for a girl like you to live. You’ve done very well up till now, but what about when an emergency crops up? Something that needs a man’s strength?’

‘There are plenty of men to deal with anything heavy. Ken Warne, Crocker, Furzey - the rest of the tenant farmers and their stockmen. When did you ever have to tackle any major heavy work? I’m administrating the estate, not working with the animals. You know that perfectly well.’

To her annoyance, she heard her voice tremble and knew that she was close to tears. Her father knew it too and his eyes narrowed.

‘It’s not just physical strength. You have to be able to deal with people too. Make decisions that are unpopular - sack people if they’re not working properly. Keep your end up in an argument. It’s no use bursting into tears when things go wrong. That’s where a woman will never be able to make her way in a man’s world, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ She saw the glimmer of triumph in his eyes and knew that he was just waiting for the first tear to fall. Taking in a deep breath, she waited for a moment to regain her composure, then said, ‘You’re determined to do this, aren’t you? You’re determined to ask him here and offer him my job.’

‘I’m determined to ask him here, yes,’ he said, meeting her eyes implacably. ‘And when I’ve seen him and talked with him, I’ll decide what to do next.’

‘You’ll decide,’ she said in a low, bitter voice. ‘You. Not “we”. Just you.’

Gilbert said nothing. They stared at each other for a moment more, then Hilary turned away. She opened the door and walked out, exerting all her willpower not to slam it behind her. For a second or two, she leaned back against the panels, breathing hard, and then looked up as Jackie Tozer came from the direction of the kitchen, bearing a tray of bacon and eggs.

‘Are you all right, Miss Hilary?’ Jackie asked anxiously. ‘You look as white as a sheet.’

‘Yes, thank you, Jackie. I’m just a bit off-colour, that’s all.’ She glanced at the tray. ‘I don’t think I’ll bother with breakfast this morning. My father’s in there, though - no doubt he’ll manage some extra.’

He might as well have my breakfast, she thought sourly as she went upstairs to her room. He’s taking everything else that matters.




 Chapter Two

‘But I thought you wanted to get away,’ Val Ferris said.

She had spent nearly an hour clearing debris from the flood from her front garden and was now halfway up a stepladder inside the front room, a pot of yellow paint in one hand and a brush in the other. Since Hilary had arrived, half an hour ago, they’d been talking mostly about the Lynton and Lynmouth disaster, but then Hilary had told her about the argument she’d had with her father over breakfast.

‘It’s not all that long ago you were talking about getting a job as an air stewardess and living in London. Couldn’t this be your chance? Not that I want you to leave Burracombe,’ she added, slapping a dollop of sunshine on the wall. ‘Especially now that Luke and I are settled here.’

‘Yes, but that was before Dad’s heart-attack,’ Hilary said. ‘As far as I knew, he was fit and well and would go on for years. I was no more than his housekeeper and it didn’t look as if I’d ever be anything more. But since then I’ve found I’m good at running the estate. I like doing it. I don’t want to give it up. And it’s not just that. Even if Dad got the best manager in the world, I still couldn’t leave him. He’s got to have someone to keep an eye on him, make sure he doesn’t overdo things. Suppose I went away and he had another attack. I’d never forgive myself.’

‘No, I can see that. But surely he doesn’t really intend to give this man - what did you say his name was? - Travers?’

‘Travis. Travis Kellaway.’

‘Yes, well, surely he doesn’t intend to give him your job, just like that. What does he think you’re going to do with yourself?’

‘Oh, I’m meant to go out and find myself a husband,’ Hilary said caustically. ‘Just as if they grow on trees. I mean, look at me, Val - I’m thirty years old. Any man old enough for me is going to be either married already or . . . well, not the marrying kind. There’s not going to be much choice, is there?’

‘You might find a widower.’

‘Oh yes, with half a dozen kids already! I’m sure Dad would be thrilled about that. He wants me to carry on our family, not someone else’s. Honestly, he’s still living in feudal times. I can understand why Stephen didn’t want anything to do with the estate.’

Val stroked her brush over the wall and gave her friend a mischievous look. ‘It doesn’t seem as if this Travis Kellaway’s married though, or he wouldn’t have been living with his parents. And if he was Baden’s friend in the Army, he must be over thirty. Perhaps—’

‘No! And you’re in serious danger of having a pot of yellow paint thrown over you.’ Hilary sat down on an old stool and propped her elbows on her knees. ‘Oh, I don’t know what to do. Once Dad gets an idea into his head, there’s no shifting him. And I don’t believe it’s entirely to do with wanting to free me to go husband hunting. It’s more complicated than that.’

Val glanced at her and climbed down the ladder, leaving her paint-pot at the top. She sat down on a lower step and said, ‘What do you think it is, then?’

‘I think it’s a mixture of things. It’s partly because he wants the family to carry on, and he’s fed up with waiting for Steve to do anything about it - although any children he has will at least have the family name. Mine wouldn’t, unless I went double-barrelled. Of course, Dad won’t admit that - he just says I’d be happier being a wife and mother. He simply can’t  bring himself to accept the possibility that I’ll go on running the estate for the rest of my life. It seems all wrong to him.’ She paused for a moment, then went on, ‘And the other thing is that I think he almost looks on this Travis as a substitute for Baden. They really did know each other very well, by all accounts, and he was with Baden when he died. Dad’s never got over losing him, you know. It wasn’t just a son he lost - it was the whole future of the Napier family. That’s the way he sees it, anyway.’

‘A substitute for Baden?’ Val whistled softly. ‘That’s a bit dangerous, Hil.’

‘I know.’ Hilary looked at her with troubled eyes. ‘He could be facing a big disappointment if he puts too much store on this man. We don’t really know him at all, and whatever he did in the war - well, it’s not got much to do with the man he is now. People are different in wartime.’

Val chewed her bottom lip. ‘Is he actually expecting to be offered a job, or is he just coming to visit?’

‘I don’t really know,’ Hilary admitted. ‘But he must be expecting something. Why would Dad suddenly invite him to stay after all this time? I think he did stay a night or so before, but that was six years ago.’ She shook her head despondently. ‘To tell you the truth, I think it’s all cut and dried in my father’s mind. He’d have to be a complete disaster for Dad to give up the idea now.’

‘Maybe he will be. What did you think of him before?’

‘I never met him. I was away when he came to tell my parents about Baden. They seemed to like him, but it was what he said that was really important. He could have had three heads and a green face, and they’d have liked him just then!’

‘Three green faces,’ Val murmured, and added hastily, ‘Sorry, Hil. I am taking this seriously, honestly, but I really can’t believe your father would do this to you. I think this man will just visit you and then go away again. I honestly can’t see that you’ve got anything to worry about. Your father knows  how valuable you are, and he’d rather have you running the estate than a stranger. Don’t you think so?’

‘I wish I did. But he’s so certain that I’ll toe the line and give in - and that annoys me too! It’s as if he doesn’t care at all about my feelings. He’ll do whatever he wants, in the smug belief that little Hilary will just cave in and do whatever Daddy says. Well, if he thinks that, he’s got a shock coming to him, because she won’t. I’m the one who runs the estate now, and I’m not giving way to anyone.’

There was a long pause. Then Val said, ‘Well, with that look on your face, I certainly wouldn’t want to take it away from you! You’re as obstinate as your father. The trouble with you and me is we’ve had such different lives, and it’s hard for our parents to accept.’

Hilary grinned a little reluctantly. ‘I know. The war, and Egypt and all that . . . And that’s all part of it, Val. We know what we’re capable of. Running a house, ordering a couple of maids and gardeners about and doing a little light flower-arranging, were all very well for our mothers - well, my mother, anyway,’ she added, remembering that Val’s mother was a farmer’s wife and had not known the luxury enjoyed by Isobel Napier. ‘But we’ve proved we’re capable of doing so much more.’ She sighed and shrugged. ‘Let’s talk about something else. How are you and Luke getting on with this place? It’s looking better already.’

‘Well, it couldn’t look worse. Did you see it when we first came to look at it, after Jed’s funeral? It was terrible - I don’t think Jed had cleaned it or thrown anything out for years. And even that wasn’t as bad as when Jennifer first came here, before she and Mum had a go at it. I don’t know how anyone could live in such a pigsty.’ She glanced around the empty room, scrubbed clean now after years of neglect. ‘The walls are still pretty dreary.’

‘That colour will brighten them up a lot. When do you expect to move in?’

‘Probably about October. There are still some repairs to be done - the roof leaks a bit, and the plaster’s all broken away in the kitchen. Jennifer’s putting in electricity too, and the plumbing needs quite a bit of work. We’re having a better sink and taps and a new WC. In fact, Jennifer’s thinking of having a proper bathroom built at the back sometime.’

‘That’ll be good,’ said Hilary, who had never had to manage with a galvanised bath hung on a nail in the back yard and brought in once or twice a week. ‘I don’t think I could live without a bathroom.’

‘Oh, it’s possible,’ Val said with a grin. ‘Anyway, we’re not waiting for that. The tin bath in front of the fire can be quite cosy.’ She flashed her friend a wicked look, and Hilary laughed.

‘I don’t think I want to know any more, thank you. Anyway, I’d better be going. I just came down to cry on your shoulder before starting work. It won’t impress Dad if I start to neglect things now. He’ll have every reason to bring in someone else if I do that.’

‘I shouldn’t worry so much,’ Val advised her. ‘You don’t know that this Travis Kellaway will even want the job. He’s probably got other irons in the fire and is only coming out of politeness, because of Baden or he may need a break, after his father’s death.’

‘I suppose that’s possible,’ Hilary agreed thoughtfully. She bit her upper lip. ‘I have to be careful not to give Dad the chance to say I’m being a hysterical female, too . . .’ She took in a deep breath and grinned at her friend, then went on with a deliberate change of subject, ‘Listen, are you and Luke going to join this new Drama Group Felix is talking about getting up? There’s going to be a meeting in the village hall next week for anyone who’s interested.’

‘And what does Mrs Warren think of that?’ Val enquired, raising one eyebrow. Joyce Warren, who had a finger in all the village pies, had been self-styled Chairman of the Village  Drama Society for the past three years without so far managing to put on a single production. Her biggest success had been in persuading Stella Simmons, the village schoolteacher, to do most of the donkeywork involved in the children’s performance of a scene from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

Hilary smiled. ‘I think he’s flattered her into being Stage Manager-in-Chief, or something. So are you going, then?’

‘Yes, we’ll be there. I like amateur dramatics - we did quite a bit in Egypt. And Luke says he’ll help with the scenery.’

‘That’ll be a bonus - a real artist painting our scenery. Well, if you’re going to the meeting, I will too. It could be fun, putting on a few plays and things in Burracombe. I expect Stella will be there as well.’

‘Without a doubt,’ Val said ironically, and they both laughed. ‘Where you find one of those two these days, you find both. It’ll be their engagement that’s announced next, you mark my words.’

‘And very nice too. The curate and the teacher - what could be more suitable?’ Hilary stood up and stretched her arms. ‘Well, I’d better leave you to your painting. I dare say Luke examines it closely to make sure you’re doing it properly. I’m surprised he’s not doing it himself.’

‘He’s an artist, not a painter and decorator,’ Val said with dignity. ‘Anyway, we’re doing it between us. He’s gone into Tavistock today to do some preparation at the school.’

She waved goodbye and started up the ladder again as Hilary let herself out into the village street. Before she began to paint again, however, she paused, a small frown creasing her forehead.

Hilary seemed quite sure that Travis Kellaway would be offered the job of estate manager. If he was, he’d need somewhere to live. And the most obvious place would be the house that had been given to the former estate manager, before Gilbert Napier retired from the Army and took over the management himself.

The only trouble was that the estate house, currently occupied by an optician from Plymouth whose own house had been requisitioned during the war, had been promised to Val and Luke when he returned to the city. This cottage, now owned by Jed Fisher’s daughter Jennifer, was only supposed to be a stop-gap until that happened. Jennifer, who lived in Plymouth, hadn’t made up her mind what to do with it next, but nobody would be surprised if she decided to come and live here herself one day.

And that’ll be us back in the charcoal-burner’s cottage, Val thought ruefully as she began to paint again. A tiny, two-roomed shack in the woods that had seemed a romantic place to start their married life, but was already feeling cramped. Obviously, this aspect hadn’t occurred to Hilary, and Val wasn’t going to increase her worries by mentioning it. And in any case, none of this might happen. As she’d pointed out to Hilary, Colonel Napier might not offer Travis Kellaway a job after all. Even if he did, Travis wouldn’t necessarily want it.

We’ll cross those bridges when we come to them, Val decided, slapping away enthusiastically with her brush. The important thing now is to turn this cottage into a nice little home. A few more coats of this lovely sunshiney yellow on the walls, and it’s going to seem a different place.

With a new home and a new interest to look forward to, life was looking very good for Val and Luke Ferris. She wished she could be as optimistic about Hilary.




 Chapter Three

With a week of the summer holiday still to go, Stella Simmons and Felix Copley were taking every chance they could to spend time together.

‘Even with all the rain we’ve had, it’s been a lovely summer,’ Stella said, lying on her back on the soft, close-cropped turf at the foot of a tor a few miles from Burracombe and gazing up at the clear sky. ‘It’s almost impossible to believe that we’ve just had that terrible storm. I really do feel sorry for all those poor people in North Devon - but for us, everything’s turning out right. We had a wonderful time in London, Maddy’s started her new job with your uncle, Val and Luke are married, Jennifer Tucker’s making herself a part of the village even though she still lives in Plymouth . . . It’s nice of her to let Val and Luke rent her cottage, isn’t it? She could easily keep it for herself and stay in it at weekends. Come to that, she could live in it, and go in to work in Plymouth on the bus every day.’

‘I suppose she wants to let some time pass before she makes any big changes,’ Felix said thoughtfully. He was sitting up, his arms looped around his knees. ‘Finding out that Jed Fisher was her father, and then looking after him before he died, must have come as quite a shock. And she seems happy enough to stay with Jacob when she comes to Burracombe. Those two seem more like father and daughter than she and Jed ever did!’

‘It seems to have turned out well for both of them.’ Stella was quiet for a few moments, then said in a different tone,  ‘The children did well with their scene from A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the Summer Fair, didn’t they! It looked just right, performed out in the open at the edge of the field. You could really believe they were in a forest clearing.’

‘You made a good job of rehearsing them,’ he said, smiling down at her. ‘And that reminds me about the new Drama Club. You will come to the meeting, won’t you? I’m relying on you to be my right-hand woman.’

‘Of course I’m coming. I’m looking forward to it. Have you had any more ideas about the first production?’

‘Depends who’s interested, but I thought it would be nice to do a pantomime.’

‘A pantomime! Isn’t that a bit ambitious?’

‘Well, perhaps,’ he said with a grin. ‘But it’s a lot of fun, there are parts for plenty of people, including the children, and it doesn’t matter too much if things go a bit wrong. The audience expects it.’

‘But suppose not enough people join?’ she asked doubtfully, and Felix laughed.

‘Then we won’t do it! We’ll do something else instead.’ He looked down at her. ‘It’s only meant to be fun, Stella. We’re doing it to enjoy ourselves, and - I hope - help other people to enjoy themselves as well. All these things Burracombe does - the Gardening Club, the whist-drives, the Summer Fair and Christmas Bazaar - they’re all part of what makes a village a good place to live in. They bring people together and help them to make friends. The Drama Club will do the same.’

‘But will you have time?’ she asked. ‘You’re awfully busy as it is, going over to Little Burracombe to take services for Mr Berry as well as doing your job here. A pantomime must need a lot of rehearsal.’

‘A couple of evenings a week should be enough. To start with, anyway. I expect we’ll need a bit more in the last two or three weeks, but by then I might have found a good assistant.’ He grinned at her, his dark blue eyes crinkling at the corners.

‘Oh no!’ she said quickly. ‘You don’t catch me that easily. Christmas is frantic at the school. Parties, carol service, the end of term - you know what it’s like. And it’ll be just as bad for you. Worse, because it doesn’t stop at the end of the term.’

‘Suppose we put the panto on in November?’ he suggested. ‘That would get it all over and done with before the Christmas period starts.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Heavens, look at the time! We’ll have to go back soon - I promised to look in at the Mothers’ Union meeting this afternoon. But first,’ he leaned over and lowered his face to hers, ‘there’s something here I need to attend to.’

‘Oh? And what’s that?’ she asked, feeling her heart quicken. She still hadn’t got used to the idea that Felix really wanted to kiss her and hold her close. Their friendship had grown slowly over the past year or so, and for some time she’d believed that it was her sister Maddy who held his interest. But Maddy had laughed the idea away and gone to work for Felix’s uncle, the Bishop of West Lyme, and at Val and Luke’s wedding a month ago, Felix had made a private toast to Stella and himself. No more than that had been said, then or since, but he seemed to be taking it for granted that they would spend their free time together, and he nearly always found an opportunity to kiss her.

It had never gone further than that, and he was always discreet in public. As a curate, Felix had to be careful about his behaviour, and Stella’s position as infant teacher at the village school meant that she must do the same. But it meant, too, that she could trust him, and she gave herself up to his kisses knowing that he would never take advantage of her.

At last they parted, regretfully, and stood up. Stella brushed herself down and followed Felix back to the little sports car his uncle had given him, which they had left at the bottom of the hill. They had been out for only a few hours, driving away from the interested gaze of the village to find a quiet place to walk and have their picnic lunch, and the time seemed to  have flown. At least I’ll see him at the Drama Club rehearsals, she thought, hoping that plenty of people would come. A pantomime would be fun, and the children could be involved as well . . . She remembered her vow during rehearsals for A Midsummer Night’s Dream never to let herself get involved in anything like that again, and smiled at herself. As if she could possibly avoid it! And it had been worth it, in the end. A proper, grown-up Drama Club would be even better.

‘What are you laughing at?’ Felix asked, glancing round at her suddenly. ‘Did I do something funny?’

‘I’m laughing at myself,’ she told him, and walked into his arms, lifting her face for another kiss. ‘And because I’m happy, too. Everything’s going so well this summer.’

‘It is, isn’t it,’ he said, resting his cheek against hers. ‘Are you really happy, Stella?’

‘Yes,’ she answered softly. ‘I’ve never been so happy in my entire life.’

 



News of the Drama Club spread quickly round Burracombe, aided by the notices Felix had put up - one outside the village hall, one in the Post Office window and one in Edie Pettifer’s village shop. As usual, the villagers were divided in their opinions.

‘’Tis just another of that young curate’s bright ideas,’ Fred Purdy grumbled. ‘Bound to make a lot more work for my missus round at the school.’

‘How d’you make that out then, Fred?’

‘Well, stands to reason, don’t it, the little ’uns’ll be dragged in one way or another, and that means more of those rehearsals like they done for that Shakespeare whatnot they done last term and at the Summer Fair, and that leads to more mess at the school. And since my Mabel’s the cleaner there . . .’

‘All right, Fred, we get the idea,’ George Sweet broke in. ‘But this isn’t for the children, and if it do get going, most of the practices will be at the village hall, not at the school at all.’

‘And my missus is cleaner there too!’ Fred retorted triumphantly. ‘So it’s going to mean more work for her, whichever way you looks at it.’

‘Well, her gets paid for it, don’t her?’ George began, but at that point Edie Pettifer took charge.

‘If you two are just going to stand there arguing, you might as well do it outside and let a few customers in. I’m here to sell newspapers and groceries, not set up a parliament.’ She began to arrange the loaves and buns that George Sweet had brought round. He sold them from his own bakery across the village green as well, but both agreed that it was a good idea to have two outlets, rather than Edie getting bread in from someone else. ‘I know it’s not far for folk to walk across the village green to you,’ she’d said when they’d first come to this arrangement, ‘but ’tis handy for them to be able to get their bread along with their morning paper, and this way it doesn’t take your trade away.’

‘What d’you reckon about this new Drama whatsit then, Edie?’ he asked now. ‘Will you and Bert Foster be joining?’

Edie blushed. Bert Foster, the village butcher, had been setting his cap at her for years, yet nothing had ever come of it and Edie would never admit that there was anything more than friendship between them. The suppers she gave him on Friday nights, she would insist, were no more than a thank-you for the help he gave her in her garden, and if they listened to a bit of music on the wireless afterwards, what of that? He was always out of the house by a respectable nine-thirty, and if folk wanted to make something of it - well, let them. If you let spiteful gossip rule your life, you wouldn’t have much of a life to live!

‘I don’t know about Bert,’ she said tartly. ‘It’s up to him what he does. I’m not all that keen myself, never did like making a show of myself in front of other people. Anyway, I’ve got enough to do with the church choir, now they’ve decided to let women in at long last.’

‘Well, Bert can’t sing a note, so if rehearsals are on choir nights that’ll keep you both out of mischief,’ George said, with a wink at Fred, and Edie tossed her yellow head.

‘Thank you for bringing the bread over, George,’ she said pointedly. ‘Is there anything else you want, Fred, apart from your Daily Mirror?’

‘Packet of Players’ Navy Cut,’ Fred said, and dragged a scrap of paper from his pocket. ‘And one of they tubes of fruit gums for the missus. Here’s the coupon. About time we could do away with these, if you ask me.’

‘It can’t be much longer,’ Edie said, regarding the crumpled scrap with disfavour. ‘We’ve been cutting out these little squares for the past twelve years now. You wonder what they do with them all. And you’re supposed to bring the book itself, Fred, not just the coupon. This could be anybody’s.’

‘What would that matter? You can only use it once, whoever it belongs to.’ He pocketed the cigarettes and tube of sweets. ‘Or d’you reckon I’m running some sort of black market?’

The others laughed and the two men left the shop together. George was on his way back to the bakery and Fred walked along with him.

‘D’you think Bert Foster’ll ever make an honest woman of her?’ Fred asked after a moment or two. ‘He’ve been after her long enough, one way and another. Mind you, she’s a good-looking woman, for all my missus says that yellow hair comes out of a bottle.’

‘You mean she dyes it?’ The idea had evidently never occurred to the baker. ‘It’s always been yellow, all the years I’ve known her.’

‘Yes, and that’s a long time now. Longer than most women’s hair stays yellow like that. I’ve had a look once or twice, when she’s had her back turned getting something down off one of the shelves, and you can’t see a grey hair anywhere, except round the edges sometimes, and then next time you look they’m gone as well. My missus says that proves it.’

‘I dunno,’ George said. ‘I’ve never thought of anyone in Burracombe dyeing their hair. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was someone in Plymouth, now, or even Tavistock, but in Burracombe . . .’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t see why anyone would want to.’

Fred grinned and said slyly, ‘Your missus has got a fine head of hair too, George. Sort of coppery colour, I’d say, wouldn’t you?’

‘Yes, and I don’t know what you’m implying, Fred Purdy, but it’s as natural as mine,’ the baker said indignantly. ‘If you ask me, it’s time you and your missus had better things to talk about than the colour of women’s hair. Gossip like that can do a lot of harm in a place like Burracombe.’

‘All right, all right, keep your hair on,’ Fred said, and then roared with laughter. ‘Here, that’s good - keep your hair on, after what we been saying! My missus’ll be tickled pink when I tells her about that. Well, don’t you think it’s funny, George?’

‘No, I don’t.’ The baker wheeled sharply and went through his shop door. ‘I don’t think it’s funny at all. You’d better watch your tongue, Fred Purdy, because if I hears any talk about my wife and her hair I shall know where it come from, and I shall know what to do about it.’ He turned to glower at the other man, his burly frame almost filling the doorway, and Fred backed away, shrugging to show that he didn’t take the threat seriously. George Sweet was all bluster, everyone knew that.

He walked away along the village street, on his way to the bigger houses on the other side of the village where he did gardening and odd jobs. It was funny, though, how George always lost his rag when his missus was mentioned, he mused. Maybe things weren’t as sunny in that household as he liked to make out. It couldn’t be to do with the strange hours he kept, working in the bakery half the night, because Ivy Sweet kept much the same times, working in one of the pubs in  Horrabridge. And she did have a fine head of hair, he thought, justifying his words to himself. In fact, she was a fine-looking woman all round, always dressed smart even if her taste was a bit showy for a little place like Burracombe.

George Sweet didn’t realise how lucky he was.

 



‘I’ll join,’ Tom Tozer said as the family sat round the big table in the farmhouse kitchen for supper. ‘You won’t mind, will you, Jo?’

‘I wouldn’t mind joining myself,’ his wife Joanna said, ‘but with the baby due in a month’s time I don’t see how I can.’

‘You know me and Gran don’t mind listening out for Robin,’ Tom’s mother Alice told her. ‘After all, once he’s asleep you don’t hear a peep out of him till morning. But you’re right, you’ll be more tied with the little one.’

‘I might join in a year or two, perhaps, if it lasts that long,’ Joanna said. ‘You may as well go along, Tom, if you fancy it.’

‘So long as it don’t interfere with ringing practice,’ Ted told his son. ‘Now Vic Nethercott’s back from his National Service we’re getting a half-decent team of younger ringers. I don’t want to see them distracted.’

‘Well, we’ll have to see what the curate’s got in mind,’ Tom said. ‘We don’t know yet whether he’ll even get enough interest to start this Drama Club in the first place. That Mrs Warren never had much luck with hers. I’ll go along to the meeting anyway and see what’s what.’ He turned to his younger sister. ‘You come along too, Jackie. It’ll do you good.’

‘Yes, that’s a good idea,’ Alice said at once. ‘You spend too much time at home for a girl your age. You need more young friends to go around with.’

‘Well, I’m not going to meet anyone I don’t already know at a village Drama Club,’ her youngest daughter pointed out. ‘Still, I suppose I might as well. I quite liked the Nativity plays and things we used to do at school. I wonder if our Val will go? And Luke - he’d be a good actor. He looks a bit like Clark Gable.’

‘More like Humphrey Bogart,’ Tom contradicted.

‘He doesn’t look a bit like Humphrey Bogart!’ Jackie exclaimed indignantly. ‘He’s much better-looking. You’d better not let Val hear you say that. She’ll skin you alive.’

‘If you want my opinion,’ Ted said, holding out his plate for more sausages, ‘it’s best if he don’t get ideas about going on the stage. ’Tis bad enough having an artist in the family without him turning out to be an actor as well.’

‘Ted!’ Alice protested as the others laughed. ‘You know Luke’s a good artist. And he’m a teacher, as well. You can’t say he’s not supporting his wife now.’

‘No, I must admit I feel happier now he’ve got a proper job. And I’ll be happier still when they’re settled into Jed Fisher’s cottage. I never thought to see my daughter living in an old charcoal-burner’s shack in the woods. I’ll have some of that mustard by your elbow, Tom, unless you’m keeping it for summat special.’

‘Sorry, Dad.’ Tom passed the pot of freshly mixed mustard and Ted spread some liberally on his sausages. They were the thick, solid ones made in Bert Foster’s own shop, and known in Burracombe as ‘Cokers’ because of their resemblance to the blacksmith’s huge fingers. ‘Why don’t you and Mum come along to the meeting as well? It says on the poster that everyone’s welcome.’

‘Don’t talk daft - who’d want old fogeys like us in a Drama Club?’ Ted said. ‘Not that your mother’s an old fogey,’ he added quickly. ‘Good enough for any drama club, you’d be, Alice.’

His wife shook her head. ‘I’ve got enough to do, what with the church flowers and the choir and the Women’s Institute and Mothers’ Union, not to mention looking after you lot. If it weren’t for Mother here . . .’ she smiled at her mother-in-law ‘. . . I wouldn’t be able to manage all that.’

‘Wasn’t there a Drama Club in the village years ago?’ Jackie asked her grandmother. ‘A proper one, I mean, not that one  Mrs Warren tried to get up. I’m sure I’ve heard you talk about it.’

‘Yes, there was.’ Minnie’s old eyes brightened. ‘Used to put on all sorts of shows, us did - plays and pantomimes, concerts and music-halls, there was no end to what we used to get up in the old days. It all stopped when war broke out - that were the First World War, of course - and the men went away. After those that were left came back, there didn’t seem to be the heart for it, and us were just getting it going again when the Depression started.’

‘It kept going for a few years though, didn’t it,’ Alice reminded her. ‘I remember a few concerts. Val used to belong to that dancing troupe, you remember - the Sunshine Kiddies - and they put on a few shows. I can’t bring to mind any plays being done, though.’

‘No, you need someone who knows a bit about it to put on a play. But young Mr Copley must have some idea. I hope he gets plenty of people along to the meeting. It’ll be nice to have something like that on in the village hall.’

‘Well, I’ll be going,’ Tom declared. ‘And I hope he decides to do a pantomime. I’ve always wanted to be the front half of a pantomime horse.’

‘Back half of a donkey, more like!’ Ted retorted, and the family burst out laughing.

Alice got up and began to clear the dishes from the table. ‘Horses or donkeys, if he wants a few ideas for a pantomime he could do a lot worse than come round here and listen to you lot. I’ve never heard so much daft talk. Now - who’s ready for a baked apple?’

 



‘Of course I’ll come to the meeting, maid,’ Dottie said to Stella Simmons, clearing away the supper dishes at almost exactly the same moment as Alice was clearing away the Tozers’. ‘Not that I’ll be doing any acting, but if they want any sewing done I can do whatever they want. It’ll be like old times.’

Dottie had once been dresser to an actress in London, recommended by Isobel Napier, the Squire’s wife, who had known Fenella Forsyth at school. It was through Miss Forsyth’s visits to her old friend Isobel that the actress had first met Maddy Simmons. Maddy, Stella’s lost sister, had been separated from her when they were orphaned and sent to a Children’s Home which was evacuated to Burracombe Barton. The actress had taken a fancy to the lonely little orphan and adopted her, leaving her to live with Dottie until the war was over, and it was only chance that had brought Stella herself to the same cottage after years of separation.

‘It sounds as though there’ll be quite a bit of interest,’ Stella said. ‘Everyone’s talking about it. Felix will be really pleased if lots of people come.’

‘Well, it’s something new, isn’t it,’ Dottie said comfortably, pushing her cat Alfred off her armchair and settling herself on the warm cushion with a cup of tea. ‘People either go all out for it like a bull at a gate, or they just ignore it. There’s no happy medium. I dare say only a quarter of them as goes to the meeting will actually join the new club.’

‘Oh,’ Stella said, feeling slightly deflated. ‘Well, Felix is so enthusiastic I’m sure he’ll inspire them. Luke and Val are going, and Hilary too, I think.’

‘So’s Mrs Warren. I heard her say so when I was in the Post Office this afternoon, buying stamps to send my sister in Tiverton that cushion cover I embroidered for her birthday. I was going to make a parcel of it, but Jessie Friend said it would be better in a big envelope and she sold me one for threepence. Can you imagine - threepence for an envelope!’ Dottie gazed at her indignantly over the rim of her cup.

‘Do you really mean it?’ Stella asked in dismay. ‘I don’t think Felix realises—’

‘Why should he? He’m not posting cushion covers off to anyone, is he?’

‘No, I didn’t mean that. I meant about Mrs Warren. Only  you know what she’s like . . .’ Stella broke off. She tried hard to keep to her rule about never criticising villagers to other villagers, but it wasn’t always easy, especially when it was someone like Joyce Warren, the solicitor’s wife, who was liable to be criticised by everyone else anyway.

‘Oh, we all know what she be like,’ Dottie agreed. ‘Curate’ll have to watch her, but you know how keen she was on that little play you and the children put on about the donkey. Of course, she’m not a real village person, so us don’t know what she might have done before her come to Burracombe.’

Stella laughed, partly at Dottie’s words and partly at her reference to the scene from A Midsummer Night’s Dream as ‘a little play about a donkey’. ‘You make it sound as if she might have a criminal record! I have to admit, she was quite helpful with the children in the end. Anyway, Felix knows her well enough by now. I expect he’ll be able to cope. Now I come to think of it, he does know she’s coming - he told me he’d offered her some important-sounding job to do. Perhaps we can get her to help you with the sewing as well, to keep her out of trouble.’

Dottie gave her a look, which made her laugh again. ‘I think I can manage very well without Mrs Warren’s help, thank you very much. Although her did put a very nice patchwork quilt in the craft display us had in the village hall last summer. ’

‘There you are, then,’ Stella said. ‘She has hidden talents. And she does work quite hard for the village. The Gardening Club would never have got going properly without her, and she runs the Bridge Club, and—’

‘I know all that. It’s just that her wants to be in charge of it all. Can’t never sit back and let someone else take over. Wants her name at the top of every list, that’s her trouble.’

Stella smiled. All that Dottie said was true, but there was another side to it as well. Anyone in the village could have done exactly the same as Joyce Warren did, but they seemed  quite happy to let her take on all the various tasks and then complain about her bossiness.

‘Well, I don’t think Felix will let her take over the Drama Club,’ she said. ‘Unless she turns out to be a wonderful actress or something.’

‘Or something - that’ll be the size of it,’ Dottie said darkly. ‘That woman thinks she’m wonderful at everything.’ She got up from her chair. ‘I’ll just wash these supper-things, and then I’ll take myself off to the Bell. I’m doing a few extra hours behind the bar this week, as Bernie and Rose are extra busy with all these visitors about.’

‘Yes, Felix says Mrs Madge has had different people in her spare room almost every night this past week or two. Mostly cyclists, but one or two have come in cars.’ Stella spoke a little regretfully, thinking of the past few months when her sister Maddy had lodged in Aggie Madge’s spare room. But Maddy was happy in her new job, and West Lyme wasn’t all that far away - and the main thing was, they’d found each other again.

As Dottie wrapped a cardigan round her plump little body and set off for the village inn, Stella lifted Alfred on to her lap and sat stroking his soft fur, thinking of the day she had first come to Burracombe, two years ago, and all that had happened since.

I’ve been so happy here, she thought. I hope I can stay in Burracombe for the rest of my life . . .




 Chapter Four

‘He’s coming on Thursday,’ Gilbert Napier announced, walking into the estate office where Hilary was going through that morning’s correspondence. ‘Says he’ll be pleased to renew acquaintanceship. He’ll be here sometime in the afternoon, so you’d better tell Mrs Ellis to get a room ready for him.’

Hilary put down the official form she was trying to decipher. ‘He’s actually staying here - in the house?’

‘Well, you didn’t expect me to throw down some straw in one of the stables for him, did you?’ her father demanded testily. ‘Have some sense, Hilary.’

She felt her face colour with annoyance. ‘I thought you might have asked the Warnes to put him up. Or the Crockers. Or got him a room at the inn. I didn’t think you’d actually ask him to stay with us.’

‘He was Baden’s friend—’

‘Yes, I know that,’ she interrupted. ‘And I know you’re very grateful to him for whatever he did for Baden, and for coming here to see you after the war. But that’s nothing to do with offering him a job now. This is a business proposition. You wouldn’t have asked anyone else in that position to stay in the house.’

‘I don’t see why not. I’m not thinking of taking him on as a gamekeeper, or a gardener. If I offer him a job at all - and it’s by no means certain that I will, whatever you may think - it’ll be a responsible position as estate manager. I’d extend the same hospitality to any other man I intended to employ in such a capacity.’ 

‘Or woman?’ Hilary enquired, and sighed as her father stared at her in some bewilderment. ‘All right, I know you’d never dream of offering it to a woman. Perish the thought.’

‘You’re being childish,’ Gilbert said coldly. ‘In any case, the matter’s not open for discussion. He’s coming on Thursday and I want all proper arrangements to be made. A room prepared, and a decent dinner. And you’d better make sure you’re available to show him around a bit, although I shall do most of that myself, naturally.’

‘Naturally,’ Hilary said, tight-lipped. ‘And how long will Mr Kellaway be staying?’

‘Haven’t made any firm arrangement about that, but I should imagine he’ll be here for the weekend. Probably go back on Sunday evening or Monday morning, though he’s welcome to stay longer if he wants to. He’s still got his job to do at Oliver’s, of course.’

‘Yes, of course. We wouldn’t want him to neglect that.’ She was aware of the edge of sarcasm in her voice and looked back at the official form in her hand. The print swam a little before her eyes and she cursed the tears that threatened to fall. Without looking up again, she said, ‘I’ll see to everything, Father, don’t worry. It will all be done properly. I won’t even make him an apple-pie bed!’

For a moment, she expected him to accuse her again of being childish, but instead he snorted, turned on his heel and slammed out of the office. Hilary sighed again. It would do no good to antagonise her father any further, she knew, but equally she saw no reason to hide her anger. Val’s right, she thought, we’re as bad as each other and neither of us is willing to give in. Well, maybe this Kellaway man will see that and decide he doesn’t want to work for us anyway! We can but hope.

She went back to her work. At least she could express her anger by removing herself from the scene on Thursday afternoon. Her father couldn’t force her to be present when  Travis Kellaway arrived. He wasn’t coming by her invitation, and it would be just as well if he realised that from the very beginning.

 



‘He’s coming on Thursday afternoon,’ she reported dolefully when she ran into Val that afternoon in Tavistock. She had gone in to buy some of her father’s favourite cheese in Creber’s, and to order some rib of beef at Palmer’s, the butcher’s shop close by. Val was doing some shopping too, and they decided to go into a nearby teashop to rest their feet. ‘Dad’s invited him to stay with us, of all things!’

‘Well, I suppose that’s reasonable,’ Val said cautiously, not wanting to take Napier’s side against her friend but unable to see quite why Hilary was so indignant. ‘Or don’t you think he’ll be housetrained? Or not know which knives to use at table?’

Hilary favoured her with a scathing glance. ‘I’m not a snob, Val! Of course I don’t think that. It’s just that - well . . .’ She floundered for a moment. ‘I just think Dad’s going overboard a bit. I mean, if it had been anyone else applying for a job, he’d have left them to find their own accommodation. Or at least suggested the village inn, or Aggie Madge’s spare room. It seems so peculiar, asking him to stay with us. As if he’s someone special.’

‘But he is, isn’t he? He was Baden’s friend.’

Hilary sighed. ‘Oh God. If I hear those words once more, I swear I’ll scream.’ She picked up her teaspoon and stirred her tea viciously. ‘I know, I’m being mean and petty and suspicious. But haven’t I got cause to be? He could be taking my job away. I’ll be left with nothing.’

‘Oh, surely it’s not that bad—’ Val began, but Hilary broke in angrily.

‘It is that bad! He’ll take over everything I do. I’ll be back to where I was a year ago, looking for something to occupy my time. Looking for something to occupy my life. Something  a bit more satisfying than arranging the church flowers and putting on little tea-parties and entertaining Dad’s friends to dinner. I’m only thirty years old, Val - the thought of doing that for the next forty years is just appalling.’

‘I can see it would be, if that really was all you had to look forward to. But—’

‘Don’t say I’m sure to meet someone and get married,’ Hilary begged her. ‘Just don’t say it.’

Val grinned. ‘Perhaps he’s the one who ought to get married,’ she suggested mischievously, and Hilary laughed.

‘Can you see anyone taking on that old curmudgeon? No, I honestly don’t see anything much changing at the Barton. It’ll be just him and me together, for years and years and years. And that’s why I’ve got to have something to do! That’s why I want to run the estate myself.’

As they paid, Val said, ‘You’re still coming to the Drama Club meeting on Friday, aren’t you? You can tell me about it then. Better still,’ she gave her friend a wicked look, ‘you can bring Mr Kellaway along too. It might be quite a good idea to show him just what he’ll be getting into, if he decides to come and live in Burracombe!’

 



Travis Kellaway arrived at Burracombe Barton as the stable clock struck three on Thursday afternoon. He drove his Land Rover round to the stables, where Ernie Crocker, the gardener and stableman, took charge of the two Springer Spaniels that were bouncing about in the back.

‘They can stay out here with me,’ he said. ‘I’ll put them in one of the stalls for the night. Squire’s got his own Labradors indoors, us don’t want to set up a fight.’

Travis nodded cheerfully. He was a tall, well-built man in his middle thirties, with wavy, dark auburn hair and dark blue eyes. He gripped Ernie’s hand firmly and gave him a friendly grin.
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