




[image: image]






Only once had she known the deep silence of the countryside at night. Her early childhood had been spent in cities, much of it under the roar of aircraft and what seemed, in memory, to be an incessant pandemonium of bombing. There had been that brief period in a small village, not so very different from Burracombe and sharing the same deep quiet under the starlit nights – and then the sudden wrench as she was torn away from the contented home she had found and taken to an orphanage on the other side of the county.


She stood now with her hand on the gate, looking up at the stars. It was her first New Year’s Eve away from the Home. 1951: a new year, a new start.


I haven’t made a resolution, she thought suddenly, and closed her eyes. Let me make a success of this job – of this whole year. And let me, somehow, find out what happened to my little sister.


It wasn’t a resolution so much as a prayer, but it said everything that was in her heart.






Lilian Harry’s grandfather hailed from Devon and Lilian always longed to return to her roots, so moving from Hampshire to a small Dartmoor town in her early twenties was a dream come true. She quickly absorbed herself in local life, learning the fascinating folklore and history of the moors, joining the church bellringers and a country dance club, and meeting people who are still her friends today. Although she later moved north, living first in Hereford-shire and then in the Lake District, she returned in the 1990s and now lives on the edge of the moor with her three ginger cats and a black miniature schnauzer who has a fan club bigger than that of her mistress. She has a son, a daughter and two grandchildren, is still an active bellringer and member of the local drama group and loves to walk on the moors. Visit her website at www.lilianharry.co.uk.
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Dedication


To the Bellringers of Devon – the ‘Ringing County’ – especially my good friends in Peter Tavy and Tavistock







Author’s Note



Readers just setting off to explore Dartmoor and South Devon may be disappointed to know that the villages of Burracombe and Little Burracombe do not actually exist. However, you may think of them as being somewhere in the triangle produced by Tavistock, Princetown and Plymouth. The other villages mentioned, and whose church bellringers take part in the Bellringing Competitions, do exist in this lovely part of Devon and are each worth a visit. You can even find the Watchmaker’s Tomb in Lydford Churchyard, and although the inscription itself is now faint, it has been transcribed so that visitors can read the full text.


The villagers of Burracombe are like those of any other village in the 1950s, or indeed at any time – a mixture of human beings: some friendly, affectionate, humble and hardworking; some snobbish, self-important, misguided or slovenly; and yet all, I hope, entertaining.


This is the first story about Burracombe. I hope you will enjoy reading it, as I have enjoyed writing it, and that we will all enjoy those yet to come.


Lilian Harry
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Chapter One



Burracombe, South Devon, 1950


‘You must be the new teacher!’


Stella Simmons turned quickly. The little bus, that had trundled around several villages on its way from Tavistock where she’d got off the train, was already departing down the narrow lane. There was nobody on the village green apart from herself and the young man who stood a few yards away, watching her with dark blue eyes. Tall, very thin and loose-limbed, wearing what appeared to be an old gardening jacket and trousers splashed with paint, he looked rather as if he’d been thrown hastily together from spare parts. Yet there was an attractive friendliness in his face and the grin that showed white, if slightly crooked, teeth. He was carrying a large, flat book.


‘Are you the vicar?’ Stella asked doubtfully, and he burst into delighted laughter, his wavy black hair flying around his bare head.


‘Do I look like a vicar?’


‘Well, no, but he was supposed to meet me here. And I’m not the new teacher – not yet. I’ve come for an interview. How did you know about me, anyway?’


‘In a small place like Burracombe,’ the young man said, ‘everyone knows everything. We all knew that someone was coming today, and I guessed it must be you as soon as I saw you get off the bus. You’re the only stranger here, you see.’


Stella met his bright blue glance and then looked away. The October sky was a hazy blue, with the jewelled colours of the woods shimmering as if through a delicate silvered veil. Her journey had brought her through meadows that dipped and dived, across wide, flat fenland and fields of sunburned stubble, and then between the brown folds of the moors. Even as she stepped off the bus into this village, tucked into a soft valley clothed with oak and beech trees, she had felt as if she were coming home. Oh, she thought, I hope I get this job . . .


The village green still seemed deserted, with the church tower tall and grey above the cob cottages clustered around it, but as she gazed about she began to see signs of life. Along the lane was a forge with a big Shire horse being shod by a brawny, bald-headed man. A young woman a few years older than Stella, wearing breeches and a yellow jumper, was holding the horse’s head. A cottage door opened and a woman in a crossover pinafore stepped outside and began to shovel up some dung that had obviously been deposited there only a few minutes before by the horse; she gathered it into a bucket and disappeared round the side of her cottage, but not before giving Stella a quick, sharp glance. And then hasty footsteps coming down the church path announced the arrival of the vicar, and the young man murmured in Stella’s ear: ‘Here he comes. He’s just like the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland – always terrified of being late!’


The vicar opened the wooden lych gate and hurried across to them. He grasped Stella’s hand and shook it vigorously, talking almost before he was within speaking distance. ‘My dear young lady, I’m Basil Harvey. So sorry to keep you waiting. I’d intended meeting the bus but I was asked to give an opinion on marrows – not that my opinion’s worth anything. All I could say was that they’re very big!’ He let go of her hand and stepped back a little. ‘It’s so kind of you to come all this way. I hope you had a good journey?’


‘Very good, thank you,’ Stella said, smiling at him. He did indeed look a little like the White Rabbit, with a halo of silver hair and a pink face that looked as if it had been scrubbed. ‘I came on the train as far as Tavistock, just as you said.’


‘Ah yes. A pleasant journey. And when you’re settled you must try the branch line, from Whitchurch to Plymouth. Or in the other direction, to Launceston. One of the most beautiful railway lines in the country, to my mind. Railways are something of a hobby of mine,’ he confided a little sheepishly. ‘But I mustn’t keep you standing here. The other governors are meeting at the vicarage at twelve-thirty, so I thought it might be nice for you to see the church before going on to the school. And there’ll be lunch afterwards.’ He glanced at the young man, who was watching them quietly, an amused twinkle somewhere deep in his bright eyes. ‘I see you’ve met our other recent newcomer to the village.’


‘We’ve had quite a conversation,’ the young man said easily, ‘but we haven’t actually introduced ourselves.’ He held out his hand. ‘Luke Ferris, at your service.’


‘Oh.’ Stella took his hand, feeling unaccountably flustered. ‘And I’m Stella Simmons. But of course, you know that already.’


He laughed. ‘I had the advantage of you, didn’t I! But to be honest, I’ve only been here a week or two myself. I’m renting a cottage on the estate. I’m an artist – or like to think I am,’ he added a little ruefully. She realised that the book he was carrying must be a sketchpad. ‘Trying my hand at the Devon landscape.’ He gestured at the vicar. ‘It was Uncle Basil here who suggested it. Thought I needed a change from smoky old London.’


‘And so you did. I’m not really his uncle,’ the vicar told Stella, ‘but his father and I have been friends for many years. Anyway, we mustn’t stand here gossiping. Miss Simmons will be getting cold. Come along and look at our church, my dear.’ He turned to Luke. ‘Why don’t you join us for lunch? I’m sure Grace can stretch the rabbit pie to another plate.’


At the mention of rabbit pie, Luke shot a swift glance at Stella, who shyly looked away. ‘I won’t, thanks.’ I want to go over to Little Burracombe and catch the afternoon sun on Cuckoo Wood. The colours are magnificent now, but if we get a wind the leaves will be gone overnight and I’ll miss the chance.’ He said goodbye and loped away along the lane, his jacket unbuttoned and flapping round his lean body. The vicar looked after him and then turned to lead Stella up the path.


‘Luke’s been rather ill for the past two or three years – Grace and I do worry that he doesn’t feed himself properly . . . However, that’s not why you’re here.’ He bustled up the flagstone path and Stella followed him, peering at the leaning gravestones on either side. Robert Tozer, Beloved Husband of Alice . . . Fell Asleep January 14th 1842; Albert Tozer, 1796–1875, Gone But Not Forgotten; Jemima Tozer, 1800–1879, Wife of the Above; William Tozer, 1833–1835; Susannah Tozer, 1834–1840 Eliza Tozer, 1836–1880.


‘There are a lot of Tozers here,’ she said. ‘Are they a local family?’


‘Oh yes, and there are still plenty of them about.’ Basil Harvey looked at the gravestones. ‘Many of them died young, as you can see, especially during the 1830s. Cholera, you know.’ He hurried on and opened the big wooden door. Stella followed him into the dim church and stood still for a moment, letting her eyes adjust.


‘It’s lovely,’ she said, looking up at the wooden beams on the vaulted roof and the sturdy, tree-like pillars of the nave. The soft grey of the stone was lit and coloured by sunshine pouring in through a stained-glass window, while the deep crimson of the altar cloth glowed like a winter bonfire behind the carved railing of the chancel. The stone floor was cold but the dark wood of the pews seemed to give out its own warmth as if extending a welcome that had been sustained for centuries past.


‘We’re very proud of it,’ the vicar admitted, standing beside her. ‘As you see, we’re preparing for our Harvest Festival service on Sunday – that’s why I was asked to choose which marrow should go at the foot of the pulpit.’ He moved up the aisle towards a young woman who was arranging fruit and flowers around the pulpit and chancel steps. Two enormous marrows lay like slumbering green hippos on the floor, with a pile of scrubbed orange carrots beside them and a great sheaf of golden chrysanthemums thrust into a bucket of water. There were boxes of other vegetables and fruits as well – potatoes, swedes, scarlet apples, gleaming bronze onions – all in glorious disarray at her feet, while Stella now noticed two or three other women busy arranging more produce on the wide windowsills.


The young woman looked up as they approached. She was about thirty and was wearing an old jumper and skirt, yet still managed to appear elegant with her slender figure and long, artistic hands. Her fair hair was loose, in a long page-boy style, and her grey eyes were cool but friendly as she surveyed the vicar and his companion.


‘You must be the new teacher.’ She wiped her hand on her skirt. ‘How do you do? I’m Hilary Napier. Sorry, I’m in a bit of a mess – perhaps we’d better save the handshake for later.’


Stella smiled and shook her head. ‘I’m not the new teacher – not yet, anyway. I haven’t even had my interview yet. Mr Harvey’s just showing me round.’


‘Well, that won’t take long – Burracombe’s not much more than a handful of cottages and a dog. I hope you’re not a city girl. You’ll find it very dull and quiet here if you are.’ She eyed Stella assessingly. ‘You look very young to be applying for a teacher’s post.’


‘I’m twenty-one. I’ve done all my training, and worked as a pupil teacher where I used to live.’ Stella felt a twinge of anxiety. She had done her best to make herself look older before setting out on the journey that morning – trying to brush her short, dark curls flat, putting on a brown hat and coat that had been passed down to her by one of the other girls, wearing lace-up shoes and thick stockings. But nothing could disguise her fresh, smooth complexion, nor the brightness of her hazel eyes. She had an uneasy feeling that she just looked like a little girl, dressing up in her mother’s clothes.


‘Well, we want someone young and lively for our children, don’t we,’ the vicar was saying cheerily. ‘Miss Morgan was an excellent teacher, I’m sure, but I did sometimes feel that the little ones were getting a bit too much for her. There were times when she didn’t even seem to like them very much, but I’m sure she did really. It was just that she was tired.’


‘It wasn’t that at all,’ Hilary Napier said. She had a brisk way of speaking, in a clipped voice that Stella guessed indicated an upper-class background and private education. ‘She didn’t like them. And it wasn’t just her age, either – she never did like small children. Totally unsuited to be a teacher, if you ask me.’ She bent and picked up one of the marrows.


The vicar protested. ‘Oh, I’m sure you’re wrong about that, Hilary. She was an excellent woman. Every child who passed through her hands went on to the junior class able to read and write and do sums.’


‘Too frightened not to.’ Hilary balanced the marrow in both hands and flicked her eyebrows at Stella. ‘It was a good day for Burracombe when she retired. And not a moment too soon, either – she must have been well over age. Eighty in the shade.’


Mr Harvey gave her a reproachful look. ‘If I weren’t accustomed to your sense of humour, Hilary, I might be cross with you. You shouldn’t be talking like that, even if you don’t mean it. You’ll be making poor Miss Simmons wonder if she really does want to come to Burracombe.’ He glanced suddenly at the watch on his wrist. ‘Goodness gracious me! Where does the time go? We ought to be making our way to the school. And I haven’t shown you the church properly at all. Never mind, there may be an opportunity later.’ He whirled off down the aisle towards the door and Hilary Napier laughed.


‘You’d better go,’ she said. ‘If Basil thinks you’re late, you must be!’ She gave Stella a friendly smile. ‘I hope you get the job. Burracombe’s quiet, but it’s a nice enough place to live, provided you don’t hanker for city streets and big shops.’


‘I don’t,’ Stella said, smiling back. ‘I lived in the country for a while when I was a child – evacuated, you know.’ The usual shadow touched her heart, but she was so accustomed to it by now that she could ignore it – almost. ‘I hope I’ll see you again, Miss Napier.’


‘Oh, I expect you will.’ Hilary clasped the marrow to her chest as if it were a baby and carried it over to the altar. ‘You’ll be meeting my father, anyway – he’s one of the school governors. Enjoy your visit to Burracombe. At least you’ve got a nice day for it. I warn you, it can be a bit bleak around here in winter.’


She turned to arrange the vegetables in a row along the chancel rail, and Stella followed the vicar out of the church.


The October air was as sharp as a russet apple as they trotted back down the church path. Stella looked about at the cluster of cottages and tried to imagine herself living here, in this tiny village on the edge of Dartmoor. A narrow stream ran along the side of the road, and beyond the cottages the hills were clothed in woods, bronzed with autumn colour, with occasional splashes of deep purple. Above the woods she could see the moor itself, golden-brown with the dying bracken and scattered with the bright yellow of gorse flowers. When gorse is out of season, kissing’s out of reason . . . Someone had told her that once, years ago. It never was completely out of season.


Luke had disappeared but there were a few more people about now. The Shire horse had finished being shod at the forge and was coming along the green. He was a huge beast with chestnut-brown sides, a creamy white blaze down his nose and feathery blond hairs covering his enormous feet. The young woman leading him paused as Stella and the vicar came down the church path, and the horse leaned his big head against her arm.


‘Valerie!’ Basil Harvey greeted her. ‘Come and meet Miss Simmons. We’re hoping she may come to be our new infant teacher.’ He rubbed the horse’s nose absently and felt in his pocket. ‘I’m sure I’ve got a peppermint somewhere here . . .’


Stella smiled shyly. She was beginning to wonder how she would ever be able to remember the names of all these people. This young woman looked about the same age as Hilary Napier – a year or two under thirty, perhaps – and was about the same height, but her hair was dark and tied back from her face with a blue ribbon. She had a rather long face and her smile seemed tinged with sadness. She nodded at Stella.


‘Nice to meet you.’ She was the first person Stella had met who spoke with a Devon accent, although it wasn’t very strong; perhaps she’d been out of the village for a while. She gave the vicar an apologetic glance as she added, ‘Sorry, Mr Harvey, I can’t stop, Dad needs Barley back on the farm. He cast a shoe in the night – got it caught up on the fence – and it’s put us all behind.’ The horse had his nose down in the grass and had begun munching, and she gave the head-collar a gentle tug. ‘Come on, Barley, it isn’t dinnertime yet. We’ve got work to do.’


She walked on and Stella saw the vicar look after her thoughtfully. Then he turned back to Stella with a cheerful smile on his rosy face.


‘A nice person, Val Tozer. She lives at the farm just over there. Still with her parents – ought to be married with her own home and family, but she lost her fiancé in the war – a sad story. Right – the school’s just along here and if we’re lucky we’ll get there while the children are still in class.’ He gave Stella a conspiratorial glance. ‘I’m afraid you won’t meet the redoubtable Miss Morgan, though. Since Dr Latimer ordered her to retire, we’ve had the assistance of another of our old teachers, Miss Perriman – a very different kind of person. The children love her.’


He hastened on along the village street with Stella almost having to run to keep up with him. Her heart was beginning to beat fast and she felt again the tinge of apprehension that had accompanied her all the way on the train from Hampshire and then on the bus from the little market town of Tavistock.


I want this job so much, she thought. I don’t know what I’ll do if I don’t get it . . .


Val Tozer strode along the lane, her hand stroking the soft skin under Barley’s neck. The big, gentle horse nuzzled her as she walked but her mind wasn’t with him. Nor did she notice the colours of the hedgerows, their summer green fading now to the browns of autumn with a few blackberries still glistening above the gateways, and the grey, spiky twigs of a sloe-tree in contrast with its purple fruits. Familiar as they were to her, they were far from her thoughts as she walked between the steep Devon banks towards her father’s farm.


‘Val!’


Even before she heard the voice, the sound of footsteps behind her had brought a prickle to her spine. Her back stiffened and she quickened her pace.


‘Val, wait. Please. Look, you can’t go on avoiding me all the time.’ The voice was closer. ‘Please talk to me, Val.’


Val took a deep breath, squared her shoulders and stopped. Barley came to a halt and turned his head enquiringly. Stubbornly, she stared straight ahead.


Luke Ferris came beside her and touched her arm. She shook it off and stepped away from him.


‘Don’t do that.’


‘Val,’ he said despairingly. ‘Val, please. We can’t pretend we don’t know each other.’


‘I don’t see why not.’ Her breath felt tight in her chest, like a hard lump, and her heart was thumping painfully. ‘I don’t see why we have to have anything to do with each other.’


‘But I’m living here now. We’re bound to meet—’


‘No, we’re not. Not if you keep out of my way.’ She faced him at last. ‘I’m perfectly prepared to keep out of yours. And why did you have to come and live here anyway? Couldn’t you have gone somewhere else?’


‘I didn’t know you lived here,’ he said quietly and, at the flash of angry disbelief in her eyes, added, ‘I didn’t. You never told me – or if you did, I’d forgotten. It was all a long time ago.’ He hesitated, but she didn’t speak, and he went on, ‘Look, I really didn’t come here to make trouble. I needed to be in the country and Uncle Basil – the vicar – knew of the cottage and asked Colonel Napier if I could rent it. It was as simple as that. It never occurred to me that you’d be here.’


She looked at him. His face was thinner than she remembered, and rather drawn. Yet he was still sunburned, as if he spent a good deal of time in the open air. She wondered briefly what he’d been doing over the years since they’d last met.


‘Well, you know now,’ she said brusquely. ‘And if you don’t mind, I’d rather we didn’t talk to each other. We’ve got nothing to say.’ She lifted her hand to push Barley’s damp nose off her shoulder. ‘I’ve got to go now.’


Luke’s eyes went to her fingers and a frown gathered between his brows. ‘You’re not wearing a ring.’


‘No,’ Val said shortly. ‘I’m not.’


‘But . . .’ He seemed to be feeling for words and when he spoke again it was uncertainly. ‘You – you didn’t get married, then?’


‘I couldn’t,’ she said. ‘He was killed in the D-Day landings. We didn’t have a chance to get married.’ Her eyes met his again and she added bitterly, ‘Not everyone had a soft job drawing pretty pictures.’


‘They weren’t pretty,’ Luke said quietly. ‘You know that, Val.’ He paused. ‘I’m sorry to hear about Eddie, though. And – there hasn’t been anyone else?’


Val’s eyes filled with tears. She turned away and jerked at Barley’s head. He gave a whicker of protest and she rubbed his nose in apology, but was already striding on along the lane.


‘No,’ she said over her shoulder, ‘there hasn’t been anyone else. There never will be.’ She stopped and turned again, facing him. ‘Go away, Luke. You’ve done enough damage. Go away and leave me alone.’


Together, she and the big horse marched away down the lane. Her shoulders were stiff, her back straight, but Luke knew that if he could see her face he would find tears pouring down her cheeks. He started after her and then stopped again, knowing that it was no use.


He watched until she disappeared from sight round the bend in the lane. Then he walked slowly back through the village, past the green with its huge ancient oak tree, past the grey stone church, past the Bell Inn with its thatched roof and benches outside, past the school where the children were spilling out into the playground. Almost without seeing them, he passed the vicar and Stella Simmons, standing at the door and talking to Miss Kemp, the headmistress, and then he turned up the narrow lane that led to his own cottage, on the edge of the Barton estate.


He had spoken the truth when he’d said he hadn’t realised that Val Tozer lived in Burracombe. But he couldn’t, in all honesty, say that he wouldn’t have come to live here if he had known.







Chapter Two



Basil Harvey, standing in the playground of Burracombe School, saw Luke walk by and lifted his hand. But Luke didn’t seem to notice him. He appeared to be deep in thought, his long face furrowed with creases that had come too soon for his age, and there was a droop to his thin shoulders as he passed the school railings. He turned up the lane without acknowledging Basil, and the vicar watched him thoughtfully and with a touch of anxiety.


Basil Harvey was more than a family friend; he was Luke’s godfather and took his responsibilities seriously. He had been as worried as the rest of the family when Luke had developed TB, but the sanatoriums seemed to have worked a cure at last, and now all the young man needed was peace, quiet and fresh air to build up his strength. Basil had hoped that in Burracombe he would find all of these, together with the chance to build up his reputation as a landscape painter.


Miss Kemp and Stella had seen Luke as well.


‘Isn’t that the man you introduced me to on the green?’ Stella asked. ‘I thought he was going to paint some trees.’


‘Yes, he was. He wanted to catch the colours. I hope he’s all right.’ Luke disappeared along the lane and Basil turned back to the others. ‘Well, I dare say he just changed his mind. You ought to get him to come into the school and talk to the children sometime, Miss Kemp. He’s rather a good artist.’


‘Perhaps we will.’ The headmistress glanced at her watch. ‘We’d better go over to the vicarage. I expect Colonel Napier and Miss Bellamy will be there by now.’


Stella followed them across the playground. The children had either gone home for their midday meal or were crowding into the tiny canteen where she had met the school cook, Mrs Dawe, who was serving shepherd’s pie for those who lived too far away to go home. She had seen both classrooms – the large one for the ‘big’ children of seven to eleven years, and the smaller one, which would be hers (if she got the job) for the infants. There were usually about nine or ten of them, Miss Kemp had explained, although it would probably go up next year when the Crocker twins arrived.


‘Twins!’ Stella exclaimed. ‘Are they identical?’


‘Well, they’re certainly very alike.’ The headmistress glanced at Basil Harvey. ‘I’d say that George and Edward were identical, wouldn’t you, Vicar?’ She folded her lips wryly. ‘I’m afraid there’ll be fun and games when those two arrive in school!’


‘Now, we mustn’t put Miss Simmons off,’ the vicar said hastily. ‘Anyway, they’re only four years old now and there’s almost a whole year to go before they start. They’ll probably change a lot in that time . . .’ As if feeling that even this statement had a certain ominous sound to it, he opened the school gate with something of a flourish. ‘What do you think of our little school, Miss Simmons?’


‘I like it very much.’ Stella had spent most of her life in larger schools, with up to forty children in each class. Even when she had lived in the country, as an evacuee, schooling had been difficult, with the village school shared between local and evacuee children, taking turn and turn about in the mornings and afternoons. The prospect of having only ten or a dozen children to teach, in quiet and ordered surroundings, seemed like a glimpse of heaven.


Burracombe School and its playground were situated at the edge of the village. The headmistress’s cottage stood to one side and beyond it were fields, a wood and then the moor where Miss Kemp had explained that the children were sometimes taken on nature walks. ‘There’s a pretty stream and a pond where they can catch tadpoles for the nature table.’ It was near enough to the green and the church for the school to feel very much a part of local goings-on, and the children were taken to church every Wednesday morning for their own service.


‘I’m in and out a lot too,’ Mr Harvey told Stella as they walked back towards the church. ‘I hope you won’t mind my popping in. I like the children to get to know me and feel that they can come to me with their problems even after they’ve left school and have gone out into the world.’


‘Yes, we encourage several of our friends to drop in and talk to the children,’ Miss Kemp agreed. ‘Mr Tozer, the farmer, comes in when he brings our logs for the fire, and tells us all about what’s happening on the farm—’


‘You met his daughter, Val, with the horse,’ the vicar interrupted. ‘And Hilary Napier, whom you met in the church, came in once to talk about her time in the ATS during the war. She was a driver, you know, and met some famous people – Mr Churchill, Mr Eisenhower, Lord Montgomery . . .’


‘Colonel Napier, the chairman of the governors, is her father,’ Miss Kemp continued. ‘The other governor is Miss Bellamy. She’s from a very old Burracombe family and quite a character.’


They passed the church to go through the gate to the vicarage, a large house set back from the road in a big, untidy garden. Rhododendron and azalea bushes fringed the path and a few tall trees were shedding coloured leaves on the lawn. The vicarage itself had a verandah running all the way around three sides, and the front door stood invitingly open. Mr Harvey ushered them through and called out to his wife.


‘Grace! We’re here.’ He sniffed appreciatively. ‘Mm, that smells good.’


A tall fair-haired woman emerged from the kitchen, wiping floury hands on a cloth. She smiled at Miss Kemp and held out her hand to Stella. Her grasp was firm and her eyes intelligent. ‘It’s good to see you, Miss Simmons. I hope you had a pleasant journey.’


‘It was lovely. I had such good views of the moors. I like wild countryside.’


Grace Harvey nodded and turned to her husband. ‘Colonel Napier and Miss Bellamy are here. I put them in your study.’


The vicar led the way down the hall. Over his shoulder, he said, ‘Grace wanted to put us into the drawing room but I knew Colonel Napier would prefer the study – it’s more formal. He’s our Squire, you know. We had to bring in another chair, but I think we’ll be comfortable enough.’


He opened a door and the two women followed him into a large room lined with bookshelves. There was a French window opening on to the verandah at the side and looking out into the shrubbery, and a large desk littered with papers. A small fire was burning in the grate with a leather armchair on each side of it, one occupied by a large man in his mid-fifties wearing a tweed suit, and the other by a small, stocky woman with a face so creased by tiny wrinkles that she looked as if she had been crumpled up in a giant fist. She was dressed in a shapeless purple jumper and a sagging brown skirt.


‘Ah good, you’ve made yourselves at home.’ The vicar beamed at them as the man got up and held out his hand. He was the sort of man, Stella thought as she took it, who would dominate any situation – solidly built, with confident bearing and a head like a lion’s, certain of himself and his position and probably rather arrogant. She decided not to be intimidated by him and lifted her chin to meet his eyes.


‘So you’re hoping to be our new infant teacher,’ he said. His voice was strong and deep, just as she’d expected it to be, and carried a slight undertone of warning. It was as if he were saying, Don’t expect it to be a foregone conclusion, whatever the vicar might have said, and she felt a small thrill of challenge run through her.


‘I hope so,’ she replied steadily. ‘I like what I’ve seen so far.’


There was a small change in his eyes, as if he had registered that she wasn’t here to beg, and that it was as important that Burracombe should make a good impression on her as the other way about. They regarded each other for a moment and then the vicar said, ‘And this is Miss Bellamy, whose family endowed the school almost a hundred years ago.’


Stella turned to greet the old woman, who was now standing up. She was little more than five feet tall, with iron-grey hair and eyes as black and lively as tadpoles. Her face was as red and wrinkled as a Cox’s apple and she seemed to bristle with energy. She shook Stella’s hand vigorously. ‘You’ll find us pretty quiet down here in the West Country.’


Stella smiled. ‘I lived in a village for a while, as a child. I think I’ll like being in the country.’ She felt something nudge her foot and looked down at the rug to see the elongated body of a dachsund. ‘Oh – a dog!’ She bent quickly to pat him and he lifted his long nose and licked her hand. ‘Is he yours, Miss Bellamy?’


‘He is. He’s called Rupert.’ The little woman bent and rubbed his back and he rolled over and stuck four short legs in the air. ‘And a shameless beggar he is too. No dignity at all. Make yourself decent, Rupert! The idea! And in the vicarage, too. Sorry, Vicar, but boys will be boys, as I’m sure you know.’


The Squire looked impatient and moved towards the desk.


‘Let’s get this interview started,’ he said. ‘I’ll take your chair, Basil, if you don’t mind.’ The other three governors took the seats beside him and Stella sat in front of them, her brief moment of confidence deserting her as nervousness returned. ‘Now then, Miss Simmons . . .’


At the farm, the Tozers were sitting down to their midday meal. Val, still feeling shaken after her meeting with Luke, was quieter than usual, but there was enough family chatter going on to conceal her silence, at least for a while.


‘Well, it’s been a warm start to the month,’ Ted Tozer remarked, accepting a large plate of sausages and mashed potatoes from his mother Minnie. At eighty-two, she still cooked dinner for them every day, although once that was done her duties were over and she was content to sit by the kitchen fire in winter or potter in the garden in summer. Just now, she was beginning to think about Christmas and had already begun knitting new gloves and mittens for presents and for the church bazaar.


Ted was still talking about the weather and hoping it meant a mild winter. ‘Don’t speak too soon,’ his wife advised him, helping herself to another sausage. ‘Plenty of time yet, there be, for the weather to change. Just you remember 1947 – the snow didn’t really start till halfway through January but once it started it didn’t know how to stop. Us don’t want that lot again.’


‘No, you’m right, there, Alice.’ The blizzard across the south-west of England at the end of January that year had cut off Burracombe for a fortnight. They’d lost any number of sheep up on the moor, and those that didn’t freeze starved before the men could get fodder up to them. Work in the fields had been impossible too, with the ground like iron for weeks on end. The snow lying in the fields and on the moors and piled along the hedgerows became solid ice, impossible to shift, and had then melted all at once when the temperatures rose at last, and turned into floods. It was the worst winter yet, after years of severe winters all through the war, and they said that February itself had been the coldest since 1814.


‘Still, we got a good summer to make up for it,’ Joanna said cheerfully. She was sitting at the end of the table, with Robin in his high-chair opening and shutting his mouth like a goldfish as she spooned in potato and gravy. ‘It was a lovely summer, 1947.’


‘You only think that because you had the luck to marry me then,’ Tom said, grinning at her. ‘It could have rained the whole year and you’d still have thought it was lovely.’


‘It’s us who were the lucky ones,’ Alice told him. ‘The thought of our Joanna going back to London was as bad as – well, as our Val leaving home. Proper wound herself round our hearts, she had – just like this little one here,’ she added, leaning forward to poke her grandson’s tummy and make him squeal. ‘It were a good day for the Tozers when you came home and had the sense to ask Jo to marry you.’


Joanna smiled, but her smile had a touch of sadness about it. She had lost both her parents in the Blitz in 1941, and when the war ended and she’d been demobbed from the Land Army, she had felt like a lost soul, cast adrift on an open sea. She’d been glad to stay on until Tom came home, and when he finally arrived, everything had changed. With one look, they both knew what their future must be, and Joanna had settled down as a farmer’s wife as easily as if she’d been born to it.


‘Mrs Warren was in the shop this morning, talking about this big Festival they’re having in London next year,’ she said, wiping Robin’s chin. ‘She’s going to get up a coach-party to go and see it. D’you think you’ll go, Mum?’


‘Me, go to London?’ Alice said. ‘Oh, I don’t know about that. I went once when I was a little girl, to see the old King’s Coronation, but I didn’t really like it. It was so busy! And I dare say it’ll be even worse now.’


‘I expect it will,’ Tom said with a grin. ‘They’ve got cars now, Mum. It was all horses then, wasn’t it.’


‘Well, there were cars about,’ Alice said, ‘but not very many. I don’t think I could get used to all the traffic these days. I don’t even like going to Plymouth or Exeter all that much. Tavistock’s good enough for me, and the Goosey Fair’s as good as any big festival in London.’


‘Yes, but we won’t have to worry about traffic,’ Joanna said. ‘The coach will take us right there and bring us home afterwards. You’ll go, won’t you, Val?’ she asked her sister-in-law. ‘You’ll go on the coach trip to the Festival?’


‘Haven’t really thought about it.’ Val’s thoughts had been far away, further even than London. ‘I might. It’ll be something to do.’


Alice glanced at her sharply. ‘Is something the matter, Val? You’ve hardly eaten a thing. You’re just picking at those sausages.’


‘Sorry, Mum. I’m not very hungry.’ Val moved her plate away. ‘I’ll go out and start filling up the racks in the milking parlour, Dad. It’ll save time later.’ She pushed back her chair and left the table, and they heard her pulling on her boots in the outer kitchen.


Alice looked at her husband in consternation. ‘Well, and what’s that all about, d’you know, Ted? Our Val enjoys her food so much as a rule. And your mother’s made a nice bread-and-butter pudding for afters, too – it’s her favourite.’


Ted shrugged. ‘You know what these young girls are like, never the same two days running. Look at our Jackie – all smiles one minute, but you just got to say the wrong word and she’s flouncing out and slamming doors till the house shakes. Val’ll be all right when she’s worked it out of her system, whatever it is.’


‘Yes, but Val’s not a young girl,’ Alice said sharply. ‘She’s a woman of twenty-eight and she ought to be married with her own home by now. As she would have been, if Eddie hadn’t been killed.’


‘That was six years ago,’ Ted said. ‘She should have got over that by now. She met plenty of other young men while she was away nursing, you’d think there’d have been someone to take her fancy.’


‘Valerie’s like me,’ Minnie said, sitting down at last with her own plate. ‘A one-man woman. I never wanted to look at another man after your father died, God bless him.’


‘Mother!’ Ted exclaimed. ‘You were sixty-nine when Father died. There weren’t likely to be many other men for you to look at.’


Minnie wagged her fork at him reprovingly. ‘That’s all you know, Ted Tozer. There was Arthur Dawe for a start, him that farmed over to Shaugh. He asked me often enough. And I could have had George Crocker, any time I liked. He threw out enough hints about my cooking.’


Ted spluttered with laughter. ‘Arthur Dawe! He’s ninety if he’s a day. And as for George Crocker – well, he was just looking for a housekeeper with her own bit of money. Mean old toad.’


Minnie sniffed. ‘Never mind that, all I’m saying is I had my chances. Those weren’t the only two. It’s a good job I could run fast, that’s all.’


‘Good job they could run faster,’ Ted muttered, and ducked sideways as she aimed a slap at him. ‘Good job for us, I mean,’ he added hastily. ‘I don’t know what we’d have done without you to cook our dinners for us, Mother.’


‘You’d have had Alice to cook them instead, and she’m just as good a cook as me.’ Minnie cut up one of her sausages. ‘Anyway, all that’s by the by. What us wants to know is what’s eating our Val. You’re right, Alice, there’s something the matter there. Pale as a ghost she was, when she came in from taking Barley to the forge. Pale as a ghost.’


‘I don’t know, I’m sure.’ Alice passed the cabbage over to Joanna. ‘Take some more of this, maid, you’ve got hardly any . . . I tell you what, I’ve been worried about that girl for a long time now. Whatever you may say, she’s not getting over that business with Eddie as she should. It’s not natural for a girl of her age to grieve for ever. It’s as if she’s got stuck somewhere.’ She looked round the table at them all and said, ‘It’s my belief something else happened to her – when she was out in Egypt during the war, most likely. She never talks about it much, but she must have seen some nasty sights, nursing out there.’


‘I don’t see what she could have seen that’d turn her off marrying,’ Ted objected, swallowing the last of his sausage. ‘Anyway, that was before Eddie was killed. What difference could anything that happened out there make?’


‘I don’t know, but she seemed different when she came back. Why, she was a real ray of sunshine when she was a girl and even after she joined the VADs she was always bright and cheerful. But when she came back from Egypt, she’d changed. That’s all I’m saying.’ Alice got up and began to collect the vegetable dishes and take them over to the sink.


The rest of the family finished their meal in silence. Minnie served out the bread-and-butter pudding and then Joanna said, ‘I think Mum’s right. I didn’t know Val before the war, but I think she looks really sad sometimes, as if she’s thinking about something she can’t talk about. I don’t know what we can do about it, though.’


‘You can’t do anything,’ Tom declared, scraping the crispy bits off the pudding dish. ‘Val’s a grown woman and she’s got to sort out her own problems. I don’t know what you’re all worrying about anyway – she seems all right to me. Just because she didn’t want her dinner . . .’


The women looked at him and then at each other in exasperation, but Ted was nodding in agreement. ‘Leave her alone. Everyone feels a bit down in the dumps now and then.’ He scraped back his chair. ‘Time you and me were outside, Tom. Can’t leave the maid to do the work all on her own.’


‘That’s right,’ Alice said. ‘This is supposed to be her day off. She works all hours at the hospital, and then has to come home and do your work as well!’


The two men went outside. Minnie settled in her rocking-chair and Alice started the washing-up while Joanna cleaned her son’s face and set him on the floor to play with some wooden bricks. She went over to the sink and began to dry the dishes.


‘I shouldn’t worry too much about Val,’ she said quietly. ‘Whatever it was that happened to her, she’s as happy here as she’ll ever be. She’s got her family around her and a job she loves at Tavistock Hospital, and she’s happy helping out on the farm in her spare time. There are plenty of people a lot worse off than Val.’


Alice paused and stood with her hands in the hot, soapy water, gazing out of the window at the yard where Val was disappearing into the cowshed.


‘I know, maid,’ she said, ‘and most of the time she does seem happy enough. But you know what it is with your own,’ she glanced down at the toddler playing at their feet. ‘You want everything to be right for them. And it’s not right for Val. I know it isn’t.’


She sighed and went on with the washing-up, then added so low that Joanna could barely hear her, ‘But Tom’s right. Unless us knows what it is, there’s nothing any of us can do about it.’







Chapter Three



As far as Stella could tell, the interview had gone quite well. They had asked her a lot of questions and she’d answered them honestly: how she’d been orphaned during the war, then sent to a Children’s Home in Hampshire. She looked at the four governors, hoping that she hadn’t sounded self-pitying. She thought they probably knew most of her story anyway, from her letter of application and from the references they’d asked for from the Home.


‘They were very good to me at the Home,’ she said now. ‘They let me stay on and work as a pupil teacher, and while I’ve been at college they’ve let me go back and live there during the holidays. Otherwise, I’d have had nowhere to go.’


‘So you’ve had quite a lot of experience already, of working with children,’ the vicar said with an understanding nod of his silver head.


‘Yes,’ Stella replied. ‘I worked mostly with the infants – that’s why I applied for this post.’


‘And you’ll be happy to come and live in Devon?’ Colonel Napier asked, his voice gruff.


As local Squire, he must own a good deal of the land hereabouts, and Stella knew he would have a lot of influence. She could see too that he was a dominating man, used to being obeyed, but she didn’t think he was a bully. He would appreciate someone who was ready to speak up for herself.


‘Yes, I will,’ she answered him. ‘I love the countryside – I’d hate to live in a city.’ She shivered a little, remembering the narrow streets she had lived in as a child.


‘Hmph.’ He glanced at the two women, Miss Kemp and Miss Bellamy. Miss Kemp began to ask about Stella’s teaching experience and training, and the lines she would take with the children: how did she feel reading and writing should be taught, was she good at teaching crafts and handiwork? Then it was Miss Bellamy’s turn and she leaned forward, her little black eyes bright.


‘You say you’ve no other home now. Does that mean you’d like to stay in Burracombe during the holidays as well as termtime? You’d want to be part of the village – join in with the other things that go on here?’


‘Yes, I would. I want somewhere to settle down – somewhere I can call home.’ Stella thought of the village, its centre clustered about the green with the pub and the church close by, and the school only a little way down the lane. Although its centre was small, Burracombe was quite a large village, with its own shops and Post Office, its bakery, its butcher, and the little hardware store tacked on to the garage. And although she hadn’t had time to read them, she’d seen several notices pinned to the board by the village hall. There’d be a Women’s Institute, a Mother’s Union, whist drives, dances – perhaps even an amateur dramatics group or a church choir. ‘I’d really like to join in things,’ she said, unaware of how wistful her voice sounded.


The interview had ended soon after that and they’d all gone to the dining room for lunch. Mrs Harvey had made a rabbit pie, with plenty of onions, fresh vegetables and a thick gravy. The mashed potato to go with it was light and fluffy. Afterwards, there was blackberry-and-apple crumble and, to Stella’s amazement, clotted cream.


‘I’ve never seen cream like this,’ she said, spooning some of the crusty yellow mound on to her plate. ‘In fact, I’ve hardly ever seen cream at all!’


‘Good Devonshire cream, that is,’ Miss Bellamy asserted. ‘You won’t get it anywhere else. Well, they do make it in Cornwall, but then it’s Cornish cream – not as good, is it, Gilbert?’


The Colonel, who had spooned a generous helping on to his own bowl of crumble, shrugged. ‘Can’t see any difference myself.’


Constance Bellamy snorted. ‘Try telling that to Ted Tozer or Alice! Our cream’s got to be richer, it stands to reason – look at the fields. You don’t get that green down in Cornwall.’


‘And it all comes from the rain,’ the vicar told Stella with a smile. ‘Plenty of rain means lush grass, means rich milk, means cream. Have some more, my dear.’


‘Yes, you mustn’t believe too much talk about sunny Devon,’ Mrs Harvey said. ‘We do get lots of sunshine, and of course it’s generally milder here than in the rest of the country, but we get plenty of rain as well. You’ll need a good mackintosh when you come here.’


‘If Miss Simmons comes here,’ her husband corrected her gently, and she looked startled.


‘Oh dear! Have I spoken out of turn? I thought it seemed as if you’d decided.’


Colonel Napier and Miss Kemp glanced at each other, and then at the other two governors. Then the Squire cleared his throat and said, ‘Well, since we’ve come to this point, perhaps we’d better say that I think we have.’ He addressed Stella. ‘We had a talk while you were out of the room, and we’d like you to know that if you’re still interested in taking the post of infant teacher in our school, we’ll be delighted to have you. We’re in complete agreement over this.’ He paused, while Stella’s heart suddenly thumped. ‘Welcome to Burracombe.’


Stella stared at him. She looked round the table at the others. Miss Kemp was looking pleased and encouraging, the vicar’s pink round face was glowing and Constance Bellamy was nodding. She felt a sudden surge of joy and, at the same time, a prickling of tears in her eyes.


‘Do you really mean it?’ she asked, almost afraid to believe what she had just heard. ‘Have I really got the job? I thought you’d need longer to think about it. I thought there must be other applicants.’


‘There have been two other applicants,’ Miss Kemp told her, ‘but we’ve all agreed that you’re the one we think most suitable. So if you can make your own decision and let us know . . .’


‘Oh, I’ve already decided,’ Stella said instantly. ‘I’d love to come to Burracombe. I knew I wanted to, the minute I got off the bus.’ She thought fleetingly of Luke Ferris’s wicked grin and twinkling blue eyes, of the village with its beautiful surroundings and then of the school itself with its two classrooms and bright, active children. ‘It’s just what I wanted,’ she added sincerely.


‘Then that’s settled. We’ll go into details later, but we’ll take it that you’ll come to us immediately after Christmas. You’ll start the New Year with us. We’ve already arranged lodgings with Miss Friend – known to the village as Dottie.’ Miss Kemp beamed at her and then turned to Mrs Harvey. ‘Grace, I’m sure Miss Simmons would like another helping of this delicious crumble to celebrate.’


Stella looked at her plate, sure she wouldn’t be able to swallow a morsel. She felt dazed by the news, hardly able to take in the headmistress’s words, and so full of joy that there seemed no room for food. Nevertheless, she spooned on more cream and found that she was able to eat it after all. The crumble was light and crisp, the blackberries and apple an ideal combination, and the clotted cream rich and buttery. She thought of her wartime childhood, with only a few sweets a week – and not that many more even now. Five years on and we’ve still got rationing, she thought. Not that you’d believe it, to look at the meal they’d just eaten.


‘I hope I’m not taking your rations,’ she said, looking again at the bowl from which they’d all helped themselves so liberally. ‘I really didn’t expect such a lovely meal.’


‘Bless you, you’re welcome,’ the vicar’s wife said, smiling. ‘We do have to be careful, of course we do, but things are easier here than in the towns. We’ve all got space to keep a few hens, you see, and we’re allowed to use our own eggs, so long as we don’t have too many. And the milk’s so rich it would be a crime not to make cream from it. I make my own – just pour the milk into a pan and simmer it very gently for two hours or so, and then let it cool. The cream comes to the top naturally, you see, and we can still use the skim. None of this came from a shop.’


‘No, indeed,’ Miss Kemp agreed. ‘The apples are from the vicarage orchard, and I picked the blackberries myself on a nature walk with the children. They all took a basketful home. There are mushrooms in the fields too, but you have to be out early in the morning to pick them.’


‘Why?’ Stella asked. ‘Don’t they last long enough in the day?’


The vicar laughed. ‘Well, if it’s a hot day they might shrivel up a bit, but mostly it’s just because people do, pick mushrooms early in the morning, so if you’re not out there too, they’ll all be gone! It’s like a kind of silent race.’


‘You’ll soon learn country ways,’ his wife said. ‘You can’t live long in a place like Burracombe without hearing all the old country lore.’


‘Not that you have to believe it,’ the Colonel remarked. ‘Lot of mumbo jumbo . . .’ He began to rise to his feet. ‘Basil, I must be going. Plenty to do. Grace, the lunch was delicious. Miss Kemp – better get back to your class.’ He gave Stella a nod. ‘Welcome again, Miss Simmons. I hope you’ll be happy in Burracombe. I’m sure we’ve made the right decision.’


‘Yes, I must go too,’ Miss Kemp declared. ‘As the Colonel says, the children will be waiting. I left Mrs James reading to them all but I mustn’t presume on her good nature any longer.’ She turned to Stella. ‘I’ll be writing to you, Miss Simmons, and of course you’ll be hearing officially about your appointment. I look forward very much to meeting you again in the New Year.’


She and the Squire departed together and Stella was left with her host and hostess and Constance Bellamy. She hesitated, not sure what to do next, and the vicar came to her rescue.


‘What time is your train back to Hampshire? You must be sure not to miss the Tavistock bus – it goes at three-fifteen.’ He smiled. ‘You’ll meet a lot of your new charges again – those who live too far away to walk use that bus to go home.’


‘You’ll be very late home tonight, I’m afraid,’ his wife said, looking worried. ‘Really, we should have asked you to stay the night. Shouldn’t we, Basil?’


‘Oh, there’s no need,’ Stella said quickly before they could offer her an invitation. ‘I’ll be back by ten. And I promised I’d be there in the morning, to get the little ones up.’


The vicar looked at the tall grandfather clock in the hall. ‘Well, it’s two o’clock now. What would you like to do? I could take you over to the church again – they’ll have finished the harvest decorations by now. Or—’


‘Well, if you don’t mind,’ Stella said, ‘it’s such a lovely afternoon, I’d quite like to walk round the village by myself. Just to get the feel of it, you know, and have something to think about before I come back again. I’ll go into the church as well,’ she promised hastily in case he was offended. ‘I’d like to see the decorations.’


‘Of course,’ Mrs Harvey said, and added hospitably, ‘You must come back here and have a cup of tea before catching the bus. We’ll expect you in about half an hour.’


Stella put on her jacket and gloves and walked out into the afternoon sunshine, turning away from the village street with its small shops interspersed between the cottages, and walking along a lane that led into the countryside. I really am seeing Burracombe at its best, she thought, gazing at the green and gold tapestry of the hedgerows. A narrow stream glittered beside the road, and blackberries hung full and glossy over her head. The high, grassy Devon bank would be sprinkled with primroses in the spring, she thought, and perhaps violets too, and later there would be foxgloves and dog-roses and honeysuckle. But now the year was winding down, the trees and hedges getting ready to close down for the winter. The grass was fading to a pale, dusty fawn and the leaves on the hedges were turning brown, lit by the tiny red lanterns of hips and haws, and the more sinister purple of honeysuckle and deadly nightshade.


Stella loved the autumn. The rich golds and scarlets of the trees were like a huge damask quilt flung over the countryside, and the swelling moorland above the valley glowed auburn against the tender blue of the sky. A smell of fresh air and damp earth and woodsmoke tingled in her nostrils, and somewhere nearby she could hear a bird singing – a pretty, liquid song like the sparkling drops of the stream translated into music. Stella stopped for a moment and looked about, and then caught sight of the orange breast and bright black eyes of a robin, its brown body camouflaged by the tawny leaves.


By the time she came back after Christmas, the year would have turned and the leaves gone, leaving a tracery of grey, brown and black twigs. The birds would have eaten the red rosehips and the fruits of the hawthorn hedge, and even the bryony and deadly nightshade berries would have shrivelled and cast their seeds. The blackberries would be long gone and the flowers of spring still huddled beneath the cold earth.


Stella didn’t mind winter. She liked the cold bite of a bright January morning and the full-bellied bruises of clouds that promised snow. She loved the occasional mild day when it seemed as if spring had arrived early, and enjoyed a walk in a clean, scouring wind as long as she was well wrapped up against it. She wasn’t so keen on rain and hoped that the vicar had been exaggerating when he said what a wet county Devon was, but everywhere had rain and you just had to put up with it. And the little streams and rivers that abounded in this area would look all the better after a downpour.


She came to a small wooden gate which led into a wood and hesitated for a moment; then, as there was no Private sign forbidding her to enter, she opened the gate and walked along a narrow footpath between the trees. They were spaced quite wide apart, tall, thin oaks and beeches, and their brown leaves, mast and acorns crunched beneath her feet. Rocks and boulders lay scattered between them and everything was covered in thick green moss. It even grew up the trunks of the trees, well above her head. The tinted leaves rustled in the soft breeze and as she looked up, she could see that a few were already falling. Somewhere amongst the branches a bird screeched, and she heard the scuttering sound of small feet.


The path led her up a short, steep hill. The sun slanted down into her eyes and she climbed almost blindly, emerging at the top to find herself on the edge of the moor. A tumbled wall bordered the wood and she clambered through a gap and stood on brown, dead bracken, catching her breath.


‘So we meet again.’


Stella gasped and turned quickly. The man who had first spoken to her when she got off the bus was sitting on a large rock, a sketchpad on his knee and a pencil in his hand. His mouth quirked in a grin and she laughed with relief.


‘You startled me.’


‘Sorry. I seem to be making a habit of it. I’ll try not to do it again.’ His dark brows gathered together in a small frown. ‘What are you doing up here? I thought you were being interviewed.’


‘I was. We’ve finished now and I’m just having a walk before I catch the bus.’ She hesitated, then said rather shyly, ‘I’ve got the job.’


‘You have?’ His grin widened. ‘That’s really good. I’m very pleased. When do you start?’


‘After Christmas. I had promised to stay on at the Home, where I’m teaching now, until then.’ She stumbled with her words, feeling suddenly unwilling to admit that she lived in an orphanage. ‘I’ll probably come and settle in some time in the New Year.’


‘Come earlier, if you can, and I’ll show you around a bit. Not that I know much myself, but I’ll know more by then.’ He laughed and Stella smiled. ‘Do you know where you’ll be living?’


‘Miss Kemp says they’ve found somewhere for me to lodge. A friend, I think she said – or maybe a Miss Friend – but I’m not sure. Is that a surname?’


Luke laughed again. ‘It certainly is! Half the village is called Friend, and the other half are either Pettifer or Tozer. And they’re all related, one way or another. You have to be very careful what you say. The Burracombe village grapevine is extremely efficient.’


‘I will be,’ she promised, and then glanced at her watch. ‘I’d better go. I said I’d go back to the vicarage for a cup of tea.’


‘That’s a pity,’ he said, unfolding his long legs and standing up. ‘I was going to suggest you come and have one with me in my cottage. Never mind, there’ll be plenty of time once you’re here. Anyway, I’ll walk back with you.’


‘I don’t want to interrupt your work—’ she began, but he waved a hand.


‘The light’s going anyway. I was just about to pack up.’ He closed his sketchbook and led the way along the wall and through another gap where a broader footpath took them down through the wood, passing a tiny cottage on the way. ‘This is my abode,’ he said. ‘It used to belong to a family of charcoal-burners, so I’ve been told – they lived here until the end of the war. Then the old man died and his son didn’t come home from the war, and the old lady went to live with her daughter in Horrabridge. It had been empty for a couple of years when I moved in.’


‘It looks very cosy,’ Stella said, wondering what it must be like to live in such an isolated cottage in the middle of a wood.


‘It is, when I’ve got the fire going, and there’s certainly plenty of firewood around.’ He gestured at the fallen branches and trees lying on the moss-covered earth and rocks. ‘I can live quite cheaply.’


‘It must be lonely, though.’


Luke gave her a swift glance. ‘Not at all. There are plenty of birds and animals about – rabbits, foxes, badgers, they all come past my door, and if I sit quietly on that log there for a while, the birds forget I’m about. Listen to that.’ Stella tilted her head slightly and heard a drumming sound somewhere in the trees. ‘That’s a woodpecker. You’ll see him if you look hard enough – leaning out from the trunk and drilling at it with his beak. And look, there’s a squirrel.’ He put his hand on her shoulder and turned her. She caught a flash of red disappearing behind a tree-trunk and then spotted the animal itself, scurrying along a branch. It ran right to the end and then took off, almost flying across the wide gap to land in another tree and disappear amongst the leaves. Stella caught her breath with delight.


‘Oh, that’s lovely! They’re really red, aren’t they.’


‘They are, but we’ve got greys moving in and I’ve heard that when they take over an area, the reds disappear. It’s a shame because the red squirrels are the ones who really live here – the greys came over from America. Look, there he is again. He’s collecting chestnuts from that tree and burying them for the winter.’


‘They hibernate, don’t they?’ Stella asked, but Luke shook his head.


‘No, they just spend a lot of time asleep in their dreys while the weather’s bad. Then they come out and find as many nuts as they can and gorge themselves, ready for the next bad spell. You can see them when there’s snow on the ground and the sun’s out, scampering about looking for their hiding places. Half of them are lost, of course, and that’s one of the reasons we get new trees – the squirrels have planted them!’


Stella laughed and then jumped as she heard the same screech as she had heard before. ‘What’s that?’


‘A jay.’ Luke pointed and she saw a brightly coloured bird almost as big as a rook flash between the trees. ‘There are loads of them round here. They like woodland.’


‘You seem to know a lot about birds and animals,’ she said, watching the squirrel as he sat on a branch, a nut held between his tiny paws, chattering crossly at the noisy jay.
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