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    Chapter One




    The year 1942 was going to be very different to its predecessor, Evie Yeo decided resolutely as she was getting ready for bed.




    Gone would be the slightly feckless Evie who had spent too much time mooning over one faithless man after another. This thankless behaviour had wasted far too much of the previous year, and had caused her an unhappiness that very much outweighed the fleeting moments of pleasure.




    And in would come a bolder and more positive Evie, she decided, giving her dressing table just the smallest of thumps with her right fist as a sign of her resolution. She felt very determined that before the first week of January was out she would be a new, stronger and generally much improved Evie.




    A man would not be the way to happiness, quite obviously, and so she was going to stop looking.




    She was planning to pin-curl her hair every evening as (she hoped) this would be an obvious sign to friends and family of a fresh and rigorous self-discipline. Evie thought that to pay more attention to her hair would have the benefit of killing two birds with one stone, as in addition to signifying the new Evie, the government was encouraging women left on the home front to look as well as they could in an effort to boost the morale of all of those who felt jaded – and let’s be honest, who didn’t? – at facing the third year of keeping the home fires burning whilst their beloved country was still at war against the Jerrys. Evie wanted very much to show her support for the war effort, and although keeping her unruly hair in order might seem a small contribution, at least it was a step in the right direction.




    In addition, Evie pledged to herself that she would read at least one mind-improving book each week, and make sure she always got eight hours of restorative sleep, even if that meant being the first of the paying guests to go to bed every evening.




    Evie leant closer to the angled mirror attached to her dressing table and peered at her image intently before carefully selecting a section of hair, although she then jabbed a hairgrip sharply into a finger as she tried to tame the unruly tress. There had been a time she would have clenched her jaw with impatience and then, most likely, given up on the pin-curling almost before she had started, with a petulant slinging of the offending hairgrip into some dark corner of her low-ceilinged bedroom.




    Not so tonight.




    With an enviable serenity Evie swapped the hairgrip and the swirl of hair to the opposite hand, and once she had wound the curl back up, she was able to secure the grip without bother. One down, she thought. And then, only another thirty or so of these dratted things to go. She smiled. At least she had allowed a small but nonetheless significant pause before becoming just a trifle impatient.




    Self-discipline is a wonderful thing, Evie told herself ten minutes later without a trace of irony. Only a stray strand or two had avoided her assiduous pinning, except for the final section still to be done.




    Routine and planning ahead would be the key to a calmer, less up-and-down way of going about things, Evie was sure. And it was going to make her feel much better, and perhaps after a bit of practice, possibly even a little contented. She wasn’t certain she could aim for anything as lofty as ‘happy’ yet.




    In fact, she wasn’t going to dwell on her feelings, good, bad or indifferent.




    Instead she was planning to jam-pack her days with a whole host of things. January, with the short days of a West Country winter, could be dreary, with time seeming to stand still. The clouds would feel heavy and low above her home village of Lymbridge, she knew, with the imposing granite tors sometimes hard to see despite standing craggily tall on top of the surrounding moorland peaks. The moor’s heather and gorse would have shrugged off their violet and golden hues of summer and autumn to merge into something that looked uniformly dark and spiky, and potentially more violent, while the weather would feel unrelentingly grim and always chilly. But none of this would matter this year, not if Evie Yeo had any say in it.




    Evie tamed the final – and, as it turned out, particularly troublesome – whorl of hair, and exhaled audibly as she pondered the things she thought she should do if this different and more controlled Evie was to announce herself to the world as someone who had turned over a new leaf.




    So, in order, she should:




    1. Be better at going to bed early, and looking after herself generally. Evie knew too that she had allowed herself to become very run-down over the autumn, with the result that she had ended up spending close on a fortnight laid up in bed feeling too feeble to care much about anything. Although it had seemed just prior to becoming poorly that she was putting others’ welfare before her own – which was a good thing, surely, as it was selfless, a trait she had always been told was good to strive for – would in fact another view be that for Evie to have persisted in this behaviour at the expense of her own well-being was in reality little more than outright selfish behaviour? In these trying times other people had more important things to do than concern themselves with looking after her once things had descended to a level where they had to step in. Whatever the truth concerning her own motivations, Evie rather thought she had pushed things too far in this respect recently.




    2. Be a better teacher. Her class of infants at Lymbridge Primary School were demanding and had a range of abilities. They were very sweet too, of course. But Evie was still relatively green when it came to teaching, having only the two terms’ experience under her belt, and the children had seen nothing yet as regards how she was going to knock them into shape, that was for certain. She was going to plan ahead more effectively, and work harder every day. (Evie gave her dressing table another little thump with her closed fist, just to drive this point home.)




    3. Be a better sister. She had rather neglected her youngest sister, Pattie, in recent months, which was unfair, especially as Pattie had been most diligent in caring for Evie just a week or two earlier when she had been struck down with the nasty bout of influenza over Christmas. And, of course, before that there had been that dreadful argument in Lymbridge’s only public house, The Haywain, between Evie and her middle sister, Julia. And although she and Julia had tentatively started to build bridges between each other after the hideous Fiona – and Evie wasn’t going to waste time thinking about her right now – had given the still-wan Evie a most awkward moment on New Year’s Eve, there was a long way to go yet before the two eldest Yeo sisters had anything approaching the easy way with one another that, once, Evie had believed could never be lost. (How sadly mistaken that assumption had turned out to be.) And as for her little brother, James, well, Evie had taken him so for granted for such a long time that she really didn’t know very much about what he was up to these days. What a shame it was that she hadn’t paid more attention to her siblings over the previous autumn; they deserved more from her as their eldest and hopefully wisest sister.




    4. Be a better daughter. Evie didn’t care to think too deeply about how shocked Robert and Susan had been when their daughters made a complete show of themselves in The Haywain fracas. Even to acknowledge now the unexpected fisticuffs after Julia had refused to be at all contrite at her wanton behaviour, which Evie had felt at the time (and still did, if she were honest) was the least that should happen on Julia’s part, flashed a rise of nausea to Evie’s throat and a hot slash of shame across her cheeks. She didn’t think she’d ever forget the horrified looks her parents had given her when she shot into the kitchen after the brawl, her skirt grubby and patched with damp from rolling around on the floor of the ladies’ bar as she and Julia tussled. Evie was convinced that the once-close relationship she had enjoyed with her sensible and always loving parents had been altered irrevocably for the worse through this moment of completely uncharacteristic loss of control on her part. Not that Julia had helped things – although that was another matter, of course.




    5. Be a better friend to Tricia. Okay, there was a history here, as Tricia had been made pregnant by Timmy whilst he was engaged to Evie. But still … Evie knew that, deep down, she hefted around her neck rather a large albatross of emotional turmoil as a result of this particular pickle that she was somehow reluctant to package off into her past. She wasn’t at all comfortable about this, no matter how pleased she was that Timmy had done the right thing and made an honest woman of Tricia. Evie knew she must make sure not to patronise Tricia, and that she must always treat her as an equal. It wasn’t Tricia’s fault she was less educated than Evie, and came from a more modest background, and Evie wondered if in the past she had allowed herself to feel slightly superior, which wasn’t at all a nice thing to have to acknowledge. Tricia, after all, had the wedding ring on her finger, and Evie most certainly did not. The truth of it was that Evie had never cared to think too closely as to precisely what Tricia had known of Timmy and Evie’s engaged status when Timmy had tempted Tricia to accompany him late one evening behind the village hall for a little slap and tickle. However, since then Tricia had rather won Evie around with her forthright and down-to-earth view of the world. Tricia was kind and she always made Evie smile, and now that Timmy was never going to walk again, Evie thought those qualities Tricia personified counted for a lot more than coming from a respectable family and speaking with a posher voice.




    6. Be a better friend to her faithful old school pals Sukie and Linda. Evie wasn’t quite sure why she had added them to her list as, actually, she thought she had been quite a good chum as far as they were concerned. Perhaps ‘Be Better’ point number six was more for safety’s sake, as it never hurt to remind oneself of the value of true friendship.




    7. Be better at dealing with the older people in the village who were important to her. As far as Evie was concerned, Mrs Smith – her headmistress and, trickily for Evie at times, Timmy’s mother also – and her new husband, the kindly and sanguine Mr Smith, fell into this category. And then, of course, there were also Mr and Mrs Worth, the owners of the rather grand Pemberley guest house where Evie lodged, who had decided to stand by their unexpectedly wayward young paying guest after she so disgraced herself at The Haywain. Julia had not been so fortunate, and had been asked to leave the comfortable lodgings Pemberley had once offered to her too. Evie’s middle sister had had, therefore, no alternative but to move back home to Bluebells, the Yeo family home, in order that Robert and Susan might prove a stabilising force. At the time Evie and Julia couldn’t have countenanced spending a single night under the same roof; but that was then, and now Evie felt differently, although she wasn’t completely convinced that Julia quite shared her softening feelings.




    8. Be better at organising her time. This needed to happen, definitely. For, under this ‘Be Better’ point, there was a ream of tasks that were waiting for Evie to turn her attention their way, including, but not confined to:




    • pushing hard at upping the fundraising for buying a Spitfire to be donated to the RAF. (This Spitfire plan had been her idea, but Evie knew that she hadn’t given it too much thought since even before her influenza, let alone lending any practical muscle on her part.) The sum needed was £6,000, and right now this felt like an unclimbable mountain;




    • helping Mrs Worth find some more paying guests to fill the empty bedrooms at Pemberley where Evie so enjoyed living. It would be too bad if the authorities requisitioned the large house for the war effort because of a lack of PGs, not least as Evie would have to find somewhere else to lodge. Nowhere could be so convenient as Pemberley, as its grounds abutted Lymbridge Primary School, meaning each morning Evie only had to walk down the graceful drive and then less than a hundred yards along the road before she was at the school gate. Requisition was a real danger if those rooms remained empty, Mrs Worth never seemed to tire of saying;




    • cracking on with putting together the series of fundraising talks Evie had discussed with the Western Morning News well before Christmas, gaily promising at the time that she would arrange a programme of interesting debates that would be sure to draw a crowd over the spring in nearby Plymouth (ideally the audience would have deep pockets out of which they would make significant contributions to the Spitfire fund). But so far Evie had done nothing to sort out the programme of speakers;




    • making sure the Lymbridge sewing circle kept up its enthusiasm for Make Do and Mend as part of the war effort. After all, it had been Evie’s idea originally that they should meet at Pemberley, as the wooden dining table Mrs Worth would lovingly buff until anyone could see their face in its shiny surface was so massive that it meant all manner of patterns could be carefully laid out as the village’s needlewomen discussed how to get the most out of even the smallest bits of material in these times of utility outfits and clothing coupons, and endless scavenging, scrimping and saving;




    • thinking about what to do about Keith’s three adorably playful kittens, who would be big enough to leave their mother in all too short a time. As always, the mere thought of the little tabby school cat made Evie smile; she could never help but be tickled that the mannish-sounding Keith was, in fact, a female;




    And so on.




    Taken as a whole, number eight on her ‘Be Better’ list was rather daunting, Evie sighed to herself, as she could think of several other things she really should put in this section too.




    9. Be better as a member of Lymbridge village. The war was dragging on and on, eliciting a high cost from everybody in oh so many ways, and clearly now was the time for everyone to look out for each other as perhaps they never had before, and to work together in the war effort. There was always the underlying worry of loved ones, friends and acquaintances being away fighting, and although people were used to this unsettled feeling, it remained thoroughly unpleasant. Evie feared that she had been very distracted recently and so probably hadn’t really been pulling her weight in being an active and good member of the community left at home in Lymbridge. Even though she had organised a fundraising school carol concert that ended up being quite a big do over at The Grange, which was the newly opened recuperation hospital where Timmy was now a patient, really it had been Sukie who had lifted the evening into something special. And then dear Sukie had had to come to the rescue once again to save the New Year’s Eve dance too, this time by finding a band at very short notice, as Evie’s raging influenza had meant she was good for nothing in the Christmas run-up. So, although Lymbridge villagers had congratulated Evie for her hard work, really all the credit for either event actually happening should have gone to the long-suffering Sukie.




    Just as she came to the end of re-pinning several of the more defiant chestnut waves, as they had already started to spring loose – were they playing with her? – Evie was busy lining up in her mind ‘Be Better’ points ten, eleven and twelve when she noticed that Keith’s three inquisitive kittens had made a pincer attack on her sleeping scarf, and were now dragging it away between them across the floor in an admirable display of teamwork for such little balls of fluff.




    Oh well, thought Evie as she leant down to retrieve the scarf, much to the obvious disappointment of the kittens, maybe that’s enough organisational thinking for me right at the moment.




    And then as an afterthought she added, I probably shouldn’t get my mind too overactive just before I settle down for the night.




    The clarion call of ‘Cocoa!’ drifted up the stairs from the kitchen just as Evie was about to wind the now slightly dusty sleeping scarf around her head as a means of keeping the pin-curls snug, and (hopefully) avoiding uncomfortable hairgrips digging into her scalp when she was trying to sleep. This was normally a fiddly process as Evie knew she should take care also to make sure that all the pinned curls were lying in a manner that would create an impressive hairstyle the next day. Julia had a real knack with hair, and had used to come to the rescue for this bit on the rare occasions Evie made an effort with her hair before bedtime, and once again Evie felt a pang of sadness that Julia and she were no longer sharing the bedroom tucked under the eaves at Pemberley.




    However, Evie was very fond of cocoa, even though the weak and grimy-looking night-time beverage they were all used to drinking now under the guise of ‘cocoa’ was nowhere near the rich, dark treat of pre-war days that the local Devon milk seemed absolutely perfect for. Clotted cream, tasty butter, and thick and velvety milk were, pre-war, one of the benefits of living in the West Country, where the soft-eyed cattle produced a rich and tempting array of dairy products.




    Evie’s mouth watered as she thought briefly of the delicious cream teas, with scones and heaped spoonfuls of her mother’s homemade jam that the Yeo family had used to enjoy. She swallowed as she wrenched her scarf tight, with the pins any old way, and knotted its ends haphazardly into a perky bow above her forehead, and then trotted swiftly down to the warm kitchen to make sure she wasn’t going to miss out.




    Finding a comfy spot close to the warm kitchen range, she stayed chatting with the other residents at Pemberley as Keith and her kittens darted around their feet, having raced Evie to the kitchen; Keith was teaching them that the nightly call for cocoa might mean a dash of milk in their saucer too.




    In fact, Evie was enjoying herself so much that she didn’t look towards the kitchen clock on the mantelpiece above the range until well past eleven thirty.




    It was only as Evie wended her way back up the final flight of stairs to her room right beneath the eaves, where its comfy bed nestled in a nook under the window, that she remembered her ‘Be Better’ list.




    Hadn’t early nights been at the top of her agenda?


  




  

    Chapter Two




    The spring term had started a couple of days earlier, although not quite as Evie had anticipated, which was more than a trifle irksome for her as this was her third term as a teacher and so this time around she had pinned her hopes on her new term feeling a little less like the fraught and uncharted territory the previous two terms had done.




    Even though the start of the year had been both up and down for Evie in a personal sense – up, as the man she loved admitted finally that he cared for her too; and then down, as immediately Peter had confessed his feelings, he announced he had requested from the Ministry that he be transferred to another part of the country, and so he and Evie hadn’t been able to pursue their feelings further – Evie refused to allow herself to feel totally demolished, as had happened previously when relationships had faltered with Timmy and then, later in the summer of 1941, hiccupped with Peter.




    Evie supposed it was different for her now as, even though she had fallen heavily for Peter over the summer, during the autumn she had had time to get used to the idea of them not being together, largely because of the looming and distasteful presence of the devilish Fiona, Peter’s horsy-faced former fiancée, who always seemed to be hovering somewhere in the wings.




    Peter and Fiona (the tiresome woman having unceremoniously dumped Peter a year or two earlier when she had thought she could do better) had started seeing each other once again when Peter had transferred temporarily to London the previous summer. Hastily moving out of his lodgings at Pemberley without so much as a by-your-leave to Evie, Peter had believed mistakenly at that time that she was poised to marry Timmy; and Fiona meanwhile had come to the conclusion that maybe Peter was the better option for herself after all.




    Predictably Fiona had hated Evie on sight – and the feeling was pretty much mutual, it had to be said – when Peter returned to Dartmoor early in the autumn, with Fiona tagging along, with everything about her grating on Evie’s nerves. Naturally Fiona had wasted no time in showing Evie just how deeply she had got her clutches into the admittedly rather too biddable Peter.




    Then there’d been a few weeks when Evie found Peter hard to read as he seemed to be backtracking with Fiona just a little, and yet not making a play for her.




    And even when – finally! – he had told Fiona it was over between them both as the clocks were striking for the New Year, he still hadn’t made his move properly with Evie, other than to say to her the following morning that he’d asked for a transfer elsewhere. Well, he’d mentioned, far too casually in Evie’s opinion, that he loved her (almost as if Evie should have known this), but it was a declaration accompanied by the rider that Fiona was the type of determined woman who would make it impossible for he and Evie to be happy together, and so for them to remain apart was unfortunately the best solution on the basis that it would lead to the least unhappiness all round.




    At this Evie didn’t know who she wanted to slap more: Peter for being so spineless, or Fiona for being such a witch. Of course, the slapping was purely fantasy; that night in The Haywain with Julia was the one time in her life that Evie had given in to violence, and Evie was determined it was going to be a once-only occurrence.




    So somehow Evie had dredged up a new resolve over the past few days. She simply wasn’t going to allow herself to be knocked sideways by Peter moving away. Everything she had experienced with Peter in the eight months since they had met had been too much of a rollercoaster, with precious little reward in the emotional sense. Now Evie had had enough.




    Although Peter said he loved her, apparently for him it wasn’t the sort of love that just wouldn’t be denied, Fiona or no Fiona. Whatever he really did feel, he’d chosen retreat as the better option.




    So although upset, Evie was going to show some backbone in the face of Peter’s feebleness, and the result was that she was determined on no more snivelling and sighing over a man she couldn’t have.




    It had been, therefore, a more upbeat-seeming Evie who had welcomed her infants several days earlier on the first morning of the spring term with what she hoped sounded like a heartfelt ‘happy new year’ to each of them and whichever parent was delivering them to school, as she stood in the playground with her winter coat neatly buttoned and her scarf wrapped cosily around her neck.




    In the face of the pupils’ excited exclamations of what they had got up to over the Christmas holidays, and the presents they had received, the melancholy experience of recent months of thinking about Peter and her unrequited feelings had, Evie discovered, not been too difficult to push to one side of her mind.




    Thoughts of what was about to occur at Lymbridge Primary School were harder to cast aside, though, and however cheerful she might have looked on the outside, deep down Evie felt as if she were in a not particularly nice dream.




    This was because of an announcement she had been met with on arrival for the first day of term.




    ‘Evie, it’s good you’ve come in early,’ Mrs Smith had boomed briskly in her direction an hour before the first pupils were to arrive, when she first caught sight of Evie, ‘as I have important news to share.’




    And with that inauspicious greeting, Evie’s day took a distinct turn for the worse.




    Mrs Smith continued, ‘I heard late last night that Lymbridge Primary School is, as I warned you might happen just before Christmas, indeed being merged. The good thing is that the two village primary schools we are amalgamating with shall be coming to us, with the new pupils being integrated into our classrooms. But make no mistake about it, my dear, it will mean a huge upheaval for everybody.’




    Evie felt her cheery new year’s salutation to Mrs Smith evaporate on her lips, despite it being the first time Mrs Smith had used the affectionate ‘my dear’ when speaking to her.




    Evie was such a homebody that she always felt apprehensive when faced with news of any change, and so she was perturbed to see that there was something odd still about her headmistress’s expression.




    Evie knew already some local schools might merge, and so why was Mrs Smith looking as if there was something else that Evie needed to be told about?




    It was a something that might not be very pleasant for Evie to hear, to judge by her headmistress’s increasingly grave expression and wrinkled brow.




    At the moment there were thirty pupils in the school: fourteen in Evie’s class of five- and six-year-olds (there had been sixteen up until they had broken for the festive holiday, but two of the children had been moved with their parents to another part of the county and as their new home was quite a long way away they would be joining a school that was close to Exeter on the other side of the moor); and sixteen in Mrs Smith’s class, which covered from age seven until eleven.




    Now, Mrs Smith went on, the number of pupils at Lymbridge Primary School would be swelled by eighteen children from one school, and eight from another. This would make a total of fifty-six pupils in the school.




    Evie frowned, not least because the two-classroom school building felt small enough as it was, and she couldn’t imagine how these extra pupils would be squeezed in, unless some were taught in the Nissen hut at the bottom of the school field, just on the other side of the school’s ‘Dig for Victory’ communal vegetable patch (and incidentally the place of Evie and Peter’s first kiss). But the Nissen hut was a dank and dingy space, and would be murder to heat over the coming term.




    Then Mrs Smith dropped a much more explosive bombshell. These new pupils weren’t going to be accompanied by their previous teachers, as often happened when schools merged.




    ‘You will be surprised and probably a little shocked, Evie, but Mr Leonard Bassett is going to return to Lymbridge Primary School as a teacher …’ explained Mrs Smith, although Evie couldn’t hear what the headmistress then went on to say, as she was so taken aback. This was perplexing and devastating news, and for just a moment Evie felt as if she was going to faint.




    Leonard Bassett?




    Words completely deserted Evie, and she could only look at Mrs Smith with her eyes wide and mouth unattractively gaping.




    Evie was plunged back into gloom-inducing recollections.




    For it was Leonard Bassett who had come so decisively between Evie and her middle sister, Julia.




    The long and short of it had been that when Evie’s former fiancé, Timmy, who’d been badly injured on manoeuvres abroad, was lying close to death in Stoke Mandeville Hospital in Berkshire late the previous summer, Mrs Smith had taken a sabbatical from the school in order to be near him. Timmy was Mrs Smith’s only child, and they were exceptionally close (at least on Mrs Smith’s side), in part because Timmy’s father, Mr Bowes, had deserted the family home when Timmy was only six, a young and rather buxom employee at Spooner’s store in Plymouth having proved irresistible, and so mother and son had been left to face the inhospitable world together.




    With Mrs Smith otherwise occupied cheering up Timmy, Leonard Bassett had been the replacement head teacher drafted in to cover for the long-time headmistress.




    Mr Bassett had lodged at Pemberley, and Evie had never taken to him. It hadn’t helped that the day Leonard Bassett had moved in had been the day following Evie’s discovery that Peter had rekindled his romance with Fiona, and she was feeling at a particularly low ebb.




    Anyway, try as Evie might to think positively of him over the coming weeks as the autumn term rolled forward, Mr Bassett had remained firmly taciturn, with no sign at all that he found Evie to be interesting in the slightest, or even just the once, even the tiniest bit funny.




    In addition to these failings, Leonard Bassett had shown a dull obsession with cricket and, much more disturbingly, he’d had strange moments when he was teaching at the primary school when he seemed lost and totally wrapped up in sad thoughts, sometimes meaning that he would just walk out of his classroom to leave his charges unattended and able to get up to who knows what. Twice Evie had found him crouching behind the Nissen hut, his head in his hands, looking as if he were drowning in turbulent emotional currents.




    Evie had been unsettled at first, and then very concerned by Mr Bassett’s unpredictable behaviour while teaching, fearing that any blame parents might have for slipping standards might, in Mrs Smith’s absence, instead be laid firmly at Evie’s door as she was so new to being a teacher and was at Lymbridge Primary School only on a temporary basis. She was also anxious about the safety of his pupils when he wasn’t at the head of his class, of course, but frankly – and Evie wasn’t proud of this – it had been a lesser worry in the face of her fear that she might be in some way held responsible if anything went wrong. After much agonising, Evie had confessed to Mrs Smith that she thought there was something very wrong with Mr Bassett.




    And there was, as it turned out.




    Aside from poor eyesight that meant he couldn’t sign up to fight, Mr Bassett had revealed – when confronted by Evie’s father, Robert, following the shocking revelation that he and Julia had taken their relationship to the level of being married but, scandalously, without the benefit of a marriage certificate – that he was suffering with a long-held nervous complaint, the symptoms of which included struggling with responsibility and being prone to reckless behaviour.




    Unfortunately this impulsive conduct turned out to include him making overtures to Julia, and the pair had taken to sneaking around together in secret.




    It was when their friend Linda made a casual comment that the clandestine relationship was brought out into the open and it all became shocking to a quite appalling level, as far as Evie was concerned. Evie was told that Mr Bassett and Julia had had two nights at The Griffin in Oldwell Abbott, sharing the same room exactly as if they were Mr and Mrs Bassett, and Julia were wearing his wedding ring on her finger. Which she most certainly was not.




    The two blissful nights had been her own idea, Julia was happy to boast, and she had thoroughly enjoyed every moment of what she and Leonard had got up to.




    Evie had discovered this news at a time when she was feeling particularly vulnerable, as besides the fact that Timmy had made Tricia pregnant while he and Evie were engaged, Evie knew that she herself had given Peter mixed signals and had allowed him to think her single when she had foolishly promised herself to Timmy. Predictably, the consequence of this was that her fledgling relationship with Peter had gone wrong too. Evie had just been facing up to the uncomfortable truth that she was guilty and confused about the mere idea of sexual intercourse (she wasn’t quite sure why, but that was how she felt). And she was realising that her determinedly prim and perhaps rather priggish behaviour – she insisted to herself that she wanted to be a virgin when she married: how quaint! – might well have led ultimately to her romantic unhappiness. Actually, Evie knew it wasn’t quite that simple, but then neither were these assertions to be totally disregarded.




    Anyway, to learn that Julia, always the more staid and sensible sister of the trio of Yeo girls, had dared to behave so outrageously and without an iota of shame, felt like a knife twisting in Evie’s gut. It had all proved too much for her at that particular moment, and she had let rip at her sister in no uncertain terms. And Julia had stood her ground without any obvious signs of embarrassment, before launching into some home truths that Evie hadn’t enjoyed hearing a bit. To make it worse, the argument had degenerated into a fight, and it had been so public, in the ladies’ bar at The Haywain. And all over Leonard Bassett – Evie cringed still at the very thought.




    The result was that the sisters had been the unwelcome focus of rather a lot of scurrilous village gossip for a short while. Evie had been formally reprimanded at the school as her position was one of responsibility, and Mr Bassett had resigned from his post as temporary head teacher even though technically he hadn’t broken any of the rules of his employment.




    The tangle thickened as Leonard Bassett asked Julia to marry him, belatedly, and she accepted but then, the very next day, she refused his proposal, suggesting instead they just lived as man and wife, and she call herself Mrs Bassett. Evie could still hardly believe that her ordinarily sensible sister had behaved so rashly by turning down the chance to become the real Mrs Bassett after having given herself so freely to him. But a heartbeat later Evie had to admit to herself that, in reality, she didn’t know Julia as well as she thought, for she had happily been making assumptions for years about her younger sister, probably with the tacit complicity of Julia herself, who’d clearly not cared to set Evie right about any of her misperceptions.




    As it turned out Julia and Leonard Bassett setting up home together hadn’t actually happened yet, but Pattie, who still lived at the family home where Julia had moved back to, had recently confided to Evie that Julia no longer spent every night at Bluebells …




    Evie and Julia hadn’t spoken for weeks after their scuffle, and it was still only a week ago that Julia had leapt to Evie’s defence when the odious Fiona had warned Evie off Peter a bit too loudly in front of everybody at the New Year’s Eve dance in the village hall. It was fine for Julia to tell the world what she thought of Evie’s supercilious and unbearably smug attitude, as had happened that fateful evening at The Haywain, apparently. But woe betide anyone outside the Yeo family who attempted to criticise Evie in public, such as Fiona sniping at Evie on the dance floor at New Year, seemed to be the message Julia was keen to reinforce.




    




    As the clock ticked towards the first pupils arriving for the spring term, Evie shook herself inwardly and tried to concentrate instead on what Mrs Smith was saying. The headmistress was still talking about the practicalities of the merger.




    Deeply shocked by the news that she was going to have to face Leonard Bassett on a daily basis, Evie forced herself back into the here and now, and told herself that she really must get a grip on herself.




    She sighed with a jagged depth of emotion. For a moment it all felt too much, and she couldn’t bring herself to look at Mrs Smith.




    Mrs Smith, who knew about the tension between Evie and Mr Bassett, paused her monologue to look at Evie. And then the older woman patted her arm in comfort. ‘Evie, I know. I know,’ commiserated the tweed-clad older woman in a much gentler tone than was normal.




    Evie had never previously thought Mrs Smith to be a particularly sympathetic woman, and so it looked as if she were probably going to be wrong about that too. Oh dear.




    ‘It’s absolutely not ideal, and nor is it nice for you,’ said Mrs Smith. ‘You and I both have had a dicey history with Mr Bassett, as aside from your, er, your spat with your sister about him, I myself deeply resented the time I had to spend away from Timmy when Mr Bassett then left the school so abruptly, meaning that I had to step in without so much as a by-your-leave in order to hold the fort once more when my dear boy was lying gravely ill and needed me by his bedside. But this is a time for everyone to make sacrifices and I did my duty as I saw it, as you must now do yours. We are in a time of war and must all pull together. And the shortages of qualified teachers locally are such that I’ve simply had no other option than to bring Mr Bassett back. I do apologise, Evie, but there it is.




    ‘If I try and find the silver lining in this particular cloud, even you acknowledged that when his mind is on the matter, Mr Bassett is an able teacher and that the pupils respond well to him. And my job is to make sure he keeps his mind where it should be, while your job is nothing more nor less than for you to go on as you have been doing as I believe wholeheartedly that you have it in you to be a wonderful infant teacher.’ Mrs Smith paused for breath. It was a short pause.




    She went on, ‘I’m sure Mr Bassett is not delighted at the prospect either, Evie. But when I explained the situation to him in person at an embarrassingly late hour last night – the poor man was in his pyjamas, and no, there wasn’t any sign of Julia, before you wonder – even though he has a private income that means it’s not imperative that he has to work, he knew he had to help us out as we are in a hole, and so he said he was happy to come back once more to Lymbridge Primary School. He will be joining us next week when the new pupils will also arrive. We must all make the best of a bad job, and we should remember that Mr Churchill would expect no less from all three of us.’




    Evie still couldn’t trust herself to speak.




    




    It wasn’t until the next day, when Evie had had twenty-four hours to get her thoughts in order and to become more used to the idea, that she felt calmer about the prospect of having to see Mr Bassett on a daily basis.




    Then Mrs Smith gave Evie another surprise.




    Evie would remain as teacher to the infants class, which would swell only to seventeen pupils with the addition of just three youngsters.




    Mr Bassett would be allocated the seven- and eight-year-olds; there were fourteen of those, and they would now be called ‘juniors middle’.




    And Mrs Smith would teach the nine-, ten- and eleven-year-olds, in a class of twenty-four, the class now called the ‘juniors top’.




    The juniors middle would take up residence in Evie’s former infants classroom.




    And Evie’s infants class would move to the church hall that was situated along the single road through the village, further down and towards the shop. Morning and afternoon playtime, and lunchtime for the infants, would all still take place at the school. And in order to account for the few minutes’ walk between the church hall and the school several times a day, Evie’s class would start fifteen minutes earlier in the morning, and end fifteen minutes after the main school finished for the day.




    ‘I appreciate that this is adding another half an hour onto your working day,’ said Mrs Smith, ‘and unfortunately you won’t receive any additional payment for this. And I daresay parents with children in both the infants and the juniors will be irritated. But I think you will agree with my opinion that it’s important that your class still feels part of the whole school, and that we should organise a more structured period of activity after they’ve eaten their packed lunches to ensure this.




    ‘For reasons you know all too well and that I don’t need to go into again, I must be able to keep an eye on what is going on with the juniors middle, and I trust you meanwhile not to get up to too much mischief when left to your own devices.’




    Mrs Smith dropped her grandiose voice to a level that sounded grave but much less portentous, and she peered deeply into Evie’s eyes as she added, ‘I’m very much hoping you prove worthy of my trust, Evie, and this increased responsibility, which you should take as a sign of my belief in you. Please do not let me down.’




    Evie assured Mrs Smith that she would do her level best to be a credit to her headmistress and to Lymbridge Primary School. She meant every word.




    




    Evie told herself stoically that she must try to think positively about these changes and to embrace the extra workload rather than rail against it. Mrs Smith had, after all, all but told her she was doing quite a good job with her infants, and the older woman had made it clear too that she felt Evie could be trusted. All of this was positive, Evie knew.




    Still, the reality was a further squeeze on Evie’s spare time, while she would have busier lunchtimes too. And it was going to be unavoidable that she would run up regularly against Leonard Bassett. All of this might require a great deal of self-control in order for Evie to work efficiently and smoothly, something that Evie had struggled with in the past as she wasn’t naturally a particularly organised sort of person, but something nonetheless that Mrs Smith, and Evie’s pupils and their parents, would both require and expect.




    Oh, what an exasperating start to a new year this all promised to be!




    They still had almost a week’s grace before the new regime would begin, and naturally there was a lot to do in the meantime.




    Mrs Smith announced she would teach the whole school as one large class in the interim. This would leave Evie and the elderly school caretaker, Mr Cawes, to organise the church hall (which also served as the village hall), and then for them to go to the two outlying schools to bring as much equipment over to Lymbridge as they could.




    At the weekend, there would be a vehicle available that Evie and Mr Cawes could use to ferry the bigger items such as desks and chairs around.




    The more Evie thought about it the more she realised that this was going to be a more complicated job than she had at first assumed, as it wasn’t simply a matter of bringing the desks and chairs from the two schools straight to the village hall. Irritatingly, all the equipment would have to be taken to Lymbridge Primary School and then divided into small, medium and large, with then only the smallest desks and chairs being transported to the hall, along with various wall charts and alphabet and sum posters that Evie had made.




    How exceptionally vexing it all was, especially as Evie knew that in all probability she and the occasionally grumpy Mr Cawes would barely be speaking to each other by the time they had got everything sorted, and that then she probably wasn’t going to be in the best frame of mind for getting off to an equable start with Mr Bassett either.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    As usual when she felt discombobulated, Evie headed to Bluebells for tea, looking forward to the warmth and familiarity of her family home’s slightly shabby kitchen, and her mother Susan’s steadying presence.




    Evie felt shaken still over the news that Leonard Bassett would soon be a part of her daily life, and she hoped very much that Julia was at Bluebells when she arrived as perhaps enough water had passed under the bridge that they would be able to find a quiet spot for a chat. Although Julia had sprung to Evie’s defence at the New Year’s Eve dance, and they had hugged each other the next day when Evie had bumped into Julia as they went about their business in Lymbridge, they hadn’t yet had the opportunity really to clear the air with one another.




    This was a situation that absolutely must be resolved, and as soon as possible, Evie thought, as she walked briskly towards Bluebells. Although nowhere near four o’clock yet it was pitch dark already.




    The milder weather of the last two days that had led to the remaining snow from December disappearing almost overnight felt now as if it was being pushed aside by a fast-approaching cold front. Evie fancied she could sense the barometer drop minute by minute, and that the familiar moorland sounds around her were taking on the distinctive quality that heralded a forthcoming brutal winter snap. In fact, she decided she could hear drumming hoof beats in the distance, with the occasional neigh, and so she thought that maybe somewhere out in the darkness two rival herds of Dartmoor ponies were squaring up over the same patch of winter grazing, keen to eat as much as possible while the ground was free of a fresh fall of snow.




    But Bluebells turned out not to be the sanctuary Evie envisioned. The bumpy white cob walls shaded by the almost black overhanging thatch, its small windows and battered front door had been so much a part of Evie’s growing up that long ago she had virtually ceased to notice any of it or indeed listen to her father Robert with his oft-repeated refrain of the need to rethatch or to repaint the front door. Despite it being dark and poky inside (although not more so than other traditional cottages in Lymbridge), Evie loved everything about Bluebells with its lived-in look abutted by a rather untidy front garden and weather-blasted orchard behind, and a ramshackle wooden garage away to one side.




    For Evie knew that the way the thick-walled cottage looked gave little hint as to the happiness and the warmth of family life inside.




    But now Evie arrived to nothing short of a sense of pandemonium.




    Susan’s eyes were unnaturally glittery, and she was squeezing and fiddling with a tea towel, and pacing awkwardly about the small kitchen without seeming certain where she wanted to go. Normally her mother was unflappable and calm, and seeing her behave this way gave Evie a sinking feeling in her tummy.




    What was even odder was that Robert, who was usually at this time of day to be found reading the newspaper as he sat in his favourite chair to one side of the kitchen range while Susan prepared the family’s supper, looked to be making a cup of tea for his wife.




    Evie couldn’t remember having witnessed the like before as, excepting on Christmas Day after the festive lunch had been served (as then Robert and her brother James would take over the kitchen for the rest of the day), Susan or the girls were the only family members who would prepare food and drink. This was a fact that had led to many moans over the years from Evie and her sisters, especially when they were busy and James had been ostentatiously lounging about in a way he knew would infuriate them. Little brothers could be very annoying at times.




    Pattie wasn’t at home, and Julia couldn’t be seen either. But James was cleaning shoes as he sat on the window seat near the kitchen table, and he rolled his eyes when he caught Evie’s glance, and then nodded skywards. Evie realised he was indicating that whatever was wrong was something to do with what was occurring upstairs.




    Frank and Joseph, the evacuee lads from Peckham in London who now shared the Yeo family home at Bluebells, were playing cards at the table and although Evie noticed that their game was accompanied by none of their normal boyish banter, it didn’t look as if the problem lay in their direction. Instead, they glanced quickly at Evie with pained expressions and immediately turned back to concentrating on their game with downcast gazes.




    Evie wasn’t used to walking into Bluebells and nobody greeting her or seeming pleased to see her, and so she didn’t know what to think.




    ‘Mother dear, whatever is wrong?’ Evie asked in what she hoped was a caring way. ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’




    Susan stopped her pacing when she saw Evie and immediately her eyes started to glint with tears, and then she said, ‘Evie lovey, you’ll never guess. We’ve just had a visit from the authorities – we’re going to lose Catherine, and Marie too.’




    ‘Oh no!’ said Evie, her heart sinking uncomfortably, deep in her chest. In an instant she felt a real sense of loss.




    Catherine and Marie were the two small evacuee girls from Plymouth that the Yeos had taken in not long after Easter in 1941. They were both infants in Evie’s class, and after a period of being very withdrawn and quiet, they had become noisy and full of fun and naughtiness as six-year-olds should be. They’d been cheerful and lively earlier that day, and clearly had had no idea of what would be happening to them in only a matter of a few short hours.




    They weren’t sisters, but they were absolutely devoted to one another. Both their fathers were away fighting, and Marie’s mother had been seriously injured in the severe bombing campaign that Plymouth had endured the previous year, which had killed Marie’s dear brother, who had only been a mere eight years old, and destroyed their house. And dear little Catherine’s mother had been run over by an ambulance driving in the dark (no street lights and only the faintest beam allowed on headlights made being out and about in night-time quite precarious) and pronounced dead at the scene of the accident; the ambulance had been on its way to attend those injured by the bombing that dreadful night. Catherine was an only child, and aside from her absent soldier father, nobody had been able to trace any other relatives. Obviously traumatised, the two little mites had been taken to the police station together, and had been inseparable ever since, each taking comfort in having the other around.




    Plymouth had proved to be a terrible target for repeated bombing attacks, no matter how many barrage balloons had been placed as a deterrent. It hadn’t taken the Jerrys long to work out that strategically Plymouth was immensely important to Britain. Its large port and location to the western side of Britain made it ideal as a Merchant Navy centre as ships from abroad importing goods into the country didn’t have to risk sailing further up the English Channel; and Plymouth had all the facilities required for being an important Royal Navy base too.




    And so for their safety, Marie and Catherine had had to be evacuated. They had been sent with a group of children to Dartmoor, an area that although relatively close to Plymouth was much more sparsely populated, being made up mostly of small villages, farms or great swathes of open moorland, with therefore few reasons to attract the attention of the bombers.




    The two little girls had ended up at Bluebells when no other local berths could be found for them, and within just a couple of weeks they had sneaked into everyone’s hearts and were soon thought of by the Yeos as fully paid-up members of the family clan.




    ‘Marie’s mother has been in hospital and then nursed back to health in Goodleigh, I think they said, with her own kin,’ Robert explained as he looked over to Evie across the top of his wife’s head, as he gently manoeuvred Susan onto his favourite chair at the kitchen range and then passed her the cup of tea he’d made. Evie was touched to see that he’d used a cup and saucer reserved for visitors, rather than their common or garden everyday crockery. In a quiet voice Robert added, ‘But she feels well enough to have Marie back now, and she’s happy to take Catherine too until her father comes home, as the powers that be think the wee maids should be kept together.’




    ‘Goodness,’ said Evie. ‘What a wrench for us all, and you especially, Mother, as they’ve really come to be part of the family. You’ve been so wonderful with them and have very much helped draw them out of their shells. And they’ve been stalwart members of my class too, so we’re going to miss them terribly. When are they going? It would be nice if we can give them a little party to send them off.’




    ‘That’s the thing, lovey,’ said Susan, her voice growing increasingly shaky. Her hand was trembling as she placed her half-drunk cup back on its saucer with a short clattering sound. ‘A car’s coming within the hour, and so the poor little mites are going tonight. They’re not going to be able to say goodbye to Pattie, or to their friends at school – and it’s fair breaking my heart, although at least they will be able to say farewell to you. Julia is helping them pack right now, not that they’ve got much to take with them.




    ‘Evie, I’m ashamed to say that I felt proper peculiar about losing them when I heard, and I just couldn’t face doing the sorting for them myself. Julia saw this and stepped in to do what needs doing. It just won’t be the same here without them. Anyway, you stay and talk to your father, Evie – I really must go and see how they are getting along.’




    Evie was surprised at the size of the lump in her own throat. Marie and Catherine were adorable little girls, and Evie realised that in all likelihood no one at Bluebells would see them again after tonight. It was easy to think they would, but with everybody’s busy lives and petrol rationing, the girls being not seven years old and probably not yet up to writing even short letters, and with Plymouth having to undergo a massive civic restructure and rebuild because of the bombing, which meant that many families had become peripatetic, with the best will in the world it would be hard to keep in touch.




    Glumly Robert gave Evie her own cup of tea (she got an ‘everyday’ cup and saucer, she noticed), and then her father nodded towards a loaf of bread sitting crust end up on the breadboard, with the cut side downwards to keep it as fresh as possible, to see if she was hungry.




    Evie shook her head as food felt like the last thing she could stomach just at that moment.




    Meanwhile Frank and Joseph were still unnaturally quiet. Ordinarily they were boisterous and lively lads; they were brothers, and had originally been called Franz and Josef. They had been ferried out of Europe by train when it became clear that to be Jewish was to be very vulnerable, and tragically they’d had to leave the rest of their family behind. On their arrival in London they had lived in a traditional working-class area in the south-east of the city, although they had then been evacuated to the West Country with the rest of their school not long after war had broken out. But when their London home was bombed out and their foster parents found themselves homeless, even though all the other boys who had been evacuated along with them to Devon had long since returned to London to be with their own families, Frank and Joseph had made it clear they wanted to stay in Lymbridge for the duration. Frank was now at the ‘big school’ in Oldwell Abbott that James attended, and Joseph would be joining him there in September.




    Privately Evie thought the lads would never leave Bluebells – it was over two years since they had arrived and they were so embedded now in local life that if they were to go too, an even bigger hole than the one the loss of Marie and Catherine was making would be left. It would be quite unfillable, and in any case it wasn’t as if they had their own family waiting for them in London. They didn’t talk any longer of their life before they came to Dartmoor, which Evie liked to think, although she wasn’t sure, was a good thing. She knew that when the war ended Robert would move heaven and earth to find the boys’ relatives in Europe, but sadly Evie didn’t bear much hope that they would have made it, as the news filtering through suggested that huge parts of Europe had been decimated and many lives lost, although of course Evie hoped very much that there would be a happy outcome for the lads.




    Evie went and sat with them, and asked if she could join their game of cards. Once the game had got going again, Evie said to them that it was understandable they would feel strange at Catherine and Marie leaving Bluebells. She admitted that she felt very peculiar too.




    ‘You do both know, though, that your home is here with us, don’t you?’ she said gently, as Shady, the family dog, came up to stand close beside the boys, his damp nose nudging at each of their elbows, as if Shady were agreeing that Frank and Joseph were part of his family too. Evie added as she dealt a new hand, ‘Me and Julia, and Pattie and James, think of you as our two youngest brothers, proper job Yeos through and through. And along with Mother and Father, we hope that you each understand that you can always make your home at Bluebells.’




    Boys being boys, they didn’t really say anything much to this. But Evie fancied their shoulders relaxed and that after a long while they started to take a bit more interest in their card game, although it was only when their normal accusations of cheating began that Evie felt she was able to make her excuses and leave the table.




    




    Less than an hour later Evie stood with the rest of the Yeos in the road outside Bluebells to wave Catherine and Marie off. Marie’s mother was a passenger in the car that arrived to collect them and Evie was shaken to see how thin and careworn she looked. She had been so emotional when she spied her daughter that she’d barely been able to speak.
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