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Chapter One



Bridge End, Hampshire, October 1953


‘A baby?’ Maddy Forsyth sat bolt upright. ‘You’re having a baby?’


‘Yes,’ Ruth Hodges said softly, ‘we are. Apart from the family, you’re the first to know.’


Maddy glanced away, then looked back, shaking her head in disbelief. ‘But – it’s so soon after Sammy . . .’ Her eyes filled with tears and she took a shaky breath, then said in a low, taut voice, ‘How could you? Don’t – don’t you care?’


Dan Hodges opened his mouth to make a hasty retort, but Ruth laid her hand on his arm and replied, in the same quiet tone, ‘Of course we care, Maddy. You shouldn’t even have to ask that. We didn’t really mean this to happen, but now it has, we’re glad.’ She hesitated, then added, ‘It’s like a miracle.’


‘A miracle?’


‘I thought I was too old. I was surprised when I had Linnet, and she’s seven years old now. I never expected to have another child.’


‘But you’re going to, all the same,’ Maddy said in the same bewildered tone. ‘And I expect you’re hoping it will be a boy.’ She turned away and whispered, ‘A replacement for Sammy.’


‘No!’ This time there was no stopping Dan’s outburst. ‘You got no right to say that, no right at all. There’ll never be a replacement for my Sam, never. Nor for his brother, Gordon, who you might remember I lost in the war. They were themselves, and this baby will be himself too. Or herself,’ he added as Maddy turned back. ‘And whatever it is, we’ll love it. But that don’t mean we’ll ever forget Sam.’ He stopped, breathing heavily.


Maddy stared at him in shock. She had always known that Dan had a temper but had never seen it unleashed before, and certainly not directed at herself. She felt her distress and bewilderment turn to an anger of her own, and the grief that was never far away welled up inside her.


‘All right, Dan,’ Ruth said, tightening her hand on his arm, ‘that’s enough. Don’t upset yourself, Maddy. We knew it would be a shock for you. It has been for us too, to tell you the truth. Look – let’s all calm down and I’ll make a fresh pot of tea and we’ll talk about it together.’ She held out a handkerchief. ‘Wipe your eyes, my dear,’ she said gently. ‘Dan, why don’t you go and get some more wood for the fire?’


Dan got up, but Maddy pushed Ruth’s hand away. ‘Tea? What good will tea do? It won’t bring Sammy back, will it? Nothing will ever bring Sammy back. And whatever you say, you’re going to be happy again – you’ve got each other and Linnet and your new baby – and you will forget him.’ She saw Dan’s face flush again and his mouth open. ‘Oh, not entirely, I know that. You’ll always be a bit sad, when you think of him or visit his grave in the churchyard. But your lives will go on – you’ll still have a family. What will I have? Nothing! Nobody! Just when I thought I’d have Sammy for the rest of my life. Sammy, and the family we would have had. Your life has hardly changed at all; mine’s been turned upside down like a jigsaw puzzle, and the pieces have fallen all over the place. I can’t get them all together again – I never will.’ She jumped to her feet, her voice rising to a plaintive wail. ‘Never, never, never!’


Ruth leaped up too, and they faced each other, tears streaming down their cheeks. Ruth held out both hands but Maddy turned away and felt blindly for her coat, hanging on the back of the door.


‘I don’t want any tea. I’m going back to West Lyme.’


‘But you were going to stay the whole weekend. Maddy, please—’


‘How can I stay here now?’ she demanded in a thick, choking voice. ‘Knowing this – seeing you both so happy. Don’t try to say you’re not – I can see you are. And Linnet – she must be so excited, knowing she’s going to have a baby brother or sister. How can I pretend to be pleased, when all I can think about is Sammy?’


‘Linnet don’t know about the baby,’ Dan said stiffly. ‘It’s too early to tell her yet, and anyway we haven’t told anyone else apart from Ruth’s sister and her family.’


‘We wanted you to be one of the first.’


Maddy shook her head, half blinded by her tears. ‘Well, I wish you hadn’t. I wish I could have had this weekend – just one last weekend – with only Sammy to think about.’ She picked up the overnight bag she had brought with her and turned towards the door. ‘I’m sorry, Ruth, but I have to go. You must see that.’


‘Maddy!’ Ruth started forward and caught at her arm. ‘Not like this! Please! I can’t bear it!’


‘But I have to bear it, don’t I?’ Maddy said through her tears. ‘Just as I had to bear seeing my fiancé run down before my very eyes; just as I’ve got to bear spending the rest of my life alone. There’ll never be a baby for me.’


She jerked the door open and stepped out into the autumn afternoon. She had only been in the cottage an hour, yet it seemed as if in that short time her life had once more come crashing down about her ears. She was shaking all over with a mixture of emotions: shock, distress, a resurgence of the grief she’d been suffering for the past six months, and an obscure sense of betrayal. The cottage where she had enjoyed so many happy times, both as an evacuee from the war and more recently as Sammy’s sweetheart, had become a trap, and she had to get out of it, and away from the two people who had dealt her such an unexpected blow. She couldn’t look at their faces any more, and as Ruth tried once again to stop her, she pushed the older woman away and almost ran down the path to the wooden gate.


‘Maddy!’ Ruth cried as Maddy slammed the gate between them. ‘You can’t go all the way back to West Lyme now? Please, come indoors and let’s talk about it.’


‘Where else can I go? There’s a bus to Southampton in five minutes, and I can catch the train. The Archdeacon will send someone to fetch me, or I’ll take a taxi.’ Maddy paused and turned her ravaged face towards Ruth. ‘What is there to talk about? It’s happened. There’s nothing anyone can do about it. There’s never been anything anyone could do about what happened to Sammy and me!’


She turned away and set off down the lane, walking with fast, jerky steps. Ruth stood with both hands on the gate, hardly able to see the younger woman through the tears that flooded her eyes. Then she felt Dan come behind her, his big body warm as he took her in his arms.


‘Let her go, love. She’s in no state to listen to reason, and we knew it might upset her. She’ll come round in her own time.’


‘I don’t know if she will,’ Ruth said, allowing him to guide her gently back into the cottage. ‘She’s still grieving and we were the only people she could really grieve properly with. She feels we’ve let her down. She feels we’ve let Sammy down.’


‘Well, we haven’t,’ he said, ducking his head through the low doorway. ‘We haven’t let anyone down, Ruthie. And that young madam got no right to blow up at us like that. Look, we didn’t mean this to happen, but we got to go on with our lives. We can’t just let everything stop. And there’s Linnet to think about, too. It’s a good job we sent her up to your Jane for the afternoon. I wouldn’t have wanted her hearing all that.’


‘Nor would I, but we’ve got to try to understand Maddy’s point of view, Dan.’


‘Why?’ he asked indignantly, pausing by the range. ‘Is she trying to understand ours? Did she give a single thought to how we might be feeling? If you ask me, that young lady’s been spoiled all her life and it’s made her selfish. Oh, she’s as pretty and sweet as they come, and I’m not saying I’m not fond of her – I am, just as much as you are. But see what happens when things don’t go her way? Everyone else is wrong. And she’s always been the same. Look at that time she made Sam take your Silver out on a picnic in the woods, even when you’d told him not to. You could have lost that parrot then, and as it was it got us off on the wrong foot, first time I come here to see him. When I saw my boy, sitting at this table crying into a bowl of bread and milk, I didn’t know what to think.’


‘They were just children, Dan.’


‘So they might have been, but it was her led him on, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it was her led him on back last winter. A boy of his age, getting engaged!’ He scowled.


‘They really did seem fond of each other.’


‘I’m not saying they weren’t. All I’m saying is, they should have waited a bit, and it’s for the girl to hold back. They usually got a bit more sense than a boy only just twenty-one.’ He took a breath, then shrugged impatiently. ‘Anyway, that’s all over and done with, more’s the pity, and we all got to make the best of it. Now then, you sit down and I’ll make us that cup of tea.’ He lifted the steaming kettle and poured water into the fat brown teapot, while Ruth sank down on the small settee and began to wipe her eyes.


Dan went outside to the wire gauze meatsafe and brought back a jug of milk. He poured two cups of tea, added a spoonful of sugar for Ruth and two for himself, and came to sit beside her, setting the cups on a low table. He put his arm around his wife’s shoulders and drew her against him.


‘I don’t like to say this,’ he began, his voice a little more moderate, ‘and I got to admit I didn’t know the girl when she lived back in Pompey, but Jess Budd told me her sister Stella was like a little mother to her, and their dad used to treat her like a princess. And then, after their mum and dad were both killed and the two little girls got separated, young Maddy – or Muriel, as she was then – fell right on her feet, getting adopted by that actress, Fenella Forshaw or whatever her name was, and—’


‘Forsyth,’ Ruth murmured. ‘Fenella Forsyth.’


‘Fenella Forsyth, then – and being looked after down in Devon until the war was over and Fenella Forshort started to take her—’


‘Forsyth,’ Ruth murmured, with a faint twitch of her lips. ‘You’re doing it on purpose, Dan.’


‘Well, maybe I am, but I got to get a smile back on your face somehow. Anyway, what I’m saying is that life’s been pretty easy for her since then, what with living in luxury and being taken all over the Continent. And you know as well as I do, we were both a bit worried about our Sam taking up with her. He’d never known that sort of life, and he’d never have been able to give it to her, neither. I know he was a bright boy and he had his ambitions, but when all’s said and done, we’re just ordinary working people and we don’t look for that kind of thing.’


‘I don’t think Maddy did, either,’ Ruth said thoughtfully. ‘Stella told me when we saw her at Rose Budd’s wedding back in January, when it all started, that the woman Maddy lived with in Burracombe – Dottie something, wasn’t it? – is a real homebody, always baking cakes and living in a cottage not very different from this one. Maddy didn’t live a life of luxury there.’


‘No, but she’s always been treated with kid gloves. And now she’s got something to grieve over—’


‘Dan, you can’t begrudge her that! She had a terrible experience and she’s lost the man she wanted to marry. Of course she’s grieving. We’re still grieving.’


‘Yes,’ he said gravely, ‘but we also know we got to go on living. We can’t stand still for the next thirty or forty years, Ruthie. And neither can she.’


‘It’s only six months since it happened. And she’s right – her life was turned upside down. It’s only natural that she can’t believe it will ever be better.’


‘I know that. But we know she’s wrong, don’t we? We’ve both lost people, Ruth – you lost your Jack before the war; I lost my Nora, and then Gordon, and now Sam – and we’ll never forget any of them. But we found each other and now we’ve got Linnet and a new baby to give us joy. And Maddy’ll find someone else too, eventually. It might be natural that she can’t seem to move forward just yet, but she wants us to stand still with her.’


‘She came to share her grief,’ Ruth said quietly. ‘We shouldn’t have told her so soon, Dan.’


‘We had no choice,’ he answered. ‘Whenever we did it, she’d have been just as upset, and I reckon it would have been even worse if we’d left it. It’s not the sort of news you can keep to yourself for long.’


Ruth reached out at last for her cup of tea. ‘Well, all we can do now is hope she’ll come round, and keep the door open for when she does. However long it takes, we must always keep the door open for Maddy.’


To Maddy, sitting alone in the corner of a compartment of the train back to Dorset, it didn’t seem to matter if she ever went through Ruth’s door again.


Ruth had put her finger on exactly the right spot when she’d said that Maddy had come to share her grief. There was nobody else in the world who had loved Sammy as much as the three of them, nobody who had been so bereft by his death. They had been united by their sorrow, and on Maddy’s previous visits she had felt the comfort of not having to pretend that she was recovering. But the news they had given her today – almost, it seemed, as soon as she had walked through the door – had struck at her heart. It was as if they had told her, in plain and brutal words, that their sadness had ended and they were ready to live their lives again; as if Sammy no longer mattered.


Leaving Maddy with no one to turn to.


That wasn’t true, of course. Even in her misery, she had to admit that. She still had her sister, Stella, to turn to, and Dottie Friend, the warm-hearted Devonshire woman who had brought her up since the age of nine, as well as Felix, Stella’s fiancé, who had been the curate in Burracombe and was now vicar of the next village. And there were all the other villagers she had known as a child: the Tozer family at the farm; Hilary and Stephen Napier, at the Barton; dear old Jacob Prout and – oh, so many others. Their love and sympathy had wrapped about her like warm, open arms every time she went back. And there was just as much comfort to be had at West Lyme, where she lived in a tiny flat in the Archdeacon’s house and worked as his secretary. Yes, in truth she had plenty of people to turn to.


But none of them were quite the same as Dan and Ruth Hodges – Sammy’s father and stepmother. None of them had lost Sammy in the way that she and the Hodges had done. None of them could share her sorrow and grieve with her.


The train was drawing near to the station where Maddy must change for the little branch line that would take her to West Lyme. She got up and reached to take her overnight bag down from the luggage rack above her head. Then she hesitated.


If she stayed on the train, it would take her straight to Tavistock, the nearest station to Burracombe. She would be there by early afternoon and she could pay the extra on her ticket and spend the rest of that day and the next with her sister and Dottie. The Copleys weren’t expecting her back at West Lyme until Sunday evening, and she was sure Felix would run her back to the station in his sports car. And he, Stella and Dottie would all understand why she couldn’t possibly stay at Bridge End with Ruth and Dan. They would give her the comfort she so badly needed. She might even see Stephen Napier, if he happened to be at home on a weekend pass from his RAF station.


She pushed her bag back on to the rack and sat down again, watching the Dorset hills roll by as the train steamed along on its journey into Devon.





Chapter Two



Burracombe


In Burracombe, folk were celebrating happier news.


‘Hullo,’ Alice Tozer said, pouring tea as her son Tom walked through the farmhouse door, a pile of envelopes in his hand. ‘Be that the post you’ve got there?’


‘Well, ’tisn’t a loaf of bread,’ he said, and caught his wife Joanna’s look. ‘All right, Jo, I’m not being rude. Here you are, Mum. Hey – what’s this one? It’s airmail – got an American stamp on it.’


‘American? That’ll be from your Uncle Joe.’ Alice wiped her hands down her apron and took the envelope, scrutinising the address on the back. She went to the door to the staircase and called out, ‘Ted! There’s a letter here from your brother Joe.’


‘Our Joe?’ Ted clattered down the stairs and came into the kitchen, tucking his shirt into his trousers. ‘What’s he writing for? Bit early for Christmas, isn’t it?’


‘He do write other times as well. Why don’t you open it and find out?’


Ted thrust a big thumb into the flap and tore the envelope open. He drew out three sheets of flimsy airmail paper and read them, while Alice waited impatiently. The rest of the family gazed at him with expectation.


‘Bless my soul,’ Ted said after a minute or two. ‘He’s coming over to see us. Bringing young Russell and all. Well, if that don’t beat the band!’


‘Coming over?’ Alice’s face flushed with delight. ‘That’s good news. When? Bringing the girls as well?’


‘No, just Russell. He don’t say exactly when. But they must be on their way now – he says they’m coming on one of they Queens. Don’t say if it’s the Mary or the Elizabeth, but I dare say us could find out. They dock in Southampton, don’t they? Or is it Liverpool?’


Nobody was quite sure. Folk in Burracombe didn’t follow the doings of the great transatlantic liners much. They looked at each other doubtfully.


‘I seem to remember young Maddy Forsyth telling me she’d seen the Queen Mary going through the Solent when her lived that way as a kiddy, before the war,’ Alice said at last. ‘But there, her could only have been tiny then, I wouldn’t go by that. And it don’t mean to say they still go that way. You can find out, Tom, can’t you? See when they’re due in next, then us’ll have some idea when Joe and Russell might be arriving. I’d want to have summat special on the table to welcome them.’


‘Best thing would be for you to get their beds ready and just wait till they shows up,’ Ted said, passing the letter over to her. ‘They won’t want no special preparations. ’T isn’t like Joe didn’t grow up here, he knows what the place is like.’


‘Mother’s going to be some pleased,’ Alice said, skimming quickly through the pages before laying a breakfast tray ready for Minnie Tozer. Since her bout of pneumonia during the winter, Ted’s ninety-year-old mother had been persuaded to get up later in the morning, although she still insisted on doing her share of the cooking and even a little housework if Alice didn’t keep a sharp eye on her. She also took a nap in the afternoons, though she strenuously denied it, claiming that she was ‘just resting her eyes’. Apart from that, she was as busy and energetic as ever, planting seeds in the vegetable patch, preparing vegetables, paring apples, baking cakes, mending the men’s socks and working out new harmonies for the hand bells that hung from the beams above the kitchen table. She also wrote to Joe every week in the beautiful copperplate she had learned as a child, which would have been the envy of Miss Kemp had she seen it.


‘Take her the letter,’ Ted said, putting it on the tray. ‘And there’s a note specially for her, too – put it on top, so she sees it first.’


‘I wonder how long they’ll stay,’ Tom speculated, sitting down to the plate of eggs, bacon, mushrooms and fried mashed potato that Joanna set before him. ‘You’ve never met Uncle Joe, Jo. Here, that’s going to be a bit confusing, having two “Joes” in the house!’ He laughed. ‘What does Russell do? I’m surprised he can afford the time to come over here for his holidays. Or the money, come to that,’ he added with a mouth full of potato.


‘Can’t recall if Joe’s ever said,’ Ted answered. ‘If he has, I dare say your mother will remember. Ask her now.’


‘Ask me what?’ Alice bustled into the kitchen, beaming. ‘I told you her’d be pleased. Over the moon, she is, and all for getting up straight away and going into Tavistock to buy wallpaper.’


‘Wallpaper?’ Ted stared at her, his fork halfway to his mouth. ‘What on earth do she want wallpaper for?’


‘To put on the walls, of course. The spare bedroom,’ Alice added impatiently. ‘She says it’s not fit to be seen, and she’s right, it isn’t. Not been decorated since before the war, to my knowledge. I wouldn’t be surprised if your Joe don’t remember the pattern from last time he were here, and that were back in nineteen twenty-three.’


‘He’ll have a better memory than me, then,’ Ted grunted. ‘I’m not sure I can remember it now, and I was in there only last Wednesday, looking for that old screwdriver we lost.’


‘Anyway, Mother says it got to be done before they come, and since us don’t know when that is, us better get on with it sharpish. Me and Joanna will go in on the bus on Monday, soon as Robin’s gone to school.’


‘But they could be here next week!’ Ted expostulated. ‘How are we going to get it done in that time? You don’t want them to come and find us all stuck up with paste and wallpaper.’


Tom grinned and began to sing the old music-hall song, ‘When Father papered the parlour, you couldn’t see him for paste. Sticking it here, sticking it there, paste and paper everywhere. The kids were stuck to the ceiling, and Ma was stuck to the floor. I never saw a blooming family so stuck up before . . .’


Alice gave him a look and turned back to her husband. ‘By getting on with it, like I said. You will come with me, won’t you, Joanna? You can bring Heather in that sling you and Val made. I’m no good at choosing that sort of thing on my own.’


Ted cast a glance of resignation at his son. ‘No use fighting these women once they gets ideas about decorating,’ he said gloomily. ‘And just as if us haven’t got enough to do, what with all the ringing competitions coming up, not to mention Deanery Day, and that’s not even taking farm work into account. Just you make sure you choose one that’s easy to match,’ he added to his wife. ‘I don’t want to be trying to figure out all those trailing ivy and roses like the paper we got in our room. I still haven’t made out what’s wrong with that bit over the door.’


‘It’s upside down, that’s what’s wrong with it,’ Alice retorted, refilling his big teacup. ‘Irritates me every time I look at it, that do. And now you’ve brought the subject up, you might as well strip that bit off while you’re doing the spare room, and do it again – there’s a couple of yards of that paper left in the cupboard, you’re bound to find a match.’


Ted rolled his eyes and opened his mouth to protest, but Tom roared with laughter and said, ‘You might as well admit she’s got you there, Dad! You shouldn’t have mentioned it.’


‘I shouldn’t,’ Ted agreed with a sigh. ‘I never learn, do I? Take a tip from me, Tom – only open your mouth to put food in it. That’s the only way to stay out of trouble round this place!’


Stella Simmons, with no idea of what was happening to her sister Maddy, had just finished her breakfast in Dottie Friend’s cottage when Felix arrived in his sports car, Mirabelle. She looked up in surprise as he came in through the back door.


‘We’re having a day out,’ he announced. ‘Get your coat and we’ll drive down to Cornwall. The autumn colours are just beginning to look really good and it’s a shame to miss them.’


‘But it’s Saturday. You’re usually so busy.’


‘I know. But I’ve got my sermon written for Matins, and with Uncle John preaching at Evensong there was only that one to write. And everything else is ready for tomorrow’s services, and as there are no weddings – not that we get many at Little Burracombe – I thought I could take a few hours off to be with you. As you say, it’s not often we get the chance.’


‘We will once we’re married,’ Stella said, following him outside and settling into the passenger seat. ‘I shan’t be teaching then, so we can have your midweek day off together.’


He started the engine and they set off through the narrow lanes out of the village. The high Devon banks rose on either side of them, topped with hedges that were turning brown and gold with the shades of autumn. Now and then, as the lane led down through a steep little valley, they dipped below arching branches that would soon turn to a tunnel of fiery bronze.


‘Will you miss teaching very much?’ he asked, pulling close against the high bank to let a horse and cart trundle by.


‘I suppose I’m bound to. All the children – it’s been so good to watch them progress, from tiny infants to big, confident seven-year-olds. And, of course, in such a small village I see a lot of them even after that, until they go to school in Tavistock. It will seem very strange to be cut off from all that. Burracombe School has been a big part of my life – it’s the reason I came here in the first place.’


‘And very glad I am that you did,’ he said, smiling sideways at her. ‘We might never have met if you hadn’t.’


‘And I might never have found Maddy, either. Why do you think the authorities ever thought it was a good idea to separate little children like that? Sending us to different orphanages when we’d already lost our parents and little brother – it was cruel.’


‘I know, and it still goes on,’ Felix said soberly. ‘I know a boy who was separated from his sister when their parents died only five years ago, and they completely lost touch. He’s about fourteen now and determined to find her once he’s an adult, but even if he does, they’ll have lost so much of their childhood together.’


‘That’s how I felt about Maddy. And I think it’s partly why she’s finding it so hard to get over Sammy’s death. We knew him when we were children – he was her special friend even then – so as well as losing her sweetheart, she’s lost yet another link with the time when we were together. She tries so hard to be independent, you know, with her job at West Lyme and everything, but inside she’s still a little girl who needs someone to look after her.’


Felix was silent for a moment or two. Then he said, ‘It’s still only six months. That’s no time at all to recover from the sort of experience she had.’


‘I know. I just wish she’d let me help a bit more.’ Stella stirred restlessly. ‘She ought to have stayed in Burracombe a bit longer at the start. Dottie and I could have looked after her.’


Again, Felix was quiet. He glanced sideways again at Stella and then said, ‘I’m not sure that would be such a good thing, you know. Maddy has to grow up and maybe too much mothering is bad for her.’


‘What do you mean?’ Stella demanded indignantly. ‘Are you saying we shouldn’t look after her when she’s so unhappy? We should just turn her away?’


‘No, of course not. But maybe you shouldn’t look after her quite so much. The sort of grief Maddy is suffering now is something that can’t be shared. It’s her own special grief, and although I believe we should give her as much support as we can, we shouldn’t try to stop her feeling it. To my mind, she’s entitled to feel it – she’s entitled to be sad. It doesn’t help her to try to pretend that life is still good, when she clearly can’t believe that yet, or to make her feel guilty for being unhappy—’


‘I don’t make her feel guilty!’


‘No, of course you don’t,’ he said gently. ‘Not deliberately, anyway. But I think sometimes that just trying to cheer someone up makes them feel guilty for not being able to be cheerful. Grieving can be a very lonely thing. The best we can do for someone in that situation is grieve with them. Or, at least, allow them the freedom to grieve.’


Stella was silent as they emerged from the lanes on to the main road and Felix stopped the car. At last she said, ‘Well, Maddy will be able to share her grief this weekend. She’s gone to stay at Bridge End with Ruth and Dan Hodges. But I’m not sure you’re right, Felix – it seems to me that that’s just wallowing in it, and I really don’t believe that’s a good thing at all.’


He sighed. ‘I’m afraid it’s two steps forward and one back when you’re trying to get over a loss. But as long as you end up having taken one step, it’s a little bit nearer to recovery. Anyway, there’s nothing we can do about it today, so let’s enjoy the few hours we’ve got together.’


‘Perhaps it’s just the way we are,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘I’m a teacher and I’ll soon be a vicar’s wife – looking after you and helping you to look after your parishioners. It comes naturally to me to look after people. And Maddy is the sort of person everyone wants to look after – as if it’s a part of her nature to draw people to her.’


‘You may be right,’ he said, smiling. ‘Lookers-after do need people to take care of. Maybe we shouldn’t try to fight it.’


‘But you’re right, too,’ Stella went on. ‘Maddy needs to share her grief with Ruth and Dan, who must feel it just as much. They can help each other in a way that I never can,’ she ended rather wistfully.


‘In which case,’ Felix said as he stopped the car at the head of the steep combe running down to Polperro Harbour, ‘she’s in the right place this weekend, and let’s hope she’ll manage to take two huge steps forward and no steps back.’





Chapter Three



Maddy took a taxi from Tavistock station to Burracombe. It was an extravagance, but there was nobody there to meet her – how could there be, when no one knew she was coming? – and no bus until late in the afternoon. She felt too miserable to spend time wandering around the little market town, lovely as it was, or even treating herself to tea in one of the tea shops. She just wanted to be with people she knew and loved, who would give her the comfort she longed for.


At first, she hesitated between going to Burracombe itself or to Little Burracombe. Stella might be over there, with Felix in his vicarage. But if she wasn’t, Maddy would have to walk through the fields and across the little wooden bridge to the bigger village, whereas if she arrived at Dottie’s cottage to find Stella absent, Dottie herself would welcome her and give her tea and listen while Maddy unburdened herself. And Stella and Felix would not be long – Felix always went to Dottie’s for tea on a Saturday.


The taxi dropped her outside the cottage and she paid the driver and opened the gate. The front door was shut and she went around to the back, expecting to find that door open but it, too, was closed. Albert, the fat black cat, was sunning himself on the wooden bench and Maddy, puzzled to find the cottage closed up on such a fine afternoon, opened the door.


‘Dottie?’


There was no reply. She hesitated for a moment, then went in and put her bag on a chair. The room had a deserted feel about it, with no teacups laid out on the table, even though it was nearly four o’clock, and no smell of baking coming from the range. Maddy couldn’t ever remember coming in here without finding signs of some activity – sewing or knitting set aside on the small table, the local newspaper lying on the settee or, at the very least, a note under the glass paper-weight on the sideboard to say when either Dottie or Stella would be home. She felt a sudden twinge of anxiety, almost fright. Where could they be?


There were no clues upstairs. Maddy looked into Stella’s room, which appeared just as usual, with no clothes left lying on the bed or piled on the chair, only her woollen dressing gown hanging on the back of the door and a neat pile of school books on the small table she used as a desk. The soap on her washstand was dry, as if it hadn’t been used for several hours.


Maddy paused before going into Dottie’s room. As a little girl, she would run in and out as a matter of course, treating Dottie as the mother she had always tried to be to the orphaned evacuee, but since she had grown up Maddy had respected the older woman’s privacy. Now, though, her anxiety growing, she lifted the old wooden latch and peeped in.


Dottie’s room was as tidy as Stella’s and there was nothing to tell Maddy where she was now – until she turned to go, and saw that the back of Dottie’s door was bare.


Maddy stopped abruptly. Surely the old wrapper that Dottie used as a dressing gown ought to be there? She turned back to the bed and looked under the pillow, where Dottie always put her nightdress – cotton in summer, flannel in winter. There was nothing there.


Thoroughly frightened by now, Maddy hurried down the stairs. Where could her sister and Dottie be? Dottie never went away. She always said she had spent enough time in London and travelling the country as Fenella Forsyth’s dresser, before the war, to want to go jaunting off. And Stella wouldn’t have gone away now, in the middle of the school term. And surely, if she had, she would have let Maddy know.


In the living room, Maddy hesitated again, feeling suddenly very alone. The cottage felt all wrong without anyone else in it and her emotions, which she had so desperately wanted to share, seemed to be bumping about inside her, hitting painfully at her rib cage and bringing tears to her eyes. She felt totally deserted and now, added to her own misery, was the fresh worry about Dottie and Stella. There must be something seriously wrong for Dottie to have taken her night things away, and the only thing that Maddy could think of was that she had been taken to hospital and Stella had gone with her.


With a sob of fear, Maddy turned and ran out of the door.


‘But where are they?’


Maddy had been across the road to Aggie Madge’s cottage, where Felix had lodged when he was curate in Burracombe, and where Dottie sometimes slept if Maddy was staying for a few days. But Aggie too was out, and the village seemed deserted. Disconsolate and frightened, Maddy wandered back to Dottie’s gate and stood looking up and down the street. Her feeling of abandonment returned and she thought that she had never felt so alone in her life. Even when Sammy had died, there had been people around to comfort and look after her and, in all the months since, she had never been without someone to turn to. But now everyone seemed to have left her. She felt cold, isolated and forgotten, and this time the tears that pricked her eyes brimmed over and trickled down her cheeks.


A sound made her turn quickly and she saw Jacob Prout coming along the road, whistling cheerfully, his dog at his heels. He looked surprised when he saw Maddy, and even more so when she ran towards him, holding out her hands. He stopped as she came nearer, his kindly face creased with concern.


‘Why, whatever be the matter, maid? There ain’t nothing amiss with Dottie, I hope?’


‘I don’t know!’ Maddy cried. ‘I don’t know where she is – or Stella. There’s nobody in the cottage and I can’t find Mrs Madge either. I was beginning to think the whole village was deserted. Where are they, Jacob? What’s happened to them?’


Jacob took off his cap and scratched his bare head. ‘I dunno, maid, I’m sure. There weren’t nothing wrong this morning, as far as I know, but I been up the Top Wood all day, doing a bit of clearing ready for the pheasants. You say Dottie and your sister are both out?’


‘Yes, of course,’ Maddy said impatiently. ‘Otherwise I wouldn’t be worrying, would I? I’m sorry,’ she added at once, penitently. ‘It’s just that I’m so worried. Dottie’s taken her night things as well, and all I can think of is that she’s been taken to hospital and Stella’s gone with her.’


‘Took her night things?’ He stared at her. ‘Well, that do put a different light on things. I must say, her seemed bright enough when I passed the time of day with her early on. But I didn’t have time to stop and chat, and her seemed in a bit of a hurry herself, now I come to think of it. You don’t think her’s been doing too much and had a heart attack or summat, do you?’


‘Oh, Jacob!’ Maddy’s eyes filled again as she gazed at him. ‘Oh, I hope not. I couldn’t bear to think of losing Dottie as well. How can we find out? Would Dr Latimer know?’


‘He’d be as likely to as anyone would, I suppose. But if her was took off in an ambulance, someone would have seed it. Have you tried Mabel Purdy, next door?’


Maddy admitted that she hadn’t, and they went together to knock on Mrs Purdy’s door. But once again, there was no reply. It seemed as if all Burracombe, except for Jacob, had been spirited away. Maddy looked at him in despair.


‘Now, don’t you go fretting before we knows there’s summat to fret about,’ he said, laying a big, calloused hand on her shoulder. ‘Us’ll go up to the doctor’s house together and find out if anything’s happened, and I wouldn’t be surprised if us don’t run into someone along the way who can tell us, too. And then you’m coming back to my cottage and I’ll make you a cup of tea, because it strikes me you need one.’


Maddy shook her head. ‘I just need to know what’s happened to Dottie and Stella,’ she said dolefully. ‘I wanted to see them so much.’


‘And so you will,’ he said comfortingly. ‘There’s a simple explanation for all this, you mark my words. They’ve probably all gone into Tavistock to do a bit of shopping, and that’s all there is to it.’


‘Taking Dottie’s nightdress and dressing gown?’ Maddy asked. ‘I don’t think so, Jacob.’


‘I’d forgotten they,’ Jacob admitted. ‘But couldn’t they be in the wash? Have you looked in Dottie’s basket or wherever she keeps her dirty washing?’


‘Of course I haven’t,’ Maddy said impatiently. ‘Why would I do that? Anyway, she wouldn’t have put them in on a Saturday – Monday’s washing day.’ All the same, she had to admit that Jacob could be right. I’m probably making a fuss about nothing, she thought, but I was so upset when I found no one at home. I wanted to be with someone who I could talk to about Ruth and Dan, someone who would understand how I feel about it. I wanted them to be there.


They walked on towards the village green. Rose Nethercott was outside the Bell Inn, watering the big barrels that Dottie had planted up for the Coronation in June. The red, white and blue themes had been replaced by small trees with dark red leaves that glowed in the October sunshine. The innkeeper’s wife turned as the two approached and Jacob said, ‘Rose’ll know, for certain.’


‘Know what?’ Rose asked, straightening her back. ‘Hello, Maddy. I didn’t know you were coming this weekend.’


‘Nobody did. I just . . . came. But I can’t find Dottie or Stella, and I’m worried that something’s happened to them. Dottie’s taken her night things with her. She’s not ill, is she? Has she been taken to hospital?’


‘Bless you, maid, no. Gone over to Buckland Monachorum, her has, to her cousin’s girl’s wedding, and stopping the night seeing as there’s no buses back of a Saturday evening. You mean to say she never told you?’


‘Well, no,’ Maddy said, realising that she seldom took any interest in Dottie’s doings, since they were usually much the same. ‘And I suppose Stella didn’t see any reason to say anything, either. But Stella didn’t go too, did she?’


‘No, her was off early this morning with the young Reverend – come over to fetch her, he did, in that sports car of his. Looked as if they were going for the day, but I dare say they’ll be back before long. I should go back to Dottie’s and wait for them if I were you.’


‘But they might be gone ages,’ Maddy said. ‘Felix might take Stella back to Little Burracombe and not bring her home until late this evening. And if I walk over there, and they come here instead, I’ll miss them that way too. What am I going to do?’


Rose and Jacob looked at her woebegone face. Rose, evidently thinking that an evening waiting in a comfortable cottage wouldn’t be the end of the world, picked up her watering-can and turned away, but Jacob’s soft heart was touched.


‘You come along with me, like I said, maid. You can pop back and leave a note first and then I’ll make you a cup of tea. And then you can come in next door and see Val and Luke and their new little babby. Just over a fortnight old, he is now, and a sturdier little chap you never saw. I reckon he knows me already and I’m sure he smiled at me yesterday, though Val says ’twas only wind, and – why, Maddy, whatever be the matter now?’


‘No!’ Maddy said, walking swiftly away. Her voice was tight and she sounded close to tears again. ‘No, thank you, Jacob, I won’t do that. I’ll just go to Dottie’s and wait there. I don’t really want to see anyone else just now. I just want to see Stella.’


She was almost running as she spoke the last few words, and Rose and Jacob stared after her, and then turned to each other, bemused.


‘Well, what do you make of that?’ Jacob asked, spreading his hands.


Rose Nethercott shrugged. ‘Goodness only knows. I suppose we just got to remember the poor maid’s still grieving, but if you ask me that were more like a spoiled kiddy having a tantrum because things haven’t gone all her own way. She were always a bit like that as a little tacker, if you remember, Jacob. Seems to me her’s still got a bit of growing up to do.’ She turned away again. ‘Well, I dare say her sister will sort her out. I got me own work to do, and without Dottie behind the bar of a Saturday night there’s twice as much. I’ll be seeing you later, I suppose, for your usual pint?’


Jacob nodded. ‘I expect I’ll be along. But I’m still a bit worried about that young maid. Say what you like, her’s had a bad time, and if her needs a shoulder to cry on it’s a bit hard if there ain’t one available. I hope Felix brings his young lady home soon, but if not ’tis a pity her wouldn’t come along with me and spend an hour or two with Val and Luke.’ He went on his way, shaking his head and pondering.


It was almost as if it was the mention of Val’s baby that had upset the girl and sent her running.


Dottie Friend had gone out soon after Stella and Felix had departed. She had been invited to the wedding of the daughter of a cousin who lived near the village of Buckland Monachorum, and Bernie Nethercott, who ran the Bell Inn where Dottie worked as a barmaid, had agreed to her having the day off. George Sweet, the baker, had given her a lift along the mile or so to the main road in his bread van, so that she didn’t have to spoil her best costume walking if it happened to rain, and she’d caught the bus to Yelverton and then to Buckland. Fortunately, it was a fine morning and she walked through the maze of lanes to her cousin’s cottage, arriving in good time, to find the usual pre-wedding chaos going on, with one of the small bridesmaids in hysterics and her mother nearly as bad.


‘My stars, Betty, whatever’s going on?’ she asked her cousin as she walked through the back door. ‘It’s not been called off, has it?’


‘No, of course not. It’s little Susie’s frock – she caught it in the door and pulled some of the stitches out of the hem. Our Jean’s worse than useless with a needle and I’m trying to get Meg into her dress. I’m sure she’ve put on weight since the last fitting.’


Dottie, who had made the bride’s dress, pursed her lips, having a very good idea – and feeling sure that Betty had an equally good idea – why Meg might have put on weight. The wedding had been arranged rather too quickly for comfort and that wedding dress, in Dottie’s opinion, never ought to have been white. But there you were, it had happened to many a foolish young woman in the past and would no doubt happen to many more, and the important thing now was to calm down little Susie and her tearful mother.


‘Pass me that needle and thread,’ she commanded. ‘And you slip that frock off over your head, Susie, and give it to me. I’ll have that hem done in two shakes of a duck’s tail and no one will ever know what happened. What time are we supposed to be at the church?’


‘In half an hour,’ Betty said, fastening buttons up the back of her daughter’s dress. ‘You and the others are going in Dave Button’s big cart with his Shire horse, Tamar, all in his best brasses, and then me and the bridesmaids are going in Miss Frobisher’s little pony and trap, all done up with ribbons and such. Meg and her dad will go last, so as to give us time to get everyone settled.’


Dottie nodded and concentrated on her work. No matter how little time there was, she was determined that her hem stitches should be as tiny and neat as if she had spent all afternoon on them. The little bridesmaid was hopping with impatience by the time she finished, but her tears had dried and she gave Dottie a tremulous smile and a grateful kiss when the primrose-coloured dress was once more safely over her head and the wide blue sash tied around her waist.


There was still time for a quick cup of tea and a sandwich before they all clambered up into the big cart and rumbled away through the narrow lanes. St Andrew’s church stood in the middle of the village street, surrounded by a cluster of stone cottages, its tall grey tower reaching up to the blue sky and surrounded by the gold and bronze autumn colours of trees edging the fields beyond the churchyard. As the big horse, his ebony coat shining as if it had been burnished with Kiwi boot polish, came to a halt outside the church wall, Dottie saw a crowd of people waiting to see the wedding party, and heard the bells ring out in welcome.


The church was almost full of family and friends. Dottie slipped into a pew at the back so as to be handy if any more repairs were needed, and knelt to say a brief prayer for the bride and groom before sitting back and looking around her.


She had always loved this church with its high vaulted roof and the carved wooden angels gazing serenely down on the congregation. The ringing captain called the changes at the back of the church, just as Ted Tozer did at Burracombe, and the organ played softly as the wedding guests gathered in the old wooden pews. At the front sat Mike, the groom, shifting nervously in his seat next to his best man, Terry. After a little while Dottie heard a bustle in the porch that denoted the arrival of Betty, the bridesmaids and the two small pageboys.


Dottie didn’t approve of pageboys. It was, she believed, out of place at a village wedding between ordinary farming families to have little boys dolled up in smarter suits than most of the men present. She felt sure the boys themselves didn’t like it either, and were likely to show their annoyance by behaving badly. Not that boys needed any excuse to behave badly in Dottie’s opinion, and these two were well known for their pranks, especially the red-headed one.


The bells stopped ringing and everyone got ready to stand up and greet the bride. She was already ten minutes late, but that was her privilege and Dottie was sure she must be at the gate now, in that smart little trap Miss Frobisher had lent for the occasion. She felt a cool draught and, without actually looking round, knew that Betty was ushering the children outside, so that they could come in behind the bride. But nothing happened, and after a minute or so, to her surprise, the bells started to ring again.


The congregation began to shift in their seats and whisper to each other. Dottie hesitated, wondering whether to slip out and see what was happening, but finally decided to stay where she was. There was nothing she could do, after all, unless Meg’s dress needed some attention. Perhaps she had had an accident with it, like the little bridesmaid. I ought to have stayed behind, Dottie thought, but the minute she does arrive, I’ll pop out and make sure everything’s all right.


The bells stopped again and everyone gave a little sigh of relief. But as the minutes passed, it became apparent that the bride and her father had still not arrived, and the anxiety grew. As the bells started again, the best man hurried down the aisle, his face taut, and Dottie saw the groom staring after him with what looked very like despair. The poor boy, she thought, and almost without thinking about it, got up and walked quickly out through the porch and into the churchyard.


Betty was trying frantically to keep the bridesmaids and pageboys in order, but her manner was distracted and she looked at Dottie almost without recognition.


‘I don’t know what’s keeping them,’ she wailed. ‘They were ready when I left. D’you suppose they’ve had an accident? I knew we shouldn’t have borrowed that little trap, it’s as flimsy as a kiddie’s toy, I thought me and the little ones were going to be shook out any minute, but Miss Frobisher would insist, and her’s been so kind . . . I keep thinking of it, turned upside down in a ditch with our Meg and my Bill squashed underneath – and her in that lovely frock you made her and all!’


‘Of course they’ve not had an accident,’ Dottie said firmly. ‘They’ve probably got stuck behind a herd of cows.’ She knew that this wasn’t very likely, in the middle of the day, but it was the first thing that came into her head. ‘Where’s Terry gone?’


‘I don’t know. He went off up the street. They won’t be coming that way, I told him, but he didn’t take no notice . . . Here he comes now. Terry! Where have you been, for goodness sake?’


‘I saw Miss Frobisher’s trap parked in the road up past the pub,’ he panted. ‘So I went up to see why he hadn’t fetched Meg and her dad, and do you know what he said? He said he thought Dave Button was getting her!’


‘But Dave took Tamar down the other way, into the old chapel meadow,’ Betty exclaimed in dismay. ‘You mean they’m both still here in the village, each one thinking the other’s gone to get my Meg, and she’s at home wondering why nobody’s been back to fetch her? Well, I don’t know what to say! You’d better get one of them on the road, Terry, and smartish-like, too.’


‘I have. Miss Frobisher’s groom’s on his way now. Gave him the rough side of my tongue to be going on with as well.’ He looked helplessly at Betty. ‘It’ll take ’em a good half-hour, though, time he’s got there and loaded ’em up and come back again, and that’s if they don’t meet nothing on the way.’


‘Well, at least we can tell everyone there’s nothing really wrong,’ Dottie said bracingly, but Betty wasn’t ready to be comforted yet.


‘Nothing really wrong? Our Meg must be half out of her mind, wondering what’s happened, and you know my Bill’s temper, he’ve got a short fuse at the best of times. Oh, what a way to start a wedding!’ She looked round the churchyard as if seeking divine intervention, and gave a shriek of horror. ‘Oh, what are those boys doing? Stop it, you little terrors! Stop it at once! And you girls – get up off that damp grass!’


The children, bored and irritated, had begun to race around the churchyard, the two boys playing leapfrog over each other and the tombstones, while the girls had settled on the grass to make daisy-chains. As the three adults stared at them, the bigger boy misjudged his leap and fell against the two girls, knocking them flying, and Susie and her sister, who were no shrinking violets, immediately jumped up and began to pummel the boys with their fists. In no time at all, they were in the middle of a free-for-all and Dottie, Betty and Terry had a hard job pulling them apart.


‘Look at you!’ Betty cried, close to tears. ‘Just look at you! Your lovely frocks all covered in grass stains and look, Susie, there’s a tear in yours. And after Auntie Dottie took all that trouble to make it for you. You’re naughty, naughty girls, both of you. And as for you boys – well, what your Uncle Bill is going to say when he sees you I just do not know. He never wanted Meg to have pageboys in the first place.’


‘He won’t have to worry,’ Terry said grimly. ‘They can stay in the porch all the way through, and if I hear a peep out of either of ’em, they’ll be sorry afterwards. And they won’t get no wedding cake at the reception, neither.’


Between them, Dottie and Betty got the children into some sort of order. The bridesmaids’ frocks were wiped down with as many hankies as could be mustered from the congregation, and one of the sightseers outside the churchyard, who were thoroughly enjoying the unexpected entertainment, ran into her cottage and brought out an enamel bowl full of warm water. Sullen faces were washed and hair brushed, and by the time the bridal pony trap finally arrived, with the bride looking tearful and her father thunderous, the little entourage looked more or less presentable. The vicar was outside by now and came forward to calm things down, asking Meg in a quiet voice if she was all right.


‘There’s no need to hurry,’ he said, taking her hand. ‘Another few minutes won’t make any difference now, and the ringers need to call the bells round before they can stand. Just take a few deep breaths and give me a big smile. You’re getting married, and nothing else is going to go wrong now.’


Dottie saw him close his eyes for a moment, as if praying that this was true and that the best man wouldn’t lose the ring or – worse still – that someone wouldn’t stand up and say that there was ‘just cause or impediment’. Meg obviously had her doubts as well, but she gave him a tremulous smile and he nodded and patted her hand before letting it go and turning to enter the church and make his way up the aisle.


Betty had already gone in to take her place in the front pew and Dottie, giving a last twitch to Meg’s gown, indicated that she would slip in last. The little procession formed up and the bride’s father, his daughter on his arm, turned to make sure that everything was as it should be. His face darkened again and he scowled.


‘If you don’t take your finger out of your nose,’ he snarled at the red-headed pageboy, ‘I’ll chop it right off!’





Chapter Four



Maddy let herself into Dottie’s cottage again, thankful that nobody in Burracombe seemed to consider it necessary to lock their doors. She stood for a moment in the room that was used both as kitchen and as living room, staring despondently around at the old armchairs, re-upholstered by Dottie a year or so ago, and the scrubbed table where she did her cooking and spread her embroidered cloth for tea. The range was out, but kindling had been laid in the firebox and Maddy decided to put a match to it. At least she would be able to make a cup of tea, although it would be a while before the fire was hot enough to boil a kettle.


Once the flames were leaping up, the cottage seemed a more cheerful place. Maddy drew up a chair and sat close to the range, pulling her cardigan around her. While she had been busy, her tears had stopped, although she was still shaken by the occasional sob, but now they began again. She thought over all that had happened that day – her journey to Bridge End, walking through the village that she and Sammy had known so well, arriving at the Hodges’ cottage and feeling herself welcomed with a warmth that never failed to comfort her, even though she invariably broke down in tears as she first saw Ruth and Dan. And then, as they sat over their tea and scones, the shock of the news they had broken to her. A baby. A baby.


How could they have let it happen? Whatever Ruth might say, it couldn’t be an accident. They must have wanted it. They must have done. And so soon after Sammy had died. How could they?


They can replace him, she thought sadly. They can forget him – oh, not entirely, I know that, but with a new baby to look after as well as Linnet, how will they even have time to remember? And they’ve already got each other – and Linnet. It seems almost, well, greedy, somehow.


And what have I got? I’ve lost Sammy, and all the children we might have had together, and I’ve got nothing left. My life is never going to be the same again.


The tears were falling once more and she forgot the tea she’d meant to make. She sat curled in her chair, watching the flames as they settled into a glow, adding some more wood from time to time but otherwise almost unaware of her surroundings. As the sun went down, shadows began to creep around the corners of the room and Maddy’s tears slowly stopped. She had cried herself almost to sleep, and as darkness fell she had no energy left to stoke the dying fire, but curled more tightly in her chair, her arms wrapped around her body, and tucked her head down as if she wanted nothing more to do with the world.


It was like this that Stella found her when she and Felix came in an hour or so later. They had gone back to the vicarage for supper, and Felix had reluctantly agreed that Stella should leave while it was still early enough for his parishioners to notice her departure. Some of them would also be looking out for his return, so he was already observing that he couldn’t stay long but would just see Stella safely indoors, when she stopped with an exclamation in the doorway.


‘What’s the matter? Is something wrong? It’s not Dottie, is it?’


‘I don’t know.’ Stella went forward cautiously into the darkened room. ‘But there’s someone here – and the fire’s been lit. She should have been out from early this morning. Dottie?’


‘No, it’s me,’ said a muffled voice, and Maddy’s head rose above the back of the armchair. ‘Oh, Stella, I thought you were never coming home!’ And she burst into tears again.


‘Maddy!’ Stella took three quick steps across the room and, as Felix turned on the lamp, she gathered her sister into her arms. ‘Why are you here? I thought you were going to Bridge End for the weekend.’


‘I was,’ Maddy sniffed, clinging to her. ‘I did. But Ruth—’ Her tears overwhelmed her. She tried again. ‘Ruth . . . Oh, Stella!’


‘What’s the matter with Ruth?’ Thoroughly alarmed by now, Stella turned to Felix. ‘Make up the fire, would you, and put the kettle on? Maddy, come and sit on the settee and tell me what’s happened. Is Ruth ill? Has she had an accident?’


‘No.’ Maddy allowed herself to be led to the small settee and sat down, still clinging to her sister. ‘No, she’s not ill, she’s—’ The tears burst out again and she gave way to noisy weeping. Stella and Felix stared at each other in real apprehension.


It took almost five minutes to calm Maddy down enough for her to be able to speak coherently. By then, the kettle was coming to the boil and Felix made the tea. He brought two cups over to the girls and sat down in the armchair, cradling his own cup in both hands and watching anxiously.


‘Take a sip of tea, Maddy,’ Stella ordered. ‘Now, a deep breath and tell us what’s happened to Ruth. And what about Dan? Is he all right?’ Privately, she wondered why Maddy had come here if the Hodges were in such trouble. Shouldn’t she have stayed, to give what comfort and help she could?


‘Nothing’s happened to Ruth,’ Maddy said drearily. ‘At least, nothing like that. And Dan’s all right – they’re both all right. It’s . . . it’s . . .’


‘It’s what?’ Stella asked quietly. A new thought struck her. ‘It’s not Linnet, is it?’


‘No. I didn’t even see Linnet, but she’s all right. Oh, Stella!’ She lifted a tear-stained and woebegone face to her sister. ‘Stella, they’re having a baby!’


There was a stunned silence. Stella threw a quick glance at Felix, then looked back at Maddy. She was aware that she needed to tread very carefully.


‘Are they upset about it?’


‘No, they’re not – they’re pleased. Ruth said it’s like a miracle. A miracle! With Sammy gone only six months! It’s as if they’ve turned their backs on him – as if they don’t care!’


There was a brief silence. Stella met Felix’s eyes again, then took both Maddy’s hands in hers.


‘Darling, of course they care. Ruth was devastated over Sammy, and so was Dan. They both loved him as much as any parents could possibly love their child—’


‘Sammy wasn’t Ruth’s child.’


‘She loved him just as much. I’m sure she did. She’d had him since he was eight years old, before she even knew Dan. You know they loved him.’


‘Well, it doesn’t seem like it, not when they go and have another baby before he’s even cold in his grave.’


‘Maddy, that’s a horrible expression.’


‘So you’re on their side!’ Maddy burst out. ‘You think it’s all right. They’ve already got Linnet but now they want another Sammy. What about me? I can’t have another Sammy – I can’t ever have another Sammy.’ She wept again and added brokenly, ‘I don’t even want another Sammy. I just want the real one back.’


‘Of course you do,’ Felix said, leaning forward. ‘That’s what we’d all like, but you know that can never happen. And Ruth and Dan know it too. I’m sure they’re not trying to replace Sammy. And I’m sure they’re telling you the truth when they say they hadn’t intended it. These things aren’t for us to decide,’ he added quietly.


‘Oh, so you think it’s a miracle too! I don’t know why I came,’ she cried out bitterly. ‘I thought you’d be as shocked and upset as I am. Can’t you see? It isn’t right. It’s an insult to his memory!’


‘Maddy, that’s enough,’ Felix said sharply. ‘This is a new life we’re talking about – it can never be an insult. And if it brings joy and hope to a couple who have suffered such sadness and loss—’


‘But that’s just it! Joy and hope for them. What’s it bringing to me? Just a reminder, that’s all – a reminder that I’ll never have a baby of my own.’


‘Maddy, that’s nonsense!’ Stella exclaimed before she could stop herself. ‘Of course you will!’


‘It’s not nonsense. I’ll never have Sammy’s baby. I’ll never have a little boy who looks like Sammy. But they may have. By this time next year, they could have a baby boy who looks just like Sammy. And how can I ever go and visit them again? How could I bear it? They were the only people who I thought really understood – and now they do this!’


Felix and Stella were silent, gazing at each other in dismay. Then Felix handed Stella her cup. She took the tea and drank mechanically, without tasting it, and he said, slowly and quietly: ‘Maddy, you’re very upset and you’re not really thinking clearly. For one thing, any baby Ruth and Dan have is not going to look like Sammy. He looked like his real mother – remember that photograph we saw once?’ He paused, to make sure that she had heard and taken in his words. ‘For another, if they say they didn’t intend it to happen, we have to believe them. And not begrudge them their love for each other and the comfort it can give them.’ Another pause, watching Maddy’s face. ‘They haven’t done it to spite you, you know. They’re still grieving over Sammy, just as much; this must have come as a shock to them, too, and perhaps not a very welcome one to begin with.’


‘I still won’t be able to go and see them again,’ she said miserably. ‘It’s all different now.’


‘Tell me, Maddy,’ Felix said, ‘just why have you been going to see them?’


‘I told you why! Because they’re the only ones who really understand – at least, I thought they were. They used to let me share whatever I was feeling with them. They’d let me cry, and they’d cry too – well, Ruth did and Dan nearly did, sometimes. They knew how awful it was for me.’


Felix hesitated. He glanced at Stella, then said, ‘And did you ever try to comfort them?’


Maddy raised her wet face and stared at him. ‘What do you mean? Of course I did.’ But her voice wavered a little.


‘Are you sure?’ he asked gently. ‘Or did you just go to them expecting comfort for yourself?’


‘Felix . . .’ Stella said, but he put out a hand towards her and went on.


‘Everything you’ve said since the moment we came in, Maddy, has been about how you feel – how miserable you are, how let down you feel about this, how you went to Ruth and Dan for comfort, how they let you cry and cried with you. Did you ever wonder if they really wanted to cry? Or if they would have liked to smile for a change? To feel that there was still hope in the world?’


‘I thought you understood, at least,’ Maddy said after a long silence. ‘You’re a vicar – you’re supposed to understand.’ She stood up, and said stiffly, ‘I suppose it’ll be all right for me to sleep in Dottie’s bed, since she’s not here? I don’t want to be a trouble to anyone. I’ll go up, then. No, I don’t want anything else, Stella – I couldn’t eat or drink a thing. I’ll see you in the morning, and then I’ll go back to West Lyme.’


She left the room and they heard her footsteps on the stairs and in the room above. Stella turned to Felix in distress.


‘Oh, Felix! Poor Maddy. She came here expecting to find someone to console her, and we were all out. She must have felt so alone. And now you’ve made it even worse.’


‘I know,’ he said soberly, ‘but those things had to be said, darling. I’m as sorry as you are about what Maddy’s going through, and I wouldn’t dream of telling her she’s got to get over it, but she does need to remember that she’s not the only one grieving. And how must Ruth and Dan be feeling tonight? They really are entitled to their joy, you know.’


‘Yes, I do. And Maddy will realise it too, when she’s had a bit more time. She’s not a selfish person, Felix. And she really has lost a lot, during her life.’


‘I know. And so have you, my darling.’ He moved to the settee and took her in his arms and they looked seriously into each other’s faces. ‘Maddy’s lost more, but she’s also had more, in a way – being adopted by Fenella Forsyth, living here with Dottie, while you grew up in an orphanage. I’m not saying she’s spoiled, but she’s never really had to consider anyone but herself, has she? Perhaps if she had, this wouldn’t be so difficult for her now.’


‘She needs our help,’ Stella said, and he nodded.


‘She does. More now, perhaps, than ever before. But most of all, she needs to mend her bridge with Ruth and Dan, because until that’s done she’ll never begin to heal.’





Chapter Five



By the time Dottie came home next afternoon, Maddy was back in West Lyme. Felix had come over after morning service to drive her to Tavistock to catch the train and she had gone, her face white and set. She had refused to speak of Ruth’s baby again.


‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ she told Stella when her sister brought her a cup of tea and a jug of hot water next morning. ‘Obviously neither of you understands, and I don’t want to hear any more about how awful it is for Ruth and Dan. Somehow, I thought you’d think about how awful it is for me.’


‘We do,’ Stella said, sitting on Maddy’s bed. ‘Really, we do. But you have to realise—’


‘No, I don’t,’ Maddy said, humping herself over in the bed and nearly sending the tea flying. ‘I don’t have to realise anything. I’ve already said I don’t want to talk about it, and anyway I’m going back to West Lyme as soon as I can get a train. There’s one at ten o’clock.’


‘Well, you’ll never catch that one,’ Stella said, glancing at her watch. ‘It’s nearly nine now.’
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Everyone has a story to tell...






