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			Chapter One

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Burracombe, June 1954

			 

			Sybil has died … 

			Hilary put down the phone and stood, shaking, beside the hall table. David had said more than that, much more, but those were the words that stayed in her mind, overshadowing all others. Sybil has died … 

			Slowly, stiffly, she turned and made her way into the drawing room. She closed the door behind her and crossed to the window to stand gazing out across the gardens of Burracombe Barton, her home for all her life, and past the fields and woods to the rising moor beyond, green and gold with the colours of June, dimming to purple in the distance. 

			It was all utterly familiar. And it was as if she stared at an alien landscape.

			Sybil has died … 

			Hilary had never met David’s wife, yet Sybil’s influence over her life had been immense. Without her, the unexpected reunion between Hilary and David, the man she had loved in Egypt during the war, yet had been forced to part from because both were already engaged, would have been very different. Their relationship could have been innocent and joyous, without the need for secret meetings and the fear of discovery; without the anguish of knowing that they might never be able to be truly together.

			Faithless, spiteful and possessive as Sybil had been, David could not contemplate leaving her – or, rather, Hilary could not allow him to. Sybil herself had demanded a divorce, so that she could marry her latest lover, but to be cited as the guilty partner would have ruined David’s career as a doctor. And the scandal would have devastated Hilary’s ailing father, Gilbert Napier, and the village of Burracombe, where he was squire. With apparently no way out of their dilemma, they had finally agreed to part, not realising just how impossible that would be. 

			‘I have to know I can hear your voice,’ David had said despairingly in one of his phone calls. ‘I have to be able to see you sometimes, even if that’s all there can ever be.’

			It had, indeed, seemed that that was all there ever could be – until Sybil had suffered her stroke.

			Helpless from the start, with her own lover abandoning her, she now relied utterly on her husband, and David had had no choice but to stay with her, to care for her for as long as need be. Which might, Hilary knew, be for years.

			Their love had seemed more hopeless than ever. But now … 

			Sybil had died.

			Did we wish this on her? Hilary wondered as she gazed out across the land that her father owned, that would be hers and her brother Stephen’s one day – the land for which she had taken responsibility since Gilbert’s two heart attacks. Did I wish her dead? I tried not to, but it was hard not to imagine what might happen if she had another stroke. And now she has … Was it our fault, mine and David’s?

			No. Neither of them had ever wished her dead, even though it had seemed certain that she would never recover, that her life was in truth a living death. People did sometimes recover, David had said, especially young people like Sybil, only in her early thirties. The body could be surprisingly resilient.

			And if she had, he would still have had to stay with her, for her recovery could never have been complete. But I didn’t wish her dead, Hilary told herself fiercely. I didn’t … 

			In any case, it was no good wondering. Sybil had died, in what many people would have considered a ‘happy release’, and the world had shifted a little on its axis. And who could tell now what the future would be?

			Already it seemed that the happy wedding she had just attended was in a different world. It was hard to imagine that the reception was still going on at the Bedford Hotel in Tavistock, where Felix Copley’s large family of clergymen had settled in with their whiskies to hold their own family reunion, and that half the village would be at the Bell Inn, where Bernie and Rose Nethercott were offering a spread of Dottie Friend’s sausage rolls, cheese straws and other savouries. Here at the Barton, all was quiet. Hilary felt flat and restless, unable to settle. Exhausted after all the preparations and now wrenched back to her own problems by David’s phone call, she wanted nothing more than to rest, but when she forced herself to sink on to the big sofa it was no more than a few moments before she was on her feet again, staring out of the window and wondering whether to go round to the stables and saddle up Beau for an evening gallop.

			But that would mean changing all my clothes, she thought, catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror, still wearing the silk dress and jacket that she had bought for Stella’s wedding. And by the time I’ve done that, I probably won’t want to go any more.

			Still, she ought to take off the wedding outfit. Perhaps a bath would help her to relax. She climbed the stairs and went to the bathroom, leaving the water running as she went into her bedroom to undress. 

			‘Coo-ee!’ called a voice from downstairs. ‘Hilary – are you there? It’s us.’

			Hilary, just stepping out of her dress, paused in surprise and went to the door. ‘Maddy? Is that you?’

			‘Yes, where are you?’ Maddy was at the foot of the stairs, peering up. ‘Oh, look at you, half undressed. Never a moment’s peace, is there! Sorry – were you going to bed?’

			‘No, I was just changing. Don’t worry, I’ll be down in a minute.’ She returned to her room, then remembered the running tap and dashed across the landing to find the bath half full of hot water. Bother, she thought, I was looking forward to that bath! With a sigh, she left it, then went back and pulled on the first skirt and blouse that came to hand.

			Maddy and Stephen were in the drawing room. Stephen was holding a bottle of champagne, while Maddy ferreted in the cabinet for glasses. She emerged triumphant and laughing, holding up three flutes. Hilary recognised them as antique engraved glasses belonging to her mother, that she had never known used. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. What did it matter? It was what they had been made for, after all.

			‘What’s all this?’ she asked instead. ‘I thought we’d been cele­brating all day.’

			‘It’s not over yet,’ her brother told her. ‘We knew you’d brought Dad home early and we didn’t see why you should be here on your own when everyone else was having fun. So we decided to bring some fun to you. Hold out the glasses, darling.’

			‘No, let’s take it out on the terrace,’ Maddy suggested, going over to the long French windows. ‘It’s much too nice to be indoors.’ 

			Hilary followed them out, feeling as if she’d wandered into a dream. How was it, she wondered, that one person could be so bemused, and nobody else notice? She took the chair that Stephen offered her and watched as Maddy set out the three glasses and held one out for the first explosion of champagne.

			‘There!’ the younger girl said, handing Hilary a fizzing glass. ‘Here’s to more happy times – and more weddings! Lots more weddings!’ Her laughing blue eyes met Hilary’s before Hilary looked swiftly away. ‘I love them. Especially mine. And now you’ve got to have one, Hilary. Honestly, they’re the best thing in the world.’

			There was a sudden silence. Stephen glanced quickly at his sister, then back at his wife. ‘I think perhaps you’ve had enough champagne, darling.’ 

			‘Why? What have I said?’ Maddy looked at Hilary again and added, uncertainly, ‘I haven’t upset you, have I? I only meant—’

			‘No, it’s all right,’ Hilary reassured her, but her voice cracked on the words and to her horror she felt tears in her eyes. They spilled over before she could stop them and she brushed hastily at her cheeks with her wrist. ‘I’m sorry, I … Look, I don’t think I’ll have any champagne, if you don’t mind. It’s a lovely idea, but … Actually, I was just going to have a bath … I think I’ll do that anyway if the water’s still hot, and just go to bed. It’s been a long day …’

			With a quick, brittle smile, she got up and almost ran into the house. She heard Maddy’s little cry of dismay and the scrape of her chair, as if she were just about to follow, but ignored it. In the safety of the bathroom, she turned on the hot tap again, stripped off her clothes and sank with a sigh of relief into the water, where she lay back, closed her eyes and felt the hot flow of tears seep from beneath her lids and down her cheeks.

			Everybody wants me to get married, she thought. Father, with all his talk of taking whatever chances life offers me, and now Maddy, and probably Stephen too, if I’d given him half a chance. And if only they knew about David. If only they knew the truth … 

			But only two other people knew that. Her friend Val Tozer, who had been with her in Egypt, and Charles Latimer, the family doctor here in Burracombe. And neither of them could help her now.

			 

			Down on the terrace, twirling her glass between her fingers, Maddy bit her upper lip and looked ruefully at her husband.

			‘I really didn’t mean to upset her. I just meant it would be lovely to see her married and happy. Like us.’

			Stephen sat down beside her and took her hand. ‘I know, darling. But poor old Hil, I think she’s a bit sensitive about the subject. She’s turned thirty, after all – she must think it will never happen. I think she found it rather hard today, watching Stella and Felix getting married and looking so happy.’

			‘But she surely couldn’t begrudge them their happiness, after they’ve been through so much – that awful accident, and Stella thinking she’d never be able to walk again and that she shouldn’t marry Felix after all.’

			‘No, of course she wouldn’t begrudge it. But she still might not be able to help feeling rather lonely, especially when she had to come home early with Dad and make sure he was OK. She worries a lot about his health, you know.’

			Maddy looked remorseful. ‘Of course. There I go again – putting my big foot in it, never thinking how other people might be feeling. Should I go up and apologise?’

			Stephen shook his head. ‘Hilary’s best left to cope in her own way. But I’ll try to have a word with her before we leave. I’ve thought for some time there’s a bit more to what’s been troubling her. I’d like to get to the bottom of it before we go to Cyprus.’

			‘Cyprus!’ Maddy said dreamily, and leaned her head against his shoulder. ‘Oh Stephen, I can hardly wait to be there with you. It’s going to be so wonderful – all that warm sunshine and those lovely beaches, and all our friends …’

			‘Steady on!’ he laughed. ‘We’re not going on holiday, you know. I’m a serving RAF officer – I’ll have work to do.’

			‘I know.’ Her face sobered. ‘And it could be dangerous, I realise that. But we’ll be together most of the time. That’s the important thing. And maybe I’ll be able to grow up at last, and learn not to trample on other people’s feelings.’

			Stephen smiled. ‘You’re quite grown up enough for me, my darling. Now, shall we finish this champagne and then go to bed? We’ve got a busy couple of days in front of us before we go back to the air station. There are a lot of people to say goodbye to – it’ll be a long time before we’re back in Burracombe again.’

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			Chapter Two

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			At the Bell Inn, the party was in full swing. Leaving the Bedford Hotel in Tavistock to Felix’s family, many of the guests and most of the villagers had arrived by eight o’clock and were now enjoying Dottie’s sausage rolls and some local ale. Felix had insisted on paying for the party, and some of those present were intent on taking full advantage of his generosity.

			‘I reckon you’ve had enough now, Josiah Hannaford,’ Bernie told an elderly stockman who was holding out his pewter tankard for a refill. ‘Vicar’s not made of money, and I don’t suppose he’ve seen you in church much above three times since he first came to Burracombe.’ 

			‘That don’t mean I don’t wish him well,’ the old man said righteously. ‘Always had a good word to say to me if us ever met round the village. And that young Miss Simmons he’ve wed today have been real good to my little great-niece, Janice, having her as bridesmaid, so I reckon I got as much right to be here as anyone. More than some I might mention,’ he added, letting his eyes rove around the bar parlour and come to rest on Arthur Culliford’s face.

			Arthur coloured up immediately. ‘If you’m making insinuations—’ he began dangerously, but Bernie intervened. 

			‘That’s enough, Arthur. This ain’t the time for argufying, so I’ll be grateful if you don’t take umbrage. ’Tis meant to be a happy occasion.’

			‘And I’ll be all the happier if you fill up my tankard,’ Josiah said, and Bernie sighed.

			‘Once more, and that’s all. And if you needs to be carried home, don’t ask me to do it.’ 

			‘Have another of my sausage rolls, Josiah,’ Dottie suggested. ‘That’ll stick your feet to the ground.’

			‘Weigh ’em down, more like,’ Ivy Sweet commented. Her face was nearly as red as her hair and her voice was louder than usual. ‘Don’t know what you think, Dottie, but seems to me your pastry’s a bit on the heavy side since you came back from America.’

			Dottie flushed. ‘I won’t lower meself to answer that, Ivy, not while I’m Bernie’s side of the bar. But if your husband’s got any complaints about my baking, I hope he’ll tell me himself.’

			‘Of course I don’t have no complaints,’ cut in George Sweet, the village baker, for whom Dottie often produced extra cakes and scones for sale in the shop. ‘It’s as good as ever, as Ivy well knows. You’m not too proud to serve me one of Dottie’s pies for my dinner,’ he told his wife sharply, ‘so keep your remarks to yourself. And you’d better take your time finishing that port and lemon, because it’ll be just lemonade next time.’

			‘Might be a good idea to keep her on lemonade all the time,’ Jacob Prout suggested. ‘I never did know a ginger-haired woman that could hold her drink. That’s when it’s proper ginger, of course,’ he added, not quite under his breath. 

			Ivy tossed her head and there was a brief, awkward silence. Every­body knew that Ivy’s hair had been more brown than red until the last year of the war; she had started to dye it not long before her Barry was born. It was common knowledge too that the Sweet marriage was an uneasy one, although the couple rarely disputed in public. Bernie glanced at Dottie, then rapped on the bar and called out, ‘Last orders for the Vicar’s round! After this one, you all pay for yourselves. And some of you have had enough anyway. I’m looking at you too, Bob Pettifer. You’ve had three pints of cider to my certain knowledge.’ 

			‘He’s hoping it’ll make him look pretty,’ said Bob’s friend Reg, and everyone laughed while Bob pulled one of his gargoyle faces. ‘Take more’n a drop of cider to do that!’

			‘Let’s have a bit of music,’ Norman Tozer suggested. ‘Can’t let the party end without a sing-song. Alf Coker’s brought his fiddle along – I saw it behind the door.’

			The blacksmith fetched his instrument and began to play, starting off with a few jigs and then going on to songs they could all join in. ‘Widecombe Fair’ had them going at once, with its list of names and special emphasis on ‘’Arry ’Awke’. They sang all the verses, right down to the ghoulish-voiced ‘skirlings and moans’ of Tom Pearce’s old mare, ‘a-rattlin’ ’er bones’. Then Norman and the other bell-ringers held court with ‘The Bell-Ringers’ Song’ – ‘But the bells of Northlew rang so steady and true, there never was better in Devon, I hold’, with Ted Tozer cutting in as usual with, ‘Only because Burracombe couldn’t be there that day, us was too busy with harvest.’ After that, the singing became a free-for-all, with one old tune following another – ‘Tavern in the Town’, ‘Henery the Eighth’, ‘Waiting at the Church’ (hardly appropriate on the day of the Vicar’s wedding, Dottie commented) and ‘Clementine’. Tom Tozer, who had a pleasant tenor voice, sang ‘The Ash Grove’, and Alf Coker laid down his fiddle and gave a rendition of ‘Ol’ Man River’ that they all agreed was as good as Paul Robeson any day. That led naturally on to ‘Old Father Thames’, and they finished with a full-throated chorus of ‘Rule Britannia’, after which Bernie struck the bell that hung above the bar and called time.

			‘It’s been a good party,’ Ted Tozer announced, holding up his hand for silence, ‘and I’m sure all of us wishes the Vicar and his new wife well, even though they’m now Little Burracombers. Well, none of us is perfect, after all …’ He paused for the laughter that followed this remark. ‘I reckon both he and young Stella will be sorely missed in the village, but he says they’ll be pleased to see any of us any time us cares to cross the Burra Brook to look ’em up. And I for one means to do so. Three cheers for young Vicar and Mrs Copley! Hip-hip …’

			The cheers almost raised the thatched roof of the Bell Inn, and then the revellers dispersed and made their way, some more rowdily than others, to their homes in the village. Josiah did not, after all, have to be carried, but he leaned heavily on Bob Pettifer and Reg until they deposited him at his cottage door to be hauled in by his diminutive wife, and after that the two young men leaned on each other.

			‘How’s your Terry liking married life, then, Bob?’ Reg enquired as they staggered towards the Pettifer cottage. ‘I noticed he weren’t in the pub.’

			‘He’s not old enough, is he.’ Bob said. ‘Old enough to get a girl in the family way, old enough to marry her, but not old enough to drink a pint or two in the village inn. Anyway, he can’t afford it. Him and Patsy are saving up for cots and things.’

			‘Cots at his age!’ Reg exclaimed. ‘My stars, that’s a warning to us, isn’t it! I don’t mean to be saving up for baby gear for a good few years yet. Nor do you, if you got any sense. We’m not twenty-five yet – got a few wild oats to sow first.’

			‘And that’s what starts it all,’ Bob said. ‘Sow wild oats and you get a harvest at home. Best not to take the chance, Reg.’

			‘As if we even get much chance anyway,’ Reg said gloomily. ‘Tell you what, though, there’s a hop over Meavy way next Saturday night. Square-dancing and that. I thought we might go along.’ 

			‘Square-dancing? That’s country dancing, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes, only more American. The music’s sort of hillbilly. Roy Nethercott’s been talking about getting up a band to play something like that. I reckon us could be in it.’ They arrived at Bob’s gate and let go of each other. ‘You all right to get up the path?’

			‘I’m all right. You all right to get on to your place?’

			‘I’m all right.’ Reg stepped carefully away and Bob watched him weave along the village street. Then he opened the gate and went round to the back of the cottage where he lived with his parents, his brother Terry and now Terry’s young wife Patsy.

			It had been a good evening, he thought, and the best wedding of the three that had taken place so far this year. First, that of Stephen Napier and Maddy Simmons, whom Bob had known as a child; then, under a bit of a shadow, his brother and Patsy, who had embarked on a pregnancy solely so that her father would allow them to marry; and now the schoolteacher Stella Simmons and Felix Copley, who had been curate in Burracombe until the previous vicar of Little Burracombe had died. 

			Three weddings, and only halfway through the year. Three cele­brations in Burracombe. What would come next?

			 

			Stella and Felix, the latest of the newly-weds, were on their way to Tenby, in South Wales. Felix had booked a hotel in Bristol for their first night and they arrived in time for dinner.

			‘I don’t really want a big meal,’ Stella said as they put their suitcases down in their room. ‘We had that nice lunch at the Bedford, and then tea on the train. And Dottie insisted on giving me a huge cooked breakfast. I seem to have been eating all day.’

			‘Well, you did fit in a wedding as well,’ Felix said, taking her in his arms. ‘And quite honestly, I’m starving. I find getting married very hunger-making.’

			‘You find everything hunger-making,’ Stella told him. ‘All right, I suppose we’d better go down. I’m surprised Dottie didn’t pack us a few sandwiches and some cake to keep us going on the journey.’ She caught his look and exclaimed, ‘She didn’t, did she? Oh, Felix!’

			‘Only a few of her home-made biscuits and a slice or two of fruit cake,’ he said defensively. ‘You never know, the train could have been held up. I’m sure we’ll be glad of them at some point.’

			Stella laughed and punched him on the arm. Then she looked up into his face and her expression grew serious. ‘Felix, I do love you.’

			‘And I love you,’ he said, bending his head to kiss her. ‘And if you really don’t want to go down to dinner, I’m sure I can manage on a few biscuits and some fruit cake …’

			Stella smiled. ‘I’m not. You need regular feeding, and Dottie will be very cross with me if she thinks you’ve lost weight when we get home. Let’s go down now.’

			‘All right.’ He kissed her again. ‘But I don’t want to tire you out. You’re still not as strong as you were, and it’s been a long day.’ He hesitated. ‘Darling, I know this is our wedding night, but if you are too tired, you only have to say. If you just want to go to sleep … I shan’t mind. We’ve got all the time in the world now, to love each other.’

			‘I know.’ She leaned her head on his shoulder and he rubbed his face against her dark curls. ‘All our lives ahead of us. I’m so very happy, Felix.’

			He wrapped his arms about her and held her close, rocking gently. They stood together for a few moments, then slowly, reluctantly, drew apart. Stella knew that they had both been thinking how nearly this moment had never come about, how close she had been to throwing away this love that had always been so precious to them both. But there was no need to say so. It was in the past now, and could safely be left there. The future lay before them, and she felt sure it was going to be a happy one.

			‘Let’s go down to dinner,’ she said quietly, and hand in hand they left the room.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			Chapter Three

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			‘Everyone wishes dear Stella well, of course, and no one more than I,’ Miss Kemp said when the school governors met a day or two after the wedding. ‘But it does leave us still needing a new assistant teacher.’

			‘It’s not really Stella’s wedding that’s done that,’ Constance Bellamy pointed out in her gruff, well-bred voice. ‘Nor even her accident – she was leaving us at Christmas anyway. It’s our bad luck in appointing that dreadful Miss Watkins to take her place. Who could have thought she’d turn out to be a liar and a thief?’

			‘We’ll certainly have to be careful whom we appoint now,’ Basil Harvey agreed. ‘The children must have been very unsettled by it all, especially the little ones in her class. As for poor little Billy Culliford …’

			‘Yes, he’s been much maligned,’ Miss Kemp said. ‘I cannot comprehend how a woman who is supposed to care for and teach little children can make a scapegoat out of an innocent child – and one who’s only four years old! It’s wicked.’

			‘She’ll never get another chance,’ Colonel Napier said grimly. ‘Now that the education authority has decided to prosecute her, she’ll have a prison record and never be able to work in a school again. Now then, Basil, tell us about the new applicants.’

			‘There are only two,’ the vicar said, ferreting about amongst a pile of papers. His white hair stood out around his head like a halo. ‘One is a Scottish lady who sounded very nice on the telephone, but her accent is dreadfully strong – I’m not sure the children would understand her, or she they. And the other is – well, he’s a man.’ He looked at them almost apologetically. ‘I’m afraid it’s a bad time of year to be looking for a new teacher.’

			‘A man,’ Constance said thoughtfully. ‘Well, it’s not unheard of in primary schools – male teachers are quite common for the older classes. But for the infants …’ She lifted her eyebrows at the headmistress. ‘What do you think, Miss Kemp?’

			‘I’ve no objection in principle. I’ve known some very good male teachers. But as you say, for the babies … I suppose there’s no real reason why not. It depends very much on what he’s like, of course. Is he a young man, Basil?’

			‘He’s in his fifties. He worked in London – a stockbroker, I ­believe – before the war, and enlisted as soon as hostilities broke out. He only went into teaching afterwards and has been working in a private prep school, but the post is rather strenuous and he’s looking for something quieter. He was wounded in the war, ap­parently. In fact, he lost a leg.’

			‘A leg?’ Miss Bellamy exclaimed, as if that were the last thing anyone could be expected to lose. ‘But doesn’t that put him at rather a disadvantage?’

			‘I imagine it does,’ Basil said mildly. ‘But if he’s been teaching successfully for the past six or seven years, it seems he’s managed to overcome it quite well.’

			Constance looked a little abashed. ‘I didn’t mean to imply …’

			‘Of course you didn’t. And he does say quite specifically that he’s looking for a quieter post than his present one. He probably con­siders that teaching in a village school like ours, where the children all go home in the afternoon, is somewhat less onerous than a boys’ prep school, with boarders having to be looked after.’

			‘Which service was he in?’ Gilbert Napier asked abruptly, and Basil turned to him with some relief.

			‘The army. He was a major when he was discharged.’

			‘Sounds a decent sort of fellow,’ Gilbert said. ‘I think we should have him in, see what he’s got to say for himself.’

			‘But an army major …’ Miss Kemp said doubtfully. ‘He sounds so different from Stella. She was so gentle with the little ones.’

			‘I don’t suppose he’ll have ’em marching up and down the playground and presenting arms,’ Gilbert said testily. ‘The feller should be given a chance. He’s served his country, after all – shouldn’t be thrown on the scrapheap.’

			‘I never suggested—’

			‘The Colonel’s right,’ Basil intervened quickly. ‘It will do no harm to see the man. But shouldn’t we see Miss MacAllister as well?’

			‘Miss …? Oh, the Scotswoman,’ Gilbert said dismissively. ‘Well, I suppose so, but didn’t you say her accent was difficult? And what’s she doing applying for a post down here in south Devon? Doesn’t she want to be in Scotland?’

			‘I don’t think that’s for us to say,’ Miss Kemp countered. ‘Presumably she has her own reasons. She may have lived in the south for years. Is she a younger person?’ she asked Basil.

			‘In her forties. We’d probably have to wait until September to get a younger teacher. If you’d rather have one fresh out of college and be able to train her to your own ways, we could look at a locum instead. Or even ask Mrs Warren to help out, as she did before.’

			‘What about your wife?’ Gilbert asked. ‘She and Mrs Warren did a very good job between them before Christmas, when Stella had her accident.’

			Basil shook his head. ‘That was only for a short time. I don’t think she’d be able to take it on from now until the end of term. Summer is so busy. And Mrs Warren would probably say the same. It really was an emergency – neither of them had taught for years and the county might not approve of our using them now.’

			They all sighed. Then Miss Kemp said, with obvious reluctance, ‘I suppose we’d better see them both since they’re our only applicants, although I have to say, neither sounds entirely suitable to me. How soon could they come for interview, Basil?’

			‘Almost at once,’ he said, consulting his papers again. ‘Major Raynor has actually left his post at the prep school and can come at any time – he lives in Somerset – and Miss MacAllister is in London but is prepared to make the journey whenever it suits us.’

			‘Ask them to come at their earliest convenience, then,’ Colonel Napier said. ‘The sooner we have a new teacher in place, the better. Miss Kemp has soldiered on alone for quite long enough.’

			‘I’ll telephone them both this evening,’ Basil replied. ‘Is there any day this week or next when we can’t meet?’

			‘Why not telephone them now?’ Constance Bellamy suggested. ‘If they’re in, we can arrange an interview straight away.’

			Basil nodded, and picked up the phone. Within a few minutes he had organised an interview with Miss MacAllister on Thursday afternoon and one with the Major on Friday. He put the phone down again and they looked at each other.

			‘Well, there it is,’ Miss Kemp said. ‘Neither of them in the least like Stella – or, thank heavens, the dreadful Miss Watkins. Things are going to be very different in Burracombe school, whichever we appoint.’

			‘And we might not appoint either,’ Constance Bellamy said, ­rising to her feet and stumping across to the door. ‘We’re not so desperate we’ll take just anyone. We’ve been down that road before.’

			‘Things are going to be different anyway,’ Basil said. ‘Our ­children’s teacher has a considerable influence on village life. We must never, ever forget that.’

			 

			Ted Tozer was also considering the changes that might be coming to Burracombe.

			Leaning over his farm gate that evening, watching the cows graze the lush June grass, he reflected on the events of the past few months and the questions that had been brought up by his son Brian during his stay on the farm earlier in the year.

			Brian had been discharged from the army and the family had assumed he was simply in Burracombe on a visit with his German-born wife Margret, before moving on to take up a career in engineer­ing. It had come as a surprise to find that he had other ideas – ideas that concerned the future of Tozer’s Farm far more than either Ted or his younger son Tom liked. If Brian had been allowed his way, Ted thought, chewing on a piece of straw, there wouldn’t have been much of a farm left – just a factory turning out agricultural equipment in barns that had once housed cows and sheep, and the noise of machinery where once the air had been filled with the sounds of animals and the clip-clop of horses’ hooves.

			‘We got to move with the times, I know that,’ he’d said. ‘But in farming, not manufacturing. Making a bit of shearing equipment, stuff us understands and works with ourselves, that might not be a bad idea, and us could use that old barn for it. But turning ourselves into a factory – no, Burracombe’s not the right place for that and it’ll never happen while I’m in charge.’

			‘Nor while I’m here,’ Tom had agreed. But it had been Brian’s idea that he himself would be in charge, and if that had happened, Tom and his wife Joanna would have had to leave. The two brothers had never got on, and sharing the farm would have been impossible. Nor were the rest of the family any more enamoured of the idea – Brian had made himself unpopular with all of them and had finally been taken to task by his grandmother Minnie, Ted’s mother. After that, he’d announced he was moving away to team up with an army friend and start a manufacturing business in the Midlands.

			‘You’ll be buying machinery from us in five years’ time,’ he’d told them, but Tom had shrugged.

			‘Maybe we shall – if it’s decent quality. I’m not averse to moving on, as you ought to know. It’s got to be done. But we shan’t be turning Burracombe into an industrial site, that’s the important thing.’

			Tom was right, Ted reflected now. They did have to move on, and had already done so, buying their first tractor just before the war began. Shortages of fuel had meant the horses had continued to work, and none of the family wanted to see them go. But Barley was getting on now, and Ted knew that when he went, he would not be replaced. The sight of a big shire horse drawing a plough through the fields would soon be a thing of the past.

			Ted heaved a sigh. That would be a part of his heritage – a part of his memories of farming from when he was a babe in arms, carried round the fields by his father – gone for ever. No longer would he and Alice look out of their bedroom window of a morning to see old Barley’s head peering over his stable door; no longer would the great horse be brought in from the fields after a day’s work to be rubbed down, fed and watered, talked to and even, sometimes (he thought with a grin) consulted. No longer would the children, Robin, Heather and Christopher, come running with an apple to hold under his velvety nose as a treat, or be lifted up on to his broad back to ride around the yard.

			The tractor was a handy piece of equipment, it couldn’t be ­denied, and now that fuel was easier to come by, it was getting more and more use. It made sense to own one and get as much out of it as you could. But Ted felt dimly that this was about more than replacing one piece of equipment with another, more modern and more efficient. When the horses went, farming itself would change, and things would never be quite the same again.

			He became aware of someone else beside him at the gate and looked round to see his daughter, Val. She smiled. ‘You look deep in thought, Dad.’

			‘Just chewing things over in my mind. Things are changing, Val. Things on the farm, things in the village. Things all over the world, I suppose. I’m trying to sort out whether I like it or not.’

			‘You’ll like some things, and you won’t like others. That’s what usually happens. But why are you thinking about it now? Nothing looks all that different to me.’ She turned her head and gazed out over the fields and the moors that rose behind them. ‘Burracombe never seems to change much.’

			‘It do, though. Think of all that’s happened in the past few years. You and Luke getting married and having young Christopher. My brother Joe coming over from America for a visit and taking our Jackie back with him. Our Brian leaving the army and setting the cat among the pigeons … yes, that’s what started me off thinking about the changes on the farm. But it don’t stop there, maid. I reckon the wedding yesterday got a part in it too. We’ve all been sort of treading water, waiting for that, and now it’s over, us have got to start looking forward again. And that means changes. Vicar’s looking for a new curate, school’ll be getting a new teacher. It’s more outsiders coming in, isn’t it?’

			‘Burracombe has always welcomed new people,’ Val said. ‘We’re a friendly place.’

			‘I’m not saying we’re not. But newcomers are bound to have an effect, especially when they’ve got a position in the village. Look at the trouble that Miss Watkins caused.’

			‘She was a bad egg,’ Val agreed. ‘But the governors will be careful to make sure the next teacher isn’t like that.’

			She hesitated for a moment and Ted gave her a sharp glance.

			‘Something on your mind, maid? Or are you just enjoying a bit of a stroll?’

			‘Yes, that’s all,’ she said quickly. ‘Luke’s busy with some letters, so he’s looking after Christopher. I decided I might as well take the chance. It’s such a lovely evening.’

			‘Best time of the day,’ her father said. ‘And best time of the year, too. Have you been in to see your mother?’

			‘I thought I’d go now.’ They turned away from the gate together and walked back towards the farmhouse. The evening sun, dropping towards the horizon behind them, cast a warm glow on the cream-washed walls, and hollyhocks, evening primrose and foxgloves stood tall in Alice’s garden, intermingled with rows of peas and beans now coming to their peak. Ted’s mother, Minnie, was sitting outside on the old wooden bench, her back against the sun-warmed wall and her face lifted to catch the evening warmth. 

			‘Doesn’t she look peaceful?’ Val said softly. ‘So content just to sit there and enjoy the sun, and not worry about where life is taking her.’

			There was a wistful note in her voice that caused Ted to look at her again, his eyes narrowed a little. But all he said was, ‘I hope it’s not taking her anywhere for a while. Us can’t do without Mother. She’ve been the mainstay of this farm since before I was born.’

			‘Goodness, I didn’t mean that!’ Val said, horrified. ‘She’s not ill or anything, is she?’

			‘No, her’s as spry as ever. But us got to remember her age, Val. None of us goes on for ever.’

			He opened the gate from the yard to the garden and they walked up the narrow path. Minnie opened her eyes as they approached and smiled sleepily.

			‘Time you was in bed, Mother,’ Ted told her. ‘I don’t reckon you’ve got over all the excitement of the wedding yet. Look at you, half asleep there.’

			‘And where better to be half asleep?’ the old woman demanded. ‘Outside in the fresh air watching the sunset and smelling God’s good flowers? I’ll go to bed when I’m good and ready, thank you Ted, and I don’t need telling to go by someone I used to bath in front of the fire of an evening!’

			Val laughed and Ted grinned. ‘I don’t suppose I’d have got away with back-answering you that way, though. Had to mind our Ps and Qs,’ he said to Val. ‘Her and Father wouldn’t put up with no lip from Joe and me. Us had to do as us was told, preferably before us was told it.’

			‘Quite right too,’ his mother agreed. ‘Tackers like those two were brought up to respect their elders and betters. Not like today.’

			‘Christopher respects Luke and me,’ Val said mildly, and her father laughed.

			‘He’m only eight months old! You wait till he’s growed a bit. Anyway, Mother, Val and me are going inside for a cup of tea, so come on – sun’s going down now and it’ll be getting cool out here.’

			Minnie sighed and nodded. He helped her to her feet and they went in through the low doorway to the big farmhouse kitchen, where Alice was just putting the kettle on the range. She turned and smiled.

			‘Val! Good to see you, my dear. Come and sit down – move the cat off that chair. Mother, your cocoa’s nearly ready for you, and there’s one of Joanna’s flapjacks to go with it. Ted, I was thinking of doing you some cheese on toast for your supper if you fancy it.’

			Val sat down at the table, taking the cat on her lap as an apology for disturbing him, and the door opened to admit Tom and Joanna. Jackie, who had come home from America for the wedding, ran down the stairs and waved at her from across the room.

			It still struck Val, every time she saw her, how a few months away had changed her young sister. She had always been the rebellious one, wanting to tread a different path from the others and making it plain that Burracombe would not be enough to hold her, but she seemed now to have stepped even further from the family. She had had her hair cut in a sharper, more modern style, and she wore more stylish clothes. And wore them well, too, Val thought, even though she knew their parents didn’t approve. Trousers were all right for working in, Alice stated, but you didn’t go out and about in them. Her lips tightened every time Jackie appeared in a pair of slacks with a shirt or jumper, and as for those awful things they called ‘blue jeans’ – why, they were no more than what a fisherman might wear, and that nasty stiff denim they were made of couldn’t be comfortable. And they had a fly front, just like a man’s! It wasn’t decent. 

			Apart from their thankfulness at having their youngest child home again, Ted and Alice had found a lot to disturb them about Jackie’s return. There was this so-called engagement, for one thing, to one of the bosses at the glass-making factory in Corning where she’d found herself a job while staying with Ted’s brother Joe and his family. She was sporting a ring, true enough, and a big flashy thing it was too, in Alice’s opinion – she herself had always been more than satisfied with the tiny five-diamond half-hoop that Ted had given her years ago – but she didn’t seem to have made any plans to marry. She just shrugged off any questions, saying airily that there was plenty of time; she wanted to have some fun first and see a bit more of America.

			‘Fun!’ Alice had exclaimed when they first heard this. ‘A young girl getting married shouldn’t be thinking of fun! You ought to be making plans – getting your trousseau together, and your bottom drawer. I dare say you haven’t even thought about that.’

			‘I didn’t think you wanted me getting married yet,’ Jackie said, all innocence and wide eyes. ‘You ought to be pleased I’m not rushing into it.’

			‘Well, of course we are. We never wanted you getting engaged over in America, to someone we’ve never even met. But since you have, you ought to take it seriously. You shouldn’t be thinking about “fun”, and as for wanting to see more of America …’ Alice shook her head. ‘Seems to me all you want is a ring on your finger. And you tell me this young man’s been married before, too.’

			‘Yes, and widowed. It’s very sad. And I am taking it seriously. I want to make him happy again.’

			‘Which gadding off round America without him isn’t going to do,’ Ted said sternly. ‘What does he have to say about that? I know what I’d be thinking, if it was me.’

			‘Well, it isn’t you,’ Jackie said rudely. ‘It’s him and me, and we’ll do what suits us. You don’t know him, so you can’t say. And you won’t have to worry about me for much longer, because I’ll be going back in a couple of weeks.’

			‘Yes, and that’s another thing,’ Ted began. ‘How are you going to pay your fare? It cost me and Joe a pretty penny to send you over there this last time, and I’ve wished every minute of my life since that we never done it. You needn’t think me and your mother’s going to shell out again.’

			‘You won’t have to. It’s booked and paid for already. My fiancé has paid it.’ She looked at them defiantly. ‘You don’t need to look so surprised. You knew I’d be going back.’

			There had been little more to say after that. Alice buttoned her lip every time Jackie appeared in her slacks (‘Katharine Hepburn wears them’), and Ted held his tongue when she talked about rock and roll and some new American singer called Elvis Presley that nobody had heard of but who she reckoned was going to be famous, or played her record of Bill Haley and his Comets singing (except that Ted couldn’t see how anyone could by any stretch of the imagination call it ‘singing’) ‘Rock Around the Clock’. 

			‘She’s changed,’ he said to Alice when they were alone. ‘And not for the better.’

			‘I know, my dear, but there don’t seem to be anything us can do about it. Don’t let’s spoil the rest of her time at home with any more argufying. It’s not going to do any good.’

			Since then, there had been an uneasy truce at the farm, and Jackie now seemed perfectly at ease as she helped her mother prepare supper, slicing the bread for the toast and making cocoa. The family settled down as they had done so often before, sharing their food and their news, and by the time Val left to walk back to the cottage where she lived with her husband and baby Christopher, the sky had darkened to indigo, smudged with a deep, burning orange.

			Ted and Alice accompanied her down the lane to say goodbye. Val had been unaccustomedly silent during the family chatter, and as she walked away, they looked at each other.

			‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ Ted asked, and his wife nodded slowly.

			‘There’s something bothering her. Something her’s not telling us. I thought once or twice her might, but then her held back again. I wonder what it can be.’

			‘Whatever it is,’ Ted said, ‘she won’t tell us until she’s ready. I just hope …’

			‘What?’ Alice asked, and he sighed. 

			‘I hope she’m not expecting again, that’s what. After all the trouble she had with Christopher, and him only eight months old … It’s far too soon, Alice, and I don’t know as she should ever risk it again. We nearly lost her then. I don’t reckon any of us wants to go through that again.’
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			‘I’ve told you,’ Hilary said. ‘There’s no need to worry about me. I’m as fit as a fiddle. You and Maddy go off to Cyprus and concentrate on being married. And take care of her – and yourself. I know it’s not going to be any picnic for you.’

			They were in the drawing room. The sun had gone behind some clouds and it had turned cooler out on the terrace. Stephen had carried the tea tray in through the French windows and they dropped into easy chairs, looking out across the gardens towards the moor.

			‘It’s my job,’ Stephen said. ‘I know I’m only on National Service, but going into the RAF for five years has turned it into a career for me. I’ve had a marvellous training and I’m glad to be able to put it to good use. And we’re only there as a peacekeeping exercise – we’re not a fighting force.’

			‘All the same, it’ll be a bit different from the RAF station at White Cheriton. I hope Maddy realises that.’

			‘Maddy knows quite well what it will be like. And don’t try to change the subject, Hil. We’re both concerned about you and I don’t want to go away for maybe two years without knowing you’re all right. So come on – out with it. I know there’s something. You’ve been twitchy for months.’

			‘Twitchy!’ she exclaimed, trying to be indignant. Then she sighed and said, ‘All right, Steve. You win. There is something on my mind.’ She stopped, and he waited expectantly. When she continued, her voice was trembling. ‘It’s not easy to talk about it.’

			‘Hil!’ he exclaimed, and moved towards her. ‘You’re really upset.’

			‘I know.’ She took a deep breath and tried to continue, but to her dismay, tears brimmed from her eyes. Impatiently she brushed them away. ‘Oh, damn! I didn’t mean to do this. I was hoping you wouldn’t ask me.’

			‘Well I have, and I’m not going until I’ve had an answer,’ he said firmly. ‘You’ve got to tell me now. Look, I’ll go and ask Patsy for some more tea …’

			‘No, it’s all right. There’s still some in the pot.’ She waited while he poured milk and tea into her cup. ‘Thanks. Where’s Maddy, anyway?’

			‘She’s gone to say goodbye to Dottie. I said I’d go along later, to give them some time together first. And Dad’s safely over at the Vicarage, interviewing this army major they’re thinking of appointing as the new teacher. So nobody’s going to disturb us. You can let your hair down as much as you like.’

			Hilary sighed. ‘I can see you’re not going to move until I do. All right.’ She took another deep breath and stirred her tea. ‘You may as well know. It’s a man.’

			‘Yes, I thought it might be,’ he said after a moment. ‘Well, don’t look so surprised, Hilary. It had to be either that, or the estate or Dad, and if it were either of those you’d have told me. And you’re not so old that you’re past having man trouble.’

			‘Man trouble!’ she exclaimed. ‘That’s an odd way of putting it.’

			‘Is it? Why?’

			‘Well, it makes it sound so – so commonplace. So …’ She stopped, the colour deepening in her cheeks. 

			‘So what?’ he asked quietly, and she answered in a tone almost too low to hear.

			‘So sordid …’

			Stephen reached across quickly and laid his hand on hers. ‘Nothing you do could ever be sordid, Hil. That word never even occurred to me.’

			‘It might,’ she said in the same low tone, ‘if you knew all about it.’

			‘I think you’d better tell me, just the same,’ he said, keeping his hand on hers. ‘After all, you know quite a bit about me that might be called sordid.’

			‘Marianne? Yes, maybe I did think that when it first happened – that morning I saw you coming out of her room. But that was before – well, before I realised just how strong such feelings can be and how they can make everything look different.’

			‘Not in that case,’ he said ruefully. ‘I hated her and hated myself, even while I couldn’t resist her. And she never had any real feeling for me – she was simply out to feather her own nest. But it’s not like that for you, is it?’

			‘No, it isn’t.’ She raised her eyes to his face. ‘But how do I know it isn’t just – just lust? Or infatuation? How does anyone ever know, when it feels so real?’

			‘Hilary,’ he said, shifting a little closer, ‘you’re not a young girl. You’re thirty years old. You’ve been engaged, and lost your fiancé in the war. You’ve gone all these years since without anyone else. You’re not going to be bowled over by infatuation.’

			‘Don’t you think I’m just the sort of person who would be bowled over by infatuation?’ she asked wryly. ‘An ageing spinster, getting desperate.’

			‘For Pete’s sake!’ he exclaimed. ‘You’re not ageing! You’re thirty – that’s all. And I don’t think you’ve been bowled over – not really. Now come on, stop hedging and tell me all about him. What’s he called?’

			‘David.’ Speaking his name brought a strange mixture of relief and dismay. For so long, she had been unable to say it aloud to anyone, except for Charles Latimer and Val; now that she could, it was almost a joy to hear it on her own lips. At the same time, there was a kind of horror, as if the genie had been let out of the bottle and could never be crammed back in. ‘David Hunter.’

			‘Solid, upright sort of name,’ Stephen observed, and she laughed with sudden surprise. ‘What’s so funny about that?’

			‘Nothing. Only you sound just like Dad, making a judgement about someone simply on the basis of his name. But he is, as it happens – a solid, upright sort of man. He’s a doctor.’

			‘And where did you meet?’ Stephen enquired. ‘Come on, let’s hear it all now you’ve started. So far, it’s been like drawing teeth.’

			Hilary smiled. ‘All right. Here goes.’ She told him how she and David had met again at the reunion last November of those in the regiment who had served in Egypt during the war; how they had known and loved each other then, under the desert stars, but parted because they were both already engaged; how David had married Sybil but found her faithless and a social climber; how they had snatched a few meetings in London until Sybil had suffered her stroke; and how she had died only a few days ago, leaving Hilary in a strange, uneasy limbo.

			‘Good Lord,’ Stephen said when she had finished. ‘That’s quite a saga. No longer you’ve been looking so pinched and worn out.’

			‘Have I? I’ve tried hard not to let it show.’

			‘I don’t see you could prevent it. Not that anyone else would have seen it,’ he added hastily. ‘Only people who know you well.’

			‘I’ve wondered a few times if Dad has noticed. He’s been saying some odd things lately – like the night of Stella’s wedding, when he made a real point of telling me to make the most of my life, take the chances that come my way. But it sounded more as if – as if …’

			‘As if?’ Stephen prompted gently, and she looked down at her hands. He had removed his at some point during her narrative and leaned back in his chair. Now he came forward again.

			‘As if he didn’t think he had much time left,’ she said in a low voice; and then, the words bursting from her, ‘Oh Steve, there’s been so much to think about! You and Maddy, Dad, Stella’s wedding – I’ve hardly had time to think about David and me, and now Sybil’s died I don’t know what to think! It’s all so confusing.’

			‘It does leave the way clear for you,’ he ventured after a pause.

			‘I know! But it seems so awful even to think that way – and in some ways it almost seems to make everything even more difficult. I mean, where do we go from here? Do I leave Burracombe to be with him? And if I don’t, where can David go? He can’t just up sticks from his father’s practice – I don’t even know that he wants to. I’m not sure what he wants. In a funny sort of way, while it was all impossible, anything was possible. Can you understand that? We could dream. But now …’

			‘Now the dreaming’s got to stop. You’ve got to make real ­decisions.’

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes. And yet we can’t, can we? Not yet. It’s far too soon. I feel as if I’m swinging in space. I don’t know what David wants; I don’t even know what I want myself. I certainly don’t know if either of us can have what we want.’

			Stephen was silent for a few minutes. Then he said, ‘I’m younger than you, Hilary, and I’ve had a lot to learn. I’ve probably got a lot more to learn yet. But I think I’ve learned this, over the past two or three years. Nothing stays the same. Things change, and if you don’t know what to do at this moment, it’s best to wait a while. The moment will come when you do know what to do, and when that happens, you’ll be able to make it possible.’ He grinned, suddenly self-conscious, and ran his fingers through his fair hair. ‘That’s the sum total of my wisdom so far!’

			‘It sounds wise enough to me,’ Hilary said. ‘I hope you’re right. I hope the time will come when I – when David and I know what we want to do and can make it possible. Just at present, it all seems very far away.’

			He took her hand again and squeezed it. ‘It will come, Hil, I’m sure of it. But I really ought to go now and say goodbye to Dottie myself, or Maddy will have eaten all her scones!’ He stood up, then bent and kissed Hilary’s head. ‘Don’t worry too much, sis. I’m sure things are going to come right for you. And you will keep me posted, won’t you, while I’m in Cyprus?’

			‘Yes, of course I will. And – you can tell Maddy if you like. I’m not going to ask you to keep secrets from her.’

			He nodded and let himself out through the French windows. Hilary watched him run down the terrace steps and stride away down the drive. He looked very carefree, she thought, and yet he’d had more than enough sadness in his young life. Perhaps she should try to emulate his blithe attitude.

			She piled the tea things on to the tray and carried it out to the kitchen, where Patsy Pettifer, now nearly five months pregnant, was peeling vegetables for the evening meal and the new housekeeper, Mrs Curnow, was making pastry for a strawberry flan. They both turned and smiled as she came in, and she felt warmed by their presence. They too had had their troubles, yet they could still find a smile. It’s the same for all of us, she thought, and smiled back.

			‘It’s lovely in here,’ she said. ‘The heart of the home, my mother always used to say. If the kitchen’s a happy place, the rest of the house will be happy too.’

			 

			David rang again late that evening. He sounded tired, and Hilary ached to hold him in her arms. Why do we have to live so far apart? she thought yearningly. 

			‘How are you, David? What’s the news?’

			‘Things are much as might be expected. I’ve been organising the funeral.’ His voice cracked a little. ‘It’s such a strange time. I don’t even know how I feel about it all. I loved her once – or thought I did. We shared our lives for nearly ten years. And now …’ He seemed unable to go on. Then he said, very quietly, ‘You know, Hilary, there was a moment – a short time, when she had the first stroke – when she was almost lucid for a while. And just for that time …’ He paused, then went on. ‘Just for that time, it was almost like it had been, in the very early days, before we got married. Before I went to Egypt. When I – when I …’

			‘When you loved each other,’ Hilary said, her throat dry and aching.

			‘Yes.’

			‘So you loved her again.’

			‘Just for that time. At least, I think so. It doesn’t make things any different between you and me,’ he said quickly, urgently. ‘It was more like reliving a memory. And then she slipped back into unconsciousness and I – I’m not even sure now that it happened. Perhaps I just thought – perhaps I dreamed …’

			‘Perhaps you wanted it to happen.’ She was dimly surprised, even shocked, by the coolness of her tone, and she knew at once that David had heard it.

			‘No! Darling Hilary, no! You mustn’t think that. I tell you, it makes no difference to us. It was – it was just a passing sensation. And if it gave her some comfort …’

			‘Yes, of course. I’m being selfish.’ She stopped, unable to think of anything else to say, and there was a brief silence.

			‘Hilary? Are you still there?’

			‘Yes, I’m here.’ She had never had such a stilted conversation with him. She spoke more briskly. ‘So what’s happening? Have you arranged the funeral?’

			‘Yes.’ He sounded deflated and miserable. ‘Yes, it’s next Tuesday morning. We’re doing ham sandwiches and so on back here afterwards. And then I suppose there’ll be things to sort out. Her clothes, jewellery, various possessions. You know the sort of thing.’

			‘Of course.’

			‘And after that …’

			‘Yes?’ she said, after a moment. ‘After that?’

			‘Hilary, what’s the matter? You sound different. Have I upset you?’

			‘No, of course not.’ But you have, she thought, and she knew that she must be honest with him. ‘I’m sorry, David. It’s as you said just now – all rather strange. You’re nearly three hundred miles away, and heaven knows when we’ll see each other again. And even then – oh, I don’t know. It all seems so impossible!’ Her voice broke.

			‘Darling, don’t say that! Of course it’s not impossible. Nothing’s impossible.’ His voice was urgent, pleading. ‘We love each other. We’ve got to hold on to that. Yes, it’s difficult, but no more than – than before. How can it be?’

			‘I don’t know,’ she said drearily. ‘It just seems to be, that’s all. I’m sorry, David, I don’t know what we’re going to do. I don’t know what to think. I feel – I feel as if I’m in a sort of limbo. And you’re so far away.’

			‘I’m with you in my heart,’ he said quietly. ‘You must believe that, my darling. I’m always with you in my heart.’

			But are you? she thought as she replaced the receiver a few ­minutes later. How can you be, after you shared those few moments with Sybil, loving her again as if nothing else had happened, and then watching her die? 

			How can you ever turn away from Sybil now?
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			Major Raynor was everything you expected a major to be, Miss Kemp thought. A little younger than herself, in his early fifties, and tall, with broad shoulders and dark hair that swept back in a deep silver-streaked wave from a square face with a forehead as corrugated as the iron roof on an old air-raid shelter. His eyes were dark too, under strong brows, and his mouth was firm. He looked what the Colonel would probably call ‘a good type’ – but was he the type to teach small children? Miss Kemp, meeting that straight gaze, thought he was more likely to frighten them. And they’d already had quite enough of being frightened, by the unpleasant Miss Watkins.

			‘Do sit down,’ Basil said, directing the visitor to a chair. They had discussed this before he came in, wondering just how much his leg incommoded him and Gilbert Napier had decreed that it should be a hard chair with a good strong back and arms. ‘The captain’s chair you’ve got in your dining room,’ he told Basil. ‘That’ll be just the ticket. High enough so that he won’t have any trouble getting in and out of it, and the arms will help too. Bring that into your study.’

			Basil had done so, and now the Major came across the room and sat down, one leg held slightly stiffly in front of him. His gait was slightly stiff too, but not so much that it caused him to lurch or look ungainly. Really, Miss Kemp thought, it was no more than a limp. You wouldn’t know he had an artificial leg.

			Basil opened the interview.

			‘You’re Major James Raynor, retired from Her Majesty’s Army? Thank you for coming – we’re very pleased to meet you. I’m Basil Harvey, vicar of Burracombe and chairman of the board of governors. This is Miss Kemp, our headmistress, the lady by her side is Miss Bellamy, from one of Burracombe’s oldest families, and this is Colonel Napier, our local squire. Now, we understand that until recently you’ve been teaching at a boys’ prep school …’

			The interview proceeded smoothly. The Major explained that he had enjoyed teaching the boys, aged from eight to thirteen, but that they were extremely lively, and that with boarders you were on duty almost all the time. 

			‘I was also assistant housemaster,’ he said. ‘I enjoyed it very much. It had never originally been my ambition to teach, but after I’d been invalided out of the army, I didn’t want to go back to my old occupation as a stockbroker, so once I was mobile again I took a training course and started work in 1948.’

			‘You went to Oxford and have degrees in English and history,’ Miss Bellamy said, looking at the sheet of paper Basil had handed her. ‘Aren’t your qualifications rather high for a small village ­primary school? I’d have thought any prep school, or even a public school like Kelly College, would be pleased to have you on their staff.’

			‘Not to mention a grammar school,’ observed Miss Kemp, who was always keen to promote the education provided by state schools, to which most of her pupils would go.

			Miss Bellamy inclined her head. ‘Certainly. The principle is just the same. Is there any particular reason why you have chosen to apply to us, Major Raynor?’

			The Major smiled. ‘First of all, I’d rather like to drop the term “Major”. It’s all very well for a private school, but I think it might be slightly intimidating in a village. I’d prefer to be plain Mister.’

			Colonel Napier’s thick eyebrows rose. ‘Drop your army rank? Surely it’s something to be proud of?’

			‘And I am indeed proud of it. But I was never a career soldier. I missed serving in the First World War, so when hostilities broke out again in 1939, I felt I ought to do my bit and enlisted. I was just under forty, or they probably wouldn’t have taken me. It was only by luck – the bad luck of other poor wretches who would have been promoted if they’d lived – that I found myself becoming a major. Simply a case of being in the right place at the right time.’

			‘You were mentioned in dispatches.’

			‘So were many others.’ There was a slight pause, then he went on. ‘The war is over now and many people want to forget it. I became a major by chance. Now I want to return to my civilian life, and that means reverting to my proper title.’ He hesitated again. ‘You see, I don’t come from the class who would have sent their children to private schools. My father was a greengrocer. He owned several shops in Brighton, where I grew up, and I went to the local primary and boys’ grammar school – I won a scholarship to go there, but there was still a fee, which he could afford to pay. I was very fortunate to be able to go on to university, but it was due to my parents’ belief in education rather than any privilege or wealth.’

			‘But the respect due to your rank,’ Gilbert protested. ‘You’ve earned that.’

			‘And now I’d like to earn the respect due to my own self.’

			Gilbert lifted both hands and let them fall back on his knees. 

			Miss Kemp said, ‘Your first post was in a prep school. Was it your wish to teach younger children?’

			‘Yes, it was. I enjoy their company and the sense of being able to help form their developing minds. And I think it’s important that children from ordinary working families should have a good education. They have just as much potential as the more privileged. I want to help them make the most of themselves – to rise just as high as they are able. To become teachers and doctors, if that’s where their talents lie, or to take pride in being farm workers, brick­layers or bus drivers like their fathers, knowing that they play just as important a part in society.’

			Gilbert stared at him. ‘Are you telling us you’re a communist?’ 

			‘No, but I like to think I am a true socialist, and will endeavour to see that every child leaves the school knowing that they are valued for their own selves.’
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