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			Chapter One


			The smell of the verdant gorse and heather on the Dartmoor hills, crags and gullies that Evie loved so much, currently cloaking them in breathtaking shades of gold and purple, wafted through the open bedroom window. It was a scent that revelled in a West Country summer but that also gave a reminder that the harsh weather of a moorland winter was only a few scant months away.


			Evie breathed in deeply. She was getting ready for the first day of the autumn term at Lymbridge Primary School.


			It was early still, very early, but Evie had barely slept.


			As she fumbled for the skirt and cotton blouse she had laid out the night before, while doing her utmost not to wake her slumbering sister Julia who didn’t have to get up for another fifteen minutes or so, Evie remembered the start of the summer term, her very first day as an infant teacher.


			Although it was barely five months ago, it felt as if a lifetime had passed since that day. Now, if she cared to think about it, her old self seemed shockingly naive and childish, a completely different Evie.


			But, like today, back on that spring morning Evie had been suffering from a broken heart and a disrupted night’s sleep.


			Or, she thought ruefully, what I considered a broken heart might feel like, the silly and babyish chump that I was. How innocent, and how foolish.


			Evie knew differently now.


			Her hasty engagement to Timmy Bowes, and the painful discovery that as Timmy left to fight for king and country he’d been nursing an agonising secret in the shape of Tricia Dolby and the unborn baby he’d fathered, had felt dreadful at the time.


			Faint rays of September sunlight dappled Evie’s bed through the window high up in the eaves as she tried to pull her pin-curled hair into some sort of order, Julia having insisted the previous evening there should be at least one day this coming autumn term that Evie stood in front of her class of five- and six-year-olds with properly styled hair.


			Evie avoided her reflection in the wood-framed mirror. She knew there were shadows under her eyes and her eyelids looked puffy. She had lost weight and, Evie fancied, her face looked as if the bones underneath were just a bit too close to the smooth surface of her skin.


			Timmy wasn’t to blame for this, she knew.


			It was her own fault.


			No, it wasn’t, Evie immediately chided herself, with a shake of her head that sent the bouncy curls dancing into disorder.


			It was Peter’s fault!


			Peter and his inconstant heart.


			Her fault had been to fall for Peter.


			Was no man she cared for able to hold himself back where other women were concerned? Or was it Evie that was the problem? Perhaps she made other women seem more attractive by comparison.


			At these grim thoughts Evie felt defeated. As she stared down at her unstockinged feet, she fancied they looked sad too.


			Evie sighed and dropped her head further as she leant her weight on to her hands, holding the edge of her and Julia’s dressing table. A lone tear fell, its edges breaking into a minute splash as it struck the wood. Suddenly weary almost beyond measure, Evie felt her shoulders quiver as she allowed herself the luxury of giving in to her silent desolation.


			


			Twenty minutes later Evie was at the breakfast table at Pemberley, the guest house where she lodged as a PG, or – more properly – a paying guest, staring at the mark her deep red lipstick had left on the rim of her tea cup. Normally she wouldn’t wear make-up to school, but today called for special measures to bolster her spirits, she had decided, as she felt so low. The lipstick, a present to Evie from Timmy’s mother to say thank you for Evie’s gracious behaviour when she had stepped aside in the summer holidays and Timmy had finally made a honest woman of Tricia Dolby, was the best booster to Evie’s frazzled spirits that she had been able to think of.


			As she heard the first sounds of her fellow guests beginning to stir upstairs, Evie took her tea cup and saucer through to the kitchen, and after rubbing the lipstick mark off with her finger, quickly rinsed and placed the crockery on the tiered draining rack. She picked up her newly knitted cardigan and her handbag, and then the sandwich wrapped in paper she had made while she was waiting for the kettle to boil for her morning tea, and finally she grasped a large jug with just a little milk in it (she’d chosen the large jug to avoid any danger of splashing her clean clothes).


			She hurried out of the door, hardly pausing to notice the splendid morning that promised a wonderful Indian summer over the next month or two.


			Evie wanted to delay having to face anybody for as long as she could.


			


			It was a short walk to the school, down Pemberley’s graceful arc of a sun-bleached gravel drive and then in at the school gate, a mere stone’s throw away along the single lane that wended through the village.


			Evie went to find the key to the school block in its accustomed hidey-hole in the wall, but no matter how she felt and fumbled around, and then peered with crooked brows into the dim recess, the key was resolutely not there.


			‘Miss Yeo. Young lady, as you might be able to surmise if you stopped day-dreaming and bothered to think about it, the classrooms are unlocked already.’ The arrogantly high-handed male voice sounded as if its owner had called to her from within the vestibule outside the classrooms. Evie couldn’t help but note that the owner of the voice couldn’t be bothered to put his head out of the door to speak to her directly.


			Evie pursed her lips and blinked as she let out a slow breath. This was, she knew, the unwelcome sound of Mr Leonard Bassett, the new temporary headmaster at Lymbridge Primary School.


			And, unfortunately, also one of the recently arrived paying guests at Pemberley. This was following the vacating of two spacious bedrooms now that Peter was working in London and kindly Mr Smith had moved out to go to Berkshire to be with his bride. And his new wife was Mrs Bowes, who was Timmy’s mother – or more precisely, Mrs Smith, as she now was. Evie would have to get used to calling her former headmistress Mrs Smith, she knew, but it felt very odd still to think of her as anything other than Mrs Bowes.


			For the time being, Mr and Mrs Smith were renting a small house close to Stoke Mandeville Hospital, until Timmy would be well enough, following his searing back and head injuries of several months earlier, to be sent to the new recuperation hospital that was being shoe-horned into a once-grand house called The Grange that was reasonably close to Lymbridge. It would soon begin to take its first patients.


			There was a Mrs Bowes still – but this was Tricia Dolby, of course. Although heavily pregnant, Tricia had returned to her job at the dairy parlour after the wedding, hoping to get in another month or six weeks of work before Timmy’s baby arrived. Evie believed the plan was that once Timmy was installed at the recuperation hospital and Mr and Mrs Smith had taken up residence in Mrs Smith’s pretty cottage, then Tricia would move in with them.


			Evie didn’t mind at all having a new superior she must report to at Lymbridge Primary School. It hadn’t always been easy working for Mrs Bowes (actually that was quite an understatement). And at least now Evie was no longer Timmy’s fiancée and so she wouldn’t have to begin the new term while keeping up the same ridiculous charade she had had to maintain the previous term – for reasons too dreary to dwell on – of trying to keep secret the philandering behaviour of her headmistress’s beloved son.


			Evie was all too aware she still had an awful lot to learn before she could claim to be anything approaching a fully rounded infant teacher, as so far she’d only had the one term of teaching experience. In fact she was very relieved to have been offered the autumn term teaching after that, as money had become tight for her over the summer. This was because the previous term had been a temporary posting. And so too was this autumn term, as it had been made clear to her by new headmaster, Mr Bassett, who obviously thought of Evie as merely a make-do-for-now answer to the problem of appointing an infant teacher.


			Presumably at some point during the autumn term the Board of Education would ‘take a view’, as by then Mrs Smith would be clearer as to her own plans and would know whether her sabbatical needed to be extended or not. It was still unusual for a woman teacher to be newly married, Evie knew, but Mrs Smith had to be close to fifty and so she wasn’t a typical newly-wed. And if she wanted to teach, Evie felt, then the feisty headmistress would make sure that was exactly what would happen.


			Evie knew there had been a bit of a set-to with the education authority many years earlier when Mr Bowes had walked out of the family home unexpectedly following an unfortunate liaison with a young lady, and Mrs Bowes, as of course she was then, had demanded her old job back at the local primary school even though Timmy was only a small boy. It hadn’t taken long apparently for the local authorities to see the error of their ways and to buckle to Mrs Bowes’s will.


			But if Mrs Smith were to make her leave of absence permanent, then Evie assumed that the new headmistress or headmaster would want to appoint their own infants’ teacher, and it was by no means certain that either Mr Bassett or Evie would keep their posts under a new regime. So Evie had told herself firmly that the best thing to do in the meantime would be to throw herself into this autumn term of work and learn as much as she possibly could, but not to assume in any way that she was close to being made a permanent member of staff. All experience was valuable, and it might be that afterwards she could get a job at one of the other local schools if she had a good autumn term teaching at the primary school she herself had attended as a child.


			All of this was fair enough. However, Evie did very much mind having to report to Mr Bassett for the few months until Christmas.


			Hard to age but very probably not yet thirty, as far as Evie was concerned Mr Bassett’s crime was that he treated her as if he were a grand old man and she a mere flippertygibbert. He was bumptious and conceited, and he never appeared to be the slightest bit interested in anything she had to say. And those were his better points, Evie felt.


			Her best friend, Sukie, had tried to point out to Evie the fact that Mr Bassett seemed suave, and he certainly was good-looking, but to no avail.


			Evie acknowledged that it wasn’t Mr Bassett’s fault that an eye problem had meant he was unable to join up – within minutes of their first conversation Sukie had got out of him that he couldn’t see with the lower part of his vision, and that doctors were divided as to whether this was an optical or a neurological issue. Still, Evie felt, he was a man inordinately fond of his own extremely dull opinions, and as far as she could see he didn’t really have anything much to talk about other than cricket.


			She had taken a firm dislike to him on sight, definitely aided by the fact that the day he’d moved into Pemberley – at the same time as a young journalist called Paul Rogers (who had rarely been at the guest house since) – was one of the unhappiest of Evie’s short life.


			And nothing Leonard Bassett had said or done in the ten days or so since arriving in Lymbridge had persuaded Evie that it would be pleasurable for either of them to work together. It was irritating that Mr Worth, who ran Pemberley as a guesthouse with his wife (well, it was Mrs Worth who did most of the running, although Mr Worth tended to overlook this), and Evie’s fellow PG Mr Wallis, both appeared to think Mr Bassett a fine fellow.


			Today, the fact Mr Bassett had just proved himself to be an earlier bird than Evie in the morning was nothing short of plain irksome, as she prided herself on being up with the lark nearly every day.


			‘Good morning, Mr Bassett,’ Evie said primly as she marched up the three stone steps and continued straight past him in the small entrance hall and on into her infants classroom, making sure she avoided directly looking at him. And how frustrating it was that the corner of her eye revealed that he’d already lost interest in her, and instead he now appeared to be deep in concentration as he gazed at something written on an officious-looking clipboard, replying to her good morning with something sounding suspiciously like a mixture of a sigh and grunt.


			Evie swept into the infants classroom, and then realised that in her grand entrance she’d forgotten to put her sandwich and jug of milk for their tea into the old-fashioned cool-box in the poky staff kitchenette. Drat. She went back into the entry vestibule, and was relieved to note that Mr Bassett was now in his own classroom, meaning she didn’t have to talk to him just at the moment and she could stow away what she was carrying in peace.


			


			Evie’s classroom was spick and span and ready for the new term. She and the school caretaker, Mr Cawes, had spent a good hour the day before arranging the tiny wooden desks and chairs in various new configurations, Evie ignoring his increasingly testy exclamations of ‘new-fangled nonsense’, ‘I’ll be damned’ (alternating with ‘I’ll be jiggered’), ‘whatever next’, ‘the maid’s done it now’ (this escalated to ‘the maid’s done it now’), all of which Mr Cawes muttered only half to himself in his broad Devonian accent as they pulled the desks and chairs this way and that.


			It was a daring new arrangement she’d decided on eventually, and Mrs Smith would have been quite shocked if she could see the new placement of furniture, Evie conceded to herself. Mr Cawes apparently thought likewise; he had peered around after Evie had declared their arranging over in obvious disapproval with many a dubious shake of his whiskery head. And after she had insisted on her way and returned to Pemberley, she thought suddenly that Mr Bassett might not approve either, although he hadn’t commented one way or another to her after he’d been to check the school the previous evening.


			What had provoked this upheaval in the infants classroom was that towards the end of the previous summer term Evie had found herself wondering if desks in a line were really helping her pupils, many of whom were still only five years of age. While she could see such a way of seating could be a better arrangement for the junior pupils, who were seven years and upwards, as sitting in a more regimented manner might quell a little distracting chatter, it seemed to be asking a lot of her small pupils when they couldn’t see each other’s faces. And so Evie had broken up the rigid rows of desks into what she hoped would be less intimidating clusters so that four children could sit facing each other, with the desks in four little groups in a semi-circle around her teacher’s desk.


			Also new to Evie’s classroom was a big chart on a large piece of hardboard Mr Cawes had found for her and painted white. The two young WRVS (Women’s Royal Voluntary Service) PGs at Pemberley, Tina and Sarah, had been instrumental the previous week in carefully transposing Evie’s unruly pencil sketch of what she wanted into a simple but nonetheless professional-looking grid, along with the various names of the pupils and categories of lessons. Tina and Sarah had made such a wonderful scoreboard to lodge the competition scores at the village’s Revels that Evie had organised in high summer, that she had co-opted them in this latest endeavour.


			Once she had their agreement as to the grid-making, Evie had persuaded her younger brother James to cart the board from the school to Pemberley for Tina and Sarah to work on, and then lug it back to the school a few days later. Evie was rather proud that she’d not had to bribe James to help her, but she thought he probably hoped he might run into her glamorous best pal Sukie.


			Down the side of the board in alphabetical order were the Christian names of each of Evie’s sixteen pupils for this coming term. Five of her previous class had moved up to the juniors now they’d been in the infants class for two years, but another nine children from the village of Lymbridge or the surrounding farms were now old enough to join the school.


			Along the top of the grid were the categories, such as handwriting, spelling, sums, gym, history, geography, science, painting and nature. Evie had begged Mr Smith to see if he could wrangle her some card in a range of colours and some blunt scissors from an art supplies shop when he was next reporting to the Board of Trade in London, and she’d been delighted the previous week when he’d sent a package down for her, especially as it contained twenty such pairs of kiddies’ scissors and, thrillingly, quite an array of thicknesses of card in a rainbow assortment of colours. Goodness knows where he had managed to find such a treasure trove in these times of scrimping and saving. As Evie had thought before, it was very handy having a friend in a high place.


			A day or two earlier, Evie had made a template in a star shape and cut out some samples, sticking a single star of a different colour at the top of each column, making sure the green star was above the title nature, on the basis that lots of leaves and grasses were green. As nearly all of her children wouldn’t be reading big words yet she had also hunted around in some old picture books she and her siblings had enjoyed as children and had cannabalised a few suitable illustrations to go underneath the headings. She had also got Tina and Sarah to put in ‘1 + 1 = ?’, ‘My name is ?’, ‘C.A.T. spells?’, ‘Today the weather is …?’ etcetera in the boxes immediately underneath the headings. If that didn’t make it clear what each column referred to, then Evie wasn’t sure what would.


			The plan was that stars would be earned by the pupils for good behaviour or excellent work, with the aim that everyone should get at least one star per subject over the term. At the end of the term Evie would award a prize to whoever managed to get the most stars. The stars would be stuck up on to the scoreboard with a little flour and water paste, already prepared in a washed-out glass jam jar with the metal lid firmly screwed on. Evie was hoping such a mild glue would make the stars easy to remove at the end of term, meaning that the board could be re-used for the spring term. This theory was yet to be tested, however.


			Evie had divided the remaining coloured card into smallish sections, and on it she had outlined in pencil smaller stars from her template. It would be chaos, she knew, but she thought the children would enjoy cutting out the stars with the small round-tipped scissors as a way of easing them into the new school year, after which she would award everyone a star for their morning’s work, and then put the rest of the homemade stars into another jar, a large one this time, so they were ready to be stuck to the grid as harder-earned rewards over the coming weeks.


			Evie had asked Mr Bassett the previous Friday if he played the piano, and he’d had to admit it was something he couldn’t do. Evie wasn’t very good – and certainly nowhere near the dab hand as a pianist that Peter had been, or even able to match Mrs Smith’s rather heavy-handed skill in this respect – but over the summer she had been practising hard on the piano at Pemberley under the tutelage of ancient church organist Mr Finn, and Evie’s reward had been that she made vast improvements to her still slim repertoire. While she practised and her fingers fumbled around on the black and ivory keys, Evie had had to force herself not to remember the happy times when Peter had played Pemberley’s piano. This was a plan that mostly hadn’t gone too well.


			Anyway, the day before, she and Mr Cawes, with rather too much huffing and puffing and the prerequisite muffled swearword or two, had also manhandled the ungainly school piano from the juniors classroom into the infants classroom. ‘Well, I’m blowed, Evie. Mrs Bowes was an ’ard taskmaster, but she’s a little ’un compared to yer. Me knees and me back are rightly sore,’ Mr Cawes said pointedly while ostentatiously rubbing his lumbar region, and then Evie had had to promise she would stand him a stout the next time she ran into him in The Haywain, at which he looked somewhat mollified.


			Mr Cawes had attached hooks for string on the back of the hardboard grid and hung it on the wall. Evie hadn’t had the heart to point out that he’d nailed in the hook on which the grid hung so high up that every time she wanted to reward one of the pupils named towards the top of the grid, she would have to stand on a chair to do so. However, she decided not to suggest that he lower the hook as she’d found herself having to discourage further conversation with the elderly caretaker with his nosey questioning comments about her and Timmy, and ‘that daft Dolby maid, mad’s a brush an’ wi’ a belly t’ size o’ Christmus’. Evie realised it may have been rash of her to mention the stout if this was the result. A bit of a stretch to stick a star on the grid was a much more welcome outcome than having to fuel the old man’s demand for scurrilous gossip that he’d likely be sharing down at the village pub before the day was out.


			Alone this early morning in the quiet time before the new term got under way, Evie tried to compose herself as she took the seat at her teacher’s desk, and then neatly wrote the name of each of her pupils in alphabetical order down the side of the first page of the register for the forthcoming school year.


			


			The church clock struck eight and Evie realised she had nothing else she needed to do before the first pupils arrived, which wouldn’t happen for at least another twenty minutes or so. She sighed and tried to sit in quiet contemplation – she had read an article in a magazine recently extolling the value of ‘quiet contemplation’. It can’t have been more than thirty seconds before she sprang to her feet and heading briskly to the classroom next door.


			‘Mr Bassett, I’m shipshape and ready for my pupils now, and I have some spare time. Is there anything you’d like me to do?’ she said.


			Her temporary headmaster was standing with his back to her as he stared morosely out of the window in the direction of the moorland tors. There was a silence.


			Still waiting for a reply, Evie crept forward. Mr Bassett looked wrapped in the deepest of thoughts and Evie felt she’d never seen anyone look so far away. She didn’t think he had heard her. Then she was taken aback and slightly shaken to see what looked to be a tear glistening on his cheek. Horrified, Evie halted abruptly, and then tried to back soundlessly out of the room, unfortunately bumping into a desk that was slightly out of alignment.


			Mr Bassett jumped at the unexpected sound of the desk’s legs scraping on the parquet floor. He turned quickly to look at Evie, who said hastily, ‘I do apologise for barging in, Mr Bassett, but I have a spare few minutes and so I was wondering if you would like a cup of tea?’


			‘No, Miss Yeo, I don’t think I do, thank you,’ he said flatly. And without ado, Mr Bassett turned once more to gaze on the majestic view of the moors, his back square-on to Evie.


			It was impossible not to take this a some sort of rebuke, and Evie returned to her classroom feeling distinctly unsettled. It wasn’t so much that anything particularly threatening had happened, but more that she sensed that whatever was affecting Mr Bassett was so very much outside Evie’s experience that she didn’t know what she should do. Whatever the matter was, though, it was deeply troubling to Mr Bassett.


			Still, Evie didn’t have the inclination to brood for long on her headmaster. Mr Bassett might not be looking forward to the day ahead, but the parlous state of her own see-sawing emotions felt too all-consuming for Evie. And with that, she allowed herself the luxury of dwelling on the happier times of preparing for the village Revels, and as she turned to gaze out of her own classroom window she caught her breath and her heart bumped uncomfortably against her ribs at the sight of the Nissen hut at the bottom of the school field.


			For there, hidden from prying eyes, was where she had stolen two thrilling kisses with Peter while the Lymbridge villagers enjoyed themselves at the Revels just a matter of yards away.


			Only lasting a matter of seconds, nevertheless those secret moments were the high point of Evie’s life. To think about them sent a giddy whirl of emotions and sensations racing throughout her mind and body.


			


			It wasn’t long before the children started to arrive, full of energy and chatter. Evie realised she was very pleased to greet her pupils from the previous year.


			Even though really it was only a matter of weeks since she had last seen them all together, it was noticeable how much some of them had grown. Almost everybody looked suntanned and healthy. It was obvious that lots of time had been spent running around outdoors during the summer holidays. Evie could remember that back when she was a child during the warm weather, she and her sisters and brother had only come inside to eat or to sleep. Evie saw that there also appeared to have been a mass loss of milk teeth amongst her pupils, as nearly everyone seemed to be sporting gappy smiles.


			As had happened last term, it looked like little Bobby Ayres was set to be the imp of the class. He arrived gingerly carrying a small cardboard box. He opened it carefully to show Evie a dormouse he’d found the previous day. Evie thought it very lucky that the poor dormouse had survived so long (it actually looked surprisingly content, curled up and dozing on an old flannel), but she didn’t want to tempt fate. She promised Bobby that the minute everyone had arrived and she had got everyone seated and taken the register she would show them all the dormouse, after which Mr Cawes could release it behind the Nissen hut as it was ‘much kinder to let wild animals live outside’.


			Bobby’s face clouded for an instant and then threatened to crumple, but he cheered up when Evie promised that as a special treat he could go with Mr Cawes to set the small rodent free. And with that Evie put the box on the rather high window ledge as she thought the dormouse might appreciate a little privacy to do whatever dormice do when unexpectedly plucked from their habitat.


			Evie said to her infants from the previous term that they could play for five minutes at the far end of the playground and that Mr Cawes would be with them to keep an eye on things. Marie and Catherine, two evacuees from Plymouth who now lived with Evie’s parents, were the first to scamper to the side of the playground. As the other infants began to follow, Evie told them she would be calling them all in soon but first she wanted to show the new pupils their classroom and where they could get a drink of water from and find the lavatories and so on. It was probably a good idea, Evie decided, if she made all the newcomers use the diminutive porcelain toilets and then wash their hands. She knew that some of them would be feeling frightened, and too scared to ask to go if they needed.


			As she led her little troupe of new arrivals into the schoolhouse, Evie noticed that Mr Bassett had cheered up remarkably from earlier. He seemed to have a nice way with the children, and was promising the juniors a cricket innings later in the morning. Evie also noted that nearly all the girls looked less than enthusiastic at the prospect, although it was hard to tell if this was because they’d been told they had to play, like it or not, or because Mr Bassett had said the girls could field while the boys bowled and batted.


			It took Evie what felt like a surprisingly long time to get her new pupils settled. After everyone had used the toilets, she put two of her new children at each of the groups of desks, and one at the final group. And then she called in her older pupils and allocated them seats, attempting to make sure that in each set of four she had a mix of the shy and the forward youngsters, and the new and the old, in the hope that each set of four would balance out and that no one group would seem too raucous or withdrawn.


			Holding the open box steady, Evie then went to each group to allow them a peek at the dormouse, putting a finger to her lips as she did so to encourage the children to be quiet. After she had drawn attention to his little pink paws and his tail curling across his tummy right up to his nose, his paper-thin ears and his curly whiskers, she asked them to take a good look as they were each going to try to draw the dormouse later in the morning. Fortunately Evie had an illustrated book on wildlife on the bookshelf behind her desk that would help out too in this respect as it would remind the little ones what they had seen, and with a bit of luck it would detail habitat and food, and so she could turn a chance event into a combined nature and painting lesson.


			She then handed the box over to Mr Cawes, who’d been hovering just inside the classroom door, and he and Bobby Ayres set off towards the playing field with their tiny quarry.


			Evie was just about to shut the classroom door behind them and start explaining to the rest of the class exactly how they would go about the cutting out of the card stars, which would then be collected to be used as rewards, when a lithe furry body squeezed through the closing gap between the door and jamb.


			It was Keith, the school cat.


			Evie laughed out loud, and so did the pupils who already knew the puss.


			Keith had spent the summer living over at Bluebells, Evie’s parents’ house at the far end of the village. She – and it was a she, and not a he, despite her boyish name – had clearly been spoilt and had had a good summer, as Evie could see in her sleek coat and filled-out body as she cavorted by. How had Keith been able to sense it was time to return to school? Evie had planned to collect her at lunchtime, if she could persuade Mr Bassett to watch her pupils as they ate their packed lunches. But now Keith had obliged by saving Evie a job. Perhaps cats really did have something of the ‘other world’ about them, as some of the elderly folklore-loving village women had tried to persuade Evie when she herself had been young.


			The infants were delighted to see Keith too, and it wasn’t long before the tabby and white cat was introducing herself to the new pupils.


			As Keith’s famously booming purr rang out, Evie thought that the school term had got off to a reasonable start that morning, all things considered. But it probably was a good thing the dormouse had made such an early exit. Keith was a dear, but cats were cats, and an already captive dormouse would have been nothing short of a delicious temptation.


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			At the end of the school day, Evie made sure to walk home to Pemberley at an opportune moment while Mr Bassett was talking to a parent and was thus distracted. She didn’t want to have to start waiting for him, or he her, as they went to and fro between their home and the school, and so it was best that any sort of routine was never started.


			Back at Pemberley, Evie expected to see her sister Julia as she normally finished a little before Evie. But although Julia’s battered bone-shaker of a bicycle was propped up near the back door, with her seen-better-days canvas Post Office delivery bag dangling over the handlebars, there was no sign of her sister anywhere. Mrs Worth, Evie’s landlady, said Julia had been in and out, and that although she had changed, she hadn’t wanted any tea and nor had she said what time she would be home.


			Evie went to their room; as she’d slept so little and been up so early she thought maybe she would have a nap, but even though she lay on her bed for ten minutes, she just didn’t feel sleepy.


			She sprang up and decided to head for Bluebells, the Yeo family home, as she didn’t really want to risk lolling about in the sitting room and having to talk to Mr Bassett, even though he didn’t seem to be anywhere around either.


			As she turned out of Pemberley’s drive, as luck would have it, Evie’s other sister, Pattie, was walking past on her way back to Bluebells.


			Not quite a Land Girl as such, Pattie was working on various farms, concentrating at the moment on helping with coppicing and dry-stone walling. Although some farmers felt it was too early in the year still, work was just starting on the coppicing on the top of some of the ancient earth-covered barriers marking the edge of fields, which meant trimming whole trees, or otherwise selected branches, right back so the young shoots that would spring forward as the weather warmed after the cold of winter could then be woven into wattle fencing. Although it could be a bit of a wrestle when it came to the weaving part of the process, if done properly it was an effective and a very robust, long-lasting way of keeping livestock where they should be.


			Pattie, who wasn’t yet nineteen, had previously been a part-time barmaid at one or other of the local public houses. As Pattie had seemed to be drifting rather, Evie had been very worried that the government would send her to work in a munitions factory in a more industrial part of the country, but now that Pattie was employed on the land that danger had almost definitely been averted.


			And her sister looked to be thriving, Evie couldn’t help but notice with the minutest twinge of jealousy. In contrast to Evie’s current wan complexion, Pattie appeared strong and brown-skinned, with winsome little freckles speckling her nose for the first time, and the strenuous work had slimmed and toned her, while her hair had appealing shades of light and dark from having been in the sun so much.


			‘You’re looking very bonny, I must say,’ Evie said.


			Hearing a slightly off note in her sister’s voice, Pattie glanced at Evie, and realised that Evie was still a long way from the perennially cheerful older sister she had been until earlier in the year. Pattie was unaware that Evie had had her heart recently broken by Peter – only Evie’s best friend, Sukie, was in the know as to that – and so Pattie assumed it was because it was still only a matter of weeks since Timmy had married Tricia that made Evie sound so uncharacteristically out of sorts.


			Pattie placed a comforting arm around her sister’s shoulders, while waving her two bruised, blistered and scabby hands in front of Evie’s face. ‘Yes, beautiful all over. Obviously. I know Linda swears by udder cream for hands, but I think even the best and most udderiest of udder creams would have a challenge in sorting these flippers out.’


			Planning on making a playful comment about their friend Linda, who was a farrier, and her staunch belief in the efficacious powers of the udder cream that was ordinarily used on cows to keep their teats healthy for milking, Evie was taken aback when she looked properly at Pattie’s hands. She gasped when she realised what a dreadful state her poor sister’s mitts were in, with barely a patch of skin that appeared to be unscathed, and with what looked like every nail broken and uneven. ‘Poor you, lovey. They look as if you’ve really been in the wars, so very painful and unpleasant,’ commiserated Evie.


			‘Oh, they’ll be fine. At any rate, I’m told that once I get used to the hefting of the tools, I’ll get calluses to replace the blisters and cuts. The Land Girls tell me that then the main problem is in putting on stockings, as they catch and snag all too easily on the raggedy hard skin.’


			For a moment Evie wondered if her sister was joking, but to judge by Pattie’s earnest expression this wasn’t the case. Pattie was one of those people who tended to put up with things and get on with life while ignoring minor inconveniences. So, thinking that she must, all the same, ask Linda for some of the udder cream for Pattie to use just in case it was as magical as her friend promised, Evie decided that sympathy was the most appropriate response. And maybe a little gentle joshing. ‘Well, to judge by what was in the shops in Plymouth last week, which was practically nothing, none of us will be wearing stockings anytime soon. And meanwhile, fortunately, I hear your photographic modelling session for the a la mode manicure advertisement has been put back a week, although the rumour from the dinner queue is that there is a chance you might be asked to fill in if they need photographs of a farmer’s scaly paws …’


			‘You daft old maid, you!’ responded Pattie, with a friendly nudge of her shoulder against her sister’s.


			They chatted for a little about the coppicing and dry-stone walling, with Pattie explaining that before this, she’d had no idea that something they all saw everyday in and around the village and local farms was actually very skilled. For years, they’d derided Timmy’s best friend Dave Symons, who was a professional dry-stonewaller, for being dim and boring.


			‘Well, he came to teach us how to do it, and the truth of it is that he can wall at a cracking pace and he has a knack for seeing which stones will fit with which, and so I’d be thinking he makes a pretty good living as he must be in great demand from the farms round here. And I couldn’t believe his coppicing. Actually I was seeing him in such a different light, and he was so impressive, that I nearly had to tell him that he was an absolute master of his craft. Fortunately, I then remembered that if you give him an inch he tries to take a mile. And that he’s an ugly old trout,’ said Pattie with an enviably demur expression, ‘and so I kept my trap shut as otherwise he’d probably ask me for a drink. And that way would lie madness.’


			Evie laughed as she could only too well remember Dave Symons’s octupine arms when in a moment of weakness she had agreed to meet him at Easter, just after Timmy had left to fight, and how her sisters had squirmed when she’d described those minutes squeezed with him into a nook in the snug of The Haywain and the evasive action she’d needed to take. And to compound the indignity, he’d also broken the news that evening in a tipsy slur that Timmy had been most assuredly very free with his favours as far as the Devon lasses were concerned, and not at all faithful to Evie.


			It wasn’t a pleasant memory in any respect, and so Evie now turned the conversation to their middle sister, Julia. ‘There’s something up, I’m sure of it. She’s usually so talkative and reliable, but these last few days, I don’t know. I hardly see her, even though we are sharing a bedroom, and she’s evasive when I do. I’m trying a new approach, which is not really talking to her about anything specific, in the hope that she’ll saying something off her own bat … But the silence is deafening so far. And in fact, if I look at her while she’s sleeping, I fancy she even looks then as if she’s dreaming about being up to no good.’


			Pattie agreed this was a peculiar state of affairs, although to be honest she herself hadn’t noticed anything particularly different about Julia. ‘But I know Mother always calls her the dark horse of the three of us, and that she’s the most determined of all when she’s really set her mind on something. She so sensible, though, that I’m sure it’s nothing untoward.’


			Pattie’s words were so reassuring and eminently sensible that Evie immediately felt as if she had been reading too much into nothing.


			While Evie was the oldest and the most forthright sister, and Pattie was the youngest and flirtiest, it was a Yeo family tradition that Julia was the reliable and always-stable sister, prone neither to swings of mood or excitability. Those were the traits of the other two sisters, and Julia was one of those kind and caring people who made everyone around them feel as if the dark days of the war were perhaps indelibly fused with the glimmer of the light of humanity. It would be horribly unsettling to everybody, Evie was sure, if Julia was doing anything that would upset this comforting balance.


			But before Evie and Pattie could speculate further, their mother, Susan, hailed them as they were passing the village shop where she worked. She had some logs that a farmer had given her in return for a little book-keeping Susan had carried out for him, and so she wanted a hand hauling them back to Bluebells.


			As Pattie asked her mother what dimness had made the farmer drop the logs off at the shop rather than at the family home (Susan saying she couldn’t begin to guess), Evie ran to get her father, Robert, brother James, and the Yeos’ evacuee boys, Frank and Joseph, who were several years older than their evacuee girls.


			And with one burlap sack apiece to lug the logs down the lane to Bluebells, soon the fire wood was being piled up not so tidily in the large front porch out of the way of any forthcoming wet weather. Shady, the Yeos’ family dog, got under everybody’s feet, and then with calls of ‘don’t you dare, Shady!’ the family left him happily sniffing around the logs while clearly pondering whether he would get away with cocking a hind leg against them.


			As she walked towards the kitchen Evie thought to herself that when she got her mother alone she might ask whether she’d noticed any change in Julia. Evie wasn’t being nosey, more a concerned older sister, she tried to convince herself.


			But then she acknowledged, before Susan could do this for her as Evie knew would most certainly be the case, that really she was nosey first and a concerned older sister second.


			


			It was a good-natured, slightly raucous teatime at Bluebells, even though the food was rather dull, being homemade bread with a scraping of butter and two boiled eggs apiece from the hens that the Yeos were keeping on the fenced-off village green, the green having long been given over to food production for the whole village. Some people had built sties for a pig or two, and there was quite a variety of outbuildings for poultry and several goats. The goats had proved to be masters of escape, and very greedy, and so although at first some people had tried to cultivate vegetables alongside the various runs for the animals and poultry, the general consensus now was that it was only livestock on the green, with vegetable production being much more likely to give a good rate of return for the effort expended on it if it were instead in people’s gardens, hopefully well out of the way of the mischievous goats.


			Earlier in the week Susan had attempted to make some hawthorn syrup for the four evacuees, although using the word syrup would be perhaps to oversell the eventual concoction, owing to the meagre amount of sugar that she had been able to add. To judge by the faces of the evacuees and the crescendo of their moans as they were each made to force down a spoonful after their tea, the syrup tasted as foul as it looked. But grimace all they could, Susan insisted come what may that each evacuee swallow it down without more of a fuss as ‘it’ll do you good’, adding that the government were keen on children having a whole range of extra nutrients and vitamins, and the Yeos were lucky enough to live close to where there was a plentiful array of hawthorn bushes around. To judge by the horrified expression on all four of the evacuees’ faces, Susan’s enthusiasm wasn’t convincing anyone.


			Evie smiled – she could well remember when Susan had been equally firm with her ten or so years earlier, a confrontation that would usually end with an ‘Evie, if you don’t stop making a fuss, you’ll be doing the washing up for the family for a whole week. On your own.’ Quite determined as a child, Evie had made the decision to put Susan’s threat to the test. Just the once, mind.


			At teatime, Robert, along with Evie’s fifteen-year-old brother, James, sat at the end of the table, their heads close together as they looked at the newspaper. Evie saw for the first time how much James was coming to resemble the older man; there was no doubt they were father and son, as they were now disconcertingly alike in both looks and demeanour. Evie knew she herself favoured Susan, as she and her mother shared the same brunette hair and slender frame. Julia had Robert’s squarish, strong build, whereas Pattie didn’t look much like either of her two parents as she was fair and on the short side.


			What was exciting Robert and James so was that there was a story in the Western Morning News that the following week horse racing and also boxing matches would be officially allowed to start once more. Most sporting events had been curtailed after war had been declared in 1939, but now, two years into the war, the government were keen to keep morale as high as possible, with the result that many public events were being encouraged to resume. Keeping morale high also extended to women encouraging each other to look as good as they could at all times – Hitler might be a heinous man, but he wasn’t going to stop lipstick-wearing, for those lucky enough still to have lipstick, or the nightly pin-curling.


			Robert announced that he wanted to take the whole family to the races. While it looked like Newton Abbot racecourse, which was the closest proper racecourse to Lymbridge, would remain closed, Robert had heard there were plans afoot for a local steeplechase in a month or two, provided somewhere suitable could be found on private land, which would give time for anyone with suitable horses to fitten them up a little, although the shortage of time for the fittening and the availability of quality mounts would mean that the race-course would be shorter than usual and the obstacles the horses would jump over less challenging.


			Everybody at Bluebells that afternoon thought a trip out to the races – or race, most probably, as the entrants would have to be local as there would be no spare petrol to transport horses by lorry or trailer, which would mean there would be a natural cap on numbers – would be fun, and a good opportunity to catch up with acquaintances who might not often have need to visit Lymbridge. There was even a rumour that as it was an exceptional year, women jockeys might be allowed to race against the male riders!


			James was very interested as to the precise ins and outs of how betting worked, and the manner in which odds were arrived at. Evie could see that he wanted to know more than Robert really was certain about, but that Robert was quite keen to seem as if he knew all there was to know about horse racing and the Tote. Susan also thought similarly to Evie to judge by the conspiratorial look her mother was darting her way, with a smiling shake of her head when Robert tried to sound very authoritative, and her pointed, ‘Yes, that’s all very well, James. But you have to have some money to place a bet in the first place,’ to which James grabbed a potato from Susan’s basket on the floor near him and waved it around to puzzled looks from the rest of his family.


			Evie thought she’d have a word with Linda, as being a farrier she’d know the state and whereabouts of the local horses. Evie had ridden a lot in the past, as she had been small as a teenager and quite a skilled equestrian, and so had earned pocket money from riding people’s difficult ponies thanks to her knack of calming them down and getting them going well. And she missed horse riding, which had for a long while just seemed too frivolous an activity to do.


			Evie knew she wouldn’t want to take part herself in a real race as she wasn’t brave enough to attempt fixed fences while galloping pell-mell with other horses and riders around her, but she wondered if somebody might want a hand in bringing on the horses that would be raced, trotting them up and down the hills to build muscle now that fox hunting has also had to make way for the war effort. Evie thought that if Sukie could find a ride actually to race, then she’d probably leap at the chance, as she was pretty fearless in the saddle, and if it meant she could race on equal terms with the men then she’d almost certainly be keen to have a bash. There was definitely something of the daredevil about Sukie and she would enjoy pitting herself against the local lads.


			And then the potato-waving started to make sense when, just at the moment that Julia bustled in, James announced to the family that he’d got himself, and Frank and Joseph too, a day or two’s work sorting potatoes at a local farm. The potato sorting was clearly news to Frank and Joseph, who immediately became ridiculously over-excited at the thought of earning a little pocket money of their very own as they’d had never really had any before. Frank was now old enough to go to secondary school in Oldwell Abbott, where James was a pupil, and Evie was pleased to see Joseph’s happy face – he had been a bit down in the dumps since his brother left Lymbridge Primary School. In fact Joseph had been so morose that for the past few days Evie had made an effort to keep reminding him it wouldn’t be too long before he’d be at the ‘big school’ too.


			Then Evie caught herself and Pattie both scrutinising their sister. But aside from slightly bright eyes and pinkish cheeks, she looked every inch the Julia they knew and loved. With her habitual warm smile she greeted the family, and then she knelt down and listened carefully to Marie and Catherine as they showed Julia how very much their reading was coming on.


			It was only later that Evie wondered if her sister hadn’t perhaps made a strategic move by surrounding herself with the two small girls, thus neatly avoiding the possibility of any gentle interrogation.


			When had she herself become so suspicious of how other people behaved? Evie berated herself. Was this the legacy she was to be left with following her experiences with Timmy and Peter? Dear Julia had never done anything to warrant such outright misgiving, she told herself.


			About seven o’clock Evie got up to go, Julia indicating that she would stay a little longer. Evie’s early start was now making her feel quite sleepy, and she was looking forward to an early night.


			It was not to be.


			


			Back at Pemberley, the sitting room was abuzz with news as everyone sat around with cups of tea. Fellow PGs Mr and Mrs Wallis had realised they were missing their old home and their friends in Canterbury too much, and so they had decided that they were going to return there. This was even though Canterbury’s location, relatively close to the White Cliffs of Dover, meant that often the German planes flew overheard and there was still a high chance of bombs dropping, although – thank goodness, as the painful cost had been desperately high earlier in the year – Plymouth, not many miles from Lymbridge, had been mercifully quiet on the bombing front for several months.


			As Evie thought over this announcement from the Wallises she realised she would miss Mrs Wallis, who had been enviably fashionable and also most supportive of Evie’s Make Do and Mend sessions with the local sewing circle she’d organised at the massive dining-room table at Pemberley. Mrs Wallis had even paid Evie to do some mending for her and to make the odd commission or two.


			But these thoughts as to the Wallises were pushed to the side abruptly when Sukie and Linda arrived unexpectedly, Sukie perching precariously on the handlebars of Linda’s bicycle, and the pair of them roaring with laughter as they made such a tremendous racket scooting up the drive that Evie rushed to the front door to see what the fuss was about.


			‘What on earth’s going on?’ Evie asked in a concerned voice. ‘It’s gone eight o’clock, and although I don’t want to sound prim, it’s late for you to visit for a Monday night.’


			Linda was flushed and breathless from having peddled herself and Sukie to Pemberley, but after saying that her own bike had had a puncture and they’d been too excited to fix it before seeking Evie out, Sukie indicated to Evie that it was Linda who had the news and so Evie knew she would have to wait until their friend had managed to compose herself. Sukie had smiled conspiratorially at Evie, and at this Evie relaxed. Whatever it was that Linda wanted to say, it didn’t look like it was going be bad news.


			It turned out to be extremely good news.


			‘Evie, my sweet. You’ll never guess,’ squeaked Linda, gasping for breath still, and unattractively red of face. She seemed unable to go on.


			Evie ran to the kitchen for a glass of cold water.


			‘Sam’s popped the question,’ Linda wheezed, once she’d gulped down the cool drink while standing on the drive still, with her bicycle propped against her and not having bothered to change out of her work britches and sturdy boots.


			Evie flung her arms around Linda, as she cried, ‘Congratulations.’ She knew that this was what Linda wanted most in the world.


			Mrs Worth and Mrs Wallis, and Tina and Sarah, were grouped at the doorstep, keen to see what all the noise was about.


			Evie turned and told them, ‘Linda’s going to be married!’


			And with that Linda and Sukie were bustled into the kitchen so that everybody could hear all about it. Mrs Worth put the kettle on, and Julia arrived back home to find a kitchen unusually full of chatter and laughter, and with everybody only thinking about Linda.


			Sam Torrence, a young farmer who was painfully shy, and Linda had fallen for each other over the early summer when she had visited his farm to attend to the hooves and legs of his workhorses, used for ploughing and cart-pulling. At first, although Sam was obviously keen, Linda had had to work hard at making it very clear to Sam that if he were interested in thinking of her in a romantic light, then she could be persuaded to think likewise of him. And although initially Sam had seemed dense (actually incredibly dense, in Evie’s opinion) as to what Linda was driving at, eventually the penny had dropped in Sam’s honest but slow-witted brain, with the result that they had been walking out together for the past couple of months.


			‘I saw Sam earlier,’ Linda explained. ‘I was working at the Millets’ farm just over from his as I was giving their cows a trim and once-over, and so when I finished I popped across to see Sam while he was ploughing in his east field. And he just asked me out of the blue if we should make it official! After I’d made sure he’d not had a bump on the head, or been at a pint or two of Knock ’em Dead – as I’ve never known him to be decisive about anything before, or have much of an opinion one way or another – I said yes, and when should we be thinking regarding the official bit? And he said what about before Christmas; his mother had been married in the autumn and she and his father had been very happily wed,’ gushed Linda in a much more rapid voice than her friends were used to, to general smiles from all who were in the kitchen. ‘And I said yes, let’s get married before the snow comes! And then he kissed me, even though he was still holding the horses at harness in the plough. I could hardly believe my ears! It was a wonderful kiss too.’


			Evie thought it all whistlestop quick. Sam and Linda had been going steady for barely a couple of months, but Evie also felt they were perfectly suited to each other and so there probably wasn’t much point in a long engagement. And in these times of war, when some people were quite often meeting, marrying and conceiving a baby in only a matter of days, this relationship looked positively long in the tooth, Evie supposed. With a bit of luck Sam hadn’t been at the notorious Knock ’em Dead scrumpy made by The Haywain as, if he had, he’d never remember what he’d said to Linda. Sam wasn’t the brightest – privately Evie thought him verging on the boring – but he was incredibly kind and honest, and blessed with a strong and fit body made muscular from all the work he did on his farm. It was obvious to anyone who saw them together that he absolutely adored Linda, and she him. And if Linda thought Sam was good enough to marry, then Evie did too, she decided.


			Mr Worth had brewed some elderflower champagne earlier in the summer from the pretty trees that dotted the once-imposing gardens at Pemberley. Mrs Worth had pointed out that really it was ‘elderflower sparkle’ at best, as only wine made in Champagne in France could be called champagne, to which in quiet rebellion Mr Worth had written ‘Elderflower CHAMPAGNE’ in large letters on ready-glued labels he’d then quickly moistened and slapped on each bottle. And so, after a hurried scurry about to find suitable glasses, there was something special to drink to toast Linda and Sam’s happiness.


			After a quick confab, Evie, Sukie, Pattie and Julia promised their friend that their wedding present to her would be to provide a wedding outfit for the Big Day, at which point Linda choked on the bubbles going up her nose from the champagne and promptly burst into tears.


			While Julia foraged for a clean hanky for Linda, and Pattie stroked Linda’s arm while smiling broadly, Mrs Wallis drew Evie aside and said in a low voice, ‘Come to my room when Linda has gone – I’ve a satin housecoat I hardly wear that you might be able to do something with.’


			No sooner had Sukie and Linda been waved off than Mrs Worth said she had a further announcement, which was that there was to be a new lady PG, a Mrs Sutcliffe, who would be moving to Pemberley the next week.


			‘Goodness me,’ said Evie as she and Julia undressed later in their garret room, ‘what a lot of change. I’ll rather miss Mr and Mrs Wallis when they go, but I wonder what the new PG will be like.’


			Julia added that Tina and Sarah had whispered on the Q.T. to her just as the fuss about Linda’s news died down that they were thinking of leaving the West Country also, and heading for London. There was such a shortage of clothing and bedding for people in the capital who had lost their homes, with a mammoth operation underway to source and supply replacement items. And so although Plymouth had also been badly bombed and Tina and Sarah had been involved in doing similar work locally, the two WRVS girls felt that perhaps they could do good for more people if they were to relocate to London.


			‘Mrs Worth will have a conniption when they tell her as she’s desperate to keep all her rooms filled to avoid any chance of Pemberley being requisitioned,’ said Evie, and Julia nodded in agreement. ‘It’s this war. You just get to know someone, and realise you like them, and you feel almost as if you are all close allies banded together against the biggest possible threat we can ever face, and then off they go to somewhere else and you never know if you’ll see them again.’


			Evie wasn’t quite clear in her mind whether she was talking about the Wallises and the WRVS girls, or Peter.


			And then, before Julia got too sleepy – she cycled for miles delivering post each day to outlying moorland farms and remote cottages and she tended to drift off almost immediately after her head touched the pillow – Evie added that the satin housecoat belonging to Mrs Wallis had proved to have distinct possibilities. She thought that it could either make the skirt part of Linda’s wedding dress, as the dressing gown’s own skirt section was cut to be quite full (clearly it had been produced before the war, as now it was all utility clothing with no wasted material), or else it could do for the bodice, leaving material over that could be used for something else. Evie would decide which option would be best when she’d managed to scavenge some material that would work for the corresponding other part of the dress.


			A low snore from Julia’s direction told Evie she’d not been quick or interesting enough in describing the options the housecoat offered.


			Evie wriggled further under her own eiderdown, and she fell asleep just as she remembered she had failed either to pin-curl her hair, or to put her sleeping scarf on.


			But what was more odd about this was that while Evie could be erratic in bothering (or not) with her hair before bed, Julia, who for months had been religious in her nightly ritual of pin-curling, had this evening also neglected to follow her normal routine, with the result that in the soft moonlight from the night sky Evie could see Julia’s tresses lying wantonly across her pillow. It was the only time Evie could remember such a thing happening.
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