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She looked again at the scrap of paper, at Wilmot’s name scrawled at the bottom of the few lines. Did it look shaky, as if written with a trembling hand, the hand of a man tortured and sick? ‘We’ve got to keep going,’ she said desperately. ‘We’ve got to look after the children and ourselves and make sure Wilmot’s got a home to come back to.’


She’d known even then that she was fooling herself, trying desperately to keep up a pretence because she could not bear to think of Wilmot, her darling, cheeky-faced sailor husband, being tortured and beaten but, as the time dragged by, she’d have to face it. The stories were too many to be discounted …


Now, however, on this dull and drizzly August morning, it was over at last, and soon, surely, Wilmot would be coming back. To a home that wouldn’t be just as he remembered it, but a home nevertheless. And even though the house had been damaged – and again she turned her memory away from the thought of that night – it still stood, and they’d even been able to keep the business running. With Wilmot home again, the plans would leap ahead. For Wilmot would surely come out of the Navy now, and settle down at last in civvy street. The war would be behind them.
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Chapter One


Geoff Pengelly burst in from the street, his red hair standing on end, school tie little more than a knot of coloured string around his neck, blue eyes ablaze. He tore into the narrow hallway, almost colliding with a guest on his way out, skidded on the multi-coloured rug his grand-mother had spent so many evenings making out of old rags, and hurled himself through the kitchen door to where the rest of the family was finishing breakfast.


‘It’s over! The war’s really over! They’ve given in – just like that – the Japs’ve given in!’ He skidded to a halt by the kitchen table, almost knocking his mother over as she started to her feet. ‘Mum, it’s over, we’ve won – Dad’ll be able to come home.’


Lucy Pengelly stared at her son. ‘Where d’you hear that?’


Geoff jigged impatiently from one foot to the other. ‘Everyone’s talking about it. People are coming back from work already – they’ve all got two days off. We’d have heard it ourselves if we’d got the wireless on.’


‘Us’d have had it on too, if you’d got that accumulator charged yesterday like I told you,’ his grandmother said from the end of the table. ‘Always putting things off till tomorrow, that’s your trouble. Why, when I was a liddle maid—’


‘Never mind that now, Mum.’ Lucy sat down as suddenly as she’d jumped up. ‘If it’s true that the Japs have given in …’ She looked at her son again. ‘Why? I thought they’d never surrender. Said they couldn’t lose face. What happened?’


‘I dunno. It’s those big bombs the Yanks dropped, I think. Couldn’t take it.’ Geoffrey spoke with a touch of scorn. ‘They should see what it’s like in Plymouth. We had thousands of bombs and we never gave in.’


‘These were atom bombs, though, weren’t they?’ Arthur Pengelly said. ‘They were bigger than anything that’s ever been used before. Just one of ’em could do more damage than all the bombs we had during the whole of the Blitz.’


Lucy had a brief vision of a Japanese city, laid waste in a few minutes by just one huge bomb, as Plymouth and Portsmouth and other cities had been in weeks or months by thousands. She tried to visualise the kind of explosion it must have been, to wreak even more terrible damage than had happened during those flame-filled weeks of the blitz in 1941 and all the others that had followed. In one night … But her sudden, unexpected flash of compassion for the innocents who had burned in the Japanese pyre was swiftly overtaken by the realisation of what it meant to her, to the family, to the whole of Britain, to the world … The war was over. Over.


And Wilmot would be coming home.


It would be a curious celebration.


In a way, it had all been done already, when the news of Victory in Europe had come at the beginning of May. Then, there’d been some warning and everyone had known in those last few days that the announcement would surely come. Mr Churchill, whose rousing speeches had kept their hearts up through the darkest days of the Battle of Britain, Dunkirk and the Blitz, and who had brought them the great news of D-Day, seemed reluctant to speak too soon of victory. But at last at three o’clock in the afternoon, he had made his historic broadcast and then everyone had gone mad, waving flags, blowing whistles, climbing lamp-posts and dancing all down the streets. Every ship in Devonport and the Sound had let off their hooters, and every church that was still standing and had bells to ring chimed in to join the general cacophony. And Lucy’s mother had written to tell her that it was just the same back in Pompey. Every ship in the harbour, every church bell, every whistle and every wooden rattle, every drum. And for those who had no instrument, every pair of saucepan lids.


The rejoicings seemed to have been going on ever since. Dancing in the streets had extended to organised street parties, and for every ship that came home there was a new parade with bands playing and crowds to greet the returning heroes. And heroes they were, Arthur Pengelly said, every one of them. He’d served in the Great War – the one they were now calling the First World War – and he knew.


However, for all the gladness, there were still some hearts that ached: for the men who would not come home, and for those who were still caught up in the conflict. The war in the Far East had not yet ended and there was still the fear that many would die in action. And still many thousands held prisoner, in conditions that Lucy hardly dared think about.


‘He says they’re being treated well,’ she’d said to her mother-in-law in the early days, holding the scrap of paper that was all Wilmot could send. ‘He says so.’


‘And what else could he say?’ Maud Pengelly demanded, mopping her eyes. ‘They’re not going to let anyone tell the truth, are they? If it’s all true what people say about the way they’re torturing our boys and making them slave—’


‘Mum, don’t,’ Lucy begged. ‘It doesn’t help to torment ourselves. We don’t know that it’s true. And it might not be all the camps, anyway – just one or two.’ She looked again at the scrap of paper, at Wilmot’s name scrawled at the bottom of the few lines. Did it look shaky, as if written with a trembling hand, the hand of a man tortured and sick? ‘We’ve got to keep going,’ she said desperately. ‘We’ve got to look after the children and ourselves and make sure Wilmot’s got a home to come back to.’


She’d known even then that she was fooling herself, trying desperately to keep up a pretence because she could not bear to think of Wilmot, her darling, cheeky-faced sailor husband, being tortured and beaten but, as the time dragged by, she’d had to face it. The stories were too many to be discounted; and she came to understand that it would be wrong to go on pretending. If only I could share it with him, she’d thought then, if only I could help him bear it …


Now, however, on this dull and drizzly August morning, it was over at last, and soon, surely, Wilmot would be coming back. To a home that wouldn’t be just as he remembered it, but a home nevertheless. And even though the house had been damaged – and again she turned her memory away from the thought of that night – it still stood, and they’d even been able to keep the business running. It was still a hotel – or more properly a guest house – of sorts. And already she’d begun to make plans to rebuild, to improve, to look forward.


With Wilmot home again, the plans would leap ahead. For Wilmot would surely come out of the Navy now, and settle down at last in civvy street. He would be at home all the time, a husband who shared her bed every night instead of occasionally, a father who could help bring up his children. And he would be filled with enthusiasm for this new life, full of plans for the future. The war would be behind them and, as the songs all said, there would be love and laughter, and peace ever after.


Tomorrow – when the world was free.


Lucy had been just eighteen when she first met Wilmot Pengelly. It had always been on the cards, of course, that she would marry a sailor. There were so many of them in Portsmouth, stationed on HMS Vernon, or over at Gosport on the submarine base, HMS Dolphin, or serving aboard the many ships that were based in ‘Pompey’. All the same, the Travers family weren’t best pleased that it looked like being a Plymouth chap.


‘I can’t see why she had to pick a Devon boy,’ Emily Travers said to her husband when Lucy went out to the front door to say goodnight to Wilmot, the first time she brought him home. ‘Aren’t there good enough ones in Portsmouth? I don’t want her moving down to Devonshire.’


‘You’re being a bit previous, aren’t you, girl? She’s only known the bloke a week. Anyway, he’ll be off back to sea before they can get too serious about each other, and his ship probably won’t come to Pompey again.’


Lucy, too, dismissed her mother’s fears. ‘Don’t be daft, Mum. You won’t lose track of me. Even if I did move to Devon – and I’m not saying I ever would, mind – I’d still come back and see you. And it’s a smashing place for a holiday.’


Emily sniffed. She and Joe hadn’t had a holiday since they’d been on their honeymoon, back in 1908, and that had just been a weekend spent with her mother’s cousin in London. Holidays were for people who could afford such luxuries, not for the likes of the Travers family. ‘Plain, ordinary folk, that’s what we are,’ she said. ‘It’s all we can do to keep a home for you youngsters, with food on the table and clothes on your backs, never mind gallivanting round the countryside on holidays. But I suppose that chap knows all about such things, what with his mum and dad running a hotel in Plymouth.’


‘I don’t think it’s a very big place,’ Lucy said. ‘Nothing really grand. It’s just a sort of guest house, for commercial travellers and people wanting a bit of a holiday.’


However, any sort of hotel seemed grand to Emily. ‘Don’t you let it go to your head, that’s all. I don’t want you getting serious about a chap you’re hardly ever going to see.’


‘Serious!’ Lucy said, and laughed. ‘Wilmot’s not the serious sort. He’s always laughing and joking – that’s what I like about him.’


‘That doesn’t mean he can’t be serious about a girl,’ Emily said, and she repeated her fears to Joe later on, as they got ready for bed. The rest of the family were all asleep – Lucy and her sisters in the back bedroom, the two boys in the front room downstairs. ‘There was a look in his eye – he’s proper sweet on her, you can tell he is. It’s not that I don’t like him, Joe – if you want the truth, I think he’s the best of all the boys she’s brought home yet – I just wish he was a Pompey chap.’


‘Well, he’ll be going off to sea soon.’ Joe had been working on Wilmot’s ship, doing repairs as it lay moored against the jetty in the dockyard, and he knew that the job would be over in a few days. ‘I daresay they’ll forget about each other in a couple of weeks. You know what our Lucy’s like. She likes a bit of life – she’s not the sort to stay indoors mooning after a chap.’


Wilmot did go away soon. His ship continued on its journey to Scotland and Scandinavia, and Lucy continued her life as before, setting out each morning to work at the naval outfitters where she was an apprentice, and going to the pictures with her sisters or out to walk along Southsea front with her friends. She didn’t seem bothered about getting a new boyfriend, so when Emily opened the door one evening to find Wilmot standing on the step, a battered kitbag beside him, she wasn’t altogether surprised.


‘Wilmot! What on earth are you doing here?’


His cheeky face, ruddy from weeks at sea, looked anxious. ‘I came to see Lucy, Mrs Travers. Is it all right? Is she in?’


‘But where’ve you come from? I thought your ship was on its way to Scotland.’


‘It is. I mean, it’s there now, but I got a leave pass.’ His eyes went past her, trying to see into the narrow passage-way. ‘I’ve only got tonight – it took me two days to hitch-hike here and I’m due back on Monday morning.’


‘Well, you’d better come in.’ Emily felt disturbed but knew better than to try to resist the inevitable. She looked at his kitbag. ‘I don’t know that we can offer you a bed.’


‘Oh, that’s all right, Mrs Travers. I wouldn’t ask you. I can stop at Aggie Weston’s or somewhere. If I can just put it in the passage –’ He lifted the bag and humped it into the house, following her through to the back room. ‘Is Lucy in? I didn’t have a chance to let her know –’


Only Lucy’s father and brothers were in the room when Wilmot entered it. Joe was sitting in his armchair by the fire, and Vic and Kenny were at the dining-table doing their homework. They looked up, bright eyed, and Joe laid his newspaper on his knees.


‘Well, you’re a surprise.’


‘I just came to see Lucy,’ Wilmot repeated, as if he’d walked round from the next street.


‘Oh, she’s not here,’ Vic said immediately, nudging his brother. ‘She’s out with her new chap. Got a smashing car, he has – they’re out in it all the time, aren’t they, Ken? Something high up in the Navy, isn’t he?’


‘Admiral,’ Kenny confirmed. He was eleven, only a year younger than his brother and almost as like him as a twin, with the same curly, reddish hair and freckles. Wilmot had found it difficult to tell them apart until he noticed that one of Vic’s front teeth was chipped. It had happened in a fight, Lucy had told him. You’d never get Kenny in a fight, he took everything as a big joke.


‘It’s true,’ Vic nodded, grinning at Wilmot’s dismayed glance at Emily. ‘Getting married in the cathedral, they are – Kenny and me’re going to be bridesmaids!’


‘Get off with you,’ Emily told them severely. ‘Don’t you take any notice of them, Wilmot, they’re just being silly like boys their age always are.’ She turned as they heard footsteps coming down the stairs and Kitty appeared at the door. She had just washed her hair and it was screwed into paper curlers, only a few strands of dark auburn showing. All the Travers family had inherited their colouring from their mother, from the blazing carrot of Vic and Kenny’s tousled curls to the rich auburn waves that shone and rippled like a winter sunset around Lucy’s head. Kitty’s and Alice’s came somewhere in between – golden red for Kitty, and the fawny ginger of a biscuit for Alice.


‘Go and tell your sister Wilmot’s here. They’re upstairs, the girls are, doing a bit of sewing. There’s not room down here with the boys’ homework spread out all over the table. As for you two –’ she addressed her sons again – ‘you can pack that lot away and go and help your dad out in the garden. There’s plenty of potatoes to pick up, so he told me.’


‘Dad’s not out in the garden. He’s here reading the paper—’ but Emily gave Joe such a glance that he rose immediately and laid his paper on the arm of his chair, and all three went out, the boys giving Wilmot a wink as they departed.


‘Here she is,’ Emily said as they heard a light patter of footsteps on the stairs, and in the next moment Lucy stood at the door, her face flushed, violet eyes brilliant. She took a step towards him.


‘Wilmot –’


Emily slipped through the door to the kitchen and closed it behind her. Wilmot and Lucy stared at each other for a moment, and then with a swift, stumbling movement were in each other’s arms. Wilmot held her close and she felt the rough blue serge of his tunic against her cheek before she lifted her face for his kiss.


‘Wilmot – oh, Wilmot – I’ve missed you so much.’


‘I’ve missed you too, Lucy. I’ve hated being away from you.’


‘It’s been like having a huge hole inside me – part of me’s been taken away.’


‘I know. I know. It’s like that for me too.’


They stood for a few minutes wrapped in each other’s arms, breathing in each other’s warmth. In the tiny kitchen on the other side of the door, they could hear Emily filling the kettle and getting out cups and saucers. They couldn’t keep the family out for long. In a few moments the door would open again. Alice and Kitty would be wanting to come downstairs, Joe and the boys back in from the garden.


‘We’ll go for a walk,’ Lucy said. ‘As soon as you’ve had some tea. You must be starving.’


‘I don’t know. I don’t care. I just wanted to see you again – I wanted to make sure –’


‘Make sure of what? Didn’t you get my letters? I’ve told you, over and over again.’


‘I know,’ he said, kissing her. ‘I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t imagining it all. I wanted to make sure you were real.’


They didn’t get engaged that weekend – not officially, anyway. Joe would never have allowed it. But before Wilmot set out on the long journey back to Scotland, they had promised to stay faithful to each other and considered themselves as engaged as if Lucy wore a ring on her finger. And to mark their promise, Wilmot bought her a tiny brooch which formed his own initial.


‘You don’t need to wear it so everyone can see it,’ he said. ‘Just so long as you’ve got it, that’s all I want.’


‘Oh, I’ll wear it.’ She pinned it on her blouse. ‘I don’t mind people knowing that you’re my boy. I want them to know.’


Wilmot went back to sea. After that, the Travers family became accustomed to finding him on their doorstep, sometimes expected, often unannounced, his kitbag beside him. It became quite apparent that it was only a matter of time before the engagement was made official, and Lucy was just twenty-one when, with Wilmot’s tiny diamond sparkling on her finger, she walked up the aisle of St Mary’s church, Portsea, to join him at the altar.


‘It’s a shame there aren’t more people on the groom’s side,’ Emily murmured to her husband when he stepped back from giving the bride away. There was quite a crowd behind them – Vic and Kenny now growing youths of fourteen and fifteen, and all Joe and Emily’s own brothers and sisters and their families from all over Portsmouth and even ‘over the water’ in Gosport. On Wilmot’s side, however, there were only his parents, Arthur and Maud Pengelly, and an uncle and aunt from Torpoint – a place nobody else had ever heard of. ‘He’s an only child and there’s nothing to be done about that, but I’m surprised there aren’t any other relatives. Mr Pengelly’s got another brother, from what I remember.’


‘It’s a long way to come from Devon for a wedding,’ Joe muttered back. ‘And they couldn’t close the hotel – had to leave someone in charge of things.’


Wilmot was wearing his naval uniform, the square collar pressed till there wasn’t even the tiniest of creases, and his lanyards shining white. His brown hair, usually tousled and hard to keep tidy, was brushed flat and shone with hair cream, and his fresh, ruddy complexion looked as if it had been polished as hard as the black shoes that gleamed on his feet. He laid his round, white-topped cap down on the seat as he stepped forward to wait for his bride, and when he turned to watch her walk up the aisle nobody could doubt the love that shone from his face. His blue eyes glittered brightly and he looked, Emily thought with sudden tenderness, almost ready to cry.


Lucy stood beside her bridegroom, tall and slender in the billowing white wedding dress she’d made herself. Her hair rippled down her back like a lion’s mane, glowing through the white lace of her veil. She had wanted to draw it up at the back of her neck and pile it on top of her head in a mass of curls, but it had made her look taller than ever and when she’d tried on her head-dress the little white diamante coronet had been almost lost amongst the rich auburn, and the veil had hung awkwardly. So she had brushed it out instead and it added a splash of warm, shimmering colour to the cool white of her bridal gown.


Alice and Kitty waited behind her, each in robin’s egg blue. It had seemed to Joe and the boys sometimes that the whole house had been a froth of shimmering fabrics, spreading everywhere so that there was barely room to have a bit of dinner, let alone sit down and read the paper or for Vic and Kenny to do a bit of Meccano. And then there’d been the wedding presents, arriving daily: saucepans, cups and saucers, tablecloths, bedlinen – you name it, those two seemed to be getting it. More than he and Emily had ever got at their wedding, Joe was sure. But it took a lot to set up home, and even though they were starting off in two nice furnished rooms down in Plymouth they needed some of their own stuff.


Still, it would seem empty after they’d gone. For the last few months the whole household had revolved around this wedding, and in a few hours they’d be gone and it would be all over bar the shouting, as the saying went. He listened to Lucy’s voice, soft but firm as she made her vows, and was surprised to feel a sudden ache in his throat and a sting of moisture in his eye. He rubbed it surreptitiously with his finger and hoped nobody had noticed.


The neighbours had turned out to see Lucy leave the house, and they were there again when she came back on the arm of her new husband, followed by the guests.


As well as needlework there had been cooking and cleaning going on for the past week, and the two downstairs rooms had been made ready for the reception, with a table borrowed from next door and chairs all around the walls. Even then, it would have been a squash if the weather hadn’t been fine and most of the guests able to spill out on to the pavement or in the back garden.


They were still there when Lucy and Wilmot left to catch their train to Plymouth, and it looked as if they were settled in for the evening when probably someone would drag a piano out into the street and everyone, neighbours and all, join in the party. Wilmot’s parents and his uncle and aunt were catching the same train at the town station. Lucy giggled, feeling slightly embarrassed, as Wilmot hustled her into an empty compartment, making sure it was a no-corridor carriage. It seemed rude to be so pointedly making it clear they wanted to be on their own, but Wilmot ignored her protests, tossed his cap on to the seat and kissed her soundly.


‘I’ve been waiting for this moment. Just getting you to myself-that’s the trouble with weddings, there’s too many people about. I shan’t have another one.’


Lucy gave a little squeal. ‘I should hope not! What a thing to say to your wife on her wedding day.’


‘It’s my wedding day as well.’ He tilted his head back to look at her more seriously. ‘Well, Mrs Pengelly, how does it feel to be a married woman?’


‘How does it feel to be a married man?’ she parried, and he gave her a wicked wink.


‘Tell you that later. Or maybe –’ He glanced out of the window. They were trundling along beside the top of the harbour, with the shimmering expanse of water on their left and Portsdown Hill on their right. ‘I was thinking we might have time to do something about it now.’ He cuddled her close against him and nuzzled her neck.


Lucy gave a little cry of alarm. ‘Wilmot! Don’t be so daft – we’ll be in Fareham any minute. And someone might get in.’


‘They won’t dare. I’ll do my famous imitation of Frankenstein’s monster.’ He pulled a terrifying face and then laughed. ‘It’s all right, maid – I can wait. I’ve waited long enough already. I want it to be special, tonight. As special as I can make it.’


Lucy blushed. Such things weren’t a topic of conversation in the Travers household, but Wilmot had a breezily frank approach. It came of being a sailor, he told her, and it was why all the nice girls loved them.


‘Go on. I’m the only nice girl you know.’


‘You’re the nicest, I’ll say that.’ But she knew that he was as innocent as she. Whatever his mates got up to when they were in port, Wilmot had saved himself for her. She had no fear at all that he would ever be unfaithful, any more than she would.


Feeling inexplicably and rather pleasantly older, secure in the knowledge of their love, she settled back into her husband’s arms and gazed contentedly out of the window. This was the start of their new life together, and it was going to be good.


The sun beamed down from an almost cloudless sky, but as the train rumbled on into the west, a tiny cloud appeared as if from nowhere. It travelled slowly across the sky, small and dark, with no more than a rim of white. And when it passed across the sun, it cast a chill shadow on Lucy’s face.


But, by that time, suddenly exhausted by the excitement of the day, she was sound asleep in the arms of the man she had vowed to love, honour and obey until parted by death.




Chapter Two


Lucy settled in quickly enough to being a sailor’s wife. She liked Plymouth, though it seemed odd not to be able to see the ships in the harbour, like you could at Portsmouth; you felt more a part of things there, she thought. But she liked going up on the Hoe and looking out at Plymouth Sound. You could see the ships coming in and out, and it was lovely on the wide expanse where Drake had played bowls and even today people walked and played games and had picnics.


Below, the cliff fell away in terraces of white rock, and there were little bathing pools cut into the stone, and diving boards perched over the sea. There was a big swimming-pool, too, that had only just been built, and it was full of people at weekends and during the holidays. Lucy and Wilmot went down there quite a lot in the first few weeks of their marriage. Lucy had always enjoyed swimming and the whole family had spent a lot of time on the beach at Southsea, going there every fine Sunday during the summer. She was surprised to find that Wilmot wasn’t so keen, but with her encouragement his awkward splashing turned into a passable crawl and they raced each other across the semicircular pool.


‘I thought all sailors’d be able to swim,’ she said as they climbed out and sat drying themselves in the sun. ‘What would you do if the ship sank?’


‘Since we’d probably be about a thousand miles from land, I don’t think being able to swim would be much help,’ he said. ‘Anyway, why should we sink?’


‘They said that about the Titanic,’ said Lucy, who had been two years old when that disaster had happened, so couldn’t remember it but had heard enough about it since. ‘I’d feel funny, going to sea if I couldn’t swim.’


‘Well, I can now,’ Wilmot said, getting bored with the subject. ‘So if ever the ship does go down, you’ll know it’s because of you that I don’t drown.’ Lucy shuddered and begged him not to talk like that.


Their carefree days didn’t last for long, however. Very soon after that, Lucy began to feel sick in the mornings and it wasn’t long before her doctor confirmed that she was expecting a baby. Geoffrey Edward was born exactly eleven months after their wedding, weighing eight and half pounds despite the fact that Lucy had been sick almost continuously throughout the pregnancy. Wilmot wasn’t there to welcome his son into the world, though: his ship went to sea the day before Geoffrey was born, and didn’t come back for a year.


They had better luck with the second baby, Patricia Ann. This time, Wilmot’s ship was in refit in Devonport for the last three months of the pregnancy and he didn’t go away until Patsy was three months old. This time, he could wonder with Lucy at the tiny fingernails and the first smile, but he missed the first tooth and the day when she began to crawl. However, he was back again for her first birthday and he was there two months later when she let go of the armchair she was standing beside and took her first unsteady steps across the room. By this time, Geoffrey was just over two years old and starting to put sentences together, and when Wilmot went back to sea he told Lucy it had never been so hard to leave.


‘They’re both so interesting now,’ he said. ‘I mean, you can almost hold a conversation with Geoff, and Patsy’s not going to be so long before she’s chattering away like a magpie. By the time I come home again they’re going to be different all over again.’


‘I know.’ Lucy leant her head on his shoulder. ‘Sometimes, I wish you could come out of the Navy, Wilmot. I know I went into it with my eyes open – I knew you’d be away a lot – but I didn’t realise just how bad it would be and how lonely I’d feel without you. And it does seem so hard, the little ones growing up without you. They need their daddy.’


‘Well, I’ve signed on till I’m thirty. There’s nothing I can do about that. I reckon we’ll think about it then, eh? I know Mum and Dad have always hoped I’d go into the hotel with them. It’s only another five years.’


Five years. That made it 1940. It seemed a lifetime. Geoffrey would be eight and Patsy six. But it was something to look forward to.


‘Would you mind coming out? You love the Navy, and going to sea.’


‘I did when I was single. I don’t love it so much now, I can tell you.’ He grinned wryly. ‘I reckon that’s why they make us sign on, because they know blokes will all want to come out the minute they get wed.’ He gave her a kiss. ‘Anyway, maid, it’s not so bad this time – I’ll be back in six months’ time. We’ll have Christmas together.’


They had agreed they would like to have three or four children. Wilmot envied Lucy her family life and said he didn’t want his nippers to be ‘only’ children, as he had been. It was all right in some ways, but children needed company.


‘We’ll just give ourselves this break,’ Lucy said, ‘and then we’ll have another one. It won’t be too far behind the others, and if it is, we’ll just have to have two, for company.’


‘Twins’d be nice, if you could arrange it,’ Wilmot said.


But it wasn’t twins. Instead, when Patsy was three and Geoffrey just starting at infants’ school, Zannah came along.


They didn’t call her Zannah at first. Susannah was her name, too long by half, Maud Pengelly said critically, and if they were going to shorten it to Susie or Sue, why not call her Susan in the first place? But Lucy stood firm. She liked the name Susannah and the child could shorten it herself when she got old enough, if she wanted to. None of them had thought of ‘Zannah’ – that was the baby’s own idea, when she first began to speak and try to say her name. ‘Zannah,’ she said firmly, splaying a starfish hand over her chest. ‘I Zannah.’ And so Zannah she became.


‘It’s pretty,’ Lucy said. ‘And unusual too. But then you’re a pretty and unusual little girl, aren’t you, my love?’


Zannah enchanted everyone. She was like a miniature version of her mother, with the same deep red-gold hair and porcelain skin, and eyes of an even deeper hue of violet, almost purple, fringed by long, thick lashes. Her soft lips were always curved in a smile that lit her whole face, and she had a fascination for names. As well as her own, she would adapt and alter other people’s in order to be able to say them, and the names had a magic of their own, so that people enjoyed hearing them and often others began to use them too.


‘Grammy,’ she said, climbing on Maud’s knee, and ‘Grampy,’ when playing with her grandfather’s fingers and bending her head sideways to listen to the ticking of his watch. And Grammy and Grampy they became, even to Patsy and Geoff.


As she grew, she was full of questions, listening gravely to the answers. Family relationships interested her deeply and she spent hours trying to work out what an uncle was, or a cousin. Going to Portsmouth was like a voyage of discovery with all the family there – uncles who turned out to be her mother’s brothers yet not her father’s, one auntie who was married to an uncle who for some reason wasn’t Mummy’s brother, another auntie who didn’t have an ‘uncle’ of her own … It was all very confusing and needed constant explanation.


‘She’s a real little livewire, that one,’ Lucy’s father said when Lucy had put her to bed one night and sunk exhausted into a chair. ‘Keeps you on your toes, doesn’t she?’


‘Oh, I know. And it’s no good telling her she’ll understand when she grows up – she wants to understand now. We’ve learnt to be very careful what we say in front of her, otherwise there’s a real inquisition.’


‘Kiddies that age are all the same,’ Emily said. ‘She’s a sweetheart.’


There was a short pause. Then Lucy said, ‘What do you think about all this talk of Hitler, Dad?’


Adolf Hitler had been coming into the news more and more. He’d started by getting into the German government, even though he was really an Austrian, and he’d seemed like a good thing for Germany, which was suffering deeply in the Depression that had overtaken the whole world. He’d got the country back on its feet and he’d organised the youth into an enthusiastic movement, dedicated to keeping fit and turning Germany into a nation of pure Aryans. Lucy had seen him at the pictures, on the Pathé Pictorial newsreels, and you could tell the people thought the world of him. He’d opened the Olympic Games in Berlin and then he’d held a big rally in Nuremberg, with thousands of people crowding to hear him and cheering their heads off as they lifted their arms in his special salute.


Joe shook his head. ‘I don’t take to the feller meself. All that shouting and waving his arms – not like our statesmen. There’s no dignity in it. And he don’t look like a proper leader, neither – he just looks commonplace, with that silly moustache and all.’


‘He frightens me,’ Emily said. ‘The way he yells – I get the feeling people are scared to cross him. And he seems to want to take over other countries. I mean, Germany’s joined up with Austria and now he’s talking about Czechoslovakia. Suppose they don’t want to be part of Germany? I don’t know that it’s a good thing to let Germany get too big anyway – look what happened before.’


‘The war to end all wars,’ Joe said. ‘I don’t believe it. There’ll always be wars, and it’s people like this Hitler who cause them.’


Lucy went back to Plymouth feeling disturbed. Wilmot was on a new ship now, HMS Exeter, a big cruiser with eight-inch guns. She was suddenly aware that it was a fighting ship and Wilmot was part of a fighting Service. Until now, she’d thought of the Navy merely as a part of the ordinary structure of life, a job for men who liked ships. But those guns were meant for shooting. For killing.


‘I don’t want to think of you having to go to sea in a war,’ she said. ‘I’m glad you’ll be coming out soon.’


Wilmot looked at her gravely. ‘Don’t bank on it, maid. They won’t be letting men come out if there’s a war. They’ll be getting more in – conscripting them.’


She stared at him. ‘But if you’ve served your time—’


‘That doesn’t count. Not if there’s a war.’


She was relieved when Mr Chamberlain went to Munich and came back waving his ‘piece of paper’ and declaring that this meant there would be ‘peace in our time’. Peace. She felt as if she had been holding her breath for months and could only now let it go in a great sigh of thankfulness. She cuddled her three children close, feeling the hot tears in her eyes as she realised how anxious she had been.


‘Why are you crying, Mummy?’ Zannah asked, twisting her head sideways to look up into Lucy’s face.


‘Because I’m happy, sweetheart. Because I’m very, very happy.’


‘I don’t cry when I happy.’


‘That,’ Lucy said, ‘is because you’ve never been as happy as I am at this very moment.’ And she held Zannah extra tightly, knowing now that she had been carrying within her a deep fear for these children, a fear that she hadn’t realised until now. I’d fight to the last breath for them, she thought, but thank God I won’t have to.


The relief was short lived, however, and all too soon the talk of war began again. Politicians turned against Mr Chamberlain, saying that his policy had been one of appeasement, and that Hitler wouldn’t be stopped in his drive to take over all of Europe. Already he had broken his agreement to leave Czechoslovakia alone, and now he was turning his attention to Poland. If he marched upon Poland, Britain and France would be united in declaring war upon him. The fears began again, looming all the blacker because of the relief that had been felt, and the government began to take positive precautions.


‘It’s been nothing but leaflets coming through the door,’ Emily said on Lucy’s next visit to Portsmouth. ‘Rationing this, that and the other – we’re all going to have to have books full of little squares and the grocer’ll have to cut them off every time we buy something. Can’t you just see the time it’ll take? And the queues of people, all getting more and more fed up waiting while he does it. I mean, it’s never going to work, people won’t put up with it. And then there’s the blackout.’ She gestured at the pile of coarse black cotton material draped over Joe’s armchair. ‘Curtains I’ve got to make with that lot, and Joe’s got to put them all on frames so we can fix them up to the windows every night and lift ’em down in the morning. It’s either that or have the horrible stuff hanging there all the time like a funeral parlour. Well, half the people just aren’t going to bother, are they? It stands to reason they won’t.’


‘They’ll be in trouble if they don’t,’ Joe said, coming in. He was carrying a basket of soft fruit, grown on the allotment. ‘There’s going to be wardens going round all night to see if there’s a light showing. It’ll be a punishable offence.’


‘You mean they’ll put people in prison? Old women who can’t manage it for themselves and got no one to help them?’ Emily drew down the corners of her mouth and sniffed. ‘If it’s going to be like that living in a free country, we might as well let Hitler invade and get it over with.’


‘Mum! Don’t say that.’ Lucy looked at the heap of black fabric. ‘It’s horrible, I know, but they say the Germans will send planes over to bomb the cities, and they can see even the smallest glimmer from up there. You wouldn’t want to be responsible for Pompey getting bombed.’


Emily sighed and shook her head. ‘’Course I wouldn’t. Sorry, love. It’s just getting me on edge, that’s all. We’re getting the air-raid shelters next week, did I tell you that? Andersons, they’re called – like little tiny Nissen huts, only half buried in the ground. Your dad’s got to dig a great big hole in the garden, just as if he didn’t have enough to do. And then they’ll sound a kind of siren to tell us when the planes are coming, night or day, and we’ve all got to go and crouch down like rabbits in a burrow. I don’t know what the world’s coming to, I’m sure I don’t.’


‘And what about the boys?’ Lucy asked quietly. ‘Will they have to go in the Forces?’


Emily turned sharply away, and Lucy knew that this was the cause of her ill temper. Vic was twenty-four years old now, and Kenny twenty-three. They’d both served apprenticeships and had good jobs: Vic worked as a mechanic in a big garage, and Kenny was a Post Office engineer out at Telephone House, in Southsea. Vic had a steady girlfriend, Eileen Foster, and they were planning to get engaged soon and then married in a couple more years, but the talk of war could change all that.


‘All young chaps will get called up,’ Joe said heavily, ‘unless they’re in a reserved occupation or got some other reason why they shouldn’t go. Our Vic and Kenny are just the sort they’ll be looking for.’ He moved across to his wife and patted her awkwardly on the shoulder. ‘It’s not necessarily going to come to it, love. There’s still a chance—’


‘A chance!’ Emily rounded on him. She had always had the quick temper that went with red hair, although it was generally over almost as soon as it had begun. ‘I thought we had a chance last October when Mr Chamberlain came back waving that piece of paper, and look where we are now. Peace in our time! Barely nine months ago, that was, and here we are digging holes in the garden and making blackout curtains. There’s going to be a war, you can’t tell me otherwise, and our boys are going to get caught up in the thick of it. You were in the last lot, Joe. You know what it’s going to be like. And they say it’ll be worse this time.’


Joe sat down on the blackout curtains, ignoring his wife’s bitten-off cry of exasperation. Lucy, watching them both, thought that her father looked suddenly old. Tired and worried, as if he’d seen enough and didn’t want any more. He was nearly sixty, he’d been through a world war and survived it – survived too the flu epidemic that had followed it, killing both his parents and his brother Jim’s son Fred. Apart from when he was in the Army, he’d worked hard all his life in the dockyard and brought up a family of five children, and it was time he had a rest. He shouldn’t be worrying about a war.


Nor should her mother. And nor should I, Lucy thought with a sudden pang of terror for her own husband and children.


‘What about you?’ Emily asked her. ‘I suppose they’re doing all the same things in Plymouth – building shelters and all that. You’ll be evacuated, won’t you? You won’t want to stop there in the front line.’


Lucy stared at her. ‘Evacuated?’


‘Yes, of course.’ Her mother was impatient again. ‘They haven’t talked of nothing else here, when they haven’t been going on about ration books and blackout and Andersons. All the kids have practised at school. They’ll be took off by train the minute it starts and we won’t know where they’ve gone till they’ve got there, and they’ll just live with strangers till it’s all over. But it’ll be all right for you, you’ll be able to go with them being as Zannah’s still little and your hubby’s in the Services and away all the time.’


Away fighting in the war, Lucy thought. She shook her head. ‘They haven’t said anything about evacuation in Plymouth.’


‘What d’you mean, not said anything about it? They must have.’


‘No. Plymouth’s a neutral evacuation zone. They don’t think we’ll be in any danger.’


Her mother stared at her, ‘Not in any danger? But that’s daft. Of course Plymouth’ll be in danger, same as Pompey will be. It’s a naval base, isn’t it? There’s a big dockyard there. What makes them think the Germans won’t bomb it?’


Lucy shrugged. ‘How do I know? I just hope they’re right.’


‘I can’t see the reason.’ Emily turned to her husband. ‘Can you, Joe? Can you see the reason? I mean, Plymouth’s as important as Pompey, far as the Navy goes. It don’t make any sense.’


‘Your mother’s right. You didn’t ought to stay in Plymouth if there’s a war. It’s not safe for the kiddies.’


Lucy felt trapped. ‘Well, what else can I do? I can’t come back here. And if there’s no evacuation programme I can’t go anywhere else. I’d have to pay it all, and how can I do that and keep a home going in Plymouth for Wilmot to come back to? No, I reckon I’ll just have to face it out.’


‘Well, you’ve got to get a decent shelter, then. Has that hotel got a cellar? You’ll have to get down there if anything happens. I don’t reckon it’s any good getting under the stairs, like they say – if a bomb hits your house, a few wooden stairs aren’t going to stop it. You get down in that cellar.’


‘But the hotel’s two streets away.’


‘You’d better go and live there, then.’ Emily wasn’t going to be put off. ‘Got plenty of bedrooms, hasn’t it? And there won’t be many people going to Devonshire on their holidays, I can tell you that now.’ She glanced at the clock. ‘You’d better be going if you’re taking the children over to Gosport to see your Uncle Percy and Auntie Daph. You know what she’s like, tea’ll be on the table at five o’clock sharp and woe betide anyone who’s late.’


Lucy lined the three children up and inspected their hair and faces and hands. Geoff had managed to lose a garter as usual, so that one grey sock had concertina’d round his ankle, and his dark red hair stood up in a tuft that no amount of smoothing would force to lie down. She found a bit of elastic and put a couple of quick stitches in it to make a new garter and gave up on his hair. Zannah was, as always, as clean as if she’d just stepped out of the bath, her clothes tidy and her golden-red hair shining like fireglow around her face. Patsy, although tidy enough, still managed somehow to look as if she needed a good brushing, but there was never anything to be done about that.


They went out and walked through to Commercial Road. The Guildhall lions lay watching over the big square and Lucy led the children past the memorial to the soldiers who had died in the Great War, and into the park. They always enjoyed walking this way down to the ferry which would take them across the harbour to Gosport, but today Lucy looked at the figure of the soldier, crouching over his machine-gun, and felt a sick shiver of fear.


The harbour seemed different too. There were a lot of ships in, a lot of coming and going. The masts and rigging of HMS Victory, Nelson’s flagship, loomed behind the semaphore tower and she heard the thin notes of a bosun’s whistle, sounded as a ship slowly passed, in recognition of Britain’s most famous admiral.


The ferry-boat was small and stubby. It took about seven minutes to cross the harbour, and in that time Lucy looked about her at the scene she had known so well all through her life, and tried to imagine the city of Portsmouth and the town of Gosport laid waste by enemy bombs.


And Plymouth too, for surely her mother was right. Surely the Germans wouldn’t ignore one of the most important naval bases in the country. Surely there wouldn’t, in the end, be anywhere at all they would ignore.


The shiver that had taken her as she passed the bronze replica of the soldier gripped her again, and her teeth chattered as wave after wave of cold shudders shook her body.


Mum’s right, she thought. They wouldn’t be making all these preparations if they didn’t know it was going to happen. It’s not a question of if – it’s when.


And by all appearances, it’s going to be soon …


Back in Plymouth, she looked around for signs of preparation. Just as in Portsmouth, Anderson shelters were being delivered and gas masks issued. It looked just as serious, but there was still no talk of evacuation.


‘Our boys’ll get the Germans long before they get this far,’ Arthur Pengelly said staunchly. ‘Look at it this way, my handsome. They’ve got to come all the way down the Channel. Coming past Portsmouth on their way. They’re not going to bother coming down here, putting their own lives at risk – never mind the extra fuel, those planes use up a lot of petrol, it’s not like taking the family jalopy out for a Sunday afternoon run – not when they could bomb Portsmouth to bits.’


Lucy had to admit it made sense, though the idea of her beloved Portsmouth being ‘bombed to bits’ sent a chill through her body. All the same, there was a niggling sense that it didn’t really ring true. If that really was what would happen, wouldn’t the Navy send its ships to Plymouth, where they’d be safe? And wouldn’t the Germans follow them?


‘Your mum’s right, maid,’ Maud said suddenly. ‘You belong here with us. Down in the cellar of a night – if there are any raids at all. You and the little ’uns could have those attic rooms to sleep in. You’m round here half the time as it is, helping out.’


Lucy smiled. It was true that she spent a lot of time at the hotel, helping her mother-in-law make beds or sweep the rooms, and helping Arthur with the books. Even though she had her hands full with the three children, it was still nice to share her days with the family and she enjoyed meeting the guests. Life as a naval wife could be very lonely.


‘Thanks, Mum,’ she said. ‘I’ll stop where I am for the time being, though. After all, we still don’t know that there’s definitely going to be a war, and I want to keep the home going for Wilmot to come back to. I don’t want to give up the house if I can help it.’


Wilmot was away again. The Exeter had gone down to the South Atlantic, cruising round the Falkland Islands and South America. At least he’ll be out of it, she thought, if there is a war. It’ll never get that far. The thought of Wilmot being involved in a war at sea made her shiver. She remembered their laughing talk when she’d taught him to swim properly. ‘If the ship goes down, I’ll probably be a thousand miles away from land …’ No, she couldn’t think about that.


But it was not long before Lucy discovered, as so many thousands of others were to discover, that when war came, you had to think the unthinkable.


Like the rest of the country, she listened with dread and horror to Mr Chamberlain’s announcement on the radio on Sunday, 3 September, ‘I have to tell you that no such undertaking has been received and that consequently this country is at war with Germany …’ Lucy, sitting at the kitchen table with Maud and Arthur, found that she had one hand covering her mouth while the other reached out blindly for comfort. ‘You can imagine what a bitter blow this has been …’ Their hands met in the middle of the table, hers and Maud’s and Arthur’s, fingers clasping tightly. ‘May God bless you all… I am certain that right will prevail…’


‘Let’s hope he’m right,’ Arthur said at last into the long silence that followed. ‘Let’s just hope he’m right.’


‘Oh, Arthur,’ Maud said, her voice shaking. ‘Arthur, what be going to happen to us? And what about our Wilmot, out there at sea? What be going to happen to Wilmot?’


‘He’s all right,’ Lucy said fiercely, as if saying so would make it true. ‘He’s nowhere near Germany. He’ll be safe down there in the South Atlantic. The war won’t get that far. Why should it?’


Arthur glanced at her as if about to say something, and then changed his mind. She knew what it was, though. He was going to ask her why she thought they’d let big, modern ships like the Exeter and the two other ships down there on patrol – the Ajax and the Achilles – stay there when they’d so obviously be needed somewhere else. But it would take them weeks to get back, she thought desperately, weeks, and by then it might all be over. Wasn’t that what people were saying? All over by Christmas, that’s what a lot of folk reckoned.


Lucy went home that afternoon, glancing anxiously up at the sky, wondering when the first raids would come. She knew that people had already started to leave some of the big cities. Children had been pouring out of Portsmouth and London, making for the country. There had still been no evacuation plans made for Plymouth, so she supposed that the authorities must think that there was no danger. She hoped they were right. She hoped, too, that she was right about Wilmot. He must be safe, down there in the South Atlantic.


To everyone’s surprise, however, it was the South Atlantic and Wilmot’s ship the Exeter which made some of the first news of the war.




Chapter Three


After the tension of the months before the war began, and the dread of that sad announcement that brought an end to ‘peace in our time’, nothing much seemed to happen.


People said that in some places the air-raid warnings had sounded as soon as Mr Chamberlain had finished speaking, as if the German planes had waited until that moment to make their appearance overhead. But there had been no enemy aircraft, no bombs, and for a long time, it seemed as if nobody knew quite what to do first. It was as if two boxers had come out of their corners at the sound of the bell and then stood facing each other, uncertain as to who was supposed to throw the first punch.


‘People are already starting to come back from the country,’ Emily wrote from Portsmouth. ‘They reckon there’s no need to be out there. And the way some of the kiddies are being treated, you wouldn’t credit … Not all of them of course, it’s just a big holiday to a lot of them, what with only having to go to school half days and all. But nobody seems to think it’s going to be as bad as all that, after all.’


‘They’m living in fool’s paradise, then,’ Arthur said when Lucy read the letter out. ‘The Germans aren’t playing party games. They’m just getting themselves ready. They’ll hit us with all they’ve got, you see. And maybe if people didn’t spend all their time staring at the sky they might see what’s happening in other parts of the world.’


Lucy looked at him with a sudden rush of fear. ‘What other parts of the world?’


Arthur screwed up the corners of his lips, as if annoyed with himself. ‘Don’t think about it, maid. I shouldn’t have said nothing.’


‘What, Dad?’ Lucy’s back tensed. ‘What are you thinking of?’


‘It’s no good backing out of it now, Arthur,’ Maud said. ‘You’d better tell her what’s on your mind.’


Arthur sighed. ‘Well, you’ll see it for yourself soon enough. It’s this Admiral Graf Spee,’ he said to Lucy. ‘Pocket battleship, they call her. Been chasing our merchant ships all over the oceans, picking ’em off then zig-zagging off so no one can tell where her’ll be next. Well, stands to reason us can’t let ’em go on like that, so the whole of the Atlantic Fleet’s been after her. And now—’


‘The Atlantic Fleet?’ Lucy repeated. Her voice sounded small, almost tiny. How, she wondered, could she have missed knowing all this? ‘But – she’s not gone south. She’s not –’


‘Her’s gone all over the place,’ Arthur said. ‘It hasn’t made all that much news yet and I was hoping – me and Maud was hoping – it’d all go quiet. But now they reckon her’s going right down the South Atlantic, and those three ships are the ones that are there, and there’s going to be –’ He caught his wife’s eye and chewed his lips again. ‘Look at it this way, my pretty,’ he said at last. ‘There’ll be a bit of a fight over it all. Bound to be.’


A bit of a fight. Before many days had passed, the Graf Spee was all you heard about on the wireless, all you saw in the papers. The Battle of the River Plate, they called it, and after it the Graf Spee had been forced into the port of Montevideo for repairs and sanctuary. While there, she was safe, but the moment she came outside the three-mile limit of neutrality, the ships awaiting her would pounce.


By this time, Lucy and the Pengellys were, like the rest of Plymouth, following the news avidly. Despair hit them when a false signal came through saying that the Exeter had been sunk with all hands, and until the rumour was scotched Lucy knew what it was to be a widow. Even when, just before Christmas, the Graf Spee was finally caught and scuttled, she could not be sure that Wilmot was safe. Sixty-one men aboard Exeter were reported dead, and there was no way of knowing if Wilmot were one of them. At last the Evening Herald published a list of all those killed, and she had to read it a dozen times before she could be convinced that Wilmot’s name wasn’t there.


‘It might still be a mistake,’ she said, almost as if she were unwilling to believe that he might be alive. ‘They might have left his name off … Mum, I can’t bear to think it’s all right and then find out it’s not.’ She thought for a moment of those dark, cold nights when she’d believed herself a widow. ‘I don’t think I will be able to believe it till I see him walk in that door again.’


‘I know, maid,’ Maud said, ‘but us’ve just got to put our trust in God and have faith, like the bishop says down St Andrew’s. ’Tis all us can do.’


Lucy thought of all the men who had already been killed. No doubt many of them, and their wives and mothers too, had put their faith in God as well. And they were dead all the same. Her memories of the days and nights when she had thought herself bereaved were dark and cold, and she knew that only the warmth of Wilmot’s arms about her would banish them.


She had to wait until February for that reassurance, but at last the Exeter and Ajax came home together, steaming up the Sound beneath bruised clouds still full of snow, with the Hoe crowded by people who had gathered to cheer their arrival. Lucy was tempted to take the children down to St Levan’s Gate to meet Wilmot at the very first possible moment, but Arthur and Maud dissuaded her.


‘You don’t know what time he’ll come ashore, and you don’t even know he’ll be coming out of St Levan’s. You belong to be at home, with a fire lit and the kettle on. That’s what he’ll appreciate most.’


Reluctantly, Lucy agreed. She knew they were right, it was just that she had waited so long for Wilmot to come home that she felt she couldn’t bear to wait a moment longer than necessary. And the time it took him to get from the dockyard to home was time they could be spending together, even if it was just on a tram …


She made fresh cutrounds and got hold of some clotted cream and put out a pot of home-made blackcurrant jam and the best teacups. She put clean sheets on the bed, washed the children and herself, brushed their hair a dozen times, brought in a bucket of coal so that no one would need to go outside again for the rest of the evening. She sat down with her knitting, got up again and peered out of the window. The afternoon was closing in already but there wasn’t a light to be seen; people had already put up their blackout curtains and the streetlamps hadn’t been lit for months.


Lucy hesitated. She didn’t want to put up the blackout, it seemed so unwelcoming, but she couldn’t see any more to knit and she couldn’t make the children sit in the dark. Besides, even the firelight would send out a glow that would bring the warden knocking on the door. She sighed and let the curtain drop. Wilmot would have to come home in the dark after all.


A movement on the corner of the street caught her eye and she lifted the curtain again, her heart suddenly in her throat. Yes. There was someone there. Someone coming this way. Someone who strode with a free, slightly rolling gait; someone who carried a kitbag; someone who—


‘Wilmot!’


Not caring that the light from the fire would spill into the street, Lucy flung open the front door and rushed outside. He caught her in his arms just as she tripped on a loose paving-stone, and held her there, hard against him. Laughing and crying all at once, she clung to his blue-clad arms and burrowed her face against his rough serge chest.


‘Oh, Wilmot – Wilmot … I thought you’d never come home again … I thought you were dead.’


‘Dead?’ he said, and the sound of his voice brought a fresh flood of tears. ‘Dead? It’ll take more than a few Germans to kill me, Lucy. Now, let’s get inside out of the cold and I’ll tell you about the penguins.’


They were the only ones who wore evening dress, he said. He sat beside the fire, built halfway up the chimney to welcome him home, and demolished half a dozen of Lucy’s cutrounds, spread lavishly with blackcurrant jam and topped with cream. They were the funniest birds you ever saw, waddling along on their hind legs – well, he knew they were the only legs penguins had, but it looked as if they were up on hind legs, like a performing dog – and coming up to you so trusting. And the way they stood about in groups, like little old men having a natter, it was a proper comical sight.
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