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Chapter 1 David
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The 'last straw' happened when Mary discovered she was pregnant. 

'I'm not ready to start a family. We’re too young. Mary, I'll pay for you to get rid of it.' Although he had very little money at the time, David offered to pay for her to have an abortion. ‘I know a colleague who does them cleanly, discreetly and quickly, rather than you going to someone who doesn’t know the cervix from the back end of the vagina. Here, take the money.’ David reached into his pocket, took out his wallet and tried to give it to Mary, but she turned away.

‘David, I can’t believe what you are saying. You were ready to move to Penzance. The job is waiting for you and I was so much looking forward to going back and spending time with my family and old friends. I don't want to stay in Birmingham for the rest of my life. I don’t want to get rid of anything. I’m thrilled about having a baby even though sooner than I wanted. I thought and hoped that you’d be pleased too. Can’t we just get married? I thought that was the plan. You promised me you’d be careful. I don’t want anyone taking this baby away. I don’t believe in abortion.’ Mary started to cry. 

'But I don't want to be forced into a shotgun wedding with you, or anyone else.’ In his heart of hearts David knew he had made a big mistake. 

‘Well David, being a single mother was not on my list of things I wanted. I can’t believe you’re just going to walk away from this baby and me.’ Mary wiped her eyes and glared at David ‘I’ll find someone else who will marry me, don’t you worry. I don't ever want to see you again, not ever. 'With that she stormed out of the room, loudly slamming the door behind her.

Too late perhaps, David wondered if he'd done the right thing by suggesting an abortion, but now she had walked out of his life. Sorry, Mary, David thought to himself, engulfed by a great sense of relief, I realise now that our life together wasn’t meant to be.

Les was David’s rather dull friend from the Falklands. They had met at university, but quickly lost touch since they had very little in common and only came across each other at a rugby team reunion dinner, when David introduced him to Mary. At the time he hadn't thought too much about seeing Mary and Les talking quite animatedly, heads close together, during the evening. After that Les phoned Mary and when David overheard their conversations he was surprised to hear Mary laughing and chatting. He even came to Birmingham a few times. All that seemed to make sense now, when David received a letter from Les a few weeks after Mary's announcement.

Dear David, Mary told me she was expecting your baby and that you didn’t want anything to do with it, or with her. How despicable you are. I’m writing to tell you that we will be travelling to Stanley, back in the Falklands, where my folks live. We’re getting married there at the end of the month. Mary won’t have any problem getting a teaching job after the baby is born and we will be bringing up the baby together as if I were its father. Please note: You’ve given up all rights on this baby so don’t ever come looking for him or her. Les

David re-read the letter a couple of times. So, Mary had got herself sorted with Les. He laughed and secretly thanked Les for coming to Mary's rescue. He felt a twinge of regret about dumping Mary and he would never forget the wonderful few days they spent together in Cornwall. David felt sad about what he’d lost, but he knew he had to move on in his life. He didn’t bother to reply to the letter and never heard anything more from them, nor ever expected to.

David realised that Mary’s pregnancy and how to deal with it, had changed his views about her and their future together. It hadn’t been like that when he agreed to meet her parents in Penzance. At that time their short holiday together in Cornwall helped David make up his mind about Mary. She convinced him that living in Cornwall would be preferable to staying in Birmingham. She seemed so happy at the prospect of moving back to the town where she'd grown up, that for a while David was convinced it would be right for him too. He successfully applied for a job there.

‘Mary I’ve been offered a partnership in a GP Practice in Penzance. Just what I wanted. It’s time to leave my comfortable job with my uncle and stand on my own two feet for a change.’

However, In spite of what he told Mary, he had some lingering doubts about moving back to Cornwall and wondered whether he really wanted to be a GP there. Nevertheless everything seemed to be falling into place nicely so he tried to put his worries down to his childhood experiences as an evacuee and did his best to stop thinking about them. 

Not long after the offer of a job in Penzance, his uncle told him that he would give his Practice and his house in Birmingham to him when he retired and moved out of the city. David knew he could have sold the property and the money would have served him and Mary well for their life in Cornwall, but he wondered whether to change his mind and decide it would be better to stay in Birmingham. 

'Mary, can't you understand what a valuable asset it would be to have such an established medical Practice in an area I already knew well instead of starting afresh in Penzance where I don't know anyone, except your family,' he continued, 'I'm familiar with the patients and they with me and I know the work will be more satisfying here rather than moving to a new area where it would take time getting to know the patients. 'He told her he was no longer sure that he wanted to live in Cornwall and was happy to go there on holiday, but Mary was adamant, ’Well, that’s too bad. I’m not staying in Birmingham a moment longer than I need to. Come and meet my parents and spend a few days with me in Cornwall and see if I can persuade you to change your mind!' Reluctantly David agreed to this. After all, even though his uncle was in good health at the time, he was planning to retire soon and told David that the Practice and house would become his at that time. 

After the pregnancy fiasco, Mary went to the Falklands with Les. David didn't ever hear again from her or Les, though, just occasionally, he did wonder how they were getting on living so remotely and whether Mary’s baby had been a son or daughter.

David settled down working in his own Practice and enjoyed helping his patients. His time with Mary was put firmly to the back of his mind and eventually the feelings of guilt he had about his behaviour dissipated to a large extent. 

He renewed a friendship with Pamela at a thirtieth birthday party. She’d been a Sister on the surgical ward at the General Hospital in Birmingham, at the same time as when he'd been a house officer there. When they first met he’d been impressed by her ‘no nonsense’ attitude and the way she always seemed to know what to do next. As a newly qualified doctor he was confused about how to deal with some of the awkward patients. It only took a momentary glance in Pamela’s direction and she would come over and suggest discreetly the way they usually dealt with similar situations. 

At that time he was overwhelmed by her efficiency and found her rather daunting, in her starched white apron and cap, though, even then, he was aware of some attraction between them. He was too shy to pursue this and anyway at that time he was very happy with Mary. 

However, when he met Pamela again, after his disastrous break up with Mary, she seemed much more approachable on a personal level especially as she was wearing a soft flowing dress, her hair was shoulder length and curly. In the past he had hardly noticed how pretty she was when her hair had been tightly bound in a bun and she ruled David and all the young doctors with her strict demands. 

‘David, how lovely to meet you again,’ she greeted him with a hug, ‘let’s not lose touch again.’ They started going out together. She couldn’t have been more different from Mary. They shared a love of working with sick people and enabling them to receive the most appropriate care and attention. Mary had never understood the world of Medicine so it was a relief for David to have someone with whom he could share his experiences and concerns, knowing that Pamela understood what he was talking about. 

Their new relationship flourished and it wasn’t long before they married at the local registry office. Pamela supported him fully in his work even though David worked far too many hours for his patients. Some of them probably took advantage of his kind nature and he didn't have the energy to tell them he couldn't listen any more. He was on call every weekend and every evening as his was a single-handed Practice. 'No I don't want to employ an assistant,' he said in response to Pamela's suggestions, 'I like to know exactly what's going on in relation to my patients.'

Work in his Birmingham Practice was relentless and it grew steadily as he accepted ever more new patients on to his list. While David was busy at work, Pamela looked after the house and supported him whenever she could. She didn't need to work as he earned enough to keep them both. Eventually she had their son to look after too, which was almost a full-time job. 

There were times, however, after he had finished his evening surgery and the patients had gone when he would sit quietly, sipping a glass of whisky, before going back to the house to eat dinner when he thought again about Mary, wondered what happened between them and whether she had his son or daughter. 

He smiled to himself when he recalled how happy he’d been when he first met Mary at a mutual friend’s wedding at which they were seated next to each other for the meal after the ceremony. 

‘Are we being paired up?’ Mary laughed. She had long blonde hair and blue eyes. David couldn’t take his eyes off her. She smiled at him as they found they had plenty to talk about. After their first meeting they continued to spend time together. Mary was four years younger than him and studying at teacher training college in Birmingham. 

‘I grew up in Penzance in Cornwall, have you ever been there?’ 

‘Oh yes, I was evacuated there from London for four years during the war. I was billeted with a couple called Treverne. I loved living by the sea and went to Penzance a few times although I stayed in a more remote place called Porthcurno.’

‘My parents would probably know the Treverne family, as the community is quite small. I know Porthcurno well. As a child my mum and dad took me to the beach there and when I was older I went to the Minack theatre to sit in the cold and watch open air plays.’ 

‘Do you miss Cornwall?’ David asked.

‘Yes, I miss the sea, and of course my family too. Do you know the sea in Porthcurno is turquoise, a bit like the Caribbean, but much colder, of course! When I’ve finished my training I plan to go back to live and work in Cornwall.’ 

David smiled. ‘Yes I love the sea too. I’ve only been back once since the war ended, on a camping holiday with some fellow students and would love to visit again sometime.’ 

‘There are plenty of opportunities for you as a GP and for me as a teacher,' Mary smiled.

‘I really like the idea of working in Cornwall and being near the sea again, away from the big city,’ he paused for a moment and laughed, ‘so long as I don’t have to spend time with the Trevernes! I had good and bad times there but I look forward to going back and revisiting the places I remember so well.’ 

After they had been going out together for a few months and their friendship deepened David mentioned that he would like to have a few days in Cornwall with her.

‘Will you come with me and meet my parents? Just for a few days.’

‘Mary, I want to go back, but I have to admit that talking about Cornwall reminds me that I have mixed feelings about the years I was there as a child. I hated the way the Trevernes treated me. On the good side, however, I also had good times with school friends and had fun on the beach and in the sea. Also,’ he said with a smile, 'my secret meetings with the soldiers in the pillbox’.

Thinking about the pillbox reminded David how he’d met the soldiers there.

Sometimes after school he explored the area on his own and one day he climbed up the cliff and looked inside the concrete building above the beach. To his surprise he discovered a couple of soldiers. They looked up when David stepped inside. 

‘Hello. Come on in, we could do with some company. It’s boring sitting in this pillbox all day.’ David went inside and shook hands with the soldiers.

‘Pillbox?’ David asked,

‘Yes this is a pillbox. There are lots of them all along the coast. Something to do with the shape.‘

‘Why are you here? Are you really soldiers?’ ’ David didn’t feel nervous even though the soldiers each held a rifle. 

‘Well, if Mr Hitler decided a way into our country was from the beaches of Cornwall we could be invaded and there’d be a battle down here too. We’re keeping watch in case of enemy invasion from the sea onto the beach below.’ 

‘Oh, that sounds very exciting. Would you have to kill someone with that gun?’ David laughed and pointed at the rifle that the other soldier had propped against the chair.

‘If we see a boatful of soldiers trying to land, our colleagues will set off a barrage of flames across the beach so that they are unable to go any further and prevent them from moving inland.’

David laughed, 'I wish I could see the flames across the beach!' One of the soldiers replied, ‘It's not a joke, David. We have to be prepared.'

David thought about what they told him and realised that could mean the enemy on the beach. 

One of them smiled. ’Do you know there are soldiers just like us in every pillbox along the coast and they are on constant look out for the enemy coming from the sea.’ 

David changed the subject, ‘Are you Cornish?’ he asked.

‘No, we're from Yorkshire and really miss our friends back home,’ one of the soldiers explained.

‘Just like me. I'm not Cornish either. My mum and dad thought it would be safer here than staying in London, during the war. I miss my mum and dad most of all,’ David continued, ‘my dad is a soldier like you. But I miss my friends. Some of them came here too.' 

The other soldier looked at David, 'Thanks for coming to see us but now we've got to get on with our important work. Off you go to play with your friends, but don’t you go telling anyone you’ve been here talking to us. These pillboxes are strictly out of bounds to the likes of you.’ They both looked at David their faces serious, but then they laughed. ‘But you are welcome to come and say hello whenever you like.’ 

David's mind drifted back to the times when the soldiers gave him sweets that were a rare treat as they were rationed during the war. Sometimes he smuggled cake from the supper table and took it to them the next day. He told Mrs Treverne, 'I'm taking my cake to eat on the beach tomorrow.' She was happy for him to do that so she wrapped a couple of slices in some greaseproof paper to keep it fresh for the next day. 

David brought his mind back to thinking, a few years after, about Mary and their visit to meet her parents. Mary had tried to reassure him when he expressed doubts about their trip to Cornwall, ‘Don't worry, we’ll have a good time together and I so much want you to meet my parents. I hope you will feel happy about working and living in Cornwall.' 

'Yes I know that my concerns are about what happened to me in Cornwall in the past and now I'll try my best to put all of that behind me. But I'm also still considering whether or not to work in the Birmingham Practice that was my uncle's.' 

David had suffered for years and continued to experience recurrent and persistent nightmares about his life as an evacuee. These brought up many unanswered questions about his time during the war in Cornwall. He never managed to get to the answers to his questions. Why had they volunteered to look after him and then treated him so badly? If only he had been with a more friendly family, his memories of the war years would have been so much more positive. David hated to admit, even to himself and more especially to Mary, that he had nagging doubts about living in Cornwall again because at that time he enjoyed working with his uncle as his assistant in the hustle and bustle of his busy general Practice. 

Looking back to that time David thought too, about his mother and her illness and wondered whether if he’d stayed in London he would have been able to do something to prevent her becoming so ill. He knew he had to push those memories out of his head and concentrate on meeting Mary's parents. He felt anxious about this and at the back of his mind wondered if they might have known Mr and Mrs Treverne and were as unfriendly as them. Mary tried to be reassuring. 

'David, I don't take just anyone to meet my parents. This is an important step for our future together. I want to have my parents’ approval before I could agree to become engaged to you.'

‘Engaged? We haven’t talked about getting engaged!’ David looked surprised. Although they hadn't mentioned marriage when talking to each other, the way Mary spoke seemed to assume that this was where their relationship was going. David realised that it was a foregone conclusion in her mind that they would marry; he knew he wasn't ready to commit himself to her in that way. 

‘Mary, I’m not ready to settle down just yet,’ he told her.

‘But David, we could be very happy together,’ Mary looked upset and David felt he was being unnecessarily hurtful to her. 

He tried to ease the pain by adding, ‘Let’s just see how we get on during the holiday in Cornwall. I’ve not been back since I was there during the war except for a weekend and spent most of that trip either in the pub or the sea. I’ll show you the pillbox where I used to talk for hours to the soldiers on duty. I wonder what happened to Mr and Mrs Treverne. They must be getting on a bit by now. I'd like to tell them what I thought about the way they treated me. But I guess it would be a bit cruel to do now.’

When David met Mary's parents he discovered they had known Mr and Mrs Treverne quite well. 

'We used to buy milk from them. But that was a long time ago. Poor old Mr Treverne died of cancer years ago. He was ill for a long time, getting frailer and frailer. Meanwhile his wife had Alzheimer's and had to move to residential accommodation in Penzance even before her husband passed away. He couldn't cope what with his illness and hers'. 

David was relieved he wouldn't have to confront one or both of them. He decided to let bygones be bygones. Perhaps this would put an end to his nightmares as well.

David reminded himself that he and Mary spent their few days in Cornwall not only with Mary’s parents but having some time away from them in and around Porthcurno. He showed Mary the farm where he'd lived, his old school and the pillbox on the cliff overlooking the beach, where he and the soldiers spent many hours putting the world to rights. 

'Come inside, Mary,' David held out his hand to her as he went through the doorway into the pillbox. They looked out through the small window and saw the wide expanse of ocean ahead of them. A fishing boat glided by on its way back to Penberth. How warm and cosy it was inside. They started kissing and as their passion increased they were soon lying on the soft earthy floor and making love. At that moment everything in David's world was forgotten. He began to think that marriage to Mary might be a good thing after all. His reverie was broken as Mary suddenly sat up and pulled him to his feet.

‘Look at the time! If we don’t hurry up we’ll miss the last bus to Penzance.’

‘Last bus? But it’s only half past five’.

‘...And the last bus is in five minutes. Come on we’ll have to run.’

Mary held David’s hand as he hastily adjusted his clothing and ran with her to the bus stop just as the bus came around the corner. The double decker bus bumped its way along the narrow lanes to Penzance. They sat in the open top and enjoyed looking down at the fields. They arrived in town and walked with arms around each other back to Mary’s parents’ house. 
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Chapter 2 David

[image: ]




As he sat by his desk in the surgery at the back of his house in Birmingham, sipping a glass of whisky, David lost all sense of time as he recalled, as if it were yesterday, the end of his stint in Cornwall as an evacuee. He had become so used to living in Cornwall that he was reluctant to leave. David knew that life would be very different for him because his father had been killed in action and his mother was extremely ill suffering from TB and was living in a sanatorium in Sussex. At that time there were no specific antibiotics available to treat TB and the outlook for her recovery was extremely grim.
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