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About the Book

It is summer, 1941, and the country is still at war.  In the Devon village of Ashleigh, however, evacuees from the bombs in London are living in an atmosphere of rural peacefulness, although Daisy Ricketts of Bermondsey isn't sure if she'll ever get on with carping Mrs Mumford, the subject of whispers because of her husband's mysterious disappearance.

David, the elder son of Tommy and Vi Adams, meets Kate Trimble, a cockney girl from Camberwell who has just arrived in Ashleigh with her aunt.  Kate is imaginative and precocious, while David is happy-go-lucky, and as the war is directly affecting the lives of so many other members of the Adams family, Kate and David establish a friendship in the summer sunshine of Devon.  But as they become closer, an incident occurs which brings home to them the darker intrigues of wartime and provides a devastating shock to everyone.
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Prologue

Mid-September, 1939



‘Durn me, is these ’um?’ asked Jake Goodworthy, clumping over the stone floor of the kitchen to lay dark eyes on the three evacuees who sat at the table with his wife, son and daughter. Their tied cottage was large, with five bedrooms, built in the 1880s when families were large too. Beth Goodworthy had offered to take two evacuees, but at the village hall yesterday afternoon she had so liked the look of two brothers and their sister that she’d offered to have all three. Mrs Grierson, the squire’s wife, regarded her in astonishment. All three, Mrs Goodworthy, all three? Maybe I’m taking up a cross, said Beth, but best for them to be together. I’ll manage, she said, even if that old cross gets a mite weighty.

Beth Goodworthy was thirty-three, her husband Jake thirty-eight, with the black curly hair and black eyebrows of a Spanisher. That was what the Devon people had called the men of the Spanish Armada, whose great galleons had been scattered and wrecked by storm and the English fleet three hundred and fifty years ago. Many of Spain’s soldiers and sailors managed to reach the shores of Devon, and some stayed and married Devon girls.

Jake’s dark looks belied his mild nature.

‘Is these ’um, Beth?’ he asked again.

‘These be ’um, same this morning as last evening,’ said Beth, brown-haired, rosy-faced and comely.

‘Don’t look the same,’ observed Jake.

‘They’re fresh-washed and not so tired as last evening,’ said Beth.

‘Ah, that be it, then, fresh-washed,’ said Jake. His children, ten-year-old Posy and eight-year-old Abel, took a look at the evacuees for the umpteenth time. Posy giggled. The evacuees ventured cautious smiles. Jake pulled his chair out and sat down.

‘You’re ready now?’ said Beth.

‘That I am,’ said Jake, and Beth got up and took from the hob of the wood-burning range oven a platter containing thick slices of toast and a mound of fried eggs. She served a slice of toast and an egg to each of the young ones and herself, and two slices of toast and two eggs to Jake, who thereupon said grace. ‘We be grateful, Lord, for this thy provender and thank you according.’ A smile showed. ‘Tuck in, little ’uns.’

The evacuees cast glances. They were the children of Tommy and Vi Adams of Denmark Hill, south-east London, namely fourteen-year-old Alice, thirteen-year-old David and nine-year-old Paul. Alice was slim, fair-haired and engagingly precise. David, dark-haired, was a supple, quick-moving and adventurous boy. Young Paul was a likeable scamp. They were already fighting the pangs of home-sickness, brought about by the decision of their parents to send them into the safety of the West Country, away from the threat of German air raids. The United Kingdom had been at war with Hitler’s Germany since early September.

Alice decided to make a point.

‘Excuse me, Mr Goodworthy,’ she said, ‘but we’re not little any more, except for Paul.’

‘Me?’ said Paul. ‘I’m young, but I ain’t little.’

‘Ah,’ said Jake solemnly.

‘If you see what I mean,’ said Alice. Well, she was fourteen and growing very nicely, and David at thirteen was already springing up.

‘Ah,’ said Jake again, with Beth hiding a smile, ‘that’s it, is it, big ’uns as well as little ’uns. ‘Well, tuck in, big ’uns and little ’uns.’

They all tucked in.

‘Cows all right, Jake?’ enquired Beth, pleasantly homely in a jumper and skirt.

‘Pasturing up in the long field now,’ said Jake. It was Saturday morning, and he had gone out early to see to the cows. The large herd was important, very important, because of the war, and Jake was chief herdsman for Squire William Grierson, whose estate and farm employed the best part of the local labour. The Goodworthys’ cottage was on the outskirts of the village of Ashleigh, through which ran a stream, a little tributary of the river Exe. The countryside was agricultural in every direction, and on a summer day its farmhouses, nestling hamlets and cosy villages looked as if they had been set down as much by the hand of God as the hand of man.

While Alice, David and Paul had not been brought up in the crowded streets of inner London, but in the suburban-like atmosphere of Denmark Hill, the heart of Devon was a world of wonder to them. Their breath had been taken by what lay outside the cottage, a winding country lane, hedgerows lush with honeysuckle and blackberries, the sound of horse-drawn farm carts, and fields ripe for harvest. And behind the cottage was a vegetable garden, full of carrots, turnips, cabbages, parsnips, lettuce, runner beans and outdoor tomatoes. There were no flowerbeds, and nor was there a lawn. Like many other villagers, Beth and Jake put their ground to practical use. However, from the dry stone walls surrounding the garden sprang colour. Buttercups, daisies, dandelions and cow parsley all made their home there. At the far end was a wired-off chicken run with actual chickens that laid eggs while the lordly cockerel strutted.

Yesterday evening the evacuees had been tired out from the long train journey and the hustle and bustle of their arrival in Ashleigh. They went to bed early, following a nourishing supper and the arrival home of Mr Goodworthy from a twelve-hour shift on the farm. Alice was given a bedroom to herself, so was David, and Paul shared with Abel.

At breakfast, they’d been given cereal while waiting for Mr Goodworthy to join them for breakfast proper. Now they were enjoying their toast and fried eggs, the eggs morning-fresh and, in a manner of speaking, home-grown. Large mugs of hot tea stood beside each plate. The square kitchen was bright with light flooding through the large window above the sink and draining-boards. A huge zinc bath hung by one strong handle from an iron hook in a far corner, and against the wall below it was an old but still serviceable butter churn, which would be out of action when wartime priorities reduced the supply of the farm’s dairy produce to its workers.

Above the range hung pots and pans of iron or copper, and at a right angle to the chimney breast stood a wide, high-backed settle with a storage compartment under the hinged seat. A commodious Welsh dresser fitted comfortably into the recess on the other side of the range.

Beth smiled at the evacuees.

‘It be suiting you?’ she said.

‘Beg your pardon, Mrs Goodworthy?’ said Alice.

‘Your breakfast be satisfactory to all of you?’ said Beth.

‘Oh, yes, Mrs Goodworthy, very satisfactory,’ said Alice.

‘Better than that,’ said David.

‘Mind, I like fried bread best,’ said Paul.

‘Who said that?’ asked Jake.

‘Him, he said it.’ Abel, dark like his father, nodded at Paul.

‘Paul, where’s your manners?’ said Alice.

‘He’s probably sitting on them,’ said David.

‘Won’t do much good there,’ said Posy, apple-cheeked. She giggled again.

‘I only said I like fried bread best,’ protested Paul.

‘Well, you fathead, you’re not supposed to say it in someone else’s home,’ said David.

‘And not when you’ve been given a nice slice of toast,’ said Alice. ‘I do beg his pardon, Mrs Goodworthy.’

‘My, don’t she have a funny way of talking?’ said Abel.

‘Well, she’s a girl,’ said David, ‘she’s the same at home.’

‘Seems to me, Beth,’ said Jake, ‘that there’s talking going on.’

‘So it is,’ smiled Beth, ‘and I be certain sure there’s more to come.’

‘Yes, I don’t actu’lly unlike toast,’ said Paul, devouring the last of what was on his plate.

‘That be clear to you, Beth, he don’t unlike it?’ said Jake, a twinkle in his eye.

‘Clear enough,’ said Beth, ‘but he can have fried bread come tomorrow.’

‘Oh, you mustn’t go to any trouble, Mrs Goodworthy,’ said Alice.

‘It’s not any trouble to me,’ said Paul, and Posy, a kindred spirit, giggled yet again.

‘Looks like Posy’s got a potful of giggles on the go this morning,’ said Jake. ‘Let’s see, names be a useful thing to know, so who’s going to speak them?’

‘I spoke them for you last evening,’ said Beth.

‘Slipped from my mind,’ said Jake, ‘so who’s going to speak up now?’

‘I will,’ said Alice. ‘That’s David, that’s Paul, and I’m me.’

‘Alice,’ said David.

‘Alice, Paul and David, that’s it, is it?’ said Jake. ‘Well, you young ’uns up from London, ’tis a fine old family Mrs Goodworthy and me have got ourselves now. This be where all of you have come to live for awhile, maybe a tidy while, maybe a tiddly while, and it’s our pleasure to have you. But we’ll thank you not to go racketing about, not while there’s some crops not yet harvested. Best you don’t go treading and trampling, nor make holes in hedges and leave gates open, nor go fighting and yammering. And it’ll be obliging of all of you to do as Mrs Goodworthy asks, seeing she’s going to feed you and look after you, and won’t take kindly to vexations. It’s our pleasure to provide for you, the London Parliament being fair about that.’ The Government was paying a subsistence allowance for all evacuees. ‘All that being spoken, Mrs Goodworthy and me, and Posy and Abel, say a kind welcome and all.’

‘Oh, thank you, Mr Goodworthy,’ said Alice, ‘we won’t do any of the things we shouldn’t, and I’ll see David and Paul help with washing-up the breakfast things before we go out, shall I?’

‘Us?’ said Paul.

‘I hope she’s not going to be a worry to us,’ said David. ‘Still, we’ll help if Mrs Goodworthy would like.’

‘I’ve already made my bed, Mrs Goodworthy,’ said Alice.

‘I’m thanking you for that, Alice,’ said Beth. It had been a shock to Jake, finding she’d taken on three evacuees when he came home last evening. Too much for her, he said, seeing they might all turn out to be young London demons. They’d heard about the rowdy behaviour of earlier evacuees in other villages. Beth had a feeling, however, that maybe she and Jake were going to be lucky. Jake wasn’t a man of tempers, but he knew how to put his foot down with ructious children. Maybe he wouldn’t have to with these three. The girl seemed very well-behaved, the elder boy looked a good-natured smiler, the younger one, well, if he looked a scamp, Abel was one for sure. ‘I don’t think I’ll need any help yet, not as it’s Saturday and your first morning.’

‘I’ll take all of you up by the long field,’ said Jake, ‘and from there Posy’ll show you round the farm. Will that be your pleasure, Alice, Paul and David?’

‘Crikey, not half,’ said Paul.

‘I’m on,’ said David.

‘It’ll be nice,’ said Alice. It would give them things to look at and take their minds off the woe of being hundreds of miles from home and their mum and dad.

‘I’ll look after you,’ said Posy to Paul.

‘Ta,’ said Paul, ‘except I usually look after meself. Usually.’

‘You’ll find things a tiddly bit different here for a while,’ smiled Beth.

‘I’ll look after everyone as soon as we’re used to everything,’ said Alice, serious-minded.

‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ said David, hardly ever serious.

‘I be going with Pa now,’ said Abel. ‘Is all of you coming?’

‘Yes, we’re coming,’ said Alice.

That was how the children of Tommy and Vi Adams began their time as evacuees from London in the green fields of Devon.
   

Chapter One

July, 1941



The war with Germany had been going on for nearly two years. Hitler’s iron hordes had conquered most of Europe, and his bombers had devastated London, Plymouth, Coventry, Glasgow and other towns and cities in Britain. In Russia, his massive war machine was grinding up the disordered armies of Joe Stalin, and in the Middle East, General Rommel and his Afrika Korps were across the border from Cyrenaica and threatening the British hold on Egypt.

Prime Minister Churchill, the lion at bay, was nevertheless still an inspiration to Britain and its Empire. In a speech, he dwelt on the necessity of continuing the struggle. The speech included a typical passage.

‘When I look back on the perils overcome and on the mountain waves in which the gallant ship has striven, when I remember all that has gone wrong and remember all that has gone right, I feel sure we have no need to fear the tempest. Let it roar, let it rage. We shall come through.’

During the worst days and nights of Germany’s aerial onslaught on London, Mrs Susie Adams, wife of Sammy Adams, had said she was sure Mr Churchill would one day repay the Germans for their war on women and children. Susie was exceptionally fond of Mr Churchill and believed wholeheartedly in his growling determination to use the growing might of the RAF in a way that would turn Hitler grey, reduce Goering’s bombast, and send the Germans running for their shelters.

Her belief had not been misplaced. Since the middle of June, RAF bomber squadrons had been ranging far and wide over German-occupied territory and Germany itself. Much to the chagrin of the German High Command and the disbelief and discomfort of the German people, many of the raids were carried out in daylight, when the bombers were escorted by swarms of fighters. Bremen, Kiel and Oldenberg were dealt devastating blows from out of sunny skies. And at night, death rained down on the industrial towns of the Ruhr.

This onslaught, seen by the British people as a reprisal as well as an offensive in strength, was still going on.

‘Wizard show, what?’ said RAF public relations officers to the Press.

‘Bleedin’ gorblimey hooray,’ said the bombed cockneys of London to each other. People of other devastated towns and cities let go their own expressions of satisfaction about the biter being bitten.

Pacifists deprecated this enjoyment of revenge, and disapproved of revenge itself, but Churchill took the view that if tactical bombing was also seen by most people as deserved chastisement of a nation that had unleashed terrifying air raids on all and sundry, so be it. Churchill was a man for the people, and understood their need to strike back, human emotions being what they were.

Men and women who had suffered blitz from the air again and again were happier now, although Goering’s bomber squadrons still made periodical raids. London and other cities were kept on a constant alert, and that meant parents insisted on evacuated offspring remaining safely in small country towns and villages untouched by bombs.

Apart from devastated Plymouth, Devon seemed at peace with the world.

The path across the fields from the bus stop to the village of Ashleigh was a right of way, its trodden surface a dry, light russet, the russet of Devon soil. The day was fine, the sky a clear blue, the air a warm caress. The weather had been perfect for a week, and the land was lush and verdant. A rich profusion of daisies, buttercups, dandelions and cowslips showered the grass of meadows with white, yellow and gold. In the cool shade of hedgerows, wild roses nestled, and in sheltered nests a smug preening of feathers by parents of fledgling birds indicated all was right with their world, providing ravenous sparrowhawks or bullying magpies kept their distance.

A girl in a school dress of green and white check was running fast over the path, her straw boater at the back of her neck and held there by its elastic band, her satchel swinging from its shoulder strap. Posy Goodworthy could have stayed on the bus until it reached Ashleigh’s Post Office Store, but she’d jumped off at the earlier stop in order to chase after a torment in the shape of one Daisy Ricketts, an evacuee from Bermondsey, now running ahead of her. The path would take Daisy over the fields to the outskirts of Ashleigh village. But would she ever get there alive? Not if Posy could help it.

The sun poured its light over the scene of two girls running, one in spitting chase of the other, gingham dresses whipping, legs in rapid motion. Posy, now twelve and a madcap, was slim and athletic, bent on pulling Daisy’s hair out. She was gaining on the London girl, the same age as herself, and no more of an angel than she was. Daisy was actually running for the fun of it, not because she was scared.

‘You stop there!’ yelled Posy, boater bobbing. ‘I’m going to pull all your hair out, you see if I don’t!’

Daisy fled onwards, shrieking with laughter. Posy, sprinting, caught her up and, dropping her satchel, she grabbed her. Both girls went down. Daisy yelled.

‘I’ll tell yer ma, I’ll tell yer pa!’

‘See if I care,’ panted Posy. ‘I heard you say that rhyme on the bus in front of everybody. You’re always saying it.’

The rhyme ran as follows:


‘Poor old Posy, what a shame,

With a face like hers and a soppy name.’



Posy’s apple-cheeked face was actually quite nice and she liked her name. So did her pa.

‘Gedorf me,’ gasped Daisy, ‘or I’ll punch yer nose in.’

‘Like to see you try,’ said Posy. ‘You stay still now, so’s I can pull your hair out.’ Daisy yelled again, and the two girls rolled over and over, Daisy kicking and Posy vengeful. Legs in white socks threshed about. ‘Oh, I be going to learn you a thing or two, you see if I don’t,’ breathed Posy.

‘I’ll bite yer,’ gasped Daisy, and over they rolled again. Posy finished on top and took hold of Daisy’s hair. ‘Leggo,’ yelled Daisy, ‘or I’ll kick yer leg orf!’

‘Talking don’t be doing,’ said Posy.

A shadow fell across them, and someone spoke.

‘Well, I’m blowed, are you two at it again?’

Posy turned and scrambled to her feet. Daisy only giggled a bit.

‘Where’d you come from?’ Posy demanded of the third party.

‘I got off the bus as well,’ said David Adams, elder son of Tommy and Vi. ‘I guessed you were after scragging Daisy. Posy, you’re a terror.’

‘Me?’ said Posy, flushed and indignant. ‘What about her? She be a cat, saying that rhyme about me so’s everyone on the bus could hear.’

‘Crikey, ain’t you touchy?’ said Daisy, getting up. Posy elbowed her. She and Daisy were alternately giggling friends and yelling enemies. Posy was a country saucebox, Daisy was a cockney girl with the ready tongue of her kind. Many of the evacuees from London had managed to settle into village life after months of being awkward, obstreperous or downright nuisances. A few still didn’t like their circumstances, and continued to hanker after bricks and concrete, pavements and puddles, street markets and the chance to do a bit of nicking from stalls.

‘What’s the idea of all that punching, kicking and hollering?’ asked David, hiding a smile. On his way to sixteen, he was a typical Adams of the male gender with his long legs, dark brown hair, grey eyes, infectious grin and an ambition to do well for himself. ‘D’you two want to end up scalping each other?’

‘Ain’t yer business,’ said Daisy.

David actually felt a bit sorry for Daisy. He, Alice and Paul, and other evacuees, were looked after very well by kind villagers, but Daisy wasn’t so lucky. She lived with Mrs Mumford, a stiff and sharp-tongued woman, and Daisy hardly enjoyed a happy existence. It was no wonder she had moments when she was more of a torment than a friend to Posy, who herself could be provoking.

‘Why can’t you two girls be friends every day instead of only once a week?’ he asked.

‘Me be friends with that fat thing?’ said Posy, her sparks still flying about.

‘Fat? Who’s fat? I ain’t,’ said Daisy. She was a little plump in places, that was all. ‘It ain’t my fault you got a soppy name, and it wasn’t me that made the rhyme up.’

‘It was your fault you sang it on the bus,’ said Posy, ‘and you be a cat and all.’

‘What a carry-on,’ said David. ‘I’ve never heard the like, knock me over if I have.’

‘Corblimey, listen to you,’ said Daisy. David grinned. ‘Star turn, you are,’ said Daisy. ‘Still, I like yer bruvver Paul. ’E kissed me once.’

‘He never did,’ said Posy. ‘It was you that kissed him and made him nearly sick. I saw you, didn’t I?’

‘Crikey, ain’t yer got big eyeballs?’ said Daisy. ‘And a soppy name?’

Posy yelled and went for her again. Daisy took off, shrieking with new laughter as she ran. Posy hared in pursuit. David let them go. He picked up Posy’s satchel and sauntered, his school jacket under his arm, his cap stuffed into a pocket. He was attending Westbury Grammar School. His sister Alice was at the girls’ establishment. So was Daisy, quite bright in a classroom, and so was Posy, along with a few other promising village girls.

In having ambitions, David was aware he took after his Uncle Sammy who, while still a schoolboy and a bit of a ragamuffin, had begun a determined campaign to make every farthing count in his desire to become a successful businessman with money in the bank. He emerged victorious.

David was well past thinking of farthings. He was well into the desirability of pounds and shillings, and to acquiring sufficient to start his own business after the war. He was a little vague about what sort of business. He only knew he wouldn’t mind making some kind of a go of it in Devon. Devon suited him, and although he and Paul and Alice missed their parents and the familiarity of their own home, Mr and Mrs Goodworthy had been so kind to them that the cottage was all of a second home to them, their caring hosts now known as Aunt Beth and Uncle Jake. The area was one of farms and woodlands, totally quiet and peaceful, although there was some kind of military establishment three miles away, standing alone and enclosed by a high wire perimeter, with smart, straight-backed soldiers on guard at the gates. But there weren’t a lot of comings and goings of military vehicles, so it didn’t interfere much with the peace and quiet. It wasn’t like an Army camp.

Brown from the outdoors he enjoyed summer and winter, David looked more like seventeen than fifteen, just as his Uncle Sammy had at that age. The saucier girls of Ashleigh were quick to smack his lips with kisses at dances in the village hall. Devoted to healthy activities, especially those that earned him money, he couldn’t think why some girls wanted to go in for cheeky talk and what they called pash kisses instead of helping to split logs or clean a neighbour’s windows. You could get a shilling for cleaning windows, and one-and-six for splitting logs.

He watched the running girls fade into the distance, and felt sorry again for Daisy. Her parents didn’t seem to bother much; they’d never been to see her, and Mrs Mumford wasn’t known to be a motherly body. Well, according to the Goodworthys, she was a mite bitter about what life had done to her, poor woman, her husband having walked out on her nine years ago. It was a terrible shock to her, and to make things worse, her old collie dog, Jackie, died not long after. She’d doted on that dog, apparently. Mr Goodworthy, Uncle Jake, said maybe that was the reason why Barney Mumford took himself off, that Dora Mumford gave all her affection to her dog, and Barney had found a woman who had affection to spare. In any event, Mrs Mumford let it be known years later that she’d been granted a divorce for desertion. In the meantime, she’d acquired another collie, which Daisy said got fussed over more than she did. Still, Daisy admitted the old cow did have some kind moments, about one every six months.

In the distance, Ashleigh Hall was visible. A mansion of brown stone and rose-coloured brick, its clusters of chimneys spilled dark wood smoke into the sky every winter. The sky retreated in outrage, but every summer it forgivingly returned and on summer days it framed the dark red chimneys with pure blue. Ashleigh Hall was the home of the squire, Mr William Grierson, Uncle Jake’s employer. The produce of his fields and his dairy farm contributed handsomely to the war effort, and his labourers were kept busy, especially in the summer. David was always willing to lend a hand, and Mr Grierson himself had once put his hand into the pocket of his breeches and given him half-a-crown just for being there.

He climbed a gate, and from Ashleigh Wood on his left, a girl’s voice hailed him.

‘Hi! Young man!’

David turned. Just inside the wood and framed by a tangle of white-flowering hawthorn was a girl. Ashleigh Wood represented a trap in that nature was allowed to proliferate, and an unwary intrusion could find one suddenly surrounded by all kinds of unfriendly growth. The girl wasn’t surrounded, but she looked trapped. Her summer dress of sky blue was rucked, and she was pulling down on its hem.

‘What’s up?’ called David.

‘Me dress, that’s what!’ she yelled. This is turning into one of those yelling days, thought David. ‘It’s caught up, so come and ’elp me.’

‘Coming,’ said David, going towards her. Another yell arrived.

‘Shut your eyes, d’you ’ear?’

‘I can’t see with my eyes shut,’ said David.

‘Well, you’d better try or I’ll faint.’

David, closer now, clearly saw her predicament. The skirt of her dress was obviously caught up behind her, causing its front to be dragged up above the tops of her blue stockings. Dainty white suspenders peeped, and her clutching hands pulled down again on the hem of her dress.

‘Bless me, very unfortunate,’ he said. He was reading David Copperfield this term.

‘Crikey, you a vicar’s son or something?’ she said. ‘Here, you’re lookin’, you worm. Didn’t I tell you not to?’

‘Don’t worry,’ said David, dropping his jacket and the satchel, ‘yours aren’t the first legs I’ve seen.’ Some of the village girls were as saucy as cuckoos in spring. ‘Not by a long shot.’

‘That makes me feel better, does it?’ said the girl.

‘What happened?’ asked David.

‘What ’appened? What ’appened?’ The girl sounded as if she couldn’t believe her ears. ‘Are you tryin’ to start a conversation, you dummy, at this moment in me life?’

‘Not a good moment?’ said David.

‘What a specimen,’ said the girl. ‘Can’t you see that if I let go of me dress, it’ll run right up and make your beady eyes fall out?’

‘Got you, yes, I do see,’ said David. ‘That’s different,’ he said. ‘Yes,’ he said decisively, ‘you’re in a fix all right. The trouble’s all behind you, is it? Let’s have a look.’

‘’Ere, don’t you dare,’ gasped the girl, still clutching her dress, ‘don’t you dare get behind me.’

‘I can’t, anyway,’ said David, who supposed her knickers were showing, poor girl. ‘The hawthorn’s in the way.’

‘Well, reach, can’t you?’ said the girl, her exposed legs looking as if they belonged to a saucy seaside postcard.

‘Right,’ said David. Here was a cockney girl new to him, large green eyes hot with exasperation and dark auburn hair touched with fiery tints. He thought of his late Aunt Emily. She’d had green eyes and the same kind of auburn hair. He reached around the girl with both arms and his fingers found the source of her embarrassing predicament. The hems of her dress and slip at the back were hooked high by thorns. ‘Got the little devils,’ he said.

‘Get off me,’ she said. He was very close to her.

‘Hold still, don’t jump about,’ he said.

‘Oh, I’m goin’ to hate you in a minute,’ she breathed.

‘Hope not,’ said David, and did some helpful work with his fingers until he was able to carefully draw her dress and slip clear of thorns. ‘There, how’s that?’ he said as the garments fell into place behind her.

‘Thanks, but I didn’t know it was goin’ to take you half an hour,’ she said, and David stepped back. She let go of her hem and smoothed her knee-length dress down. She ran a hand through her hair, ruffled it, shook it and let relieved breath escape. ‘Is me dress torn at the back?’ she asked, turning.

David took a look.

‘No damage, just a couple of pulled threads,’ he said.

‘Well, blow it,’ she said. ‘Still, it could be worse.’ She looked him over. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

‘Adams.’

‘Adam?’ she said.

‘Adams, David Adams.’

‘Well, you’d pass with a push, except for your beady eyes,’ she said. ‘You a country bloke?’

‘No, a South London cockney,’ said David.

‘Not the way you talk,’ she said, but she liked the look of him, tall, healthy and with a bit of a cheeky grin on his face.

‘Well, my parents are cockneys,’ he said, ‘and so are some of my close relatives.’

‘You don’t sound as if you are,’ she said accusingly. ‘Still, we all ’ave to put up with our drawbacks. I’m Kate Trimble. What’re you doing ’ere in Devon?’

‘I’ve been living in Ashleigh with my sister and brother since we were evacuated in September, 1939,’ said David, thinking her a pert and lively young female. ‘With Mr and Mrs Goodworthy.’

‘Crikey,’ said Kate, ‘you’re a bit old to be an evacuee kid, aren’t you?’

‘I used to be a kid, years ago and well before the war,’ said David. ‘I’m a feller now, if you’d like to make a note of it. How about what you’re doing here? I’ve never seen you around Ashleigh.’

‘I’m from Camberwell,’ she said.

‘What a coincidence, so am I,’ said David. ‘Denmark Hill.’

‘That’s middle class,’ said Kate scornfully. ‘I can see now, you’re middle class yourself, you poor bloke. Don’t you hate yourself sometimes?’

‘No, I like me most of the time,’ said David.

‘Now you sound stuck-up as well,’ said Kate. ‘Are you?’

‘No, not much,’ said David.

‘What d’you keep smirkin’ for, then?’ asked Kate.

‘You’re funny,’ said David.

‘No, I’m not, I’ve got a serious mind, specially as the war’s serious,’ said Kate. ‘I bet you’re smirkin’ because you saw me legs and stockings.’

‘Well, I can’t say they didn’t look pretty,’ said David.

‘Don’t get saucy,’ said Kate.

‘What’s brought you to Ashleigh?’ asked David.

Kate made a face, went sober and said her mum and dad had been caught in an air raid when they were up West one night. It was in the early days of the blitz and a bomb had dropped in the street when they were running for a public shelter. It killed them and several other people. That was October last year, and it made an orphan of her.

At that point, David, remembering his Aunt Emily had been killed in an air raid, said how sorry he was. Kate said she was just about getting over her parents’ death now, and that her Aunt Hilary, who lived near St John’s Wood and was a distant cousin of her dad, had taken her in. Aunt Hilary wasn’t married, she was a writer and had been living in Paris until the Germans invaded France. She managed to get back to England just before Paris fell. She was very kind but a bit devoted to her writing, and sometimes didn’t know if it was lunchtime or teatime or suppertime. She wrote books about foreign places that were attractive to visit for well-off people, except with the war on people couldn’t travel much. So she was writing now about places to visit in Britain for ordinary people, hoping to get the books published after the war. Kate said her late dad hadn’t been keen on her, that she was proper middle class, which wasn’t to his liking, him being one of the country’s striving workers that the middle classes oppressed. Her mum had always spoken kindly of her, though, saying it was nice Dad had a distant relative who was a writer.

The reason, said Kate, why she and her aunt were now living in Ashleigh was because her aunt got fed up with the air raids and having to spend so many nights in a shelter. So when she heard about a cottage up for rent in Ashleigh down in Devon, she fastened all her teeth on the prospect of a bit of country peace and quiet. She wrote a letter to the owner and enclosed a deposit to tempt him. He wrote back giving her permission to rent the cottage for the duration of the war. Kate said she herself gave up her job as a junior clerk in a factory, and she and her aunt arrived in Ashleigh yesterday. Her aunt meant to do her writing there, to go out a lot on her bicycle and look at places that were a bit special.

‘Well, bless my soul,’ said David, ‘a real live writer’s come among us?’

‘What d’you mean, bless your soul?’ said Kate. ‘You sound like some old geezer in a museum. Be your age, you dummy. And of course me aunt’s a real live writer, she couldn’t do it or go out on her bike if she was dead, could she? She’s probably famous to rich people that travel. What does your mum do?’

‘Well, she’s not famous, she just looks after our dad,’ said David.

Kate’s dress rippled to the advent of a playful breeze and the light turned its blue into a shade that matched the midsummer sky.

‘And what does your dad do?’ she asked.

‘He’s just our dad, he looks after our mum,’ said David. ‘He’s not famous, either.’

‘Oh, well, not to worry, it’s not your fault,’ said Kate. She was just sixteen and counting it something of a lark to have met this manly-looking boy with a bit of dash about him. It might be entertaining to have him as a regular acquaintance while she was living in the country. It could help to make sure country living didn’t get too boring for a girl who liked the lively atmosphere of towns and cities and street markets. Of course, the absence of bombs was a relief, but a girl needed a bit of entertainment as well. ‘Come on, you can walk me to the village, if you like, but don’t try anything.’

‘Anything?’ said David.

‘Like trying to kiss me,’ said Kate, ‘because I’ve got boyfriends back ’ome that’ll come and murder you if you fancy your chances.’

‘I don’t know why you girls go on so much about kissing when you could be out riding your bikes or doing the Monday wash for old ladies with rheumatics,’ said David.

‘Me do what?’ said Kate.

‘The Monday wash for—’

‘Yes, I heard,’ said Kate. ‘You’re a sad case, you are. And it’s boys that go on about kissing. Anyway, come on if you want to walk with me.’

David picked up his jacket and Posy’s satchel, and began to walk the path with his new acquaintance.


Chapter Two

Their walk was a saunter.

‘How’d you manage to get caught up on that hawthorn?’ asked David.

‘Oh, glad you asked, I’m sure,’ said Kate. ‘I was standing on an old log, trying to break off a sprig of the blossom when I heard some yells so I turned and saw these two girls running by. They were both yelling, what a palaver! Me feet slipped off the log, and me dress caught up on some thorns. Crikey, me legs, I nearly died.’

‘Don’t see why,’ said David, ‘you’ve got very nice legs.’

‘Listen, don’t you mind about a girl’s blushes?’ asked Kate.

‘Did I see any?’ asked David.

‘I forgot,’ said Kate.

‘Forgot?’ said David.

‘Yes, I had all these worries about my dress getting torn, and it made me forget to blush,’ said Kate.

‘Can a girl forget to blush?’ asked David.

‘Yes, course she can,’ said Kate. ‘I did, didn’t I? Look, suppose I was having a warm bath without nothing on in a tropical river and some bloke with beady eyes like yours came along at the same time as a crocodile swam up with his big jaws open, I’d forget to blush then, wouldn’t I? I’d jump right out of the water into the bloke’s arms in case me legs got bitten off.’

‘If the bloke was me, I think I’d do all the blushing,’ said David.

‘I bet,’ said Kate. They were still sauntering, their progress unhurried in the sunshine. ‘Listen, what’s there to do in Ashleigh?’

‘Well, you can muck out the cowsheds—’

‘Do what?’ said Kate.

‘It can be a bit smelly, but it’ll earn you a bob or two,’ said David.

‘Oh, you dummy, me muck out cowsheds?’ said Kate. ‘I’d love that, wouldn’t I?’

‘Not your idea of something to do?’ said David, opening a gate leading to the next field. Kate went through and he followed, closing the gate behind him. ‘Well, you could try a bit of gardening for some of the old ladies in the village. Nearly everyone’s growing vegetables, digging for victory, as the posters say. Mind, you help old ladies out of kindness, not for wages, although they always insist on paying if you clean their windows.’

‘Did I say I was looking for odd jobs, did I?’ asked Kate.

‘No, just for something to do,’ said David. ‘How’d you feel about helping to herd cows?’

‘Crikey, you’re a case for a doctor, you are,’ said Kate. ‘D’you have lots more brilliant ideas about how to pass the time here?’

‘There’s a dance in the village hall about once a month,’ said David.

‘Blimey, that’s wild,’ said Kate.

The quiet sky was suddenly invaded. A buzzing sound quickly turned into a roar. They looked up. A tight little formation of three RAF fighter planes hurtled across the blue, and so low that their markings could be plainly seen. They came, they passed and they went, faster almost than the eye could follow. The roar faded, the planes became mere smudges of colour in the distance and then vanished.

Kate expelled excited breath. David thought of cousin Annabelle’s husband Nick, who had won his RAF wings about a month ago.

‘Flash of daytime lightning,’ he said.

‘Oh, me thumping heart,’ said Kate, ‘were they Spitfires?’

‘No, Hurricanes,’ said David. ‘The tips of their wings are blunter than Spitfires.’

‘Crikey, would they be on their way to fight German planes?’ asked Kate.

‘There’s an RAF training establishment near Exeter,’ said David, ‘and they’re probably from there. You’ll see others from time to time.’

‘I can’t wait,’ said Kate. ‘Well, I’ve never seen anything like them over Camberwell or St John’s Wood, I’ve just seen barrage balloons over the Thames. Listen, about the war, when you going to join the RAF and be a famous fighter pilot?’

‘I’d join tomorrow if they’d take me,’ said David, ‘but they won’t until I’m eighteen. You can volunteer then.’

‘What a shame you can’t volunteer tomorrow,’ said Kate. ‘I wish I could. Oh, well, I daresay we could try one of the dances sometime if you want to invite me.’

‘Sounds all right,’ said David.

‘Well, I like a bit of socializing,’ said Kate. They approached another gate, the one that led to the lane on the outskirts of the village, close to the Goodworthys’ cottage. Two village boys were sitting on the top bar of the gate.

‘Here be that London ninny,’ said Billy Crump.

‘Girl as well,’ said Georgie Shuttleworth.

‘Another ninny, only female?’ said Billy.

‘New face, that’s her,’ said Georgie.

‘Up from London, you reckon?’ said Billy.

‘So I heard,’ said Georgie.

‘What’s she doing with him?’ asked Billy.

‘You can search I,’ said Georgie.

‘Are these dafties real?’ asked Kate of David.

‘I can’t always tell for sure,’ said David.

Billy and Georgie looked at each other and grinned.

‘The Adams ninny’s got lip,’ said Billy.

‘Not much else,’ said Georgie.

‘That be gospel?’ said Billy.

‘So I heard,’ said Georgie.

‘I like her better,’ said Billy.

‘Well, she’s prettier,’ said Georgie.

David smiled. He’d had some of Billy and Georgie before. There were still occasions when a few of the village boys gave the evacuees a hard time.

‘Billy, d’you mind letting us through?’ he asked.

‘Did he say summat?’ asked Billy.

‘Not as I heard,’ said Georgie. ‘Did you?’

‘Can’t say, except it worn’t nothing much,’ said Billy.

‘You’d better open your ears,’ said Kate, ‘and this gate.’

‘Is she saying summat now?’ asked Georgie.

‘I worn’t listening,’ said Billy.

‘Here, look at that,’ said David, ‘it can’t be a barrage balloon up there over Ashleigh Hall, can it?’

Eyes flashed upwards. David lifted the gate catch and pulled the gate open. Billy and Georgie tumbled backwards and fell off.

‘Crikey,’ said Kate, ‘how’d they get down there?’

‘Any bones broken, d’you think?’ said David.

Bruised, Billy and Georgie sat up and looked at each other again.

‘You knowing what happened?’ asked Billy.

‘No, I ain’t,’ said Georgie, ‘but I’m knowing what’s going to happen next.’

Up they scrambled, boys of the same age as David, and rugged with country life.

‘What do we do now, David?’ asked Kate, although no-one could have said she looked concerned. She was summing up David’s chances if she did a bit of kicking in support. ‘Come on, what do we do now?’

‘You conk them with this satchel, one at a time,’ said David, ‘and then start running.’

‘Oh, right you are, mate,’ said Kate, and took the satchel by its strap. Cheerfully, she swung it. Georgie caught a biff, Billy ducked, Kate began to run and David hared after her. Billy and Georgie were left gawping. David caught up with Kate and passed her. ‘’Ere, wait for me, David!’ she called.

David stopped and let her come up with him.

‘What’s the idea, fighting with the natives?’ he asked.

‘You said conk them, didn’t you?’ she countered.

‘Didn’t think you would,’ said David, shaking his head. ‘What a girl. Start running again.’ Billy and Georgie were beginning to move. Kate ran, and David ran with her. Billy and Georgie gave up. David stopped when he reached the Goodworthys’ cottage. Kate stopped too. ‘Glad you didn’t leave the satchel behind,’ he said and took it from her.

‘Listen, are you a coward?’ asked Kate.

‘No, a good runner,’ said David. She looked at him. His eyes were as cheeky as his grin. Crikey, it was all a lark to him, as much as it had been to her. ‘They’re all right, Billy and Georgie, they don’t bite,’ he said, ‘but best not to get into a fight.’

‘I don’t know for sure, but I think I might get to like you, even if you are a bit stuck-up,’ said Kate. ‘You can come and ’ave a cup of tea with me and me aunt now, if you want. I don’t think she’ll mind.’

‘Thanks,’ said David, ‘but I’ve got a bit of work to do for the Goodworthys.’

‘That’s the people you’re livin’ with?’ said Kate.

‘Yes, them and their son and daughter,’ said David.

‘You gone on the daughter?’ asked Kate.

‘Not yet,’ said David, ‘she’s only twelve.’

‘Well,’ said Kate, ‘I’d come and meet them all, only I’m a bit late. Never mind, I suppose you’d like to see me again tomorrow, wouldn’t you?’

‘Well,’ said David, ‘I—’

‘All right, then,’ said Kate, ‘see you tomorrow. Same time, same place.’

‘Same place?’ said David. ‘You’ll be stuck to the hawthorn again?’

‘Blimey, you’re a laugh a minute,’ said Kate. ‘Anyway, don’t be late.’ Off she went, young, lithe and swinging. She turned and waved.

‘So long,’ called David, and went round to the back door of ‘Home Cottage’.

‘What kept you, Davy?’ asked Beth Goodworthy when he appeared in her kitchen.

‘I met a girl,’ said David. ‘Can I have a glass of water, Aunt Beth?’

‘Help yourself,’ said Beth, and David fetched a glass from the dresser and filled it from the cold tap. He drank thirstily, Beth watching him and thinking what a good-natured and nice-looking young chap he was, with a lot of healthy go, and growing apace. ‘What girl?’

‘Kate Trimble, just arrived in the village with her aunt,’ said David.

‘Oh, yes, m’dear, they be renting old Mr Hacker’s cottage,’ said Beth. ‘He’s gone up by Yorkshire to his sister. Grown up and pretty, is she?’

‘Who, old Mr Hacker’s sister?’ said David.

Beth smiled.

‘No, the girl,’ she said.

‘Well, she’s as grown up as Alice, I can tell you that,’ said David, ‘but she’s had some hard luck.’ He explained about Kate.

‘I see.’ Beth sighed for the girl, then smiled again. She had a very soft spot for David. ‘Did you say if she were pretty?’

‘A bit more than that,’ said David.

‘You not having a girlfriend, you be thinking this one might do?’ said Beth.

‘No, I’m not thinking that right at this moment,’ said David. ‘I’m thinking about the war and all my relatives who are doing their bit to help win it. And I’ve got a feeling it’ll last long enough for me to volunteer to do my own bit. D’you think it will, Aunt Beth?’

‘I hope it won’t, Lordy I do,’ said Beth.

‘Well, I’d like to start my own business when it is over, if I’ve got enough capital,’ said David.

‘What sort of business?’ asked Beth, preparing what was left of a roast chicken for a stockpot.

‘Can’t make up my mind yet,’ said David, ‘but I sometimes wonder if farming would suit me. That’s if I could buy a farm.’

‘Buying a farm’ll cost ’ee a tidy sum,’ said Beth, ‘but you be thinking, say, of one here in Devon?’

‘I like Devon,’ said David, ‘and I like you and Uncle Jake.’

‘Well, a pleasure that would be, Davy, not to lose you back to London,’ said Beth, ‘but how would your parents feel?’

‘We all have to go our own ways sooner or later, don’t we?’ said David. ‘But it wouldn’t be like going off to Canada or Australia.’ He thought then about his paternal grandmother, known to the family as Chinese Lady. ‘My grandma wouldn’t allow that, not much she wouldn’t.’ And she’d have something to say, he knew, about Devon. Devon would be foreign parts to her. His mum had mentioned in a letter that his grandma was a bit upset that his cousin Rosie, just married, would live her life in Dorset. ‘By the way, where’s Posy?’

‘Came home looking like I don’t know how,’ said Beth. ‘Little devil she be for larking about, and she’s up with Abel and Paul by the chickens now, so I be watching out for feathers flying. Alice be doing her homework early.’ Alice was an earnest scholar, with ideas about higher education. ‘Do you have homework, Davy?’

‘I’ll do it later,’ said David. ‘After a cup of tea, I’ll get on with building the new chicken coop.’ Aunt Beth always made a pot of tea when everyone was home from school. ‘And again after supper.’

‘That coop be more like a small shed from what I’ve seen of it,’ said Beth. ‘Regular young carpenter, that you are. Let’s see, what did Mr Goodworthy say he’d pay you?’

‘Half-a-crown out of his harvest bonus, Aunt Beth.’

‘So he did,’ said Beth, ‘and what was it you said?’

‘A tanner would do,’ said David.

‘There’s a tidy old difference between sixpence and half-a-crown,’ said Beth.

‘Oh, well,’ said David.

‘Oh, well,’ said Beth fondly. ‘Now don’t ’ee forget your parents will be coming next Saturday for one of their weekend visits, when I daresay you’ll get more pocket money.’

‘It’ll be gratefully received,’ said David, ‘but it’s not the same as money you earn yourself.’

‘No, not quite the same,’ said Beth. ‘A regular busy bee you are at earning your sixpences and shillings. And all for saving?’

‘Well, yes,’ said David. He was definitely treading in the footsteps of his Uncle Sammy in his keenness to acquire capital. Most of what he had so far was lodged with the Government in war bonds in his dad’s name, and earning 5 per cent interest. The rest was in a Post Office Savings Account. Well, a feller could make deposits of as little as sixpence a time.

‘I’ll make tea now,’ said Beth, ‘if you’ll call the others.’

Earlier, on her way to Rose Cottage, where she was living with Mrs Mumford, Daisy Ricketts ran into Stevie Clark, a Bermondsey boy of thirteen who, on seeing his first fox, thought it was a wolf that had escaped from Russia on account of all the cold Russian snow. He had a kind of Just William look, tousled of hair, innocent of eye, careless of socks and shoelaces. It hid the cockney belligerence that had earned him the village’s disapproval during his first months as an evacuee, but he’d calmed down to some extent, although he still occasionally chucked stones at the wrong kind of targets.

‘Watcher, Daisy,’ he said. ‘’Ere, I ain’t ’ad nothing to do lately, so what say we start our gang up again?’ He and Daisy had been prime movers of warfare with the village boys.

‘I ain’t in the mood for no more gangs or fightin’,’ said Daisy.

‘Why aincher?’ asked Stevie.

‘I dunno, I just ain’t,’ said Daisy.

‘You gettin’ soft?’ said Stevie.

‘No, course not,’ said Daisy, ‘I’ve just ’ad six punch-ups wiv me best-friend Posy Goodworvy, ain’t I?’

‘Corblimey,’ said Stevie, ‘you’re a pair of funny friends, always jumpin’ and treadin’ on each other.’ He frowned. ‘It ain’t decent,’ he said.

‘What’dyer mean?’ asked Daisy.

‘Showing yer legs like yer both do,’ said Stevie, ‘yes, and yer knickers as well sometimes. You ain’t six years old, yer know, nor’s Posy. You’re both nearly girls.’

‘Nearly girls?’ said Daisy. ‘You gone daft, Stevie Clark? We ain’t nearly girls, we are girls.’

‘I mean you ain’t kids no more,’ said Stevie, ‘and it ain’t right, jumpin’ on each other and showin’ yer washin’.’

‘Crikey, you’re sweet on Posy, that’s what it is,’ said Daisy.

‘Me?’ said Stevie.

‘Yes,’ said Daisy, who actually wished he wasn’t, because she liked him herself, a lot.

‘Me?’ said Stevie again.

‘Now you’re blushin’,’ said Daisy.

‘Me?’ said Stevie yet again.

‘Crikey, a blushin’ boy, what a laugh,’ said Daisy.

‘I ain’t blushin’, I just got a touch of fever,’ said Stevie.

‘Corlummy,’ said Daisy, ‘is it love fever?’

‘’Ere, give over,’ said Stevie, ‘I ain’t old enough to ’ave love fever. And what’s love fever, anyway?’
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