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Jennifer looked at their faces, puzzled yet kindly, and took a deep breath. Alice pushed her cup of tea a little nearer. She split and buttered a warm scone and put it on a plate at Jennifer’s elbow. Sudden tears swam in the grey eyes.

‘I’m trying to find my family,’ she said. ‘I don’t even know if there’s anyone left now, and I don’t know for sure that they came from Burracombe. But I feel that they did. I feel as if this is somehow my home - the place where my mother and father grew up. There must be someone who knew them. There must be  someone who knew that I was going to be born.’
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 Chapter One

Burracombe, South Devon, 1952

 



The stranger came to Burracombe on the day the King died.

It was a cold, dry February morning in 1952, with grey skies and no wind. Basil Harvey, the vicar of Burracombe, had just heard the news on the radio and hurried over to the church at once, to find Alice Tozer at the altar, clearing away the flowers from last Sunday’s service. Her round, cheerful face beamed as she turned to see him marching up the shadowy aisle, and then, as he came closer, she saw the expression on his face and her smile faded.

‘Why, whatever be the matter, Vicar? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.’

He stopped at the chancel steps. ‘I’ve just heard the most dreadful news, Alice. I can hardly believe it. The King’s died.’

She stared at him. Dead flowers dropped from her hands and scattered themselves over the flagstones. Her mouth worked for a moment or two, and then she said, in a strange, creaking voice, ‘Died? The King? Are you sure?’

‘It was on the wireless. They broke into the programmes. You know how they announce really serious news - “This is London”. Grace and I stopped what we were doing at once to listen.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t quite know what we expected, but it wasn’t that.’

‘The King dead,’ Alice said slowly, and tears spilled from her eyes. ‘And with poor young Princess Elizabeth away in  Africa, too. My stars! That means she’m Queen now, don’t it! Oh, that poor young lady.’

‘I know. I suppose they must have told her already. She’ll have to come home straight away. At least she’ll have her husband to support her. Well, I’ll need to see Ted as soon as possible - the bells must be rung muffled. And there’ll be services to arrange.’ He turned as they both heard a sound at the back of the church. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry. Were you looking for me?’

The woman walking up the aisle looked to be in her early thirties. She was of medium height, rather slight, with a pale, oval face. Her eyes were an almost luminous grey, fringed with thick, black lashes, and her lips were touched with pale pink. She wore a dark green coat, fitted to her slim waist, and a green beret over her chestnut hair.

‘I didn’t mean to disturb you,’ she said hesitantly. She spoke with a Devonshire accent, though not exactly local. ‘I was just looking round the church. And then I heard what you were saying. Is it true? Has the King really died?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ Basil said. He glanced round at Alice again, not wanting to leave her out of the conversation. ‘In his sleep, they said. At least we can be thankful that it was peaceful.’

‘And he’d been very poorly,’ Alice added, lowering her voice to murmur the word, ‘Cancer. And I’ll tell you something else, Vicar, now I come to think of it. Me and Ted went into Tavistock last week, to the pictures, and we saw him on the Pathé Pictorial News saying goodbye to the Princess. I said to Ted then, he looked proper grey, and I reckon he knew he’d never see her again. He had such a sad look in his eyes.’

‘Well, that’s something we shall never know,’ Basil said as Alice bent to pick up the flowers that had fallen to the floor. He saw that she was in tears again, and turned back to the stranger. ‘Is there anything I can show you? The church is  very old - it dates back to Norman times - and we’ve some interesting features. The font—’

‘Oh no,’ the woman said hastily. ‘I won’t bother you now. I just wanted . . .’ Her voice faded as she glanced round the dim church. ‘Perhaps I’ll come back another day. I . . .’ Once again, she didn’t seem to know how to finish her sentence. ‘I’ll just go and look outside - there’s a bus soon.’

Alice straightened up, her arms filled with dead and dripping stalks, and came down the chancel to where they stood. She stared at the young woman and opened her mouth to speak, but the stranger was already turning away. Basil accompanied her down the aisle.

‘I don’t want to drive you away. The news has come as rather a shock - as of course it will to everyone. You’re very welcome to stay and look around - perhaps say a prayer. And of course you can come back at any time. The door’s always open.’

‘Thank you.’ They stood in the porch, looking out at the village green with its ancient oak tree, the cottages clustered around and the more distant view of meadows rising to the brown, rock-cluttered moors above. ‘I wondered—’ She broke off again, hesitated, then turned, gave him an uncertain smile and said, ‘I think I can hear the bus coming. I’d better go. Goodbye.’ And before he could speak again, she was gone, walking quickly down the path to the lychgate and across the green to the bus stop.

Basil watched her go, puzzled and anxious. He knew that the bus wouldn’t be along for another five minutes at least and had a strong sense that the visitor was troubled by something. He felt inadequate, as if there ought to have been something he could have done for her. Perhaps if he and Alice hadn’t been absorbed by the news of the King’s death, she would have confided in him. There must be some reason why she was here in our church, he thought, and for a brief moment he toyed with the idea of following her. Then he shook his  head. He could hardly pursue the woman across the green and insist she talk to him. And he might be quite wrong, anyway. He turned to go back into the church.

Alice was at the door, the dead flowers now in a bucket ready to be taken to Jacob Prout’s compost heap. She had wiped away her tears, but her eyes were still watering. She followed his glance across the green.

‘Who do you think she were, Vicar? Nobody from round here. Sounded as if she come from Plymouth, I’d say.’

‘You may be right. She must have come on the bus, anyway. I wonder what she wanted. She hadn’t come into the church before I arrived, had she?’

Alice shook her head. ‘I did see someone up in the top corner of the churchyard when I arrived, behind the big tomb. It could have been her. As a matter of fact, when I came down the chancel and saw her in a better light, she did remind me of someone, just for a minute, like.’ A small frown touched her face. ‘But no - ’twas just a trick of the light, that’s all.’ She looked at Basil and indicated the bucket of flowers. ‘What should I be doing about Sunday, Vicar? There’s not much about in February. I were going to go down the riverbank and pick some snowdrops, there’s always a big patch down there, but would they be right now? Or shouldn’t we have no flowers at all, till after the funeral?’ Her mouth quivered and her eyes brimmed with tears again. ‘I still can’t believe it. The King dead! And him such a lovely man - we always listen to his speech on Christmas Day, you know. Remember that one where he said that bit of poetry about the man at the gate of the year? I wrote it down and our Val copied it out in her best writing so we could put it up on the wall. And now he’m gone. It’s too soon, Vicar. It’s too soon.’

‘I know.’ Basil laid his hand on her shoulder for a moment. ‘We’re all going to feel it very much. Well, I think I’ll go back to the vicarage and see if I can get in touch with the Bishop. I’ll let you know about the flowers as soon as I can, Alice, and  you might ask Ted to slip up to the vicarage so that we can decide about the bells. They ought to be rung today, muffled of course, and I think Friday’s practice must be cancelled. There’ll be a good deal to do, even down here in Devon. Heaven knows what they’ll be going through at Sandringham and in London and Windsor! It’ll mean a state funeral, you know.’

‘And to think that this time last year we were making plans for the Festival of Britain,’ she said sadly. ‘Whoever would have thought it?’

She carried the dead flowers up to the compost heap in the corner of the churchyard. It was near here that she had seen the stranger, half concealed behind the big family tomb of the Napiers, peering at the headstones. When Alice had thrown the dead flowers on the heap, she paused and then walked round to see what the visitor had been looking at, but the faded lettering gave no clues.

Alice gazed past the church and towards the green. The bus was there now, and she could see the woman climbing aboard. Once again, she was touched by a faint tremor of distant memory, but it was gone before she could catch it, like gossamer on a breeze.

The thought of the King came to her mind again. She felt the ache of grief in her throat, and as she walked back down the churchyard, her eyes were blurred with tears.

 



By dinnertime the news was all over the village. As usual, it seemed to spread almost on the air. When Dottie Friend, washing glasses and polishing tables ready for lunchtime opening at the Bell Inn, heard it from the landlord, Bernie Nethercott, she immediately went outside to see if anyone was crossing the village green. Jacob Prout was there, sweeping the road and having a look at the ditches to see if they needed clearing, and after he’d shared Dottie’s shock, he passed the news on to George Sweet, the village baker, who told Bert  Foster, the butcher, and then Edie Pettifer at the village shop. Edie scurried into the post office to tell Jean and Jessie Friend, and by the time they had all gathered in the road to discuss it, Jacob had reached the blacksmith’s forge where Alf Coker came out to stand at his door, wiping his hands on some cotton waste and shaking his big head.

Nobody could quite believe it.

‘I know he was poorly,’ George Sweet said. ‘Had that operation on his lungs, didn’t he? But I thought he were getting over it. Reckon his doctors must’ve thought so, too, or they wouldn’t never have let Princess Elizabeth go off to Africa like that. Here, do you suppose they’ll be able to find her, out in that jungle?’

‘Well, I don’t suppose her’s camping out with lions and tigers,’ Edie Pettifer said sharply. ‘Gone to some nice hotel built up in the trees, so I read in the Daily Express. I dare say they’ll be able to get a message out to her pretty quick.’ She took out her handkerchief and wiped her eyes.

All the women had shed tears, and even the men looked stricken. The King - who had never been meant to be King but had been forced into it by his brother’s abdication - had been such a stalwart figure all through the war, staying determinedly at Windsor and Buckingham Palace, visiting the most severely bombed areas during the Blitz, seeming to share in all his people’s troubles, and he had earned a deep affection in the hearts of his subjects. Like Alice Tozer, everyone had listened to his Christmas broadcasts and drawn strength and comfort from the slightly hesitant voice that had seemed to make him all the more human. They’d felt almost a part of his own family - the pretty, gentle Queen Elizabeth and the two Princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret Rose - and when the governess, ‘Crawfie’, had published the story of her years with them in Woman’s Weekly, it had sold out week after week as readers enjoyed the tale of their growing-up: their schoolroom days, their Guide company, the pantomimes they had  performed at Windsor. Everyone had celebrated Elizabeth’s marriage to Philip Mountbatten and thrilled to the birth of her two children, Charles and Anne.

And now the King was gone and she was Queen. It was hard to take in.

Ted Tozer, who had been out in the fields all morning, heard it from Alice when he came in for his dinner. He saw her red-rimmed eyes and looked from her to his mother, Minnie, sitting in her usual chair by the fire with a handkerchief pressed to her face, and thought at first that something must have happened to one of the family - Val, perhaps, or Jackie. His son, Tom, was all right - he knew that because they’d been together all morning - and Tom’s wife, Joanna, was in the kitchen, too, looking equally subdued as she strapped young Robin in his high-chair. He opened his mouth to ask what was wrong, but before he could speak, Alice told him.

Ted sat down heavily in his chair at the table. ‘My stars, that’s a bad job. He were a good man.’

‘Vicar wants to see you about the bells.’ Alice set a huge bowl in the middle of the table. ‘He says they ought to be rung muffled tonight.’

‘So they should, and so they will be.’ Ted watched as she ladled meat and vegetables on to the plates. Shock hadn’t prevented her from making dumplings as light and fluffy as snowballs, or from boiling a large pan of potatoes to go with the rich golden-brown stew. He helped himself to cabbage and began to eat. ‘Us’ll need to ring muffled on Sunday, too, and maybe for the funeral. I’d better get word to the ringers.’

‘I’ll do that,’ Joanna offered. ‘I’ll walk round with Robin this afternoon and call in on everyone. If there’s no one at home, I’ll drop a note through the door. What time will you be ringing?’

‘Better make it half seven, same as on a practice night. And that’s another thing, us’ll have to put off the practice this  week. Wouldn’t be fitting.’ He laid down his fork suddenly and shook his head, staring down at his plate. ‘I dunno - I can’t hardly take it in. The King dead! Seems like the end of an era.’

‘It is,’ Joanna said quietly. ‘But it’s the beginning of another one.’ She looked at the sombre faces round the table. ‘A new Elizabethan era.’

 



At the village school, the two teachers didn’t hear the news until the children were either on their way home for their dinner or settling down to the shepherd’s pie that Mrs Dawe had made. Basil Harvey came to tell them and sat down in the small classroom to discuss how they should break the news to the children.

‘A lot of them will hear it at home,’ Miss Kemp observed. ‘We’ll have to assemble them all in the big schoolroom as soon as they come back and tell the others, or heaven knows what stories they’ll be spreading. You know what gruesome imaginations some of them have.’ She looked at the vicar. ‘Will you stay and have a talk with them?’

‘I was going to suggest that myself.’ He nodded. ‘I expect they’ll be upset. And they’ll have quite a lot of questions, too. We might make a little service of it - we ought to say a prayer at the very least.’

Stella Simmons, the young assistant teacher, got up and went over to a cupboard, taking out a sheaf of sheet music. ‘Perhaps you’d like to have a hymn, too,’ she suggested.

‘“There’s a Friend for Little Children”, perhaps, or “Around the Throne of God a Band of Glorious Angels Ever Stand”. Just to remind them that the King’s in Heaven now and we don’t need to worry about him.’

‘An excellent idea,’ Basil approved. ‘And singing always seems to relieve the mind. I’m sure that’s one of the reasons why we have hymns in church.’ They all looked up at the  sound of a minor stampede outside. ‘There they are now. Let’s get them in as quickly as possible.’

Stella went outside to ring the bell and the children rushed chattering into the two schoolrooms. She ushered the little ones into the larger room and had just managed to quieten them down as the headmistress and vicar came through. She then went to the piano in the corner. Miss Kemp took up her position at the big desk, and the children stared at her, their faces taut with anxious excitement.

‘Now, some of you have heard the sad news that our beloved King has died,’ she began gravely, and one or two of the girls began to cry. ‘Of course we’re all upset about this - he wasn’t a very old man, and although he’d been ill, we all hoped he would get better. I expect you remember saying prayers for him in the church, don’t you?’ There were a few assenting sniffles. ‘Our vicar, Mr Harvey, thought you might like to say a prayer for him now, and for the rest of the Royal Family, who must be so upset at this time. And then he’s going to talk to you about the King and about what it means to Christians to die, and then we’re going to sing one of your favourite hymns. All bend your heads now and put your hands together like steeples.’

The little service was soon over, and as Basil Harvey had predicted, the children had a number of questions to ask. They accepted the idea that the King was now safe and well in Heaven, but wanted to know about the family he had left behind, and especially about the young Princess who was already Queen and on her way home from Africa. Would she be wearing her crown, Shirley Culliford wanted to know, and looked disappointed but resigned when Miss Kemp explained that she wouldn’t have taken it with her. It was always kept at the Tower of London. In any case, the crown was only worn on big state occasions and couldn’t be worn at all until after the Coronation. This led to more questions about what happened when a king or queen was crowned, which she and  the vicar did their best to answer from their memories of George the Sixth’s own Coronation in 1937. Stella, who had been a small girl herself at the time, listened with as much interest as the children and thought how exciting it would be when the new Queen was crowned.

‘That won’t be for quite a long time yet, though,’ Basil finished up. ‘It’ll probably be sometime next year. There’s such a lot to arrange, you see.’

‘And I think we’ve talked about it enough for now,’ Miss Kemp said, realising that he must have a dozen other things to do. ‘Let’s all say thank you to Mr Harvey for coming to talk to us this afternoon, and then we’ll go back to our lessons. Except that I don’t think we’ll have our usual lesson this afternoon,’ she added. ‘I’ll read a chapter or two from Little Christian’s Pilgrimage to the older children, and perhaps Miss Simmons will find a nice Bible story for the babies.’

The vicar then led them all in a recitation of the Lord’s Prayer, and, with the bigger children sitting more quietly now at their desks, Stella took the little ones into their own room next door and did as the headmistress had suggested. All the children loved being read to, although the youngest ones often fell asleep, their heads pillowed on their arms, and nobody was in the mood for ordinary lessons. By the time the bell was rung for the end of the afternoon, they were all much calmer and went out in unaccustomed silence to collect their coats and Wellingtons from the lobby.

‘Not that it’ll last,’ Miss Kemp observed ruefully, watching as they made their way along the village street to their various homes. ‘Within a quarter of an hour, they’ll be rushing about and making as much noise as ever. But I think the quiet afternoon did them good.’

‘It did me good, too,’ Stella confessed. ‘I was only about six years old when the old King died, and then of course there was all the fuss about the abdication. I never really understood all that then, but we had a book with pictures of the  Coronation and I used to look at the pictures for hours. I always thought he was such a handsome man.’

She said goodbye to the headmistress and walked home through the grey February afternoon to Dottie Friend’s cottage, where she lodged. Dottie, who worked for the Napiers and the doctor’s wife as well as at the inn, had just taken a tray of scones out of the oven as Stella walked in, and she looked round, her rosy face sad. The kettle was coming to the boil, and while she made tea, Stella buttered some of the scones. They sat on either side of the fire and talked about the only topic of conversation that was in anybody’s mind that day.

‘The wireless has shut down for three days in mourning,’ Dottie said. ‘So there’s no Mrs Dale’s Diary this afternoon, and no Archers after tea.’

‘And no Children’s Hour at five o’clock!’ Stella said. ‘The children won’t like that. Isn’t there anything on at all?’

‘Not a thing. Daft, I call it. How are we supposed to know what’s going on, with no wireless to tell us? Still, I suppose it’s only right and proper that us should show our respect. I mean, it wouldn’t seem right to sit laughing at Take It From Here or The Charlie Chester Show, would it? Not that you and me would do that, we’ve got more of a sense of what’s right, but there’s some that haven’t got the manners they were born with.’ Dottie finished her tea and stretched out a hand to pick up her knitting. ‘Oh - do you think I ought to be doing this, maid? I mean, if us can’t listen to the wireless, what did we ought to be doing?’

‘I don’t think knitting a jumper is disrespectful,’ Stella said. ‘You’d do it if it was someone close to you that had died - someone in the village. It’s useful, after all, not just for enjoyment.’

Dottie nodded, and they sat talking quietly, reminding each other of the little things they knew of the King and his family, of the scandal of his brother’s abdication and the wonderful  way he and his wife had conducted themselves during the war. It seemed almost a relief that there was nothing on the wireless so that they didn’t have to decide for themselves if it would be right to listen to their favourite programmes. After a while, Stella cleared away the tea things and worked on her next day’s lessons while Dottie got the supper ready, and they both went to bed early.

As she drew the curtains against the dark February night, Stella found the same words in her mind as Joanna Tozer had spoken earlier that day; words that must have been echoed up and down the land.

It was the end of an era. And the beginning of a new one.




 Chapter Two

Even after the death of a king, ordinary life must still go on.

Val Tozer and Luke Ferris were thinking about their wedding. It couldn’t be just yet - they’d only announced their engagement at Christmas and weren’t really planning to marry until the end of the year. But it was nice to dream.

‘I really wouldn’t mind coming to live in the charcoalburner’s cottage,’ Val said as they walked along the lane, hoping to spot some early snowdrops. ‘It’s cosy enough.’

‘Cosy enough for me. I don’t think your dad would consider it good enough for his daughter. He’s not all that happy about me as it is.’ Luke swung his stick at the dead, blackening stalks of a clump of nettles. ‘You don’t have to pretend, Val. You saw his face when we told the family on Christmas Day.’

‘Oh, Dad’ll come round,’ Val said with a dismissive shrug. ‘You know what fathers are like. He’ll be just the same when it’s our Jackie. And Mum thinks you’re the bee’s knees - she’ll soon bring him round. It’s mainly because you’re not a farmer.’

‘And even worse, I’m an artist!’ Luke said wryly. ‘He just can’t believe that’s a proper job at all. I don’t think he actually thinks I’m a pansy now, but he did look at me a bit sideways at first!’

Val laughed. ‘Of course he doesn’t think that, you idiot! He likes you, anyway - he’s just not sure whether painting pretty pictures is going to keep me in the luxury I’m accustomed to!’

‘Which the charcoal-burner’s cottage isn’t,’ Luke said. ‘And I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to keep you in luxury, anyway, Val. In fact, I’ve been thinking maybe your dad’s right - I ought to get a proper job.’

Val stopped and stared at him. ‘What sort of job?’

‘Well, it would have to be to do with art - that’s what I’m trained for. Teaching, I suppose, or something like that. I might get something in Tavistock, or Plymouth.’

‘I wouldn’t want to live in Plymouth,’ Val said at once, and Luke shook his head.

‘Neither would I. But we’ve got to find somewhere to live, and it’s got to be something we can afford. And if I’m going to be teaching, I need to be able to get to the school, which means either living close by or near a bus route. Or within cycling distance.’

‘I’m earning—’ Val began, but he shook his head again.

‘You know you won’t be able to go on working for long after we’re married - we’ll be starting a family as soon as we can, won’t we? And that’s another reason why we can’t live in the cottage,’ he added. ‘It’s certainly no place for a baby.’

Val nodded regretfully. ‘I know. But we could live there for a little while - just to start with - couldn’t we? It’s so romantic.’

‘Only if we know for certain there’s something better coming along soon,’ he said firmly.

They strolled along in silence for a few minutes. It was a cold, grey afternoon with a threat of light snow damping the air. Val was working morning shifts at the hospital in Tavistock, where she was a nurse, and Luke had met her from the bus at the main road, a mile or so away from the village. Val thought about what Luke had been saying.

‘I’ll go on working for as long as possible after we’re married, though. There’s no point in staying at home with nothing much to do.’

‘So long as it’s just day shifts,’ Luke said with a grin. ‘You don’t imagine I’m going to let you work nights, do you?’

Val blushed and laughed. ‘No, and I wouldn’t want to, either.’ They gripped each other’s hands tightly for a moment. ‘It’s a pity we can’t live at the farm, like Tom and Joanna. But my room really isn’t big enough. And there’s Robin as well - he’s going to need his own room soon.’ She hesitated, then said, ‘I’ve got a feeling Joanna’s expecting another baby.’

‘Really? Has she said anything?’

‘No, but I’ve noticed one or two things. And she went to see Dr Latimer last week without mentioning it at home. I happened to spot her coming out of his surgery, but she didn’t see me so I didn’t say anything. She’ll tell us in her own time.’

Luke grinned. ‘If you saw her, I’m surprised nobody else did. It would have been all over the village by now if they had.’

‘Well, it was dark and she had her hood up so probably nobody else would have recognised her. Anyway, back to our own plans . . .’

‘I wouldn’t really want to live at the farm, anyway,’ Luke said. ‘I mean, your family are all very nice, but I want us to be on our own. It’s different for Tom and Joanna - Tom works on the farm, they’ll take over one day. But we’re going to have a different sort of life.’

They were coming close to the village now. There were few people about; most of the women would have done their shopping in the morning and be at home now, baking or preparing the family meal, and it was too cold for many strollers. As Luke and Val came round the last bend in the lane the only person in sight was Jacob Prout, who did all the jobs around the village such as clearing ditches, keeping hedges tidy and digging graves. He was raking leaves and other debris out of a culvert and straightened up as he saw  them. His rough-haired Jack Russell terrier, Scruff, ran over and sniffed their legs.

‘Cold enough for you?’

‘Plenty,’ Val said, rubbing her arms. She was wearing a thick brown coat, but the wind had seemed to slice through it as they walked down from the road, which crossed the open moorland. It was much more sheltered in the lanes that approached the village, tucked away in its little valley. All the same, the ice covering the puddles and turning mud to stone showed that the temperature was still below freezing.

‘Ah, it’s a lazy wind today,’ Jacob agreed. ‘Goes straight through you instead of taking the long way round. It’ll be cold for them as have gone to London, queueing up for hours to see the King lying in state.’

‘Hilary Napier was saying that her father wanted to go,’ Val said. ‘She won’t let him, though. It’s not all that long since he had his heart attack.’

‘Asking for trouble, that’d be,’ Jacob concurred. ‘Mind you, I can understand him wanting it, seeing as he was a colonel and served King and country through the war. ‘’Tis only patriotic to want to pay his respects.’

‘I don’t think the King would want anyone to catch pneumonia on his account, though.’ Val and Luke made to walk on, then she stopped and turned back. ‘I meant to ask you, Jacob - did you notice a strange woman in the village on Wednesday morning?’

‘The day the King died? Can’t say as I did, maid. Why?’

‘Oh, nothing really. She came into the church while Mum was there clearing away the flowers. It was just as the vicar came in to tell her the news. They both got the feeling she was looking for something, or someone, but when they asked her she wouldn’t say - just said she’d got to catch the bus and hurried off. Mother said she thought she’d seen her up in the corner of the churchyard just before, looking at the graves.  We wondered if she might be looking for a family grave - someone you’d recognise.’

Jacob shook his head. ‘Never saw hide nor hair of her, maid. Mind you, we do get folk poking about now and then, but they’d usually ask the vicar. Happen she didn’t like to, when she heard about the King.’

‘Probably. Perhaps she’ll come back sometime. Only Mum thought there was something familiar about her - she couldn’t put her finger on it. As if she might be related to one of the village families.’

Jacob shook his head. ‘Dunno who that might be. Us knows most of the families who moved away since the war. Before that, there were one or two emigrated to America or Australia, but I don’t suppose it were one of they.’

‘No, I don’t think so. Mum said she sounded as if she came from Plymouth. Oh well, I expect she’ll come back if she really wants to find anything.’ Val began to walk on again, with Luke beside her. ‘She might just have come out for a bit of an outing.’

‘Mm. Odd sort of day to do that, though - at the beginning of February. It would be interesting if she really was looking for a family connection.’ Luke had spent some time the previous year helping the young schoolteacher, Stella Simmons, to look for her sister, Muriel, separated from her during the war. ‘Pity she didn’t say anything to Uncle Basil.’

They parted at the farm gate. Val had asked Luke to come up for tea and some of her mother’s rock cakes, but he’d shaken his head and said he wanted to go up to the Standing Stones to catch the last of the chilly afternoon light for the painting he was working on. He’d painted the stones in many of their moods, and this was the most sombre yet, with the grey granite monoliths etched starkly against the pewter sky. He was hoping to catch their mystery and even, with the addition of some subtle shadows, the old tradition that the stones couldn’t be counted. Today’s conditions were ideal.

He walked up the twisting path through the woods to the cottage where he had come to live the year before, after his slow recovery from the TB that had nearly killed him. If it hadn’t been for that, he thought, he would have stayed in London and his godfather, Basil Harvey, would never have suggested his coming to Burracombe. And he would never have met Val Tozer again - the girl he had fallen in love with in Egypt during the war, and never forgotten.

Not that their meeting had been an easy one - there was too much that he hadn’t known and that Val hadn’t wanted to tell him. But eventually all the secrets had been told. All the tender passion, locked away for so many years, had been allowed to flower again, and their engagement had been announced at Christmas.

It hadn’t turned out to be quite the joyful moment that they’d anticipated. Alice and Minnie had been delighted, hugging them both with pleasure, and Joanna had obviously been pleased, while Tom had shaken Luke’s hand in congratulation and given his sister an affectionate push. But Ted had taken a moment or two to add his good wishes, and Luke had caught the brief darkening of his face as Val and her mother turned away.

After the dinner of turkey and all the trimmings, followed by a rich Christmas pudding made back in October, the farmer had suggested that he and Luke take a walk outside before it got dark. Tom was doing the milking, along with one of the farmhands, and Alice and Val would see to the hens.

‘We’ll see to the pigs,’ Ted announced. ‘And maybe take a turn round some of the fields, see how they ewes are getting on.’

They’d looked at the ewes only that morning, but Luke understood that the outing wasn’t really to do with farming matters and he wasn’t surprised when, after the pigs had been fed, Ted turned to the matter of the engagement.

‘I know you think a lot of our Val,’ he began rather  ponderously, ‘and she thinks a lot of you, too. But you might have said summat to me before making it an official engagement.’

‘I’m sorry if you feel offended, Mr Tozer,’ Luke said. ‘I think Val considered she was too old to need her father’s permission.’

‘Well, maybe she is, but it would have been manners all the same. However, ’tisn’t that that I wants to talk about. ’Tis only a small matter, after all.’ He paused and leaned on a gate, staring into the dusk that was creeping across the meadows. ‘I’d like to know what you means to do about supporting her.’

Luke felt his face flush. ‘Naturally I want to look after her, Mr Tozer . . .’

‘Yes, I dare say you do, but how? That’s the question. You can’t say you’ve got a steady job, now, can you? Living from hand to mouth, that’s how it seems to me, and what sort of a place is that old shack in the woods to take a decent young woman? Nothing more than a hovel, that be. Ought to have been burned down years ago.’

Luke stared at him, shaken by this outburst. He’d known Ted might find the situation a little difficult, but he’d been unprepared for such strong feelings. As he searched for words, Ted started again.

‘Our Val’s not had an easy time of it, you know. Should have been married years since, if her young chap hadn’t been killed in the war.’ He turned his head and Luke saw the glimmer of his eyes. ‘You didn’t do no fighting yourself, as I understand it.’

‘No,’ Luke said quietly. ‘I was a war artist.’

‘War artist!’ Ted echoed, although he’d already known that. ‘And what’s that, when it’s at home? Drawing pretty pictures while other boys—’

‘No, I’m sorry, Mr Tozer,’ Luke said more forcefully. ‘The pictures I was drawing weren’t pretty at all. They were pictures of what was going on - men fighting, men being  killed. And not just men - women and children, too.’ He looked at Ted. ‘You were in the First World War, weren’t you? You know as well as I do that there’s nothing pretty about it.’

‘All right,’ Ted said after a moment. ‘Maybe I spoke out of turn there. But I still don’t see what use it was drawing pictures instead of getting on with what had to be done.’

Luke sighed. ‘I don’t really know what use any of it was, Mr Tozer, but we all have to do what we’re best at. And it’s important to show people at home what happens - it’s not always easy for them to realise what it was like, without pictures. There were others taking photographs, too, and filming, but sometimes it’s not possible to do that - your camera might get damaged, or you might run out of film. It’s usually possible to find a pencil and a bit of paper.’ He paused, thinking back to some of the situations he’d been in when he’d longed to put down his sketching materials and take part in whatever was going on, when his own life had been in danger yet he had continued to draw the horrors that were before his eyes. ‘If I hadn’t thought it was important, I wouldn’t have done it,’ he finished quietly. ‘I was trained to fight as well, you know. I could handle a rifle as well as any man.’

‘Well, it’s all in the past now,’ Ted said after another pause, ‘and maybe us should leave it there. But it don’t answer my question - how be you going to provide for her? Our Val deserves better than a shack in the woods with no running water or proper kitchen. And I don’t suppose you’d want to pack into the farmhouse with the rest of us.’ He turned his head again, and even though it was almost dark by now, Luke could see the frown on his face. ‘Let’s put our cards on the table. What sort of an income does your painting bring in?’

Luke hesitated, then said simply, ‘It’s erratic, Mr Tozer. I can earn quite a good sum from one painting - the exhibition in London last summer brought me in enough to live on for  several months. But then I might not sell anything else for quite a while. As my name builds up, things should improve - but it all depends on whether people like my pictures.’

‘You’m not likely to get asked to paint portraits and such?’

‘Not really. I’m a landscape painter, you see - that’s what I enjoy doing and—’

‘Now wait a minute,’ Ted broke in. ‘Who said anything about enjoyment? It’s earning a living I’m talking about, not playing games.’

‘So am I. Don’t think I look on painting as a game, Mr Tozer - I don’t. I’m as serious about it as you are about farming. I know you may not think it’s as useful - and perhaps you’re right. But people do like pictures on their walls, and it’s what I can do. That’s what I mean when I say I enjoy it. Just as you must enjoy your farming.’

‘Not all the time, I don’t,’ Ted retorted. ‘Not at five o’clock on an icy-cold winter’s morning when there’s forty cows waiting to be milked. Or when I’m up all night with a difficult calving and then loses the beast anyway. Or sees a field of taters go down with blight. Or any of the other hundred and one things that can go wrong. I’m sorry, Luke, but if you think a farmer’s life is all making hay in the sunshine, you got no idea. No idea at all.’

‘No,’ Luke said with a sigh. ‘I don’t suppose I have.’ There was another short silence, then he said, ‘Look, Mr Tozer, I know how you feel about me and what I do. It doesn’t seem like work to you at all, and you’re worried that Val’s going to be spending all her time working to keep me playing games with my time. Looking at it that way, I’d feel exactly the same. And I’ve got to be honest and tell you that at the moment, my painting won’t bring in a living wage - not to support two of us, and maybe a family. So I’ve decided to look for a job.’

Ted turned his head. ‘A job? What sort of a job, then?’

‘Anything I can do,’ Luke said. ‘Something to do with  pictures and painting, if I can find it. Teaching, perhaps. But if not - well, I’m not a bad hand with a saw and a piece of wood. I can turn my hand to a bit of carpentry or joinery, if it comes to it.’

Ted stared at him and then turned back to gaze into the darkened field. ‘It’s not that I wants you to give up whatever you’m good at,’ he said at last, his voice sounding different now. ‘I might not be an arty sort, but I can understand when summat’s in a man’s blood. You’m right, I am like that with farming - there might be plenty of times when I wish I had some nice job indoors in the warm, but I’d never really give it up. If it’s the same with you—’

‘It is,’ Luke said. ‘I won’t ever give up painting, but I can put it to one side if it makes life better for Val. And we won’t get married until I can offer her a decent home. I promise you that, Mr Tozer.’

Ted’s shoulders moved as he drew in a deep breath. Then he turned back and put out his hand.

‘No man could say fairer than that,’ he said gruffly. ‘And now I reckon us’d better go back indoors, before they sends out a search party. ’Tis Christmas night, and the womenfolk likes a bit of a party. I hope you’m up to joining in a few games, Luke, now you’m one of the family.’

Luke had never told Val exactly what he and Ted had said to each other that afternoon, but he meant to hold firm to his promise not to marry until he could offer her a proper home. Today, as he walked up the twisting path to the cottage, he faced the fact that it wasn’t really enough for him to make such a promise - Val expected a say in the matter, too. Gone were the days, as in Ted Tozer’s youth, when the man would have made the important decisions in a marriage - that’s if he ever did, Luke thought, remembering times when his father had apparently come to a decision already made quietly by his mother - and now women assumed a right at least to  consultation. The independence they’d discovered during the war had left them stronger.

Some day soon, Luke thought as he opened the door of the tiny cottage and collected his painting gear, I’ll take her to London to meet my own folks. But perhaps not just yet. Not until the King’s funeral is over, anyway. I’d like everyone to be feeling happy when they first meet my future wife.

 



After Val and Luke had gone on, Jacob Prout finished clearing the culvert and gathered the cold, muddy leaves into his wheelbarrow. He wheeled it along the lane and took them just inside the wood, where he had collected a large pile, which were slowly composting down. Then he stowed the barrow in a shed by the bank and went home. He was looking forward to a good meal of Bert Foster’s beef sausages with fried onions and mashed potatoes, with a big pot of tea to wash it all down, and maybe a baked apple for afters. You needed something hot and tasty after working outdoors in this weather.

With his hand on his front gate, he paused, frowning. His own cottage looked as immaculate as ever, the garden tidy and ready for spring, the hedges neatly trimmed and the path clear. But the cottage next door, where Jed Fisher lived, was a shambles. Old net curtains, grey with age and grime, sagging at the windows, moss growing on the slate roof, a tangle of weeds in the sour earth, paint peeling off the front door. Inside, Jed had lit a lamp and you could see past the pile of old newspapers on the windowsill (harbouring God knew what vermin) to the battered furniture inside. You could almost smell it.

Jacob turned his eyes away and went up the path to his own front door, stained and varnished to within an inch of its life. He was proud of that door, as he was proud of everything else in his home. He’d learned in the Navy during the First World War how important it was to keep everything spick and span, and he looked after himself and his own cottage as well as he  looked after the village. It was a pity Jed had never gone into the Forces, he thought. He’d have learned a bit about what was what. He’d never have gone downhill the way he had.

Inside, Jacob closed the door and switched on the light, driving away the late-afternoon shadows to cast a bright glow on the faded but clean chintz cover on his own old armchair, the round table covered with a green baize cloth, the dresser with his mother’s china gleaming on the shelves. His tortoiseshell cat, Flossie, curled up on one of the straight-backed kitchen chairs, raised her head and stretched out a paw as Scruff ran over to sniff at her.

‘You’ve been asleep all day on that cushion, I’ll be bound,’ he said. ‘Reckon I’ll be a cat, next time around. Nearest thing to Heaven there be, on this earth. Either that or a swallow and fly off to Africa every winter.’

Flossie gave him a reproachful look at the idea of becoming a bird, and stood up, stretching each leg separately and arching her back before jumping down to walk into the tiny scullery where Jacob kept her saucers. They were all empty and she turned to give him an accusing stare. Scruff went, too, pushing the saucers about with his nose in the hope that some scrap or other might have been forgotten.

‘All right,’ Jacob said, stooping to open the lower door of the Rayburn and riddle the ashes through. There were just enough embers left to catch on the kindling and sticks that he kept in the basket close by, and, once they were burning well, he’d add a couple of logs. The Rayburn kept the whole cottage snug, and the wood ash was good for the garden. ‘You’ll get your suppers soon enough.’

Jacob had lived alone ever since his wife, Sarah, had died ten years before. She’d been a few years older than him and it had been a late marriage, so they’d never had children, but they’d been good companions and he had missed her when she’d gone. Now, he was accustomed to living alone again in the cottage where he’d been born and brought up, with just  Flossie and Scruff to keep him company. There were times when he sat quietly, with Flossie on his knee and Scruff at his feet, thinking of days gone by and wondering how it would have been if things had turned out differently, but he wasn’t the sort to bemoan the past. Not until the sight of his neighbour Jed reminded him, anyway. Then it took only a word or a look to bring the old bitterness welling up inside him, and he was hard put at times to keep his anger in check. It was funny how it could still boil up, hot and strong as ever, after all this time.

Mostly, though, he could push his thoughts away, and he did this now as he opened the back door to fetch the sausages in from the meat safe outside. Bert’s delivery boy had brought them round that morning, and Jacob was pleased to see that they were good thick ones, as big as Alf Coker’s fingers. The blacksmith had huge hands, and it was commonly believed that Bert Foster used them as a measure for his sausages. Some people even asked for ‘half a pound of Cokers’ when they went into the butcher’s shop.

Jacob laid the sausages in an old enamel dish, pricked their skins with a skewer and put them in the oven. Then he peeled a few potatoes and set them on the hotplate to boil while he fried an onion to go with them. He made gravy out of the onion juices, with an Oxo cube crumbled in and half a cup of hot water poured over it, and within half an hour his supper was ready. Just before he put it all on a plate, he took the core out of a big cooking apple with his potato peeler, filled the hole with currants and sultanas, and slid that into the oven. He’d make the custard last so that it was hot when the apple was ready.

You didn’t have to eat rubbish just because you were on your own, he thought, sitting down at the scrubbed kitchen table while the animals took up their positions on either side of his chair. A man on his own could feed himself as well as any woman. There weren’t many weeks when Jacob didn’t  have a rabbit in his big roasting-pan, stewing gently through the day with an onion and some turnips and carrots beside it, and he always had fish on Fridays, like a Christian should, off the van that came round the villages. He liked a bit of liver, too - pigs’ fry was the tastiest, to his mind, especially with a bit of bacon thrown in - and a slice or two of good fatty pork belly was a treat. With his own vegetables, grown in the back garden, Jacob reckoned he lived pretty well.

Not like that Jed Fisher next door, who got his vegetables out of tins if the mess in his back garden was anything to go by, and more than likely lived on bread and jam most of the time. No wonder he was a surly old cuss. You couldn’t be cheerful if your stomach wasn’t looked after proper.

Jacob turned his thoughts away from his old enemy and reached out to switch on the wireless. Then he remembered that there was nothing on tonight, out of respect for the King, and looked for something else to occupy his thoughts. His eye caught the row of photographs on the mantelpiece.

They were old photographs, most of them - snaps taken of village outings long ago - with a few more recent including one the vicar had taken of the bellringers when they’d won the Burracombe competition last year. There was also one of his parents, taken at their wedding nearly seventy years ago, and another of himself in his naval uniform, when he’d enlisted in 1914.

He stared at it, chewing his sausage and thinking of those days so long ago. Two world wars, there had been since then. Two terrible wars, killing millions of people and changing the whole world. Changing lives everywhere.

Changing his own life.




 Chapter Three

After supper, Val took the big torch down from the shelf and announced that she was going up to the Barton to see Hilary Napier.

‘That’s a good idea, maid,’ her mother said. ‘I dare say she’ll be glad of some company. Not having the wireless makes you wonder how us managed before us had it!’

‘Pretty well, from what I remember,’ Ted said. He liked the radio as much as anyone, but he spent as much time reading his Farmer’s Weekly as he did listening and always complained that there wasn’t enough about farming.  The Archers, which was supposed to be a kind of farmers’  Dick Barton, did give you a bit of information, but it stood to reason it couldn’t give much, what with having to have all those stories about Dan and Doris and their family, and that old Walter Gabriel, who set such a bad example and didn’t ought to have been in a decent farming programme, to Ted’s mind. Not that he wasn’t a typical old village character - you only had to look at Jed Fisher to know that every village had one - but you had to remember that town folk listened to the programme as well. Mind you, Walter Gabriel was a lot funnier than Jed Fisher.

‘Us could always play a game of cards,’ he suggested now, but Alice frowned and shook her head and he recollected the reason why there was no wireless at the moment. ‘No, ’twouldn’t be fitting, not with the King dead. Got to show proper respect. Reckon I might get that book out, the one I  got for Christmas about old Devonshire traditions. Never had time for a proper read of that, I haven’t.’

‘And me and Mother will get on with that new rug,’ Alice said. This was another Christmas present, given by Ted to his wife, and consisted of a half-moon-shaped piece of canvas marked with a pattern of roses, and a set of coloured wools. Alice and Minnie had started it soon after the New Year and it was almost finished. It would look lovely down in front of the fire, they thought.

They settled down for the evening. Jackie was up in her bedroom, writing a letter to Roy Pettifer in Korea, and Tom and Joanna had put Robin to bed and then gone to their own sitting-room. The family got on well, but everyone agreed you had to have your own space as well, to be private. They’d join Ted and Alice in the big, warm kitchen again later on for a bit of supper. Val pulled on her thick coat, wrapped her new purple scarf (knitted for her for Christmas by her grandmother) round her neck and stepped out into the cold, dark night. It wasn’t far to the Barton, and she was soon shucking off her Wellington boots on the doormat of the Napiers’ kitchen.

‘Oh, there you are,’ Hilary said, turning, with her hands sticky with bread dough. ‘We’ll never train you to come to the front door, will we? Leave your boots near the Aga: they’ll keep warm for when you go back.’

‘That’s why I come to the back door,’ Val said. ‘I’m always too muddy to come in the posh way.’

‘Father’s in the drawing-room,’ Hilary said, going back to her kneading. ‘We’ll go in and say hello to him in a minute, but we’ll have a chinwag out here first. It’s Mrs Ellis’s night off so I’m doing the chores. He’ll be pleased to see you - he needs cheering up, poor dear. And you can help me convince him that it isn’t a good idea for a man in his condition to go and queue for hours in the London streets to see the King.’

‘Of course it’s not,’ Val said. ‘I thought Dr Latimer had told him that already.’

‘He has, but you know what Dad’s like. Even a heart attack isn’t enough to convince him he’s not immortal. It scared him at the time, but now he’s feeling better he’s trying to pretend it never happened.’ She set two loaves on the side of the Aga and covered them with a clean tea-towel. ‘It’s all I can do to stop him coming round the estate with me. It wouldn’t be so bad if he’d stay in the Land Rover, but he keeps wanting to get out and look at things. It’s just too cold at the moment.’

‘It must be very hard, when you’ve been used to being active and in charge all your life,’ Val commented as Hilary washed her hands at the sink. ‘Not very easy for you, either, when you’re trying to do his job.’

‘Oh, I dare say we’ll shake down eventually,’ Hilary said, getting a bottle of ginger wine and two glasses out of a cupboard. ‘He’s had nearly six months to get used to the idea, after all. Let’s have a drink here before we go in to him. He’ll probably like a game of cards - pity you didn’t bring Luke with you, we could have had a rubber of bridge.’

‘I’ll bring him another time.’ Val sat down at the big table and waited while Hilary poured out the wine and handed her a glass. ‘Cheers. Actually, there’s something I wanted to ask you.’

‘What’s that, then?’

‘I wondered if you had any cottages coming vacant soon on the estate. Luke and I are going to need somewhere to live, and I can’t think of anywhere in the village. All the farm cottages are tied, and anyway, they’re all occupied, and we can’t live in the charcoal-burner’s cottage. And I really don’t want to move away.’

‘Surely you’re not thinking of that?’ Hilary stared at her friend in dismay. ‘Where would you go?’

‘Well, it would depend where Luke got a job. He’s thinking of trying for an art teacher’s post - he’s well qualified for it,  you know. He’d try the Tavistock schools at first, of course, and then Plymouth, but if he couldn’t find anything there . . .’ She shrugged and left the words hanging as she took a sip of ginger wine.

‘He wouldn’t go back to London, surely?’ Hilary said. ‘You wouldn’t want to go there, would you?’

‘Why not? You nearly did! You were really keen, as I remember it.’ There was a short silence as both recalled the day of the village outing to the Festival of Britain last May, and their return to find that Gilbert Napier had suffered a heart attack. Hilary had been on the point of leaving Burracombe then, to take up an appointment as an air hostess and share a flat with a friend. She still had moments of regret as she wondered what her life would have been, had she gone on with her plans instead of giving them up and staying at home to take over the management of the family estate. ‘Mind you,’ Val added, ‘I’m glad you didn’t!’

‘And I feel just the same about you,’ Hilary said. ‘Except that I think you’d hate living in London. Or even Plymouth.’ She sighed. ‘Has Luke really got to look for a job? Isn’t he earning enough with his painting? I thought he was doing quite well since he had that exhibition.’

‘He is, but it’s so uncertain, Hil. It’s all right for a single man who doesn’t need much money - except for paints and canvases and things, which cost a lot - but he couldn’t support a wife and family.’

Hilary sipped her drink thoughtfully. ‘It’s difficult, isn’t it? There’s nothing at all wrong with being an artist - Luke’s got real talent, and he ought to be able to use it - but unless you’re lucky and get recognised, you just can’t make any money at it. And why shouldn’t married women be able to work - at least until they start a family? The country was pleased enough to have us during the war.’

‘Oh, you know what men are like - it’s all to do with their pride. Wanting to be the providers and all that. And despite  what we did during the war, most of them still don’t really think we can do as good a job as they can. Look at the struggle you had persuading your father that you could run the estate.’

‘I know. And in his heart, I believe he’d still rather have Stephen in charge, even though we all know he’d make a mess of it. Dad won’t admit that, of course - Stephen’s a man and his son, therefore he ought to take over. Never mind that he was never intended to run the estate - that was always going to be Baden’s job, as eldest son, and he’d have done it well. But Dad just can’t see it that way. Thank goodness Steve’s got the sense to see it wouldn’t work.’

‘How’s he getting on in the RAF?’ Val asked.

‘Oh, he loves it. He’s just got promotion. I wouldn’t be surprised if he decides to make it his career instead of just doing it as National Service. He thinks he’ll be going to Germany soon.’ Hilary chewed her lip thoughtfully. ‘I’m just thinking . . . There’s the estate house we lived in during the war, when the Barton was requisitioned for that children’s home. It’s always been meant for an estate manager, but since Dad came home and took over it’s been rented out. The lease will be coming up sometime this year and I’ve a feeling the present tenants might not want to renew it. Would that do for you and Luke?’

Val stared at her. ‘It would be marvellous! I know the place you mean - up beside the coppice, near the gamekeeper’s house. It’s a lovely spot.’

‘The house might need a bit of attention. I was waiting to see if the Cherrimans wanted to stay before doing any work there. I couldn’t evict them, mind,’ she added hastily. ‘They’re friends of Father’s and if they want to renew . . .’

‘Oh, I understand that. I wouldn’t want anyone put out on the street on my account. All the same -’ Val put her chin in her hands and looked wistful ‘- it would be lovely if we could have it. And if not, maybe you might find some other cottage lying about that we could use!’

‘Who knows?’ Hilary said, laughing. She sipped her ginger wine and rose to her feet. ‘Come on, let’s take this into the drawing-room. Dad’s there all on his own with a bottle of port and you know he’s not supposed to have too much of that. I don’t want him getting gout on top of his other troubles!’

Val picked up her glass and followed her friend into the drawing-room, with its comfortable, shabby armchairs and sofas, and its roaring fire almost obliterated by the two black Labradors stretched out in front of it. Gilbert Napier, ensconced in his own armchair with The Times folded into a pad on his knee so that he could work on the crossword, raised his leonine head.

‘And about time, too. I was just thinking of coming out to see if you’d drowned in the washing-up water. Evening, young Val - I suppose Hilary’s been keeping you out there gossiping. Never mind her poor old father, left in here all alone with his sorrow.’

‘Hello, Mr Napier,’ Val said, bending to give him a kiss. Since her help when he had had his heart attack, he had been firmly convinced that she had saved his life and now looked on her almost as another daughter. ‘It’s sad news about the King, isn’t it? You must be very upset.’

‘Fine man,’ he said gruffly. ‘Fine man. Took over a difficult job, even though he was only the second son, and made a better fist of it than his brother ever would have done. Showed his true colours during the war - ought to have had years ahead of him.’ He paused, staring into the fire. ‘Feel I’m letting him down, not going to pay my respects.’

‘He wouldn’t have wanted you to make yourself ill,’ Val said gently. ‘He’d have wanted you to stay here and get your own health back so that you can carry on looking after his countryside. And serving the Queen.’

‘Yes,’ he said, looking up at her. ‘Yes, I think you may be right. Pity nobody else has been able to put it like that. Yes . . .’  There was a short silence, and then he repeated quietly to himself, ‘It just shows what a second son can do.’

And the two women looked at each other, knowing that he was no longer thinking of the King.




 Chapter Four

Slowly, the country began to look forward to the new Elizabethan era. The new Queen was young and pretty, and had a handsome prince at her side as well as two small children. Her mother now became the Queen Mother, and Mary, the former Queen Mother, was the Dowager Queen Mother. With the state funeral over, attention turned to the future.

‘The Coronation won’t be until next year,’ Basil Harvey said at the next meeting of the Parish Council. ‘So we needn’t think about that for a while. We can concentrate on this year, instead.’

It was customary, early in the year, to consider the plans for village events until the autumn. Last year, Burracombe had held a pageant in celebration of the Festival of Britain, and a number of other events as well. The bellringers had put on a special competition, there had been a craft exhibition in the village hall, little Shirley Culliford had astonished everyone by her blossoming as Festival Queen, and the games and teas in Ted Tozer’s field had been enjoyed by everyone.

‘To my mind,’ Ted Tozer said now, ‘us’d be best to take things a bit quiet this year. Last year was a big effort, right in the middle of harvest and all, and if we’m going to make a splash for the Coronation next year, it don’t make no sort of sense to do anything too much this year. Anyway, ’tidden fitting, not with the King still warm in his grave.’

‘That won’t be the case by summer, though,’ Joyce Warren  pointed out. She was the wife of a Tavistock solicitor and had her finger in most of the village pies. ‘With all respect, we don’t have to be in mourning for the whole year. I’m sure there are lots of people who will want the usual village events - the Summer Fair, the Flower Show and so on.’

‘I’m not saying nothing about those,’ Ted said. ‘They always goes on. I’m just saying, us didn’t ought to be breaking our backs over nothing special.’

Miss Kemp, the headmistress of the village school, nodded.

‘I’m inclined to agree with Mr Tozer,’ she said. ‘We’re bound to want to do something special next year. I suggest that we confine ourselves to the usual annual events such as those Mrs Warren has already mentioned. Next year’s obviously going to be a busy one, and we ought to save our energies for that.’

Joyce Warren looked put out. ‘But it does seem a shame not to follow up last year’s success. Quite a lot of people came to the village especially for the fair, you know. It brought in a good deal of extra money.’

‘And I’m afraid it’s money we’re going to need,’ Basil said apologetically. ‘I don’t know if any of you have noticed the sounds the church organ’s been making just lately?’

The others turned to look at him. His round, cherubic face was pink, and his halo of silver hair seemed to stand out around his head. He glanced down at the papers that lay on the table before him and shuffled them awkwardly.

‘It seems all right to me,’ George Sweet said dubiously, but since he was well known for being tone-deaf nobody took any notice. Ted, who had a fine baritone voice and would have been in the choir if he weren’t already captain of the bellringers, nodded.

‘I have, Vicar, now you mention it. I was going to say something to Edie Pettifer about it, as a matter of fact. I wondered if a mouse or summat had got stuck in one of the pipes.’

‘I think it’s worse than that,’ Basil said. ‘It’s a very old instrument, you know, and probably needs a thorough overhaul. And heaven knows what expense that might involve.’

‘Once you starts to look at things like that, you don’t know what you might find,’ Ted agreed. ‘I remember when our thresher went wrong, right in the middle of—’

‘Well, never mind that,’ Joyce said impatiently. ‘It’s the organ we seem to be discussing now, not your thresher. Do you really think it needs attention, Vicar? Have you taken advice, for instance?’ Her tone made it clear that she didn’t think his opinion would carry much weight without the backup of a professional opinion.

‘Not yet,’ he admitted. ‘I thought I should apprise the Parish Council of it first. The Parochial Church Council has already discussed it, of course. We had a little meeting last night -’ he glanced at Ted Tozer, who hadn’t been present ‘- and agreed that it should be brought up here as well.’

‘I’m sorry I weren’t there, Vicar,’ Ted began. ‘I had a problem with one of my cows, as young Jackie would have told you when I sent her round with a message.’

‘Oh, I know, that’s quite understood,’ the vicar said hastily. ‘I didn’t mean to reproach you in any way. I would have let you know before, but I’ve been busy myself and—’

‘Be that as it may,’ Joyce interrupted, ‘I’m not sure why you think it’s a parish matter anyway, Vicar. St Andrew’s isn’t the only church in the village, after all - there’s the Methodist Chapel and the Baptist. I think they’d have something to say if the Summer Fair were only to raise money for the church organ.’

‘Don’t you think that’s a rather narrow point of view?’ Charles Latimer suggested mildly. As chairman, he was generally content to let discussions take their course until he felt it time for an intervention. ‘We raised quite a substantial  amount for the chapel roof not so long ago. This has always been a village where we all pull together, after all.’

‘Up to a point, yes,’ said Joyce, who had clearly forgotten the chapel roof but didn’t want to admit it. ‘And I suppose it would be all right to give some of the proceeds to the church organ. So long as the rest goes to other village causes.’

‘Exactly,’ Dr Latimer said, and the others nodded their agreement. ‘Just as we’ve done in the past . . . In any case, there’s nothing we can do until the vicar has taken the appropriate advice and knows just how serious the problem is and what will have to be done. As Ted says, once you look into these things, you can find all kinds of problems, and church organs are expensive items. I’m sure everyone in the village, whatever their persuasion, would be willing to contribute. It will probably take us a year or two at least to raise the money.’

‘Anyway,’ said Bert Foster, speaking for the first time, ‘most folk who comes to the fair don’t care what the money goes to so long as they has a good time.’

Joyce opened her mouth to say that this was not the point, but Charles Latimer was already moving on to the next item on the agenda - the men’s lavatory at the village hall. Since this was a perennial point of discussion and had never yet been satisfactorily resolved, everyone settled back for another ten minutes of tedious argument.

The meeting was over at last and they all filed out into the dark February night. Joyce Warren fell into step beside Miss Kemp.

‘Quite a good meeting, don’t you think? The Summer Fair as usual and the Flower and Produce Show to look forward to as well as all your usual school events. And I dare say the bellringers will be putting on a competition.’ She sighed a little. Living not far from the church, she was well aware of the amount of use the bells received and usually tried to be out of the village on competition days, when the ringing went  on all day long. ‘What do you think about raising money for the church organ, Miss Kemp?’
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