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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Bertie Fox: A twenty-three-year-old trainee pilot. Bertie lost part of her leg in a motorcycle accident, and has now turned her ambitions to combat flight training, clandestinely aided by her tutor, Jude Singleton.


Tommy Ash: Formerly an aircraft engineer, Tommy was implicated in a smuggling ring that had been run from the air training base, but subsequently exonerated. He was sacked, however, when he took the blame for Jude’s extra-mural training sessions, and now works as an engineer at the South Pencarrack Clay Pit.


Tory Gilbert: Co-owner of Pencarrack Stables. Tory left home at a young age, to search for her mother, but instead joined the North Twenty, an all-female crime syndicate in Bristol. When her lover, a member of a rival gang, was killed, she re-evaluated her life and returned to her hometown. She befriended Bertie when they both began flying lessons at the same time, but abandoned her training when she realised she wanted to work with animals instead.


Barry Hocking: The mastermind behind the now notorious gun and people smuggling racket blown open by the trainee pilots. He is now serving a long sentence in Dartmoor Prison.


Irene Lewis: Co-owner of Pencarrack Stables. Originally from the Midlands, she had reported fraudulent and criminal behaviour at the racing stables where she worked, and become fearful for her life as a result. She joined the Caernoweth flying school to be under the protection of her uncle, Barry Hocking, who instead exploited her vulnerabilty in order to draw her into his smuggling operation. She and Tory later bonded over their shared love of horses, and have now leased a plot of land to open the stables.


Nancy Stuart: Doctor, and Tory’s mother. Following a scandal which she’d found hard to live down, she had left her children at her parents’ farm just before the war, and gone to find a new home for them away from Cornwall. Having been injured in an air raid and lost her memory, she found work with Doctor Frank Stuart, caring for his children, Rebecca and Aaron. They recently returned to Pencarrack, in order for Nancy to find her family again, and have set up their joint practice there.


Bobby Gale: Tory’s regular companion; they’d been childhood friends, and, since Tory’s return to the area, they have become close again. Bobby had been a sapper during the war, and as a result of his work in the tunnels, he suffers from post-traumatic stress. Despite this, he ventured into an old mine working to help bring Tory and her old gang leader to safety. Bobby, affectionately known locally as something of a rogue ever since his boyhood days, takes work where and when he can, due to his inability to settle.


Gwenna Rosdew: The daughter of local grocer and decorated war hero, Jonas Rosdew. In an effort to follow in her father’s footsteps, she joined the flying school, but, largely thanks to her desperate ambition, she too was pulled into Barry Hocking’s illegal activities, and forced to transport the contraband. She later discovered her father had also been a reluctant courier, and since his arrest she has withdrawn from almost all interaction with her former best friends, Bertie and Tory.









CHAPTER ONE


Dartmoor, Devon


1929


The morning that saw the mine closed down forever, and the village nearly destroyed, had started in the same, unremarkable way as countless others. A grey day in March; one of those bland days where there was no comment to make, except, perhaps, that it was a little overcast. Colin Damerel’s son had left for work at the local garage hours ago, his daughter had gone to school, and his wife was already elbow-deep in laundry in the outhouse. Damerel himself had embraced the peace and quiet and taken a second, leisurely cup of strong black coffee, before donning his coat and trudging down the hill to see if, by a miracle, his day would turn out to be as dull as the weather. He doubted it.


The highly lucrative copper industry in the district had, by necessity, given way to the mining of arsenic, and after that it had been a slow but inevitable decline into decay, but Damerel had used that time shrewdly. With his knowledge and his experience, and with some smoothtalking to raise the loans he needed, he had become the proud owner of his own – admittedly small – tin mine near Peter Tavy, just north of Tavistock; Wheal Peter was proof, were it needed, that he’d been destined for better things from the beginning, and it had never failed to give Damerel a thrill of achievement to see his name painted on the sign at the front of the yard. Especially after the closure of the Devon Great Consols mine, to which he’d given his blood and his sweat, if not his tears.


But there was an ominous tension in the air, that had become increasingly hard to ignore over the past months, and today the cold faces that turned his way were devoid of the polite acknowledgements that usually greeted the arrival of any manager or mine captain, let alone the owner. Damerel shouldered his way through the throng of workers clustered outside the office, ignoring demands to stop and talk, and thanking the heavens that even those work-roughened men had more sense than to physically bar his way.


Safely in his office, with the door firmly shut between himself and the raised voices, he drew a shaking hand through his thinning hair and donned his helmet; it never hurt to remind the dissenters that he’d been one of them once, that he knew their troubles, understood their concerns, and was aware that changes needed to be made. But he also needed to remind them that those changes would cost money, and that the money would have to come from somewhere. It was fair to admit that he’d drawn on early mine profits to build his own impressive house, but if he didn’t show a prosperous face to the world, who would believe Wheal Peter was worth investing in? That writer, Wodehouse, had once had a story in one of the American magazines his wife enjoyed so much, and she’d read out a line to him: if you don’t speculate, you can’t accumulate. Words to live by.


Damerel was mentally working this into yet another speech to appeal to the labourers outside, when the door opened a few inches and John Doidge, his mine captain, squeezed into the office. Doidge ran the bolt behind him the moment the gap was closed, as if he expected the irate miners to thrust their way in by force, though they hadn’t reached that stage yet. Thankfully. But the whole thing was tasting sourly of the same unrest Damerel had witnessed at countless other pits just before they closed, and he knew it was only a matter of time.


‘Haven’t they grasped it by now?’ he grumbled. ‘You’re in amongst them, haven’t you made our position clear?’


Doidge, who was probably only fifty but had lately begun to look a lot older, shook his head. ‘They won’t do it. You’ll have to get other labour in, and you know what that’d mean.’


Damerel sighed, bone-weary of going over the same old ground. ‘If they’d just go down there long enough to get us a good, clear sample, we could get the loan we need to pay for the repairs. Then I wouldn’t have to dock their wages.’


‘They’re sayin’ it’s a matter of safety, and they’re not goin’ back down until the cage is fixed.’


‘Then tell them to use the ladders.’


Doidge looked at him with guarded amusement, then his half-smile faded when he realised Damerel was being serious. ‘They’re wood, sir, and old! You wouldn’t spend out for iron—’


‘It wasn’t a case of not spending out,’ Damerel said, growing angry. ‘I got the cage installed instead.’


‘Maybe so, but them ladders … You’ll never get the whole shift down safe – Sir,’ Doidge added the honorific after a pause, but still looked uncomfortable at the order he was expected to convey. Damerel saw it and scowled.


‘The ladders were replaced just last winter, anyway.’


‘Were they?’ Doidge frowned. ‘I don’t recall that.’


‘I got them done when we shut down for two weeks because of the floods.’ Damerel opened his ledger for the first time that day, trying not to look at the balances column, and turned back several pages until he found what he was looking for. ‘Here, look. February seventeenth. Not iron, no, but they’ll be fine.’ He sighed. ‘Just get one team down there, all right? Geordie Sargent says the lode his team found at the forty fathom level looks set to extend a good mile north-east. That alone should be enough to squeeze something out of the banks, or even attract other investors.’


‘We need to pump out before forty’s safe,’ Doidge pointed out, not for the first time. ‘The adit’s not cut through to the vertical shaft yet; there’s nowhere for the water to go if they hit.’


‘There’s no water down there.’ Damerel tapped a greasy-looking plan that lay half-buried on his desk. On it, a roughly sketched, but as-yet incomplete, drainage tunnel led off the main shaft; insurance against disaster should they blast through to an underground lake or river. ‘We’ve checked and double-checked.’


‘It’s askin’ for trouble,’ Doidge insisted.


‘It’s necessary! We can only pay for the repairs to the cage once we’ve got proof of a strong lode. And we can’t get that ’til we get Sargent and his team back down there, and then get his samples to the assayer.’


‘Well, we can only hope it’s all Geordie says it is,’ Doidge grunted. ‘We’ve only got his word, an’ it don’t seem worth the risk, to me.’


‘Lucky it’s not your risk then.’ Damerel ensured his tone conveyed that the conversation was over. ‘It’s mine.’


‘And Geordie’s,’ Doidge said, stubbornly.


Damerel shrugged. ‘Sargent’s a menace, but he’s got a sensible head on his shoulders. Get out there and make sure his team’s ready to go down.’ He waited for Doidge to move, and when he hesitated, he rapped the desk with his knuckles. ‘Go on, then! Time’s wasting.’


After the captain had left, and the babble of raised voices outside had died down again, Damerel turned the pages in the ledger back to the most recent. His reluctant gaze went at last to the profit and loss columns, which didn’t make for pleasant reading; he’d borrowed widely from the start, adding to what he’d managed to skim from Devon Great Consols as they’d gradually faded into history, setting himself visibly high, in order to attract investment.


To begin with, it seemed it had been more than worth it, but interest rates were rising, and too many of what had seemed promising lodes had trickled away to nothing, leaving miners who were on piecework out of pocket. Those few on a fixed wage were clamouring for more, as the economy struggled with the after-effects of the war, and they were being plagued by cheap imports of tin and copper now too, which left the English mining industry out in the cold. The forty-fathom lode was Damerel’s last hope of avoiding going the way of Devon Great Consols, and by the end of the day he would know one way or the other.


He felt quite queasy at the thought of going home to Mary with news that it was all over, but all he could do now was wait, half-convinced John Doidge would appear at any moment with news that the tunnel had flooded after all, and washed Sargent and his team to their deaths.


But it wasn’t a flood that ended everything for Wheal Peter; the team never even made it as far as the tunnel.









CHAPTER TWO


Doidge didn’t knock; he just stood in the open doorway, slack-faced with shock as he told Damerel what had happened.


Sargent had, understandably, baulked at the order to use the wooden ladders to descend such a distance, but after some argument, and some pleading by Doidge, who had counted on Sargent’s respect for him, he had evidently accepted that this was the only way the mine might be saved. As shift captain, he had checked the ladders carefully, and gone down first, but with two-hundred-and-forty feet to climb, it would be a painfully slow descent, so Doidge had urged the other four to follow without delay. They did so, watched by the other miners with a mixture of anger, fear and envy, which had turned to horror when the fifth and youngest member of the team, seventeen-year-old Jack Clitherow, had let out a sudden, startled warning shout, and crashed down onto his brother, eight feet below him. Within moments, four of the team were lost to the darkness, and their impact-blunted cries as they collided repeatedly with the uneven walls of the shaft, haunted many dreams from that day on. Few more so than John Doidge.


Further down the shaft, Geordie Sargent had had a split second longer than the rest of his team to realise what was happening, and in which to flatten himself against the ladder. He said later, just before he’d passed out himself from shock and pain, that he’d just tucked his head down and grimly clung on, as bodies, boots and tool bags smashed into him on their tangled, flailing way past. He’d muttered bleakly that the silence that followed had been even worse than the fearful certainty that he would perish alongside his team.


‘The rope we used to pull the lad out didn’t do him no favours,’ Doidge told Damerel, still sounding distant and numbed. ‘He already had a couple of broken ribs from being crushed against the ladder, and we was none too gentle gettin’ him up, trying to rush things, like. But he’s bein’ took care of now.’


Damerel found an ugly thought surfacing: it would have been better for Sargent to have followed his team to their deaths, than to have him talking of the accident, and what had led to it. He’d always been a bit of a firebrand, that one; caught people’s attention with charm and an easy smile, and kept it with smart words and an infuriating talent for agitating his fellow miners. Damerel buried the thought, ashamed of it, but still he privately wished that, if anyone had had to survive, it had been the far more malleable youngest Clitherow boy.


In the end it didn’t matter anyway. Before mid-morning, word had already begun to spread beyond the village where most of the miners – and newly bereaved families – lived. From there it would ripple across the moor, and then on to Tavistock, and, even before Damerel had had time to absorb the news, and try to limit the damage, he knew the mine wouldn’t survive. He called Doidge back in.


‘Assemble everyone outside the office at two o’clock sharp.’


‘A lot of the lads have already gone,’ Doidge said, his expression grim. ‘There’s goin’ to be a rush to get whatever jobs are out there.’


It made sense, of course. The miners were clearly willing to risk losing whatever meagre handout might be on offer, in order to secure work. And meagre it was.


With the office door bolted once more, against intrusion, Damerel pawed through the cash in the safe, his mind racing through mental arithmetic that left him cold. Then he sat back on his heels and forced himself to think straight. No man would attempt another descent until iron ladders had replaced the wood, or until the cage had been fixed, but no bank would advance a loan to repair the cage, or to provide a man-engine instead. Likewise, no company would consider entering into a partnership with Wheal Peter, when it was abundantly clear its management was at fault; even if the forty-fathom level proved good after all, it was just one lode. Who, in their right mind, would invest in a business connected with such an avoidable tragedy, on such a flimsy basis? It was a vicious circle.


Damerel counted the money again, then drew off a wad of notes and slipped them into his leather purse. He replaced what was left, pushing the box all the way to the back of the safe, and pulling old account books and cloth wages bags in front of it. He returned to his desk and studied the page in the current accounts ledger for a moment, then pasted a blank piece of paper very carefully over the wages column. He spent some time rubbing the edge of his fist carefully up and down the page, transferring some of the grime and sweat from his skin to the pristine white, and waited as long as he could get away with past two o’clock, while the noise outside grew. The paste seemed to take forever to dry, but once Damerel had re-drawn the lines separating all the columns there was no discernible difference between them. Nothing that would be noted by an emotional, angry or bemused miner, in any case.


He closed the ledger and opened the door again. ‘Doidge! In here!’


The captain pushed his way through the increasingly impatient throng, and came in, his face set, his eyes still haunted. Damerel understood that look; accidents happened in mines all the time, and each one was a keenly felt tragedy, but this was a small company, and even Damerel – a lifelong miner, and to some degree inured to the effect of such events – could appreciate the disbelief that hung over the place. Four dead from one village, two of them from one family, and from what Doidge had said, Sargent was in a bad way too; his wife probably had no idea yet just how close she’d come to being a widow. There’d be no money coming into that household for a good while, and, now that he came to think of it, Damerel remembered the two Clitherow boys were some relation to Marion Sargent, too. But there wasn’t time to dwell on that; Damerel knew he must play a role now, and play it well. He rubbed his hands over his face, as if he’d done nothing but sit in stunned contemplation since the accident, and looked helplessly at Doidge.


‘We need to pay them,’ Doidge began, before he could speak. ‘We can’t just—’


‘I know.’ Damerel held up a hand, and affected a resigned look as he opened the ledger. He gestured to the safe. ‘Best get the money out then, such as it is. We’ll divide it equally among those who’re left. I won’t take a penny for my cut; we’ll share it out among the families of Sargent’s team.’


Doidge’s expression eased slightly, telling him he’d said exactly the right thing, and he opened the safe and lifted out the box of cash, pulling a face as he looked inside. ‘This in’t going to go far.’


‘I’ve just had to pay out for new fuses,’ Damerel said, trusting Doidge had better things to think about than to question that. ‘Doubt they’ll take them back, now, either.’


Doidge admitted the workers, one by one, and Damerel solemnly handed over their share, along with his sorrowful condolences on the loss of their friends. Doidge counted out the money in front of each of them and Damerel entered the amounts into the blank column; to his relief, the men signed beside their names without demur.


When Doidge himself claimed his wage, along with Geordie Sargent’s, Damerel was certain that, of all the men, he would be the one to notice the tiny join in the paper laid over the payments column; he had prepared some vague explanation about spilled ink, which might or might not have worked. But Doidge was too dazed and grief-stricken to do more than scribble his signature next to both names and pocket the cash. Damerel shook his hand in the doorway and asked him to convey his regrets and condolences to Mrs Sargent, along with her husband’s wage. Doidge nodded, his expression set into one of grim resolve, and left the site for the last time.


Damerel locked the door again and carefully peeled away the paper pasted over the wages column. He set to work scraping away every remnant of paste before adding considerably higher figures into the column alongside the signatures. With the numbers adding up neatly to a total loss, and no hope or expectation of repaying his debts, Damerel was finally able to apply himself to what he might do next. He was finished here on Dartmoor, and he could no longer pretend otherwise.


But, as he walked home after the longest day of his life, he gradually became aware of a strange lightness settling over him. He fought it at first, still too relieved to have found he was capable of feeling genuine shock and sadness for the lives lost today, and for the ruin of young Sargent and his family. He embraced the guilt, too, now that the self-preservation impulse had faded, and the remorse; he should have spent the money on the cage sooner, instead of holding back and waiting for the engineers to offer cheaper labour. It was too late for such regrets now though; those lads were gone.


As he stepped into the cool familiarity of his home, he realised something else was gone too: the seemingly endless struggle to keep the mine turning a profit, juggling the debts, and sharing the decreasing rewards between his creditors and his workers. And gone too, was that cold, snaking fear that had so often pursued him into his dreams at night: that someone would find out how he’d used those early profits. All that was in the past now, and the unpaid loans would be written off. Wheal Peter was no more, but the community would rally and eventually thrive again, without his help or his interference. Damerel had a small sum of investment money – he patted the purse in his pocket to reassure himself – and a damned fine house to sell, which would raise considerably more. While no one would invest in him, and understandably so, they would still welcome his money with wide open wallets.


He opened his back door and stepped into his garden, where he could see Dartmoor spread out beneath and all around him. Crumbling engine houses and too many disused chimneys rose here and there, and there was a new silence that stretched between him and the horizon. There was none of the rhythmic stamping he’d been so accustomed to all his life; no clanking sounds of working horses and machinery; no shouts, whistles or blasting sirens … It was quite eerie, now he stopped to really listen. But even as he bade farewell to the life he’d known, Damerel opened himself to the wider possibilities. Copper, tin and arsenic might be on the wane, but there was another mining industry that was still flourishing, still exporting huge amounts, and still making its owners and investors vast profits. He turned his face to where the sun was finally dipping to signal the end of this long, long day. To the west. Towards Cornwall. It was time to start again.









CHAPTER THREE


Brighton


11 February 1931


Lynette Nicholls sat at her writing desk, but her attention was not on the paper in front of her. Nor was it on how much time had ticked by since she had sat down after breakfast to put pen to paper. Instead, it was drawn to the photograph of her older brother, caught with a broad grin but otherwise carefully and quite properly posed; it was on the memories of exuberance and devilry, courage and determination. It was on the knowledge that today marked one whole year since he had died.


Xander had been madly excited about joining the flying school that had recently re-opened in Cornwall, hoping to move on to military training as his second step, and perhaps ultimately to join the Royal Air Force. He’d done well, too, passing the tests with ease, and moving steadily towards the day he would be allowed to take control of the plane himself. But a year ago today, on that first eagerly anticipated training flight, some unknown engine malfunction had sent the plane spiralling out of the sky and into the indifferent and unforgiving Cornish sea, from which neither Xander nor his instructor had ever emerged.


Every day since it had happened, Lynette had struggled to put one foot in front of the other; she had battled to hold her grief in check in front of family and friends, and to function in the way expected of her, as the daughter of a successful and locally prominent family. Every evening she had retired early, unable to bear the silent, still-raw grief in her parents’ eyes as they moved around each other, each lost in their own unspoken hell. Everyone’s beloved Xander, who’d fallen flat on his face socially more often than Lynette cared to remember, but who had charmed absolutely everyone in the process, was gone.


Bertie Fox, one of hers and Xander’s closest friends, had come to Bristol for the funeral; she had been pale and quiet, still in deep shock, and she had reached out to Lynette in her grief. Lynette had wanted desperately to take the comfort and return the gesture, but knowing Bertie was still intent on following Xander’s dangerous, and possibly fatal, path into the skies, she had been unable to; the thought of losing someone else in the same way was too awful to contemplate. It was easier to break all ties there and then, so Bertie had returned to Cornwall confused and upset, and Lynette had hated herself for it. Probably more than Bertie would ever know.


She reached out now to touch the smiling face in the picture, and realised, with a jolt of guilt, that a tiny smile had found its way onto her own face in response. She banished it immediately, feeling disloyal and even a little chilled, but, as her gaze was drawn back to her brother’s picture, she could hear his voice, as clearly as if he were sitting behind her on the bed.


Come off it, sis. You can’t go on like this forever, even you know that.


‘I can if I want to.’ Her own voice startled her, in the heavy quiet of her room, but surprisingly it comforted her as well, and she shifted her eyes from the picture to the bed; for a split second she could almost see him too, lounging back against the headboard, his hands folded behind his head, his blond hair flopping over his forehead, and his face lit with affectionate amusement. But for the first time, the fleeting image didn’t bring a shaft of pain, even when it vanished, and his voice remained strong in her mind.


Don’t just write to her, go and see her.


She looked down at the expensive, creamy writing paper, and at the pen in her hand, and then again at the words she had already written:




Dear Bertie


I can’t believe we have reached a year since the loss of our impossible boy. My brother, your friend—





That was when she had run out of words and had lifted her eyes from the paper to the picture, hoping to find something that would comfort them both. But instead Xander himself had stepped in, and he was right; she had seen Bertie only once since the funeral, and although their fractured friendship had been mended, it remained stiff through lack of exercise. She took a deep breath, sent Xander a quick, grateful smile, and continued writing.




I am considering the possibility of renting a room near you for a short while. Please do let me know of anywhere you think might be suitable.





She tapped her pen thoughtfully against her lips for a minute, suddenly uncertain. Was this really the right thing to do? Visiting Bertie at home had been one thing; the Foxes’ hotel in Trethkellis was miles away from the site of the flying school. But now Bertie lived and trained in the very place from which Xander had taken his first and final flight, and Lynette would be able to stand on the cliff and look out over the sea at the exact spot, should she find the courage to ask to see it.


You should see it. His voice was soft now, but no less present for all that, and she knew he was right about that, too. She needed to say goodbye, and then to step forward into whatever life might prove to be without him. She bent once more to her letter.


Cornwall – 22 February


There had been no branch line into Pencarrack the last time Lynette had visited. It seemed such a long time ago, but it had only been a little over a year since she had last been here. It had been Christmas, immediately before Xander had begun training here; a day of immense fun, she remembered now, as the train rolled to a stop by the tiny platform. Xander, herself and Bertie, along with Bertie’s sister and her friend, had bowled down the country lanes in Xander’s prized Bentley, chattering and singing all the way, before poking around the little shops in the town and then lunching at the Cliffside Fort Hotel. Where, of course, Xander had characteristically opened his mouth and put his enormous foot in it with the head chef.


She smiled at the memory, and realised she was doing that more easily since she’d made the decision almost two weeks ago. She had reassured her parents that she would be better for her trip down here, though it had been difficult so soon after the first painful anniversary, and she’d almost changed her mind more than once. But here she was, with a single case containing a few changes of clothes, and Xander’s letters to show Bertie. She stepped onto a sparsely lit platform that hadn’t even been here a year ago, and looked around for the friend she hadn’t seen in almost as long. How would their reunion go?


Another moment of uncertainty threatened to send her straight to the office for a ticket back to Brighton, but she sat on it firmly. Yes, it had been a long time since she’d seen Bertie Fox, but their friendship had been built on unusually emotional foundations, after Bertie had lost her leg in a motorcycle accident. They’d met only a few hours before that, but had hit it off so well that Lynette had spent as much as possible of her remaining time in Cornwall at Bertie’s hospital bedside.


‘Lynette!’


She turned towards the voice, and all her doubts melted away. Bertie peered through the dim light and waved her walking stick in the air, earning herself a glare from the lady who stood next to her at the gate. Lynette picked up her case and hurried over, to find herself drawn into a huge, warm hug, almost drowning in the rough thickness of Bertie’s coat until she pulled back, laughing.


Bertie was exactly as Lynette remembered her, although her glossy dark bobbed hair was almost hidden tonight, by a red woollen hat that kept out the worst of the February wind blowing off the sea. She was the same girl who’d raced her motorbike at Bude, for the first time, but with the determination and ferocity that had brought her in second in a field of experienced riders. Now she applied that same ambition to flying planes, and it seemed she was proving equally successful at that.


‘You’re doing the advanced classes now, then?’ Lynette prompted, as they made their way out into the cold night. Bertie had been strangely reticent about giving up this information, but Lynette was delighted for her.


‘As of two months ago.’ Bertie slipped her hand under Lynette’s arm, still clearly reluctant to discuss it. ‘Come on, I have a taxi waiting to drive us down to the flats. I’m going to stay over tonight, and we can chat to our hearts’ content over a nice hot toddy. You can tell me everything you want to do while you’re here.’ She gave Lynette a concerned look. ‘Are you sure you’re going to be all right staying … well, staying—’


‘Near the base where Xander lived?’ Lynette nodded. ‘Don’t worry about that. Or me. I’m getting better.’


Bertie smiled. ‘I’m glad. Come on then.’ She tugged Lynette onwards. ‘It’s almost eleven, and this wind is freezing my hat to my head.’


Lynette helped Bertie out of the taxi a short while later, and they went into what had once been a grand hotel, but had now been converted into stark, but efficient, holiday flats. Bertie pulled a face as she put the key in the lock of the room she’d booked for Lynette.


‘I’d forgotten how dull this place can be, off-season. How long are you planning to stay, anyway?’


‘A week or two. If I do decide to stay longer, I might look into renting a cottage or something, a bit closer to the base. In the village, maybe.’


‘Good idea.’ Bertie looked at the clock. ‘Shall we have a nightcap? I remember what the trip from Brighton is like; you must be exhausted.’


‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you?’ Lynette shrugged off her coat and hung it on the back of the door. ‘Actually, I feel too wide awake to even think about sleep. It’s a pity it’s so late, and so foul out; I could have done with a walk.’


She went over to the window but there was nothing to see of the town from here; they were facing the open moorland, and it was nothing more than vast blackness with the occasional pocket of lighter grey where the cloud drifted. She gave a little shiver and came back to sit on one of the twin beds.


‘What are the others up to now?’ she asked, as Bertie took a brandy bottle from her pocket and poured a generous slosh into two cups. ‘I know Tory and the new girl have their riding school almost ready to open, but what about your other friend, Gwenna?’


‘She’s passed her course,’ Bertie said, ‘but we don’t really see her much now. She’s a bit withdrawn. It was a difficult time for her, and I think she wants to be left alone for a while. She’s gone home to help her mother in the shop while her dad’s still in prison.’ She added hot water from a flask to the brandy, and swilled it to mix it. ‘She’ll think about her career when he gets out, I expect.’


‘That’s what you need to tell me,’ Lynette said, taking the cup with a nod of thanks. ‘All about that business last year. It sounded awful.’


‘Most of it was in the papers.’ Bertie sat on the opposite bed and cupped her hands around her drink. ‘But—’ she gave Lynette a warning look ‘—no one knows about Tory and me being involved, and we don’t want them to. Our part in it … Well, it’s not really my story to tell, it’s Tory’s. But she’s rebuilding her family, and has a new business, and I didn’t want any of it getting back to my family either, and ruining the hotel’s reputation. So, we’ve kept it quiet.’


‘But you could have told me,’ Lynette reproached. ‘You’re not mentioned in the newspapers at all. Tommy was, though, he was arrested, wasn’t he?’


Bertie scowled at the injustice that had been visited on her boyfriend, a complete innocent in all of it. ‘Barry Hocking, the instructor who was carrying out all the illegal trade, wanted him out of the way. He reported Tommy for stealing a military van, so of course that made a good story.’


‘Seems so cruel to think Tommy was sacked.’ Lynette sensed Bertie’s wish to change the subject, and obliged. ‘Does he miss engineering?’


‘He’s actually still doing it, but at the china clay works,’ Bertie said. ‘There’s more precision work than he’d expected, and it turns out he loves the job.’


‘I bet his family was surprised he took work there though.’


‘His mother’s a bit disappointed, I think she liked telling people that Tommy “built aeroplanes”.’ Bertie smiled. ‘But his brother knows him best, and he knows that Tommy’ll be happy whether it’s beam engines or aircraft engines.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me what happened?’ Lynette pressed, but Bertie’s obvious embarrassment told her the answer. ‘Because it was about the flying school?’


‘I didn’t want to upset you,’ Bertie said quietly. ‘Whenever I wrote to you, I tried to make it all about my family, and the hotel, not this place.’


Lynette nodded. ‘Maybe you were right at the time, and I’m grateful. But, like I said, things are improving now. I’m improving. So—’ she gave a luxurious stretch and put her empty cup on her bedside table ‘—tomorrow you can tell me absolutely everything.’


‘I’m taking a couple of days out of my training,’ Bertie said, ‘and we have a lot of catching up to do. You can use the bathroom first if you like.’


‘No, you go first, I’ll need to unpack my night things anyway.’


When Bertie had closed the door behind her, Lynette opened her case and took out the little pile of Xander’s letters she’d brought with her. He’d have written to Bertie too, but Lynette was willing to bet those letters had been all fun and larks, encouraging his friend in her decision to follow in his footsteps. His letters to Lynette had been more revealing, and even a little bit puzzling; it would be good to get Bertie’s insight, especially as she was now entrenched in the life Xander had been leading when he wrote them.


She took her turn in the bathroom, experiencing only the tiniest twinge of homesickness as she compared the plain tiled walls and linoleum floor with the thick, warm carpet in her family home, and when she returned to the bedroom, she found Bertie already snuggled down in her narrow bed. They talked of safe things for a little while: Bertie’s family, in particular her younger sister Fiona, her brother Ben, and the glamorous Hollywood friends they had all made last Christmas. But when she eventually closed her eyes, her thoughts naturally turned to her own brother, and the short, but joyful time they had spent on the road together.


Initially seeking only fun, and escape from formality, Lynette had chosen to go with Xander, an up-and-coming motorcycling star, as he’d travelled the country; at first he’d been racing for someone else, and then he’d hit on the idea of building his own racing team. When they’d reached Cornwall they’d met the initially reserved and tense new girl racer, Roberta Fox, and both Xander and Lynette had been immediately drawn to her. Xander had been full of the racing successes they could have together, and Lynette had been the one to make the girl laugh, and relax, and see past Xander’s flashy exterior to the sweet-natured young man behind it. But the Fates had marked them both, first putting Bertie through unimaginable horror, then turning on Xander.


There was still pain at the thought of it all, and there was still anger, but lately there had come a kind of peace, too, and that came from knowing that she only had to listen, and she would hear his voice. Probably accidentally insulting someone, she thought, and forgave herself for the smile that touched her lips as she slipped into the first truly peaceful sleep she could remember since Xander had moved down here.









CHAPTER FOUR


Emma Kessel waited until her father was busy showing the first customer of the day out of the family’s bakery, before returning to the newspaper she’d opened discreetly beneath the counter. She scrutinised the copy with more than the average reader’s interest. The stories themselves were rarely interesting, but Emma was always intrigued by the rhythm and the phrasing, and by the way certain articles vanished from her memory, while others rolled around in her head long after she’d closed the newspaper. She often imagined how her own life might read one day, and had drafted the copy in her mind more than once.




From Baking Bread to Earning Her Own Crust.


A young lady from the Cornish mining town of Caernoweth has left her family’s thriving bakery business, and struck out in pursuit of a bold new career as a reporter for the Daily Express. Emma Kessel, aged 21, moved to London earlier this year to join the Society of Women Journalists, and after her initial reports gained her a rapturous welcome into that society, she has now set her sights on the major newspapers and hopes she will serve as an example to other young—





‘Emma!’ The exasperation in her father’s voice cut through the daydream, and she hurriedly folded the newspaper.


‘Sorry. What were you saying?’


‘The delivery’s ready. It’ll grow a mould by the time you take it, and where will that leave us?’


He always had to exaggerate. Emma sighed, slipped down off her stool, and picked up the basket he’d put ready. As she fastened it to the front of her bicycle, she wondered if she’d ever have the courage to turn those imagined words into reality. She didn’t exactly hate working in the bakery. After all, there were worse – and definitely smellier – places; you only had to look across at the growing mountains of waste from the china clay pits to understand that. However, there had to be more to life than selling bread and cakes, and – Emma pulled a face, as she pointed the bicycle up the hill – nearly killing yourself doing it.


She tightened the belt on her coat, settled her hat more firmly against the brisk wind, then grasped the handlebars and started to push. As she drew level with the Rosdews’ grocery she raised a hand, and saw Gwenna Rosdew wave briefly in return. Now there was someone who’d come tantalisingly close to getting away from her thankless job in the family business; Emma wondered if she resented the decision to abandon her flying ambitions and return to help her mother, or if she was just glad to be doing something safe now, after all she’d been through. She hazarded a guess at the former, though Gwenna would probably never come out and say it. Then again, she didn’t say much of anything any more, to anyone.


The road flattened out at the top of town, and Emma climbed onto the bike and began pedalling, feeling the exercise stretch her muscles, and grateful for it despite her protests. Pencarrack village lay just north-east of the town, and as she passed the air training base, she automatically scanned the grounds for her erstwhile boyfriend, Alec Damerel, who was an aircraft mechanic there. The son of the new-ish captain over at South Pencarrack China Clay Works, Alec was another young person who’d broken a strong family work chain. It could be done. He had ended their relationship a little under a year ago now, and it was painful to see him and remember the fun they’d had, yet she always found herself looking anyway. But he was nowhere in sight today.


The school playground had just fallen silent as she drew level, and the children were only now being herded indoors by one of the two teachers, meaning Emma was hardly late at all, despite her father’s remonstrations. She slowed to a stop outside the post office, which doubled as a sparse kind of general store, and unhooked the basket. The rich, still-warm, doughy smell wafting out of it was something she should have been used to after all these years, but it still made her mouth water, and she was reminded she hadn’t yet had her breakfast – too busy reading, as usual.


She heard someone calling her name as she lifted the basket off the bike, and looked across the road to where a girl with reddish-blonde hair was just hooking back the shutters on the doctors’ surgery windows. Rebecca, the daughter of the doctor himself, was another one who’d been drawn into the family business, though at least hers seemed more interesting. She gave Emma a wave.


‘Come over when you’re done, okay?’


Her Canadian accent was always clearer first thing in the morning, as if she’d dreamed her way back into her former life and hadn’t quite come back yet; Emma liked it, it sounded quite glamorous to someone who’d only ever been as far as Exeter. She waved her assent, and carried the basket of bread into the post office, then ran across the road while Mrs Mayhew unpacked the goods and prepared the payment.


Rebecca was straightening the chairs that lined two of the walls, and looked up with a smile when Emma came in. ‘Take a look through that.’ She nodded to the copy of the West Cornwall Herald, folded up on the corner of the reception desk.


Emma picked it up. ‘Which bit? I’ve read it nearly all the way through already, except this article about the plane crash in Plymouth.’


‘I was reading that earlier and thought how much better you could write it.’


‘Is that why you called me over?’ Disappointed, Emma ran her gaze down the columns, knowing it would be perfectly adequate. She could do just as well, but she wouldn’t have said she could do it better, and her conscience was prickling now; she shouldn’t be dithering here when she was expected back at the shop.


‘Not quite,’ Rebecca said, ‘but it gave me an idea.’ Enthusiasm lit her expression as she took the paper from Emma. ‘It’s what you were saying the other day, about wanting to write for the papers and all. I know you can’t just leave your family’s business and run off to London, but it occurred to me that there’s nothing to stop you doing it as a freelance.’


‘A free what?’


‘Okay. I heard my dad talking about it with Mr Penhaligon. You know, the fisherman guy who writes books? He owns the bookshop in Caernoweth.’


Emma had known Matthew Penhaligon all her life, and admired his writing as much as anyone, but she frowned. ‘That’s books though, it’s not the same.’


‘I know that,’ Rebecca said patiently, ‘but last night he was telling my dad about this reporter he met, who doesn’t just write for any one newspaper or magazine, but sniffs out stories and writes them up anyway. And then he offers them to editors, and if one doesn’t want it, he goes to another. And another. You could do that, couldn’t you? And imagine if you wrote something amazing, and the newspaper did give you a job, and then gave you more stories to write? You’d be an actual, paid reporter!’


‘And what sort of stories am I going to “sniff out”?’ Emma asked, her interest piqued.


‘I’ve been thinking about that, too. You could start with what happened on the air base last year.’


‘It’s already been in the papers,’ Emma reminded her, ‘and not just the local ones. It’s old news now anyway, so who’d be interested in dragging all that up again?’


‘Well—’ Rebecca lowered her voice as they heard the front door open and close, and her father’s voice calling through the house for his morning tea ‘—I thought you could do a kind of a follow-up. Like, where are the two plucky heroines of the air base smuggling scheme now? That kind of thing.’


‘We know where they are,’ Emma pointed out. ‘Gwenna Rosdew is back doing the same as me, and the smuggler’s niece is building a riding school. With your stepsister, Tory,’ she added.


‘Exactly! That’s the bit I was thinking of, so forget Gwenna, think about Irene. Poor girl! Imagine already being on the run from crooks in your hometown, then finding out your protector is a crook too, and having to work for him or he’d give you up? Then only six months later you’re setting up your own new business, right there in the town you were hiding in. What a story!’ Rebecca picked up the newspaper again. ‘Think about it. Intrepid Flyer Girls Get Their Reward After Overcoming Deadly Danger! And your name right there under the headline, where it belongs.’


Emma began to feel an answering flicker of excitement. ‘I could talk to them,’ she ventured. ‘Perhaps gather some interviews about how things have gone, since all the excitement has died down, and write it into a success-after-ordeal piece. Inspirational.’


‘I know there’s some stuff that never made the papers,’ Rebecca added, lowering her voice further and looking at the door into the house, which was standing ajar. Beyond it they could hear the voices of her father and stepmother, both doctors, murmuring quietly to one another as they prepared for their day. ‘I’m pretty sure my stepsister was actually involved too, and probably their friend with the false leg.’


‘What makes you think that?’ Emma looked at her doubtfully. ‘I know they shared a dorm at the base, but Tory and that Fox girl didn’t do any of the driving, like Gwenna and Irene did. The police weren’t even slightly interested in them once they’d been questioned.’


‘I don’t know what it is about them,’ Rebecca mused. ‘There’s just … something.’


‘All right.’ Emma didn’t want to argue, and she was mindful of Mrs Mayhew waiting with her payment. ‘I have to go though.’


‘Of course.’ Rebecca became brisk again as she opened the door for Emma. ‘I’m glad you’re going to write the story; it’ll be so exciting.’


‘I’m going to think about it,’ Emma stressed. ‘But you’re right, it would be interesting to find out if there were others involved, if only because it would mean there’s a reason they’ve kept quiet about it.’


‘Exactly!’ Rebecca gave her a brief hug goodbye, and Emma crossed the road to finish her business with Mrs Mayhew, thinking over what Rebecca had said.


As she cycled home again past the air base, her eyes automatically went to the chain-link fence; she ought to speak to some of the mechanics who’d been working here at the time. Once again there was no sign of Alec, and she frowned as she coasted down the hill, wondering what he would make of her poking her nose into his place of work, and if he’d assume it was all about him. She’d made no secret of her dismay when he’d broken it all off, but she’d been keeping a calm distance ever since; perhaps he really thought she’d stopped caring, after all, and would accept her interest in the base for what it was. And, she thought, with the tiniest of smiles, who knew where it might lead?









CHAPTER FIVE


Refreshed, even after a shorter sleep than she was used to, Lynette eschewed attempting to make breakfast in the tiny kitchenette the flat offered, with the complimentary supply of eggs and bread she’d found on the counter top. Instead, she followed Bertie to the ground-floor café, where they ordered a cooked breakfast to set them up for the day.


‘What do you want to do first?’ Bertie asked her. ‘I can show you the beach, if you like, but I’d rather save that until Tory can drive us down. We’ll go and see her tomorrow.’


Lynette took a slow breath, giving herself time to make up her mind before she spoke. ‘The first thing I want to do is walk out onto the cliff, where I can see … you know.’


‘Oh, Lynette.’ Bertie lowered her teacup. ‘Are you sure?’


‘I have to. I want to.’


‘But there’s nothing to see, anyway. Just miles and miles of water.’


‘Even so.’ Lynette spoke quietly. ‘Would you think I was odd, if I said it was Xander who’d told me to?’


Bertie looked at her steadily for a moment, then shook her head. ‘Not at all, I’ve had the same thing with my father. Remember when I told you how flying seemed to bring me closer to him?’


Lynette nodded. ‘Then you’ll understand what I mean, when I say Xander’s was the voice pushing me into actually coming to stay here, instead of just writing to you.’


‘I do.’ Bertie blinked rapidly, then cleared her throat. ‘I’ll take you to a place near the fort; you can look out over that part of the sea from there. Then afterwards I can tell you everything that happened last year.’


Lynette relaxed. ‘Thanks.’ She brightened. ‘Maybe we could have lunch at the Cliffside Fort.’


‘I’d like that.’ Bertie returned her smile. ‘Remember when we all had lunch there, and Xander was accidentally rude about Harry Batten’s family, right to his face?’


‘I was thinking about that!’ Lynette laughed. ‘And the water fight we had when he called your prosthetic a peg-leg.’


‘Impossible boy.’ Bertie shook her head fondly. ‘What do you want to do in the afternoon, do you know?’


‘I’d like to show you the letters I brought with me. Xander said a couple of things that have puzzled me, and I’m hoping you can explain them.’ Lynette sighed. ‘I hate having his words in front of me and not understanding everything. It feels wrong.’


‘I’d like to see them,’ Bertie said. ‘And I’ll show you the ones he sent me, too. Not that there were many; he knew I was on my way down here, and we … ’ Her words fell away, and she seemed to be having trouble swallowing.


‘And you thought there was plenty of time,’ Lynette finished for her. ‘I know.’


A silence fell over them while they ate their breakfast, but both seemed to have lost some of their appetite, and Lynette was relieved when Bertie pushed her plate away and declared it time to get a move on.


‘It’s not a long walk,’ she said, ‘but we’ll need to wrap up warm if we’re going out on the cliffs. It looks as if there’s snow on the way, too, so this morning might be our only chance for a while.’


The walk took them along a grassy path Lynette didn’t recognise at first, but as it fell away, and she saw the heaving grey mass of the sea in the distance, she began to remember the landscape from her day trip last Christmas. The path led towards the old Caernoweth fort, now an established and well-respected hotel, with the external appearance untouched, and the crumbled outer defence walls still in place as they had been for hundreds of years. It stood proudly on the cliff, and Bertie led them right to the edge where they were buffeted by the strong wind, their eyes watering as they looked out over the water.


‘This is how it must have been on the day Xander went out,’ Lynette said. ‘Same time of year, and I remember it was cold like this.’ She tucked her chin down into her scarf and followed Bertie’s gaze, which had fixed on a point in the distance. ‘Is that where it happened?’


‘So the reports said. Not far off the headland.’ Bertie sighed. ‘His usual instructor was pretty strict about trainees going up too soon, but she was away from the base and Xander managed to talk the replacement into taking him out.’


‘Of course he did.’ Lynette felt a cruel echo of the mixture of exasperation and affection that had characterised their relationship. ‘His usual instructor was the same one you had when you started, is that right?’


Bertie nodded. ‘Jude. She was devastated.’


‘So it wasn’t her plane that went down then.’


‘No, that plane’s mine now, they’re letting me keep it on the base, in return for the use of it for training. Dennis – Haydock, the replacement – took Xander up in one of the Avros, so I’m fairly certain he was the one who’d have actually been flying at the time. But no one’s been able to find out what happened, because the plane was never recovered.’


Lynette stared out to sea. Her mind reached for her brother, but despite the certainty she would always be able to hear him, today he was absent. Perhaps he understood that she had to face this alone, in order to push past it. She tried to visualise a plane out there, turning in a wide circle in the sky, making its way back, the engine stuttering before it reached the headland … dropping into a spin as it plunged towards the sea. Xander might have been screaming, or he might have been tight-lipped, disbelieving, quietly consumed by … what? Terror? Resignation? Regret? Had he thought about those who loved him, and who he’d never see again? Or had he believed, even as the plane broke the surface of the water, that he would somehow make it out, and back, as he always had before? If Fate had regretted Her impulse, he might have been unconscious before he drowned …


Her breath caught harshly, unexpectedly, and she felt Bertie’s hand on her arm, and one around her shoulder, pulling her close. The two of them stood silently, listening to the tide surging against the rocks below, the spume splattering across the cliffs, and the deeper boom of the sea crashing into the caves beneath their feet; uncaring. Timeless. It had been there forever, and would continue to eat away at the coastline long into an unknowable future.


Bertie drew her gently away, perhaps feeling her swaying on the cliff’s edge, and they walked slowly back towards the fort, where they sat in the shelter of the outer curtain wall. The greyness of the day shouldn’t detract from the miracle of it, and Lynette shook away the newly resurfaced melancholy, and instead took the time to appreciate the wind tugging at her coat and rustling the grasses on the cliff beyond the wall. Fresh and cold on her skin.


‘You were going to tell me about last autumn,’ she prompted, after a few minutes. ‘What the papers didn’t say,’ she added, with a mysterious little edge to her voice that made Bertie smile.


‘Well, you already know quite a bit. Gwenna was coerced into driving illegal guns, to and from the air base, by her flight instructor. He was bringing them in via train, and labelling the crates as aircraft parts. Gwenna thought it was booze and cigarettes at first, and by the time she realised what was really happening she was in too deep to get out.’


Lynette nodded and began twirling a small stone in her palm. ‘I read he was storing them out on the moor, and then selling them on to gangs further up country.’


‘We all thought Hocking was such a sweetheart,’ Bertie said, ‘but he must have armed half the gangs in the country before he was arrested. By then Gwenna was so desperate to avoid disgracing herself, and her family, that she was ready to leave altogether and never come back.’


Lynette frowned. ‘The papers said her father was one of the others involved in it all though. Him and your other roommate, Irene?’


‘Yes, but Gwenna didn’t find that out until right at the end. Jonas Rosdew’s serving his sentence in Dartmoor now, but Irene and Gwenna were let off.’ Bertie shifted slightly and glanced around to ensure they were alone, but it seemed no one else was mad enough to be walking out here in the driving wind.


‘What is it?’ Lynette prompted. ‘There’s clearly something that didn’t make it into the papers, apart from yours and Tory’s names.’


Bertie took a deep breath. ‘It wasn’t only guns that Hocking was smuggling, it was people as well.’


Lynette dropped her stone. ‘People?’


‘Gang members who’d got into bother with each other.’ Bertie looked around again, and it seemed she was so used to it now that she hardly realised she was doing it. ‘They would pay Hocking to get them away to the Scillies, and from there they’d go to France, and probably America after that. These were desperate, dangerous people.’


‘And Gwenna was trapped in all that?’ Lynette shivered, appalled. ‘No wonder she was so keen to get away; it must have been terrifying.’


‘That’s where Tory and I came in,’ Bertie said. ‘I’ll let Tory tell you her part, but I was the one who flew our last … guest, shall we call her, out of the country.’


Lynette couldn’t hide her astonishment; how had Bertie kept all this so quiet for so long? ‘You flew her? Alone?’


Bertie nodded, her expression a clear mixture of guilt and pride. ‘For obvious reasons, we didn’t want anyone to know about that side of things,’ she said, ‘so once we knew the gunrunning would be enough to get Hocking behind bars, we kept quiet. It might have changed everything for Gwenna if they’d known she was more than just a driver, and it would have landed all of us in proper hot water.’


‘What did Gwenna have to do?’


‘The person would hide out in a secret room underneath the old folly on Pencarrack Moor, while Hocking got their papers sorted out. Then he would either fly them out, or take them by boat. Gwenna had to lock them in, and she and Irene would take them their food and suchlike.’ She peered more closely. ‘What is it? Do you feel ill?’


‘A secret room.’ Lynette felt a creeping sensation beginning at the base of her spine, and crawling slowly up towards the nape of her neck. She thought about the letters Xander had written, and about the parts she hadn’t understood until now. Her skin felt clammy, suddenly, and speaking felt strange, her own voice distant. ‘The thing is, now you’ve said all this…’ She took a quick breath. ‘I’m not so sure Xander’s death was an accident after all.’
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