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			Prologue


			Cornwall, 1909


			It gleamed within her hands. Jess turned the delicate oval resting on her palms this way and that to catch the last of the sun.


			Around her, the light was dying. Up here, on the fields above the little cove, the line of Cornish cliffs ranged into the distance, vanishing into nothing. Below, the smoke of cooking fires spiralled lazily up from the cottages clustered around the little harbour, intertwining as the night breeze stirred, bringing with it the fishy hint of shells and seaweed. In the stillness and the vastness, it felt as if there could be no one else in all of existence, just her, standing among meadow flowers, watching the world close in on itself.


			In the encroaching dusk, the ornament in her hands glowed as if with an inner light, taking her breath away. She drank in the stylised pattern of wild honeysuckle etched into the silver surround, the centre a swallow in flight, blue enamelled wings set against the tart green of springtime. Something inside her shifted, as if her child’s body had taken the first twist of the chrysalis, as the butterfly began to emerge into the form it was always meant to find. The kind of emerging from which there is no going back, however hard you try.


			‘Beautiful,’ she breathed into the chilling air. In her short life, she had never seen a rich woman’s jewels from a distance, let alone so close she could make out every detail. And this wasn’t the setting of diamonds or rubies torn from the earth to flaunt a rich man’s wealth. This was different. Something that had set her insides stirring in a way she had never felt before.


			‘Work of a true craftsman, that,’ Mr Wilkes from the harbour’s forge had told her, as he laboured on the tricky business of mending the worn and much-loved heirloom, sent down for his attention from Mrs Bellamy of Enys Hall, the mansion overlooking the harbour and all their lives. ‘Tricky piece of enamelling, getting them wings such a deep blue. A real beauty.’ He had smiled, his face creasing into a myriad of wrinkles. ‘But that’s not the real skill of it, not by a long shot.’ He gestured with his head towards his son, engrossed in mending a broken pocket watch belonging to the local doctor. ‘Like I were showing young Ben here, it’s the mechanism that’s the real genius.’


			‘Mechanism?’ Jess had bent forward as the old man lifted the swallow slightly from its silver base.


			‘Like them clocks and watches we’re always being asked to mend. Only this were meant to be taken apart to make different bits of jewels. Pity to have to be soldering it together, but that’s what Mrs Bellamy wants.’


			‘You’re the one mending it, Dad,’ Ben said, coming over to join them.


			‘Aye, but Mrs Bellamy’s the one paying. And she’s right. It’s too thin and worn to mend again and, being her grandmother’s, she’s afraid of it breaking beyond repair. I don’t blame her wanting me to keep it as a hair clasp and lose the rest.’ He beckoned Jess to look closer. ‘There’s a hinge here, see. Or there was before it broke. If you press that little clip there … that’s the one. See, the swallow comes right off. Now, if you turn it over, you can see where you can thread a ribbon through to make it into a pendant. And see them clips? That’s where they fitted into a tiara.’


			‘A tiara? A real one?’ She had stared at the sleek form of the bird, feeling herself tiptoeing to the edge of a fairy tale. ‘Like a princess?’


			‘Aye. That’s the one. Only, not a place that goes much for princesses is round here, not even in St Ives. Not much call for tiaras, neither. Mrs Bellamy got rid of that bit years ago. So now only this is what’s left.’ He sighed. ‘I never did have the skill to make such a thing. But Ben has.’


			‘Not to do something like that, Dad.’


			‘Well, one day you will, lad. When you’ve had proper training.’ Pride beamed from Mr Wilkes’ eyes. ‘He has the gift, and the way with metals, see. One day he’ll make finery for the richest ladies in the land. He won’t be going out on the fishing boats, not my Ben. He’s worth more than that, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.’


			Up on the cliffs, Jess turned the clasp again to catch the deep rays shooting out in all directions, as the sun vanished behind a line of cloud. She could still feel the sharp stab of hurt that Mr Wilkes had not included her in his ambitions for the future, which had felt even more unfair when he so often depended on the nimbleness of her fingers and the sharpness of her young eyes, and had even admitted she had a brain that could work things out and was quickly learning to spot where a pocket watch needed adjusting.


			She might have the aptitude, every bit as much as Ben, but she was a girl and that meant it didn’t matter. There were no two ways about it. Mr Wilkes had only allowed her into his workshop in the first place because she was minded by Mrs Wilkes after school, when Dad was late back from his post of harbourmaster. No one would ever take it into their heads to train a girl to make a silver clasp with an enamelled centrepiece fit for a fine lady. Girls didn’t do that sort of thing. Girls cooked and cleaned and had babies and made sure their menfolk were fed and happy. Rich or poor, that was the way it was. The way it had always been and always would be. The God-given order of the steady plod of life in the harbour beneath Enys Hall and the world beyond. One that would never change.


			Jess looked down again at the silver clasp. She could feel the hands that had beaten out the patterns and formed the shape of the little bird. She peered through the unknown eyes that had watched a swallow in flight and caught its winged motion, observing in minute detail the fluting of honeysuckle with the passion that had found a way to entice its living vigour into unyielding metal.


			Touching the glassy smoothness of the enamel was a kind of reaching out to the unknown man – for it was undoubtedly a man – whose eyes had watched and whose hands had captured the beauty of the world. How could you even begin to create an object that was so beautiful? It made her insides ache. One that, without a sapphire or emerald in sight, was so precious it had been passed down with such loving care from mother to daughter.


			Darkness was stealing into the shadows. Soon she would be missed and no one, especially not Mr Wilkes, would ever trust her again with a mission to return his work to the housekeeper at Enys Hall. Slowly, regretfully, Jess took a final glance and replaced the silver clasp first inside its velvet bag, then within the protection of its little wooden box, securing it firmly with the catch.


			She breathed in deeply. The air lingered in her nostrils with the scent of sun-warmed grass, edged with salt from the sea and the cooking of herring. All around her, trees gleamed with a more vivid green than she had ever noticed before, the streaks of sunset more brilliant in reds and purples. Pink edges of tiny clouds sailed above, boats setting off across the sea to unknown lands, where everything was possible. Every sense in her body tingled, like nettles mixed with sunburn when the day began to cool.


			‘It’s like waking up,’ she said to the first stars as they emerged to hang, shimmering, over the sea. Waking up to the deep longing to capture the beauty around her and create an object equally precious. She didn’t know how or why. But she knew that was what she was going to do. One day. And no one was going to stop her.


			‘Why shouldn’t it be a girl?’ she challenged the stars. ‘Who said it couldn’t? If Ben can work with silver, then I can too. Just you see.’


			Holding the box with its precious contents tight, she ran as fast as she could through the dampening evening grasses, on towards Enys Hall.


		


	

		

			Part One


			1916


		


	

		

			Chapter One


			The air was chill that November morning, spray shooting up wildly at the entrance to the little cove with the spent force of last night’s storm. Within the shelter of the harbour, the fishing boats set up an uneasy rocking, creaking and rattling, grumbling quietly between themselves.


			In the blacksmith’s forge at one side of the harbour, seventeen-year-old Jessica Morgan settled the weight of Old Gladiator’s hoof against her leather apron, putting the horseshoe in place before tapping in the securing nails. The old shire waited patiently, breath snorting gently every now and again against the hair of the farmer’s youngest son, the only member of the family who could be spared to deal with a cast shoe.


			‘There we go,’ she said cheerfully, filing down the edges to her satisfaction. ‘That should make him more comfortable.’ She released the hoof and straightened up, fishing out a slightly frostbitten carrot from her skirt pocket, proffering it to the soft, questioning lips. The carrot vanished, to sounds of much appreciative chewing.


			‘Dad says to say thank you, Miss Morgan.’ Adam, who had only just turned six, eyed her solemnly, small hand diving into his pocket for the required coins.


			‘It’s a pleasure,’ smiled Jess, removing her sturdy gloves to ease the transaction. Adam dropped the coins into her palm and stepped back hastily, eyes still round with undisguised awe. Poor lad, he’d probably thought he was having his leg pulled when he’d been told it would be a female blacksmith wielding a hammer and beating metal into shape, sparks flying into the dark of the forge.


			The harbour had been accustomed to Mrs Wilkes helping her husband, but she was a foreigner, a stranger, all the way from her native Black Country, near Birmingham, where they did things differently. Besides, it had always been Mr Wilkes who’d taken the orders and the payment, indisputably in charge, just it should be.


			Jess patted Old Gladiator, who was snuffling against her pockets in hope of further treats. ‘Last one,’ she said, holding out a somewhat jaded carrot that, despite the shortages since the war, could be spared.


			Although being worked well beyond retirement, Old Gladiator was one of the lucky ones. He’d strained a muscle and was limping heavily when the rest of the horses were requisitioned at the start of the war. Fit only for shooting, Adam’s father had declared to the men who had come to collect him, unable to contain his fury at the prospect of being left with no means of getting the harvest in. And how did they suppose you could win a war when the country starved? Not that his arguments had made much difference when it came to the horses that pulled the plough in spring and brought in the harvest in winter. Even the pet pony from Enys Hall, fat and sleek with ribbons in its mane, had not been spared.


			Jess didn’t like to think what might be happening to the gentle creatures she had known all their lives, if they’d survived this long at all. When the baker’s lad had been back home on leave last summer, rumours had flown around the harbour of man and beast dying alongside each other in the mud of the battlefields, bodies no match for the mechanised power of a new kind of warfare, implacable in its horror.


			Jess placed the coins in the tin at the back of the forge and followed her customers outside, breathing in the welcome cool sea air as young Adam led his patient charge up the steep roadway towards the cliffs and the path through the meadows to the distant farm.


			In the winter light, the harbour gleamed with new-washed brightness, giving it a quietly cheerful air. After an entire day and night with even the fishermen trapped safe inside their cottages as wind and rain lashed the coast, the little row of shops had opened, women with shopping baskets on their arms pausing to exchange stories of loosened tiles and fences being blown down. One enterprising housewife halfway up the cliff was already hanging out armfuls of sheets and underclothes, determined not to miss the routine of washday at any cost.


			‘It almost looks like it used to, eh?’ Ben Wilkes pushed himself out from under the large motor vehicle parked at one side of the forge, dark hair tousled, overalls grubby with oil and dirt.


			‘I was just thinking you’d hardly believe there was fighting so close.’


			‘That you wouldn’t,’ he replied, cleaning his hands with an oil-stained rag and joining her. ‘Apart from the lack of men,’ he added thoughtfully.


			A flicker of fear started inside. ‘Only some, Ben. Many are needed here too.’


			‘So they are. Although there seem to be more women stepping up to fill the gap every day.’


			‘You don’t think we can manage, then?’


			‘There’s no need to sound so fierce. There were women studying with me at the Birmingham School of Jewellery, and working there too. Many were better than the men.’ He ruffled her hair affectionately. ‘Why else do you think I agreed to train you in metalwork?’


			‘Good.’ The knot of anxiety eased a little. Ben was as much a part of her life as the harbour itself, woven into her bones. Losing Mum so young, and Dad’s time taken up with his responsibilities as harbourmaster, the Wilkeses had been her family for as long as she could remember. She had played with Morwenna and watched Ben being trained up by his father in the metal workshop behind the forge.


			Even when Ben had left to further his training in Birmingham, they had known he would be back. It had made sense, to bring new skills to supplement the family’s income, with the rich taking up motor cars in place of carriages and even some of the more prosperous farmers starting to use machinery instead of scythes and a horse-drawn plough. But if Ben went off to war …


			Jess closed her eyes and shut out the vision brought by the rumours and reports in the newspapers. Ben wouldn’t join up. The Wilkeses were Quakers. It was one of their oddities. Not that they pushed their beliefs down your throat, but it was there, a deep conviction that meant Ben would never bear arms. Besides, he had come home to help his mother with the family business when old Mr Wilkes had died of a seizure last year, and what would they do without him? But she was horribly aware that now the first rush of volunteers had gone, and conscription had come in, his call-up papers might arrive any day. Morwenna was terrified her brother would become a conscientious objector and be shot as a coward, or for disobeying orders, despite his faith. You heard such stories.


			‘That’s a ship.’


			Jess’s eyes shot open. Ben had stepped towards the quayside, eyes focused on the entrance to the little cove. ‘It can’t be! Dad said none of the boats went out last night, and there’s not a trading boat expected for at least a week.’


			Ben stuffed the rag into his pocket. ‘That’s as maybe, but it looks as if it’s heading this way.’


			Jess followed his gaze. Sure enough, there was a ketch struggling against the waves crashing high against the rocky entrance to the cove. Around them word was spreading. Several of the shopkeepers emerged, joining their customers in curious stares at the unknown vessel. In the harbour, the fishermen inspecting their boats for damage straightened. A shout went up. Jess saw Dad dashing from the harbourmaster’s little office on the other side of the quay, shrugging on his jacket.


			‘Not the Hun, is it?’ demanded one of the fishermen’s wives, appearing from the next street holding her baby tight, her next-youngest clinging to her skirts. ‘My Billy says they’ve been warned not to fish the deep waters because of them underwater U-boats that can blow a boat right out of the water so there’s nothing but timbers left.’ Her voice rose in unmistakable panic. ‘He said they was preparing for an invasion.’


			‘Not in broad daylight, Mrs Williams,’ said Ben gently. ‘I doubt the Germans would mount an invasion for all to see. Just a trading boat blown off course in last night’s storm and in need of repairs, that’s what it will be.’


			A murmur went up from the onlookers as the boat swayed, bent to one side at an impossible angle, sail vanishing behind the white of the next roller. At the last moment, she righted herself, inching a little closer to safety. Friend or foe, it was a seafarer in trouble, and the harbourmaster’s responsibility to bring the poor souls inside to safety. Jess watched as Dad swung himself down into the small tug, already filled with eager rowers, which immediately set out across the choppy waters to guide the newcomer towards the quay.


			‘That looks to have been lucky to survive,’ remarked a fair-haired young man in a cashmere greatcoat, appearing at the far side of the motor car that Ben was repairing. ‘We were watching from Enys Hall. It looked to me as if it was aiming for St Ives, but couldn’t make it. The last thing we need is a shipwreck on our hands.’


			‘Yes, indeed, sir,’ said Ben, a little stiffly. Peter Howells was still watching the tug being bounced through the waves as it made its way towards the vessel.


			Jess risked a curious glance at his profile, with its Roman nose and clean-set jaw. Unlike the Bellamys of Enys Hall, high on the cliffs, the Howellses were London folk. Rich as blazes, and most of it from their munitions factories, went the whisper round the harbour. How else could they afford their fancy summer villa in St Ives?


			Quite a catch for Louisa Bellamy, now Mrs Peter Howells, and a good thing for the harbour, with the promise of new investment to return it to its former glory, when the Bellamys’ Leviathan Trading Company had exported Cornish goods all over the Empire. Not that any of them had seen a penny of investment yet, the wedding having taken place just weeks before the outbreak of hostilities. But once this war was over, it would be a new start for them all.


			Peter Howells flicked a touch of salt from the collar of his coat with a fastidious air. ‘So, manage to fix it, did you, Wilkes? I’m due back in London tomorrow.’


			‘All done, Captain Howells. You shouldn’t have any more problems.’


			‘Good man.’ A look of relief came over Peter Howells’ face; his shoulders relaxed a little. ‘I wasn’t sure how I was to get the thing mended. Fortunate that my wife wanted to visit her family before we left. I’d no idea there was a skilled mechanic in the harbour.’


			‘I’ve learnt to turn my hands to most things,’ muttered Ben. ‘The best thing a man can do, these days, I find.’


			‘We could do with men like you at the front. Can never get enough engineers. I can put in a word. It’d be better than going as an ordinary soldier.’


			‘I expect it would, sir.’ Jess could hear the stubbornness entering Ben’s voice. Ben had never been good at deference and the Howellses lacked the ties of mutual interest woven between the harbour and Enys Hall over generations. Besides, she knew only too well his time in Birmingham before the war had introduced him to a new world of evening lectures at the lending library and working men’s – and women’s – unions, fighting for better working conditions and the right of all men and women to vote. She had listened eagerly to his every word, feeling the exhilarating air of a new and bigger world breathing into the harbour, where nothing ever changed. But she felt pretty certain a Howells, whose money came from manufacturing, would not feel the same, and any whisper of being a pacifist was likely to get short shrift.


			‘They’ve managed to secure the boat,’ she said hastily. ‘Dad’ll bring them in safely now, but they’ll as like need help when they get here.’


			‘Yes, of course.’ Ben sent her an apologetic grin. ‘If you’ll excuse me, sir.’


			‘I’ll come with you, Wilkes. It’s the least I can do.’ So much for making sure Ben and Captain Howells never needed to speak to each other again. Jess watched anxiously as the two followed the fishermen hurrying to lend assistance. Luckily they appeared caught up in the drama of the moment, their previous conversation abandoned.


			Mrs Wilkes appeared at the door of the cottage adjoining the forge. ‘Young idiot,’ she remarked, watching her son vanishing among the crowd. ‘As bad as his dad. Mr Wilkes were a proper firebrand when I met him. Ben’s just the same. You’m a wise girl, Jess. No good getting on the wrong side of a Howells, not when one day he might well have a say over who stays and who goes. It’s all right fer Ben, he’ll be back to Birmingham once this war’s over; we’re the ones have to live here, and I’m too old to have to up sticks and start again.’


			‘He couldn’t do that, could he?’


			‘Talk is, the trading business has been so bad since the war, the Bellamys would have had to sell if it hadn’t been fer Miss Louisa marrying and the Howellses’ money to keep them afloat.’ She grunted. ‘If they put money in, they’ll want a say of how it’s run, you mark my words. My niece works in their munitions factory near London; she can tell you a thing or two about the Howellses. Sharp enough to cut themselves, that’s them. Useful thing is a private harbour. Must have had their eye on this one since they been spending their summers in St Ives. Least this way we’ll still have Mr Oliver to look out fer us. As long as we’ve got a Bellamy to fight our corner, nothing will change.’


			Jess shivered. For all her excitement at hearing of new ideas and new places, the little harbour was her world, everything she knew, where she felt safe. With a war raging so close, the fishermen were wary of going out too far into the sea. Whenever she had nightmares about enemy ships appearing, or the mysterious U-boats that somehow allowed men to breath underwater, she knew she only had to wake up and she would be back in her own little bed. The moment she opened her eyes, she had Dad to protect her and Aunt Sara to scold her for returning home as grubby as a miner, and what on earth had possessed her to become a blacksmith, when there were surely more ladylike ways of contributing to the war effort?


			The war had pulled the little community tighter together than ever, with food grown so expensive and the shortages and uncertainty, all overshadowed by the ever-present fear of the telegram boy bringing the worst of news to the families of those on the front line. Despite whispers of invading armies, she hadn’t thought of the harbour ever being broken apart, of it no longer being home.


			‘You’m done enough for now,’ said Mrs Wilkes, patting her gently on the arm. ‘That were a good job you did with Old Gladiator; we’ll make a proper blacksmith of you yet. I’ll get on with the mending of them gates. You go and see what’s up.’


			‘But those gates are heavy.’


			Mrs Wilkes chuckled. ‘I’ll manage. I need you to tell me what’s going on. Men don’t notice half as well, not even my Ben. Go on then, off with you.’


			Jess didn’t need to be told twice. Even though she’d seen Dad on his way back, she could never quite breathe until he was safely on land. With the swell so high, even in the shelter of the harbour, and with an unknown ship in tow with who knew what damage, anything could happen.


			She pushed through the crowd, reaching the ship as it was being secured at the quayside, with Dad already supervising the disembarking of a bedraggled collection of men and women, more than one holding babies in their arms, small children clutching at their hands. They waited silently on the quay, taking little note of their surroundings, huddled in blankets over damp clothing. A child began to sob, gently shushed in an unfamiliar language.


			‘Oh my lord,’ whispered Mrs Elsworthy from the bootmakers, holding her own baby tight against her shoulder.


			Jess joined Ben, who was helping an elderly woman with a rough bandage around her head to disembark. She took the woman’s free arm, steadying her, feeling the chill of her sodden coat.


			‘What happened?’


			‘Sounds as if they were passengers on a ship that foundered in last night’s storm.’ He nodded towards Peter Howells, who was deep in conversation with the ship’s captain a short distance way. ‘The crew saved as many as they could. Many more were lost.’


			They lifted the woman onto the shore, where she stood, bewildered.


			‘Poor things.’ Jess’s heart went out to the silent group.


			‘The lad here says he speaks a little English, Captain Howells,’ called Dad, as a lanky figure, no more than skin and bones, was ushered onto shore, holding a small girl against his chest. Her arms clung tightly around his neck, head buried in the threadbare front of his shirt.


			‘Good grief,’ exclaimed Mrs Carew, the vicar’s wife, pushing to the front of the crowd. ‘Where on earth have they all come from?’


			‘Young Frank Dupont here says they started off from France,’ replied Captain Howells. ‘The crew of their ship were all lost in the shipwreck. Frank and his sister are French, but the rest are refugees from Belgium.’


			‘I thought as much,’ said Mrs Carew, shaking her head wisely. ‘Poor wretches. There have been enough of them arriving since the beginning of the war. They can stay in the church hall tonight, until we sort something out.’ She began ushering the bedraggled little band towards the small church at one side of the harbour.


			Jess wished there was something she could do. She’d heard of refugees from the fighting arriving in their thousands on the southern coast, all homeless and desperate. Ever since the outbreak of war, copies of newspapers had been devoured, or read aloud to those unable to read for themselves, with their reports of the behaviour of the German army to the unfortunate villagers in the lands they had conquered. Most of it exaggerated, or propaganda, Dad had said; war was a vile thing, whoever might be fighting it. All the same, the tales were impossible to ignore.


			With the excitement over, the harbour slowly began to return about its business, but with a more subdued air. Peter Howells finished questioning the young lad who spoke English, and nodded, turning to speak to Dad and the captain. Frank still held the little girl close, but Jess could see that even her lightness was too much for his skinny frame. He was shivering violently in his damp clothing, legs trembling with exhaustion, as if he might collapse at any minute.


			‘Can I take her?’ she said anxiously. He shook his head, grip tightening around his burden. Close to, she could see he was older than he looked, more her own age, which made him skinnier than ever. Dark eyes looked out from hollowed eye sockets in the lined and sunburned face that could almost have been that of an old man.


			She glanced towards Ben, who nodded.


			‘Why don’t you come with us,’ he said. ‘That hall’s a draughty old place at the best of times. At least the forge is warm.’


			‘Forge?’ Frank rolled the unfamiliar word in his mouth, frowning at them, as if his brain was unable to take in anything new.


			‘Fire,’ explained Jess, miming the striking of a hammer on anvil. If anything, he looked even more puzzled, but the faintest of smiles appeared at her attempt to communicate.


			‘Please.’ His grip tightened even further around the little girl. ‘My sister, she stay with me?’


			‘Yes, of course.’ Jess was horrified. ‘We wouldn’t dream of separating you.’


			He nodded, the taught lines of his face easing a little. ‘Then please. Yes.’


			Jess glanced back towards Dad, but he was still deep in conversation with Peter Howells and the crew from the stricken ship, and she knew better than to interrupt him when he was on harbour business.


			She did not dare try to help Frank while he held onto his sister as if to the last thing in the world. Instead, she fell in beside him, with Ben on his other side, waiting to catch him if he should fall, as he walked slowly and painfully towards the forge.


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			Mrs Wilkes was waiting for them when they arrived, having clearly been unable to resist watching the drama unfolding on the quay.


			‘Of course they can stay here,’ she said. ‘For as long as they need. Why, you’m wet through,’ she exclaimed as she ushered them inside. ‘Morwenna!’


			‘Yes, Mum?’ Her daughter’s head appeared round a small door at the far end of the forge.


			‘We need blankets, and there’s them old trousers of Ben’s we was going to cut up for rags, and any jumpers you can find. And there’s them clothes we kept in case.’


			‘Yes, Mum.’ Morwenna stared at the new arrivals before disappearing on her mission.


			Frank moved closer to the forge, still holding the little girl tight. In the light of the dying flames, Jess could see steam beginning to rise from their clothes, vanishing into the rows of hammers stacked up against the whitewashed walls, along with chains and rows of horses’ shoes, between broken railings, part of an old cart, and half a dozen buckets waiting to be mended.


			Morwenna reappeared within minutes, carrying a basket containing a jumble of blankets and clothes. Mrs Wilkes riffled through, pulling out a smallish dress and a coat.


			‘Don’t hold with sentimentality, but it does have its purposes,’ she remarked. ‘This were Morwenna’s favourite when she was small. I were keeping it for when she had a daughter. Well, a good thing, now it’s needed. Too big, but it’ll do. And this will do fer you, young man.’ She held it out towards him. ‘For you.’


			Frank nodded. Humiliation passed over his face, immediately hidden. The hand that took the garments had an attempt at cleanliness, but Jess could see the ingrained dirt showed the battle had been lost long ago.


			‘Charlotte …’ He put down the little girl, who wriggled and protested in murmurs, hiding her face against him. He undid the broken remains of buttons to release his sister’s dress, gently easing off the filthy underskirt, while persuading her to release her arms long enough for him to pull on the dress. It was far too long, but Morwenna vanished again, this time to return with a piece of ribbon she tied around the waist.


			‘There you go,’ said Mrs Wilkes triumphantly, buttoning up the cardigan, which nearly reached to the little girl’s knees but fitted close enough to help keep the dress in place. She scratched her head at the shoes, which had been beautifully made but were too small for her and worn to nothing. ‘No boots, I’m afraid, but we can find you some socks, dearie. I can’t sew to save my life, but I can knit and socks are my speciality. Now, you come with me and let that brother of yours get dry too.’


			The girl shrank from the proffered hand, holding on tight to the only anchor in her life.


			‘What’s your sister’s name again, dearie?’


			‘Charlotte,’ he replied. ‘She not speak.’


			‘Of course not, poor little thing. No one would expect her to understand English.’


			He shook his head. ‘Not speak. Nothing. Not since we left.’


			‘Oh my lord,’ said Mrs Wilkes. ‘Well, you explain it to her in your own language, and tell her I’ve some hot soup for her while she waits.’


			He bent close, whispering to the little girl as he adjusted her dry clothes, with a hand as practised as a mother’s.


			Mrs Wilkes caught her lower lip between her teeth. ‘Poor things,’ she said, with an unfamiliar crack in her voice.


			The girl began to look frightened. She shook her head, face disappearing into his shoulder once more.


			‘I am warm enough,’ he said, with an apologetic smile.


			‘Nonsense, young man, you’ll catch your death,’ said Mrs Wilkes. ‘There has to be some way of distracting her, just long enough for you to change.’


			‘I know,’ said Morwenna. ‘You can watch Ben work.’


			‘Of course.’ Jess smiled encouragingly at Charlotte. ‘It’s magic. Real, proper magic.’


			Frank whispered in his sister’s ear. She looked up warily, but with a sign of being just a little intrigued. More whispering, and she nodded.


			‘Good.’ Morwenna grinned at Jess. ‘You as well. Jess makes the magic, too, just you see.’


			Jess found Frank eyeing her curiously as he translated for his sister. Like her brother, she was painfully thin and several years older than she had first seemed. Blue eyes searched Jess’s face, as if not quite daring to trust any sign of friendliness.


			Jess smiled at her. ‘Come on, I’ll show you.’


			She led the way through the back door of the forge to the small workshop set in the back yard at a safe distance away from the privy.


			Even before the war, Jess had jumped at the chance of helping Mrs Wilkes, when her husband had grown too frail to carry on the heavy work in the forge. Female blacksmiths were rare, but not entirely unheard of. Dad had been slightly bemused at this eccentricity, but clearly viewed it as loyalty to Mrs Wilkes and something she’d soon grow out of, especially once she started courting. Aunt Sara, who had come to live with them after Mum died when Jess was very little, muttered constantly about Jess ruining her hands and her complexion, and what man would settle for a girl with a right arm stronger than his own?


			Not the sort of man she’d look at twice, Jess had decided, although she tactfully didn’t voice this aloud. If Aunt Sara suspected she had a passion that consumed her, or that her dreams were not of princes but the delicate patterns Mr Wilkes and his son formed from metal, Jess knew she’d be dragged back to serving in Mr Hansard the baker’s as a suitable occupation. Not to mention it being a prime location for meeting eligible young men, who would be more than ready to fall in love with a girl with flour on her hands, handing out the tastiest of pies as if she had made them personally.


			Jess loved every minute of learning to heat metal to the correct temperature to be beaten into shape. She’d learnt to mend gates and fences and even the odd kettle, grown thin from too much service over the fire. Helping with the shoeing of the few remaining horses and ponies had daunted her at first, but, under Mrs Wilkes’ tuition, she had gradually gained in confidence. Since the war, she had even begun to learn the inner workings of the motor vehicles that seemed to break down at the most inconvenient moment, with no one quite sure how to confront the mysteries of their engines.


			She enjoyed the challenge and the sensation of pushing her body to the limits of its strength, and her mind to the limits of its ingenuity; but it was in the little workshop at the back of the forge where alchemy took place. She still missed old Mr Wilkes, who had been persuaded to continue to allow her to help him most evenings with the mending of broken necklaces and brooches, along with the intricate workings of clocks and pocket watches. But it had only been with Ben’s return that she had managed to get some proper training in the working of pewter, working her way towards the finer skills of silver and copper.


			It was dark inside the workshop, lit only from the light of a small fire and light streaming in from a deep-set window onto a long workbench.


			‘Come and have a look, Charlotte,’ said Jess, drawing up a chair for the little girl to stand on. She pointed to a brooch formed into the stylised shape of irises in the Art Nouveau style, gleaming in gradating hues of purple against a background of soft green. ‘They look like precious gemstones. You’d never guess it was just coloured glass, ground up fine and heated until it becomes liquid.’


			‘That’s the skill in it,’ said Ben, looking up briefly up from his work to smile at the little girl. ‘Gemstones are just there to be positioned. Enamelling is an art in itself.’


			‘It’s beautiful,’ sighed Jess wistfully, watching closely as he returned to forming the patterns. She still despaired of ever being able to match his dexterity in etching patterns into metal before filling them with the luminosity of enamelling. Even before he had returned from the Birmingham School of Jewellery to help his mother, Ben had already attracted commissions from several wealthy families.


			Despite the shortages, it seemed there were still those who could afford fine necklaces and earrings. Aunt Sara, who had spent half her life in London, said that her friends were still going out to dances and restaurants and that life must go on. At least it had allowed Ben to gradually build up his little business, training a slightly dubious Morwenna – whose heart was set on creating delicate embroidery that few in the harbour could afford – to help him as his work increased. One day, he declared, they wouldn’t have to mend motor cars to help pay the rent, and Mrs Wilkes could finally retire from the heavy work that you could see was getting too much for her even though she’d never admit it.


			Jess secretly hoped Ben would soon be able to employ her to help him as well as Morwenna. She was determined to work hard and learn all she could, until she could create the kind of patterns Ben formed beneath his lithe fingers, jewels that came to life, obeying his every whim.


			Next to her, Charlotte was distracted by the sketches scattered over the desk. The fingers of her free hand closed over a pencil.


			‘Here, there’s paper,’ said Morwenna, retrieving a scrap of wallpaper Ben had been using for his designs, turning it over to reveal the plain backing. Charlotte hesitated, longing on her face. Still not quite releasing her brother’s hand, she made one hesitant line on the plain back of the paper, followed by another, her face gradually relaxing into absorption as patterns began to appear beneath her fingers. The paper slipped a little on the bench, marring the curve imitating the elegance of Ben’s flowers. Absently, she freed herself to steady the paper with her left hand.


			After a moment’s hesitation, Frank vanished discreetly to change out of his sodden clothes, returning within minutes, buttoning up a shirt and shrugging on a jacket that enveloped him, making him appear more emaciated than ever.


			Ben soon abandoned his own work, his gaze falling on Charlotte, who was still oblivious to her surroundings.


			‘I wish my students at the Birmingham School of Jewellery had been so dedicated. And so skilled. That’s a remarkable gift for one so young.’


			‘Maman painted …’ Frank sought a word. ‘Very small.’


			‘Miniatures?’


			‘Yes. Miniatures.’


			‘Was she with you on that ship, dear?’ asked Mrs Wilkes, gently. ‘And your father, too?’


			Frank shook his head. ‘After the soldiers came …’ There was silence, broken only by the steady scratch of Charlotte’s pencil.


			‘Well, you’re safe now,’ said Mrs Wilkes. ‘You’ll be safe here, you and your sister. Come on, let’s find you something to eat and a bed to sleep in until something more permanent can be sorted out.’


			‘Merci. You are kind.’ His eyes followed Jess, who was picking up the bowl she was working on, tapping away with a small hammer, feeling as the pewter bent into shape. ‘You make?’


			‘I’m trying to. I’m learning the techniques. I want Ben to teach me how to do enamelling.’ At Frank’s blank look, she picked up a small brooch to show him. ‘With glass. You melt it, then it sets hard and shiny when you polish it.’ He nodded. ‘Only Ben won’t let me until I learn to do this properly first.’


			‘Trust you to want to run before you can walk,’ said Ben, laughing.


			‘Nothing wrong with ambition,’ she retorted. Frank’s eyes moved from one to the other, as if trying to work something out. ‘It’s all right. Ben always thinks he can boss me around, just because he’s older than me and I don’t have a brother of my own.’


			‘I don’t boss anybody. And anyhow it’s pointless, as you never take any notice.’


			A faint smile appeared on Frank’s salt-chapped lips, his face touched with unbearable sadness. She wondered how long it had been since he had found himself among the easy banter of a safe family home, and her heart broke.


			‘Do you paint too?’ she asked.


			He shook his head. ‘No. I make …’ He struggled to find the words, eyes travelling over the workbench until it rested on a small wooden box Ben used for keeping bits of glass to grind down into powder. ‘Like this.’


			‘You’re a carpenter?’ His brows knotted. ‘With wood?’


			He nodded. ‘With wood. Yes.’


			‘Then you’ll always be able to make a living,’ said Ben. ‘There’s always a call for carpenters. Before the war, the artists in St Ives were always wanting their pictures framed and shelves built to hold their supplies. With that kind of skill, you’ll soon be able to make a home for you and your sister.’


			‘I hope,’ he replied quietly. Across Charlotte’s head bent over her drawing, Jess met his eyes. They were dark and haunted. The look of one who would never feel safe again.


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			In the elegant drawing room of Enys Hall, on the cliffs overlooking the little harbour, Mrs Bellamy listened intently to her son-in-law’s account of the unexpected arrivals.


			‘And were many lost?’


			‘I’m afraid so.’ Peter Howells glanced apologetically towards his wife. Louisa shuddered and turned away, the rubies of her earrings glowing blood-red in the lamplight.


			‘Then we must do what we can for the poor souls who have survived such a terrible ordeal. The church hall is no place for women and children. We have enough room to house them here until a more permanent solution can be found. Rachel, my dear, you can help me get the rooms in the west wing ready.’


			Rachel Bellamy closed the forgotten book lying on her knee, placing it on the table next to her. ‘Can’t you ask Cook to release Hannah from scouring pans for while, Mama? I can take the Ford down to the harbour. We can’t expect them to walk up so steep a hill. I’ll be better employed using my Red Cross training to assess any who are in need of a doctor than making up beds.’


			‘My dear, Hannah has so much to do already, and we can hardly ask Louisa to accompany you, when she has so little time with her husband as it is.’


			‘I’m perfectly capable of going on my own, Mama, and I don’t think anyone is going to be concentrating on the proprieties when there are lives at stake.’


			‘You are quite right,’ said Peter, jumping to his feet. ‘Those families looked perfectly wretched. I’ll help you. Two motor cars will be better than one.’


			‘But your mother is expecting us to be back for dinner,’ said Louisa. ‘They’ve seen little enough of you as it is while you’ve been on leave.’ Her voice grew plaintive. ‘Especially with business keeping you in London for so much of the time.’


			‘It’ll only take a few minutes to fetch the babies and their mothers in the motor car,’ replied Peter, two points of colour appearing on his cheeks. ‘It’s the least we can do. We can get back to St Ives in plenty of time to join the others for dinner.’


			‘Yes, my dear,’ murmured his wife, turning her face away towards the fire.


			‘Good,’ said Rachel, making her escape before her mother could launch any further protest. She hastily changed her shoes for more practical boots in the hallway, heading for her brother’s Ford before Mama could change her mind. It still held the faint scent of Oliver’s cigarettes. One of his coats was flung with his customary carelessness on the passenger seat. The evening was colder than she had expected. She pulled the coat on over her cardigan, feeling the comfort of his presence enveloping her.


			She missed her younger brother more than she could say. For as long as she could remember, it had been her and Oliver sneaking off together on adventures, racing down the steep steps cut into the side of the cliff down to the little beach at one side of the cove. Taking out the rowing boat as far as they dared, hugging the rocky shoreline until they reached St Ives. Oliver had volunteered the day war had broken out and was now somewhere in France, with only his letters to reassure them he was still alive.


			In those first months she had hoped, like everyone else, that the newspapers were right and it would soon be over. But she only had to see Papa’s grim expression and the brittleness of Mama’s temper to know that her hope was in vain. Her parents couldn’t stop Oliver from volunteering to fight for his country, any more than the Howellses had been able to prevent Peter, who had also joined up in those first heady days of the war, when so many of the young men, rich and poor, had left in a rush of idealism.


			Rachel shivered. Neither of her parents had ever recovered from the death of their firstborn son, just three years ago. Reckless Simon, who’d always seen himself as invincible, had been caught in a snowstorm while on a walking holiday in the Alps. Only their guide and one other of the mountaineering group had survived; the rest had been lost to the relentless cold. Such a senseless waste of life, their mother had said, when his body was finally returned. Such a stupid, senseless waste.


			Rachel turned the wheel, following Peter down towards the harbour. Life was so fragile – that was the lesson Simon’s death had taught her from an early age. So impossibly fragile. To be lost in the turning of a sunny day to ice, or calm waters stirred up by a sudden storm. Now there was war raging across the Channel, with thousands dying every day, yet she was expected to stay at home, unable to do anything useful.


			‘Are you certain about this?’ said Peter, coming to open her door as she pulled up.


			She jumped out without taking the support of the proffered hand. ‘I can hardly back out now.’


			‘They were in a pitiful state when I saw them on the quayside.’


			‘All the more reason to put my feelings onto one side,’ she returned, sweeping past him into the hall. The moment she entered, her bravado slipped. For most of her life she had been pressed into her mother’s work with the poor, raising funds and taking food and clothing to women who had lost their breadwinner to illness or the sea, but not even the worst of the Downlong area of St Ives had quite prepared her for the wretched tide of humanity crammed into the tiny hall, far too many for the chairs, with most crouched in small groups on the floor. It was the silence that unnerved her the most. No crying babies, no scolding mothers. Just the chilled stillness of the deeply shocked, with no emotion left.


			‘Poor things, they must have had little enough to start with as it was,’ said Mrs Carew, pausing in the making of tea to join her. ‘Now so many have lost friends and relatives to the sea. We are attempting to make a list, but it’s almost impossible. The women who have lost their children are the most pitiable. I never thought to see so much despair in one place.’


			‘At least we can offer them warmth and food and somewhere to sleep tonight,’ said Rachel, forcing herself to remain practical.


			‘That’s true, and very good of Mrs Bellamy to make such a generous offer. It wouldn’t be seemly to house them here with the men. Some of the harbour families have offered, but they have little enough themselves and most have no space to spare. You must convey my gratitude to your mother – this is by far the best solution.’


			For the next hour or so, Rachel ferried her traumatised passengers, each to be taken away by her mother the moment they reached Enys Hall. As she returned for her final journey, she stopped to knock on the door of the forge.


			‘Good evening, Mrs Wilkes. I was told there were two of the refugees here. We’re taking as many of the women and children as we can up to Enys Hall. There’s room for a few more.’


			‘They’ll be all right here, miss,’ said Mrs Wilkes. ‘They’m nicely settled, seems a pity to move them.’


			‘But you’ve not much room as it is.’


			‘My sister’s making them up a bed,’ said Ben, emerging from an inner room to lead against the doorpost, arms folded. ‘I’ll be comfortable sleeping in the workshop, Miss Bellamy. They’ll be quite safe here.’


			‘I didn’t think they wouldn’t,’ she returned, bristling slightly at his tone. Even her father’s tenants, she recognised with irritation, saw her as a feeble do-gooder, a silly middle-class woman stepping briefly out of an obsession with ribbons to earn her place in heaven before returning to the safe world of romance novels and securing a husband to keep her in unthinking comfort for the rest of her life.


			‘Ben’s right, Miss Bellamy,’ said Mrs Wilkes. ‘They’re safe as houses here. Best give some others a chance of a warm bed.’


			‘Yes, of course.’ She was ashamed of her momentary irritation. This tragedy was larger than her feelings and her dissatisfaction with her own life; she should simply be doing all she could to help. ‘Thank you. And if there’s anything you need, Mama will be happy to provide it.’


			‘Miss Bellamy?’ As she made her way out into the evening light, she found Ben behind her.


			‘Yes, Mr Wilkes?’


			‘I was going to bring this up tomorrow, but if you’d like to take it now it’s all ready.’ He opened his hand, revealing a small, oval-shaped locket, intricately decorated with swirling patterns of light blue, set around a cluster of darker forget-me-nots.


			‘It looks like new,’ she exclaimed. ‘That’s just how I remember it. My grandmother knew how much I loved her locket; that’s why she left it to me. Thank you, Mr Wilkes. Mama said you were the right person to mend it. So now I can wear it.’


			‘It was a pleasure, Miss Bellamy.’ His voice softened. ‘This looks as if it might be Russian in origin. My own skills at cloisonné can’t match those of a real master. At least not yet. To be honest, I learnt so much from working on this. I might even try the pattern myself, if you don’t mind.’


			‘No, of course not.’


			‘The mechanism was the tricky part. I’m afraid it was beyond mending, but I made a new catch to keep it securely shut.’ He demonstrated, opening up the tiny spaces for portraits inside.


			‘That’s perfect. Thank you.’


			‘All ready for a new life,’ he said, a little wistfully. He closed it again, holding it in his hand as if unwilling to let it go. He had forgotten her, absorbed in the delicate beauty of the swirls of inlaid metalwork.


			That was true passion. Not the overblown gestures of the romantic hero in the novel she had so willingly cast aside earlier that evening, impatient with the wilting timidity of the heroine who seemed unable to step a foot outside her door without needing to be rescued. Clear, deep passion. It took her breath away.


			‘I’d rather be able to make something like that than own it,’ she said, without thinking.


			He looked up. ‘There are many ways of finding a purpose in life.’


			‘So I’ve heard.’ She winced. Was she really that transparent?


			‘The trick is to find them.’


			‘Yes.’ She held his gaze for just a little too long, the social distance between them forgotten as he tried to make her out, as if seeing her properly for the first time and finding the woman beneath the fine lady from the family who owned every part of the harbour and could have him thrown out on the slightest whim.


			Heat went through her, sending shivers shooting through each limb and an unfamiliar tugging deep in her belly.


			‘Enjoy your locket.’ He sounded faintly embarrassed as he placed it in her hand, still soft from his warmth. ‘Goodnight, Miss Bellamy.’


			Her legs were shaking as she reached the Ford, fingers clumsy as she placed the chain round her neck for safety. The locket rested in the hollow between her collarbones, a gentle pressure she would never be able to ignore.


			But there was no time to think. Her final group of passengers were already waiting for her outside the church and the day was fading fast. With all lights forbidden for the fear of Zeppelin raids, she’d no wish to negotiate even the short drive home in the dark.


			To her relief, she managed to reach Enys Hall before the day vanished completely. As the small group of women and children were led inside by Hannah – who, as the Bellamy’s general maid, had been on her feet since well before dawn and was beginning to stumble with exhaustion – Rachel found Peter propped against the bonnet of his motor car, smoking in the last of the light.


			‘A good day’s work,’ he remarked as she joined him. ‘I ought to be getting Louisa back to St Ives.’


			‘Mama said she telephoned your father to let them know you’d be delayed.’


			‘That was thoughtful of her. But it’s late. We will expected back in time for dinner and I don’t want to create a fuss.’ He finished his cigarette. ‘I’ve been thinking I might suggest Louisa spend more time with you here after I rejoin my regiment. Papa is determined to take the family back to London for the duration, despite the danger of Zeppelin raids. He’s quite convinced that even the Hun won’t dare firebomb Mayfair. He may be right, of course, but I’m worried Louisa has no friends of her own there. I don’t like the thought of her being unhappy, especially with things being so uncertain.’


			‘Louisa will always have a home here.’ She was tired and still disturbed by the unexpected sensation stirred up by Ben Wilkes just now, and all she wanted was to get inside and be alone with her thoughts.


			‘Thank you.’ Peter extricated another cigarette from his ornate silver case, inlaid with mother-of-pearl. As he held the match to the end, she could see his hand was shaking. The sudden flare revealed his face, less formal than his usual expression. Younger, more mobile. More vulnerable.


			Rachel hesitated. Under normal circumstances, she barely exchanged more than a few words with her brother-in-law, thankful that he avoided all but the most superficial conversation. She might not be a beauty, or known for her sparkling wit, but his pride was clearly still offended by her pointed refusal to respond when he first began his visits to Enys Hall, signalling her, as the eldest daughter, out for his attentions.


			Papa had been delighted at seeing the prospects for his most troublesome child; the one who, despite much schooling in the art of being pleasant and demure, had never quite been able to resist expressing her own opinions, so acquiring the reputation of a bluestocking and not the kind of wife to be relied upon to spend her days soothing her husband’s brow. Papa had been openly relieved he might not find himself with a daughter left on the shelf after all, and deeply disappointed that it had been Louisa, who had a dozen suitors flocking around her already, who had eventually become Mrs Peter Howells.


			‘Louisa said you are rejoining your regiment at the end of the week.’


			‘Yes. I have to go to London first – I’ll be joining them from there.’ He was silent for a minute. ‘Rachel, can I ask you to do something for me?’


			‘If you wish.’


			‘Take care of Louisa? I mean, if I don’t make it, that is.’


			A jolt went through her. The possibility of Peter not returning was something they never discussed. For all they knew otherwise, it was still something that happened to other families, not them. It was unthinkable. ‘Yes, of course I would.’


			‘She is so very trusting. I’ve asked Tobias to take care of the practicalities and make sure she is looked after, of course.’


			‘Oh,’ said Rachel, biting back the urge to say that the last person she’d ever want looking out for those she loved was Peter’s younger brother. There was something about Tobias that set her teeth on edge. It wasn’t so much that he treated her with undisguised contempt, but that he appeared so confident of his own future glittering success, even after word spilled out that he had failed his Oxford examinations miserably. He seemed to assume a place would be bought for him by his father as his right, as if such things as examinations only applied for lesser mortals. Tobias didn’t strike her as someone who would look out for anyone’s interests other than his own.


			‘But I still feel she needs her own family too. I’m not sure how she might cope if left on her own.’


			‘Louisa is stronger than she looks.’
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