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Alan came to a portrait that he realised immediately was of someone who meant a great deal to Vicky. It was almost as if she had written ‘I love you!’ on the painting. It was of a young man wearing a flying suit, with enough of the heavy jacket unbuttoned to reveal part of a pilot’s wings on the left breast, beneath which were a number of medal ribbons.

The subject of the painting had been looking directly at the artist during the sitting and his expression removed any doubt about the uncanny aura of emotion that was so much a part of the painting. Vicky had succeeded in capturing the expression of a young man who was very much in love with the person at whom he was looking.

Alan gazed thoughtfully at the painting for a very long time. He wished he might have had a portrait of Dora that possessed a similar quality. He moved on, wondering about the airman and where he was now …
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In the wireless office of the fast torpedo boat HMS Viper, Telegraphist Alan Carter sat in front of the ship’s radio receiver, earphones linked over his head by a flexible metal band. A Morse key was close to his right hand should he need to respond to a message from the wireless station at the torpedo boat’s base in Falmouth, but his mind was far from war.

In front of him on the desk was a cardboard-covered exercise book in which he was writing a poem dedicated to Dora, the wife he had not seen since the final day of the week-long honeymoon they had spent at the home of her aunt at Eltham, in Kent. That had been eighteen months ago, early in 1916.

Immediately afterwards, he had been drafted to the Viper, based in southern Ireland, carrying out anti-submarine patrols in the western approaches to the ports of Britain. He had remained in Ireland until only a month ago when the Viper had been ordered to join a torpedo-boat flotilla based in Falmouth, newly formed to meet the increasing threat posed by German U-boats to Allied shipping in the English Channel.

Although he was once more on the British mainland, naval censorship had prevented Alan from passing information about his whereabouts to Dora, while the seriousness of the U-boat threat meant there was no possibility of obtaining leave to visit her at the home she shared with her parents in the east London borough of Hackney.

Since joining the Viper Alan had written a great deal of poetry, together with a number of short stories, mostly composed during the monotonous night hours when the torpedo boat patrolled off the coast of Ireland, ready to speed to the assistance of any merchantman threatened by the German navy’s underwater predators.

Glancing out of the porthole, Alan could see the high, rugged cliffs of Cornwall’s Lizard peninsula, the most southerly point of Great Britain, only a short distance away. He had been stationed in Cornwall for little more than four weeks, but had already fallen in love with this remote corner of the British Isles. It was certainly conducive to the writing of articles, short stories and poetry, a talent he had developed during his time in Ireland and was now finding increasingly – and unexpectedly – enjoyable. He doubted whether he would have made such a discovery had the war not come along and taken him from the slums of London to more congenial parts of the land.

Other members of the Viper’s crew were also thinking of matters that had little to do with the war which had been raging for almost three years.

In the torpedo boat’s engine room the muscular stoker ‘Gruff’ Griffin was hoping there would be work for him at the Arabian Bar in Falmouth’s main street that night. Employed to eject the occasional customer who exceeded the bounds of acceptable behaviour, he earned more in one night than the Navy paid him each week.

Eric Fairgrove, the petty officer coxswain at the wheel of the Viper, was hoping that Davy Rowe, husband of the receptionist at the Green Lawns hotel, would be on duty at the town’s fire station when he called on her at the hotel that night.

Lieutenant Andy Cameron, commanding officer of the Viper, was also looking forward to an illicit romantic evening. He was in the habit of spending his off-duty evenings – and occasional nights – with the Honourable Amelia Carew, wife of the heir to Baron Lelant, currently serving in France with the British army.

Suddenly, Alan’s muse was interrupted by the staccato sound of Morse code spelling out the Viper’s call sign, penetrating the crackling in his earphones. The Falmouth wireless telegraphy station had a message for the torpedo boat. Flicking the switch on his Morse key, he signalled his readiness to receive the message.

The message was coded and brief, but it was prefixed with a letter which indicated it was of the utmost priority. Hurriedly removing a code book from the small safe beneath his desk, Alan set about making sense of the five-letter groups he had written on the signal pad in front of him.

His excitement grew as the message unfolded. Even before it had been completely decoded he was pressing a buzzer that sounded on the bridge, beside the stool where the Viper’s commanding officer would be seated.

Lieutenant Cameron’s voice came down the voice pipe to the wireless office. ‘Yes, Sparks, what is it?’

‘An “immediate” message from Senior Naval Officer Falmouth, sir. Lizard coastguards have reported a trawler, the Lady Tamsin, being attacked by a surfaced U-boat, five miles east-south-east of Lizard Point.’

‘Signal back “Am actioning”, Sparks.’

With this brief order, the cover of the voice pipe was slammed shut on the bridge and a few moments later the Viper performed a tight 180-degree turn. Heading back into the English Channel, bow rising, the torpedo boat shuddered under full power as it surged through the water.

The marauding German submarine was on the other side of the Lizard peninsula, on the edge of Mount’s Bay. It was a matter of only minutes before the Viper, travelling at full speed, cleared Lizard Point and entered Mount’s Bay, about to fulfil the role for which it had been designed and for which it had been patrolling the waters of the English Channel. Finding and destroying enemy submarines.

The U-boat was between the Viper and the Lady Tamsin, firing from its deck gun at the unarmed trawler, which had already cut its nets free in a bid to escape from the enemy submarine. After desperately steering a zig-zag course to distract the German gunners, the trawler had been struck by a couple of shells and now, without power, was at the mercy of the U-boat.

Concentrating their attention on the unarmed trawler, the crew of the U-boat were not aware of the presence of the Viper until it came within range of the submarine and opened fire from its single gun. The first shot fell short, but the second was loaded and fired within seconds. By the time the men on the U-boat became aware of the danger they were in, the Viper’s gun crew had ranged upon the German craft.

When the U-boat turned in order that it might bring its main deck gun to bear upon the torpedo boat it presented a broadside target to the Royal Navy gunners.

‘Shall we try a torpedo attack, sir?’ Midshipman Donald Ferris called up to the bridge from the deck.

‘No!’ The captain’s reply was positive. ‘The U-boat’s in a direct line with Newlyn. If we miss we’ll cause havoc on shore. Chivvy the gun crew into increasing their rate of fire.’

The gun of the torpedo boat was inferior to that of the U-boat, but the Viper was maintaining a steady course and rapidly closing upon the enemy submarine. However, once the experienced German gun crew brought their weapon to bear upon the Viper, the results were catastrophic for the British torpedo boat.

As Alan was signalling to the Senior Naval Officer Falmouth that the Viper was engaging an enemy submarine, the U-boat gun crew scored a direct hit on the Viper’s bridge with their very first shot.

The explosion blew a hole in the corner of the wireless office, situated immediately beneath the bridge. Thrown across the office with his chair, Alan crashed heavily against the bulkhead. He felt a severe pain in his upper left arm and shoulder and was temporarily disorientated as the torpedo boat executed a tight change of course. When it resumed an even keel, Alan realised he had been wounded. There was a hole in the deckhead of the wireless office and Alan became aware of a great deal of shouting from the Viper’s crew, outside on deck.

When he bent down to pick up his chair from the floor of the office he discovered he was bleeding profusely, the blood streaming down his arm and dripping to the floor from his fingertips. Although not immediately aware of the source of the blood, he had, in fact, been hit by a piece of shrapnel from the shell that had struck the Viper’s bridge.

Checking his wireless and discovering it was still operational, Alan shakily resumed transmitting his message as the clatter of feet came from the metal ladder leading from the bridge. A young seaman slipped down the last two rungs and Alan called, ‘What’s happening?’

‘We’ve had a direct hit on the bridge. The skipper and the coxswain are both dead … I’m going to fetch help …’

As the seaman hurried away, the torpedo boat juddered beneath the impact of another shell from the submarine. Quite as effective as the previous shot, this one exploded in the boiler room. Although the Viper was still under way, its speed dropped dramatically. Nevertheless, its gun was still firing and an excited shout went up from the gun crew as one of their shots struck home low down on the submarine’s conning tower.

‘The U-boat’s running away … Keep that gun firing!’

Alan had completed the transmission of his message and the voice which came to him through the bridge voice pipe was that of Midshipman Donald Ferris, barely out of his teens and serving on only his second ship. Alan realised with a start that in spite of his inexperience, Midshipman Ferris was now in command of the Viper.

‘Sir!’ Alan called out urgently to the young midshipman. When he had his attention he said, ‘Will you get someone to give me a bearing on the submarine’s course? I’ll signal and tell the Senior Naval Officer Falmouth what’s happened.’

‘Yes, of course … Are you all right down there, Sparks?’

‘I’ve been hurt but I don’t think it’s too serious. I’ll have it seen to when we’ve got the signal off. It’s urgent, sir. Falmouth will want to send someone after the U-boat, especially if we’ve hit it hard enough to keep it on the surface.’

While he waited for the information he had requested, Alan hastily scribbled out a signal, trying to ignore the increasing pain in his arm, but it was not easy now.

He had already begun transmitting the message when a seaman came in with the course and estimated speed of the U-boat. While Alan was sending it, and despite his protests, the seaman slit the sleeve of Alan’s jumper with his knife, acting on the orders he had been given by Midshipman Ferris. Next it was the turn of the white shirt, which he cut from the square neckline down to the elbow. When it was done the seaman stood back with a worried expression on his face. ‘I can’t deal with this, Sparks. I’ll fetch Doc to have a look at it. He’s down in the engine room right now.’

‘Doc’ was in fact a sick-berth attendant, the only medical staff carried on the Viper.

His transmission completed, Alan peered back over his shoulder at the wound and received a shock. It was far worse than he had realised. A deep and jagged gash stretched from behind the shoulder to his upper arm, and it looked extremely ugly. For a few moments he felt a very real fear. He was losing a great deal of blood … could it possibly prove fatal? He shook off the thought, but realised the bleeding needed to be stemmed.

Morse code began chattering through his earphones once more and Alan automatically began translating it into words. It was a message from the base victualling officer, complaining of a discrepancy in a requisition form issued by the Viper … for potatoes.

The sick-berth attendant arrived at the wireless office about ten minutes later. Stained with oil and blood, he was pale and drawn, and close to tears. It was the first time he had been called upon to tend men killed and wounded in action, without a surgeon being present to guide him.

Alan’s wound was an awkward one to deal with and he was still struggling with it when Midshipman Donald Ferris appeared in the office doorway.

‘How is he, Doc?’

‘I’m having trouble stopping the bleeding,’ was the tight-lipped reply. ‘He needs to get to hospital quickly … and so do some of the others.’

The midshipman was showing the unaccustomed strain of command and his next question, to Alan, was almost a plea. ‘Will you be able to send another message to Falmouth?’

Alan was in pain and beginning to feel light-headed. Not trusting himself to reply, he nodded his head.

‘Good man. Say I’m going alongside the trawler and will take it in to Newlyn. We have thirteen casualties on Viper and there are more on the trawler. Request ambulances and urgent medical assistance to meet us at the harbour.’

‘Sir.’ It gave Alan something to think about and took his mind off his own troubles.

It took great concentration to send the midshipman’s message. His hand felt heavy and the delicate touch required to operate the Morse key was missing. Nevertheless, he succeeded in sending the message and, gratefully, leaned back in his chair. Then he saw the exercise book in which he had been writing his love poem when the action started. He had bled over it, obliterating some of the words.

The incongruity of it provoked a weak smile. Love and war … the pen and the shell … blood and ink. He should work it into a poem …

It was the last thought he had before he slumped forward, his head coming to rest on the desk beside the Morse key.
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When Alan came to, he was lying on his right side in a very large hut that had been fitted out as a hospital ward. He had a vague recollection of regaining temporary consciousness upon a stretcher in a vehicle that seemed to be travelling extremely fast over an indifferent road, but he had no idea how long he had been in the vehicle.

Moving his head, he recognised one or two men in the beds that lined both sides of the hut.

‘Hello, Sparks. How you feeling?’ The question was called out from the other side of the ward by the heavily bandaged stoker, Gruff Griffin, who was sitting up in a bed. His hand and arm badly scalded, he would never again eject unruly customers from Falmouth’s Arabian Bar.

‘Where are we?’ Alan countered, as memories of all that had happened returned in rapid but disjointed confusion.

‘In hospital … in Newlyn. The doctor’s spent quite some time working on you.’

Alan’s left arm felt numb and uncomfortable and as he tried to move he realised the upper arm was bandaged and strapped to his body. Moving was both difficult and uncomfortable. There was also a tube from the lower part of the arm leading to a bottle which looked as though it contained blood.

‘Don’t move too much, Mr Carter. Dr Scott has worked very hard removing a piece of shrapnel and stitching you up. You don’t want to break the stitches.’ The voice was that of a nurse who approached the bed from behind Alan. She was accompanied by Midshipman Ferris.

Fussing at his bedclothes, the nurse went on, ‘If you want anything, don’t try to help yourself, at least not for a while. Call for a nurse.’ To Midshipman Ferris she said, ‘Don’t keep him talking for too long.’

‘Hello, Sparks. I’m glad to see you conscious again. I was worried about you. We all were.’ The events of the day had left the young midshipman looking strained and tired, but he seemed well pleased with himself and explained why. ‘I’ve just been talking to the Senior Naval Officer Falmouth. He had some splendid news. Thanks to your signal an airship and two destroyers were sent after the U-boat. The destroyers found it first – and sunk it. The captain wants me to submit a full report on our action. What’s more, he’s coming to Newlyn tomorrow to meet you and the other casualties from Viper.’

‘Why?’ Alan was genuinely puzzled. Compared with the desperate fighting going on in France and the battles that had taken place between the German and British fleets, this had been a very minor action. He expressed his thoughts to Ferris.

‘That was my first reaction, Sparks, but it seems that at the moment there’s a power struggle going on between the Royal Naval Air Service and the regular Navy about the best way to combat U-boats round the coast. Thanks to Viper’s action in crippling the one that attacked the trawler, and your prompt signal, Falmouth was able to divert destroyers to sink it. I’ve been told I’m to be recommended for a DSO and there should be a DSM for the chief stoker – and for you.’

Alan was momentarily speechless and the midshipman added, ‘By the way, I have to notify your next of kin that you’ve been wounded. I believe you’re married now, but your next of kin is still on record as an aunt. Could you give me the name and address of your wife?’

‘No!’ It was too abrupt and Alan felt the need to explain. ‘I don’t want to worry her. One of her brothers died at Ypres. My wound isn’t life-threatening. I’ll tell her about it when I see her. I’ll no doubt have some sick leave to come when I get out of here.’

Donald Ferris looked at Alan uncertainly. ‘I really should let her know, Sparks. It’s procedure.’

‘I’ll put it in writing that I’ve insisted she shouldn’t be told,’ Alan said firmly. He was twenty-four and older than Ferris. Although an officer, the midshipman was still young enough to be influenced by age and experience. Alan added, ‘I really don’t want her upset. She almost had a breakdown over her brother.’

‘Well, as you say, you’ll be given convalescent leave when you’re well enough,’ agreed Ferris uncertainly. ‘But perhaps you ought to put your refusal to supply a next of kin in writing. I’ll place it in your personal file and see that it’s removed when you’re fit and well once more. Now I’d better go off and speak to some of the others. I’ll see you again tomorrow when Captain Kilpatrick arrives from Falmouth – and thank you, Sparks. If you hadn’t remained at your post when you were wounded, and used your initiative, things might have turned out very differently.’

Captain Patrick Kilpatrick, CB, DSO, was a small, busy officer who had been a commander on a battleship at the Battle of Jutland. He would much rather have continued the war in a sea-going appointment. Instead, he had been consigned to an office as Senior Naval Officer Falmouth. However, he was extremely efficient in his post and had a reputation of looking after the men under his command.

He told the wounded sailors of the Viper they had done well and assured them that the sacrifices made by the captain and other crew members had not been in vain. Thanks to their courage a German U-boat had been sunk and, as a result, hundreds, possibly thousands, of British lives saved.

Captain Kilpatrick had particular praise for Alan and for the chief stoker, who was suffering from serious burns, caused by the burst boiler. In addition to the recommendation for medals for both men, Midshipman Ferris received immediate promotion to sub-lieutenant and Alan was told that when he returned to duty he would be a leading telegraphist, a promotion that carried with it a small but useful increase in pay.

The Senior Naval Officer was a very busy man and did not remain long at the small Newlyn hospital. When he had gone, Donald Ferris returned to speak to Alan. With him he brought the bloodstained exercise book in which Alan had been writing when the presence of the U-boat was first reported.

He also brought a new exercise book and a handful of pencils, explaining, ‘I thought you might like these, Sparks. Your book is so badly stained I asked the woman who drove you here in the ambulance if she could buy another for me, together with a couple of pencils. I told her that you enjoyed writing stories and things. I hope you don’t mind. She seemed very interested.’

Embarrassed that the activity he had managed to keep secret from his colleagues for so long should have been discovered, Alan took the presents with no more than a brief ‘Thank you’, but Donald Ferris pursued the matter.

‘I know I had no right to pry, Sparks, but I looked at what you’ve been writing. The poems are very good. You should do something with them. There are a great many army poets, but few from the Navy – in fact I can think of no one in particular since Rupert Brooke died. I noticed you have made notes for stories too. Have you done anything with them?’

Alan nodded. ‘One or two – but they need a bit more work put in on them.’ He was not certain whether to be pleased by the midshipman’s praise, or indignant that his poems and ideas for stories had been read by someone else.

‘I’m serious about the poems, Sparks. Look, I’ll write to my father about you and give you his address. He owns a London publishing house and has interests in a great many other publishing ventures. He is always happy to publish poetry and the occasional story – especially if it’s about the war. Send something to him.’

While Alan was still thinking about his words, the newly promoted sub-lieutenant turned to leave. He had a great many duties to attend to, not least of which was composing letters of condolence to send to the next of kin of those members of the Viper’s crew who had died in the action with the U-boat.

Suddenly, he turned back. ‘By the way, make a list of the personal belongings you’re going to need over the next few weeks. Give it to me when I come in tomorrow. It will probably be the last opportunity I have to visit you. Viper is going to Devonport dockyard for an inspection to see whether she’s worth repairing. Any kit you don’t need right away will be taken to the barracks and stored for you until you return to duty.’

When Ferris had gone, Alan felt a keen sense of loss at the thought of leaving the Viper. However, had he given the matter any thought he should not have been surprised. The boat had been badly damaged and was likely to be scrapped. Even were it possible for it to be repaired, the Royal Navy would not keep the surviving members of the crew standing by the craft, doing nothing. They would be accommodated in Devonport barracks until they were drafted to other ships.
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The Newlyn hospital, built high above the fishing village and overlooking the bay, was a temporary wooden structure with a corrugated iron roof. It was staffed by Red Cross nurses and local volunteers, and among its patients were men from the Royal Naval Air Service airship and seaplane base situated on the waterfront. Professional skill was provided by a doctor who travelled to the hospital daily from the larger, permanent hospital in nearby Penzance.

Alan remained there for a week before it was decided he was well enough to be transferred to the naval hospital at Devonport, the large naval base adjacent to the Devon city of Plymouth. He and two other wounded members of the Viper’s crew were to be taken there in the same ambulance that had brought Alan to the hospital from the harbour where the torpedo boat and the crippled trawler had docked.

The three men were seen off by some of the crew of the Lady Tamsin. Together with members of their families, they had been regular visitors to the casualties from the Viper, bringing them whatever treats they could afford.

Alan had become particularly friendly with the skipper of the rescued trawler, Tom Penhaligon, and his sister Prue. They had exchanged addresses and Tom had extracted a promise from Alan that he would return to Newlyn with Dora and spend a holiday with them one day.

The driver of the ambulance wore the uniform of the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, known as FANYs, and was the same young woman who had driven Alan to the hospital. Introducing herself as Vicky Hazelton, she greeted Alan warmly, saying, ‘You were unconscious when I delivered you here. I’m happy to see you up and about.’

Alan’s bandaged arm was supported by a sling and, holding it up, he said, ‘It’s wonderful what a good doctor and a few pints of blood can do. They say it’s better than Guinness.’

With a faint smile, Vicky said, ‘I wouldn’t know about that, but you have some of my blood flowing in your veins. They put out a call for donors soon after you arrived and it seems you and I have the same blood group.’

‘Then I have to thank you for helping me on the road to recovery,’ Alan said gratefully. ‘I’ll always be in your debt … but where do I go? There are only two stretcher beds in the ambulance.’

‘You’re well enough to ride in the front with me,’ Vicky replied, ‘but we’ll put a cushion behind your shoulder. The road between here and Penzance isn’t the best I have driven on.’

Inside the cab a number of large, flat parcels were piled upon the passenger seat. Apologising, Vicky stowed them carefully in a rack built into the roof space above their heads. As she did so, she explained they were paintings she was taking to a gallery on the Barbican, in Plymouth.

‘Are they yours?’ Alan asked.

‘Some are. The others were done by artists who live here in Newlyn. There are a surprising number of us.’

‘You’re an artist?’ Alan was impressed. ‘Do you sell your work?’

‘If I’m lucky,’ Vicky replied. ‘But make yourself comfortable before we set off. It’s a lengthy journey.’

Talk was difficult until the ambulance reached Penzance and the road improved. Then, still curious about Vicky, Alan asked, ‘Have you been an ambulance driver for very long?’

Without shifting her gaze from the road, Vicky replied, ‘Long enough. But I’ve only been in Cornwall for a few months.’

‘Where were you before?’ It was a purely conversational question and the reply took him by surprise.

‘In France for much of the time. Taking wounded soldiers from the front to hospitals in Paris.’

Looking at Vicky in a new light, Alan asked, ‘Wasn’t that very dangerous?’

Giving him a brief glance, Vicky said, ‘It had its moments, but I doubt if it was any more dangerous than exchanging shots with a German U-boat.’

They travelled in silence for a short while before Alan asked, ‘What did you do before the war? It couldn’t have been anything to prepare you for what you must have seen in France.’

Her glance this time carried open amusement, but she did not reply until she was giving her full attention to the road once more. ‘I spent much of my time locked up in prison.’

‘In prison! What for? What did you do?’ Alan was genuinely astonished. Vicky quite obviously came from a background far superior to his own East End London upbringing. He could not imagine what crimes she might have committed that would warrant a prison sentence.

‘I spoke at one or two illegal rallies; broke a few windows; caused trouble at political meetings – and hit one or two policemen.’

It took a few moments for the import of her words to sink in. When it had, he queried, ‘You mean … you were a campaigner for women’s rights? You were a suffragette?’

‘That’s right.’ Vicky slowed down to overtake a horse-bus, accelerating once more when it was well behind the ambulance.

‘But … where? Surely not here, in Cornwall.’

‘Don’t sound so surprised. There were plenty of suffragettes in Cornwall – and still are – but I was in London, in Dalston. Unless I’m very much mistaken it’s an area you might know well.’ Vicky had lived and worked in London for long enough to recognise an East End accent. ‘But I’ve always wanted to come to Cornwall to meet some of the Newlyn artists and was happy to be sent here.’

‘I know Dalston very well. I was brought up there and my wife is living with her parents not far away, in Scawfell Street. Where exactly did you live?’

‘In a flat above a Chinese laundry, next door but one to Sylvia Pankhurst’s old office in Dalston Lane. The suffragette movement printed a magazine there. I used to do some of the illustrations as well as making posters for putting up around London. I still go up there to visit Sylvia whenever I have the opportunity. I know where Scawfell Street is, too. I once went to a meeting held in the school there. I expect you’ll be returning for a while after you’ve enjoyed a week or two of convalescence.’

‘I hope so. I haven’t been home for about eighteen months.’

‘Do you have any children?’ It was another question Vicky asked without shifting her gaze from the road.

‘No. I was only married for a week before I had to join Viper in Ireland.’

Vicky’s expression showed immediate sympathy. ‘Then your wife will be delighted to see you again. What’s her name?’

‘Dora. Yes, I’m sure she’ll be pleased, although I haven’t heard from her for more than a month now. She’s working all hours as an orderly in a hospital in Edmonton and she’s never been much of a writer.’

‘Didn’t she write when she learned you’d been wounded?’ Vicky voiced incredulity.

‘She doesn’t know. I asked Sub-Lieutenant Ferris not to notify her. I’ll tell her when I get home on leave …’ Alan told Vicky about the death in action of Dora’s favourite brother. The family had been notified that he had suffered a minor wound in France, only to be informed two days later that he had died.

‘That isn’t all you’ll have to tell her, is it? I’ve heard you’re to be decorated for your part in the sinking of the U-boat.’

Alan was surprised that she should know about the award before he had received any official notification. ‘So Sub-Lieutenant Ferris said. I’ll believe it when it happens.’

‘Oh, it will happen right enough,’ Vicky said. ‘The Newlyn fishermen are already talking about it. I know from my experience here, in Cornwall, that they have an uncanny knack of getting news before anyone else – and they’re seldom wrong.’

‘Do you like being in Cornwall?’ Alan felt surprisingly at ease chatting to Vicky.

‘Yes. There are places to go where I can be alone, to think and to sketch.’

‘That must be a great luxury after your experiences in France.’

‘It is, but I learned how to cope with doing things I don’t enjoy during the time I spent in prison.’

Alan looked at her. She was small, slim, lively – and very attractive. He found it difficult to think of her behaving violently. Assaulting policemen. For some reason the thought made him smile.

Vicky caught the fleeting expression and said, ‘Do you think it funny that I should have been sent to prison?’

‘No!’ he said hurriedly. ‘It’s just … I find it difficult to imagine you doing some of the things for which you went to prison. Picking a fight with a policeman, for instance.’

‘It surprised him too,’ Vicky said, with a certain amount of satisfaction. ‘Even the magistrate treated it as some sort of joke. He said that if I could leap far enough into the air to give a policeman a black eye, perhaps I should think of taking up high jumping. He was very pleased with his own joke – but it didn’t stop him sending me to prison for a month.’

‘Were you able to do any sketching in prison?’

‘I shouldn’t have done – it wasn’t allowed – but one of the wardresses learned I was an artist and got me to sketch her. Soon I was doing portraits of many of the wardresses. As a result I was able to get hold of paper and pencils, and I made some unofficial sketches of conditions in the prison. They were smuggled out and published in our suffragette magazine. It caused an awful row.’

Alan realised that despite her small stature and quiet, somewhat refined manner, Vicky was a very resourceful and determined young woman. ‘Will you go back to being a suffragette when the war’s over?’ he asked.

‘Some of us have never stopped campaigning,’ Vicky replied. ‘Sylvia Pankhurst still operates from the East End of London, but now she works from her home in Old Ford Road, in Bow.’

It was not far from Dalston Lane and Alan knew it well – but Vicky was still talking.

‘She’s doing a great deal for the women in the East End. Many were suffering enough before the war, but they are a lot worse off now. How about you? Will you remain in the Navy?’

Alan shook his head. ‘I don’t know what I’ll do. After seeing what it’s like in the country, away from London, I feel I’d like to come to somewhere like Cornwall, but I don’t know what I’d do to earn a living.’

‘You could always try your hand at writing. Donald Ferris told me you’re rather good.’

Alan felt a brief moment of resentment that the young officer had not only read what was in his notebook, but discussed it with Vicky. However, the feeling quickly passed. ‘Calling my scribbling rather good is probably over-generous. It’s certainly not good enough for me to think of earning a living with the pen.’

This was not strictly true. He enjoyed writing more than anything he had ever done and had thought about making money from it many times. However, he could not see how it could ever earn him enough to keep a wife and a home.

For the remainder of the journey, they continued to chat easily, learning about each other’s lives. As Alan had guessed, Vicky came from a good background. Her father owned a small estate in Oxfordshire and she had studied at the Kensington School of Art, in London, where she had first met Sylvia Pankhurst and become deeply involved with the suffragette movement. For a time her shocked parents had disowned her, but there had been a reconciliation when the war began and she became an ambulance driver.

For his part, Alan told her of his early years in London. They had been happy times even though his father was in the merchant navy and came home only infrequently. Then, when Alan was ten, his mother died after a short illness and he went to live with an aunt who was already coping with a sick husband and five children of her own.

His father did not give up the sea. In fact, he returned home even more infrequently and Alan remained with the aunt. He had not seen his father for some years now. Nevertheless, despite all the family difficulties, he won a scholarship to the local grammar school, only to be forced to leave when he was fourteen in order to bring money into the household. Then his uncle died and his aunt married again, and soon after Alan joined the Navy she and her new husband moved to another part of London. He had not seen her since.

Listening to him, Vicky formed the opinion that it had come as a relief to the aunt when war came and Alan joined the Royal Navy.

By the time the ambulance arrived at the naval hospital in Devonport, both felt they had become friends. Alan left her with a promise that if he took Tom Penhaligon up on the offer of a Cornish holiday, and Vicky was still in Newlyn, he would bring Dora to meet her.
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Alan was kept in the Devonport hospital for two weeks before being transferred to a convalescent hospital on the outskirts of nearby Plymouth. There was a much more relaxed atmosphere here. Recuperating sailors were allowed to go into the city, where their convalescent uniform ensured they received the sympathy and generosity of residents and shopkeepers alike.

There was also time for Alan to write long letters to Dora. He still did not tell her he had been in hospital, but sent her a number of his poems and said that he hoped to be home for a fortnight’s leave in the very near future.

It was the latter information which prompted an immediate response in the form of the first letter Alan had received from Dora for many weeks, but there was none of the excitement he had expected at the prospect of an imminent reunion.

Dora explained that she would not be in London while he was on leave. Her hospital work was in a ward given over entirely to wounded American soldiers. Their numbers were increasing so rapidly it had become necessary to take over a whole hospital, in addition to the ward in the Edmonton. The new American hospital was somewhere in the north of England. She was not quite certain exactly where and was not likely to know in advance, but she had been told she would be required to go there with them, and to remain for a few months until they were well settled in. She might have been able to find someone else to take her place had she known earlier that Alan was likely to be home, but was now far too involved in the move to back out.

This was not the only bad news in her letter. Her parents, with whom she was living, were about to move house. She pointed out that her mother would not be happy to have him under her feet during such a fraught time.

Not staying with her parents would be no hardship for Alan. He had never got on well with either of them. Her mother had a sharp and occasionally vicious tongue and her father was drunk for much of the time, the two facts being closely connected. The only member of the family he liked was Dora’s younger sister Mabel. He had also got on well with Micky, the brother who had been killed in France.

Nevertheless, the thought of not being able to spend his leave with Dora left him stunned. Until now their marriage had existed in little more than name. He was longing for an opportunity for them to share life together as a married couple – even though it might be for only a brief while, and in the same house as her mother and father.

However, he realised that many married couples were suffering similar problems, brought about by the war. He could only hope that, now the support of the United States was being increasingly felt by the Allies, the war would soon be over and allow some normality to return to everyday life.

For the present, though, Alan was faced with the problem of finding somewhere to spend his convalescent leave. His aunt, with whom he had lived before joining the Navy, had moved away. Even if she was still in London, he had been out of touch with her for so long that he could not consider asking if he might stay at her home.

He contemplated telling Dora he had been hurt, in an attempt to persuade her to change her mind, but he reluctantly decided this would not be fair on her. She had work to do. Work that was probably every bit as important as his own.

Nevertheless, one thing was certain. If she was not going to be in London he had no reason to go there at all. Having seen a great many other places during his naval service he had come to realise that he preferred the countryside to the city – and he particularly liked Cornwall. And therein lay a possible solution to his problem. He had an invitation to stay with Tom Penhaligon and his family whenever an opportunity arose and believed it was a genuine invitation. Alan decided to write to Tom and explain the situation he now found himself in.

Alan travelled to Newlyn with mixed feelings. Tom had replied to his letter by return post, and with great enthusiasm. The family would be delighted to have Alan to stay with them. They were only sorry his wife would not be accompanying him.

Despite this reassurance, Alan stepped down from the train at Penzance station – the most westerly point of the Great Western Railway line – slightly apprehensive of the welcome he would receive. His misgivings disappeared immediately. Tom hurried to greet him with a warm handshake and there was a kiss from Prue, the fisherman’s sister.

‘I see they’ve given you your medal.’ Tom pointed delightedly at the blue and white ribbon of the Distinguished Service Medal, sewn on the left breast of Alan’s uniform. The medal had been presented to him by the Flag Officer Plymouth at a ceremony held in the Devonport naval base while Alan was convalescing. ‘Once the Newlyn fishermen see that, you’ll not be allowed to buy a beer for yourself in the Fisherman’s Arms. By the way, the Lady Tamsin will be ready for sea again in a few days’ time. You must come out with us for a day’s fishing – and I promise to try to steer clear of U-boats.’

Taking Alan’s arm, Tom guided him from the station. ‘We’ve a small pony-cart waiting outside. It belongs to Eli Roskilly. His son was one of those on the Lady Tamsin who was injured when the U-boat opened fire on us. He firmly believes that if it wasn’t for the Viper his son would have died. I wouldn’t argue the point, especially when he offered to provide his transport to pick you up and bring you to Newlyn, free of charge.’

It was a pleasant ride along the sea front to Newlyn. Eli and Tom included Alan in their chat about recent catches in the area and Prue told him about a concert that was being put on by the village women to raise money for the local hospital. With a warm sun adding a sparkle to the near-calm sea, war seemed a long way away. Alan wished Dora might have been with him to enjoy the day.

Emily and George Penhaligon welcomed Alan as warmly as had their son and daughter. Emily was a plump and busy wife and mother and her husband was a fisherman who had been forced to retire early when he injured a leg in a fishing accident. In spite of this he still enjoyed going to sea with his son whenever the weather was calm enough for him to keep his balance.

Alan had been in the house for no more than half an hour before a meal was put in front of him that was the equal of anything he had ever tasted before. He told Emily so when he placed knife and fork down on an empty plate and leaned back in his chair. Red-faced and beaming, Emily said, ‘I thought you deserved something special. It must have come as a great disappointment not being able to spend your leave with your wife.’

For the duration of the meal the lively conversation had helped Alan to forget the bitter disappointment he felt at not sharing his leave with Dora. Emily’s words brought it flooding back. ‘Yes … yes, it did.’

Aware by his expression that he was upset, Emily said sympathetically, ‘This war has affected the lives of so many folk, but there’ll be another time. She’ll be just as welcome here, whenever it is. Now, why don’t you and our Tom take yourselves off to the Fisherman’s Arms and enjoy a drink or two while me and Prue do the washing up? You can take Tom’s pa with you, too. We’ll get on much faster with all of you out of the way.’

The Fisherman’s Arms was well frequented by fishermen, and immediately the trio entered the bar word went round that Alan was one of the men responsible for saving the Lady Tamsin from the U-boat. The first drink arrived ‘with the compliments of the landlord’ and the fishermen in the bar ensured his glass was never empty.

Unaccustomed as he was to drinking so much beer, it was not long before Alan felt the need to pay a visit to the outside toilet. Making his way back he passed the snug, a small room that offered more privacy than the busy saloon bar. The door was open and inside was a group of perhaps a dozen men and women. Vicky Hazelton was among them and she saw Alan at the same moment he saw her.

Breaking into a delighted smile, she rose to her feet and hurried to greet him. ‘Alan! What a lovely surprise. What are you doing here?’

‘I’m on convalescence leave, staying with Tom Penhaligon, the skipper of the Lady Tamsin. I only arrived in Newlyn today.’

‘How nice. Is your wife here with you?’

The pleasure disappeared from his expression. ‘No, it wasn’t possible for us to meet up. I came here on my own.’

Aware he was unhappy but not wishing to press him for details, Vicky asked, ‘How long will you be in Newlyn?’

‘If Tom and his family don’t get fed up with me I’ll spend the whole of my fourteen days’ leave with them.’

‘That means you’ll have plenty of time to call on me. I’m renting a studio from Fiona and Rupert Graham, who have another home in the village. The Penhaligon family will know where it is. My driving duties are usually over by six o’clock and I have something I’d like to show you. There are also one or two of my friends I’d like you to meet. I think you’ll find them interesting. They might prove useful to you and your writing.’

After a few more minutes of conversation, Alan made his way back to Tom Penhaligon and his friends in the saloon bar and Vicky returned to the table in the snug. As she took her seat, one of her companions said mockingly, ‘I didn’t think you were one to be attracted by a uniform, Vicky, but perhaps it’s his body you’re interested in – as a model, of course?’ The speaker was Cecil Gormley, a somewhat fragile-looking artist, poet and writer. An extremely talented young man, he had been rejected by the armed services on health grounds.

‘Neither,’ Vicky retorted. ‘He was the telegraphist on the Viper and was badly hurt in the battle with the U-boat. I drove him to the hospital here, on the hill, and then to Devonport after he’d been operated on. He’s on convalescent leave, staying with the owner of the trawler that was saved.’

One of the older artists who had been drinking in the snug for much of the evening joined in the conversation. ‘I watched the fight from the cliffs. I consider it my patriotic duty to send a drink to the young man … landlord, a drink for the sailor in the saloon bar …’

Vicky was not listening. Instead she was wondering why she had felt so angrily defensive when Cecil made his comments about Alan – and why she had felt a sudden thrill at seeing him once more.

She was also curious about the reason why he had come to Newlyn instead of spending his leave in London, with his wife. Vicky believed that if she were married and her husband had an opportunity to come home on leave, nothing in the world would have prevented her from spending all the time possible with him.

She wondered what sort of woman Dora Carter could be.
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Alan paid Vicky a visit in her studio a couple of evenings after they had met in the Fisherman’s Arms. He was at a loose end because Tom Penhaligon had taken the Lady Tamsin to sea for the first time since the action involving the Viper and the U-boat. It was felt the sea was just a little too rough for Alan to risk going with him. His wound was healing well, but a fall, or a heavy collision with an object on the boat, might still cause it damage.

A small flotilla of Royal Navy torpedo boats was patrolling just off the coast, awaiting the arrival of a convoy which they would escort through the dangerous waters of the English Channel. Because of their presence, no U-boat would dare to surface in order to attack a fishing boat and the submarine’s commander would not waste a torpedo on such a small craft. As a result the Newlyn fishermen had left port and would remain at sea for as long as the torpedo boats were present to offer them protection.

Prue was working on a nearby farm, helping to bring in the harvest, and Alan had felt the older Penhaligons might welcome an opportunity of having their cottage to themselves for a few hours.

Vicky’s studio was in the upper storey of a rambling building on a steep hill overlooking the harbour. It had a spectacular view across Mount’s Bay, including the part-time island of St Michael’s Mount. Climbing the exterior wooden stairs to the studio, Alan thought this must be a near-perfect place for an artist to work. He was keen to see what inspiration it had provided for Vicky.

When Vicky came to the door in response to his knock, she was not the smart, uniformed young woman he was used to seeing. She wore a paint-smeared smock and her hair, usually coiled in a tight bun beneath her uniform cap, was drawn back behind her neck, a brightly coloured comb preventing it from falling forward about her face. She seemed slightly annoyed at being disturbed, but her frown disappeared as soon as she saw him. ‘Alan! What a lovely surprise! Come in.’

Entering the studio he passed an open door to a bedroom. Vicky’s uniform was dangling from a hanger on the front of the wardrobe, the bed was unmade, and a variety of items of female apparel were strewn about the room.

Aware that he had glanced into the bedroom, Vicky apologised. ‘I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting visitors. I was late getting up this morning and when I came home I wanted to finish a painting before the light failed. I’ve been trying to complete it for much of the week.’

She walked towards an easel standing beside a French window which opened out on a tiny balcony. From here there was a breathtaking view over the rooftops of the fishermen’s cottages to the bay, where Alan could see the Newlyn fishing fleet working in the distance. Turning back to Alan, she asked, ‘Can I make you a cup of tea, or coffee?’

‘No, please carry on with your painting. If you don’t mind me being here I’m very happy just to wander round the studio and look at your work while you take advantage of the light.’

‘Are you quite sure? It’s just … I’ve promised to have the painting ready for a local exhibition which opens on Monday.’ It was now Friday.

Alan realised that Vicky must be an accomplished artist if her work was to be placed on view in an exhibition. ‘I’m sorry, I really shouldn’t have called without any notice. Would you rather I left?’

‘Of course not!’ It was a very positive response. ‘And should you happen to find yourself in the kitchen and the kettle is boiling you can make a cup of tea for both of us. I didn’t stop for one when I came in – and I’m gasping!’

Alan quickly found the kitchen and after making tea for both of them wandered, cup in hand, round the studio. There was much to see, with many paintings and sketches in various stages of completion. They hung on the walls, were scattered on table and chairs and stood on the bare-board floor, leaning against the walls. All showed a degree of skill which Alan found very impressive.

Suddenly, a near-completed painting lying on the table caught his attention. It was of a damaged torpedo boat – the Viper – edging in to the Newlyn harbourside with the Lady Tamsin secured alongside by ropes at bow and stern. Sailors carrying hatchets stood by the ropes, ready to cut them should the fishing boat sink and risk capsizing the Viper.

It was so realistic that Alan felt his stomach contract as memories that had been pushed to the darker recesses of his mind flooded back.

Vicky was aware he was looking at the painting and she said, ‘Have I got it right? I made some quick sketches as the Viper came in and was able to check the details when another torpedo boat docked here, a couple of weeks ago.’

‘It’s so realistic it’s awesome!’ Alan said, unable to hide the emotion he felt. ‘Just looking at it took me back immediately.’

With a brush in her hand, Vicky left her easel and walked across the room to stand beside him looking down at the painting. ‘Do you really think it’s that good?’

‘Yes … yes, I really do.’

‘Then you’d better have it. Take it with you when you go.’

Alan looked at her in disbelief. ‘I can’t do that, Vicky. You sell your paintings – and you’ll have no trouble finding a customer for this one. It’s worth money to you.’

‘Perhaps, but it cost me nothing except my time. I’d like you to have it. It will mean far more to you than it possibly could to anyone else.’

She was certainly right, as Alan was well aware. If he accepted the painting from her he would never be able to look at it without feeling both pride and sorrow – and a degree of fear he had not been fully aware of at the time.

‘I wouldn’t argue with that, Vicky. It would be very special indeed – always.’

Then it’s yours, but it needs to be completed. I’ll have it ready for you by the time you go back off leave.’

‘It’s not a good idea for me to take it back to the barracks with me. It wouldn’t be safe and I don’t know where the Navy are likely to send me next. Could you keep it for me until I’m able to send for it, or, better still, come and collect it at some time in the future?’

‘Of course. I’ll hang it on the wall in there.’ She pointed to a large alcove beside her bedroom. ‘It’s where I put paintings that are not for sale. But I really must get on and complete the one I’m working on. I shouldn’t be more than half an hour or so.’

Vicky resumed painting and Alan made his way to look at the paintings in the alcove. Many were of places she obviously found particularly beautiful. There were also one or two paintings of small dogs and portraits of a man and woman he took to be her parents. He was surprised there were few of Cornwall’s very picturesque coast, but imagined, correctly as it turned out, that such paintings were probably forbidden during wartime.

Then Alan came to a portrait that he realised immediately was of someone who meant a great deal to Vicky. It was almost as if she had written ‘I love you!’ on the painting. It was of a young man wearing a flying suit, with enough of the heavy jacket unbuttoned to reveal part of a pilot’s wings on the left breast, beneath which were a number of medal ribbons.

The subject of the painting had been looking directly at the artist during the sitting and his expression removed any doubt about the uncanny aura of emotion that was so much a part of the painting. Vicky had succeeded in capturing the expression of a young man who was very much in love with the person at whom he was looking.

Alan gazed thoughtfully at the painting for a very long time. He wished he might have had a portrait of Dora that possessed a similar quality. He moved on, wondering about the airman and where he was now.
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The fourteen days’ leave went all too quickly for Alan. The Lady Tamsin was fully operational once more and Tom took the boat to sea every day, trying to make up for the fishing he had lost during the time the trawler was undergoing repairs, yet Alan never felt at a loss for something to do. The weather was fine enough on two days for him to go to sea with Tom, but for the remainder of the time he wandered along the coast, finding small coves and other places where he could sit in the warm sunshine and write.

He wrote numerous poems, some he was happy with, others not. He also wrote a number of stories and felt confident enough about one to ask Vicky to make a couple of drawings to illustrate it. After reading the story she agreed – but only on condition that he submitted it to Sub-Lieutenant Ferris’s father when the drawings were done.

As Tom was spending so much time at sea, Alan whiled away many of his evenings with Vicky and her artist friends. They were very good company, particularly Cecil Gormley, the man who had made a sarcastic remark to Vicky when she and Alan had met in the Fisherman’s Arms on the first evening of his leave.

Cecil had been at King’s College, Cambridge, with Rupert Brooke and the two had become friends. When Brooke joined the Royal Navy at the beginning of the war, Cecil tried to join too, but failed the medical. He tried to hide his deep disappointment by writing a great deal of anti-war poetry, much of which had been published. As a result he was mistakenly thought by many to be a conscientious objector and derided as such. Yet those who came to know him soon realised that he was opposed only to the horrific waste of life brought about by the conflict, not to the need for war.

Cecil persuaded Alan to let him see some of his poetry and gave him both encouragement and constructive criticism. As a result, Alan decided to send a couple of his poems to magazines recommended by the other man. The main difficulty was going to be giving a return address to which the magazine editor could reply. When his leave was over he had orders to report to Devonport naval barracks. From there he might be sent anywhere in the world.

The problem was solved by Vicky. She suggested he should give her address when he sent out his work. If he kept her informed of his movements she would act as intermediary between Alan and prospective publishers, opening any mail coming in for him. Should there be an offer of publication requiring swift action she would seek the advice of the more experienced Cecil to ensure that the terms were satisfactory.

Alan found the arrangement very exciting. On board the torpedo boat he had felt it necessary to keep his writing a closely guarded secret. It was something that would have set him apart from his shipmates, and being part of the crew of a small warship called for close teamwork. Individuality among lower-deck sailors was not encouraged. Besides, writing poetry was hardly a pastime that would go down well among a crowd of hard-drinking, hard-working and hard-living men.

Here, among the artists of Newlyn, it was all quite different. The artistic fraternity were every bit as hard-drinking and hard-working as sailors, but many of them, like Cecil, were also writers and poets who enjoyed discussing their own writing and the works of others. Alan joined in their discussions and felt he learned a lot during his fortnight in Cornwall.

On the morning of the day his leave ended, Tom was already at sea and Prue had set off to work on her bicycle by the time Alan had finished packing for his return to the barracks in Devonport. Saying an emotional farewell to the older Penhaligons, Alan hoisted the bag containing his belongings to his shoulder and set off up the hill to the hospital, where he had arranged to meet Vicky. She was making a journey to the larger hospital in Penzance to pick up medical stores and had offered to give him a lift to the railway station.

Their relationship had become an easy one now they had mutual friends and he greatly enjoyed her company. She was very easy to talk to. They would have remained in touch even had his poems and stories not given them an excuse and he had promised to send his new address to her as soon as it was known to him.

He had written to Dora, care of her mother, using the old address in Scawfell Street, but was not surprised when he received no reply. With Dora away and her parents moving – if they had not already moved – communication would be difficult for the family.

He had told Vicky of his problems, but she made no comment, preferring to keep her opinions to herself. Dora was not behaving as she would behave, but Vicky had accepted long ago that she marched to a different drumbeat from most other women.

Soon after they left Newlyn hospital behind, Vicky said, ‘We’re all going to miss having you around, Alan. You’ve become part of our group.’

‘I’ve enjoyed being with you all,’ Alan admitted. ‘In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever felt quite as at home anywhere else. I’ve certainly never met such a crowd of talented people. Your paintings in particular are very, very good.’ Believing this was a good opportunity to satisfy the curiosity that had been with him since his first visit to her studio, he added, ‘There is one of them I especially like.’

Throwing him a brief smile, she said, ‘You mean the one of the Viper with Tom Penhaligon’s boat? Yes, it’s not bad, even though I say so myself.’

Alan shook his head. ‘No. That one’s very good, of course, but there’s another that I think is probably special to you too. It’s a portrait you have in the alcove in your studio. The pilot.’

Vicky’s hands gripped the ambulance’s steering wheel more tightly, but she said nothing, her gaze not shifting from the road ahead.

Aware he might have touched on a raw nerve, he said, ‘I’m sorry, Vicky. I’m not being nosy, it’s just … the painting seemed so real. So alive. The sort of painting that brings you to a halt and makes you keep looking at it.’

‘Thank you.’

That was all. There followed a silence that lasted for a long time and Alan was regretting mentioning the portrait when Vicky said suddenly, ‘I met Paul – the pilot in the painting – in the same way I met you. I picked him up close to the front line in France where one of our aeroplanes had been shot up and forced to make a crash-landing. Paul was the pilot. He was in hospital for some weeks and I visited him there. We got to know each other well. So well that he asked me to marry him.’

‘And you said yes?’ Alan remembered the depth of feeling he had detected in the portrait.

‘Not immediately. I told him he’d only asked me to marry him because of the circumstances in which we’d met and the fact there were so few women around … it was wartime … Oh, so many things that would cause an active and brave young man to think he was in love. When he left hospital I started the portrait you saw. He was going on leave to his parents in England. I told him if he still felt the same way when he returned to France I’d give him an answer.’

She fell silent again. Aware that they would soon reach the Penzance railway station, Alan prompted her. ‘Did he? I mean … did he still feel the same way when he came back?’
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