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I’ll come back to Burracombe again one day, she vowed as she stood on the little grassy plateau amidst the Standing Stones on that Easter Day in 1918. I’ll come back here to live and work, just as you and I said we would.


As she gazed out at the thatched and slate-roofed cottages huddled in the wooded valley, at the glimmer of the little river between the trees, at the green and gold of the moor rising above, Frances Kemp felt the familiar stirring of the memories that so often invaded her heart these days. Memories of the past four years, since the Great War had been declared. Memories of herself and Ralph …


 


‘Have you heard?’ Herbert Turnbull asked, skidding to a halt on his bicycle as Frances, her brother Johnny, and their cousins Ralph and Iris Stannard walked along the village street. ‘We’re at war with Germany!’


The little group stopped and turned. Herbert was breathless and bright-eyed with the news, and had obviously been riding at full speed on the Royal Enfield Roadster that was his pride and joy. Frances, aged fifteen and spending the summer holidays with Johnny and their cousins’ family in the Devon village of Burracombe, shrugged impatiently.


‘What’s so special about that?’


‘It’s a war,’ he said. Herbert, who lived in one of the small hamlets two or three miles from Burracombe, went to the grammar school in Tavistock with Ralph and often joined them for walks or picnics. ‘It’s years since we had a war. We’ll have to go and fight.’




‘Who’ll have to go?’ Johnny asked. ‘And it’s not that long – only about eleven or twelve years since the second Boer War ended.’


‘Long enough. I thought I’d never get a chance. I’m going to enlist straight away.’


‘In the navy?’ Ralph asked sceptically. ‘I thought you didn’t like ships. You get sick on the Torpoint ferry.’


‘I do not! Anyway, I don’t want to go into the navy. I want to join the army.’


‘The army?’ Frances echoed. In a naval area like Plymouth and her own home town of Portsmouth, the thought of joining any other service seemed like treason.


‘Yes. That’s where all the fun is. You won’t get much fighting aboard a ship in this war, Fanny. It’s not like in Nelson’s time.’


‘You can’t. You have to be eighteen to join the army.’ Ralph spoke reprovingly, but Herbert shrugged.


‘I will be eighteen by the time they get organised. It always takes ages for a war to really get going.’


‘Why do you want to go and fight anyway?’ Frances asked. ‘It sounds horrible to me. You could get killed.’




‘And then I’ll be a hero.’ Herbert cycled in circles around them. ‘Or honourably wounded so that I have a limp for the rest of my life, and people will never forget I was one of the first soldiers to go and fight. Will you enlist, too, Ralph? What about you, Johnny?’


Frances looked at her cousin a little anxiously. It was one thing to think of Herbert going to war and coming back with a wounded leg, but quite another when it came to Ralph. It gave her an odd feeling deep within her stomach.


‘I don’t know,’ Ralph said slowly. ‘Johnny and I are going up to Cambridge in a few weeks. I don’t suppose they’d let us off, and even if they did, we might miss our chance of ever going to university.’


‘They’d probably hold your place until you came home. If you came home, of course, and if you didn’t it wouldn’t matter.’ Herbert took his hands from the handlebars and spread out his arms. ‘Look, no hands!’


‘Don’t talk like that, Herbert!’ Frances said sharply. ‘It’s almost as if you want people to get killed.’


‘It’s war,’ he said blithely. ‘People do get killed. Anyway, I don’t suppose any of us will get the chance – everyone’s saying it’ll all be over by Christmas. Pity – I wouldn’t mind having a look at Germany.’


They reached the gate which gave on to the path through the wood and up to the Standing Stones. The Stones were big, granite blocks which formed a circle, and had been there for hundreds of years. Nobody knew why they had been erected there, overlooking the village, but it was one of Frances and Ralph’s favourite spots. They often came here with an old pair of Ralph’s father’s binoculars to watch birds, and although they were usually in a group, they frequently found themselves almost alone, a hundred yards or so from the others.


Frances was impatient with the restrictions that had been laid on them recently, for although their two families lived two hundred miles apart, visits between them had been frequent enough for the four children to feel almost like brothers and sisters. It was only at the beginning of these summer holidays that anybody seemed to have noticed they were growing up. She didn’t much like the effect this was having on her, but she had to admit that Ralph as a young man of nineteen was an improvement on the lanky youth she had last seen at Easter. It was a surprise that he could have changed so much in such a short time; she wondered if she had come as an equal surprise to him.


Frances’s father and Ralph’s were first cousins. Neither had any brothers or sisters and, as they had lived in the same Portsmouth street when they were young, they had grown up more or less as one family. Their ways had diverged when they left school, for Ralph’s father, Alfred, had become a pharmacist and moved to Devon, while Frances’s father, Ernest, had turned to teaching. Now Ralph and Frances were both set to follow in their fathers’ footsteps, with Frances receiving encouragement from both her parents, for her mother, Margaret, was a bluestocking and believed in education for girls.


During the school holidays, the two families had spent much of their spare time together, mostly in Devon since Ernest had the freedom of school holidays. There was plenty of room to accommodate them all in the big house on the edge of Burracombe, and the four children were allowed a good deal of liberty to roam the fields, woods and moors. Together, they had made a cricket pitch on the lawn and played tennis on the court Iris had coaxed her father to mark out. They went down to the Burra Brook and sometimes to Tavy Cleave to picnic and swim, explored the moors, and tried to harness and break in the wild ponies that roamed there. They trespassed in the grounds of Burracombe Barton to climb trees and make dens in the big shrubberies, and were generally allowed to be savages.


But all that had changed this summer; a whole new and unwelcome set of rules had come into force. And now, she thought with annoyance, a war had come along to spoil things even further.


She stared out across the cluster of cottages. Ralph’s father – whom she always called Uncle Alfred because the term ‘first cousin once removed’ was too cumbersome for sensible everyday use – possessed a motor car and sometimes packed them all into it and took them to Bigbury, or across the Torpoint ferry – a floating bridge, like the one Frances and Johnny knew between Portsmouth and Gosport – to Whitsand for a day on the beach. Those were carefree days, when the parents had lolled about on rugs after their picnic lunch and Frances, Iris and the two boys had pottered about amongst the rock pools, watching anemones open like tiny chrysanthemums or trying to catch the scuttling crabs; and then – after the mandatory hour to let their food digest – rushing into the sea to swim and splash each other, with the girls squealing as the boys threatened to dunk them beneath the waves.




‘What happens in a war anyway?’ she demanded pettishly, turning back to Herbert, who had left his bicycle by the gate. ‘The Germans won’t come here, will they? There won’t be fighting in England?’


‘Good heavens, no,’ Herbert said with a condescending laugh. ‘We won’t let them get this far. No, it’ll all be in Germany. Maybe a bit in France. Anyway, it’ll be over quite soon. We’ll give the Kaiser a bloody nose!’ He swung his fist.


‘I wish you wouldn’t be so childish, Herbert,’ Ralph said. ‘War’s a serious business. Being killed means just that. Dead. Never coming back. It’s not a game where you pretend you’re dead and then get up and go home for tea.’


‘Well, I know that …’ Herbert said in an injured tone, but the others had turned away and were following Frances’s gaze out across the moor towards the distant glimmer of Plymouth Sound. Ralph laid his arm across Frances’s shoulders and gave her a light squeeze.


‘Don’t worry. They won’t come here – he’s right about that. And we’ll just have to wait and see whether they want people like me and Johnny to enlist. Herbert can go, of course, if he’s keen.’


They turned away and began to walk home. The brightness of the day seemed to have dimmed, and Frances felt a shiver of goose pimples crawl across her skin. She looked over the moor again and then up at the sky, which seemed to darken as if with many wings.




‘It’s going to ruin all our plans,’ she said dismally. ‘And it’s not fair. People hundreds of miles away deciding to have a war, and spoiling our lives just as if they don’t care. And what’s it all about, anyway? I don’t understand.’


Herbert, still leaping ahead, turned and began eagerly explaining about the assassination of an archduke in Serbia, but before he had completed half a dozen sentences, Frances cut him off.
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