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CHAPTER ONE

Penzance, West Cornwall, April 1942

Demelza Minear gritted her teeth, holding on tight until the van left the bumpy ups-and-downs of the sheep field track and began heading into Penzance along the main road. Then she exclaimed, ‘Goodness, Tristan, I swear every tooth in my head is coming loose! This is ridiculous. Can you and Father not lay a proper road from the farm to the gate so we aren’t jolted to bits every time we go into town?’

Her younger brother grinned, twisting the big steering wheel with one desultory hand as he smoothed down his springy ginger hair with the other.

‘C’mon, sis, don’t waste your time on daydreams.’ Tristan overtook a bicyclist on a sharp bend and earned a horn blast from an oncoming car, barely glancing at the irate driver as they coasted down the narrow hill road into town. ‘Since when has Father ever cared about our comfort? If the tractor and the postman can manage that track, so can we,’ he added, mimicking their father’s slow, grating voice.

‘I’m not sure Mr Franks has any teeth left to lose,’ Demelza muttered, thinking of the elderly gentleman who’d taken over postal deliveries for their area since the rest of the postal service had signed up to do their bit.

Something in her tone made Tristan glance at her sideways, frowning. ‘What’s up? You’re not still fretting about that row with Father?’

‘Not fretting so much as fuming. But I suppose you’ll be on his side,’ she replied, nettled, ‘just like Aunt Sarah.’

Her brother meant well, but he was still only nineteen years old, four years younger than Demelza, and already enjoyed far more freedom than she did, always consulted on farm business, while knowing far less about the economics of farming than Demelza did.

‘No doubt you think women should be kept in their place too,’ she continued, ‘not allowed out on their own. Especially not to the pub or the picture house, where they might be lured into sin by any number of wicked temptations.’

Tristan laughed. ‘Now you’re just being silly, Dem. If women weren’t allowed to go to the pub or the pictures, where on earth would I take them on a date?’

Reluctantly, she laughed too. But in truth, the situation wasn’t funny. ‘Honestly though, Tris, he’s driving me mad.’ She twisted her hands in her lap, staring at the sparkling blue expanse of sea that lay before them as they descended into Penzance. It was only a short ride from the farm into town but took a good half an hour on foot. ‘I love Cornwall. I don’t want to leave. But perhaps I need to get away. Find out what my life would be like without someone constantly telling me how to live it.’

‘You can’t mean it.’ Her brother sounded shaken. ‘Leave Cornwall? And the farm? But where would you go? How would you get by?’

‘Girls my age are leaving home and taking jobs all the time, aren’t they? I could try London or the Home Counties.’

Demelza shrugged, though after saying it out loud, she felt incredibly daring. She’d only ever planned her escape in secret before, beginning after the Pathé news reels at the Penzance Cinema showed girls her own age in headscarves and uniforms, laughing as they worked together in factories upcountry, living away from their families and earning their own money. She relished the thought of so much freedom, having hoped since childhood for a more exciting and adventurous life, even if her longings were still vague and unformed. ‘Daydreams,’ her father had often said, dismissing her attempts to talk to him about her future. And perhaps they were.

Trapped on the family sheep farm day after day, working like a drudge in the kitchen or doing the laundry, escape did seem like an impossible dream. Would she ever drum up the courage to leave for real?

‘For the war effort, I mean,’ she added, in case he hadn’t understood.

‘You want to take a job in a factory?’

‘Maybe. Why not?’

‘Do you really need to ask?’ Tristan sounded stunned. ‘We couldn’t possibly manage the farm without you. Father’s not getting any younger, and I’m already taking on most of the lambing and shearing for him. And you know Aunt Sarah’s not fully recovered from her stroke yet, and the doctor said she might never get back to normal. If you weren’t there, who would cook and clean the place, and look after the chickens? Who would add up the accounts and deal with the bank?’

She merely shrugged, not seeing any point in causing an argument between them by explaining how unhappy she was at the farm. It wasn’t the workload so much as the boredom she felt. Though it was true she had even less time to herself these days; doing the farm accounts had once been Aunt Sarah’s job, but since the stroke she found them too difficult, so Demelza had agreed to take over the arduous task. But her brother was probably right; escape was nothing but a dream. She was wasting her time even contemplating it.

They were in the centre of Penzance now. Tristan swore and braked, coming to a halt behind a van that had stopped to deliver vegetables to one of the shops on Market Jew Street and was now snarling up traffic on this busy Saturday afternoon.

Demelza turned her head, staring up at shoppers on the footpath built above the road. She felt stricken inside, even though all she’d done was voice a mad desire to escape, and even then, only to her brother, who she knew would never tell their father.

She recognised many of the passers-by, having lived her whole life in Penzance, and nodded at a few of the women who stood queuing with their ration books outside the butcher’s shop, their hair set in neat rolls under headscarves, wicker baskets over their arms. Not for the first time, she wished her ginger hair could be made to set in soft, pretty, feminine rolls like theirs. But it was too like her brother’s; springy and impossible to manage.

She looked down at her hands, wishing she’d never raised the subject of leaving Cornwall. She felt awkward now, and maybe Tristan was right. Maybe it was selfish to want to abandon the farm and work in a factory instead, knowing she’d be leaving her family in the lurch. Besides, with the war still raging, farm produce was desperately needed, perhaps more so than ever before. Agricultural work was protected; she had not been sent to work elsewhere because of that, and nor had Tristan.

But her father kept such a tight rein over her existence it made life intolerable. Sometimes he even refused to let Demelza leave the house if he deemed her clothing ‘unsuitable’. It was ridiculous. She was twenty-three years old, for goodness’ sake, not thirteen; she shouldn’t allow herself to be ordered about by her father like this.

‘Look, do you want me to drop you off to do your shopping now, or will you wait until I’ve spoken to Mr Ellis up at the veterinary surgery?’ her brother asked.

Tristan’s mission in town was to collect eye drops for a newborn lamb with pink eye, and Demelza had used the excuse of needing a new colander to escape the house. A good excuse, given their old one had lost both its handles and was battered beyond repair.

‘I’ll wait,’ she told him, her mind still worrying at her problem.

Having cleared the parked delivery van, they crawled through slow traffic along the seafront, everyone stuck behind a large, rumbling, mud-flecked tractor taking up most of the road.

It was a sunny April day, and being a weekend, there were plenty of people on the beach, defying government policy on public safety by sunbathing in deckchairs, building sandcastles, and wading ankle-deep in the shallows. A few hardy types were even swimming in the milky blue sea, a dazzle of sunlight on the water.

There had been a dull, heavy droning somewhere over the sea for some minutes, the familiar sound of an aeroplane coming their way. As the droning grew louder and more insistent, the siblings both instinctively glanced out to sea. Demelza stiffened, sitting up straight in her seat at the sight of tilted metal wings against a perfect blue sky, still too far away to be clearly visible.

‘Is that one of ours?’ she whispered.

Tristan was staring at the aeroplane too. ‘Not sure.’ He braked, squinting up into the sky. ‘But I don’t think so.’

All around them, other people were looking out to sea and pointing; one woman walking her dog called out, ‘Run!’ and then everyone on foot started scrambling for shelter as the noise of the plane’s engines intensified.

The air-raid siren went off, its eerie wail rising into the warm Saturday afternoon with heart-pounding familiarity.

‘Tris,’ Demelza whispered, staring into the sky. ‘We need to get off the sea front.’

‘Agreed.’

A few drivers ahead of them had already wrenched their cars around, turning and driving away in a haphazard fashion. Tristan also attempted to turn their van, but it was chaos by then, the road blocked in both directions.

‘Damn it, I can’t move an inch.’ He turned off the engine in frustration and reached for the door handle, glancing round at her. ‘Come on, we’ll have to ditch the car and run for it. We’re sitting ducks, right out here in the open.’

But it was too late.

The aeroplane could be seen clearly now and the Luftwaffe markings denoted the plane as belonging to the enemy. Demelza couldn’t take her eyes off its sinister metallic body.

The pilot banked to the left as it approached the land. Demelza started to breathe more easily, believing that everything would be fine, that he was turning inland. But at the last minute, the pilot corrected his course, swung right and flew straight across the foreshore. The terrifying sound of gunfire filled the air as he peppered the beach and seafront with a hail of bullets, and everything inside her seemed to freeze like ice.

‘Get down!’ Tristan yelled and they both ducked low in their seats, instinctively covering their heads, though of course if one of those bullets hit the van, there would be no protection.

Bullets spat and whined overhead, the noise hellish, like something out of the matinee films they showed at the cinema.

For a few awful seconds, Demelza truly believed they were both about to die. She thought fleetingly of her father; what he would say when he learned of their deaths and how he would cope with the farm on his own. Abruptly, terror gave way to a hot streak of rage. She was too young to die, she thought with furious impotence, wishing she could jump out and scream up at the enemy pilot. She hadn’t done anything with her life yet. And now it was about to be snuffed out by someone she’d never even met?

Somehow though, the crazy zigzag of vehicles along the sea front escaped being hit, as though the pilot’s line of fire had been confined to the beach all along. The plane’s engines changed note, and with a burst of wild relief Demelza realised he must be heading back out to sea.

The danger was over.

Somewhat belatedly, the bay’s anti-aircraft guns finally spluttered into action, firing noisy shells as they countered the attack.

But the pilot had already soared away over the millpond-still sea and was a mere speck in the distance by the time Demelza finally dared to sit up and peer out of the van window again.

Tristan swore under his breath. Normally, she would have told him off for bad language, but this didn’t seem the time. Besides, she felt rather like swearing herself.

‘Those poor people on the beach.’ She fumbled for the door handle and jumped out of the van, though her legs were shaking and her heart was still hammering fit to burst. ‘I hope nobody was hurt.’

‘Dem, where on earth are you going?’ Tristan sounded astonished.

‘I have to check … there could be casualties.’ Breathless, Demelza set off at a run for the beach front, shouting over her shoulder, ‘Don’t worry about me, Tris. Just go to the vet’s and come back for me later.’

She dashed along the sea front and onto the beach below. It was immediately obvious that a few beachgoers had been hit by the aeroplane’s strafing fire. People were running, looking panicked, some of them shouting for help.

Other passers-by like herself had already gone to offer assistance to those nearest the seafront. An elderly gentleman was being supported back to his deckchair, and another man appeared to have fallen onto the pebbles, perhaps shot. Several people were clustered about him, making it hard to see what was going on.

But it was a small, unattended group down at the water’s edge that caught Demelza’s eye. A large woman in a flowery dress was kneeling over what looked like a body on the shingle, with two young, dark-haired boys in shorts looking on, pale figures armed with buckets and spades. A girl with dark braids was waving a handkerchief frantically, calling up and down the beach, ‘Help! Help us, please!’

As Demelza instinctively ran their way, she noted that someone else was doing the same from the opposite end of the beach. A young woman in flats and a yellow sun-dress, her long blonde hair swept up and neatly clipped into position, was splashing recklessly through the shallows. She was shouting something that Demelza couldn’t catch, the words carried away by the constant roar of the tide.

Drawing closer, Demelza could see a man lay unmoving in the foaming surf, a frightening bloom of red staining his white shirt just below his chest. A young collie dog was running to-and-fro around the man’s body, barking wildly, up to its belly in sea water. That the fallen man was the dog’s master was immediately clear to Demelza; they had two collies on the farm for herding the sheep, both deeply loyal to her father, slinking by his side wherever he went, their upturned gazes fixed to his face.

What she didn’t know was whether the poor man was wounded or dead, and she checked her headlong pace, steeling herself for the worst. Ever since she’d walked in as a child to find her mother’s body, she’d had a morbid fear of death. But she was determined to overcome it. The country was at war, for goodness’ sake, she told herself fiercely. This was no time to be a coward.




CHAPTER TWO

Blow the Germans, Lily Fisher thought crossly. She hadn’t enjoyed a proper day off work in months, and had thought a few days with her family in Porthcurno would be just the trick for her jaded spirits. If only Gran hadn’t persuaded them all to take a day trip to Penzance today, she could have been sitting peacefully in the back garden at home, sunbathing or reading a magazine, lazy pastimes she had almost forgotten existed since starting work as a nurse.

Before the war, she’d never have imagined life as an eighteen-year-old could be this intense and exhausting. There was always some kind of emergency in the St. Ives convalescent home where she worked, and even when it was quiet and she was off duty, her body ached from the constant hard labour and her mind was numb with all the terrible things she’d seen. But at home with her family, it was easier to pretend that horrible other world didn’t exist, that they weren’t at war with Germany and she wasn’t a nurse who spent her days and nights caring for wounded servicemen. Not that she begrudged doing her duty for King and country. But some days it did take an awful toll on the mind and spirit …

They’d been having such a lovely day out in Penzance too, she and Gran, Aunty Violet, and her younger sister Alice.

Having travelled in on the first bus from tiny Porthcurno, they’d spent the first hour in Penzance looking around all the quaint little shops but not buying anything – even though Gran had saved up her ration coupons in the hopes of finding some nice material to make a few summer dresses for Alice – and then decided to eat their picnic lunch early on the beach.

After walking barefoot along the water’s edge and skimming stones out into the sea, they’d eventually found a nice little spot by some rocks. It was sheltered from the breeze but had a majestic view across the bay towards St. Michael’s Mount – a small, conical hill that rose out of the sea on the far side of the bay, covered in trees and fascinating buildings and topped with a medieval-looking castle.

‘St. Michael’s Mount is like something out of a fairy tale, isn’t it?’ Lily had accepted a bloater paste sandwich from Gran with a grateful smile, even though it tasted a bit too fishy for her liking. ‘With knights and princesses and wicked witches in towers.’

‘Must be difficult getting to and from the mainland,’ Alice replied rather indistinctly, through a mouthful of bread. Lily’s little sister was surprisingly practical and level-headed for a girl just turned seventeen, despite being a complete bookworm who rarely ever had her head out of a library book. ‘I mean, for shopping and going to the dentist. Do you think they always wait for the tide to go out, so the causeway is uncovered, or do they just jump in a boat and row for it?’

Gran handed her a boiled egg. ‘’Ere, don’t talk with your mouth full, Alice. I know you’ve gone back to school to help with the little ones, but that don’t mean you have to behave like a kid yourself. What would your mum say if she could see you now?’

Their mum had died in the Blitz, leaving both Lily and Alice orphans in their grandmother’s care. Gran had done her best for them, of course. But she was too busy running a café back home in Dagenham, to the east of London, to keep her eye on them every day. So, the onerous task of keeping them in line had fallen to poor, hardworking Aunty Violet.

These days, Violet was as much a mother to them as their own mum had been. Lily suspected Alice didn’t always appreciate how much Vi had done for her sister’s kids, bringing them out of harm’s way to sleepy Cornwall and skivvying as a cleaner to keep bread on the table, all out of the goodness of her heart. But Alice was barely older than the kids she was now helping to teach at the big school in Penzance; she’d understand the world better once she was older and had taken a few knocks.

Lily couldn’t remember being as fresh-faced and innocent as Alice at her age. But then she’d had a rude awakening at seventeen, assaulted by her great-uncle on his Cornish farm before Violet had hurriedly taken them all to the tiny village of Porthcurno instead.

Ignoring her grandmother’s complaints, Alice continued. ‘I wonder if anyone really lives on the Mount, or if all those buildings are abandoned.’ She bit into the egg, her gaze fixed on the faraway castle. ‘Might be a fun place to explore.’

‘We ain’t going to St. Michael’s Mount today, with or without a boat,’ Aunty Vi told her firmly and turned to Lily. ‘When do you have to go back to work, love?’

‘Day after tomorrow,’ Lily said, happy at the thought of spending another whole day at home with her loved ones.

Lily had been granted four days’ official leave from her work at the Symmonds Hall Convalescent Home for Wounded Servicemen, which overlooked the Atlantic Ocean at windy St. Ives, further along the Cornish coast. She’d been feeling a bit down over the winter and had unluckily managed to catch the flu, after which Matron had insisted she take a break before resuming her duties.

‘I don’t like to see nurses dragging themselves around the wards as though they’re in worse shape than the patients,’ Matron had told her sternly. ‘Go home for a few days, Nurse Fisher, and get some rest. Then come back smiling.’

Lily hadn’t thought it would be possible to cheer up. Not after the long, hard winter they’d endured with the war still raging overseas and seriously wounded men coming in every week, taking up all the available beds, some unfortunately not making it …

But the sun had been shining every day since she’d left St. Ives, and today’s picnic on the beach at Penzance had been gloriously peaceful. Until, that is, some blasted German pilot flew out of the blue sky towards them and begun indiscriminately spraying walkers and sunbathers with bullets.

Luckily, it was still early enough in the year for there not to be many people swimming. Because that was where the bulk of the bullets had landed, pinging and plopping into the shallow waters as people ran screaming for cover further up the beach. The few swimmers out in the bay had wisely dived under the water, no doubt hoping to escape notice.

Then the enemy plane had banked steeply and flown away after only one run at the beach, thank goodness.

Perhaps the pilot had been frightened off by the anti-aircraft guns, now firing across the sea in its wake. Or maybe he’d deliberately been trying to avoid killing too many people, Lily thought. Maybe the Germans had their orders too but didn’t like them any better than the British soldiers did. Killing people was not a very nice thing to do, whoever was doing it. Especially innocent women and children playing on a Cornish beach on a sunny spring day.

At the first sound of gunfire, Alice, Aunty Violet and Gran had abandoned the picnic food and all of their possessions, dashing to the nearest large rocks for shelter. Lily, hard on their heels, had heard a scream of anguish, and glanced back to see a man in shirt sleeves fall backwards into the surf, presumably hit by a stray bullet.

She hadn’t even paused to think.

‘You lot stay safe, you hear me? Jerry’s gone now but he might come back for another run.’ Lily tossed the last of her bloater sandwich at Alice, who’d eagerly tried to catch it. Waste not, want not. ‘I need to check if that man’s still alive.’

‘Lily Fisher, you get back here right now,’ Aunty Vi began hotly, but the rest of her words were lost in the roar of the tide as Lily ran along the water’s edge towards the fallen man, now surrounded by what she guessed must be his wife and family.

Reaching the terrified little group at the same time as the tall blonde girl, Demelza bent over with one hand clamped to her side, having run so fast across the large beach that she had a stitch.

‘Can … I … help?’ she asked through gulped breaths.

Looking round at once, the large woman in the flowery dress gasped. ‘Oh, thank goodness. I didn’t think anyone would come. Yes, please help, I don’t know what to do.’

The other young woman paid no attention to the foaming water, splashing through the shallows and soaking her shoes and the hem of her knee-length yellow dress without any outward sign of concern.

‘Been shot, has he? Right, let’s get him out of the water first.’

The young blonde had spoken crisply and with a strong London accent. Stooping, she lifted the man by his shoulders, seeming unperturbed when his head lolled backwards in an alarming fashion.

Casting Demelza an assessing look, she asked, ‘Can you grab his legs? We need to get him further up the beach, away from the water.’ She paused, waiting until Demelza was in position. ‘That’s it. One, two … lift.’

Together, they hoisted the wounded man out of the surf and carried him slowly to a drier spot a few hundred yards away; there was a largish patch of gritty sand among the pebbles so he could lie flat there.

The large woman in the flowery dress followed, clucking anxiously the whole time, and occasionally holding her side as though in pain. ‘Oh, please be careful,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Should you be moving him at all? Won’t it make things worse? Perhaps we ought to have waited for a doctor.’

The girl and two young boys trailed after them too, looking worried and despondent.

Demelza and the other young woman settled the man down as gently as they could. The red stain on his shirt looked awful; Demelza couldn’t take her eyes off it.

She had seen plenty of dead animals in her time – living on a farm, you could hardly avoid it – but only one dead human. Anguished, she pushed that old memory away and concentrated on the wounded man.

Wounded, she stressed to herself. Not dead. Or not yet, anyway.

‘Don’t you worry, I’m sure someone will have told the hospital what’s happened by now,’ the blonde was telling the woman in a soothing way, though Demelza noticed how keenly her gaze kept scouring the sea front as though hoping to see an ambulance approaching. ‘What’s your husband’s name?’

The other woman glared. ‘He’s not my husband,’ she snapped, her face flushed. ‘He’s my brother, and his name’s Jeremy Lister.’

‘I see.’ Bending over the unconscious man, the blonde looked round at the woman oddly. ‘Are you Miss Lister, then?’

‘Of course not. How dare you? I’m Mrs Maynard.’ The woman’s lip quivered, and her voice almost broke. ‘Mrs Emily Maynard.’

‘Try not to fret, Mrs Maynard. It won’t do your brother any good if you get upset, will it? And it could be bad for the baby.’

It was only at that moment that Demelza realised what had been staring her in the face all that time. No wonder the woman in the flowery dress had taken such quick offence at the suggestion she was single. Mrs Maynard was not ‘large’. She was pregnant. Her arms and legs were, in fact, quite dainty. But her belly was enormous, rounding under her dress with unmistakeable prominence. And she was rubbing her belly now, looking really quite upset.

But something else struck Demelza as strange.

None of the children were crying, sniffing, panicking or showing any of the natural emotions they ought to be feeling at the sight of their family member having been shot. They were merely looking on in silence, their faces glum.

Gingerly, the blonde pulled Mr Lister’s shirt free from his waistband to peer at the wound beneath, and the man stirred, groaning.

‘Oh, what are you doing now?’ the pregnant woman cried, slapping at her hand. ‘Leave my brother alone. You’re hurting him.’

‘No need to get your knickers in a twist, love. I know what I’m doing.’ The blonde continued to study the man’s wound without even looking up at her. ‘I’m a trained nurse.’

Demelza looked at her with fresh respect.

It made sense now; no wonder this young woman had spoken so calmly and authoritatively, showing no fear or distress. Because she’d seen it all before, possibly hundreds of times.

A trained nurse.

Once again, Demelza wished she knew what to do with her life. Perhaps she too could get some training and make herself useful in the war effort …

‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ she repeated. ‘Anything at all? I hate just standing about like this.’

The blonde looked up at her in surprise. But before she could reply, the man on the ground opened his eyes and gave a strangled cry, beginning to struggle.




CHAPTER THREE

Lily was glad that the man had regained consciousness – that was always a good sign – though he was clearly alarmed to find them all staring down at him as he thrashed about, struggling to get up and no doubt in awful pain.

‘Back in the land of the living, Mr Lister? That’s marvellous. Now listen, I won’t lie to you. You’ve been shot.’ The man gave another despairing cry, but she continued in the calm voice she used with all of her patients, however badly they were hurt. ‘And I need you to stop moving and lie perfectly still, or you’ll only make things worse.’

To her relief, he stopped trying to get up, his bulging eyes fixed on her face.

‘How … how bad is it?’ he asked hoarsely.

‘There ain’t nothing for you to worry about, Mr Lister,’ she lied, knowing it was better not to be too truthful with a badly wounded man. ‘As soon as the ambulance arrives, you’ll be taken to hospital and the doctors will soon patch you up. Come tomorrow or maybe the next day, you’ll be right as rain.’

She glanced up at the young Cornish woman who’d asked so earnestly if she could help.

‘Could I borrow that scarf of yours?’ she asked, and then added apologetically, ‘I’m afraid it’ll get ruined.’

‘That doesn’t matter,’ the young woman said without blinking, and dragged off the thin blue scarf she’d been wearing. ‘Here.’

‘Thanks, love.’ Lily bundled it up into a makeshift dressing pad and pressed it hard into the man’s wound. He cried out again, jerking in pain. ‘Sorry. But we need to stop the bleeding.’ She instructed his sister to keep the dressing in place, holding it down firmly. ‘Don’t worry about hurting him. He’ll thank you for it later.’

‘This young lady’s a nurse, Jeremy, and she says you’re going to be all right,’ his sister told him tearfully, valiantly holding the blood-stained scarf in place over his stomach. ‘I’m with you, dear. Best do what she says and try not to move.’

‘I’m Demelza,’ the young woman said, crouching down to look at Mr Lister.

‘Lily,’ she responded with a quick smile. ‘Look, I’m sure he’ll be fine,’ she said to reassure her, though that wasn’t true. He was losing a great deal of blood.

‘Of course he will,’ Demelza agreed blandly, but locked gazes with Lily above his body.

She knows I’m lying, Lily thought.

‘Miss? I fink I can hear a bell,’ the young girl with the hanky announced, pointing up into the town, and indeed Lily could hear it now too. From her accent, she wasn’t a local either. ‘Is that the ambulance, d’you reckon?’

‘I expect so, yes.’ Lily stood, rubbing the sand and blood off her hands as best she could. It was hard not to show her relief as the tinkling bell of the ambulance grew louder, for she had been worried they might lose him before he could reach the hospital. She glanced down at the groaning man, trying for some light humour. At the convalescent home, making jokes sometimes helped patients through a difficult situation. ‘You hear that, Mr Lister? Your carriage awaits, milord.’

‘Eh?’ He seemed confused now, his eyes clouding over.

Lily began to be seriously worried for him.

She was more used to patients who’d already been patched up in a field hospital before being sent to the home for long-term recovery, and could only hope she’d done her best for the poor man by compressing the wound while they waited for help. She wasn’t used to dealing with serious injuries like this, and even though her training had covered the basics of frontline nursing, reading about it in a manual was no substitute for hands-on experience.

Lily gave the young girl with the hanky an encouraging smile. ‘Is that an East London accent?’

‘Close enough, Miss,’ the older of the two boys chirped before the girl could answer, also in the same breezy accent that reminded her of home. ‘We’re from Barking. Got sent down ’ere on account of all the bleedin’ bombs.’

‘Is that so?’

‘We ain’t cowards though,’ he added hurriedly. ‘We never minded them German bombs. Only my ma said we had to come. So ’ere we are. Mrs Maynard and Mr Lister took us in at their place, though it’s been a shockin’ squeeze. They’ve only got the one spare room, see? Packed in like sardines, we are.’

‘I can imagine,’ Lily said, grinning.

She could do more than imagine, of course. It sounded only too familiar to her as she’d spent her first year in Cornwall sharing a bedroom with her sister and aunt, and knew what it felt like to be displaced and homeless. Still, these kids were putting on a brave face, just as she and Alice had done when they first arrived off the train in Cornwall.

‘I’m Eustace Tomkin,’ the dark-haired boy continued, and jerked a thumb at his brother, ‘and this here’s Little Timothy – we call him that because our ma says he’s shorter than what he ought to be – and that’s our big sister Janice with the hanky there.’

‘Hello, Eustace, Little Timothy, Janice. Nice to meet you.’ Lily’s smile had widened while he was speaking and she stuck out a hand. ‘I grew up in the same area myself. Like you, we only came down here when the bombing got too much for us. My family’s from Dagenham.’

‘Oh, our aunt and uncle live over in Dagenham. It’s a long bus ride but we went there for Christmas once. Lovely plum pudding, my aunt does.’ The boy shook her hand, pumping it up and down enthusiastically. ‘Nice to meet you too, Lily.’

‘Nurse,’ Lily corrected him with a laugh, shaking hands with the other two as well. ‘You can call me Nurse Fisher.’

The ambulance had stopped on the sea front. Lily took a few steps up the beach and waved her hands in the air, shouting, ‘Oi, over here! We need a stretcher.’

But it was no use.

The ambulance men were too preoccupied to hear her, busy talking to the portly gentleman who’d collapsed in the deckchair, though he didn’t seem that poorly if he was able to sit up and talk. He certainly hadn’t been shot.

‘Bother.’

Frustrated, she looked around for the other young woman. Demelza, she’d said her name was. A proper Cornish name, as her friend Sister Rose would say, the senior nurse in charge of the convalescent home back in St. Ives.

Demelza was still standing guard over the wounded man, hands clasped together under her large bosom. Dressed like a Land Girl in green knitwear and muddied brown trousers, she was a short, heavy-set girl with an open, trusting face and long-lashed green eyes, her hair a riot of ginger curls that Lily suspected no amount of straightening with a hot tong would ever correct, bright strands almost alight in the spring sunshine.

Lily instinctively liked her.

‘Demelza,’ she said with a quick smile, hurrying back to them, ‘I don’t suppose you’d mind nipping up to tell those lads we need a stretcher down here? This chap needs to be seen by a doctor, and urgently. There’s a hospital in Penzance, isn’t there?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Demelza told her, the young woman already striding away on her mission as though glad to be of use at last. ‘I’ll be right back.’

With a mixture of scolding and cajoling, Demelza rapidly persuaded the first ambulance man she met to bring a stretcher down onto the beach.

But as she hurried back to the ambulance with him, explaining breathlessly about the wounded man as she went, the second ambulance man caught up with them.

‘Bernard? Where are you going?’ The man wasn’t a Cornishman, though she couldn’t place his accent; his voice was deep and lazy, almost a drawl. ‘I’m thinking we should take Mr Porter up to the hospital, just in case. He says he’s fine now, but you never know with these old gents. What do you say?’

When Demelza turned, ready to remonstrate with him too, she took a startled step backwards, confronted by a big bear of a man with wild fair hair, just a trifle too long to be entirely respectable, and eyes as starkly blue as the Cornish skies above them.

Goodness, she thought, trying not to stare. His looks and stature reminded her of drawings of Viking warriors in the history books she’d read at school.

Her first thought was that she was glad he wasn’t wielding a battle axe or broadsword, though just looking at him in his ambulance uniform was impressive enough.

Her second thought, rather more nagging, was that he wasn’t in a military uniform.

But perhaps he had some health problem that wasn’t visible, meaning he couldn’t be a soldier. Because every other man she knew who was able to fight and wasn’t in a protected profession for the war effort had done his bit for King and country and joined up. And she knew being an ambulance driver wasn’t a protected profession, unlike farming.

Yes, she was sure that must be it. Because if she had ever seen a born warrior, this man was it. Gosh, she thought more sympathetically, poor thing, he must be absolutely chafing at the bit, not able to fight for his country.

‘Can’t,’ the silver-haired man said shortly. ‘We need to take a stretcher down there.’ He pointed out the group on the beach where she’d left Lily tending to Jeremy Lister. ‘Man’s been shot.’

‘Shot?’ The other ambulance man’s eyebrows rose steeply in shock or disbelief. ‘Says who?’

‘Says me,’ Demelza burst out, her voice high and indignant. Flustered, she took a deep breath as the ambulance man’s attention turned more fully towards her; that intense blue gaze moving up and down her in a way she wasn’t sure she liked. She tugged at her heavy-knit jumper, suddenly self-conscious. ‘It’s true. His name’s Mr Lister, and he was hit when that German plane shot up the beach. The nurse is worried he may die.’

‘I’ll get the stretcher,’ Bernard said, and disappeared into the back of the ambulance.

The other man’s gaze was arrested, fixed on her face. ‘Wait, there’s a nurse with him? Where did she come from?’

‘She was just there … I don’t know why.’ Demelza shrugged, feeling almost wild with panic at this delay. ‘Look, that’s not important. She asked me to tell you to fetch a stretcher down to him right away. There’s no time to lose.’

To her relief, he nodded, his expression deadly serious now. ‘No need to worry, Miss,’ he told her, and there was something in his voice that made her feel completely safe, almost as though everything in the world was going to be all right, even though she knew that wasn’t even remotely true. Not while they were still at war with Germany. ‘Bernard and me, we’ll get him to hospital, double-quick.’

‘Thank you,’ she said huskily.

‘Got it,’ Bernard called, jumping out of the ambulance with the bulky stretcher tucked under his arm.

‘Let’s go.’ The other man gestured down the beach, nodding at her to go first. ‘After you, Miss.’

They ran down the beach as fast as they could. But by the time they returned to the small group, it was clear that something had changed while Demelza had been gone, and for the worse. The two boys were huddled together, finally looking anxious, and Janice was reluctantly holding Mrs Maynard’s hand. The pregnant woman was still kneeling but was now holding her rounded belly with a look of acute suffering, puffing and panting as though she’d been running about.

Lily, mopping Mr Lister’s brow with Janice’s handkerchief and talking to him in a low voice, looked up as Demelza came running back to them. ‘Thank goodness.’

She stood to direct the two ambulance men on how to handle the hurt man, giving them a quick account of his condition, and then turned back to Demelza.

‘Listen, Mrs Maynard is having pains,’ Lily told her quietly. ‘She says she’s due in less than a month. I can’t be sure, but it’s possible she’s going into labour. With the shock of the attack, and all that.’ She leant a little closer and whispered, ‘She’s a widow. Husband killed in action only a few weeks ago. I think this was the last straw.’

Demelza nodded, her heart wrung. A young widow, about to give birth, and with her brother seriously wounded too.

‘What do you need me to do?’ she said, drawing herself up.

‘Someone has to look after these kids. She says they arrived from London last week, and she only agreed to take them because her brother wanted to help out with the war effort. He’s got a lung condition, wasn’t allowed to join up. But he’s likely to be in hospital for some time, if he even makes it, and she won’t be up to minding three evacuees on her own. Not when she’s just had a baby.’ Lily looked at her directly. ‘Will you take them to the Penzance Evacuation Placement Office? See if they can be found somewhere more permanent to live?’

If he even makes it …

It was too dreadful.

But look after three kids?

‘I don’t know much about children,’ she admitted. ‘Or where to find the Placement Office. Especially on a Saturday. What if I get stuck with them all weekend?’

‘I’m sure that won’t happen,’ Lily said persuasively. ‘There’s bound to be an emergency place available for them somewhere in Penzance—’

She stopped short as the pregnant woman shrieked, her eyes rolling, and then gave a blood-curdling groan as her brother was borne carefully away on the stretcher by the ambulance men. Poor woman, Demelza thought; she must be afraid she might never see him again.

‘Of course, I’ll do whatever I can if there’s nobody else,’ Demelza said hurriedly, not wanting to seem churlish.

‘Thank you, that’s the spirit.’ Lily went to help the pregnant woman to her feet. ‘Can you walk, Mrs Maynard? You probably need to go to hospital too.’

‘Must I?’ Mrs Maynard gave her an unhappy look, saying between panting breaths, ‘I want to give birth at home … like my mother did.’

‘Trust me, you can never be too careful when a baby comes early. Besides, you may find just turning up at the hospital is enough to calm things down. And you’ll be able to check on your brother too.’

‘Oh, very well.’ Mrs Maynard grimaced at another pain. ‘I think … we need to hurry.’

Lily began to support her up the beach, only pausing to flash a quick grin back at Demelza and the three watching children. ‘Good luck!’

The two men were almost back at the ambulance with Mr Lister on the stretcher, the big man leading the way. She watched him curiously as they negotiated the narrow steps up off the beach, once again wondering what his story was, and why he had become an ambulance man, a job usually reserved for older gentlemen or those with health issues that meant they couldn’t reasonably be expected to march and fight. Well, she would never know, would she? It was unlikely she would ever see him again.

Biting her lip, Demelza turned to find all three children in a row, looking up at her hopefully, their eyes full of expectation.

It was rather intimidating.

She straightened, trying to appear confident and in control, though in truth she had never felt less sure of herself. What on earth would Tristan say when he discovered she’d saddled herself with three homeless evacuees? Or her father, if she failed to find them a new home and had to turn up at the farm with them in tow? She blanched, imagining her father’s fury. It didn’t bear thinking about.

‘All right, gather your buckets and spades, and put your shoes back on; we’d better get going.’ Demelza watched as the kids scrambled to obey. ‘Where’s that collie dog gone?’

‘Some bloke took him. Eustace said. ‘Friend of Mr Lister’s.’

‘Oh, right.’ Demelza hesitated. ‘I … I don’t suppose any of you know where this Placement Office is?’

Lily helped Mrs Maynard up to the sea front, only to see the ambulance carrying Jeremy Lister pull away at a slow, lurching pace. Thankfully, there was an ornate Victorian bench a short distance away for her flushed, puffing patient to sit on, and within maybe half an hour, another ambulance, even more battered than the first, had arrived to take its place.

The driver, a portly man in his fifties, leant out of his window to study Lily and Mrs Maynard with surprise. ‘Morning, Miss. We got word another ambulance was needed.’

‘That’s right,’ she said, and helped her patient to stand.

‘Jerries, was it? These pilots get bolder and bolder with every day that passes,’ the ambulance driver said, and scanned the beach as though half-expecting to see heaps of blood-stained bodies. ‘Nobody else shot, then?’ He sounded almost disappointed.

‘No, but this lady needs your immediate assistance,’ Lily said tartly.

His gaze came back to her face, uncertain, and then shifted slowly to Mrs Maynard. ‘Funny turn, is it?’ he said in a patronising voice, and both men chuckled. ‘No need for an ambulance for that, Miss. I daresay she’ll be all right after a nice cup of tea.’

‘No, she won’t,’ Lily said without preamble. ‘The baby’s on its way.’

He sat bolt upright then, with a quick glance at his companion. ‘Oh, well, in that case …’

The two men scrambled out and came to help a moaning Mrs Maynard up into the back of the vehicle.

‘So, this one’s our only casualty?’ the driver asked, a good deal more politely than before.

‘As far as I know. I think we were all very lucky. Or else the pilot’s heart wasn’t in it.’ Briefly, Lily explained what she’d seen of the attack, and how the terrible shock of seeing her brother shot seemed to have precipitated the onset of labour in Mrs Maynard. ‘I’d better come with you and speak to the doctor.’

The other ambulance man, a younger man with a limp, took this with a sceptical expression, rubbing his stubbly chin and saying drily, ‘Right you are, Miss.’

‘I’m a trained nurse,’ she explained, a slight snap in her voice, ‘and I’ve already delivered one baby in my time. Mark my words, this woman needs to be admitted straightaway.’

Lily was secretly pleased when the two men jumped to attention at this revelation, the younger one even straightening his uniform and gazing at her with new respect. While they saw to Mrs Maynard’s comfort, Lily turned and stood looking across the now empty beach, unsure whether she should accompany them to the local hospital or just walk away in search of her family.

Worry crept into her heart. She had no idea where her own family had gone. No doubt they would have emerged from hiding once the pilot had gone, collected their picnic and hats and coats, and trailed up to the sea front to wait for her. But she couldn’t see them anywhere. It was a bother; she didn’t want to get into the ambulance with the pregnant woman until she’d informed her family where she was going; after all, labour could take hours. But at the same time, there was no time to waste.

Perhaps it would be enough to hand her patient over to a local midwife or doctor, if one was available at the hospital. She knew how short-staffed these rural hospitals were, with most practitioners having signed up or been posted to one of the bigger cities.

The ambulance men had secured the patient. ‘Right, you coming with us then, Miss? There’s room for one more.’

‘I think so, yes.’ She was just climbing up inside when she heard her aunt’s voice.

‘Lily?’

She turned at once and was pleased to find Aunty Violet, Alice and Gran in front of her, sand on their clothes and clutching their belongings in a rather forlorn fashion.

‘Thank goodness you found me,’ Lily told them with a quick, apologetic smile. ‘Look, I need to go with this lady to the hospital. She’s nearly nine months gone and about to pop, bless her. I might be ages, so you’d better head home without me.’ She saw Gran open her mouth to protest, and added, ‘I’ll catch the last bus home. If I’m too late for supper, just stick my plate on the range to keep warm.’

Gran shook her head but didn’t try to stop her. She knew how much Lily loved being a nurse and helping people. ‘Go on with you, love.’

‘Wait, who was them kids we saw you with down on the beach?’ Alice demanded, her face alive with curiosity.

‘Oh,’ Lily said, grinning, ‘fellow evacuees.’

‘You don’t say?’ Aunty Vi was staring.

‘They’ve only recently arrived from Barking,’ Lily explained briefly, aware of the ambulance man waiting impatiently. ‘I’ll tell you all about it later. But it looks like they’ll need somewhere new to live after this, poor things.’

A moan of pain from inside the ambulance made Lily give them a hurried wave and duck inside.

‘See you soon,’ she called out airily, and was just in time to see Alice pull a face when the ambulance man closed the door behind her.




CHAPTER FOUR

‘Bloomin’ Germans! They certainly know how to spoil a grand day out.’ Exasperated, Violet’s mum stared up the hill into the centre of Penzance with a deeply furrowed brow. ‘I was just starting to enjoy meself too.’

Violet Hopkins smiled at her mother sympathetically. ‘I know how you feel, Mum. These Jerries, they’re so selfish … never thinking of anyone but themselves.’ She gave a wink, trying to lift their spirits with her little joke, but it seemed nobody was listening; her mother didn’t even smile, and her niece, Alice, was in a world of her own, as usual.

‘Well,’ Violet went on, trying for patriotic enthusiasm instead, ‘at least our Lily got a chance to show off her skills, eh? I thought it were smashing, the way she didn’t even stop to think, just ran off to help that poor man who got shot.’

Her mother gave a wan smile at last. ‘She’s a regular guardian angel is Lily,’ Sheila agreed, but gave a heavy sigh, restless as ever. ‘What shall we do, then? It’s too early to head back to the bus stop. And I don’t fancy blowing any more money on a cream tea.’

Mum was looking a bit worn these days, Violet thought, covertly watching her. Though perhaps that was only to be expected, what with the war dragging on forever; Violet herself had felt a bit down in the dumps recently, unsure if the world would ever return to normal. Besides, Mum’s arthritis had started playing up since she’d moved down to join them in Cornwall. Their first winter in Porthcurno had been damp and misty, living by the sea, and Mum had taken to complaining about her ‘old bones’.

Still, it wasn’t all bad. They weren’t being bombed nightly anymore, and they all had far more colour in their cheeks compared to the grey pallor of their Dagenham days.

Some days Violet missed the busy hum of living so close to London. Porthcurno was such a small place, little more than a rural village that had only sprawled into a makeshift town with the arrival of troops and personnel to man the listening station there. But there was no denying that life in Dagenham had been unhealthy for them all, the streets wreathed in smog from home fires and factory chimneys even before war broke out, their only taste of fresh air a quick gander around the local park on Sunday afternoons.

Here in Cornwall, there was more fresh air than anything else, Violet thought wryly, except maybe green fields.

One thing she didn’t miss though was the constant fear of enemy bombers overhead. That German pilot strafing the beach with his machine guns just now had given her such a fright, despite the brave face she’d put on in front of young Alice. She kept having a recurring nightmare about being caught out when the air-raid siren went off, unable to outrun a falling bomb. In her dreams she always ended up buried in rubble, like her late sister, Betsy, who’d been killed in an air raid back in Dagenham. With their father Ernst missing in action overseas, Betsy’s two daughters had been left to their gran and Aunty Violet’s care, and though Violet had fretted about the responsibility at first, she wouldn’t be without her dearest girls now.

Lily was all grown-up these days, of course; now that she was working as a nurse in St. Ives, they barely ever saw her. But Violet was convinced that Alice still needed a helping hand, even though she’d sprouted so tall this year, she towered over her grandmother. It was hard to tell the girl anything though; she knew her own mind.

Despite George Cotterill having personally recommended her for a job at the school in Penzance, helping to teach the younger children to read and write, Alice seemed bored in her new post. She often spoke with enthusiasm of the old days when they’d mopped out the secret underground tunnels at Eastern House together, a light in her face, as though pining for that drudgery.

Frankly, Violet couldn’t understand her youngest niece’s restlessness. After cleaning duties at the listening post, landing a teaching job was impressive indeed, even if it was only down to all the young male teachers having enlisted, leaving vacancies in schools up and down the country.

The silly girl ought to be counting her blessings, not chafing to leave already. Violet blamed it on all the spy and adventure novels she was forever reading.

‘Perhaps we could walk back up to the haberdashers,’ Violet suggested, having earlier spotted her mother drooling over some pretty material at the back of the dusty little shop. ‘They had some fancy ribbon that would do nicely for Alice’s hair. She ought to look posh for her new job, don’t you think, Mum?’

Her mum shrugged but didn’t dismiss the idea. ‘Better than wandering about with nuffin to do, I s’pose. And I could use a new card of darning cotton; our old one’s nearly finished.’ She dropped her handbag onto the crook of her arm and glanced round at her youngest granddaughter. ‘What do you think, Alice, love? Would you prefer pink or yellow ribbons in your hair?’

Alice was rummaging in one of the bags she was carrying, which had contained their picnic lunch. ‘Hmm, Gran?’ She looked up vaguely, a thick lock of dishevelled fair hair hanging down over one eye, like a moorland pony. ‘I hate ribbons, they make me look like a twelve-year-old. Though I wouldn’t say no to visiting the book shop again. I know we can’t afford to buy anything, but I still like to read the titles and see what stories they have. I’m making a list in my head of all the books I’ll buy once the war’s over, you see,’ she added dreamily.

Violet’s mum laughed and shook her head. ‘Proper little bookworm, you are. Well, maybe, if there’s enough time.’

They began to walk back up into the town centre, moving in the general direction of the haberdashers, but before they’d even reached the main street, Violet sighed. ‘Hang on a tick, would you?’ Sick of her worn-out shoes rubbing against her heel, she stopped and leant against a wall to remove them, one by one, and shake them out. ‘I love the beach, don’t get me wrong, but it would be much better without all this blasted sand.’

‘Me too,’ Alice said, munching on the remnants of their picnic lunch. She held up a squashy triangle of bloater paste sandwich with a doleful expression. ‘I dropped this when Lily threw it to me; I swear there’s more sand than wich in it now.’ She crammed the last of it into her mouth and shrugged. ‘Not too bad though,’ she finished.

As they continued walking, heading for Market Jew Street, Violet stopped in surprise.

‘’Ere, ain’t that them kids from the beach again? The ones with the man Lily was helping,’ she asked Alice in an undertone, nodding towards three young children waiting outside a tall red-brick building across the road.

‘The evacuees, you mean? I think so.’ Alice studied them thoughtfully. ‘I wonder what they’re doing.’

The children looked dispirited, which was hardly a surprise given what they’d just witnessed. The younger boy was snivelling and wiping his nose on the sleeve of his grey cardigan; the older boy was kicking a stone repeatedly against the wall of the building, his hands in the pockets of his short trousers; and the girl with dark, braided hair was standing in a miserable huddle, arms folded, staring gloomily at nothing as though wishing herself a million miles away.

Nobody appeared to be with them.

‘Poor little souls,’ Violet muttered. ‘Lily says they’re from back in Essex like us.’ Her heart hurt at the sight of the little boy crying his eyes out; he looked barely ten years old. It wasn’t right to leave them standing on the street like that. Not after the shock they’d had. ‘I’m going to ask them if everything’s all right.’

She ignored her mum’s grumbling and crossed the road to speak to the kids.

‘Hello there,’ she said with a sympathetic smile, ‘My niece Lily’s the girl who helped that gentleman down on the beach. The one who was shot.’ She paused, worried in case she’d misunderstood what Lily had told them before getting into the ambulance. It had all happened in such a hurry. ‘He … wasn’t your dad, was he?’

The older boy had stopped kicking his stone and turned to stare to her. ‘No. We was staying with ’im and his sister, Mrs Maynard. We’re evacuees,’ he explained, and
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Together they will brave
the dark days ahead
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