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          13 June 1940

        

      

    

    
      “She Lives In Dracula’s Castle”

      

      “Big breath. That’s it,” said Dr. Benjamin Bones, pressing his stethoscope against the boy’s narrow chest. At age ten, the child appeared no older than seven, at least from the neck down. But his grave little face and thousand-yard stare would have been at home on an old age pensioner.

      “Strong heartbeat. Lungs clear.” Touching the boy’s back gently, he asked, “Where’d you get these marks?”

      “Hot grease.”

      “Grease, eh? I’ll bet that hurt like the devil. And I suppose your mum was beside herself.”

      The boy, seated on the cot Ben was using for a pediatric exam table, shrugged. A charitable assumption would be that the boy’s mother was too busy caring for the rest of her brood, or doing what she must to keep food on the table, to consider a burn much of a tragedy. A less charitable assumption was that she’d splashed him with hot grease herself, as punishment. The scars were only in the middle of his back, not spread across his hands and face, which was usual in a genuine accident.

      “Right. Shirt back on. Buttons.” Ben intended to do them up himself, but the child’s nimble fingers were already working. Though undernourished, there was nothing wrong with his motor skills, sight, or hearing. The same could not be said of all the young evacuees who had arrived that morning.

      The eighty-one children, mostly female, ranged from five to fifteen years old, and all required a physical exam before meeting their potential host families. The government rule had been issued out of basic decency, but many villages wanted the exams for their own protection. Few in Birdswing had ever visited London, and there was a general belief that city children, like vermin, carried disease.

      Ben’s day had started early. He and Father Cotterill, the head of the evacuee committee, met the train at the station. The children, who had been traveling all night, were mostly dressed in their best, with brown nametags attached to their coats. Many of them lugged a small suitcase, but some had only a few belongings shoved in a paper bag. Others had been sent across the country with nothing at all.

      Ben had expected tears and wailing, but the children disembarked with wide eyes and pursed lips, clearly fighting to be brave. Some seemed proud of their newly issued gas masks in cardboard carrying cases. Others looked shocked into silence.

      Ben and Father Cotterill herded the kids out of the station and into horse-drawn carts. Behind them came three spinster teachers: Miss Barnet, Miss Shields, and Miss Kerr. They all looked like they’d do anything for a glass of sherry and five minutes’ silence. The necessity of being jostled in the back of a cart from railway station to village proper had made all three congeal.

      Ben felt guilty about the carts, which had been his idea. Though a native Londoner like the new arrivals, he’d lived in Birdswing for almost a year and was used to country conveyances. He’d imagined the children, all from the rookeries of St. Giles, London, would be charmed by an altogether new experience: an open-air ride along picturesque country roads. He hadn’t banked on the violent thunderstorm that came overnight, turning the roads to mud and leaving the carts wet and cold. Nor had he guessed the kids would be terrified of the huge, rawboned plow horses. As for the local farmers who’d offered the use of their carts, Blind Bill Hancock and Abel Smythe, their wild whiskers and West Country dialect seemed to scare the kids even more than the horses.

      At the church hall, things had taken a turn for the better. When Mrs. Cotterill and the other ladies welcomed them with promises of kippers, milk, toast, and oranges, the younger children had positively flung themselves inside. But the older ones moved slowly into the middle of the street, looking worried.

      “There’s a picture house,” one said.

      “There’s never.”

      “There is! I saw it.”

      “Where’s the fish and chips man?”

      “Where’s the baked potato man, for all that?”

      “What if there’s no Woolworths?” one of the girls asked in a piercing voice.

      “There must be!” the others assured her. Ben, who happened to know the closest Woolworths was two hours by rail, didn’t take it upon himself to disabuse them. Let them cherish hope for a little longer.

      After the children were fed breakfast, Ben got to work. With only a cot, a battered eye chart, his black doctor’s bag, and a pair of folding screens for privacy, he transformed a church hall corner into a makeshift clinic. Then the kids were directed to queue up, and he went to work with brisk efficiency, reminded of his medical school’s Charity Day, when each young doctor had worked his way through a long line of destitute patients.

      Most of the children were healthy, but occasionally, he encountered a concerning diagnosis. A child deafened by mumps. A pair of twins with rickets. An adolescent girl with advanced tuberculosis. This last was an urgent case since she had to be isolated from the other evacuees without delay. Fortunately, Father Cotterill, who had no children of his own to become infected, offered to billet the girl at the vicarage temporarily.

      Regarding the government-sponsored exodus of children from bomb-targeted cities, officially known as “Operation Pied Piper,” Ben had received little guidance beyond the Ministry of Health’s brief letter. Even that contained little more than homilies and suggestions, probably tossed off by a mid-level bureaucrat who’d never worked with large groups of children, or perhaps even kept a houseplant alive. To be fair, it had touched on potential situations the children’s new guardians might face: thieving, truancy, running away back to London, and death. But regarding evacuees with chronic, communicable illnesses, the letter said only: “Refer child to nearest town or city for treatment in the workhouse infirmary or similar.”

      Ben refused to do any such thing. An adult might be equal to the squalor and rough treatment of a Plymouth charity ward, but a teenage girl? He wouldn’t risk it. Cornwall’s own little St. Barnabas Hospital, although far from modern, was situated in a lovely green valley. On its veranda, tubercular patients were wheeled out to soak up sunshine and fresh air. Best of all, it was run by sisters who couldn’t say no to Ben. Not if he smiled and flattered and generally begged without shame until they said yes to make him go away.

      “Well? Is that it?”

      The voice of the stolid little evacuee, his shirt now buttoned and tucked back into his short trousers, jolted Ben back.

      “Is that it, sir,” he corrected gently. “Just one last thing. Show me your feet.”

      The boy stuck out his legs to show off his typical canvas plimsolls. In St. Giles, a notoriously rough patch of East London, mums and dads had no patience for the maintenance that leather shoes required, including polish and occasional repairs. Cheap plimsolls were much preferred. At the end of the season, or if they were lost or outgrown, they could be binned and replaced for less than the cost of a leather shoe’s re-soling.

      This boy’s, however, had not been swapped out before he boarded the train. The uppers were black with grime; one was torn open at the toe. It wouldn’t do.

      “Lady Juliet,” Ben called to his helper, who had been AWOL for some time now.

      There was no reply. Only echoing whoops from rope-jumping girls and a patter of running feet.

      “Lady Juliet!”

      From somewhere beyond the folding screens came an ostentatious throat clearing. Then: “If anyone is seeking me, I made my new appellation quite clear.”

      Ben automatically emitted a harassed noise. Then he remembered he was the authority figure in the white coat—the man with a steel reflector strapped around his head, no less. What he saw in the boy surprised him. The thousand-yard stare was no more. The child had perked up, curious.

      Deciding to play it up, he bellowed, “Dogsbody!”

      “Yes?” Juliet replied promptly, if icily.

      “Boots are wanted. Size five.”

      The boy kicked in astonishment. “How’d you know?”

      “I’ve been looking at feet all day. Now listen. I know you’d rather stick to plimsolls,” he said, forestalling an objection he’d heard dozens of times. “Nevertheless, you’re getting leather boots. They’ll seem clunky at first, but before you know it, you’ll never want anything else. You can’t run about half-barefoot in the country. Leather will protect you from adders and horseflies.”

      “From what?”

      “Poisonous serpents and bloodsucking insects,” said the imperious female sweeping into the exam space. “To dwell in the land of King Arthur and Sir Tristan, you must be stoutly provisioned.”

      The boy goggled at Lady Juliet Linton-Bolivar, as did many young people when first confronted by such an imposing figure. Sturdy, broad-shouldered, and six-foot-two in bar shoes, she’d chosen a sleek and businesslike suit for volunteer service. The hemline flattered her long legs, and her hat—a “Hollywood Halo” endorsed by actress Loretta Young—kept her blonde curls in place. Ben, who was highly biased, thought she looked gorgeous. Especially when she glared at him through slitted eyes.

      Holding up the boots, which had come from a secondhand shoe drive organized by Juliet’s mother, Lady Victoria Linton, she asked, “O Great and All-Knowing Healer, may I help the child try these on?”

      “Proceed.”

      The boy, still awed by the woman towering over him, obediently stuck out his filthy shoes for her inspection. As she removed the left one, revealing a sock that was more hole than wool, he whispered, “Why are you called Dogsbody?”

      “Because I am fit only for stepping and fetching.” She did away with the other shoe, tossing it in the bin. “I am a nothing. In the realm of the cognoscenti, an absolute non-starter. Whereas this man you see before you achieved a medical diploma. He was transmogrified to a rarefied sphere, far above terrestrial wretches.”

      The boy giggled. “I can’t understand you.”

      “Well. As it happens, you’re not alone.” Smiling, Juliet touched him lightly on the tip of the nose, eliciting another giggle. Then she whipped off his ghastly socks, replacing them with washed and mended donations. Last, she pushed the boots onto his feet.

      “You lace them like this,” she continued briskly, demonstrating. “If you don’t catch the trick of it right away, fear not. Your host family will see that you learn. Keep your laces good and tight. Well-fitted boots will save you from a world of bother.”

      She lifted him off the cot, eliciting another giggle, and swung him around, depositing him neatly at the exam space’s exit, a gap between screens. His new boot heels clicked against the linoleum. Clearly delighted by the sound, the boy shifted from foot to foot, tapping out a rhythm.

      “Now. It’s been rather a long time since breakfast. Rumor has it that luncheon sandwiches and a gooseberry jelly ring await all good children in the vestibule. If you run, you might get some.”

      The boy dashed away. Ben ticked off boxes on the child’s preprinted intake card. Fit? Yes. Reasonably Well-Nourished? Yes. Healthy? Yes. Tucking the card in its box, he turned to Juliet, smiling.

      “He’s the first one to dash off in new boots without complaining. I call that well done.”

      Those light brown eyes, usually so warm, remained slitted. “O Great One, surely it’s improper, condescending to speak to me.”

      “You’ve really got your teeth in it, don’t you?”

      “I fail to grasp your meaning. Such is my lot in life. Of course, the one time I dared venture a suggestion⁠—”

      “That wasn’t a suggestion. You psychoanalyzed my patient. To her face.”

      “I pointed out a possibility.”

      “You told a fourteen-year-old she was the extraverted irrational type. And should guard against her inevitable hypochondriac tendencies.”

      “Only because it was perfectly obvious the girl was acting a part. Manufacturing symptoms and shamelessly malingering. Pretending to⁠—”

      “What would Carl Jung think of you practicing psychiatry without a license?” he interrupted.

      From the way she stood blinking, Ben knew he had her. Still, she rallied bravely. “I imagine, in my particular case, the eminent physician would recognize a kindred spirit and instantly take me under his wing.”

      He grinned. “Probably you’re right. The school of analytic psychiatry lost a great deal when you were born in Cornwall instead of Vienna.”

      “You’re teasing me.”

      “I’m not. I never said your assessment was incorrect. I said you shouldn’t tell a girl who’s spent all night on a train, leaving her parents for the very first time, that she’s behaving so badly, European doctors invented a term for it. That sort of confrontation only makes them dig in.”

      “Then how might one address the situation?”

      “By guiding her in a better direction. In her case, I gave her a pill for her so-called stomach pain and said I hoped it cured her appetite. Because lunch will be special, and every child will receive a piece of chocolate before leaving the hall.”

      “A pill? What kind of pill?”

      “The chalk kind. I always carry some for overwrought children.” Quoting his favorite professor, Dr. Courtenay, Ben said, “Sometimes the medicine you prescribe will be chemical. Other times, the medicine will be one hundred percent bedside manner. With props, if necessary. Why don’t you slip into the hall and see if she’s doing any better?”

      Juliet did as he suggested. When she returned, she was beaming.

      “She’s reading a storybook to the little ones. Helping her poor teachers instead of running them ragged.” She sighed. “I suppose when it comes to children, my instincts are faulty.”

      “Nonsense. I’ve had plenty of practice. And that last kid—well, you charmed the boots right on him.”

      “I rather did, didn’t I?”

      Ben moved closer. There was a blonde curl by Juliet’s ear that he very much wanted to unspool. He’d been imagining it all morning.

      “Have I told you you’re beautiful?”

      “Yes. Tell me again.”

      Ben leaned in. Just as he reached for the curl, the voice of Mrs. Cobblepot, Ben’s live-in housekeeper, made him jump.

      “Dr. Bones, I—oh.” She stood in the gap between folding screens, which she’d widened to accommodate her bulk. Her eyes were wide behind her horn-rimmed spectacles, and her hands clasped nervously.

      “As I thought, Lady Juliet, it’s just a tiny acrochordon. Nothing to fret over,” Ben said, giving her neck a long, ostentatious look-see.

      “An—an acrochordon,” Juliet repeated woodenly. She wasn’t good at lying on the spot.

      “A cutaneous growth. A skin tag. Harmless.” Concluding his faux exam, Ben smiled at his housekeeper. “I’m afraid you’ve caught me in the act, Mrs. Cobblepot. Between the exams for young evacuees, I’m holding an impromptu surgery for grownups. Have you any aches or pains?”

      “No, thank you, Dr. Bones. Hale and hearty as ever.” Although Mrs. Cobblepot sounded relieved, she frowned at the younger woman’s flawless skin. “I’ve never known you to fuss over your complexion, Lady Juliet. Surely you know it’s perfect.”

      “You flatter me, of course, but since I’ve begun wearing makeup, I’ve read several stories of dangerous and debilitating face creams. Tho-Radia, for one. As if the death of the world’s leading woman scientist, Madame Curie, hasn’t taught us about the perils of⁠—”

      “Yes, of course. Glad it’s been pulled from the market,” Ben said. While his housekeeper had come upon them in a somewhat compromising position, Juliet’s defensive chatter would only dig the hole deeper. Talking wildly of radium in Parisian beauty potions, a practice now outlawed, was useless. Mrs. Cobblepot, a retired schoolteacher and nobody’s fool, was immune to frantic filibustering. Hoping she’d soon forget, he asked, “What may I help you with?”

      “I only came to say that as you’ve examined the last evacuee, perhaps we should carry on? Lead the children to meet the prospective families?”

      “Was that boy really the last one?” Ben checked his wristwatch. “It’s not half-eleven.”

      “Your watch must have stopped. It’s half-one. Everyone willing to billet a child assembled on the green at noon, right on time. Now, they’re murmuring like the scribes and Pharisees, I’m sorry to say.”

      Ben unfastened his watch. “Blasted thing always wants winding,” he said, doing so. “No wonder I feel like I’ve been at this for six hours. I have.”

      “And in want of your lunch, I shouldn’t wonder,” Mrs. Cobblepot said. “All that remains is to line up the children by height in front of the hall. You can go back to Fenton House, where there’s a casserole in the warmer. Father Cotterill will oversee the rest. And Lady Juliet, if she wants.”

      “She most emphatically does not want,” Juliet flared, propping hands on hips. “Not if it’s a reenactment of those flesh auctions from days of yore. Girls and boys stepping on the block to have their teeth examined and their sinews pinched?”

      “I don’t like it any better than you,” Mrs. Cobblepot said. “If I had my way, the council would assign billets. But Father Cotterill says its done like this everywhere. People expect to look over the children and choose the ones who seem best for their household.”

      “Choose a maid-of-all-work or a farmhand, you mean. Mark my words, the fittest will go first,” Juliet said. “Next, the prettiest. By the end, the weakest and plainest will still be standing, wretched and ashamed, waiting for someone to take them on sufferance.”

      “Steady on. You don’t reckon it’ll play out as dire as that?” Ben looked from woman to woman. As an unmarried man who worked all hours, he wasn’t supposed to billet a child. Mrs. Cobblepot, a widow who lived in the cottage out of which Ben operated his busy practice, was also considered unsuitable. Couples of any age and married women with at least one child were preferred. Of the three of them, only Juliet was permitted to take in evacuees—she was technically married, even if Ethan Bolivar was seldom in Birdswing. Lately, however, her mother’s health was quite delicate. She wanted to be available at a moment’s notice if Lady Victoria took a downturn.

      “I fear it will be dire indeed,” Mrs. Cobblepot said. “Whenever I allowed my pupils to form their own cricket teams, it broke down into scenes Darwin would have found shocking. Surely you remember what it was like, Dr. Bones? Hoping not to be picked last, I mean.”

      “If you mean in sport, I was somewhere in the middle. If you mean in medical school, the hope is not to be picked. You never want to be asked until other poor blighters have made a mess of things.”

      “Pretensions of humility,” Juliet said with a wave of dismissal. “Dr. Bones bowled cricket rather well, and he knows it. But I have indeed been the last girl standing at the Christmas dance. And while an intelligent woman cares not for such trifles, these are displaced youngsters we’re talking about. Can’t we keep the children here and escort the families inside, one by one? At least let the children run about and play while their physicality is dissected?”

      “What’s all this, then? Some sort of conference?” Father Cotterill joined them, hat in hand, looking even more harassed than he sounded. His face was pink, and his dog collar was sweat-stained. “It’s a disaster out there. Barbarous. You can’t expect me to keep a lid on it forever.”

      Ben bit back the temptation to laugh. They’d both risen well before dawn to meet the train and conduct the evacuees to the church hall. But Ben was accustomed to long hours and groups of fractious people. The vicar made his own hours, and when he dealt with mobs, they were dressed in their Sunday best, buoyed up by the sermon as they filed out of St. Mark’s. Eighty kids on their first solo trip across the country, not to mention villagers eager to make their choice, had apparently pushed him to the breaking point.

      Maybe he broke the news about the tubercular houseguest to Mrs. Cotterill, Ben thought suddenly. That would explain the man’s deterioration. His wife, a wispy little creature with a childlike air, had probably balked at the notion. When she visited Birdswing’s sick and bedridden residents, she spoke to them at a distance of ten feet. Usually with a handkerchief pressed to her nose and mouth.

      I’ll ring up the ward sister at St. Barnabas the moment I’m home, he told himself. Preliminary begging to grease the wheels.

      “Well?” Father Cotterill said.

      “I was expressing my belief—” Juliet began.

      “We wondered if you wouldn’t reconsider—” Mrs. Cobblepot said simultaneously.

      “Stuff and nonsense,” the vicar exclaimed, using the biggest gun in his expletive arsenal. “The program is set. I only need at least one person to help me direct the children to the green. Men have work to get back to. Women have supper to cook. They can’t wait forever.”

      “Then let’s crack on.” Sensing Juliet about to erupt, Ben forestalled her with a raised hand. “And you and I will stand beside the children throughout the choosing to lend moral support.”

      When Ben, Juliet, Mrs. Cobblepot, and Father Cotterill embarked on what they presumed would be a monumental task, they soon remembered there were experts in their midst—namely, Miss Barnet, Miss Shields, and Miss Kerr. In no time, the teachers arranged the children by age into three long crocodiles and marched them out of the hall toward the village green. All Ben and his companions had to do was follow.

      It was a lovely afternoon. The sky was a perfect blue, and a soft breeze tickled the treetops. If one never glanced at a newspaper or listened to the wireless, it would seem as though all the world was at peace, drowsing in the warm, green afternoon. Was the weather as balmy in France? In the Low Countries? How many men—British, French, German, Dutch? —lay on their backs under such a sky, perhaps injured and waiting for death?

      When Ben’s thoughts went down this morbid line, he almost regretted not being assigned to the Royal Army Medical Corps. Although he believed his true professional gift lay in the art of diagnosis—useless in the theater of war, where penetrating injuries and blunt trauma ruled the day—it would have soothed his masculine pride to serve the war effort directly. Cornish fisherman had valiantly sailed for Dunkirk in patched-up private boats; how many lives could he have saved during that hellish evacuation, when three hundred thousand men awaited rescue at the seawall?

      But as quick as it rose, the heroic fantasy fell to dust. A Ben Bones who went off to war was a Ben Bones who never met Juliet, much less fell in love with her. Perhaps that Ben Bones would have died overseas; medical units were sometimes bombed in the fog of war. Maybe Fate knew what she was doing after all.

      “I knew it,” Juliet declared as they approached the green, now bearing a hastily knocked-together platform. “Flesh auction! Disgraceful.”

      “Lady Juliet, I’m sorry you find the usual way of doing things so objectionable. But I, for one, am quite prepared to carry on without you,” Father Cotterill said waspishly. “If you wish, return to the manor. Or if you truly want to be useful, return to the hall and tidy up the dirty plates.”

      Juliet stopped dead. Her startled disbelief gave Ben a chance to physically interpose himself between her and Birdwing’s man of God. This was vital; otherwise, the vicar would soon need his employer’s intervention. As far as Ben could tell, there’d never been an ounce of cordiality between the cleric and his warm-hearted, hot-headed Juliet, but this was the first time Father Cotterill had deliberately tried to insult her.

      “Vicar, forgive me for saying this, but you’re perspiring rather heavily for such a nice day.” Without pausing for permission, Ben touched the man’s forehead and put on his concerned face. “Much too hot.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid I don’t feel well,” Father Cotterill blurted, seizing the rope Ben had thrown him. “Forgive me,” he added, looking at Mrs. Cobblepot but presumably addressing Juliet. “I’m not myself.”

      “I should think not. I’d better walk you back to my little exam space in the hall,” Ben said. “I’d like to get your resting pulse and take your temperature properly.” Steering the vicar away, he said, “Why don’t you two start by presenting the youngest ones? They’re the most anxious to get settled. I’ll be back in two shakes.”

      “Thank you,” Father Cotterill said brokenly when they were out of earshot. “I know you understand how it feels when one’s nerves are at the breaking point.”

      Ben wasn’t sure what the other man meant by that. Before he could ask, the vicar added, “I simply cannot bear that woman.”

      “Lady Juliet is only looking out for the children. I think in your heart, you know that. What’s this really all about?”

      “Prudence,” the vicar said, meaning his wife. “She didn’t react well when I mentioned a tubercular girl was coming to stay for a few days. She threw a porcelain shepherdess.”

      “At the wall?”

      “At my head. Then she ran upstairs, weeping. You mustn’t think I’m criticizing her. In most ways, she’s above reproach—the ideal clergyman’s wife. But when it comes to visiting those who are poorly or even being in the presence of the sick or injured…” He broke off. After what happened in Barking, she’s afraid of London evacuees, full stop.”

      Ben nodded. Immediately after last year’s declaration of war, London mothers had been urged to send their children out of the city. The German war machine wanted Britain to fall quickly; the best way to accomplish that was to demoralize the people with heavy civilian casualties. It had been assumed the bombing would start almost immediately, and train carriages full of children had been dispatched to villages across the English countryside. Barking had been chosen to host two hundred and fifty boys and girls from the inner city. It had not gone well.

      “If it had been up to me, I would have shielded Prudence from the worst stories. But some of them appeared in the newspaper. And Young Mrs. Trentham,” Father Cotterill said, referring to Barking’s friendly barmaid, “bent Prudence’s ear about thieving, skiving, and cursing. Bad enough that one of the young degenerates took a bus back to London carrying the Maggart family silver in a pillowcase. Young Mrs. Trentham and her mother got a boy who wouldn’t stop saying…” He paused, looking around. “Eff. Not to be provocative. Simply in conversation!”

      “I remember,” Ben said. Young Mrs. Trentham quoted the nine-year-old as coming down for breakfast on his first morning and saying, “Hello. Eff it. It’s cold here. Eff me quick. Is there anything to eat?” Young Mrs. Trentham skirted the notorious curse, but the nine-year-old had used it with aplomb.

      “I’m sure you pointed out that if a child casually uses that sort of language, he’s heard it many times at home.”

      “Yes, but Prudence still found it disconcerting. Delicate sensibilities, my wife. Everyone in Barking was relieved when no bombs fell, and the children were sent back to London by Christmas. She hopes these evacuees will be returned just as quickly.”

      “Well, that depends on the Germans, doesn’t it? Do you think Mrs. Cotterill might be swayed when she meets the girl? She’s polite and gentle. Not the sort to curse over the breakfast table. I’d be happy to pop over and tell your wife as much.”

      “No, don’t. Pru’s shy of doctors. Thinks they cause disease rather than cure it.” The vicar caught his breath. “Good heavens, I shouldn’t have said that. Pru doesn’t want you to know. Not when we’ve finally succeeded in getting you back in the pew each Sunday.”

      “I’ll never let on that I know.” Ben waved it away. As long as Juliet remained trapped in her marriage of inconvenience to Ethan Bolivar, he planned on attending every service. St. Mark’s was one of the few places they could chat and laugh as much as they wanted without arousing suspicion.

      “Thank you for understanding. And for providing a priest hole, as it were, for my escape. Not that Birdswing’s Boudicca is likely to ever forgive me. Memory like an elephant. As a matter of fact, she tramples like an⁠—”

      Ben cleared his throat. While he understood the other man’s feelings, he wouldn’t tolerate outright insults to Juliet. “I must admit, the danger this girl would pose to you and Mrs. Cotterill is small, but real. Asking your wife to take in a child who belongs in a hospital is probably unfair. Certainly, if she contracted tuberculosis, I’d spend the rest of the year picking smashed shepherdesses out of your hide. The girl can stay with Mrs. Cobblepot and me at Fenton House.”

      Father Cotterill squeaked with delight. “Oh, Dr. Bones, that’s awfully good of you. Thank you, thank you.” He seized his hand, pumping it mightily. “This makes even the prospect of going back to the green and apologizing to her seem⁠—”

      “Oh, Julie doesn’t need you. She and Mrs. Cobblepot are fine, I assure you. Half the children are probably assigned by now. Go home and tell Mrs. Cotterill the good news.”

      “I shall.” The vicar regarded Ben curiously, as if turning over something in his mind. “Please don’t let on that I called her Boudicca.”

      “I think she’d rather like it.”

      As Father Cotterill hurried off to make peace with his wife, Ben returned to the village green, puzzling over the vicar’s strange expression. Only when he saw Juliet standing behind a line of boys, shaking her finger at some poor unfortunate in the crowd below, did he suddenly understand.

      I called her Julie.

      Two slip-ups in one day were infuriating, but he didn’t have the luxury of beating himself up over them. For weeks, he’d been behind in his paperwork, late in receiving his fees, equally late on paying his bills, and prone to snapping at people over silly mistakes. He’d gone into today’s marathon of pediatric exams determined to maintain good form, and he'd nearly done it, apart from the errors witnessed by Father Cotterill and Mrs. Cobblepot.

      Only a little more to reach the finish line, he told himself.

      Ben worked his way through the assembled villagers, judiciously using his heavy black doctor’s bag and walking stick to part the human sea.

      An argument between two potential hosts had broken out among the crowd at the platform. It happened to be over the small boy that Juliet had coaxed into accepting leather boots. She stood behind him, one hand on his shoulder, glaring down as the row continued.

      “Yes, I know you want him, but I need him,” declared Mr. Mansker, Birdswing’s principal landowner after Lady Victoria Linton. That lad will be perfect for all sorts of work about the farm. He can gather eggs, sweep the yard, and wash out the milk buckets—all sorts of pleasant jobs. I don’t care that he’s small.”

      “You want him because he’s small,” Abel Smythe accused. “You mean to have him up in your granary, cleaning and patching the chutes. Poor little lad will tumble to his death. He’s better off working in my garden. Dig for victory and all that.”

      Juliet said, “May I remind you, Mr. Mansker, that Birdswing is billeting these young people as part of the war effort? Not as unpaid laborers for your pestilential projects?”

      “Who said unpaid?” Mr. Mansker shot back. “At my farm, the lad will get three meals a day and all the milk he can drink. After milking the cows, of course.”

      “Send him to me, Lady Juliet,” called Mr. Mansker’s neighbor, the farmer called Abel Smythe. “At my place, it’ll be pleasant work, out in the fresh air. And he’ll get three meals and a sweetie at night before bed.” He lifted a bulging paper sack bearing the sacred legend, WOOLWORTHS. “Toffees, boiled sweets, and chocolate bonbons. Plus, Sundays free to do as he likes. After church, of course.”

      An appreciative murmur rippled through the crowd. Abel, who disdained any place he couldn’t reach on foot, had clearly taken the bus to Plymouth to procure the “pick and mix.” The boy the farmers were bidding over, who just happened to be the one Juliet had charmed into new leather boots, tugged at her skirt.

      Bending, she listened gravely as he whispered in her ear. As Ben reached the platform, joining her at last, Juliet announced, “This young man will go with you, Mr. Smythe. He’s never heard the slogan ‘Dig for Victory’ before, but he likes the sound of it.”

      After that, Ben and Juliet worked together, doing their best to keep the proceedings pleasant. It was no easy task. Personal remarks were constantly lobbed at the children, who were called things like “scrawny,” “fattish,” “wormy looking,” and “a sly little piece of baggage.” Still, through constant guidance, they found many of the children safe and appropriate billets. In the end, as Juliet predicted, all the cute ones had been whisked off to their temporary homes, and the older, able-bodied children were on their way to the farms or shops where they’d be expected to lend a hand.

      Father Cotterill reappeared with Mrs. Cotterill when only ten villagers and four children remained—Joan, the deaf girl; Michael and Peter, the twins in leg braces; and Jamie, a boy of about fourteen with an aggressive, street-tough manner. Having adamantly refused both a sponge bath and “charity” shoes, he stood next to Ben smelling to high heaven, wearing plimsolls that were mere skeletons, his dirty toes on display.

      “These are the dregs. Haven’t you any better stock in the back?” called Tim Laviolette, proprietor of Laviolette’s Fine Dining. Despite all evidence to the contrary, he considered himself a wit.

      “Troglodyte,” Juliet snapped.

      “What did you call me, your worship?”

      “A backward cave-dweller. Who doesn’t possess a dictionary.”

      “I like that. Here I stand, pillar of the community, seeking to take a little one into safety⁠—”

      “Safety! If this child eats your food, he’ll be poisoned. I wouldn’t trust you to keep a goldfish alive.”

      “That’s libel!”

      “Slander, I think you’ll find,” Ben said, biting back a smile.

      As Laviolette stalked away muttering, Mr. Richards from Marrow Street said, “Peggy and I might be willing to take on the big lad. But only you can vouch for his temperament, Dr. Bones. He’s a sulky-looking one.”

      “Sulky? How do you reckon you’d look after⁠—”

      “Begging your pardon, your ladyship,” Mr. Richards cut across her. “But I didn’t ask you. I asked Dr. Bones, man to man. Can I take that one into my home and trust him not to make off with the candlesticks? Or interfere with my little girls?”

      “I implore you not to speak like that, Mr. Richards,” Father Cotterill said. “Remember, we are doing this not for our convenience but for the war effort.”

      “Beg pardon, vicar. But you aren’t doing it. No kiddies under your wing. A case of do as I say, not as I do.”

      “I think you’ll find I serve this community without fail in every way I know how,” Father Cotterill said stiffly. “In this case, I would ask you to remember your calling as a Christian.”

      “Beg pardon again, vicar. But leave the church stuff in church if it’s all the same to you.”

      “I ain’t never been inside a church,” said Jamie. It was the first time he’d spoken since his brief medical exam, when he’d told Ben that if anyone took away his plimsolls, they’d get a punch on the nose. “I won’t go, neither.”

      “And there it is,” Mr. Richards cried with obvious satisfaction. “He’s a menace to the village. Send the little blighter to a Borstal and be done with it.”

      “Dr. Bones,” Juliet announced in a tone that foretold locusts and blood rain, “I shall endure no more. My participation in this shameful display is at an end. Jamie, help the twins down so they don’t trip. Don’t give me back chat,” she added sharply when he opened his mouth to complain. “I said, help them. They’re coming home with me.”

      Looking slightly stunned, Jamie picked up the twin called Michael, who rewarded him with a big smile. Lifting the other twin, Peter, he swung the boy around before setting him on the grass. The twins laughed, clapping their hands.

      Juliet knelt in front of the girl called Joan. Looking into the child’s eyes and enunciating carefully, she said, “Sweetheart, you’re coming with me. Do you understand?”

      Joan nodded, grinning.

      Taking Joan’s hand, Juliet led her away from the platform. The twins, awkwardly mobile in their leg braces, tottered in her wake.

      “Lady Juliet,” Ben called.

      “What?” She turned. “Jamie! Get over here. They need supervision.”

      Jamie stared at her. “I have to wait to be chosen.”

      “Imbecile, you are chosen. Now take the boys by the hand and come along.”

      “I don’t—I won’t⁠—”

      Ben prodded the boy. “Do it. She lives in Dracula’s castle. Hideous place with bats and a dungeon.”

      “She never.”

      “She does. If I’m lying, I’ll give you a shilling when next we meet.”

      “No laggards!” Juliet shouted.

      The crowd dispersed, grumbling loudly. Suddenly famished, Ben managed three steps toward home before he was startled by the high ding-ding of a bicycle bell.

      “It’s Miss Walsh,” Father Cotterill said, recognizing the newcomer’s thick brown hair, which she wore in bouffant so high, some people called her Madame Pompadour. Ben thought the effect achieved what she surely wanted—maximum attention on her pretty face—but others, including Juliet and her maids Dinah and Bertha, preferred to speculate on what sort of coiffure sorcery kept her hair up. Bertha thought it might be padding. Juliet suggested a dead animal of some sort. Possibly a squirrel.

      “Cycling in trousers,” Mrs. Cotterill murmured. “So unladylike.”

      “Dr. Bones,” Miss Walsh cried. “You’re wanted!”

      The little surge of resentment that welled up those words surprised Ben. Recalling what the vicar had said— I know you understand how it is when one’s nerves reach the breaking point—he strove to keep a professional expression as Miss Walsh pulled up, panting.

      “What is it? Someone injured?”

      “Someone dead,” Miss Walsh said, gulping air. “In Little Creek. Murder.”
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      Non compos mentis

      

      “I didn’t plan on taking them. A series of inhumane and frankly reprehensible circumstances forced my hand,” Juliet told Dinah, her lady’s maid. They were in the butler’s pantry, a quiet place with a ready supply of alcohol and no one to watch her drink it. She’d intended to calm her mind by sitting quietly in the butler’s chair, a comfy spot that had been deserted for more than a year. But instead of sitting, she paced the room, too restless to alight.

      “When you say taking them, you mean just for the day?” Dinah asked hopefully.

      “Of course not. You know perfectly well the evacuees are with us for the duration. Until the war ends or their mothers send for them—whichever comes first.” Somehow saying this aloud brought the enormity of undertaking home to her. After years of avoiding children, she’d slowly begun to unbend on the subject. Her afternoon of assisting Ben with the evacuee exams had demystified them still further. But four children… all at once…

      “Their mums’ll pine for them,” Dinah said. “Remember the last lot? Barking hardly had ‘em a month before they bug—bounced off to London. Bet these will do the same.”

      “I shouldn’t hold my breath.”

      When Advent 1939 arrived and no German bombs had fallen on London, mums had demanded their children back home for Christmas. The entire experiment had seemed like a bust. But that had been in the days of the Phony War, when fighting was mostly figurative and even staunchly patriotic citizens like Birdswing’s ARP Warden, Clarence Gaston, had begun to feel an anti-climax coming on. Dunkirk had changed all that. The war was all too real now, and children bearing small suitcases and gas masks were flooding into the country, hoping for a warm welcome that wasn’t always there to greet them.

      “You know I never do this,” Juliet said, going for the liquor. “A little sherry after dinner is all I ever take. But this calls for brandy. Medicinal brandy.”

      “Can I have some?”

      “Why not?” Unstoppering the crystal decanter, Juliet poured them each a finger. “Whilst driving the children to Belsham Manor, I learned a bit about them,” Juliet said, handing Dinah her glass. “Jamie, the older boy, lives with an uncle who doesn’t care for him. His mother is dead. If he has a father, I didn’t hear of it.”

      “What’s he got against soap and water?”

      “I rather think he’d inured to filth. Wolves would have raised him better.”

      “Why keep him here? He looks old enough to take a room somewhere.”

      “No. He’s only fifteen, which is too young to shift for himself.” Forcing herself to sit at last, Juliet tasted the brandy. Scowling, she knocked the drink back. The sooner it took effect, the better.

      “What about them poor mites? Them cripples?”

      “Don’t call them cripples. They have rickets. Dr. Bones explained it to me. With time, lots of cod liver oil, and braces to straighten their legs, they’ll walk well enough. And they do have a mother and father. But they’re the youngest of ten children. According to Michael, his mum said a few months without him and his brother would be like a seaside holiday.”

      Dinah downed her brandy in one. “And the little deaf girl?”

      “First, her name is Joan. Second, I have no idea because I can barely communicate with her. Before I even put the truck in gear, I gave her a pencil and a scrap of paper and asked her to write something about herself. She drew a stick person.” Juliet sighed. “Thank goodness she can read lips. I suspect she’s completely unlettered.”

      “How’s that? Don’t London kids get dragged to school? Lord knows I did.”

      “It may be different for children who can’t hear. In Plymouth, blind children are sent to institutions or kept at home for life. If someone deigns to teach them basket weaving, that’s considered the height of education. One of my charities tried to shift them into regular schools, but the local councils wouldn’t hear of it. It might be the same in London.”

      Dinah passed her glass from hand to hand. “I was good at nursing Mrs. Smith,” she admitted. “I reckon I'll get on when it comes to dressing and bathing the little ones. But I can’t teach reading or maths. As for the big lad…”

      “Jamie. I know. My first order of business is to get him bathed and decently kitted out. Then, devise some improving course of study.

      “I reckon I can mind the big lad if it comes to it, but I don’t know how to nurse children who are poorly,” Dinah said. “Maybe Bertha…”

      “Present,” called Bertha gaily. As usual, she wore her chauffeur’s uniform, including the cap, which she’d pinned at a jaunty angle. After a few months at the manor, the nervous maid who’d once worked for Margaret Freeman had blossomed into a plump, jolly young woman with a ready smile. “Why are we whispering in the butler’s pantry?”

      “Because that’s all the wretched thing’s good for,” Juliet said.

      Since the call-ups began, Belsham Manor had lost all its male servants apart from Old Robbie, who couldn’t have served at table if it meant the firing squad. These days, he did no work at all, outside of pottering gently around the garden or smoking his pipe in the summerhouse. The recent addition of two energetic young women who could run rings around him, and two teenage boys from Bodmin to wrangle the goats and chickens, had eased the faithful old retainer into retirement at last.

      “Our evacuees are loose in the small parlor,” Bertha said, sounding much happier about the sudden additions than Dinah. “Two precious lads tottering about in steel braces and a girl with long brown hair. I looked in to say hello and warn them against touching things. The boys giggled. The girl just gawped at me.”

      “What about the big lad?” Dinah asked.

      “What big lad?”

      “If you didn’t smell him, he wasn’t there.” She looked sidelong at Juliet. “Don’t forget, some of them vacs in Barking were nicked for stealing. I hope you didn’t give them any ideas.”

      Juliet groaned. “I chattered like a magpie all the way here. Told the children about the house, the park, and the garden. I mentioned the secret passage, too.”

      “Lord help us, he’s in the walls,” Dinah said. She approached the closest one and sniffed it, just in case.

      “Right. This is devolving rapidly.” Juliet stood up. If the brandy was having the slightest effect, she couldn’t feel it. “Bertha, return to the servants’ quarters and play with the children. Mother’s quite attached to certain objets d’art displayed there.”

      “I could herd them into the servants’ room. We’ve more than enough empty beds.”

      Perhaps the words “empty beds” triggered Juliet’s burst of inspiration. Or perhaps the whiskey was doing its work. But she suddenly declared, “I have just devised a cunning plan. It might even save the day. After I check in with Mother, I’ll motor back to the village to put it in motion. In the meantime, Dinah, you’re to scour the house for Jamie. If you find him, contain him. Lock him in a wardrobe if necessary. Bertha, please try to keep the youngsters in good spirits. If they’re hungry, ply them with tea and cake.”

      As Bertha exited, Dinah called after her, “Mind you, the girl’s one of them deaf and dumb.”

      “Deaf, yes. Whether she can speak remains to be seen,” Juliet told her. “And didn’t I tell you her name is Joan? We mustn’t reduce people to superficial attributes. Of me, would you say, ‘Mind you, Lady Juliet’s one of those tall and loud?’”

      “I would. I do.”

      “Then stop. I’d rather be insulted outright than boiled down to my least interesting features. Now. Are you quite confident you can deal with Jamie? The villagers found him intimidating.”

      Dinah made a rude noise.

      “He’s tall for his age. And only a year younger than you.”

      “Fifteen in boy years is a child. Sixteen in girl years is a woman.” With those defiant words, Dinah swept away, ready to do battle.
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        * * *

      

      “Darling, please don’t look so po-faced,” Lady Victoria said pleasantly. “Of course, I’m not upset that you took on evacuees. It sets a good example. We Lintons shouldn’t expect the people of Birdswing to do anything we wouldn’t do ourselves.”

      “I’m glad you don’t mind. I only wish you felt better.” Juliet heaved a sigh. “Blast these summer colds. Does the nebulizer help?”

      “I don’t think so. But please don’t tell Dr. Bones. He so wants to provide me with relief. Now—out with it, my love. What’s really troubling you?”

      “Nothing.”

      Her mother put her head to one side.

      “I’m perfectly sincere. Today has been lovely, apart from rising in Stygian darkness and blazing a trail through scads of mud. Only to witness boys and girls scrutinized like horseflesh. Someone even had the gall to ask within the children’s hearing, ‘Haven’t you any better stock in the back?’”

      “That sounds like something Timothy Laviolette would say. But my intuition tells me it’s more than that. Perhaps the specter of another weekend at the Duke of Cornwall Hotel?”

      “Yes, well. Mustn’t grumble, isn’t that the motto these days? We all must do our bit.”

      “What makes it so trying? Does Ethan try and take advantage of your presence in his suite?”

      “No. He’s bearable most of the time. It’s the situation,” Juliet said helplessly. “Ben will be in Plymouth this weekend, too. Attending a lecture on—I don’t know—a disease of twenty letters or more. We planned on meeting one another and making an afternoon of it.” She refrained from adding, ‘And an evening of it, and perhaps even a night of it.’ For months, they’d schemed to achieve a rendezvous safe from prying eyes, but their attempts had come to naught so far.

      Juliet continued, “Now that Ethan has decided he needs me as window-dressing, the afternoon’s off. I have yet to break it to Ben.”

      “I’m sure it’s disappointing.” Lady Victoria patted her hand. “But isn’t it marvelous that our family contributes directly to the war effort through Ethan? Spying is so dangerous. And the mere idea of it—exhilarating.”

      “You needn’t go that far. He was forced into it. Besides, we Lintons and Ellissons have produced actual uniformed heroes, you know.”

      “Of course we have. I’m quite proud of Wilbur on the HMS… whatever it’s called. And Cathy, the QC.”

      “QA,” Juliet corrected, surprised by the lapse. “As in Queen Alexandra’s Royal Nursing Corps. QC would mean Queen’s Counsel, I suppose, if we had a queen.” Mention of her valiant cousin irritated her. She could never hear the combat nurse without a pang of jealousy. “Ah, Cousin Cathy. She binds wounds and mops fevered brows; I pretend I’m happily married to the biggest bounder in England. At day’s end, she’s a lifesaver, while I’m a bitter spinster, for all intents and purposes.”

      “Come, now. Ben doesn’t have a wandering eye. You’re in no danger of losing him.”

      “I know. But he’s sick of it and so am I. We aren’t children. We shouldn’t have to pantomime friendship whilst ducking into Anderson shelters to kiss.”

      “Sounds rather romantic.” Lady Victoria patted her hand again. “Don’t scowl like that. I understand. You’re both healthy young people. And it’s springtime, if only for a few more days. Perhaps spending enforced time with Ethan will help. He may have lessons to teach you about bending the rules.”

      Intent on refuting the idea Ethan had a single solitary thing to teach her, Juliet opened her mouth, then closed it again. The man was a dyed-in-the-wool rascal. He could say, “You know I’m good at it” in five languages. With men, he was a hearty backslapper, a cigar smoker, a clubman of the old school; with women, he was grandiloquent, adoring, positively greasy. A man as well-oiled as Ethan could slip through the fingers of almost any authority, leaving broken hearts and empty bank books in his wake.

      And he cheated on me like the blazes, Juliet thought. But I never caught him in the act. He maneuvered strumpets like chess pieces.

      “You may be right, Mother.”

      “Of course I am.” Lady Victoria tapped a finger against her lips. “My dear, I know I shouldn’t be curious about such matters. But could you give me a hint as to what he’s doing at the Duke of Cornwall Hotel?”

      Juliet blinked at her. “What?”

      “Oh, yes, I know that terrifying little man from Whitehall made you sign the Official Secrets Act. I’m not trying to pry into national affairs. But I can’t help wondering what’s so important about a hotel in Plymouth.”

      “Mother. You know the D of C is thick with fascists,” Juliet said. Was her mother making some kind of joke?  If so, it had sailed right over her head. “It’s practically an ex-Blackshirt club.”

      Lady Victoria looked vague. “Well, yes. I knew that. Only… there must be more…”

      Something in her tone unnerved Juliet. She said, “It’s all to do with that vile book Ethan posted me. He wanted to prepare me for the things they say. Some of the fascists view it as a sort of bible. Remember how I couldn’t sleep after reading it?”

      “Of course, of course,” Lady Victoria said without conviction. “Put such unpleasantness out of your mind. Tell me more about the children.”

      I thought this was only a summer cold, Juliet thought. But last night, she asked me if I’d ever read Wodehouse. She knows I’ve read them all. I put it down to fatigue. But this…

      Feeling as though she must be wrong and very much wanting to prove it to herself, Juliet said, “Remember that letter of Ethan’s? The one I read aloud to you last week? He described a person called Sir H, and he did it so well that you recognized him. Remind me of his name, Mother.”

      “Juliet.” Color flared in Lady Victoria’s cheeks. “How dare you interrogate me? My heart may be weak, but my mind is keen as ever.”

      “I don’t mean to interrogate you. Only I’ve noticed your memory seems a bit⁠—”

      “A bit what? Am I potty now, simply because I failed to recall some insignificant detail about the Duke of Cornwall hotel? I stayed there once with your father twenty years ago, and I remember it perfectly. Not that I was impressed. Give me the Hôtel Regina in Paris. Which I can describe to you in perfect detail, starting with the statue of Joan of Arc.”  Her nostrils flared as her voice rose. “Will that satisfy you that I am compos mentis?”

      “Mother, please.” Juliet was taken aback by the change in mood. “Let me consult Ben⁠—”

      “Ben be hanged,” Lady Victoria cut across her. “You mean to tell him I’m mentally enfeebled so you can make cow’s eyes at him over my bed. It’s disgraceful. Get out of my room.”
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