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			Dedication

			To all my readers, past, present and future, who have supported me so loyally over the years. I have met some of you, corresponded with others and always been aware of your presence in my life. I wish you all a fond farewell, but never a final one. We may yet pay more visits to Burracombe together.
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			Chapter One

			September 1955

			‘Today of all days!’ Basil Harvey lamented, wringing his hands. ‘Why couldn’t it have kept going for just one more day? It will spoil everything.’

			‘Not everything,’ Felix Copley tried to console him. ‘The reception will go just as planned. It’s just the service …’ His voice faded as he caught Basil’s eye. Although now a vicar in his own right, he still felt very much a curate when he was in the Burracombe church. ‘I’m sorry,’ he added humbly. ‘Of course the marriage service is the most important part of the day. But not having the organ won’t affect Hilary and David getting married.’

			‘And how is the bride going to feel, entering the church to a deathly silence instead of Wagner’s “Wedding March”?’ Basil enquired coldly. ‘It will start everything off on the wrong foot. And it’s too late to get a piano or any other musical instrument – unless you can suddenly produce a violin from under your cassock?’

			Felix thought briefly of suggesting the village skiffle group, but decided against it. He looked plaintively at Dorothy Doidge, the organist, a tall, thin sixty-year-old who was bending this way and that between them like a willow sapling in a breeze, and almost in tears. ‘Is there really no hope of getting a tune out of it?’

			Miss Doidge shook her head mournfully. ‘I’ve been trying all morning. I came early for a last rehearsal and it wouldn’t give a single note. I knew it was failing, of course—’

			‘We all did,’ Basil interrupted. ‘That’s why we’ve been raising money for the repairs. But we’re barely halfway there and I hoped and prayed that it would last a little while longer. To let us down today …’ He looked ready to burst into tears himself, his round, rosy face crumpled like a baby’s.

			‘Well, it’s no use bemoaning something we can’t put right,’ Felix said briskly. ‘We’ve got about five minutes before David arrives and a quarter of an hour before Hilary’s due. We’ve got to make a decision.’

			‘What decision? I can’t see that there’s anything to decide. We don’t have an organ and that’s all there is to it. At least we have the bells,’ Basil added as a sudden clamour broke out overhead. ‘It will sound from outside as if we’re celebrating a marriage, even if it’s more like a funeral inside. And for dear Hilary, too! It’s such a shame.’

			‘But not a disaster,’ Felix said firmly. ‘Look, we’ve got a good choir. I can sing tenor, and James Raynor has a fine baritone voice, not to mention Alf Coker’s bass. The congregation will all join in, I’m sure, and if we all put our hearts into it we can make a sound as fine as any organ.’ He caught Miss Doidge’s eye. ‘Almost as fine.’

			Basil stared at him. ‘What are you talking about? Sing the “Wedding March”? It doesn’t have any words!’

			‘But it has a tune,’ Felix said. ‘And it’s a tune everyone knows. We can hum it. Honestly, it will sound quite wonderful.’ As long as nobody sang the unofficial words, Here comes the bride, all fat and wide … he thought, but it was best not to put that idea into Basil’s head. ‘Look, if you agree, I’ll go into the church now and tell them – nearly everyone’s there already – and we’ll have a quick rehearsal.’ He saw the wavering look on the vicar’s face. ‘I really can’t think of any other solution,’ he said persuasively.

			‘But there are the hymns,’ Basil said, despairing again. ‘And she’s coming out to Mendelssohn … are they really up to humming that as well?’

			‘I’m sure they will be,’ Felix assured him, trying to keep the doubt from his own voice. ‘Everyone will be in the swing of it by then. And the happy couple will hardly notice. I know I didn’t notice the organ at all when Stella and I got married.’ He caught Dorothy Doidge’s eye again. ‘Well, you know bridegrooms never do notice things like that. Anyway, it’s the entrance that’s most important. If the worst comes to the worst, we can all just clap as they come out of the vestry, and we’ll ask Ted Tozer to start the bells ringing then instead of waiting until they’re at the church door.’ He pulled up the sleeve of his surplice to glance at his watch. ‘But we really do need to decide now, if I’m going to explain it to the congregation and do a quick run-through.’ He gazed at Basil in entreaty and the vicar gave way.

			‘Very well. It seems we have no choice. But if you’re not happy with your rehearsal, please don’t do it. I can’t have the whole thing degenerate into a farce.’

			‘Of course not,’ Felix said, and escaped into the church.

			Basil and Miss Doidge looked at each other.

			‘I’m really very sorry,’ the organist said, twisting her long fingers together. ‘I’ve been worried about it for some time but I did think it had a few more services left in it. If only we’d known sooner. I blame myself entirely.’ A tear ran down her bony nose and Basil patted her arm.

			‘You mustn’t upset yourself, my dear lady. Nothing can be done about it now, and we must just hope that Felix’s idea works. He’s quite right: we do have a fine choir and there are plenty of good voices in the congregation. Why don’t you go on in now and add your own voice? The more the better, you know.’

			Miss Doidge sniffed, nodded and hurried in to find a seat at the back. The church was already crowded with friends and relatives of the Napier family, old acquaintances from the squire’s army days, and David Hunter’s relatives and friends from Derby, as well as many of the villagers and estate tenants. Those who couldn’t get in were thronging the village green by the lychgate which led to the churchyard, and the doors of the Bell Inn, where Bernie and Rose had done a roaring lunchtime trade, stood wide open. The sound of the bells added a joyous note to the festive atmosphere and the excitement mounted as the onlookers waited for the car which would bring the bride the short distance from Burracombe Barton.

			‘And about time too,’ they told each other. ‘Poor Miss Hilary’s waited a long time for this day. Us thought her would never find the right man to wed, but he’s come along at last and they do make a lovely couple … and ’tis a bonus, him being the new village doctor, ready for when Dr Latimer retires. Made his mark already, he has. Look, here he comes now. Don’t he look handsome, in that grey top hat and all?’

			David Hunter arrived in his own car with his best man, a friend from his army days whom Hilary had also known when she and David had first met in Egypt during the war. They drew up by the green and crossed the grass beneath the great oak tree, waving and smiling at the well-wishers. Basil stood by the church door, watching them with dread in his heart. He could hear Felix’s voice inside, explaining what had happened, and there was a murmur as the congregation realised what he was asking them to do. Oh, I do hope this is going to work, Basil thought again. Of all the days, and with all these grand people here to witness our humiliation … Not even to be able to play the ‘Wedding March’ …

			‘Why, Basil, whatever’s the matter?’ David Hunter exclaimed, stopping in front of him. ‘You look as if you’ve all the troubles in the world on your shoulders. Has something gone wrong?’ A sudden fear quickened his voice. ‘Hilary’s all right, isn’t she? She hasn’t changed her mi—’

			‘No, no, nothing like that,’ Basil said hastily. Really, when you thought about what could have gone wrong, perhaps Felix was right and the failure of the church organ wasn’t such a catastrophe after all. He explained as quickly as he could and David’s expression relaxed. He even began to smile.

			‘They’re going to hum it? Why, that’s marvellous!’ David turned to his best man. ‘Have you ever heard of anything so inspired, Adam? I told you Burracombe was a very special village.’

			‘I hope everyone else will think so,’ Basil said dubiously. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if Colonel Napier doesn’t have another heart attack when he walks into the church with Hilary on his arm to hear the whole congregation humming like a swarm of bees.’

			‘He’ll understand,’ David said robustly. ‘Don’t worry about it. Come on, Adam, we’d better go in and join in the rehearsal. Not that I’ll be able to hum a note myself. I’ll be too overcome at seeing my bride walking up the aisle to join me at last.’

			The two men walked through the big door, receiving hardly a glance from the congregation who were gazing transfixed at Felix, standing at the chancel steps. He had evidently just finished his explanation and was in the act of lifting both arms as if to conduct an orchestra, so that his surplice billowed around him and he looked like an enormous white butterfly. He lowered his wings and looked anxiously at the bridegroom, speaking quietly as the two approached.

			‘Has Basil explained?’

			‘He’s told us all about it. I think it’s a marvellous idea. Adam here used to sing in the church choir at Sandhurst and in the regiment, so he’ll be able to join in. I’m afraid I can’t promise myself, but then I’ve got a voice like a crow anyway.’

			‘I know that isn’t true,’ Felix said. ‘But it’s a relief to know you’re not upset. It’s just Hilary and her father I have to worry about now.’

			‘Hilary won’t mind a bit. She might break down in giggles, of course.’

			‘I hope not. She’ll start everyone else off if she does that – including me, except that mine will be more hysteria than amusement. I can’t imagine her father finding it funny, though.’

			‘He’ll know it’s not deliberate and you’re doing your best,’ David reassured him. ‘Anyway, weren’t you just going to have a quick rehearsal? You’d better buck up – Hilary’s notoriously punctual.’

			‘Even on her wedding day?’ his best man murmured as they took their seats in the front pew.

			‘Even more so on her wedding day,’ David muttered back, and glanced behind him. He caught a glimpse of coloured dresses fluttering in the porch and knew that the bridesmaids – Hilary’s two cousins, Catherine and Sylvia, her sister-in-law Maddy and best friend, Val Ferris – had arrived. So if Stephen, Hilary’s brother, who had driven them there in the big Aston Martin, had managed to arrive on time, he was quite sure that Hilary would not be even a minute late.

			Everyone seemed to be here now and Felix was lifting his arms again, beating time with both hands and counting softly to three. At the last count he began to hum and, to David’s surprise, the choir and entire congregation joined in, at very nearly the right moment, with an only faintly ragged version of Wagner’s ‘Wedding March’. It sounded rather effective, he thought, and turned to grin at his best man.

			‘What are you smiling at?’ Adam demanded. ‘You’re meant to be nervous. You were like a cat on hot bricks until we got here.’

			‘I was afraid the car would break down or the church disappear overnight. I was so sure something would go wrong, I couldn’t think of anything else. But now it has, and it was only the organ, so I know it will all be all right.’ He beamed. ‘My beautiful bride will be here at any minute, and in half an hour’s time, she’ll be my wife. And then nothing can ever go wrong again.’

			Adam looked quizzically at him. Perhaps this, he thought, was not the moment to remind his friend that life just wasn’t like that, and it was often when it appeared to be at its sunniest that the storm clouds would gather out of nowhere. After all, people were entitled to enjoy their perfect moment on their wedding day. And even before the perfect moment arrived, they still had to get through Hilary’s arrival at the church – with her father, Colonel Napier, who, Adam knew, wasn’t a man to take a small matter like the church organ breaking down as lightly as David appeared to be doing.

			I hope he doesn’t have a fit or a heart attack at the church door, Adam thought. That really would spoil Hilary and David’s perfect day.

			

			As she stood in her bedroom at the Barton, Hilary was outwardly calm; but inside she felt as if she were about to give birth to a litter of kittens. She turned in front of the cheval mirror, twisting her body to glimpse the train that swept in a foam of satin and lace around her feet. The dress itself was a slender column that fitted her perfectly; it had a collar that stood around her neck with a glitter of crystals which matched the sparkling earrings that almost brushed it. Her rich brown hair was piled on top of her head, and the sparkle echoed in the tiny diamond tiara that had been her mother’s.

			‘You look absolutely beautiful,’ Val said in awed tones as she made one last adjustment and then stood back to see the final effect. ‘David will think he’s died and gone to heaven.’

			‘You’re sure it’s not overdone?’ Hilary asked anxiously. ‘I don’t want to look like a Christmas tree.’

			‘You don’t look a bit like a Christmas tree,’ Maddy assured her. ‘A beautifully wrapped present, perhaps!’ She giggled as Hilary blushed. ‘Honestly, Hil, you look wonderful. And what do you think of your bridesmaids? Come along, girls, line up to be inspected!’ She stood at mock attention and the other three formed a line beside her, arms held stiffly at their sides and heads facing forward, their eyes unblinking, as Hilary turned towards them. She laughed at their stern expressions.

			‘Stop fooling about, all of you! This is a solemn occasion and nothing is to go wrong.’ She glanced at the gold wristwatch that had been David’s wedding present to her. ‘Come on – we’ll be late if we don’t hurry.’

			She swept out of the room, impervious to Maddy’s murmuring protest that it was a bride’s privilege to be late, and stood at the top of the stairs. Then, just for a moment, she paused, realising that this was the last time she would leave that bedroom as a single woman. When she and David returned from their honeymoon in Venice, they would move into the big room that had once been occupied by her mother and father but for years now had only been used for visitors. Gilbert himself had suggested this, for he preferred his room at the back of the house, and while they were away, a new bathroom was to be installed next door, so that they would be entirely private. From now on, the room Hilary had had since she was a child would become David’s study.

			It’s all going to be different, she thought. I knew it would be, of course, and I’m happy about the changes – very happy indeed. But even good changes take a little getting used to.

			She looked down the broad curve of the stairs into the hallway, to see her father looking up at her, and hoped that he, too, would embrace the changes that were to come.

			

			Gilbert, arrayed in his best morning suit, with his grey silk topper under his arm, had come out of the drawing room and was standing at the foot of the stairs to welcome his only daughter on her wedding day.

			They all seemed to have waited a long time for this day to come. If the war had not taken her first fiancé, Henry, Hilary would have been married for years by now and probably would have three or four children. Even after Henry’s death, she could very easily have found someone else to marry – she was an attractive young woman, from a good family, with plenty of connections – yet somehow it had never happened. It wasn’t for lack of effort on Gilbert’s part, but she had never shown any interest in the sons of any of his friends and gradually they had all drifted away and married other girls. But now, at last, she had found someone for herself: a man he liked and approved of – a doctor who had seen army service during the war, who had been married and widowed, and who would be of benefit to the village of Burracombe. And while David Hunter was never likely to want to manage the estate, Hilary had, when Stephen had made it clear that he had no interest in taking on the task, proved herself more than capable of being able to do it and seemed to want to continue. This was something that would never have happened if she had married and gone to live somewhere else in Devon. She might even have gone to live further afield, and Gilbert would have lost her company and help for all these years.

			These thoughts, so typical of Gilbert Napier, passed through his mind as he stood waiting for his daughter to appear, but they were swiftly followed by others. For Gilbert had learned, through the past few years of illness and change, to value more than background, wealth and social position. He had learned to value more human qualities and the happiness and contentment that they could bring. Where once he had wanted a ‘good marriage’ for his daughter, he now desired her happiness more than anything else in the world, and he knew that of all the men she could have chosen to be her husband, David Hunter was the one most likely to give it to her.

			The door at the top of the stairs opened and, in a cloud of pearly white that seemed to shimmer in the light cast by the sunlight streaming through the open door, his daughter Hilary appeared, with the soft blue shadow of her bridesmaids behind her. She stood perfectly still for a moment, gazing down at him, and as their eyes met he felt a sudden unexpected lump in his throat and the heat of tears in his eyes. He frowned, shook his head a little and blinked them away, then stepped forward, his hands held out towards her as she came slowly down the sweep of the stairs.

			‘My dear,’ he said huskily, ‘you look beautiful. David is a very lucky man. I shall be proud to give you into his keeping.’

			

			‘They’re here,’ Basil hissed as the two silver cars drew up at the lychgate. He twisted his hands together again in an agony of dread. ‘Oh dear … Stephen, tell Felix I’ve changed my mind – we can’t ask the congregation to hum the “Wedding March”. The colonel will never understand. Quickly, my dear chap, please … Oh my goodness …’

			‘It’s too late,’ Stephen Napier said, grinning. ‘They’ve got the bit between their teeth now.’ He tilted his head as the murmur of the congregation sounded through the open door. ‘I’ll tell Felix they’re coming and he’ll make sure they start just as the bells stop ringing and Hilary comes through the door.’ He reached out his hand and patted Basil’s arm. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Harvey. It’ll all be fine, you’ll see.’

			He vanished into the dim interior and Basil gazed after him despairingly, then quickly rearranged his features into a welcoming smile.

			Hilary was out of the car now, assisted by Val and Maddy, who were carefully gathering the long train in their arms to carry it up the gravel path. The other two bridesmaids came behind them and Gilbert walked beside his daughter to the door where they all paused to make the final adjustments. The bells were ringing the last few changes of their peal, ready to stop the moment Ted was given the signal, and within the church itself there was an expectant hush.

			Hilary gave Basil a shaky smile and slipped her arm through her father’s.

			‘I think we’re all ready,’ she said softly, and then turned to her father. ‘Thank you for everything, Dad. You’ve been a wonderful father.’

			Gilbert blinked again and cleared his throat. Nervously, Basil began to speak, to warn them of the change that would accompany their entrance, but Gilbert waved him to silence.

			‘No more to be said now. We’re as ready as ever we will be. Let’s get on with it.’ He pushed at the church door and it moved slowly open.

			‘But I must …’ Basil whispered in a desperate squeak. ‘There’s something you—’ The clamour of the bells ceased and his voice trembled to a halt. With a sense of imminent doom, he stepped in front of Hilary and her father and as the bridesmaids took up their positions behind, he preceded them into the church.

			Gilbert stopped abruptly.

			‘What in heaven’s name …? What on earth has happened to the organ?’

			His voice was low but forceful. Hilary stared around her. She saw Felix waiting at the chancel steps, his expression unnaturally solemn. She saw David and his best man standing by the front pew, their eyes fixed firmly ahead. She saw the entire congregation, their faces rigid with the effort to restrain their smiles, their lips pressed together as if … as if—

			‘Why!’ she gasped, and her own smile broke out unfettered. ‘Father, they’re humming! They’re humming the “Wedding March”! The organ must have given up at last.’

			‘Whaat?’ Gilbert’s voice was still low, but there was a touch of disbelief in it, and more than a touch of annoyance. ‘You mean to say that today of all days –’

			Basil turned his head. ‘We couldn’t think what else to do. Felix said it would all right, and by the time I decided against it, it was too late to—’

			‘But it sounds wonderful,’ Hilary whispered. ‘It’s a lovely idea.’ She squeezed her father’s arm. ‘Come on, Dad, what are you waiting for? Take me up the aisle. I thought you couldn’t wait to marry me off!’

			Gilbert pulled himself together. Looking neither to left nor right, he stepped forward and proceeded purposefully towards the altar steps. The humming, with which Felix had managed to create a surprising depth of harmony, continued as they walked and when Hilary saw her groom turn to welcome her to his side, her smile was radiant. Gilbert stepped back and David took her hand, looking deep into her eyes.

			‘Hello, darling,’ he murmured, and as she whispered her own hello in return the humming faded to a silence that left only birdsong drifting through the open door and Basil, relief adding to the joy in his voice, turned to face them and began the words of the marriage service.

			‘Dearly beloved, we are gathered here together …’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter Two

			‘Thank goodness it worked,’ Felix said. ‘I was terrified everyone would get the giggles and ruin it.’

			‘I was terrified you’d get the giggles.’ Stella smiled, lifting her own glass of orange juice to touch his of champagne. ‘But you did really well, getting them to do it. It’s a good job you had time to rehearse.’

			‘It must never happen again,’ Basil said. ‘It went very well this time, but who knows whether another congregation would be large enough to make such a good job of it – or so willing to try? It’s obvious that the organ must now be considered out of action and something urgent must be done about its repair. But how are we to manage in the meantime?’

			‘Oh, that’s easy,’ Joyce Warren said, coming up to them as they stood by the drawing-room window of Burracombe Barton. ‘You can borrow our grand piano.’

			Basil stared at her. ‘Your grand piano? But surely you don’t want to move that over to the church?’

			‘Why ever not? It can stand in the south transept. It’s got a lovely tone.’

			‘Yes, but it’s a valuable instrument, and the church is left unlocked all day. It would be terrible if anything happened to it.’

			‘What could happen to it in Burracombe? You’re not telling me you don’t trust your own congregation, Basil!’

			‘Of course I do. But you never know who else might be about. Visitors …’ His pink face was flushed with agitation. ‘It would be such a responsibility.’

			Joyce shook her head at him. ‘No more than the organ itself is, or any of the other artefacts in the church. And the lid can be locked. Really, Basil, I’d be delighted to see our piano in the church and to hear it playing every Sunday. It doesn’t get nearly enough use these days.’

			‘But that’s another thing! Who would play it? I’m not sure that dear Dorothy Doidge would. She’s a very good organist, of course, but a grand piano – I just don’t know if she’s quite capable …’ He floundered into silence and Joyce took pity on him.

			‘Of course she’s quite capable. Anyone who can play an organ can manage a piano, surely. In any case, Henry’s a fine pianist and he’d be only too pleased to step in if needed. Wouldn’t you, Henry?’ She turned to her husband, who had just joined the little group.

			‘Wouldn’t I what?’ He listened as his wife told him of her offer. ‘Well, of course, if you’d like me to. I wouldn’t like to tread on Miss Doidge’s toes, though. You must ask her if she needs my help first.’

			‘I will.’ Basil was clearly relieved at being able to shelve the problem for the time being, but Felix wasn’t ready to let it go so easily.

			‘Whatever you decide, you need to do it soon,’ he remarked. ‘You’ve got your normal services tomorrow and people might find it rather tiring to hum their way through an entire Matins. And there’s another wedding coming up.’

			‘So there is – Joe and Dottie’s. But that’s not for another three weeks. You’re right about tomorrow, though, and kind though your offer is, Mrs Warren, we certainly can’t think of moving your grand piano by eleven o’clock tomorrow morning.’

			‘You can bring our harmonium, though,’ Ted Tozer butted in, and they all turned to him in surprise. ‘That’s what I came over to say, vicar. Mother told me to tell you, you’re welcome to use that for as long as you needs, and she’ll play it for you too if Dorothy Doidge ain’t up to it. Not that it would be any trouble to her, after playing the church organ, but it do be a bit temperamental at times. And Tom and me could get it over and set it up first thing in the morning, all ready for morning service.’

			‘That would be a great help,’ Basil said in relief. ‘Just for the time being, anyway.’ He drew in a deep breath, smiled round at them all and took a large sip of his champagne. ‘And now that’s settled, let’s enjoy the rest of this happy day. I think Colonel Napier wants us to join the guests in the marquee.’

			

			The rest of the villagers, having gathered outside the church to see Hilary arrive and then leave again on the arm of her new husband, drifted away in the September sunshine talking of the event.

			‘She did look lovely in that beautiful frock,’ Aggie Madge sighed. ‘And so happy, too. She looked as if the sun was shining right out of her.’

			‘Well, she’s got the money for it,’ Ivy Sweet commented, and then as the others turned to her in indignation, added defensively, ‘I mean, anyone can look nice in frocks made in London by smart dressmakers. Not that Miss Hilary’s not a good-looking young woman, I didn’t mean that. But you got to admit, if she’d left it to Dottie Friend to make the frock …’ Her voice trailed away and became more feeble. ‘I didn’t mean nothing by it.’

			‘No, but you said it just the same,’ Aggie said coldly. ‘That’s your trouble, Ivy, always got summat sharp to say about everything. You knows as well as I do that Dottie’s got a lot of experience in dressmaking and she’d have made just as good a job of it, if she hadn’t had that stroke. I hear she’s doing her own wedding costume anyway, and I dare say it will be just as good. And us shouldn’t be saying Miss Hilary no more,’ she added. ‘She’s Mrs Hunter now and entitled to her proper married name.’

			‘Mrs Napier Hunter,’ Nancy Pettifer corrected her. ‘That’s what our Patsy told us she was going to be called. So the Napier name don’t die out.’

			The others were diverted from their annoyance with Ivy Sweet. They paused on their way down the church path and stared at her. ‘But wasn’t young Rob going to take the name?’ someone asked. ‘I thought the colonel wanted him to be in charge of the whole estate when he grows up.’

			‘You’re behind the times, then,’ Nancy said. ‘That wasn’t no more than a flash in the pan. His mother put a stop to it, said she wanted him back in France. Miss Hilary – Mrs Napier Hunter – wanted to go on running the estate, with Mr Kellaway helping her and I reckon the colonel saw she was making a good job of it and settled for that. Good job too, if you ask me – you don’t know what that French tacker would have done if it had been left to him. He could have split the whole place up and sold us off wholesale, for all us knows.’

			‘Well, that won’t happen now,’ Aggie Madge said comfortably. ‘Burracombe looks safe for a good few years yet and us got a new doctor as a bonus! I reckon it’s all turned out better than anyone could have wished for. Mind you, us haven’t seen the last of young Rob and his mother. They came over for the wedding after all, and very smart she looked too, in her Paris hat.’

			‘They’re still family,’ Nancy pointed out. ‘She was married to the colonel’s son in the war, and Rob’s his grandson. You can’t get away from that.’

			The others nodded thoughtfully. Marianne’s unexpected arrival two years earlier with her son, who looked so much like Gilbert Napier’s elder son Baden, lost at Dunkirk, had caused a stir throughout the village, and it had seemed for some time that the inheritance would pass to him. But it all seemed to have been settled eventually, although none of them knew the details, and Rob, who had for a few weeks attended the nearby Kelly College, had gone home to France. The squire’s experiment in trying to turn him into an English schoolboy had failed, and nobody except Gilbert himself had been sorry. And even Gilbert’s disappointment had diminished as he accepted at last that his daughter could run the estate as well as any man, and would stay at Burracombe, living in the Barton, after her marriage.

			‘I don’t believe us’ve got much to fear from them, all the same,’ Jacob Prout pronounced, holding the lychgate open for Jessie Friend and her sister to pass through. ‘Miss Hilary – and you needn’t look at me like that, Nancy Pettifer, she’ll always be Miss Hilary to me, and to most of us, I reckon – will keep the reins in her hands, even when she’ve got a quiverful of little ’uns round her feet.’

			‘A quiverful!’ Ivy said with a sharp little laugh. ‘She needs to be getting on with that pretty smartish! She’s no spring chicken, when all’s said and done.’

			‘And there you go again!’ Nancy exclaimed in exasperation. ‘Always got to pass some remark.’ She shook her head. ‘I hope you’ll be able to keep your opinions to yourself in the Bell tonight, that’s all, or Bernie will be asking your George to take you back home again.’

			Ivy flushed scarlet and turned on her heel. ‘It’s not me, Nancy Pettifer, it’s you always taking things the wrong way. I’m as pleased as anyone else that Miss Hilary’s found a man at last and going to be happy, and I hope she do have a family of her own, and I don’t see anything wrong with that. It’s only what we all hope.’

			‘Yes, it is, but it’s the way you say things. Like “found a man at last” and “no spring chicken” – there wasn’t no need for that. Aggie’s right, you’re too sharp.’ Nancy hesitated, then went on more quietly, ‘Let’s leave it there, anyway. This is meant to be a happy day and the colonel’s paid for us all to have a party in the Bell tonight and I reckon us all wants to enjoy it, with no argufying. So let’s say no more about it.’

			‘Suits me,’ Ivy said. ‘Since I never meant to give offence in the first place.’ She gave Nancy a look. ‘I’ll see you later, then, I dare say.’

			‘That’s right. All in our glad rags.’ Nancy smiled. ‘Maybe you can get your George to sing that song of his.’

			‘Try and stop him!’ someone observed, and they all laughed. ‘And Jacob will say some poetry. It’ll be a real good old-fashioned Burracombe party.’

			‘It will too,’ Nancy said quietly to her husband Jack as they walked back to their cottage. ‘If only Ivy can keep her remarks to herself. She do have a way of making everything sound nasty.’

			‘I don’t think she even knows she’s doing it,’ Jack said. ‘And I thought she seemed a bit better just lately. She’s not nearly so sharp in the pub. Sort of softer, somehow.’

			‘I thought that too. She seemed a bit different after that trip to London she and George had, after the summer fair. But folk like Ivy don’t change overnight. I reckon she’s got a long way to go before she stops making acid remarks and we ought to be used to it by now.’

			‘And maybe we should be used to Ivy,’ he said. ‘Give her the benefit of the doubt, like. Anyway, never mind that for the minute. We’ve got our Bob bringing his new lady friend to tea tomorrow and I dare say you’ll be wanting to spring-clean the whole house to impress her!’

			

			Ivy walked back to the bakery alone, burning with a resentment that was more than half annoyance at her own actions. Why was it that whatever she said seemed to set other people against her? Since the events of the summer fair, she’d felt different, softer towards her neighbours, many of whom she had known all her life. She’d finally admitted to herself and George the truth of what had happened to her during the war, and faced the consequences, and somehow it had released a tight spring inside her, a coil of guilt and fear that had made her defensive towards everything and everybody. She’d thought everyone would have seen this difference and start to treat her differently in turn, but somehow it hadn’t happened. Somehow, she still managed to offend them with her remarks. She was beginning to think it wasn’t worth trying any longer.

			‘What’s the matter, Ive?’ George asked when she came through the kitchen door. ‘Didn’t the wedding go off well after all?’

			‘It was all right.’ She shrugged off her jacket impatiently. ‘Apart from the organ breaking down and everyone having to hum the “Wedding March”. You’d think that might have spoilt it – it would, if it had been anyone else’s wedding – but no, Felix Copley got them all singing as good as a choir at the Albert Hall and you’d have thought it was meant.’ She sat down at the kitchen table, her shoulders drooping. ‘Some people always get things going well for them. My dad would have said if they fell down a sewer they’d come up smelling of violets.’

			‘Here, come on, Ive.’ George pulled a chair round the table and sat down beside her, his arm across her thin shoulders. ‘That’s no way to go on. You know we all wish Miss Hilary and her man well. What’s really the matter? Has someone said summat to upset you?’

			She shook her head. ‘It’s the other way about, George. It don’t matter what I say, someone takes it wrong. I don’t mean to be nasty, and I don’t reckon I say anything but what they’re all thinking anyway, but there’s always someone to take me up on it. I don’t know why I bother, really I don’t. I’m better off keeping myself to myself like I’ve always done. I’m never going to be friends with Burracombe folk, and that’s all there is to it.’

			‘Don’t say that. You grew up with half of them, and so did I. We were all friends together in the old days, weren’t we? And now you’re working at the Bell a few evenings a week, you need to be able to give and take a bit of ribbing. You got on all right in Horrabridge, after all.’

			‘That was different,’ she said, turning a dull red. ‘I didn’t know them like I know Burracombe folk. Anyway, those days are gone. I dunno if I want to go on working at the Bell, George. The customers are all right when it’s just the men, I can talk to them; it’s the women that seem to bring out the worst in me. People like Nancy Pettifer and Alice Tozer.’

			‘Well, they don’t go in the pub much,’ George said. ‘Only on special occasions like New Year’s Eve or a do like tonight. I don’t know what you’re worrying about, Ive. It’s not as if you’ve ever got on with Alice, after all.’

			‘No, I haven’t.’ Ivy allowed herself to remember for an instant the day when she had first met Alice, back in 1918 when she’d arrived as a maid at the Tozers’ farm, to work for Minnie Tozer. She’d seen immediately the way Minnie’s son, Ted, who was nearly half promised to Ivy herself at that time, had looked at Alice, and so Ivy had set out to get rid of the unwelcome newcomer. But she’d failed and had to turn instead to George Sweet, who had been following her about like a faithful puppy for months. And it hadn’t turned out badly, she had to admit. George had been a good husband, better than she deserved, and a good father to Barry.

			‘I should forget about it,’ George advised now, and she had to think for a moment to realise what he meant. ‘I don’t suppose it’s you who always gets your words out wrong. Some of the others might be wishing they hadn’t spoke sharp to you. As for the pub, if Bernie and Rose are satisfied with your work and you’re happy to go on with it, you just carry on. I’ve seen you there and once you’re behind the bar you’re a different woman. It’s as if you feel safe to be yourself then.’

			‘Yes, it is,’ Ivy said slowly. ‘I never thought of it like that before, George, but you’re right. I’d miss it if I didn’t go, I know that.’ She got up from the table. ‘I’d better see about getting tea ready. Our Barry will be in soon and he’ll be starving hungry as usual. Where did he say he was going?’

			‘Getting conkers, I think,’ George said vaguely. ‘I told him it was a bit early for them, we don’t get many hereabouts till October, but he said if he couldn’t get any he’d go blackberrying instead. There’s plenty of them about.’

			‘That’d be more useful. I could make a blackberry and apple crumble for tomorrow.’ Ivy opened the larder door. ‘Rose was telling me there was going to be quite a spread at the pub tonight so we won’t want much to eat now. I’ll do Barry some beans on toast when he comes in.’ She hesitated. ‘Does he seem all right to you, George? About – you know – his granny in Poland? I’ve never been sure he took in what we told him.’

			‘He’s not really old enough to understand,’ George said. ‘And being a boy … A girl might have been more interested – might have thought it were romantic, like, and made up all kinds of stories about being a princess and God knows what. I reckon we should think ourselves lucky Barry don’t seem too interested at the moment. He could be asking a lot of questions we don’t know how to answer.’

			Ivy stood still for a moment, her jacket in her hand ready to hang up behind the staircase door. She looked at George and then laid her hand on his shoulder, her face softening.

			‘You’re a good man, George,’ she said a little huskily. ‘I don’t know as I deserve you. There’s plenty would have chucked their wives out for doing what I did.’

			‘And what good would that have done?’ he asked, his plump, florid face turning a deeper red than ever. ‘You’d have gone off out of the village and I’d have lost my wife and the baby. And it was wartime, too. I don’t know what you’d have done – had to go and work in a munitions factory, like as not, and put the little tacker in one of those day nurseries. I don’t see how I could have let that happen.’

			‘Well, plenty would,’ she repeated. ‘And I’ve only realised just lately how lucky I was. Not that it seems to stop me being a bit sharp, just the same,’ she added despondently. ‘I don’t seem able to help it.’

			George laughed. ‘I know, Ive, and I don’t take it to heart. You were always a bit quick to speak up even as a girl, and you’re not going to change now. You just go on being yourself and we’ll rub along same as usual. Anyway, I can hear our Barry coming up the path now – you’d better get his tea ready and put your glad rags on, and then it’ll be time for us to go round to the Bell and enjoy ourselves. It’s a happy day for Burracombe – let’s make the most of it.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter Three

			‘Do you realise,’ Travis Kellaway said to his wife, wiping his breakfast plate clean with the last corner of fried bread, ‘that this is the first time I’ve been left completely in charge, for more than a day or two, since I came to work at the Burracombe estate?’

			‘And if you think you’re in charge now, you’re being wildly optimistic,’ Jennifer replied, wiping Molly’s face with a damp flannel before lifting her down from her high chair. ‘There you are, my pretty, go and play with your bricks and don’t throw them at Tavy. That dog is too placid for her own good,’ she added as the Jack Russell followed the toddler out of the kitchen. ‘One of these days Molly’s going to meet a dog who won’t put up with having its ears pulled and dolls’ bonnets strapped on its head.’ She poured him another cup of tea. ‘But going back to being in charge, is the colonel really going to stand aside and let you run the estate all on your own? I can’t see it happening myself.’

			Travis chuckled. ‘No, I don’t suppose he will. You’re right, I’ll have less authority with Hilary away than I do with her around. She does let me do more and more these days, especially since David came along. And when she’s got two or three little ones like our Molly to take up her time, she’ll probably hand over completely. But Colonel Napier’ – he shook his head – ‘since Dr Latimer gave him the all-clear, he thinks he’s a young man again.’

			‘Perhaps having Stephen and Maddy home from Cyprus will take his mind off the estate for a bit,’ Jennifer said hopefully, but Travis shook his head.

			‘Stephen’s got to go back to the RAF hospital this week, and Maddy’s going too. They’re renting a cottage for her to stay in while he’s still having treatment. It was rotten luck, losing an arm. He’s a good pilot, too, by all accounts. It will almost certainly put paid to his plans to go to Canada and start up an air-freight service.’

			‘Thank goodness he wasn’t killed,’ Jennifer said soberly. ‘The colonel’s already lost one son. To lose Stephen as well could have brought on another heart attack.’

			Travis put down his cup and pushed back his chair. ‘I must be off. I won’t be home at dinner time today – I’ve got to go over to that chap at Brentor to see about some steers he’s thinking of selling. If they look a good buy, I’ll snap them up, otherwise they’ll be going to Tavistock for the cattle market on Goose Fair Day. I’ll have dinner there – his wife likes to see a different face now and again.’

			‘I’ll take Molly down to the village to see Jacob, then,’ Jennifer said. ‘He’ll probably be working in the churchyard. I’ll take him the rest of the casserole we had yesterday and pop into Mr Foster’s for some Cokers for dinner tomorrow.’ She meant the sausages made by the village butcher, which everyone said were the size of the blacksmith Alf Coker’s fingers.

			Travis nodded. ‘I’ll just go and say goodbye to Molly.’ He went to the door to look through to the living room. ‘Er … did you mean them to have that pile of magazines to play with?’

			‘Magazines?’ Jennifer jumped up. ‘Oh, Molly! And Tavy, too! Look what you’ve done! I was saving those to give to Patsy Pettifer for her mother. Now they’re all in tatters. Honestly – you’re both old enough to know better!’ She stared in dismay at the shreds of several copies of Woman’s Own and Travis chuckled, scooped up his daughter for a kiss and departed.

			Jennifer stood in the doorway, gazing at the devastation. Both dog and toddler gazed back, identical expressions in their brown eyes, their heads tilted enquiringly to one side as if to say, ‘You seem upset. Is there anything we can do to help?’ She bent to gather up the wreckage and scolded them both but her heart wasn’t in it. It was my fault, she thought, for leaving the magazines in reach. And I’d rather be here, living with Travis in this lovely cottage in the woods with a baby and a little dog than where I was a few years ago – in a back street in Plymouth with nothing but memories of an unhappy marriage.

			It was hard to imagine anything going wrong in her life now.

			

			Jacob Prout was cutting the churchyard grass when Jennifer appeared, pushing Molly in her pram with Tavy running alongside. His own dog, Scruff, pottering about between the gravestones, made a rush at them as they came through the lychgate, and the two dogs bounded off together to search for rabbits in the high Devon bank that surrounded the graveyard. Molly clamoured to get out of the pram and Jennifer lifted her down to scamper over to the old man.

			‘Grandpa! It’s me!’

			‘So it is,’ he said, his face creased with smiles. ‘I thought ’twas a little angel come to raise me up to heaven!’ He brushed his hands down his trousers and swung her into the air.

			Jennifer laughed. ‘You get more poetic every day, Jacob. And you wouldn’t call her an angel if you saw what she and that dog got up to this morning.’ She told him about the magazines.

			‘Well, maybe they shouldn’t have been left lying about,’ he said, but Jennifer shook her head.

			‘They’ve got to learn to leave things alone, both of them. So what’s the vicar decided to do about the church organ, do you know?’

			Jacob rolled his eyes. ‘What a to-do that were! I thought Squire would have a fit, taking his daughter up the aisle to everyone humming the “Wedding March”. As it turned out, he took it pretty well and it were vicar more likely to have a heart attack. And as for Miss Hilary – Mrs Napier Hunter, as we’ve got to call her now if I can ever get my tongue round it – she looked ready to burst out laughing. I never saw nothing like it. But at least it’s made us take the organ fund seriously. We’ve just been playing about at raising money up till now, as fast as we raised a bit there always seemed to be summat else wanting the money.’

			‘There’s always something to spend money on,’ Jennifer said. ‘Jacob, I’ve got a casserole in the pram, left over from yesterday. There’s enough for two – two and a little one – so if you like, I’ll take it round to the cottage now and pop it in your oven. Then we can share it when you’ve finished here and I’ve done my shopping.’

			Jacob beamed. ‘Proper job. And you can leave the little maid here with her grandpa. I’ll see she comes to no harm, the dear of her.’

			Jennifer lifted her basket from the pram and crossed the village green towards Jacob’s cottage. He wasn’t really Molly’s grandfather but Jennifer had met him when she had first come to Burracombe in search of her own father and discovered that he and her mother had been sweethearts. Had it not been for that search, she would never have come to Burracombe and never have met Travis, and Jacob would, in turn, have been a lonelier man.

			‘Where in the world are you?’ a voice accosted her. ‘Miles away, by the look of it!’

			‘Dottie!’ Jennifer stopped as the older woman waved to her from the side of the green. ‘How are you? Recovered from the party on Saturday night?’

			The older woman chuckled. ‘Joe made me go home early. Said I’ve got to take care of myself to be ready for our own wedding. I still can’t believe I’m getting married, at my age!’

			‘Go on, you’re not as old as all that.’ They fell into step along the road. ‘I’m glad you’re not going to America straight away.’

			‘No, we decided to stay here for the winter. Joe’s like a mother hen, don’t want me travelling until I’m completely over that bit of a stroke I had and he says the weather will be better for the crossing in spring. We’re going to have a couple of weeks in Cornwall for our honeymoon – that trip we went on to Perranporth with Ted and Alice at the beginning of the month was so good, we thought we’d go back and see a bit more of the area. And by the time we get back from that, it’ll be Harvest Supper and then we’ll all be thinking about Christmas. I don’t know where the time goes,’ she ended a little breathlessly.

			‘Nor do I. It seems hardly any time since Molly was a tiny baby and now she’s fifteen months old and running about. And yet, I can hardly remember what it was like not to have her.’

			‘Will you be thinking of having another one, for company for the little maid? I always think it’s nice to have them close together in age.’

			Jennifer blushed and laughed. ‘Well, who knows?’

			Dottie gave her a quick look. ‘You don’t mean –?’

			‘Well, not as far as I know. But – well, it could be just an ordinary tummy upset but I’ve felt a bit queasy in the mornings this past week. It’s nothing very much, mind, so don’t say anything to anyone, will you?’

			‘I won’t say a word,’ Dottie promised. ‘But I hope you’re right. And Jacob will be like a dog with two tails. I dare say you’d like a little boy this time.’

			‘Travis would, I think. I would too, but two little girls would be lovely. Really, all we want is for it to be healthy. That’s if there is one,’ she added hastily. ‘It’s really too soon to tell yet.’

			‘Tell me as soon as you know for sure,’ Dottie said. She thought for a moment. ‘Let’s see, if you’re feeling sick now, you could be nearly two months gone, and that means the little dear would be born around the end of April. That’s a lovely time to have a baby.’

			‘Goodness, you are getting ahead!’ Jennifer laughed. ‘Honestly, Dottie, it could just be a false alarm.’ She was half regretting she’d mentioned it at all. There was something in the air of Burracombe that seemed to catch at the slightest hint of rumour and turn it into common knowledge. She remembered the time when she and Travis had got engaged – without telling anyone their intentions, they had gone to a jeweller’s shop in Tavistock to buy the ring and someone had seen them there, with the result that by the time they returned to the village everyone had known not only that they were engaged but also that they had fixed the date of the wedding. Even more irritatingly, they’d got it right!

			Still, Dottie wasn’t a gossip and had too much to think about with her own wedding on the horizon to bother mentioning that Jennifer Kellaway had felt a bit queasy one morning.

			‘It’s a shame you never had children, Dottie,’ Jennifer said. ‘You’d have made a wonderful mother, and grandmother too.’

			‘I had Maddy as a maid, though,’ Dottie reminded her. ‘She was just like my own little girl when she lived with me. Still is, for all that she’s grown up and is a married woman now.’

			Jennifer smiled, then pursed her lips. ‘It’s so sad that Stephen’s lost his arm. They’ve only been married a few months. I wonder what they’ll do now. I suppose they’ll come back to Burracombe to live.’

			Dottie shook her head. ‘Not from what they were saying after the wedding. Stephen’s still set on making his own life and he’s never been that interested in the estate. Talking of going to Canada, they were, just like nothing had happened.’

			‘Really? But surely he won’t be able to fly, with only one arm.’ Jennifer opened her mouth to say more, then remembered her own thoughts about village gossip and stopped. Instead, she smiled and took the brake off the pram. ‘I mustn’t stay here chatting– I’ve got a casserole to put in the oven for Jacob. He’s got Molly “helping” him in the churchyard so he’ll need a good dinner! And when I’ve done that, I need to go the butcher for some Cokers.’

			They parted and Dottie went on her way to the village butcher’s shop. She too wanted some Cokers, for Joe’s dinner. He was dividing his time now between his brother’s farmhouse and Dottie’s cottage but once they were married he would move in with her.

			It’ll be a bit different for him, living in a tiny cottage instead of the big farmhouse or that lovely home he’s got in America, Dottie thought, a small frown appearing between her brows. I hope he won’t find it too cramped. It’s all very well, this idea of living half the year in America and half in Burracombe, but it’s a big change for both of us, and change is harder at our time of life.

			Sudden panic swept over her and she stopped dead in the middle of the street. Was it really sensible to be marrying her childhood sweetheart after all these years? Crossing the Atlantic four times a year – twice one way, twice the other … not so much spending half the year in Burracombe, as missing the other half – never being here in spring when the snowdrops were like white icing under the hedges, the primroses a blanket of gold covering the Devon banks and the bluebells like patches of fallen sky in the woods. Nor in the summer, when the gorse and heather flung a cape of gold and purple fit for a king over the swooping moor, when the gardens were full of roses and the blackberries glowed like jewels on the bramble bushes … Never, ever, seeing any of that again.

			I can’t do it, she thought, her hands clutching the handle of her wicker basket. I can’t leave all this and go to America.

			She put one hand to her heart and drew in a sudden, sharp breath of pain.

			I can’t marry Joe …

			

			Joe was helping his brother with the milking. Even though he’d left the farm nearly forty years earlier, he’d soon settled back into the old ways and milking had been one of his favourite jobs as a boy. Sitting on the little three-legged stool, with your head pressed against a cow’s warm flank, feeling her steady breathing as you squeezed her teats to make the milk flow, was a job you couldn’t hurry, and each cow had her own personality. That, his father used to say, was when you really got to know your animals. You could tell in a minute if there was something wrong, if she wasn’t feeling up to the mark that day. You could see if she didn’t want to let her milk down or if she wasn’t making as much, which usually indicated a problem either with the cow or with the pasture. It gave you time with each animal, time you’d never otherwise have.

			‘I know what Father used to tell us,’ Joe remarked as they sent the cows out of the parlour and started to wash down, ‘but I gotta say I’m surprised you’ve never moved on to machines. Nobody in the States milks by hand and the beasts don’t seem to suffer any.’

			Ted screwed up his face. ‘Tom’s been on at me about that. Says we could have a bigger herd and produce more milk, but you’ve got to have the pasture and I’m not sure we could do it. We’ve got to make enough hay for the winter feed too. I reckon we’d need another couple of fields at least to make it work. And – I dunno, Joe, I reckon I’d miss the hand milking. I know it’s a chore but you still got to keep to the same routine, even if you do use a machine, and I can’t see as you can get to know your beasts so well. And they get to know us – that’s the important part. Come any trouble at calving time, and they trust us to help ’em.’

			They finished scrubbing the parlour walls and floor, leaving it clean for afternoon milking when it would all have to be done again, and went indoors for a late breakfast. Ted usually made a pot of tea in the morning when he first got up and fried up a couple of strips of bacon to put between two slices of bread, just to keep him going through the milking, as he would say, and then Alice would cook him a proper breakfast when he came in. Eggs, more bacon, tomatoes and mushrooms in season, baked beans, fried bread or potato – that was what a man needed after two or three hours outside with the cows. Tom would be there too, and now Joe, and their cousin, Norman, would come in too if he’d helped with the morning milking. In winter especially, when it was still only just getting light outside and the puddles were frozen and the air icy cold, the farmhouse kitchen with its smells of bacon and fried bread was a warm and welcoming place.

			Now, although dawn was breaking a little later each day, the sky was light by six and the sun was well up when the two brothers pushed open the kitchen door. Alice was standing at the range, tending a huge cast-iron frying pan, and Minnie was taking plates out of the warm bottom oven and putting them on the table. The kettle came to the boil just as Ted pulled off his leather jacket and hung it on the row of hooks by the door.

			‘There you are,’ Alice said, as if Ted’s appearance in the kitchen at this hour came as a surprise. ‘Your breakfast’s just ready. It’s a fine morning. I heard on the wireless it’s going to hold for a few days.’

			‘That’s good. We’ll be able to get on with—’ The ringing of the telephone interrupted him and he went to answer it, while Alice began to dish up fried potatoes, sausages and eggs. Joe sat down at the table and she set a plateful in front of him, then slid Ted’s back into the oven to keep hot.

			A moment or two later he came back into the kitchen, his face suddenly lined and grey.

			Minnie, now seated in her rocking chair by the fire with her knitting, looked at him in alarm. ‘Why, Ted, whatever be the matter? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.’

			Alice, who had bent to take his plate out of the oven, turned quickly. ‘What is it?’ She stared at her husband. ‘Bad news?’

			Ted sat down heavily. ‘It was Joe’s eldest girl. Telephoning from America.’ His eyes met Alice’s and his mouth worked as if he hardly knew what to say.

			The others gazed at him and Alice put the hot plate on the table, her hands shaking. ‘It – it’s not our Jackie?’ Her voice sharpened. ‘It is, isn’t it? Our Jackie …’ The family laughed at her for always thinking that something terrible would happen to her youngest daughter, in America, but she could see from Ted’s face that this time she was right. ‘What is it?’ she demanded. ‘What’s happened to her?’

			‘There’ve been an accident,’ he said shakily. ‘A car – automobile, she said, but that just means car, don’t it? I didn’t catch what happened, I’m not sure they knows for certain, but it went off the road and down a bank.’

			‘Oh, no …’ Alice whispered, her hand at her throat, while Minnie sat forward in her chair, her wrinkled hands gripping the knitting. ‘Is she – Ted, don’t tell me she’s—’

			‘She’s in hospital,’ he said quickly. ‘She was hurt, but they don’t know how bad it was, not yet. A broken leg – ribs too – and maybe summat inside but it’s too soon to tell.’ He paused, then added in a bewildered tone, as if he could scarcely believe his own words, ‘It was Bryce driving, and – and it seems he was killed. Killed outright, she said.’

			‘Killed? Bryce? Oh, Ted …’ Tears overflowed down Alice’s cheeks and she sat down suddenly while Minnie gave a little cry of distress. ‘Our little Jackie. Oh, the poor, poor maid. Hurt in a car accident and lost the man she was going to marry! And her all those thousands of miles away from her family …’ She covered her face with her hands and rocked back and forth for a few moments, then took in a deep, shuddering breath and raised her head. ‘We’ll have to go over there, Ted. We’ll have to go – as soon as it can possibly be arranged.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter Four

			‘But how, Mum?’ Val asked when she heard the news. ‘You haven’t even got passports. And there’s the tickets for the ship – they’re dreadfully expensive and you might have to wait for a passage. It could take weeks and Jackie will probably be better by then. I don’t see—’

			‘And I don’t see how you can raise objections at all,’ Alice snapped. She had run down to Jed’s Cottage, as it was still called, as soon as breakfast was over, her head in a whirl. ‘I’d have thought you’d have a bit more sympathy for your sister, Val. Obviously, we can’t be there in five minutes but the maid will want her mother just the same. She’s lost her sweetheart as well as broken her leg, in case you’ve forgotten already. And we don’t even know how much worse it could be. Unconscious, Elaine said she was when she phoned us. How will the poor dear feel when she comes to, all alone and away from her family? As for the cost, that don’t matter – your father and me have always put a bit by for a rainy day. And your Uncle Joe’ll help with getting the tickets and everything. He knows what to do.’

			Val helped Christopher spoon porridge into his mouth. ‘I’m sorry, Mum. I didn’t mean to be awkward. It’s just come as a shock – and you running in like that, all of a dither, you frightened me. I thought it was something serious.’

			‘It is something serious!’

			‘I mean, with Granny or Dad, or maybe one of the children.’ She sighed. ‘Please, Mum, don’t take everything I say the wrong way. I know you’re upset – I am too. It’s awful to think of Jackie hurt and unhappy. But she does have family in America – our cousins and Uncle Joe when he’s there – and they’ll look after her until you can get there, and you know Luke and me’ll do all we can to help. Now look, there’s tea in the pot – pour yourself a cup while Chris finishes his breakfast, and tell me all you know.’

			‘I’m having porridge,’ Christopher said importantly. He waved his spoon and a small blob of porridge flew off and landed on the table.

			Alice nodded distractedly. ‘I know, lovey, and look what you’re doing with it. There’s not that much more to tell,’ she went on, calming down and doing as Val said. ‘They were off somewhere together on holiday, apparently – and that’s something your father and I would never have allowed, her going away with a man on her own, even if they were engaged – and there was some sort of accident. That’s all we know. Joe’s girl Elaine it was who rang us up, and she didn’t know no more herself. She and her hubby Earl – outlandish sort of name – were going straight off to wherever Jackie is, and I can’t even tell you that. It could be hundreds of miles away. They were talking about going to California for this holiday, right over on the other side of America.’ Alice stared into her cup and a tear splashed into the tea. ‘Val, I feel so helpless. My youngest, not even twenty yet, in hospital with a broken leg over on the other side of the world, and I can’t even put my finger on the map to see where she is. She could be on the moon, for all the difference it makes. And you’re right, it’ll be weeks before we can get there. I don’t even know how to start making such a journey.’

			‘Well, Uncle Joe will help with all that,’ Val said reassuringly. ‘Thank goodness he and Dottie are still here and not gone off on their honeymoon. And the wedding’s still over two weeks—’

			‘The wedding!’ Alice cried. ‘My stars above, I hadn’t even thought about the wedding! How can we go before that? And they’re planning a week in Perranporth too. I was depending on them being in Burracombe when we go. Tom and Joanna can’t be left to manage on their own with me and your father away.’

			‘They won’t be on their own. We’ll all rally round. Norman won’t mind putting a few more hours in with the milking, and I can do a bit too. I’ll go up every day to give Jo a hand with the meals and the hens and everything. You don’t have to worry about all that, Mum.’

			‘It’s not knowing that’s the worst,’ Alice said fretfully. ‘I don’t know how long it will take to get passports and book our passage and even when we get to New York we’ve got to go to Corning, and she might not even be back there. She might still be wherever she is now, in some hospital in the middle of nowhere. And what are their hospitals like anyway? Will they have all the proper equipment and all that? Some of these films our Tom goes to see at the pictures—’

			‘They’re Westerns, Mum,’ Val said with a grin. ‘They’re set a hundred years ago as it is. It’s America, not darkest Africa. They’re probably more up to date than we are.’

			Alice looked at her doubtfully. ‘Do you really think so?’

			‘I know they are. And if you’re looking at films to prove it, think of that one you and Dad went to see backalong – Rear Window. The man in that had a broken leg and he was going to be all right. Jackie will be too.’

			‘She still needs her mother with her,’ Alice said.

			‘Of course she does! And you’ll be there, just as soon as you can be, and with nothing to worry about here.’ Val spooned the last bit of porridge into Christopher’s mouth and wiped his face with a damp flannel. ‘You just tell us what to do and we’ll do it. Is there anything you need today? Shall I come back home with you?’

			Alice shook her head and got up. ‘We haven’t even begun to think about it all yet. I were that flummoxed, I left the men eating their breakfasts and just ran down to tell you straight away. I’d better go back now and see what they’ve decided.’ She bent to tickle her grandson under his chin. ‘I’m sorry, my little dear, Granny’s had hardly a word to say to you this morning, and you eating your porridge up so good, too. You come up and see me later on and we might have some more news. Elaine said she’d ring us up again when she’d been to the hospital. Where’s Luke today? Out painting?’

			‘No, he’s gone to London. He’ll be there all week.’ Val lifted her son from his high chair and set him on the floor. ‘There you are, Chris. Go and play with your bricks.’

			‘Build a castle,’ he said and marched over to the cardboard box of toys that was kept behind Luke’s armchair. ‘Build Granny a castle to live in.’

			‘That’s right. The dear of him …’ But Val could see that her mother’s mind was far way, somewhere in America with her other daughter. Her voice trembled. ‘Oh, Val … She’s my baby.’

			‘I know, Mum, I know.’ Val put her arms round the shaking body. ‘There, there. Don’t cry. Everything will be all right.’

			‘She’s so far away,’ Alice wept. ‘We can’t even speak to her.’

			‘I’m sure you could,’ Val said. ‘Hospitals do have telephones, you know.’

			‘But we don’t know the number, and it’s so complicated, making calls to other countries …’ She shook her head fretfully, then burst out, ‘We never wanted her to go, you know, me and your father. We knew all along something would happen. We should have put our feet down hard when she first started to talk about it – it’s all our fault for letting her have so much rein.’

			‘You couldn’t do anything about it. She threatened to leave home anyway and if she’d done that, she wouldn’t even have had Uncle Joe and his family to keep an eye on her.’

			‘I mean, when she was little. Always self-willed she was, and we let her get away with too much. If we had been firmer, then—’

			‘Well, it’s no use thinking of all that now,’ Val said. ‘Anyway, I think you’re wrong. Jackie was always Jackie and she wasn’t going to be any different whatever you did. In fact, I think she’d have been worse. As it is, you’ve brought her up to be sensible and most girls of her age can manage quite well on their own. We had to during the war, after all.’

			‘Yes, you did, and you’re not telling me it didn’t lead to trouble then, either,’ Alice said tersely, and Val bit her lip, wishing for the hundredth time that she had never confessed to her mother that she had given birth to a baby while on her way back from Egypt. Poor little Johnny had been born too early and had never lived, and only Hilary Napier and a few other VAD nurses had known about it – even Luke, the baby’s father, had not known, for he and Val had parted by then and not met again until he came to Burracombe by chance a few years ago. Some secrets are better never told, she thought, and some are definitely better never told to your mother!

			‘Well, I’m sure Jackie’s been sensible,’ she said peaceably. ‘And she’s the one we’ve got to think about now. She’s lost her fiancé as well as broken her leg and the sooner you can be with her the better.’

			Alice nodded and turned to go. ‘I’ll go and tell Dottie what’s happened. She’ll need to know why Joe don’t go down to the cottage this morning, though I dare say he’ll want to go as soon as he can, with her still not properly back on her feet. Oh, why does everything have to happen at once?’

			She hurried away along the village street, worry in every line of her body. Val watched her for a moment, then sighed and went back indoors where Christopher was carefully setting coloured wooden bricks on top of each other. Reassuring as she had tried to be, she was daunted herself by the enormity of the journey facing her parents. Neither had ever been abroad before and although Joe would be able to help he would not be going with them. He had his wedding and new life with Dottie to think of, and although Dottie was recovering well from her stroke she wouldn’t be fit to travel for quite a while.

			Val was suddenly swept with loneliness. I’m upset too, she thought, starting the washing-up. Jackie’s my sister, my baby sister, and she’s hurt and unhappy thousands of miles away and there’s nothing I can do to help her. And nobody will give a thought to how I feel about it. I’m the one who’s always expected to be strong.

			She stood still, her hands plunged into the hot soapy water, and a tear trickled down the side of her nose. I want Luke, she thought. I want my husband here with me, to put his arms around me and tell me it’ll be all right, like I told Mum. I know I said I’d be happy with him spending one week a month at the gallery in London, and I suppose most of the time I am – but when something goes wrong I need him here with me, to turn to. Isn’t that what marriage is supposed to be about?

			

			‘So Joe won’t be down till later on,’ Alice finished. ‘He asked me to drop in and tell you what’s happened. But you can come back up to the farm with me now, if you’d rather.’

			‘Only if I can do something to help,’ Dottie said. ‘You don’t want another body up there, getting under your feet.’ She hesitated and bent to stroke Alfred, who was as usual a slumbering mound of black fur on her armchair. ‘I need to have a private word with him anyway. I’ll stop here, and see him when I see him. I’ve got a few jobs I can be getting on with.’

			Alice looked at her curiously. ‘Is everything all right, Dottie? You’re not feeling poorly, are you? Because if you are, I’ll send Joe down straight away.’

			‘Of course I’m not poorly. You know what Dr Latimer said – I’m getting over that silly bit of a stroke as if it never happened. You don’t have to worry about me, Alice.’

			‘I’m glad to hear it. Only you seem a bit – well, as if you’ve got something on your mind.’ Alice waited a moment, but Dottie said nothing. ‘So if you’re sure there’s nothing you need, I’ll be getting back.’

			‘That’s right. You’ve got a lot to think about, you and Ted. But you know if there’s anything I can do while you’re away – or before you go – you’ve only got to say. That’s what friends are for, and we’ve always been friends.’

			‘More than friends soon,’ Alice said. ‘We’ll be as good as sisters in less than three weeks.’

			Dottie lifted her head at last and Alice stared at her in dismay. ‘Dottie! Whatever is it? You look as pale as a ghost. You are feeling poorly! Now, you just push that dratted cat off the chair and sit down. Do you want me to go for the doctor?’

			Dottie shook her head but did as she was told, shoving the protesting Alfred off the chair and taking his place. She bit her lip but Alice could see the tears in her eyes and she pulled one of the kitchen chairs over and seated herself beside Dottie so that she could put her arm around the shaking shoulders. ‘I could see something was wrong the minute I came in, only I was too taken up with my own news. What is it, Dottie? You and Joe have surely never fallen out?’

			‘Not yet,’ Dottie sniffed, feeling up her sleeve for her hanky. ‘But I reckon we’re just about to.’

			‘I don’t understand. What’s happened? He’s never said a word to us about anything being wrong.’

			‘He don’t know yet. Oh, Alice, I’m sorry, I never meant to let it out, especially when you’re so upset over Jackie. Don’t take no notice. You’ve got too much to worry about – you go back to the farm and let me and Joe sort out our own problems.’

			‘Well, I will, if that’s what you want,’ Alice said doubtfully. ‘But if you ask me, it’s a family problem too, and I don’t like to leave you like this. Why don’t you tell me anyway, now you’ve started? I won’t interfere, if you don’t want me to.’

			Dottie said nothing for a minute or two, then she looked up at Alice and gave her a wavering smile. ‘You’ll tell me I’m being foolish, I know. But – well, Alice, it just came over me yesterday afternoon, right in the middle of the village street. I was on my way to get some Cokers and was looking around me, thinking about Burracombe and all the things that go on here, and about all the spring flowers – snowdrops and primroses and violets and such – and the hawthorn blossom in May – and the heather and gorse on the moors – and how me and Joe are going to be away half the year, every year, and miss so much … And, well, I just felt I couldn’t do it. I can’t face leaving it all behind, knowing that some of it I’ll never see again because we’ll always be away that time of year. And it’s the people, too – the old folk maybe passing on, that I’ll never see again, and the babies that’ll be born and be months old before I see their dear little faces. I just can’t do it, Alice, and I can’t ask Joe to give up his own home, neither. We’ve left it too late. And somehow, I got to tell him.’

			Alice stared at her in dismay. ‘You’re not going to call off the wedding?’

			‘What else can I do? I love Joe and I know he loves me, but it’s just not going to work out. I don’t see any other way round it.’

			‘Dottie, you can’t do that! Give up the man you love all for the sake of a few spring flowers? It don’t make sense. It would break Joe’s heart.’

			‘It’s not just flowers – it’s everything. Everything that means home to me.’

			‘Joe should be what means home to you,’ Alice said firmly. ‘It’s not as if you’re leaving the village for ever. A few months each year, that’s all. And if you’d gone with him all that time ago, when you were young and starting out in life, you’d have been away for years. You’d only ever have come back for a visit, like Joe has himself. Think of it in that way – you’ve had years more of Burracombe and now you’ve got Joe again. You’re a lucky, lucky woman, Dottie Friend!’

			Her tone as she ended was quite severe and Dottie looked at her in surprise. ‘I suppose you’re right, looking at it like that. All the same …’ She shook her head again. ‘Oh, Alice, I dunno what to think. I’m all in a muddle.’

			‘You need to talk to Joe. I know what he’ll think.’ Alice stood up. ‘Are you going to be all right here on your own for a bit? Only I must go back to the farm and see what Ted’s decided.’

			‘You go. I’m all right.’ Dottie stood up too and put her hand on Alice’s arm. ‘You’re a good friend, Alice, putting aside your own troubles to listen to my silliness. You just remember, now, anything you want me to do, you let me know right away. And you won’t say anything to Joe about this, will you?’

			‘Of course I won’t.’ Alice kissed her cheek. ‘You talk to him yourself. You’ll find a way round it together. Just don’t forget I’m looking forward to having you for a sister. I’ve never had one before and I’m not likely to get another!’
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