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Preface to the 2013 Edition





When I was six, my parents moved to a house near Earl’s Court station from a nearby flat. Living next door to me was a boy whose grandfather, in the early years of the twentieth century, had retired from the Royal Navy and decided to sail around the world in his yacht. He started from Portsmouth and a week later anchored in the Helford River on the Cornish coast. Convinced that this was the most beautiful place he had ever seen, he abandoned his voyage and decided to buy several adjoining cottages that happened to be for sale in Helford village. In 1953, Coronation Year, Nick, the boy next door, whose father now owned these cottages, asked me to stay. Like his grandfather, I too, aged eight, was enchanted by the river and by sailing out towards the blue sea between Toll Point and the Dennis Head or beating upriver to Groyne Point where the water was green and deep between ancient oak woods.


A year later my parents came to look at the places I had been raving about. Liking them almost as much as I did, they bought a tiny cottage a few miles from Helford. So in years to come I would have many opportunities to sail with Nick and to explore the river’s creeks and bays. The war had ended only eight years earlier, and a salvage barge was gingerly dredging up unexploded bombs and the remains of the concrete pontoons over which the 29th US Infantry Division had driven and marched when embarking for the beaches of Normandy. In famous Frenchman’s Creek, where overhanging branches interlaced to form an impenetrable canopy overhead, SOE personnel and naval officers and men had converted fast motor vessels to make them look like French fishing boats above the waterline. At night they would take these vessels across to Brittany to pluck downed airmen from rendezvous points on the coast arranged with the Resistance, or to mingle with the French fishing fleet off Concarneau in order to collect returning agents or to despatch new ones on missions along with radios, weapons and other equipment. When Nick and I heard about these dangerous trips to France we were enthralled and fantasised for hours about what going on one of them would have been like.


Years later in the 1990s when I bought a house on the Lizard Peninsula and often visited the river again, I recalled our conversations. Thanks to my memory of them I decided to research the fake fishing boats and to put them in a story seen through the eyes of two inquisitive boys, not unlike ourselves, but old enough to have been ‘us in the 1940s’. What if our earlier imaginary selves had discovered the secret of the fishing boats? The fact that Nick’s mother had several semi-public, extra-marital affairs during our long summer holidays on the river, when his father was working in London, contributed a key ingredient to my plot. Although Nick said very little about her behaviour, I knew how angry he felt on his father’s behalf. This too would suggest an essential catalyst for action. To say more would give away too much.


When he grew up, Nick became a naval officer and served all over the world, including in the Falklands; but even though our lives took us in different directions we remained good friends, even managing an occasional sail together, until his death seven years ago.





Tim Jeal,


23 July 2013



















CHAPTER 1





On her daily bicycle ride to the north Oxford girls’ school where she taught music and English, Andrea Pauling’s eye was caught by a newsstand headline: DOG FIGHTS OVER DOVER. She imagined an enormous dog, floating in the warm July air, high above the fields of Kent. Then she read: LUFTWAFFE BOMBS PORTS, and the surreal image vanished. She felt sick and breathless; any day now, these solid, rust-red Victorian houses in the Woodstock Road could be reduced to heaps of blackened brick.


Andrea thought of her only child, Leo, sitting in an identical building less than a mile away, stumbling his way through Julius Caesar’s Gallic War. The soft downiness of his cheeks, and the way his hair curled at the nape of his neck, made her weak with love. Andrea sighed. Her son had been her best piano pupil until giving up last term. Now he didn’t draw and sing any more either. Instead, at twelve years old, machines and warships absorbed him, as they did his father. The day before, she had been shocked by a newspaper photograph of young evacuees waiting in a train station, looking lost. This must never happen to Leo. If he were banished to a remote village, how would she ever regain the easy familiarity they had known in the past?


Shortly before Mr Chamberlain’s celebrated flight to Munich, Andrea’s father had called from Baltimore and begged her to come home to America with her English husband, Peter, and with Leo. Andrea had been tempted. Her father, now retired, had been chief of staff at Johns Hopkins Hospital, and could easily have afforded to support his daughter’s family for however long it took Peter to find a job. But knowing her husband would never leave his native country with war threatening, Andrea had refused.


When she and Peter had first met, she had been a twenty-one-year-old co-ed at Cornell. Dr Pauling had then been the youngest engineering instructor on campus; and Andrea – whose joint majors were English and Music Performance – had met him after attending one of his lectures in an interdisciplinary series on ‘Science and Culture’. Usually mistrustful of assertive male lecturers, she had found Peter’s iconoclastic polemics challenging. Even now, individual sentences would come back to her: ‘Scientists test hypotheses by experiment. Poets and novelists deal in untested ambiguities that mean one thing to one reader and something else to another.’ He had spent much of this lecture mocking the literary world for its naïvety in revolting against the machine age. That was the only kind of ‘age’ Americans were ever going to know.


During questions, Andrea had stood up and asked him to name some ‘naïve’ writers. He had reeled off the Romantics and some unknown English moderns, throwing in Rimbaud and Baudelaire for good measure. But why should Romantics do anything except revolt, she had asked sweetly, confusing him. In days to come they had talked at length, and, after many arguments, had fallen in love.


Their affair had been more than daring, since, as an instructor, Peter would have lost his job if news of it had ever reached the ears of faculty bosses. In retrospect his willingness to risk so much for love in that insecure era amazed Andrea, as did their liking for bootleg whisky and bathtub gin. Her favourite memories were of long walks together in the woods above Lake Cayuga, and returning, tired but contented, to Peter’s frame house overlooking one of Cornell’s deepest ravines.


They had married in 1927, and, the following year, Leo had been born. In 1930 Peter had accepted a lectureship at Oxford. Today, a decade after their departure from upstate New York, it grieved Andrea that her husband no longer treated her lovingly. In 1938 Peter had contracted polio, and now, two years later, walked with a limp severe enough to rule him out for active service.


Later that morning at school, Andrea was trying to elicit from her class of gently nurtured sixteen-year-old girls why they thought Hamlet had been cruel to Ophelia. Opinion divided equally between some blaming Hamlet’s immaturity and others blaming his mother. Long before the bell ended the lesson, Andrea was thinking of Peter, who was in London being interviewed for a job with the Royal Navy’s Department of Secret Weapon Development.


From a selfish point of view, Andrea would have preferred him to remain a lecturer in the engineering department at Oxford, thus allowing them all to continue their untroubled existence. But, knowing how desperate Peter was to play a direct role in the war effort, she could not bear to think of him being rejected. To make use of his mind, the Admiralty would surely make allowances for his damaged body, perhaps letting him work a shorter week.


Peter had promised to call her during morning break, so Andrea hurried from the classroom when the lesson ended. In the staff room, she found a note already pinned up.




Mrs Pauling – Your husband is returning to Oxford on the 11.20. Please meet him at the Mitre Hotel at one.





The absence of positive news left Andrea feeling increasingly nervous as she pedalled into the High.


At the Mitre she looked in vain for her husband in the absurdly Dickensian dining room, where she always expected red-faced hunting squires to burst in demanding devilled kidneys and claret. The head waiter directed her to a table next to a party of pink-faced young men. ‘Aesthetes’, they probably considered themselves, with their long hair and languid voices. Apart from two fur-clad foreign-looking women, the rest of the diners appeared to be local tradesmen and yeomanry officers.


One of these khaki-clad men gazed at Andrea intently enough to make her blush. She was wearing a simple gingham blouse with a plain navy waistcoat. With her red-gold hair pinned back, she reckoned she looked prim and schoolmarmish. Yet surprisingly many Englishmen seemed to like her that way. Recently, one of Peter’s engineering colleagues, after an embarrassingly inept pass, had called her MIT – Massachusetts Ice Temptress – and had had the nerve to tell her that she was known by this nickname throughout the university. She might have laughed louder if, days earlier, Leo had not asked her to stop wearing her blue silk dress with ‘the splotchy flowers’ when she came to his school. He’d overheard his geography teacher saying she’d looked ‘a corker’ in it on Sports Day.


Peter’s uneven step alerted Andrea before he came bustling in, crumpled Burberry over his arm, heavy briefcase bumping the backs of chairs and people. Eyes turned as this broad-shouldered muscular man lurched across the room, using his walking stick to such effect that he seemed to reach Andrea’s table in a rush of air.


Peter ordered a bottle of wine, and said nothing until he had drained a glass. Invariably late for appointments, his flushed, perspiring face showed how hard he had tried to arrive on time today. He looked so troubled that Andrea said gently, ‘Don’t worry, Peter. Just tell me.’


‘They want me to start in two weeks.’ An uneasy frown lingered on his forceful, yet kindly face.


‘Isn’t it good they want you right away?’


‘They want me to work long hours. Even at weekends … sometimes.’


‘But you’ll be home most week nights?’


A nervous hand dragged at his thick brown hair. ‘I wish it was the kind of work that starts at nine and ends by six.’ A gust of laughter came from the young men’s table.


‘You mean you’ll stay over in London Monday to Friday and weekends?’ In shock, she hardly noticed the waiter put down a plate of watery soup.


Peter hung his head. ‘I’m sorry, darling, but it’s top priority stuff.’


‘What stuff is that?’


‘I’m not permitted to say.’ He glanced meaningfully in the direction of the foreign women.


‘You can’t be serious, Peter,’ she cried, attracting the admiring officer’s attention.


‘Please Andrea,’ he whispered, leaning closer, ‘you must know why I can’t say anything.’


Mechanically, Andrea took several spoonfuls of soup. Three weeks ago before he’d even approached the Admiralty, Peter had told her something. He’d been thinking about a floating bridge. It hadn’t occurred to her that this casually mentioned idea might be taken up by one of the armed services as a matter of priority. One of the ‘aesthetes’ announced in an affected high-pitched voice, ‘I hate rugby and all games played by men with odd-shaped balls.’ Their laughter obliged Peter to wait before continuing, ‘This job really matters to me, but I haven’t accepted yet, and I won’t, unless I know I’m going to be able to go on seeing you.’


Touched, she asked, ‘Can’t you come home any nights, Peter?’


‘Not really. I’m scared stupid my leg will let me down. I can’t risk putting it to any extra strain. The train delays are awful already.’


‘If you can’t manage weekdays or weekends, how does Leo get to see you?’


Peter said humbly, ‘I hope you’ll both visit me.’


‘What if Hitler bombs London?’


‘Then I won’t expect you to bring Leo.’ He reached out a hand, and clasped one of hers. ‘But would you risk coming at weekends, darling?’


‘How could I leave him alone in Oxford?’


Peter looked at her fearfully. ‘Maybe Leo should go to a country school.’


‘Go where?’ she gasped.


‘A school in the country, far from danger.’


She fixed tragic blue-grey eyes on his. ‘Unless he goes away, we two won’t meet at all? Is that what you mean?’


As Peter nodded, she seemed to see Leo’s grief-stricken face, freckles standing out darkly, so pale was he. Will he ever forgive me if I agree to this?


Peter said in his most reassuring voice, ‘Thousands of kids have been evacuated. Leo knows that.’


Andrea pushed away her soup plate. ‘I hate every goddamn thing about British boarding schools.’


‘They’re not like they used to be.’


‘They’re still obsessed with “toughness” and “putting up with things”. You know they are. Kindness and sensitivity don’t come into it.’


When the waiter removed Andrea’s unfinished soup and replaced it with a small portion of nameless fish with some boiled vegetables, she knew she would be sick if she ate any. Already at Leo’s day school, which was segregated by sex and social class, he was learning the English way of hiding his feelings, and how to do ‘the done thing’. Recently he had warned her not to ask questions when friends came to the house. ‘You’re too jolly nosy, mother.’ (He really did sometimes call her ‘mother’, and not entirely as a joke.) She had warned him that English aloofness was a thousand times worse than American familiarity. And later he had come and said he was sorry, once more the thoughtful boy she loved, and had even shed a few tears. But away from home, in a place where callousness was praised, what would happen to him? And right now he could be in Baltimore at an ordinary high school, mixing with girls as well as boys.


For Peter, his wife’s unhappy face spoke of one thing only: the fact that she cared far more for Leo than for him. Since polio had robbed her of the man she had married, he didn’t really blame her. No active man could remain the same person after losing his ability to make love with ease and walk without stumbling. It shocked Peter that she seemed to think him guilty of sacrificing Leo for his own needs. But she’d got Leo all wrong. He wasn’t a delicate, artistic boy who would crack up away from home. On the contrary, he was the type who would grow in confidence and self-belief in a tough environment. But Andrea would never accept this in her present mood. He said emotionally, ‘I’d refuse the best job in the world, if taking it was likely to stop me seeing you.’


‘Shall I rephrase that?’ she offered, in a paper-thin voice. ‘If I won’t let Leo go to Dotheboys Hall, you’ll say “no” to the navy. That’s blackmail, Peter. I know what the job means to you.’


‘Dearest Andrea, boarding school isn’t the hell on earth you’re making out.’ He was smiling sincerely. ‘He’ll fit in fine, I promise.’


Andrea wanted to scream her frustration. Like most of his self-satisfied male colleagues, Peter had been sent away at a tender age, and like them was unaware of any lasting ill-effects. Should these dons hear that she had stopped Peter working for the Admiralty by refusing to let Leo go away, they would think her literally crazy. Children were being sent to live with strangers in Wales and Scotland, and even Canada. Families all over Europe were being torn apart. So what could be so bad about a few terms in a well-run preparatory school? The war had weakened her position; and guilt about Peter’s disability completed her defeat. Andrea could not save Leo if, by doing so, she made Peter refuse the only kind of job likely to ease his misery at being unable to fight for his country.


She looked ahead stiffly and sighed, ‘Okay, he can go.’ Her voice seemed to come from a cold and immensely distant place, and Peter shivered as he heard it.


‘Will you ever forgive me?’ he asked, scared by her expression. Cripples are not wise – ran one of his new unwritten maxims – to push attractive spouses too far. But despite his unease, tears of gratitude filled his eyes.


‘I need to go,’ she murmured, pushing back her chair, terrified she might sob if she stayed. She squeezed past the refugees to a muted cheer from the aesthetes.


Only when Andrea was collecting her bicycle from the alley beside St Mary’s did the reality of what had happened hit her. In a few months Peter and Leo would have gone, and she would be living alone. A tinny gramophone was bleating jazz from an upper room in Brasenose. An ache of bereavement filled her chest. She had to sit on the steps of the Radcliffe Camera until she felt strong enough to return to school.



















CHAPTER 2





Andrea thought it mildly comical that she should not be allowed to enter Peter’s office in Archway Block South by the Mall; for how could she, or any other non-scientist, learn anything from the nameless fragments of metal littering his table? But regulations had to be obeyed, and as always she was obliged to meet him at the sandbagged main entrance where soldiers stood guard in their tin hats.


As they walked the short distance to St James’s Park in the October sunshine, Peter told Andrea her wide-brimmed hat and dark glasses made her look elegantly Gallic. He himself was wearing a baggy flannel suit, its pockets bulging with detonators and copper wire. On all her visits to town, Andrea was touched by his obvious pleasure in seeing her, though it couldn’t make up for the infrequency of their meetings. Soldiers of shattered continental armies – French, Norwegian, Dutch – walked in the park, chatting with office girls, who broke into fits of giggles on finding themselves lusted after.


Tiring, Peter pointed to a couple of unoccupied deck chairs by the lake. He and Andrea reached them just ahead of an elderly civil servant.


‘I’m told the Luftwaffe hit St Giles’s, Cripplegate, last night,’ Peter said, sinking down into one of the chairs. ‘Milton’s statue was blown off its plinth.’


‘The fall of Milton, not the fall of Man,’ she replied smiling, surprised he had preserved this literary plum for her.


Andrea had been upset by Leo’s latest letter and handed the envelope to Peter before unwrapping their sandwiches. Ever since her son’s departure she had longed for his half-term. Now, only days before he was due home, he had written to say he wouldn’t be returning alone. Peter was soon beaming as he read.


‘What did I tell you? He’s settled in marvellously.’


Andrea hated these formulaic letters that gave no sense at all of her living, breathing son. ‘Why can’t he ever write anything remotely personal?’


‘He doesn’t want to worry us by letting on he’s homesick. Of course he is, like everyone else, but that’s just a fact of life one needn’t spell out.’


‘But one does spell out that one’s making a towel rail in carpentry, and that the stupid soccer team beat Half-wit Hall 3–2, and a boy called Cunningham Minor gave one a slice of stupid birthday cake. For Christ’s sake!’


‘Food’s very important in boarding schools. Cunningham’s parents probably saved coupons for months to have enough butter and sugar for that cake. It was a gesture of real friendship to offer Leo some. One has to read between the lines, my sweet.’ Peter suddenly looked up from the letter. ‘This is splendid! He wants to invite a friend to stay with us during half-term. I’m amazed you’re not pleased.’ He read on for a few seconds. ‘Excellent! This boy’s a budding Robinson Crusoe. He’s built a hut in the woods and invites his pals round for grub. No wonder Leo likes him.’


Andrea shook her head as if to clear it. ‘Leo has a good friend and didn’t tell us till now, and we should be pleased?’


Peter reached over and squeezed her hand. ‘It’s a big compliment to us that he wants to bring a friend home.’


‘Sweetheart, I don’t want to share Leo. Not on his first visit home.’


‘Come on, Andrea. You’ve read the letter. His friend’s dad flies fighters – imagine the life he’s leading – and his mother’s in Kenya. This lad may have to stay at school for half-term if we say no.’


Andrea raised her hands. ‘You’re right. It was really nice of Leo. Of course I want this boy to come.’


As golden leaves drifted down around them, they ate their sandwiches. Peter, in his generous way, was simply glad that Leo had found a friend. Impulsively, Andrea kissed her husband. As so often these days, she found herself slipping into her ‘if only’ routine. If only the doctors had never plunged him into despair by saying he wouldn’t walk again; if only she hadn’t felt obliged to visit the Radcliffe Infirmary day after day for months until drained of every atom of emotion. If only Peter hadn’t needed her so much, while simultaneously detesting his dependence.


After throwing a few crusts to the ducks on the lake, they headed for the hotel where Peter chose to live. Being near Victoria Station, a prime target for the Luftwaffe, one wing of the hotel had already been compacted to a massive mound of rubble. The place appealed to Peter because few people wanted to stay there. Along an empty upper corridor, unknown to the Admiralty, the hotel’s manager had let him construct an experimental water tank, in which he carried out tests on a model of his floating road away from the eyes of opinionated experts at the navy’s research laboratory.


Not for the first time, the siren was wailing as Peter and Andrea arrived. As usual, they waited in Peter’s room to see how close the planes came before deciding whether to go down to the basement. Below them in the street people hurried to take shelter.


‘Wouldn’t it be rather fun to make love with a raid going on?’ suggested Peter.


Andrea wanted to agree; this was exactly the kind of remark the old Peter would have made before his illness, if a war had been in progress. But with all her senses attuned to noises off, Andrea knew she would have none to spare for her own body, let alone his. Fear of pain and extinction apart, she would be constantly aware that if they died together Leo would be an orphan.


That afternoon no bombs fell closer than the City, so they talked while the raid lasted, and then, in the early evening, after the ‘All Clear’ had sounded, they left the curtains open, and Andrea peeled off her stockings by the glow of burning offices and churches. Thirteen years after their marriage, Peter watched as if witnessing one of the loveliest sights in the world. Because lovemaking still meant so much to him, Andrea often forgot his physical awkwardness, though never the distance between them. For almost a year he had kept from her his terror that she would leave him, and for much of that time had subjected her to anger she had found inexplicable and hurtful.


After Peter had eased himself off her body, she stared up at the ceiling. Even now, if they could be together more often, perhaps they could be happy again. But how could she expect to get more time? Women friends thought her lucky to see Peter as often as she did. Their husbands were in the army, or at sea, or even in one case in a German prison camp. ‘One has to expect one’s man to be elsewhere,’ the bursar’s wife had told her firmly. ‘You Americans were hardly in the First War, so you don’t understand what’s involved.’ This woman’s husband was in a destroyer escorting Atlantic convoys. Yet Andrea had been unabashed. Because her good-natured, optimistic husband had been changed forever by a cruel illness, he and she deserved a second chance, some special opportunity. Wanting to love him again, she refused to accept that they wouldn’t get one.


*


Andrea planned to collect Leo and his friend from King’s Cross Station and then take them to the hotel to meet Peter. The boys would spend the day in London with her and Peter, and then leave for Oxford with her alone in order to spend the rest of the four-day holiday there.


Andrea felt great sympathy for this boy whose mother was abroad, and whose father was a pilot; but she still feared he might monopolise Leo, and felt guilty over this.


Before joining the other mothers near the barrier, Andrea went into the ladies to check her lipstick and powder – not that she expected Leo to notice her appearance. Outside, she exchanged small talk with a woman whose hair was permed into absurd rows of tight little curls. The only question bothering Andrea was whether she would hug and kiss her son in the station, or feel obliged to ape the reticent British, and wait till they were safely inside a taxi.


When Leo came towards her with his friend beside him, one hand thrust deeply in a pocket and the other carrying his case, the kiss she had meant to give him ended as a brush of her cheek against his.


‘Mum, this is Justin Matherson.’


‘Hello there, Justin.’


‘How do you do, Mrs Pauling.’ He held out a formal hand for her to shake, reinforcing her impression of him as a small adult. His eyes were dark, almost violet blue with long black lashes, and they held Andrea’s for several seconds before flicking away. His face was narrow, with a proud, firm mouth.


Andrea smiled tightly. ‘Okay, boys, we’re going to get ourselves a cab to Pimlico.’


In the taxi both boys were enthralled by the bomb damage, and pointed to each rubble-filled gap where a house had been, and each boarded-up shopfront concealing a blackened interior. The smell of damp plaster dust and burned bricks filled Andrea’s nostrils. On every visit to London from unscathed Oxford, she shuddered to see how fragile all buildings were.


‘A pity we can’t stop for a better look,’ remarked Justin, staring straight at Andrea, as if willing her to tell the driver to pull over. He and Leo were craning their necks to look back at an exposed inner wall, from which a flight of stairs projected crazily over an empty space. A washbasin also hung above a void, suspended only by its pipes.


‘Imagine you’d been washing, then BAAM!’ cried Leo, pulling a grotesque face.


Dismayed by their excitement, Andrea said quietly, ‘Let’s hope everyone was sheltering.’


Ahead, there was a notice in the centre of the road which read: WARNING UNEXPLODED BOMB, with an arrow diverting the traffic through several side-streets. Before their taxi driver could return to the main road again, he pulled up at traffic lights right beside a hole in the road.


Justin wound down the window and looked up and down the street. ‘No warning here,’ he announced.


Deep down in the earth, men were labouring to repair fractured gas pipes. Before Andrea could stop him, Justin had jumped out of the cab. She darted after him and caught him by the arm as he peered at the men, working almost up to their waists in muddy water. One shouted up, ‘Are you daft, mate? Just shove off!’


Back in the taxi, Justin was unrepentant. ‘I hope there’ll be a raid before we leave,’ he declared, fixing Andrea with another searing look.


‘Gosh, yes,’ echoed Leo.


‘You can’t want that. People may die,’ objected Andrea.


Justin said sharply, ‘Who cares what I want? People conk out anyway, all over the place, worse luck.’ And again he fixed her with his fierce eyes.


Guessing the cause of his anger, Andrea remained silent. Leo seemed cowed, too, plainly in awe of his unpredictable friend. Andrea smiled encouragingly at her son. ‘Dad’s built a kind of tank at the hotel.’


Leo perked up. ‘A Crusader tank?’


‘A water tank.’


‘Oh Gawd.’


‘It’s for a model of his floating road,’ Andrea said brightly, immediately suspecting that she’d spoken out of turn. ‘Leo’s dad makes wonderful models,’ she added, hoping to reduce Justin’s interest in Peter’s work by making it sound like a boyish hobby.


‘You should see the fantastic plane Justin’s making in the craft room,’ gushed Leo.


‘It’s good, not fantastic,’ corrected Justin.


Reminding herself that Justin was twelve, Andrea smiled at him and said she was sure he was being too modest. But Justin soon put her right. One boy at school made aircraft that really were fantastic.


‘I guess if you enjoy making things, that’s what matters,’ suggested Andrea.


‘If you’re spastic at it, you shouldn’t bother,’ said Justin, as the taxi drew up at the hotel.


After Peter had given the boys lunch in the cavernous cream-painted dining room, Leo asked his father to show them his water tank.


Peter said edgily, ‘I suppose your mother told you?’


‘You told me about your bridge ages ago, so don’t get cross with mum.’


Peter leaned closer to Leo. ‘I’m only cross with her because she knew I broke every rule in the book when I built my tank here. She was incredibly indiscreet.’ He smiled reassuringly at Leo. ‘I had to set up my own model to get away from interfering technicians in the lab. Don’t worry. No one will find out.’


‘So we can’t see it.’ Leo sounded terribly disappointed.


‘I didn’t say that, Leo. In fact I think you’ll be less likely to blab if I trust you both.’


To Andrea’s immense relief, Peter suddenly relaxed. After making Leo and Justin promise to say nothing to their friends at school, he led them all up the disused backstairs.


On an upper landing, beneath a cracked skylight, Peter paused to unlock a metal fire door. Beyond it, stretching down the passage, was a narrow trough of water supported on columns of bricks. Made from linoleum, the ‘tank’ was almost fifty feet long. How Peter had set it up, Andrea didn’t dare imagine. On the water floated a thin roadway constructed from miniature palings wired together and laid crosswise under a canvas covering. The whole construction was anchored at opposite ends by cables secured to hanging weights.


‘Amazing,’ whispered Leo.


Peter placed a model truck on the roadway, and even Justin came closer. The vehicle was powered by a battery motor, and, as it moved forwards, the hinged curbs of the road rose up like the sides of a boat on each side of it, dropping down into their former position the moment the weight of the truck had passed.


Justin was frowning. ‘It’d be good on a river, but what if it’s on the sea and there are waves?’


Peter smiled at him. ‘You mean ship-to-shore. Good question.’


‘Would it be swamped?’ asked Leo anxiously.


As Peter flicked down a switch, paddles under the water started to make waves. Andrea expected the roadway to sink at the point where it was weighed down by the truck, but the raised sides moved along with it and protected the vehicle like a mobile boat. Leo clapped and Andrea joined in.


‘That’s jolly clever,’ conceded Justin. ‘What happens if a truck breaks down?’


‘Another good question,’ chuckled Peter. ‘Well, if the sea’s flat, the truck stays afloat just like when it’s moving. If it’s rough, that part of the road gets waterlogged, but we get time to tow away the broken-down vehicle.’


Justin said, ‘A bomb would make the whole thing sink.’


‘You’re quite a pessimist,’ laughed Peter.


Looking at her son’s admiring face and Justin’s frown of concentration, Andrea felt immensely proud of Peter. He switched off the waves with God-like authority. ‘Another advantage is it can be rolled up, and taken anywhere.’


‘Like a gigantic swiss roll,’ said Leo. ‘You should call it Swiss Roll, dad.’


Peter clapped him on the back. ‘Perhaps I will.’


After wave experiments with three model lorries nose-to-tail on the bridge, they went downstairs to sample the best tea the hotel could provide. Shortly before they left for Paddington, Justin went to the gents. Peter hugged his son.


‘A bit of advice, Leo. Don’t be too impressed with Justin because his dad’s a pilot. It may sound big-headed, but scientists win wars, not heroes.’


‘I don’t care about his dad. Justin’s more daring than anyone.’


‘What does he do?’ asked Andrea, uneasily.


‘I can’t say. I’m really sorry, mum. But he stuck up for me in a fight, and we both got our heads shoved in the whitewash bucket.’


‘By other boys?’ gulped Andrea.


‘Of course.’


‘I bet you looked a fright,’ chortled Peter, suddenly aware of Andrea’s confusion. ‘They mark the football pitch with whitewash. Just horseplay, darling.’


Peter came down with the boys in the hotel’s only working lift. Standing by her husband, Andrea noticed Leo slip his hand into his father’s without Justin seeing. Instead of embracing his son again and causing him embarrassment, Peter ruffled his hair as they parted.


In the cab on the way to Paddington, Leo murmured, ‘I love the leathery smell of taxis.’ After that, neither boy spoke for a long time. Andrea suspected that, if Peter were in her place now, he would know exactly what to say to them. After a few moments of panic, she asked whether they could remember exactly how they met. A howl of laughter greeted her question.


‘We were on “big stairs”, waiting for Spud to give us the whacks,’ explained Leo.


‘What had you done, sweetheart?’ She had a fluttery feeling in her chest.


‘Talking after lights out. Anyway Justin told me to wait for him afterwards because he knew a way to stop your bum hurting.’


‘I got him jumping up and down on the beds in Drake dorm – the way the Masai do, really high.’


‘They’re a tribe in Kenya, mum.’


‘Didn’t you hate being hit?’


‘We loved it, Mrs Pauling,’ said Justin. ‘Spud goes puce and grunts as if it’s killing him. It’s a laugh!’


Leo said sympathetically to his mother, ‘He’s joking. We don’t really love it. We have to shake his hand when he’s finished. No one likes that.’


‘Dead right,’ agreed Justin. ‘But unlike some squits, we don’t snivel.’


The thought of Leo being hit by a red-faced, grunting man made Andrea feel sick. Suddenly, the boys became gloomy, as if her reaction had opened their eyes to the truth of their situation. To lighten their mood, Andrea asked them about their teachers’ nicknames. This had them laughing again, and Justin asked her whether the girls she taught called her Mrs Appauling.


‘Of course they do,’ she admitted. ‘Do boys call Leo “Appauling”?’


‘They don’t use long words.’


‘At all?’ she asked, with deliberate seriousness.


‘I meant they don’t use long words for nicknames,’ Justin replied patiently, as if she could not help being stupid.


As their train gathered speed, the howl of a distant siren reached them in their blacked-out compartment, soon followed by the drone of bombers. Both boys groaned their disappointment at having missed a raid. But the next time Andrea looked at Justin, his face was fretful. Was he imagining his father swooping down from the clouds to intercept?


Outside the sky would be dark, with searchlights flickering. Leo also seemed sad; but just then he turned to Justin and asked him what he thought Spud (their headmaster?) had been doing during half-term. At once they were giggling again.


*


Three months later, during the Christmas holidays, Peter read in the papers that Justin’s father had been killed. When he told Leo his son was obviously shocked, but he did not say much. Expecting him to return to the subject later, Peter would be surprised to find he never did.


At the end of the holidays, Leo and his mother once more ate lunch with Peter in the cream-painted dining room of his hotel. The place looked more tawdry than before – the remaining windows had been boarded up and the chandeliers wrapped in protective sacking. Leo ate lamb which came in minute portions with the kind of mint sauce that left bright green stains on his plate. Towards the end of the meal, his father said with a puzzled sigh, ‘You never mention that friend of yours any more. He was a sharp lad.’


‘We had a fight. A real one.’ Leo raised a fist in illustration.


His father nodded as if he understood, then asked, ‘What happened?’


‘He wanted me to keep doing more and more scary things.’


‘Like?’


‘Climbing on the roof; being out all night. He wants to force Spud to expel him. I couldn’t stand it any more … being in trouble all the time.’


‘I can see that,’ murmured Peter. ‘I suppose he did risky things to take his mind off his dad flying.’ Leo sat staring at his plate. ‘Cheer up, old man. I’m going to be sent to do tests by the sea in the New Year. If it happens to be somewhere really nice, I’ll rent a cottage and keep it on for the holidays.’


‘We’ll be together?’ Leo sounded dazed.


‘You bet.’


‘Can’t you tell us which county?’ asked Leo.


‘Somewhere near an estuary.’


‘Sounds wizard.’


In the cab on the way to King’s Cross, Andrea was overjoyed when Leo kissed her, without prompting. She realised she didn’t feel the wrenching pain that had made his first departure such a misery.


Passing Euston Arch, she touched her son’s hand. ‘Isn’t it wonderful about the cottage?’


‘Fantastic. Will you send me a picture of the river?’


‘When I get to hear its name.’


‘I’ll stick it inside my desk lid. It’ll bring the hols closer.’


She moved up to him on the leather seat. ‘You’d tell me if you were truly unhappy, sweetheart. You do promise?’


He didn’t reply at first. Then she detected the faintest of smiles. ‘I promise, mum.’


Only when she was watching the rapidly dwindling train, as it curved out of the station, did she think she understood that look. How can anyone say whether they are happy or unhappy? Can you, mother? Life’s the way it is, and we must make the best of it.


*


The following day, as a treat Peter took Andrea to a lunch-time concert at the National Gallery to hear Myra Hess play Brahms and Schubert. While anticipatory chatter rose and fell in the high-ceilinged gallery, Andrea asked her husband to get her a postcard of the estuary near the cottage he would be renting.


‘Leo wants one,’ she explained.


‘I’ll try,’ he promised. ‘Did I tell you I won’t be working when we’re down there?’


‘You can’t be serious.’


‘I’m absolutely serious. Strictly entre nous the navy expects to test Swiss Roll in March, so my job’ll be over before Leo’s spring holiday starts.’


‘That’s really wonderful, Peter.’


So this was to be their special chance – hers and his. They would be together again for the first time since his illness, on a proper vacation. Leo hardly saw his father, so it would be marvellous for him, too; and Andrea would see enough of her son to feel close again.


When Dame Myra began to play Schubert’s Wanderer Fantasy, Andrea’s feet tripped along the shores of an estuary she had never seen.


*


There was a snow storm on the third day of term, and, since it coincided with the British capture of Tobruk, Captain Berty, Leo’s headmaster, felt sufficiently well-disposed to declare a half-day holiday. During the Twenties he had devised a Great War game which required a huge ‘work party’ to build a long snow ‘trench’ – in reality a snow rampart – which would be defended by one ‘army’ while a second tried to storm it. Snowballs stood in for Mills bombs and grenades. Boys who were hit anywhere above the waist were declared casualties, and forbidden to throw snowballs. Once all the boys on one side or the other had become casualties, that army had to raise the white flag.


On the morning of the day on which Tobruk fell, Leo had not yet spoken to Justin since returning to school. They had eyed one another from a distance, but, when close to, had passed by without speaking. In the war game, Leo found himself on the same side as Justin, defending the trench.


As the attackers advanced, their corduroy jerkins filled with snowballs, the defenders had to rise clear of the sheltering rampart to throw their bombs. Leo was hit on the head early in the action, and then organised a snowball factory to supply the boys still fighting.


Justin was incredibly quick at throwing and ducking down again behind the snow wall; so while boys were hit on every side, he remained unscathed. As Leo supplied his friend with snowballs, he could not help fondly remembering him jumping from bed to bed after their beating. A double bomb finally knocked Justin in a heap at Leo’s feet. Out of breath and laughing, they lay in the snow as the attackers stormed the rampart.


A few days later, Justin told Leo that his father had been burned alive, strapped in his seat, before he crash-landed. The day after that, Leo invited Justin to stay with him ‘on a river somewhere’ for the Easter holidays.



















CHAPTER 3





Behind Andrea, in the back of Peter’s battered little Standard car, Leo and Justin were chattering away. It was only half an hour since she had collected them from Truro Station, and already she was starting to feel a little like a chauffeur on the wrong side of a glass panel. But to give in would have been feeble, so Andrea pointed out things that appealed to her: primroses scattered in the hedge banks, stunted oaks stretching gnarled limbs across the road, the finials of a Norman church thrusting skywards through a haze of new greenery.


Not that any of this impressed her pink-blazered passengers as much as her ability, after a week in Cornwall, to negotiate a labyrinth of lanes without the help of signposts, all of which had been removed during the invasion scare. By studying the Ordnance map, she had memorised many of these magical missing names: Poltesco, Ruan Minor, Goonhilly, Trezebal, Treworgie, Manaccan in Meneage, and Landewednack, where the last sermon in the Cornish tongue had been preached in 1678. A few miles away, a regiment of dragoons, homeward bound from the Napoleonic Wars had been shipwrecked, and, even now, the bleached bones of men and horses were sometimes washed up. With an urgency that surprised her, Andrea wanted the boys to share her latest enthusiasm.


For several days, Andrea had imagined stopping the car at a particular bend overlooking a secluded creek on the river’s upper reaches, so the boys could gaze through the branches of ancient oaks at the jade-green water flowing seawards. If the tide were out, there would be nothing but a narrow channel meandering between tall mudbanks, so Andrea was relieved to find the water up. She cut the engine and wound down her window. They couldn’t fail to love what they saw.


‘The Polwherne River,’ she announced like a showman.


‘I’d imagined it wider,’ muttered Justin.


‘Won’t be good for swimming,’ sighed Leo.


‘How come?’ asked Andrea, determined to stay cheerful.


‘That pea-soup colour means a muddy bottom, mum.’


‘Like the school pond,’ agreed Justin.


Andrea said very firmly, ‘The river’s blue downstream, and a lot wider.’


As they descended to the creek, the road squeezed between the flanks of an old granite bridge before twisting upwards again through more oak woods.


‘A civil war battle took place near here. Some kids found a cavalier’s shoe and a musket last summer.’


Justin pointed to the main arm of the river beyond the creek. ‘How deep is it out there, Mrs Pauling?’


‘Please call me Andrea, Justin. I’d guess fifteen feet right now, but who knows for sure.’


‘Not enough water for a German sub to creep in.’ Justin sounded disappointed.


‘Why would a sub want to?’ asked Leo, with a trace of anxiety.


‘To land spies or commandos, twit-face.’


Leo looked doubtful. ‘What would they want to blow up in a quiet place like this?’


‘They’d land here because it’s quiet. And they’d bring bicycles to get to their targets.’ Justin said this with such impressive conviction that Leo was silenced.


Andrea managed to laugh. ‘Good thing it’s too shallow.’


‘It’ll be deeper near the sea,’ said Justin.


As they skirted heather-clad Goonhilly Downs, Andrea did not mention the Bronze Age barrows in case Leo lectured her on the embarrassment of having a schoolteacher for a mother. Instead she said she had brought his bicycle to Cornwall and purchased another for Justin’s use.


‘I’m afraid yours is a woman’s, Justin,’ she added, still distressed that he had called Leo ‘twit-face’. She had been moved to tears, on first hearing that Leo had been big-hearted enough to invite Justin to Cornwall, despite their former disagreements. ‘I’ll need to ride it, too,’ she warned. The thought of Justin’s loss brought a lump to her throat. If he turned out awkward at times, who could be surprised?


A rope was flapping against the suitcase on the roof, so Andrea stopped. After making minor adjustments to the knots, she was ready to drive on; but, by then, the boys had wandered to the end of a stone barn. Across a field of newly sown spring corn, the land dropped away to a sheet of shimmering water. Leo and Justin were staring at the estuary, mesmerised.


‘Can we get a boat, mum?’


‘I’ll look into it.’


Leo turned to Justin, ‘My dad taught me to sail before his leg went bad.’


‘He took you out a few times in a sail boat, Leo. That’s all. Maybe there’s a club some place near, where you can take lessons.’ Leo looked crushed. To cheer him Andrea enthused about the nearest sandy beach, without mentioning the barbed wire defences.


The brick villa Peter had rented was neither pretty nor quaintly rustic. Just outside the hamlet of Trevean Barton, it stood at the end of a rutted lane, slightly apart from the older granite cottages. In the neglected garden, daffodils and a laburnum tree in flower banished any sense of desolation.


‘Why isn’t dad here?’ demanded Leo, clumping up the stairs behind his mother, his knee-length socks down by his ankles.


‘There’s been some minor problem with his roadway. But he’ll be back from Falmouth soon.’ Leo must not know how upset she was that the tests on the roadway were running almost a fortnight late.


Leo’s room was no bigger than a horse’s loose box, just large enough to hold a washstand, chair, chest of drawers and bed. Justin was to have the larger attic room with a view of the estuary.


‘Sorry about the wallpaper,’ said Andrea, frowning at the faded pattern of pink bows and posies.


She showed them the bathroom with its claw-foot bath and copper geyser that had left a rusty stain on the chipped enamel. ‘It roars like a locomotive letting off steam.’ She hoped for a laugh but got only a faint smile from Leo. Their flashes of enthusiasm and contrasting moodiness reminded her of their ups and downs during half-term.


The house was not as primitive as she had anticipated. Expecting paraffin lamps, she had been surprised by the flickering electric light powered by a generator at the nearest farm. But there was no refrigerator and an ancient oil-burner served for a stove. The telephone, installed by the navy for Peter, was a rarity in the village. For three weeks, Peter had been looked after by a local girl, who had managed to obtain eggs, milk and butter from the farm in scandalously large quantities without recourse to coupons. But since she had just joined the ATS, Andrea hoped to find another village girl.


After tea, Leo and Justin went for a bicycle ride. An hour after their arrival at the house, Andrea found herself alone again. She was expecting Peter to be delivered home by a Wren driver at any time. He had sworn to her that for the rest of the week he would be free to be with his family, and she did not believe he would break this promise.


Waiting for the boys, she walked to the brow of the hill outside the hamlet. Against a sky of penetrating blue the trees on the ridge stood out in silhouette. A large elm reminded her of those on New England village greens – though the English tree was more thickset than the spreading American variety. Hitching up her skirt, she clambered onto the bank. A grey-blue stripe marked the spot where sea met sky. Many times, returning from visiting her parents, she must have steamed by without noticing this coastline, as she wandered among showcases holding jewellery and expensive clothes, while an orchestra played. And now all sailings were suspended.


Two tiny figures appeared, zigzagging wildly as they pedalled up the long hill towards her. Andrea waved to them.


They were still wearing their awful pink blazers and she could hear them laughing. The wind was caressing her hair and singing in the phone wires above her head. A bubble of happiness swelled inside her.


*


When Andrea made love to Peter, she often closed her eyes and imagined him as he had been before his illness – not just slimmer and more mobile, but more cheerful, too, and less driven. She still found him attractive, although his body had become thicker and stronger above the waist and in the arms. Inevitably perhaps, given the pain he still suffered, he had become more serious and less able to relax. It was Andrea’s dearest hope that, in this remote village, he would manage to become more like the man she had first met.


Peter’s favourite recreation remained walking. But though most of his friends applauded his ‘guts for not giving in’, Andrea wished he could sometimes be happy to sit quietly with her in the garden, or to admire a country view from an automobile. Secretly, she wished that he would come to terms with his losses, and try to develop new interests to fill the gap: reading novels perhaps, or listening to music.


But whatever the future might hold, their first full day together in Cornwall was to be devoted to walking. Peter’s mind was made up. He assured Andrea that the day before he had managed to walk a mile without harming his leg. So she bit her tongue when he suggested a more ambitious hike along the cliffs. Everyone at the hospital had told her that he should be encouraged to be enterprising. He had studied the map carefully, Peter told her, so she needn’t worry. If his leg hurt, he would walk through the fields to the nearest road and wait for her to return with the car.


Peter liked to have definite objectives and today he aimed to reach a Celtic earthwork on a headland near the mouth of the river. He would achieve this, he said, by walking across fields, rather than attempting to follow the lower coastal path. In this way, all steep slopes and streambeds would be avoided.


Andrea had never forgotten him saying, shortly before leaving hospital, that a man on two crutches was a cripple but a man with a single stick was only lame. His success in ridding himself of his crutches had been achieved at the cost of so many falls that his every unaided descent of the stairs had made Andrea fear he would break his neck. And all the time he had been deaf to her pleas for greater caution. Today, as he swung his stiff left leg over a stile, with help from both hands, she experienced the same old mix of admiration and misgiving.


By the time they came to a gate where adhesive mud lay between the granite posts, he was already breathless and sweating. After negotiating this quagmire, he was obliged to rest, perching on the shooting stick Andrea always carried for him. It had been overcast earlier but now the sun shone with real warmth. Only days before the young blades of corn had seemed unable to push themselves above the earth, and larks had been flung like scraps across hail-filled skies. Today, in fields ahead, kingcups glowed and the hedges were white with drifts of hawthorn.


Peter took out his binoculars and trained them on the distant headland. A frown puckered his brow. ‘That’s odd. Looks like they’ve laid some kind of railway track.’


‘In such an out of the way place?’


‘Maybe they’re trying to fool the Germans into dropping bombs here instead of on Falmouth docks. Smart idea. If they light up the track at night and build a few sheds, it could even work.’


‘Unless the Germans hit our house instead.’


Andrea felt depressed by the war’s spreading tentacles. Peter lurched ahead of her again, his broad shoulders dipping from side to side as he limped across the tussocky grass. At last he stopped again and dabbed at his dripping face. His hair was shining as if with brilliantine.


Outside the estuary the sea was ruffled with white-capped waves. Andrea asked, ‘Will Leo be safe out there if I rent a boat for him?’


‘Why on earth not? There’s a naval patrol to fish him out if he capsizes.’


‘Could a German sub come in?’


‘Most unlikely. There’s a net across the estuary.’


‘Might submarines want to come in?’


‘Of course. The river’s a perfect spot to lie up before hitting a coastal convoy.’


Andrea understood why Justin had resented her automatic dismissal of his theories. Between the Channel and the Atlantic, Cornwall’s ports and airfields would be strategically important, especially since German airplanes in France were only an hour’s flying time away. The headland still looked beautiful, though the surrounding sea seemed destined to be a graveyard for scores of young sailors and airmen.


As Peter’s limp became more pronounced, he knew from Andrea’s compressed lips that she longed to ask him to turn back. But if he could put up with a little pain in order to achieve something special, why couldn’t she turn a blind eye to his occasional grimaces? Her anxiety made everything more difficult for him, taking away the joy he felt in having crossed rugged country through his own efforts. For months he had lain in hospital fearing that he would never again enter a wild landscape on his own two feet, and now that he was actually standing in such terrain with the wind and sun on his face he was not going to give up because Andrea was worried. Bathed in warm sunlight the headland beckoned, tantalisingly closer than it had been even minutes earlier.


As they reached the farm track that provided the only realistic access to the headland, someone shouted at them to halt. The local Home Guard had rolled coils of barbed wire across the track, and an elderly corporal and two other khaki-clad figures approached from the side of a low farm building. Peter’s naval identity card caused these uniformed shopkeepers and farm labourers only momentary doubts. Returning them, the corporal said, ‘Us can’t let ’ee go down there, sir, whatever papers ’ee do have.’


Peter could have wept with frustration. It was out of the question to try to reach the shore and scramble over the rocks. Knowing that Andrea thought him obsessive about carrying through his plans, he hid his disappointment and even smiled at her. ‘That’s that then,’ he remarked.


Andrea smiled back thankfully. Believing Peter had been in agony, she imagined he must be delighted to have this unexpected excuse to turn back. She wanted to cheer. Because Peter could quit now without any sense of personal failure, his temper would not be foul for the rest of the day.


As she hurried away to collect the car, Andrea’s relief gave way to depression. She had hoped for so much from their holiday. Ever since his heroic fight back against polio had begun, Peter’s leisure time had been swallowed up by challenge and struggle, just as his working hours had been for years. That was almost the worst thing his illness had done. I’m thirty-five, she thought, and this is how my life is passing. How can I respond to a man who has no idea of the impact his behaviour is having on me? From woods near the river, the twin notes of a cuckoo pulsed on and off as if urging her to make haste while she still had time.


*


Justin jumped onto the shingle from a barnacle-encrusted rock. Because all his holiday clothes were in Kenya, he was wearing an aertex school shirt with grey shorts. Leo’s well-meant offer to wear school clothes too had only made him laugh.


‘Perhaps we’ll find a German mine,’ cried Justin, glancing along the beach, as if such an object might suddenly float into view.


‘What would you do?’ asked Leo, continuing to pop the bubbles in a strand of seaweed.


‘Fetch the navy and watch them disarm it.’


‘How would they?’


‘A man looking like a plumber comes, though he’s a naval officer really. He gets out lots of tools, and opens it up.’


‘How do you know?’


‘One got washed up near my aunt’s place in Sussex.’


Leo wished that occasionally he could tell Justin something he did not already know. They had left their bicycles in the woods behind the beach and were walking along the shore towards a fishing village on the estuary. Earlier that morning Andrea had promised to find a sailing boat for them.


A fishing boat with red-brown sails was coming in from the sea with clouds of circling gulls in pursuit. Further out, a grey fast-moving vessel was entering the estuary. The throb of its engines soon became continuous. Slanting through broken clouds, a shaft of sunlight caught the little grey ship as if in a spotlight. It looked brave and festive with its fluttering white ensign, and bright sheaves of spray curling from its bows.


‘That’s a motor gunboat,’ said Leo, delighted to be able to recall in detail the model of an MGB in the school craft room. As the ship came closer, he could make out a stubby gun turret in the bows and people on the bridge.


‘Could be an MTB,’ countered Justin.


‘We’d see the torpedoes if it was.’ Leo was the proud owner of Warships of the British Empire, a well-thumbed volume packed with photographs and silhouettes of ships of all sizes.


As the gunboat passed a few hundred yards out in the river, machine guns were clearly visible on the wings of the bridge, as were Oerlikons amidships. Further astern, a row of black barrels looked like depth charges. Before the warship could disappear upstream, the boys had clambered onto a rocky promontory and from there saw it sweep in a broad arc upwind, towards a large cylindrical buoy. A deeper roar filled their ears as the engines were put astern, making the water froth and boil. Four other naval craft were shackled on to adjacent buoys: an MTB, two fishing boats painted in naval grey, and a minesweeper. A launch now sped away towards the MGB from a pontoon attached to a stone quay.


‘What’s going on?’ muttered Justin. ‘They’re in one hell of a rush to get out to that ship.’ Behind the quay was a rough lawn dotted with sheds and Nissen huts, and, behind these, a white house dwarfed by a tall flagstaff. ‘Some kind of headquarters.’


‘So what?’ Leo suddenly felt irritated by his friend’s breathless fascination. ‘It’s not the Grand Fleet, is it?’


Justin scowled at him, so Leo did not go with him to investigate the pontoon. Nor was he with Justin when the launch returned from the MGB, filled with officers and men. Instead Leo sat alone on the rocks poking at anemones for a while, before wandering along the beach towards Porthbeer village.


The fishing fleet was in and some of the boats had not yet lowered their russet sails. A man on the quay was tipping fish guts into the harbour while gulls screeched and dived. On a weed-stained slipway, a fisherman was scraping barnacles from his boat’s hull, while another was painting the keel with red lead. A reek of drains merged with the stink of lobster pots.


‘What a pong,’ said Justin, joining Leo on the quay.


Below them in the harbour, two boys were swimming between the boats. Leo was amazed they should want to swim in such a smelly place. A woman in a black shawl shouted at them to get out. The incoming tide slapped against the boats, making the boys’ heads bob up and down. When they stumbled up the steps, Leo saw that they were naked.


The boys towelled themselves and dressed in guernseys and corduroy trousers that just covered their stockings. Justin strode towards them along the harbour wall, past swathes of drying nets.


‘Those navy boats,’ said Justin, pointing, ‘what do they do?’


‘Who be ’ee?’ demanded the taller of the two boys.


Justin gazed blankly at his questioner. Leo said quietly, ‘He’s asking who you are.’


‘Oh, I’m a Jerry spy,’ snapped Justin. ‘Donner und Blitzen!’


‘We’re on holiday at Trevean Barton,’ said Leo.


The Cornish boys laughed. ‘Do ’ee think they be all right?’ one asked the other, grinning.


‘Don’ see why not.’


The taller of the two said, ‘Them sailors be rescuin’ pilots and fishin’ for mines, ol’ boy.’


Unable to work out whether ‘old boy’ was a class insult or a friendly dialect greeting, Leo was relieved to see that Justin had not taken offence. Instead he asked politely, ‘Is that all the sailors do?’


‘I cudden say, reelly. Though when convoys pass, the navy goes with ’em for their safety. Don’ want no U-boats, or E-boats to sink ’em, see.’


Leaving the beach for the woods, Justin was preoccupied. ‘They know more than they’re saying.’


‘Why think ’ee that, ol’ boy?’ asked Leo.


‘Because, toe-rag, the sailors who landed from that gunboat were young. But the men on the patrol boats near my aunt’s village are as old as the Home Guard.’ Leo said nothing as he dragged his bicycle out of the bushes beside the track. The flowers his bike had been lying on looked like white bluebells but stank of garlic – ideal for apple-pie beds. ‘What do you think?’ demanded Justin.
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