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			Chapter One

			For several days now, Evie Yeo hadn’t been able to shake the queasy feeling that was nestling deep within the pit of her tummy.

			She tried to convince herself it was because she was about to start her very first job, and therefore she must be suffering a bad attack of nerves at the thought of the earnest faces that would soon be looking directly up at her and listening (or, more worryingly, not listening) to what she had to say.

			Or perhaps it was because the evening news reports of Hitler’s advances and his successes in defeating the British forces delivered in a clipped BBC news announcer’s voice seemed never to be anything other than awful. The few glorious weeks the previous autumn when the British fighter planes had held off the massive German air offensive seemed a very long time ago now.

			Or perhaps it was because she, along with her younger sisters Pattie and Julia, only eighteen and nineteen, were being forced into an uncompromising adult world before they felt at all ready.

			But Evie knew deep down she was kidding herself.

			Timmy’s latest letter to her, its envelope buried deep in the pocket of what had been her aunt Mary’s once horribly unfashionable skirt (the best efforts of the three sisters during its recent make-over having only slightly improved it), gave little hint as to the emotional turmoil the letter’s few short lines was fuelling.

			This was following an embarrassing, and horribly fraught, conversation the previous Friday with Timmy’s pal Dave Symons, who’d then had the sheer affront to make a clumsy pass when he and Evie were squeezed into a nook in the cosy, dark-beamed snug of The Haywain. Evie now regretted agreeing to meet Dave Symons, but it was one of those things she thought she should do as he was probably missing his chum, now that Timmy had been called up, and she felt it was the sort of gesture that Timmy would expect her to make to a friend of his.

			For, despite the cheerful message of the letter deep in her pocket, delivered in Timmy’s previously welcome and carelessly florid script, full of descriptions of his new comrades and drills and other things new recruits had to get used to, every time Evie thought of her fiancé’s buoyant words, she couldn’t help but fume, her belly roiling.

			Again and again she could only recognise anew the inexorable ring of truth to the revealing allegations that Dave Symons had crooned so intimately into her ear.

			‘’E’s given ’em all a snog, and then more – ’e tells me ’e loves you best, o’ course, but what’s a man to do when given the old come-on, ’e says? It’s been going on since before you and he jumped the brush, or as good as, and I told ’im, it’s no way to treat an ’andsome maid like you, but you know yorn Timmy – they queue up for ’im, they do!’ he tipsily slurred. And then he tried to manoeuvre to a position whereby he could slide a comforting arm around Evie’s shoulders. Dave Symons was well known as being happy to comfort many a young lady who had been upset by the louche behaviour of Timmy Bowes.

			Feigning an urgent need for the lavatory, Evie had escaped abruptly, leaving Dave Symons with a look of surprised frustration fleeting across his pudgy, red-cheeked face.

			In the cool of the public house’s less than salubrious lavatories, she had then spent a grim, shaky-kneed minute or two splashing cold water on to her wrists and then her face, as she attempted to stem the tears that were precariously threatening.

			Her delicate, diamond-encrusted engagement ring, which had been Timmy’s grandmother’s back when the Bowes family had been extremely well-to-do, and which Evie now wore on a delicate filigree gold chain around her neck, the ring nestling several inches above her bosom, felt as if it were made of nothing other than lead.

			Now, inevitably, at each memory of Dave Symon’s blunt but convincing descriptions of the shocking extent of Timmy’s peccadilloes, Evie’s stomach would flip once more, leaving her with the unfamiliar impression she was teetering close to the edge of a terrifying abyss.

			Taking the letter at face value, in her calmer moments Evie could see that Timmy still seemed to be exactly the same happy-go-lucky young chap she’d fallen for.

			As her friends Linda and Sukie had pointed out on several occasions, Timmy Bowes was quite obviously ‘a catch’, being funny and always ready with the glib comment, as well as very good-looking, with impish eyes twinkling out from under dark manly brows.

			Indeed Evie knew that there was many a local lass who yearned for him to direct a little time and attention her way, and Evie could easily remember how she herself had felt immensely flattered when first he’d singled her out from all the others. In fact it was the feeling that she could show off a little, basking in Timmy’s attention, which had initially been the most attractive thing about him.

			Soon though, under his concerted attempts to woo her, Evie’s feelings had escalated into something deeper.

			Timmy had given her the impression that the same thing had happened to him too and that his head was likewise awash with thoughts of her.

			Anyway, Timmy probably was still exactly the same happy-go-lucky lad he’d been all along, Evie had to admit, although now she knew there was something he’d gone to great pains to conceal from her.

			To her distress (and shame at the imagined sympathetic looks that would doubtless come her way when family and friends learned of her predicament), what she had discovered during that oh so uncomfortable early-evening drink with Dave Symons in the bustling snug was that almost without a doubt her fiancé was a liar and a cheat.

			And Evie realised that what rankled almost as much was that he was playing her for a silly fool. How dare he?

			Also – indeed this was the biggest burr itching under her saddle – Evie could see that her blind and willing acceptance of everything that Timmy had told her, such as him needing time to swot up on pack-drill theory (as if), or that he wanted to spend the occasional evening with his mother before he left the village (pah!), had led to this disaster.

			For, in reality, her inexperience of the ways of men with questionable morals had allowed Timmy the freedom to flirt, and then with all probability to go a whole lot further – although to do precisely what didn’t bear thinking about, Evie decided as a lurid blush raced across her neck – with several willing young ladies he’d apparently made acquaintance with in various rowdy hostelries in the local market town.

			As she leant forward in the early morning light to peer closely at her shadowy reflection in her carved, wood-framed mirror, her hip nudged the edge of the dressing-table top and caused the envelope to crackle as it buckled. Evie’s stomach clenched tighter at the sound.

			That April morning, the more intently she stared at her image glaring accusingly back at herself, the worse everything seemed somehow.

			Her usually lustrous brunette hair appeared tangled and misbehaved no matter how much she brushed it, and she looked – and there was a very good reason for this, Evie could only acknowledge – as if she’d not been sleeping nearly enough, as her face was both puffy and uncommonly dry-skinned. There was even the suggestion of a deeply etched frown line between her brows that Evie was sure hadn’t been there even the morning before.

			All in all, she decided with a defeated sigh, who could love the rather unkempt and haggard face that was peering so disconcertingly back at her?

			Even a glance at the photograph from just a fortnight ago, of her parents, Robert and Susan, their three daughters, and James, their only son, together with the two evacuee boys that they’d taken in, didn’t really make her feel any better. Evie had wedged the photograph under the wooden frame around the mirror; it had been snapped just after their traditional Yeo family Easter-egg hunt in the garden on Easter Sunday.

			Even though Timmy had left Lymbridge only days before Easter for training somewhere near the east coast of England, it had been such a happy afternoon, filled with jokes and laughter, much of which was caused by the sight of the paper eggs they’d all drawn blindfolded and then cut out and hidden from one another in the garden, before they made sure the evacuees Frank and Joseph found nearly all the ‘eggs’.

			Julia, almost always the most sensible one of the trio of sisters, had surprised everyone with the feathers she’d stuck on her egg, each one gaily painted using the remnants of what was left in the cracked and desiccated paint squares in their old tin watercolour box.

			Evie smiled slightly at last as she thought of Easter Sundays from longer ago, back when she was that young child who was always so proud of being the oldest one of the girls, and when her parents had been more comfortably off than they were now, when Robert had owned his own garage before the Depression led to the business folding. Gone now were the larger house and the more assured position the Yeos had enjoyed in local society. But what hadn’t changed one iota was the warmth and hospitality of the Yeo family, nor the high regard with which the family was held locally, aided no doubt by the willingness of both Robert and Susan to help out other villagers or to get involved in local events. In the run-up to those Easters of yesteryear, her mother and father would get Evie and Pattie and Julia to use the watercolour box to decorate real – so difficult to believe in these days of relentless food rationing! – white-shelled hard-boiled eggs, while even little James would be encouraged to make a colourful daub or two. Her parents would then hide these trophies in their pretty but ramshackle country garden for the children to seek out.

			Evie knew without a doubt that she was loved dearly by her family, and so she allowed herself a comforting moment to imagine what they’d all be doing at that very moment; she did miss the familiar sounds of ordinary mornings at the Yeo family cottage since she’d moved out.

			But this day Evie’s usually soothing memories of a happy childhood were roughly manhandled aside by rudely intrusive thoughts of damn Timmy and his damn letter.

			And once more Evie’s mind couldn’t help but turn inexorably to the unavoidable concern that although Timmy had given her an engagement ring the night before he’d left to join the war effort, along with whispered promises of what a wonderful wife she would be to him as his fingers had tried unsuccessfully to find enough purchase to sneak behind the buttons of her best blouse, there was actually a very real possibility that Timmy didn’t love her very much at all.

			A month or so before Timmy had left, her mother had tried gently to quiz Evie as to whether she were quite certain that Timmy was ‘the one’, as it had been such a surprise to the family that a New Year’s peck on the steps of The Haywain had led quite so speedily to the antique engagement ring.

			Evie had been quick to reply to Susan that yes, she was quite, quite certain.

			That conversation, which had taken place as she and her mother had prepared lightly buttered toast for tea after the Easter-egg hunt, seemed a long time ago, when an utterly different Evie had felt she could whole-heartedly reassure her obviously doubtful mother.

			Now, standing in the early morning light seeping in through the bedroom window, at this moment the cold, nauseous feeling deep inside Evie burrowed deeper with one last cruel churn.

			

			The occasionally erratic church clock was yet to reach the quarter-to when Evie turned into the gates of Lymbridge Primary School.

			She was in an even gloomier mood – and indeed this was possible, even though she’d been convinced otherwise just a scant half-hour before – than when she had been considering her reflection in her pleasant bedroom at Pemberley, the rather grand house where she was lodging these days as a Paying Guest.

			For although constantly drawn back to depressing thoughts of Timmy’s fickle waywardness, as she had walked towards the school Evie had also started to suffer what were most definitely collywobbles at the thought of the day before her.

			Why would anybody, even little mites of just five or six years, want to listen or, more incomprehensibly, actually believe anything she had to tell them?

			What was the reason exactly that she had ever thought that teaching was in any way for her, or was something she just might be good at?

			And, most perplexing of all, why exactly had she wanted to join the square-built, grey stone school in her home village that nestled close atop the dramatic heather-spiked West Country hills she’d known all her life?

			Right at this very minute none of it made any sense to Evie in her unusually downhearted mood.

			With a shake of her head, Evie gave herself a stern reprimand and tried to rally as she removed the key to the school’s main outer door from the hidey-hole where headmistress Mrs Bowes had told her it would be wedged, and then unlocked the door and slipped inside the schoolhouse.

			To one side of her was the vestibule for hanging coats, with the toilet block beside it; there was a small kitchenette on the other side of the school’s entrance area. Immediately ahead of Evie were sturdy doors to a pair of adjoining classrooms, the larger one for the juniors, and the smaller one for the infants.

			Through the window panes of the door to the juniors’ classroom, Evie caught sight of the huge canvas world map peppered with the familiar pink of the British empire, hanging half rolled down from its wooden case high on the wall above the blackboard, and she was transported back in time.

			She could remember all too clearly the seemingly endless and now merged-together sea of dull lessons she herself had endured under Mrs Bowes, lessons that sometimes she had only just managed to keep awake for, and then she recalled how alarmingly quickly she would forget what Mrs Bowes had been teaching. The lessons she had enjoyed remained as vivid in her memory as if they had taken place yesterday. But Evie knew she’d still be in a pickle if asked to name by rote all the Pacific Islands.

			Anyway, the plan was that from now on Mrs Bowes would continue teaching the juniors, who were all seven years or older, while Evie would be in charge of the infants.

			Evie could remember what a hard task-mistress Mrs Bowes had been as a teacher, and so she was in no doubt that she would prove to be an equally challenging employer, and that she would expect Evie to push her pupils hard to reach the standard expected of them.

			The problems didn’t end there.

			For Mrs Bowes was Timmy’s mother, and she worshipped to distraction the very ground her darling son walked on. This meant that she wouldn’t tolerate a word against Timmy from anybody, and least of all from Evie.

			Evie tried to cheer herself by privately promising that during any difficult moments she might experience in the schoolhouse, she must always remind herself that she was very lucky to have this opportunity.

			For although she had completed her teacher’s training at a specialist teachers’ training college in Cheltenham, and had been all set to seek a permanent job in Plymouth or Exeter, when the Phoney War proved to be anything but, it soon became clear that it might not be a good idea for her to leave the sparsely populated Devon countryside in which Lymbridge nestled, and Evie had put her ideas of teaching aside.

			Robert and Susan had made it clear that they wanted her at home with them, or if not actually with them now that the evacuees had arrived, then safe in another Lymbridge dwelling such as Pemberley. And Evie realised that in the face of Jerry’s vigorous night-time attacks, she didn’t feel particularly brave either and not did she relish the thought of living many miles from her family in these troubled times. So she had decided to make the best of things, and she would help out in the busy Yeo household as much as possible and then do some summer harvesting work to bring in some money.

			However, a fortnight ago Mrs Bowes had asked to speak to her.

			There was a totally unexpected opportunity for Evie that had arisen right here in Lymbridge itself!

			The vacancy of infant teacher had come up as the class’s last teacher, Miss Coombes, had been abruptly sent away in disgrace at the end of the spring term once she could no longer disguise the fact she was in the family way and, scandalously, was without a wedding ring on her finger.

			Evie couldn’t help remembering the tricky teatime on the last day of term at Mrs Bowes’ prim and fussily over-neat cottage at the far end of the village (a rarely used parlour bursting with small china figurines aside).

			After reminding Evie how lucky she was that Timmy had deigned to give her a second look, or words to that effect, as naturally someone with the many advantages of Timmy could have the pick of any local girl at all, the headmistress had smoothed her thick and sensible tweed skirt across her ample hips with slightly chalky fingers.

			Mrs Bowes mentioned, in her rather plummy voice, the current vacancy at the school. Then she added, much to Evie’s delighted surprise, that she was prepared to offer the post temporarily to Evie as, although inexperienced, at least she was a qualified infant teacher. And Mrs Bowes didn’t think Evie could get up to too much mischief in just the one term until the summer holidays, after which a ‘proper’ infant teacher would be appointed.

			Although sitting close to his mother and Evie, Timmy had paid no attention to their conversation as he wolfed down his supper, and then without so much as a glance toward them turned his attention to perusing what in these straightened times passed for the sports page in the Western Morning News.

			The upshot of the conversation was that despite having the windfall of an unexpected job, Evie had been left under no illusion that Mrs Bowes had anything other than the lowliest opinion generally of teachers (and all infant teachers in particular) other than Mrs Bowes herself (naturally). Or that she, Evie, was anything other than merely a convenient choice, being very lowly in the pecking order as lowly infant teachers went – and that was even though she was engaged (and obviously very lucky to be so) to Timmy.

			Evie did, however, enjoy one big advantage in her favour in Mrs Bowes’ view, namely that she lodged extremely close to Lymbridge Primary School, as Pemberley was situated on the adjoining piece of land, and so Evie would be on-hand if anything untoward happened out of hours that a teacher needed to attend to.

			Pemberley was a spacious and once rather splendid house that was located in extensive grounds, and Evie delighted in being grandly described as a paying guest, or PG. When she had told Timmy that she was moving to Pemberley, his first comments were to ask whether visitors to the PGs were allowed as overnight guests? These were thoughts Evie had to immediately disabuse him of.

			Anyway, as Mrs Bowes spoke to her that teatime about the vacancy at her school, Evie felt unable to say anything to the older woman’s rather steamrollering, ungracious offer of the temporary post of stand-in infant teacher, other than she’d love to take on the class for the forthcoming summer term.

			No promises of a full-time post, mind, Mrs Bowes had been quick to reiterate. But Evie had already got the point.

			Later that same evening Evie had had to shrug off the jokes made by her sisters Pattie and Julia to do with favouritism and her being given the job of the new teacher at the village school purely because she was making whoopee with the headmistress’s son.

			Evie responded by saying that if this were favouritism, then she didn’t care to think what the alternatives might be, as she was feeling very firmly put in her place.

			Evie had then had to contend with Pattie, who never hid her opinions, pointing out that there wasn’t really another option for a teacher at such short notice, and so hiring Evie had been shooting fish in a barrel as far as Mrs Bowes was concerned.

			‘And of course everyone knows that the old trout herself will most definitely be pure murder in a teacup to work for. I love you, Evie, but you need your head examining for agreeing to step in to help her out without, it seems to me, a second’s thought to the merry hell you’ll be in for. Or without the promise that the job may become a full-time post. You’re quite the soft touch,’ Pattie had finished.

			For a moment Evie felt thwarted at Pattie’s words, although Julia’s reassuring squeeze to her arm persuaded her that, just possibly, there was a small and remote chance she wasn’t after all the worst person in the world for the job. She’d been at the top of her class at the teachers’ training college in Cheltenham, Julia was quick to remind her.

			And, Evie could remember from her subsequent teaching practice at a school near Barnstaple in North Devon, it was certain that the children would be sweet and lively and endlessly entertaining at least.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			As Evie expected, the infants’ classroom had the distinct smell of floor varnish and boiled cabbage about it, long shared by all schools across the land. In fact, as Evie stood and had a quiet minute to gather her thoughts, she turned around slowly to take in the four corners of room and realised it was the first time she had actually ever been in any classroom completely on her own.

			Despite the shafts of hazy sun coming in from the high windows, with dust motes dancing, her infants’ classroom was bleak, as nothing could disguise the fact that it looked like a forbidding space that was unlikely to yield any sense of wonder or enthusiasm in her young charges, tiny as they were.

			Evie had intended a name game as a short ice-breaker so that she could make sure that she knew who everybody was and the infants could learn her name. Now, the more Evie considered the blank walls that seemed to be sucking all energy away, the more uncertain she felt that there wasn’t a better way for them all to begin their first morning together.

			She’d spent the last few nights making bunting pennants so that later in the morning the class could string those on to long lengths of plaited twine, and Evie could then quickly tack the pennants at regular intervals. She had thought her class could then hang the bunting in the new Nissen hut that had been erected just after Christmas at the bottom of the school field. And once they’d done that, the plan had been for Evie to read the class a jolly story as the children sat cross-legged in front of her on the floor.

			This idea had arisen following a visit Evie had made to Miss Coombes. Although she and Miss Coombes had only chatted now and again when they’d bumped into each other in the village, Evie had taken her predecessor a pair of tiny bootees, wrapped in tissue paper, that she’d hastily knitted the night before from wool unravelled from an old baby jacket Susan had saved. Miss Coombes had been packing her belongings ready to return to her parents’ home in Exeter, but she seemed pleased to see Evie, wishing her luck. And she was clearly touched by the gift of the bootees.

			When their conversation turned to the Nissen hut, which was to be used if there was any sort of emergency at the school itself, it was with a small chuckle that Miss Coombes told Evie of the pandemonium when close to the end of the spring term the infants had been sent to the hut together with the juniors when there was a rumour of an unexploded bomb on the school roof. Before a false alarm could be declared soon afterwards, the box of baggy spare pants and knickers had had to be raided several times by Miss Coombes as the little ones decided, with predictable results, that the Nissen hut was the home of a host of creepy crawlies all determined to eat INFANTS!

			Although Evie had laughed as Miss Coombes described the kerfuffle, as she walked back to Pemberley she’d decided she should accustom the infants to the hut. Then, if it ever did need to be used again, all her young pupils would already be familiar and comfortable with it, creepy crawlies or no.

			But now she was standing in her austere classroom, Evie thought it was more important for her to make it feel bright and welcoming, and a place of security and happiness, or at least as much as it could be in these testing times.

			And so, she decided on the spur of the moment, that the morning’s lesson plan would now have to change. It would be the name game, then some painting, followed by a story in the classroom that would by then have the paintings displayed proudly on the walls to brighten things up. Later, once everyone had eaten their packed lunches, Evie’s pupils could turn to finishing the bunting.

			Luckily Evie had had the foresight the previous week to seek help from Mr Cawes, the school caretaker, in making her up something her pupils could use as paint. He’d been very helpful and had managed to concoct three or four pots of colour using goodness knows what, and he’d even been to the local weekly newspaper in Oldwell Abbott, their local market town. There Mr Cawes had begged some paper offcuts that couldn’t be used on the huge metal printing press, returning to Lymbridge with a tremendous cache. Evie had been impressed by how resourceful he’d been. The paper was quite fragile but Evie thought if it were folded it would probably be perfectly serviceable for what she wanted it for.

			Evie decided that she and her pupils could end the day by playing some sort of game that would decide whether the bunting be put up in the classroom, or else hung in the Nissen hut.

			These poor children had so little choice over anything to do with their lives these days, and especially so in the case of the two evacuees in her class, Jonathan and Michael, who’d come to Devon from London and were missing their families dreadfully, which wasn’t surprising as they were still only five. They made, along with Frank and Joseph (who were in Mrs Bowes’ class), a total of four evacuees who lived in the village and attended the primary school.

			In fact there were a further fifteen evacuees still resident in the surrounding area, boys and girls, most of whom had been sent to outlying farms, but they had been allocated to other village schools. There had been more evacuees sent to the area, but they had already returned home.

			None of this was ideal, of course, and so Evie was keen that the children she was going to teach could discover that they could sometimes influence what was going to happen, even if it was something as seemingly meaningless as where some homemade but nonetheless cheery-looking bunting might be hung.

			As the church clock struck eight o’clock, Evie heard the unmistakeable sound of Mrs Bowes’ rapid but heavy-footed gait, heralded by the clang of the school gate behind her.

			Putting her basket containing several storybooks and the half-made bunting on the teacher’s table behind her, Evie turned to face the classroom door with what she hoped was a positive and cheerful expression on her face as she waited to greet her headmistress.

			

			‘MISS, MISS. ARE YOU OUR NEW TEACHER? MISS, MISS!’ roared scabby-kneed Bobby Ayres as he ran towards her. His mother, Betty, gave a small wave and a sympathetic grimace in Evie’s direction as she turned to go.

			Evie smiled brightly at Bobby. ‘Yes, I’m Miss Yeo, and I’m very much looking forward to teaching you and your friends.’

			‘MEOW?’ he hollered back, clearly puzzled.

			‘Miss. Yeo,’ Evie enunciated slowly in what she hoped was a quietish but crystal-clear voice, remembering Miss Coombes saying to her that little Bobby was a sweetheart and really willing, but that he tended to get the wrong end of the stick as he often needed his ears syringing. Now, Bobby nodded back at Evie with a serious expression as his tongue wobbled a loose front tooth, leaving her uncertain as to whether he’d understood what she had said to him or not.

			But Evie couldn’t dwell on Bobby and the problems to do with his hearing, as the next ten minutes yielded in quick succession another eight members of her class, whose mothers each came into the playground to speak to her. Evie actually knew who they all were already – this was an advantage of having grown up in the village as it was a tightly knit community – but it was the first time she had spoken to some of them.

			She had been at school with a couple of the mothers herself. These fellow old pupils were girls who had married as soon as they could. Evie exchanged friendly and slightly bashful grins, rather than what she hoped were the calm and in-charge smiles she directed towards the other mothers.

			The reality was that much of this was a big bluff. Although she would be twenty-one before the end of 1941, Evie felt barely more than a child herself, and so the thought of having given birth to and then being responsible for her own five- or six-year-old offspring, as these former school pals were, took her aback slightly.

			As Evie waited for her final three stragglers – there were twelve children in her class – she tried to keep an eye on the ones who were already milling around.

			The little girls looked to be mostly quiet and content to stand near to one another, some still clutching a reassuring parental finger while their mothers chatted to one another.

			The boys seemed more rowdy, with some already darting about, and Evie couldn’t help but suppress a small sigh when she noticed that one youngster had already drawn a moustache on another’s face. It looked very like Hitler’s moustache, and although it was rather well done, Evie cringed inwardly as she imagined what might have been used to mark the other lad’s face, given that pencils and ink pens were so precious that they were always accounted for and kept purely for lessons.

			The final three pupils arrived together, and it wasn’t long before Evie felt it was time to send the remaining mothers away.

			Once she was alone with her class in the playground, she made sure she had twelve small faces looking up at her (she’d double-counted them to make sure all were where they should be).

			And then she said in a tone she hoped combined kindness with gentle authority, ‘I am your new teacher, Miss Yeo, and I’m very much looking forward to teaching you all until the summer holidays begin.

			‘We’re going to line up, and then we’ll go inside. I want you each to stand beside somebody else, and then each pair can stand behind another pair – this means we can practise counting to two, and then all the way up to six.

			‘When we get inside, we’ll do some lovely paintings of your very favourite thing, and then you can all have a go at drawing a picture of me, and then we can hang your paintings on the walls right away, with your names and ages at the bottom …’ At which point Mrs Bowes walked by, parading ahead of her own class of older and slightly more ordered pupils, her characteristic tweed skirt and sturdy sensible shoes reinforcing the impression that she would brook no mischief.

			Evie saw that unfortunately Mrs Bowes’ eyes were opened wide, and her eyebrows were raised pointedly in Evie’s direction while her head slightly kinked in the direction of the moustache on the young boy’s face.

			‘But first, let’s go and wash our hands and faces,’ Evie heard herself finish rather lamely.

			She felt worn out, and it still wasn’t even nine o’clock.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			It was quarter to five before Evie was able to walk in the lengthening shadows down the mossy stone path to the battered front door of Bluebells, the old cob cottage in which the Yeo family had lived for nearly ten years.

			She had survived her first day as a bona fide infant teacher.

			‘Hey sis, how’d it go? Knocked ’em sideways?’ said her brother, James, as he rushed out of the door just as Evie arrived, causing her to step aside abruptly. He loped up the path without waiting for a reply while seamlessly stuffing a slice of bread and jam into his mouth and then, grabbing his bicycle from the hedge into which he’d carelessly thrown it, he jumped on and cycled off without a backward look.

			Evie smiled to herself as she thought about how James, the baby of the Yeo children, always looked to be in a tremendous hurry (even when he was sitting still, somehow), and how he would make a point of never listening to the answers of the many questions he’d ask. Fifteen was a very difficult age, Evie thought, and although these days he looked very much a man, and had been shaving for over a year now, she hoped the war would be over before there’d be any danger of James being called up.

			The next second Joseph and Frank, the ten- and eleven-year-old evacuee brothers billeted with the Yeo family, burst through the front door to the cottage in their normal harum-scarum manner, grabbing on to each other’s jackets in order to try and be first into the front garden. With a boisterous Hello! yelled more or less in Evie’s direction, they sped off to meet their school pals to play a game of knockabout football on the village’s tiny hardstanding beside the draughty village hall with an old and hard leather ball James had managed to scavenge for them, almost definitely using as goalposts the woollies that Evie and Susan had knitted for them after painstakingly unpicking the wool from a variety of old garments.

			If one of those woollies got kicked again into the murky village pond that abutted the gravel beside the village hall, as had happened once during the Easter holidays, Susan would have sharp words to say, Evie knew.

			There would have been a time that the game of football would have been played on the village green, but now the green had been devoted to livestock belonging to various villagers, and there were several pigs of varying ages and sizes who spent their days rooting around, as well as a couple of henhouses.

			Evie paused for a moment longer at the cottage’s front door to check if the coast was now clear for her to enter, only to find Shady, the family’s mongrel, slipping every which way as his massive paws failed to gain proper purchase on the linoleum as he attempted to rocket down the hall towards the door, intent on finding exactly where the football had gone to. He shot past her without a sideways glance, although Evie could hear his baggy soft mouth slapping against his teeth as he charged by; he must have just eaten not to spare her a glance just in case there was a snack being proferred.

			The Yeo family had had a lot of fun over the years trying to guess Shady’s parentage – his giant feet, stumpy legs (shorter at his front end than at his rear), coarsely haired body, extravagantly fanned tail that was invariably wagging, and lugubriously bulldoggish face with his saggy lips and tiny tombstone teeth suggested a very mixed parentage. James was always keen to add that his unnaturally high-pitched bark denoted in his lineage something very small and yappy, a Pekinese or a daschund maybe, while Pattie insisted that his copious bad wind must indicate that whatever breeds of dog had been involved in his lineage, they had been without either a nose or an adequate digestive system. Evie felt this to be a wee bit unfair, and that Shady’s affectionate nature and his acute guard-dog hearing more than made up for any ability to clear a room in seconds, a feat that always led to him looking behind himself in puzzlement, which was why Pattie was convinced he didn’t have a sense of smell.

			‘Cooeee, anybody home? I’m starved,’ called Evie down the hall as she went in, expecting the traditional family welcome.

			Instead there was silence. Total, and rather flat silence.

			She walked through to the kitchen, as homely as ever and clearly the scene of a meal already eaten. Drat – she’d hoped to be in time as Susan was much better at making something appetising out of nothing than her landlady Mrs Worth (or, more precisely, whichever woman from the village Mrs Worth had persuaded to help with the evening meal, there being a rather alarming turnover of helpers, suggesting Mrs Worth might share a characteristic or two with Mrs Bowes). Evie hoped Susan had saved something nice for her, as she had told Mrs Worth that she would be eating with her family; all meals were carefully planned to avoid wastage, and Evie suspected she’d have slim pickings if she had to fend for herself back at Pemberley.

			Peeking out of the back door across the rows of carefully tended vegetable plots that now took the place of what had been the rear lawn and a larger grassy area between the apple and pear trees that made up the orchard, there was still no sign of the rest of the Yeo family.

			Then a clang and a swearword erupted from the garage, and so it was there Evie found the rest of her family looking at the family’s elderly but reliable car, as her father demonstrated to her mother and her bored-looking sisters how a car should be immobilised.

			‘It’s not just if the Germans invade, you know. I was talking today with old Bert from yonder farm, and he said there was a story in Monday’s Western Morning News that there’s been another escaped convict from Dartmoor Prison, and he’d found a car that hadn’t been immobilised, and so the clever bugger just drove off in it. Talk about making it easy for those felons. And for the B-word Jerrys!’ exclaimed her father.

			‘And so the long and short of it is that we’ve all got to know how to do it. Will you pay attention, Pattie? This is important, and I’m going to make you show us what I was just telling you if I catch you looking up to the rafters again. Those lads’ll just have to hold their horses for you to go a-flirting.’

			Robert’s bark was always worse than his bite, and so Pattie wasn’t the least bit chastened.

			As Evie watched her father, dressed in his favourite corduroy trousers held up by braces over his oft-washed checked flannel shirt, point out the car’s distributor and the water tank and the place the oil went in, she was able to catch her mother’s eye and her warm smile.

			‘Right, that’s all really good to know, Robert, and we’re all grateful to have such a good mechanic on our hands. We are, really. Obviously’ – cue smirks and raised eyebrows from Pattie and Julia – ‘but Evie’s just arrived, and she must be dying to have a spot of something, and to tell us about her first day as a fully fledged teacher.’ Susan firm words brooked no dissent as deftly she herded the family back towards the kitchen. She was very good at that sort of thing.

			Susan refreshed the large earthenware teapot, liberating it from its crocheted tea cosy that had been worked into elaborate swirls and waves in order to create air pockets that would help keep the heat.

			‘Sorry, lovey. I got carried away back there for a moment,’ said her father to Evie. ‘I do like a car engine.’

			‘And to tell us about miles to the gallon. And horsepower. And the new traffic lights in Exeter, and the diversions in Plymouth around the rubble,’ said Evie, as she gave her father a kiss on the cheek.

			Robert was a large man, gentle as a kitten and hard to anger, and he took his new role with the Ministry of Agriculture very seriously. He was responsible for making sure the yields of the local farmers were as high as possible, cycling on his huge old bone-shaker from farm to farm come rain or shine. Although important, his job didn’t mean an extra petrol ration.

			Susan was the parent who’d disciplined the children when they were little, but she too had a heart of gold, although hers was a bit more deeply hidden than her husband’s. These days she more or less ran the village shop for owner Mrs Coyne, despite only being paid a shop assistant’s wage. Evie felt Mrs Coyne took shameless advantage of Susan’s good nature but, wisely, she had never shared these thoughts with her mother, who could be a tad touchy about such things.

			

			‘So, was it as hideous as it promised to be? Or, more exactly, was Mrs Bowes as hideous as she promised to be?’ asked Pattie with raised eyebrow, as Evie accepted a cup of tea from her mother, and Julia made a start on clearing the teatime debris from the table.

			‘No, it was all quite peaceable and pleasant actually. Well, after I’d washed the Hitler moustache off the chops of little Danny Blewitt, and until going-home time, that is.’

			Evie went on to describe her day at school. The painting had gone down well, indeed much better than she’d expected. She’d asked her class of little ones to paint pictures of their favourite things, so after dissuading some of the older infant boys that guns weren’t really what she was meaning, she’d been given eventually pictures of a few hard-to-distinguish cats and dogs, a rather scary-looking hamster, a Christmas tree, an ice cream, and several mummies and daddies.

			When everyone had finished their first painting, she helped each child write their name and age on their picture. And then she asked them to make a quick portrait of her, with predictable results, with even the irascible Mr Cawes barely being able to suppress a chuckle or ten as, while the class was at morning playtime, he tacked the pictures to the wall with drawing pins, the favourite things on one side of the room, and the gallery of green creatures – sorry, er, Miss – on the opposite wall.

			After playtime, Evie had yet another last-minute change of plan as to what her first day should be (she really was going to have to get more organised as to her teaching, she reprimanded herself sternly, otherwise Mrs Bowes would have her guts for garters), and soon she was helping the children to write their own names.

			Then they did counting, and a few basic sums using the children themselves as the counters to show what one plus one, and two plus one meant. This took them up to dinnertime, the children eating their packed lunches at their diminutive desks before Evie took them outside for a welcome runabout.

			Miss Bowes had told her while the children snacked that Evie could send her charges home half an hour early that afternoon. This was normal for the infants for the first week of term apparently, as the littlest children got so tired that they could end up petulant and tearful, and this could set the others off even though they were that little bit older.

			Evie was pleased as she thought a couple of her pupils already looked pretty close to their limits. And now that she had nearly a whole day of being in charge of a classroom under her belt, and as she had now met the children, she wanted to put a proper lesson plan together. A lesson plan that she would stick to, come what may.

			If Evie were honest with herself, she had meant to have started work being much more organised. But her swirling and unsettling thoughts to do with Timmy had put paid to those lofty ideals. Try as she might, she couldn’t stop thinking about what he had been up to, or how hurt and humiliated she felt.

			Luckily her pupils were too young to notice that she kept changing her mind. But Mrs Bowes would be much keener-eyed, and so Evie knew that although she would probably get a day or two’s grace while she settled her knees under the teacher’s desk, she most definitely needed to organise her thoughts as to how she was going to help her charges achieve the correct level for when Mrs Bowes would take them over at age seven.

			Anyway, for the lesson after lunch she’d decided that as the weather was pleasant a nature table would be a good idea, as that would let the children relax a little.

			A few days earlier Evie had remembered a gold crown in the Yeos’ dressing-up box. When she and her sisters had grown out of wanting to wear it themselves, they had delighted in insisting that James wear it when he was small enough for them to boss him around without fear of reprisal. In fact, they would still jokingly threaten him with enforced wearing of ‘The Crown’ as a punishment if he was annoying them, which was quite often.

			Earlier that afternoon, removing this slightly battered childhood relic from her basket with a flourish before the rounded eyes of her infants, Evie explained that it was a crown and that whoever was the first to find leaves from five different shrubs or trees or grasses in a small area to the side of the playground (Evie held up her hand and indicated counting to five, using each of her fingers and her thumb) would have the honour of wearing the crown for five minutes (another counting hand gesture) as king or queen of the class that day.

			Whoops of laughter ensued as the children darted around hunting down their quarry, quickly drawing Mrs Bowes to the window with a stern face. But when she saw how earnestly even the tiniest children were counting their leaves she retreated back inside to concentrate on her own (much duller, Evie suspected) lesson.

			Finally, after a short break, a lively game of hopscotch was initiated on the grid that had been painted on a far corner of the playground before even Evie had been a pupil at Lymbridge Primary School, with everyone calling out together the numbers and even the youngest children being able to do at least the first jump. The game was still going on when the parents came up to collect their children.

			Several pupils made as if to walk home on their own, which rather took Evie aback as they seemed too small to be trusted to find their way home unaided.

			But Mrs Bowes had come out to check that everything was running smoothly, and she assured Evie that it was quite normal for even five-year-olds to make their way home on their own if their parents allowed it and they didn’t live outside the confines of Lymbridge village.

			

			To her surprise Evie had really enjoyed her first ever day of properly paid work. The time had flown, and the children seemed happy to do what she asked.

			Her good mood wasn’t to last, however, as just as the last junior pupil crossed the playground to go home, Mrs Bowes had said to Evie that she needed to speak to her.

			‘I’ve been informed by the Ministry that there’s a very good chance that Lymbridge Primary School is going to be doubled in size at least,’ said Mrs Bowes in a somewhat uncharacteristically flat tone of voice when they were at last able to sit down in the empty juniors’ classroom.

			Mrs Bowes continued, ‘The nightly air raids on Plymouth have been very bad, with the loss of several schools as well as many homes. Added to which, there’s a new wave of evacuees likely from northern towns where the nightly bombardment has likewise been kept up for weeks.

			‘The details are still being worked out, but if the rumours I hear from on high are correct we may have to go up to teaching as many as forty children in each class, although goodness knows what we’ll be seating them on in that case. And it could be that we are made to segregate the girls from the boys, which will be what most of those children will be used to, and I don’t quite know how we’ll manage that either. If a lot of children come from one school, their teachers might accompany them, but we can’t take anything for certain.

			‘The long and short of it is that you need to be ready to have a much larger class, Evie, perhaps across all the ages in the whole school if we have to separate the girls from the boys, and you need to be able to do this at the drop of a hat. Naturally, if that is to happen, I myself will take the boys, as they will need an experienced hand. Of course,’ Mrs Bowes was able to finish in her usual authoritative tenor.

			Then, as she so liked having the last word, and in case Evie has missed the point, Mrs Bowes added, ‘This means your class could be from five years up to eleven. That is a challenge for even the most proficient of teachers. You will be expected to keep all the children in line.’

			Evie couldn’t think of anything to say in response that didn’t sound like an outright criticism of the war effort, and she would have rather cut her own hand off than murmur anything that sounded unpatriotic in the slightest.

			But the reality was that she felt the class she had already was the perfect size for someone of her scant experience, and that some of the younger pupils seemed shy and very uncertain of themselves, and they would feel threatened by an influx of children they didn’t know. And she wasn’t at all sure she would be able to teach a wide age-group of pupils at the same time.

			Unfortunately Mrs Bowes wasn’t yet finished with her gloomy news. ‘Also, Evie, I’ve volunteered you to help with the billeting of these new children, and so on Wednesday afternoon you are to report to the village hall at four o’clock, where you will be allocated with duties of finding accommodation for these displaced children, and possibly several pregnant or nursing mothers.

			‘And if I were you, I’d make sure you have a bicycle along with you as, being young, I daresay they’ll send you off to the furthest farms. Some of those roads are very hilly and so I’d make sure you get a good night’s sleep beforehand. Still, Timmy likes a trim girl’ – an inward snort was only barely snuffed out by Evie, knowing that Timmy wasn’t particular as to trimness or plumpness, just as long as the young lady was willing – ‘and so that will help keep your rear as it should be, as I’m not sure if you’re aware of it or not, Evie, but you’re getting quite broad in the beam, and that really isn’t going to do.’

			As Evie finished describing her day to her family while enjoying a welcome second cup of tea and a slice of bread topped with, as a treat, a smear of last year’s honey from their hives at the end of the orchard, Mrs Bowes’ allusions to the size of Evie’s bottom were greeted with gales of laughter by her family. It was Pattie who pointed out that Mrs Bowes was a fine one to talk as her own tweed skirts were very well rounded in this respect. And Robert chipped in with, ‘What rubbish, a real man likes a bit of meat on his sandwich,’ which provoked a thump on the arm from his wife, who then looked at Evie and told her not to worry in the slightest as she’d got a lovely figure, being slim but womanly.

			After the sisters had gone to compare the size of their posteriors in the long mirror in the large upstairs bedroom, with howls of laughter ringing out when it was obvious that Julia, who worked as a postmistress and therefore actually spent a significant amount of every day cycling up and down those self-same laborious hills on her way to the far-flung outlying farms to deliver letters and packages, proved to have the largest derriere of the sisters by quite some way.

			After Frank and Joseph had returned from football pink of cheek and with eyes shining, cheekily asking if there was anything else they could eat as they were so peckish that their bellies thought their throats had been cut, Evie announced that she had to go.

			‘Mrs Worth promised she’d heat water for me and all the others to have a bath tonight, so if I don’t go now, I might have to wait until the weekend for my bath,’ said Evie as she left.

			She felt a pang of homesickness as she walked down the garden path, leaving everyone in the kitchen.

			Her spirits were raised though when Julia pounded down the road after her to say that if Evie came around the next night she’d practise doing pin tucks on her hair with some setting lotion.

			‘How lovely. I might even bring my Coty and my Ponds, and we can make it a beautifying session. You can try my Tangee lipstick – I still can’t get over how it looks orange but turns to cherry,’ Evie promised.

			Feeling much happier than she had that morning, Evie headed back to Pemberley with a renewed spring in her step.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			In fact the hair and beauty session had to be delayed until later in the week, because on the Tuesday evening Evie helped Mrs Worth prepare rooms ready for a new tranche of PGs set to arrive the following day. Mrs Worth was keen to fill the house with PGs, as otherwise there was a danger the house would be requisitioned, she explained to Evie, who had indeed previously been a bit curious as to why Mrs Worth, who didn’t seem particularly short of money, would want to have a motley crew of PGs rampaging around her large and comfortable home.

			And on the Wednesday, Evie was kept out until past nine o’clock having a disappointing evening pedalling Julia’s unwieldy bicycle from one outlandish farm to another as she tried to find beds for the evacuees who would soon be arriving.

			Then on the Thursday morning Evie had to get up early as before school she was to meet with the village Evacuee Committee to report on her success, or not, at finding billets.

			Although the previous evening Evie had been disheartened by the paltry response she’d elicited, it turned out that in actual fact she had done better than anybody else had from the village, as she had found four families willing to take a total of five children, with the result that she went to school feeling she’d actually done rather a good job.

			So it wasn’t until the Thursday
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