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For those who fought the war beneath the waves




Chapter 1
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The castaways


At first glance Emmy thought they were certainly dead. Poor lost boys, she sighed inwardly as she hurried down the rocky cliff path towards the beach where the previous night’s heavy surf had delivered them, human shoals on the edge of the water, the lacy foam idling around them like a discarded bedspread. The tiny waves lapped gently at their sides, the sea clearly exhausted after a night of churning, swirling devilry. Today it resembled a sparkling mirror, its face smooth and reflective, the early morning sunlight polishing the flat surface to a brilliant, glossy sheen. Emmy’s boisterous Irish setter, Jack, had also spotted the still forms that lay among the driftwood and detritus of the tideline. He raced past her, mouth open and tongue lolling in excitement, his soft chestnut fur rippling gracefully with his movement, and came to a shuddering halt over the closest of the two bodies, first sniffing and then licking the sandy face with enthusiasm.


‘Jack!’ she called after him, horrified, ‘show some respect!’ With the skirl of startled seabirds rising behind her, she dashed down the path, ignoring the rusty barbed wire that disappeared into the clumps of thrift and sea campion along its verge and the rocks that tumbled under her boots as she sped headlong, determined to avoid an atrocity. For all she knew, that wretched dog was busily defiling the dead.


But by the time she had crossed the wet sand and reached the nearest of the two prone forms, she understood what Jack had been trying to tell her. The man at her feet, lying half-in and half-out of the surf, his limbs splayed awkwardly, was beginning to stir. Thank goodness, Emmy breathed, allowing herself a huge sigh of relief. At least one of these poor souls had survived his watery ordeal. She crouched over the prone form as the man, young, flaxen-haired and now starting to protest at Jack’s continued ministrations, tried to pull himself up. Emmy pushed the dog away and Jack, undeterred, moved off to inspect the other body. The young man struggled to sit up and Emmy bent down next to him, helping him into an upright position.


‘Careful now,’ she told him, ‘just take it slowly, you might be hurt.’ He sat, breathing hard, and shook his head slightly as sand spattered around him. Then he looked up at her in wide-eyed wonderment before turning suddenly, as if remembering his companion. But Jack had reached the other man first and was now applying his own form of treatment, evidently pleased with the success of his first attempt.


The second man was further along the beach and was lying on his side, his head turned away from Emmy. Her heart began to sink. Despite Jack’s best efforts, he was not stirring. The first man was becoming increasingly agitated, clearly concerned for his friend, mumbling incoherently so that she failed to understand a word he spoke. Emmy calmed him as best she could, reassuring him that she would help his fellow castaway. It suddenly struck her that this man was either in shock following the trauma of a shipwreck or some other marine disaster, or he could not speak English. Either way, he was having trouble understanding her and she had no idea what he was saying.


She walked quickly across the sand to the other still form, reaching it just in time to see an arm rise up and push Jack away. Relief surged through her as she neared the man. There had been too many bodies washed up on this particular beach in western Cornwall since the start of the war, almost four long years ago. Emmy was heartily sick of the dreadful feeling of loss that accompanied each, the knowledge that someone somewhere would mourn these men, possibly for the rest of their lives, without the least idea of their fate. Today she felt a small sense of victory, as if, in some way, Death had been denied another clutch of victims. But, she reminded herself, much depended on the state of these men. If they had been badly injured by whatever terrible event had catapulted them into the surf, Death might yet have the final say.


She reached the second man and touched his shoulder. He responded weakly, looking up at her with pale, grey-blue eyes that told of utter exhaustion. Emmy smiled.


‘I’m here to help,’ she told him in what she hoped was a reassuring voice. ‘Let’s get you up to the house and out of these wet clothes.’ Again, she was not sure he understood her, as he simply lay his head back on his outstretched arm and closed his eyes. Emmy was alarmed. This man was completely spent, that much was clear. Perhaps he was also ill as he was beginning to cough and his breathing sounded laboured. She bent to gather him to her and stand him as best she could and was relieved to feel strong arms helping her. The first man was clearly in far better shape and had managed to get to his feet, mustering sufficient strength to cross the beach. He was now doing his utmost to help her move his friend.


Between them, they raised the second man to his feet and, supporting him under both arms, staggered along the beach and up the rough pathway that skirted the cliff to the house, with Jack dashing ahead as if to show them the way. Fortunately, the path was at the lowest point of the cliff and, while still quite steep, it was by no means impossible for the two of them, carrying their now semi-conscious burden, to stumble to the top. There they rested for a moment as the back face of a buff white, double-storey house loomed over them, its intricately corniced windows with their ornate, stucco surrounds peering down in curiosity at the strange procession.


The trio staggered through a wrought-iron gateway in the silver-grey Oleaster hedge that bordered the lawn, across the grass and through elegant French doors into the rear sunroom of the house, moving along a passage and into a sunny little bedroom, its red gingham curtains neatly edged and sitting precisely on the windowsill. With a combined effort, which proved difficult to coordinate given the obvious language barrier, they swung the young man onto the bed where Emmy pulled off his boots and left him to sleep while she guided the other man, now close to exhaustion, to a second bedroom across a spacious, light-filled foyer which boasted a beautiful staircase at its centre. He collapsed on the bed and curled up, falling asleep almost immediately, even as he too was relieved of his sodden boots. Emmy was now also feeling the effects of the strenuous journey from the beach and leaned against the door to catch her breath before deciding that a hot cup of tea and a little rest were precisely what was required before she tackled the task of cleaning an ocean of sand from her two castaways.


Her tea brewed, she sat in a comfy chair close to the window of her bright, airy kitchen and closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth of the morning sunlight, and began to sip the steaming liquid. It was weak, of course, as tea had been rationed early in the war and she was using her supply sparingly, determined to eke it out as long as possible. It would help if she knew how long the war would last, but for all the advice available to the average Briton, some estimate of the duration of the conflict had proved beyond the ability of the government and its coterie of advisors. It was now early July 1943 and the war was closing in on its fourth year and showing no sign of concluding. So she husbanded her precious tea leaves and planned for a lengthy campaign. Ah, she sighed as she wallowed in her tiny taste of luxury, there was no denying the restorative virtues of a good cup of tea, despite the fact that it almost needed to be helped out of the pot. She had just reached the halfway point when the insistent tinkling of a bell spelt the end of any form of rest. She sighed. Her mother needed her.
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Emmeline Penry-Jones had lived in the lavishly appointed, doublestorey house on the Cornish cliff for close to three years. A nurse by profession, she had been widowed early in the war and had left her position in a major London hospital to move to Cornwall to nurse her ailing father following the relentless pleading of her brother. Not that Emmy’s parents, Hubert and Muriel Burdekin, were Cornish. The house had been bequeathed to Hubert by his eccentric Uncle Frank, who had built the solid but elegant brick dwelling several decades earlier, having fallen in love with this particular piece of the Cornish coast. Frank, a retired accountant with a canny investment brain, had nurtured a dream of owning a stately home, but equipped with the necessary modifications to ensure his personal comfort. A lengthy search for the requisite dwelling had produced a number of possibilities, but all with antiquated plumbing and primitive kitchens that seemed to be relics of the Dark Ages, and little in the way of efficient heating.


Refusing to be deterred, Frank had eventually decided to build his own home, stately in appearance but with a very modern interior, and the result was something akin to a large, extravagantly decorated box. He had added various touches to the exterior that he felt would proclaim the dwelling’s individuality, and thus its owner’s, but a surfeit of singular ideas and the inability to choose between them had eventually produced the architectural equivalent of a mixed metaphor. The corners of the house had been edged with cast stone quoins, it had been rendered in a colour that Frank dubbed ‘antique white’ and decorated with elaborately carved cornicing above the windows, which were edged with intricately laced stucco, while the pitched slate roof sported a profusion of double chimneys. Inside it was equipped with every modern convenience that Frank could install. Money was no object, thanks to the wily accountant’s booming investments, and the house blazed with electric lights, was warmed by radiators fed by steam pipes that originated in a large boiler in the basement, and contained several bedrooms, all with ensuite bathrooms, the ‘latest thing’ in modern living. Frank declared himself highly satisfied and moved into his blissful abode to live as a gentleman squire, his plan to employ men from the local village, an idyllic fishing hamlet with the oddly whimsical name of ‘Tot’, to install and maintain the extensive gardens that naturally should surround such a remarkable dwelling.


The obviously archaic and dialectic origins of the village’s name had long since disappeared from the collective memories of the inhabitants of Tot. On being quizzed by their newest addition, even the most ancient villager had simply shrugged and responded that the ‘old folk’ had known, but they had all died, leaving the explanation hanging. The vast majority of the village’s inhabitants were either fishermen or farmers, and they quickly christened the house on the cliff ‘Frank’s Folly’, laughing at the antics of their would-be squire over a pint at the local pub. But they soon grew fond of Frank, a rangy, wild-haired, bear of a man who became a regular patron of the little village stores and installed himself in an oaken pew in St Ninian’s, the tiny, grey-stone village church, for either matins or evensong as the fancy took him. A hefty donation to fund a substantial renovation to the church’s dangerously teetering spire saw him elevated to the status of benefactor and he found himself close to acceptance as an honorary villager. His genial nature, and generous payments to the smattering of brawny local lads who trotted up the hill to till his fields and tend his gardens, sealed the deal and the villagers declared themselves well satisfied with their newly acquired lord of the manor. His was the first new blood in the little settlement for almost half a century, according to the older generation, whose members were markedly slow to accept ‘blow-ins’ from the city. But Frank was a ‘good ’un’, they declared, nodding almost imperceptibly lest anyone think they had acted in haste or, worse still, shown enthusiasm, acknowledging that this ‘new feller’ might just last the distance.


Tot lay some two miles from the Folly, down a gentle slope which was traversed by a narrow country road that cut the green fields either side like a dark ribbon on a green bodice. It comprised a motley collection of old stone houses that crowded down a culvert-shaped valley into the sea, as if a giant child had tipped his toy houses in a heap and forgotten to tidy them. They clustered and jostled at the harbour’s edge where faded, storm-lashed fishing boats rested, tied up along an ancient, weather-beaten pier. The village itself boasted just one main street which led back from the harbour and up the shallow valley, the local businesses set side-by-side along the street, which ended in a crossroads. The houses petered out on the other side of the crossroads where the roads continued stoically on towards nearby hamlets and towns in various directions, while one meandered up the hill to Frank’s Folly.


The village was enormously proud of its self-sufficiency. As the only settlement of any size in the district, it attracted all the local farmers and landowners and boasted a comfortable population which was, in turn, reflected in the variety of shops that populated its centre. The pub, which not unnaturally was the beating heart of Tot, lay in the main street alongside the butcher, baker, greengrocer, post office, police station and ship’s chandler, the church keeping a discreet distance a block away from the business precinct as if to dissociate itself from the grubbiness of trade. A doctor and chemist had set up residence in more recent times, a little outfitter’s store had opened in what had been an old warehouse and an enterprising widow had converted the front of her cottage to tea rooms. But the villagers’ pride and joy was the railway station, set, like the church, just back from the main street, but no less important. There were elderly residents who could remember the fanfare with which this subsidiary line of the famed Great Western Railway had come to Tot, connecting it with the main line that travelled to the bustling town of Penzance. ‘God’s Wonderful Railway’ it had been nicknamed by wags the length and breadth of the country, and the villagers subscribed heartily to the theory that the railway had been heaven-sent. Importantly, it had never left, despite occasional station closures in other small population centres. The inhabitants of Tot regarded it as a source of pride that they now had almost a direct line to London — not, as they were quick to point out, so that they could go to London, but so that London could come to them.
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Uncle Frank had set up house in his Folly, which he had grandly titled ‘Burdekin House’, endowing it with his family name in a move that he had assured himself would grant both him and his remarkable residence a form of immortality. But the Cornish coast was all that eccentric Uncle Frank had fallen in love with and, despite a series of rather questionable affairs with local widows, spinsters and the daughters of district farmers, perhaps more out of curiosity on their part, he had never married, much less sired any legitimate offspring to whom the house could be left. Thus it was that his favourite nephew, Hubert, had been an initially reluctant beneficiary of his uncle’s largesse.


By the time he had inherited Frank’s Cornish idyll, Hubert Burdekin had been ready to retire, although his sights had been set on a cosy cottage in the fashionable Cotswolds rather than a boxy manse atop a Cornish cliff. But he had been very fond of Uncle Frank and, in any case, he decided that he should at least see the house before he determined its ultimate fate. He and his elegantly fastidious wife Muriel motored down to Cornwall one weekend in late May, resisting the temptation to take the much-vaunted railway, and quietly dreading what lay in store. Having not visited the region for some decades, they were pleasantly surprised by the beauty of the lush green landscape, the verges a mass of blooming flowers and the weather mild and clear. They delighted in the village with its pretty shops and rows of quaint houses, their frowning stone faces transformed by colourful window boxes. Hubert and Muriel strolled through the street, stopped for tea and scones in the tea rooms and declared themselves charmed by all they saw.


A short drive up to Burdekin House only added to their enchantment with their surroundings and they quickly succumbed to the lure of the beautiful Cornish coast, which proved just as enticing as it had for Uncle Frank. The house had been left fully furnished and lovingly cared for by a plump, garrulous housekeeper who was keen to instil in them the joy that Uncle Frank had known in his clifftop home. It worked. They stayed several days — ample time for Hubert to decide that a sea change would be just the ticket for his retirement. Muriel had not been quite so sure, reluctant to part with the lively social set she had cultivated among the London ladies, but had eventually decided that she had little to lose and possibly might even enjoy life by the sea. Perhaps her ladies could motor down from London for a visit, or take a first-class ticket on the train. After all, the roads were good and the trip was pleasant, with plenty of little towns and villages with alluring tea rooms and pretty shops full of antiques, curios and bric-a-brac along the way. With her own little village just under two miles away at the end of a good road, Muriel began to rather fancy a spot of country living, although she insisted to Hubert that they at least keep their townhouse in London, just in case she tired of the quiet life. Emmy and her comfortably proportioned brother, Marcus, could take the train from London for regular visits and even Marcus’s rather highly strung wife, Delia, might enjoy a country excursion — in small doses, of course.


Then war broke out and everything changed. Marcus, by now an ambitious if middling bank executive and the father of two extraordinarily precocious children, Charles and Ophelia, decided that he should take his little brood to the safety of Canada, possibly, so Muriel thought, her eyes narrowing, at the urging of ‘that Delia’. Delia was not the type to cope with the inconveniences of war, least of all the threat of rationing and shortages, next to which the looming possibility of invasion appeared as merely a minor inconvenience. No, she could not be expected to do without life’s necessities, particularly if this should impact on her social life, which she deemed absolutely essential to her husband’s career and her children’s prospects. Marcus duly arranged a transfer to a Canadian branch of his bank and, by the time war was declared in September 1939, they were gone, even as Muriel protested that Cornwall was probably far safer than Canada.


Emmy, on the other hand, had met a dashing young Army captain, Toby Penry-Jones, marrying him in a sandbagged registry office after a whirlwind courtship of mere months. Following a ceremony which took less time than it had taken the bride to dress, Emmy emerged softly beautiful, shining and radiant in a cream satin cocktail dress with intricate lace sleeves, clutching a posy of tiny, delicate Cécile Brünner roses. Muriel, fashionably dressed in blue silk and lace, dabbed at her tears with a matching lace-edged handkerchief, mourning the large church wedding she had always envisaged for her daughter and regarding this ‘formality’ as minimal at best and conducted with almost indecent haste. She had been mollified slightly by a letter from Marcus informing her that this was a very good match, as Delia’s friend, Lady Rydalmere’s daughter, had assured her that the Penry-Joneses were terribly well connected.


But the haste proved all too necessary as the handsome Toby embarked to join the British Expeditionary Force in France just weeks later, in April 1940. Emmy remained in London and continued to nurse, writing to Toby on a daily basis and making extensive plans for their married life on his return. She began to refurbish her parents’ elegant little Georgian townhouse which sat companionably close to its neighbours in a pretty terrace in a leafy corner of Earl’s Court. As she added colour here and soft curtaining there, she also took a careful look at the cosy second bedroom with its cherubic wallpaper and muted lighting, hoping to transform it into a nursery. Emmy was a midwife with a love of children and had high hopes that she and Toby would one day be parents to a large brood — if only the war would leave them alone.


But the war had other plans and news of Toby’s death during the retreat to Dunkirk brought Emmy’s life to a virtual standstill. She was twenty-two and widowed after less than two months of marriage, having spent just six weeks of that time with her husband. She was utterly devastated, her first reaction the overwhelming belief that her life was at an end, such was the depth of her love for Toby. She cried for days and could barely function during the brief memorial service that his parents insisted on holding. There was no body, such was the shambles of the retreat that he could not be recovered, and so a plaque was dedicated in the little church close to his family home and Emmy gazed mournfully at its flat brass face, the only symbol of the life she and Toby had planned with the innocent joy of newlyweds. Every night, alone in the aching emptiness of the townhouse, she would wander into the soft silence of the second bedroom and, overwhelmed by what might have been, the tears would begin anew.


It was the evacuation of a batch of wounded men from Dunkirk that marked the start of her long and painful recovery. Toby’s best friend, Peter Carmichael, had been badly wounded in the action that had cost Toby his life and was now recuperating in a London hospital after a series of operations that had ultimately saved him. Emmy visited Peter as soon as he was out of danger, mindful that he would bring memories of Toby flooding back, but desperate for those memories all the same. Every day she hastened to his bedside, fussing over him and checking on his progress. Then the devastating aerial bombing campaign that was the Blitz opened in all its ferocity and Emmy suddenly discovered what a precious commodity nurses had become. She threw herself into her work, quietly grateful for the skyrocketing demand for nurses at the time she needed to be busiest. She slipped off to see Peter from time to time until he was moved to a convalescent home in a stately manor house outside London which was simply too far away for regular visits. She found herself working eighteen-hour days as the Blitz increased in intensity, the nightly bombings producing a relentless procession of battered and broken people. It was the children who affected her most, their tiny, damaged bodies and wide, shocked eyes haunted her, day and night, their pitiful faces never leaving her as she inched forward through the endless line of casualties. She snatched fitful bouts of sleep in between shifts, thankful only that the Luftwaffe had yet to target her hospital, but well aware that it was just a matter of time. But by now, Emmy was simply too exhausted to care.




Chapter 2
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Complications of a family kind


By November 1940 the Luftwaffe had largely moved from daylight to night raids, many of these now targeting industrial and portside targets away from London. With the onset of winter, the weather intervened, providing a protective cover of low cloud and fog that promised sporadic relief from the raids. As Christmas approached, Muriel and Hubert pleaded with Emmy to come to Cornwall, even for just a few days, so that she could rest and enjoy some semblance of festive cheer. Emmy refused at first, desperate to avoid time to think about Toby. But her watchful matron interceded, recognising the signs of exhaustion, and Emmy reluctantly allowed herself to be persuaded to take five days off for Christmas. Clutching a small case with a few items of clothing and her precious photographs of Toby, she squeezed into the now-crowded train from Paddington Station that spilled over with troops and frightened evacuees. She was grateful to secure a corner seat where she could curl up, giving in to her burgeoning fatigue, and snatch an hour or so’s sleep while the train crawled south and then west. She pressed a sixpence into the hand of the guard with a plea to wake her before they reached Penzance where she would have to change trains. He was as good as his word and she woke to a chill, grey sky, a biting wind and the news of early snow.


Emmy was determined not to dampen her parents’ Christmas cheer and joined in as much of the festivities as she could, all the while conscious that this should have been her first Christmas as her beloved Toby’s wife. She visited the pretty village with her parents, merrily wishing the locals the best of Christmas cheer and responding to their questions about London, which clearly represented a modern Camelot — entrancing, mysterious and, thankfully, a long way away. Her duty done, she spent long hours either walking on the windswept beach with her father’s excitable Irish setter, Jack, for whom this was pure bliss or, when driven indoors by the weather, sitting by the fire fuelled by driftwood which now warmed Hubert’s library given the rationing of coal for the boiler that provided the central heating. There she would keep her father company, listening to Beethoven, Rachmaninov, Mozart or Bach and pretending to read, all the while mired in thoughts of Toby.


If only he had lived! They had such plans. They would travel, they would take bicycling tours and fishing holidays and explore Roman ruins. They would have a family, with curly-haired boys and brighteyed little girls, a cat and a dog just like Jack. It was madness to think of their plans now that he was gone, as if she was totting up the bill to quantify just how much she had lost. But she found she simply could not help herself and gave up the attempt to deflect her attention elsewhere. It was just beyond her.


The days flew past and Emmy began to prepare for the arduous return journey to London. Despite her misgivings, she realised that the break had been good for her. Her matron had been right — unsurprisingly, as her matron had a habit of being right. Emmy smiled to herself. Matron was a good woman, endowed with a tongue as sharp as a razor, but an extremely capable nurse. Emmy had learned a great deal from her and enjoyed working with her. Yes, she was looking forward to returning to her lovely little Georgian townhouse with all its Toby memories, but she was also looking forward to returning to the hospital. There she was a member of a close-knit team and she felt valued and secure in the knowledge that others were concerned for her wellbeing. Besides, her best friends were her fellow nurses and she missed their company. She also remembered with a pang that she had not seen Peter Carmichael for some weeks and knew she should find time to visit him. He had written to tell her that he was getting married and had invited her to the wedding, a registry office affair like her own, as they generally were at that time. But she could not cope with weddings, with all the memories they evoked, and had pleaded for his understanding. She hoped he had recovered sufficiently to return to some form of work, although she knew he would not be fit for active service, not now and possibly not ever. She breathed a small sigh of relief. She did not want to lose Peter, who she considered her last link with her lost husband. Toby’s family had never been terribly welcoming, taking offence at the whirlwind engagement and marriage. They were particularly well heeled and had long believed that their handsome, charming son would marry a young lady of noble breeding with a position in society. Somehow a middle-class nurse did not quite fit the bill, never mind that their son was hopelessly in love with her.


Emmy booked her train ticket and settled in to share a glass of Hubert’s claret with him on her last night in Cornwall, listening to his favourite Mozart pieces on the gramophone and chatting about the war, trains, dogs, people he had known, almost anything. They shared a rich and jocular friendship as well as a close father-daughter relationship, having formed a special bond based on a common love of rambling along the cliffs and beaches and the same taste in books and music. Emmy had truly loved her time at home and would be sorry to leave. Alas, she told him with a heavy heart, duty called. A veteran of the last war, he understood all too well the clarion call of duty.


But, again, fate intervened and, before the night was out, her father had woken with severe chest pains, his breath coming in sharp, laboured gasps as he fought for every gulp of air. Despite his protestations that this was most likely simple indigestion, that he had probably drunk too much claret and eaten too much for dinner, Emmy suspected that he had suffered a mild heart attack. The village doctor, George Cartwright, a clever and accomplished man whose decision to buy a country practice in Cornwall had left everyone mystified, agreed. While Hubert was not a big man, he was stocky with a comfortable girth, and enjoyed a rich diet featuring plenty of game and cheese, easily obtainable in the countryside despite the stringent rationing regime. Likewise, he was all too fond of a regular glass of claret from his well-stocked, pre-war cellar. It was not a lifestyle that promised longevity.


George settled Hubert with a sedative and some painkillers, prescribed the commonly used heart medicine Digitalis along with plenty of rest, and sat with Emmy to discuss her father’s condition. He told her gravely that, in his opinion, Hubert had had a narrow escape and that the attack had probably weakened his system significantly. He needed good nursing, a strict diet regime based on vegetables — unhappily, for the meat-loving Hubert — regular, gentle exercise, and to live quietly. This, George suggested, would extend his life for perhaps another two years at the most, although only time would tell. Emmy nodded sombrely, quietly frightened that she would lose her closest companion. She would search for a retired country nurse to help her mother manage her father — if one could be found in wartime England — and, perhaps once the war was over and she could be spared from the hospital, she would come herself and spend her father’s final years with him. Everyone said that the war would only last another year at the most, and then Emmy could take over from the nurse.


However Emmy’s brother Marcus had other plans. Apparently unable to make the hazardous crossing from Canada — or denied parole by ‘that Delia’, declared Muriel — Marcus telephoned regularly for updates on his father’s health. Always a delicate and sensitive soul, he uttered little squeaks of horror at the thought of hiring a nurse. But, Mummy dear, he told Muriel, wasn’t there an obvious solution? His darling sister was a qualified nurse, was she not? Why yes, agreed his mother. So, argued Marcus the banker, why hire a perfect stranger at enormous cost when his sister was the ideal person to nurse her father? It made no sense. None at all, echoed his mother. And besides, continued Marcus, now on a roll, he was absolutely certain that dearest Emmy would prefer to nurse Daddy through his dotage, since they had always been so terribly close. All that remained was for Marcus, as de facto head of the family now that Daddy was ill, to break the news to the hapless Emmy.


‘But I have a job in London,’ she exclaimed indignantly, ‘they need nurses desperately with all the casualties from the bombing.’


‘Emmy, darling, you have a father in Cornwall,’ replied her brother with uncharacteristic insistence, ‘and his needs are far more important than those of a group of working-class strangers in London. There are plenty of nurses, they can do without you for a few months. And anyway,’ he added knowingly, ‘Delia assures me that most women stop working as soon as they remarry.’ Emmy was predictably horrified.


‘What a dreadful thing to say! And I’ll have you know that I am not planning to remarry.’


‘Goodness,’ replied her brother petulantly, ‘there’s no need to be so fierce, dear, I was just stating the obvious.’ He sniffed significantly. ‘Now, far be it for me to remind you of your duty, but your place is with Daddy, it is your duty as a daughter,’ he told her pointedly, reminding her anyway. ‘If you do not see sense, I may have to be firm with you, Emmy.’ He paused to endow his statement with the necessary gravity and Emmy heard him draw a deep breath. ‘I’m afraid if you do not telephone the hospital with your resignation, I will be forced to do so myself.’


‘You will do no such thing!’ Emmy readied her ammunition to deliver a well-aimed salvo at her brother and his interfering wife, but was interrupted by the crisp voice of the operator.


‘Three minutes, Sir, do you wish to extend?’ Clearly Marcus felt he had made his point as a buzzing on the line was all that remained of his bleating, nasal tones. Emmy replaced the receiver forcefully in its mounting, imagining her brother railing in indignation, fully supported by Delia who, for some reason, Emmy could never warm to. The feeling was mutual as Delia, who had approved of the marriage despite never having met Toby, condemned Emmy for not insisting that her husband stay home and ‘let someone else do the fighting’. Really, having not put her foot down, she had no-one else to blame but herself for the consequent loss of said husband. Emmy felt her hackles rise at the very thought. She dismissed her chinless brother and his strident, snobbish wife, adamant that she would find a very capable nurse, pay her well and simply visit from London on a regular basis. That was that.
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It was later in the evening, just as Emmy was considering retiring to her room to pack for the next day’s journey to London, that her mother found her. Muriel was a tiny, birdlike woman with a natural elegance. She had fine features with high cheekbones and soft, wavy, auburn hair that she had set once a fortnight at a salon in Penzance despite stern words from the government which condemned such luxuries as ‘unnecessary expenses’. She was almost obsessively careful about her appearance, delighted that the same government was sufficiently perverse to consider beautifully made up women so crucial to the nation’s wartime morale that it refused to ration cosmetics, even though some of the components used in their manufacture were essential to the military and supplies were now running low. Beautiful women, crooned the fashionable ladies’ magazines, were a critical boost to the morale of the fighting man and, while Muriel’s man had completed his fighting in the last war, she deemed herself sufficiently essential to those other men around her that she maintained a carefully rouged and powdered face with the appropriate slash of lipstick ‘whatever the circumstances’.


But Muriel’s pretty features dissolved as she confessed to her daughter that she felt increasingly distressed at the gravity of Hubert’s illness and frightened that she would have to organise nurses, carers and other medical staff.


‘You’ll not let someone else look after your daddy, dear, will you?’ she asked plaintively, her eyes glistening and her hands busily kneading a damp handkerchief. Emmy sighed and put her arm around her mother’s slender shoulders.


‘Mother, I will find someone wonderful who you and Daddy will both love and who will take the very best care of him.’ She held her mother close, not entirely sure that she had not been enlisted by the dastardly Marcus to ensure that Emmy stayed. She dismissed the thought just as quickly, certain that her brother did not possess the intelligence to plan such subterfuge. ‘I will not entrust Daddy’s care to just anyone — it will be someone we will all approve of and who I’m sure will quickly become just like another member of the family.’ She pulled back and looked her mother in the eye. Right on cue, a tiny tear dribbled its silvery way down her soft face, leaving a little track in her signature translucent powder. Emmy sighed again. This could be more difficult than she had expected.


Ultimately, Marcus had prevailed and Emmy had stayed. Her matron had understood.


‘Of course your place is with your father, Sister, we’ll see you back as soon as he’s settled,’ she had told her. Emmy’s initial indignation had melted in the face of her father’s obvious gratitude and delight at having her live at home once again, ‘just like old times’ as he put it. She loved her father dearly, and began to consider that her initial reaction had been selfish and was now deeply grateful that she had the opportunity to spend the last years of his life with him. She was surprised to find that leaving London had helped her recover from Toby’s death, as if being removed from the places they had shared and where they had been so happy, particularly their stylish little townhouse with its almost nursery, helped to take her mind off her loss. She leased their pretty home, stopped cataloguing their failed plans, imagining what they might have had and railing against the fate that had denied this to them. The visions of bicycling holidays and curly-haired children began to recede, although her resentment of her brother did not. She continued to seethe at his dismissive attitude towards her career and the apparent inevitability of her remarriage. She began to be almost grateful that the war showed no signs of reaching an early conclusion, leaving him conveniently trapped in Canada. Good. Let him stay there for the next decade or two and see if that improved his manners.


[image: ]


Hubert had surprised George Cartwright and his family alike by rallying his strength and living far longer than they had all expected. Emmy had stayed to nurse him, George securing an exemption for her when the government decreed that all women aged between twenty and forty and not engaged in full-time employment were required to register for war work. When Hubert eventually succumbed to a massive heart attack in early 1943, Emmy had been devastated. She had become very comfortable in the routine she had established in Uncle Frank’s country mansion. Days of walking with her father, a little gardening, some sketching and trips into the village were bookended by cosy chats in which she realised that she had come to know her father far better and had learned much about him that she had never even guessed. She had had no idea that he had loved boating and fishing and had struck up friendships with local fishermen, eventually buying his own little yacht and building a tiny boatshed at the back of a sheltered cove on the other side of the cliffs. A little path meandered down to the cove and back to the boatshed which sat in a cosy alcove beyond the reach of the waves, probably a smugglers’ lair, Hubert had noted, relishing the notoriety. He had furnished the boatshed with a map table and comfy chair, a large storage cabinet for charts and a shelf which he filled with books on tides and fishing — his ‘headquarters’ he called it. There he spent happy hours poring over his charts and maps of the local area, visited occasionally by some of the village fishermen who shared his love of all things maritime and engaged in lengthy discussions of swells and shoals. It was all Emmy could do to curtail his more adventurous plans, frightened that he would jeopardise his fragile health. But she also recognised the value of his pure enjoyment of his country pursuits and she was convinced that this had worked to extend his life.


But perhaps the greatest surprise for them all was the effect of Hubert’s death on Muriel. Always regarded as a strong woman with a particularly robust constitution despite her delicate appearance, Muriel had been shattered by the loss of her husband, even though she had been anticipating it for some time. Emmy had expected her to mourn deeply, to perhaps shun the company of the many friends she had made in the village and remove herself from society — but only for a few months. Then, she had expected her mother to pick herself up and return gradually to the activities she loved most — much as she had insisted Emmy do following the death of Toby.


Muriel had certainly grieved deeply, but had gone much further. A chatty, lively woman with dainty manners who loved good conversation, she had soundly formed opinions, listened avidly to the BBC on the wireless and read The Times and the Women’s Institute magazine Home & Country religiously. But she had taken to her bed after the funeral and declared in ringing tones that life was not worth living without her darling Hubert. A stream of rousing letters from Marcus with ‘tips for recovering from the loss of a loved one’ had failed to shake her out of her depressive state — unsurprisingly, thought Emmy who, when she had read Marcus’s recommendation for ‘voluntary work such as the tidying of churchyards’, had wanted to violently shake the recommender. Truly, Marcus had no idea at all.


Emmy had taken Muriel’s grief in her stride and decided that her mother needed some cossetting and plenty of sympathy, particularly in the first few months following Hubert’s death. But then Muriel had begun to have difficulty walking, lost her balance and started to exhibit symptoms of a far more serious condition. Emmy had begun to worry. Her mother complained of dizziness and vertigo and a buzzing in her ears. She called Dr Cartwright, who drove up from the village late one afternoon in his ancient Daimler, pleased at the prospect of tea with the lovely Mrs Penry-Jones and hopeful that Mrs Burdekin’s condition would simply be a passing ‘state’, the result of her recent bereavement.


George Cartwright and Emmy had become firm friends from the start. Each liked the other’s no-nonsense approach and they soon found they had plenty in common given their respective medical careers. George was a man who was easily contented, enjoying the serenity of his uncomplaining wife, Laura, and modestly happy in his marriage. But he found himself delighting in the company of the beautiful young widow in the big, eccentric house on the cliff. He was pleased that she seemed to have put her own bereavement behind her, despite losing a husband she had clearly loved deeply, and had remained bright, cheery and optimistic. He knew she would apply the same tenets to her mother and hoped that Mrs Burdekin could be persuaded to re-embrace the lively social life she had made for herself in the village where she was renowned as a stalwart of the church, a prominent member of the local Women’s Institute and an authority on the growing of roses in the windswept, sandy soil that characterised the local area.


Emmy and George conferred initially in the large, cheerful kitchen over a cup of tea and a scone, with Emmy describing her mother’s symptoms at length. George became increasingly concerned. This was no simple matter of the impact of profound grief, but rather had all the hallmarks of a serious illness. They climbed the stately, sweeping staircase with its polished oak bannisters, of which Uncle Frank had been inordinately proud, and went to greet the patient. When Muriel had taken to her bed, she had insisted on remaining in the beautifully appointed top-storey bedroom she had shared with Hubert, assuming that she would soon regain her mobility. Now she had decided that she was incapable of managing the staircase, even with the assistance of Emmy and the good doctor. Besides, the room was spacious and airy with magnificent views and had its own bathroom, courtesy of Uncle Frank’s insistence on modern conveniences. While it meant the constant carrying of trays up the staircase, Emmy did not object. After all, happiness had obviously extended her father’s life and perhaps it could do the same for her mother, whose illness Emmy had decided was serious after all.


George agreed. He greeted Muriel with his usual old-school charm and proceeded to listen carefully as she described her symptoms. Muriel had straightened her pretty, lace-edged bedjacket, patted her cheeks to a rosy hue and primped her slightly faded auburn hair, now washed and dressed by Emmy as travelling to the salon in Penzance was simply beyond her. She was pleased to see George — he was the signal that her daughter was taking her illness seriously. While she was confident in Emmy’s ability as a nurse, she often felt the young woman’s bedside manner was somewhat clinical and lacked the empathy that her illness should have evoked. But nice Dr Cartwright was a different matter. He might have been quite young to be taken seriously as a medical man — clearly still in his thirties — but he was sensible and a very good listener. She studied him as he popped a thermometer in her mouth and then took her pulse. George was a tall man with a generous head of dark hair and lively brown eyes. His face was square and his features regular, his jaw set straight and his carriage erect. Muriel approved. He was the sort of man she would have loved her daughter to marry, rather than the dashing young officer who had delighted them all and then got himself killed almost the moment he set foot in France. If only she could have persuaded Emmy to wait until he returned safely before marrying him, she might have been less inclined to have grieved so deeply. Muriel had been very fond of Toby, although she knew the Penry-Joneses had disapproved of the marriage, imagining that Emmy was not sufficiently upper crust for their beautiful son. Muriel would have liked to snort in indignation, but the thermometer prevented all but a small sniff.


The examination concluded, George bade a gracious farewell to Muriel, promising to return as soon as he could with some medication that would prevent her nausea, control her dizziness and perhaps even reduce the discomfort of the buzzing in her ears. He followed Emmy down the glorious staircase, marvelling at the workmanship evident in the carved balustrade. They sat together in the kitchen over another cup of tea as they discussed the results of the initial examination.


‘You’re right, Mrs Penry-Jones, at this point, I’d have to say that she has all the symptoms of Meniere’s Disease.’ Emmy nodded, well aware of what this would mean. ‘I’ll conduct a few more tests, but I think they will only confirm the diagnosis.’ He paused as his gaze lit on the young woman who sat opposite, dressed sensibly in a simple white shirt and a pair of tan slacks that accentuated her lithe form. He was reminded of Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s recent comment that the war would be won by women in trousers smoking cigarettes and drinking coffee. Emmy did not smoke and he had never seen her drink coffee, but he would be happy for her to win the war wearing trousers like those. He raised his eyes with an effort, marvelling at the rich tones of her dark hair in the sunlight, the tiny crease of a dimple in her left cheek and the suddenness of her blue eyes against her pale skin. Those blue eyes were currently regarding him with concern.


‘There’s no cure, is there?’


‘I’m afraid not. But there are some medications that will provide symptomatic relief and I think that’s about the best we can hope for.’ Emmy nodded again, thankful that at least there was something that could relieve the sweeping nausea and dizziness that overwhelmed her mother every time she attempted to stand.


‘I wish I knew what had caused this — it’s just plain peculiar. I thought it might be something to do with losing Daddy, but ...’ she shrugged and smiled at George. ‘Well, we’ll just have to make the best of it.’ She patted his hand. ‘Thank you for coming out to see her, you have cheered her immensely. I’m sure she thinks I don’t take her complaining seriously.’ George smiled back.


‘Always a treat to come out for a cup of tea with you and your mother in this beautiful house, Mrs Penry-Jones.’ He reached for his bag and Emmy stood to show him out. ‘I’ll have the results from those tests in a few days’ time and I’ll also consult some colleagues to see if anyone has more advanced ideas on treatment. I’ll be in touch.’


‘Thank you, Dr Cartwright, I do appreciate your kindness.’ Emmy retrieved the doctor’s hat and coat and shook his hand at the door, watching as he disappeared into the soft haze of the early evening.


She heaved a sigh. Meniere’s Disease. This was serious and would require careful nursing, particularly given the characteristic loss of balance, dizziness, nausea and ringing in the ears that were its hallmarks. Perhaps she should think about employing some staff. With Hubert’s death, the housekeeper had finally given notice, telling Emmy that she had been planning to find some war work, but did not like to leave while Mr Burdekin was ill. The cook had also given notice, off to join the Women’s Voluntary Service, and Emmy suspected them of collusion. But she could not blame them and was just grateful that they had stayed long enough to help during Daddy’s illness. She sighed. At least she still had Lizzie, the young woman who cleaned for her once a week. She knew Lizzie would not be dashing off to join the women’s services or find work in some armaments factory as she was married to a local fisherman and they were expecting a baby. Emmy was perfectly capable of preparing a meal for herself and her mother, washing clothes and doing a little dusting now and then. Really, there was precious little to do.


As for the garden, young Clarrie Jenkins from the village, the son of a prominent fishing family, had been tending to her vegetables and Muriel’s roses for the past year. The unfortunate Clarrie was mad keen to enlist, but had just been rejected by the RAF for his eyesight, having failed in his bid to join the Army due to his flat feet and the Navy because of his bad teeth. Emmy was quietly grateful to them all, as Clarrie was a very good worker despite his officially documented infirmities, and she certainly planned to keep him on. She knew there was talk of the Cornish fishermen being called up into the Merchant Navy and hoped that this would not happen too soon as, given his years of experience on his father’s boat, and despite said official infirmities, Clarrie was bound to be included.


But, for all that Emmy was keen to become self-sufficient and reduce her staff, she was well aware that Meniere’s was a serious business and she would have to be very careful that she did not exhaust herself caring for her mother and managing the house. She decided to wait a month to see how she coped. She heaved a sigh and booked a call to Marcus in Canada, preparing to break the news of Muriel’s illness. Best tell him personally rather than write, despite the expense and the constant nagging of the government to clear the airwaves for the services which, unlike the average citizenry, ‘really mattered’.
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As it transpired, Emmy managed her mother’s illness far better than she had thought possible. It helped that her mother seemed to respond well to George Cartwright’s treatment regime, much of which he confessed was ‘somewhat experimental’, adding hastily that it was very safe, if a little cutting-edge. But Emmy was confident that George knew what he was doing and regarded the stabilising of her mother’s condition as ample proof that the good doctor’s treatment was working. George dropped in every day for the first week or so, his visits gradually tailing off as Muriel’s condition plateaued. While admittedly there was no cure, there was certainly a means of ensuring that the little lady would spend her days in relative comfort. Emmy settled into a routine and gradually asserted her independence from both regular doctor’s visits and the necessity for domestic staff. Lizzie was reduced to fortnightly and Emmy began to toy with the idea of reducing her further. She felt immensely proud of her ability to manage, particularly as her mother’s medication took hold and the insistent tinkling of the little hand bell diminished to several times a day rather than several times an hour.


And then, just as her routine was established and her life felt organised once again, two young men were washed up on the little beach below the Folly on a still July morning in 1943 and everything changed.




Chapter 3
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Awakening


Emmy had experienced plenty of hard nursing during her years in London and she was used to moving and washing patients and changing sheets, often around those who remained blissfully comatose. Just hours after the two men had been helped into bedrooms on the ground floor of the house where they had collapsed exhausted onto beds and immediately fallen into a deep sleep, she had pulled them out of their dirty, sand-drenched and sodden clothing and washed them, dressing them each in a pair of her father’s pyjamas that she was now grateful her mother had refused to allow her to give to charity. She had changed the now-sandy linen and refreshed the bed as, all the while, the two remained fast asleep. The stronger of the men slept soundly, barely stirring, even as Emmy checked his breathing and tucked the sheets around him.


But the other man slept fitfully and Emmy quickly realised that he was running a fever. She sponged his damp forehead and watched as he tussled with some mental agony, occasionally turning his head and mumbling something incomprehensible. She looked down at the prone form. There was no doubt he was a handsome man, his pale skin acquiring a pearly, translucent sheen in the sunlit bedroom, his blonde hair pushed back from his forehead where his floppy fringe lay soaked in sweat. Dark smudges under his eyes proclaimed the severity of his condition and his lips parted now and then as some image troubled his mind. Emmy had removed his pyjama jacket as his temperature climbed, leaving just a singlet. She was grateful for the warm weather and the absence of the usual damp chills which might have threatened him further. She sponged his upper arms, determined to break the fever and bring his temperature down. His arms were taut and muscular and his shoulders strong and broad. While his illness made him look young and vulnerable, Emmy was aware of a sense of nobility that somehow emanated from the prone form. He was a beautiful man, she decided, settling on this as the best description of the fine, aquiline nose and carefully chiselled features. Somewhere, there was someone who would be missing this young man very much.


The stronger man continued to sleep and sleep deeply. Emmy checked him regularly, but had little doubt that he was simply exhausted after goodness knows how many days in the sea. She studied him for a moment. Like his companion he was blonde, although his thick thatch of hair resembled the colour of wheat in the late summer sun while the other’s locks were the fairest of fair. This man was darker in pallor, his brows strongly defined and his features somehow more square and solid. His nose was broader and his mouth more prominent, his lips thick and generous. He was muscular and well built and bore the hallmarks of solidity and staunchness. Emmy sensed that he was sturdy and was sure he would recover quickly, particularly once she was able to feed him a hearty country meal.


In the early afternoon George Cartwright dropped in to check on Muriel. He greeted Emmy with his customary warmth and received a detailed update on the patient’s condition. He was pleased with the way Muriel seemed to be stabilising and also with the way Emmy was coping. She was strong and sensible, that much was clear. They climbed the sunlit staircase deep in conversation until, reaching Muriel’s bedroom, Emmy tapped lightly and opened the door, announcing that Dr Cartwright had come to check on his patient.


‘His favourite patient,’ added George theatrically. Muriel was predictably delighted, always thrilled to be fussed over. Emmy stepped back and let the doctor weave his spell. Muriel clearly adored him and became almost coquettish in his presence. It amused Emmy to see her mother transformed in this way. Goodness, how the years fell away when Muriel decided to become flirtatious. Even as she watched, Muriel smoothed her wavy, grey-streaked auburn hair, adjusted the pink ribbons on her chenille bedjacket and pinched her cheeks to heighten their colour, evidently grateful she had added a dab more lipstick. She could have been welcoming a gentleman admirer rather than a country doctor.


George stayed with Muriel for half an hour before joining Emmy for a cup of tea and a chat in the warm, sunny kitchen which smelt of fresh bread and country cooking. The patient, he announced, was doing very well, considering. Her nausea appeared to have diminished and the dizziness seemed less pronounced, although she admitted she only left her bed when necessary in a bid to avert its worst effects. Her ears had likewise improved, responding to a regular dose of M&B tablets, a reliable antibiotic in which he placed much faith. He thought perhaps they had been slightly infected and there was less evidence of tinnitus, the ringing in the ears that was one of the recognised symptoms of Meniere’s Disease. Muriel had obviously been feeling much better as she had quizzed him on the latest village gossip until Emmy had reminded her that Dr George had many other calls to make and his time was precious. Nonetheless, Muriel extracted a promise from him to investigate a new treatment for dizziness and to return once he had consulted a few professional colleagues.


Emmy smiled knowingly. Muriel always found a way to lure nice Dr Cartwright back. George likewise smiled in response, aware of the manipulative tendencies of certain of his patients. But he also smiled at Muriel’s enchanting nurse who, as always, was managing beautifully and making light of any difficulties. He would be glad to come back, glad of any excuse to spend time with this radiant creature who never failed to brighten his day. What a shame the poor girl had been widowed so young, she would have made her husband a very happy man, of that he was certain.


Before George took his leave, Emmy asked him to look in on her sick sailor. Shipwrecked sailors were common in that part of western Cornwall and George was often called to attend to broken bones and hypothermia as a result. Most were either transferred to the hospital in Penzance or recovered after a few days of good food and rest. George was not surprised to find two rescued sailors in Emmy’s downstairs bedrooms. He knew she had taken in several over the past few months and Hubert had also rescued a number of men since the outbreak of war. But George was conscious that Emmy was also nursing her mother and was concerned that she might be taking on too much. She dismissed his concerns with her customary smile.


‘Oh Dr Cartwright, they’re no trouble, really they’re not. Besides, as soon as they are well enough, they’ll be on the train to London. My only concern is feeding them from my ration book. You know how much young men eat!’ she added with a laugh. George promised to help, reminding her that he could authorise additional rations for convalescents. She thanked him and steered him towards the cosy bedroom where the handsome blonde man lay asleep, pallid-cheeked and wheezing slightly. George listened to his chest and took his temperature. Yes, he thought it was likely that the young man had bacterial pneumonia and it was time for some antibiotics. Perhaps he could start a course of M&B, which had proven so successful in curing Muriel’s ears. It would also reduce the fever.


Emmy chatted cheerily, thanking George as she ushered him to the door. He doffed his hat in farewell as he made his way to his car, leaving with a picture of a smiling Emmy leaning against the heavy wooden front door under Frank’s elaborate portico, enjoying a moment in the warm July sunshine. She shone with a country freshness, dressed in a soft, creamy dress which highlighted the pale hues of her skin, her dark hair pulled into a loose bun that spilled tendrils down her back. She seemed relaxed and in charge of her situation.


Emmy watched George depart and returned to the sun-filled kitchen to clear the teacups. Just minutes later the doorbell clanged and she strode down the passage wondering who on earth this could be. She opened the door to find the hatted representatives of the local Women’s Institute standing on her doorstep exuding pragmatism and stiff upper lips in equal proportion. Mrs Beadle, the thin-faced Deputy Chairwoman of the Institute, spoke first, her doleful countenance sagging with concern.


‘Just saw Dr Cartwright leaving, everything all right?’ She plumped her jaw into her chin and it disappeared among the slack folds. Emmy thought she had the longest face she had ever seen.


‘Yes, he’s just seen Mother and prescribed something for her dizziness. Do come in, won’t you?’ The ladies were across the threshold before she had finished her sentence. The second lady, Miss Vial, sister of the postmistress, craned her neck to look around, fascinated by the cavernous interior of the house, now flooded with sunlight, and the tasteful furnishings that had been Uncle Frank’s and were now Muriel’s pride.


‘I’ll take you up to see Mother.’ Emmy led the way up the staircase as the two women chattered over the top of each other.


‘Lack of iron, Mrs Penry-Jones, that’s what it will be. I always give my Harold extra spinach and that does the job ...’


‘Vicar’s wife says she’ll come, but ’er Donald’s poorly again ...’


‘If yer tried beeswax on these bannisters, they’d be brighter ...’ 


‘Ain’t yer got a maid?’


They reached the top of the staircase and Emmy breathed a sigh of relief as she opened Muriel’s door.


‘Mrs Beadle and Miss Vial, Mother,’ she showed the ladies into the sunny bedroom with its glorious sea vistas and began to extricate herself. ‘I’ll make some tea.’ Muriel was thrilled at the sight of more visitors.


‘Did you hear that nice Lord Woolton on the wireless this morning?’ she asked her ladies as they plumped into comfortably overstuffed chairs, ‘wonderful man, between him and our clever Mr Churchill ...’ And Emmy closed the door with gratitude, wondering at the same time whether her scones would be up to Women’s Institute standard. She exhaled loudly as she strolled down the staircase to the safety of the kitchen where the spilling light created a bright, cheery haven in which she could find a brief respite. She was certain that her scones fell far short of the requisite standard and, what’s more, her guests would be bound to offer a range of suggestions to improve her cooking. Emmy was under no illusion over the quality of her cooking, recognising that it languished well below the required standard of a country housewife, but she was not particularly concerned. It was a hobby, perhaps a duty, but far from an obsession.


The ladies stayed an hour, by which time Emmy decided that Muriel needed to rest. She apologised to them for cutting short their visit, but pressed on them the need to allow the patient a little sleep, using her best bossy nurse’s voice to full effect. They responded immediately, perhaps some sense of obedience to authority of any description awakened inside. As they departed they peppered her with the anticipated suggestions over the cooking of her scones.


‘Yer must knead the dough more, Mrs Penry-Jones, yer don’t ’andle it enough ...’


‘My mother always soured the milk first. She reckoned it improved the taste ...’


‘More salt ...’


‘Definitely more salt ...’


‘Thank you ladies, I appreciate your suggestions,’ she told them with good grace and a fixed smile. ‘My regards to Mrs Grills, I do hope her Donald is better soon.’


Emmy watched them stroll down the white gravel driveway, past Muriel’s hedge of roses and out the gate with much relief. She laughed aloud as she remembered her father’s reaction to his first sight of the long-faced Mrs Beadle.


‘That woman should have married an undertaker,’ he declared, ‘she has the classic mourner’s face. I wonder if she was a Wednesday’s child?’ he mused, referring to the old nursery rhyme that decreed Wednesday’s child to be ‘full of woe’. Emmy had never looked at the woman since without thinking of her as an undertaker’s wife gone begging. How uncharitable of me, she chided herself as she retreated into the house to settle Muriel, swinging the heavy oak door closed behind her. Then, she decided, she must write to Marcus, whose letters flowed in an endless stream across the ocean from Canada. She dearly hoped that brave British seamen were not risking their lives to deliver Marcus’s letters which only ever featured news of Delia’s remarkable social triumphs, the extraordinary achievements of the singular Burdekin children and plenty of tips and hints for Emmy on coping with an invalid. She would have much preferred to save the lives of the seamen and enjoy a break from Marcus’s missives.
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The next morning, Emmy took Jack for his usual early walk along the beach, revelling in the soft warmth of the summer sunshine and marvelling at the smooth seas which barely lapped at the seashore, rather seeming to settle quietly like a millpond, merely edging the sand. She never failed to wonder at the moods of the ocean which seemed to alternate between wilful, destructive force and beguiling softness with little in between. At times the wind lashed the clifftop so fiercely that she could barely stand upright and wondered how Uncle Frank’s Oleaster hedge was not bodily uprooted and tossed into the sea. The next day might see the ocean flat and smooth, a polished platter on which the local fishing boats sat like little wooden ornaments. She called Jack from his pursuit of the seagulls and they wandered back up the cliff path, through the wrought-iron gate and towards the house, crossing the lush, bright green lawn, now dotted with daisies, and entered the kitchen through the sunroom at the back. She dropped a chicken frame into a pot, added some vegetables from the garden and a little salt, and left it to simmer for a few hours. It would make a healthy broth for dinner. She made Muriel’s breakfast and carried the tray up the staircase, sitting with her mother for a cup of tea and a chat over the latest news, delivering her The Times and Home & Country for morning company. Muriel was irritated by the BBC news which, as always, suggested enormous advances by Allied forces with no casualties worth mentioning, while the enemy suffered monumental losses. So why was the war continuing to drag on, she asked when, if the staggering figures of German losses were tallied, they must have almost run out of men? Really, it beggared belief. She sighed in exasperation while Emmy left the question hanging and resorted to housework, gathering the early teacups from Muriel’s bedroom and leaving her mother with some letters to write, including Marcus’s epistle, which now required an answer. Then, having charged her with that onerous duty, she sauntered down the staircase to wash the teacups.


Back in her spacious kitchen, sprinkled with sunbeams from the warm summer sun, Emmy kneaded a portion of bread dough, enjoying its elastic feel in her fingers. She was grateful for the local baker, Mr Gee, who exchanged a small supply of white, refined flour for some jars of Emmy’s honey and a variety of vegetables. While bread had not been rationed, most of the flour produced since rationing began had gradually moved from fine white to multigrain, often featuring entire grains of wheat, including the husks. As a result, the bread produced was the colour of dishwater and almost completely indigestible. It was known as the ‘national wheatmeal loaf’ and loathed by all and sundry, universally described as coarse and gritty by a population raised on a solid diet of the purest white loaves. Hubert had detested it and Muriel simply refused to eat it, so Emmy had struck a deal with Mr Gee which had profited both parties. Mrs Gee was delighted with the extra produce and particularly pleased with the honey which could be used to replace sugar, now tightly rationed in a nation that suffered from a prodigious sweet tooth.


As she kneaded the soft dough, Emmy gazed absently out the window at the vegetable garden which was a riot of fresh green in the balmy July morning. She loved the fresh vegetables and was grateful for the ability to supplement her diet and, importantly, Muriel’s, as the wartime rationing and shortages had reduced the quantities of some vegetables and many items of fruit available at the greengrocer’s. Bananas were long gone and Emmy had almost forgotten their sweet, sunny taste. But the garden was, admittedly, a great deal of work and she missed the cheerful, conscientious Clarrie, who had now been called up into the Merchant Navy as expected.


Poor Clarrie. He had longed for adventure and the thrill of engaging the modern technology of warfare such as flying an aircraft or driving a tank. Even manning a gun on a destroyer would have charged him with a sense of performing a courageous and dangerous duty. Instead, the fisherman’s son was back at sea aboard an oil tanker with the less than glamorous job of delivering vital fuel supplies to the forces. The only problem with oil tankers, he had told her before he left, was that they were ‘floating bombs’ as the unfortunate Clarrie had put it. They were armed — although often with ancient Hotchkiss and Lewis guns that dated from the last war — and the crew had received some form of rudimentary training, but they were still all too vulnerable to air attack and, worst of all, the dreaded U-boat. His considerable reservations notwithstanding, Clarrie had nonetheless dutifully gone to sea on his tanker, and Emmy had wished him the very best of luck as she waved him off, comforting his mother who sobbed next to her as they watched the freckled face that peered from the window of the train to Penzance gradually disappear down the track.


Emmy sighed and fought a pang of guilt. Fishing villages all over the country were losing their men — and she was worried about digging her garden. Best get used to it, she told herself, deciding that, if she completed two or three tasks each day, she would soon have everything done and the garden in order. The trouble was that the list of tasks seemed endless. She shovelled the spongy bread dough into a long tin and left it to rise in a warm spot by the windowsill, covered with a bright tea towel that boasted a riotous spray of daisies. Then she headed to her bedroom to change into an old pair of trousers for an hour’s work outside, pausing as she passed the bedroom next to hers, now home to her fevered young man. On a whim she decided to look in on him first, keen to check for signs of an improvement in his condition.


She wandered into the quiet, shuttered room and sat on the bed, placing a hand on the pale forehead. It was mercifully cool and she realised that the fever had broken and he was resting easily for the first time since his arrival. George’s faith in M&B was clearly justified. She gazed at the fine-boned visage. Who are you? she wondered. She smoothed his soft, blonde hair back from his forehead, flattened the counterpane and turned to leave. The garden was beckoning her. As she reached the door, she heard a slight movement. She stopped and looked back. He was stirring. She smiled and walked back to the bed. He turned his head towards her and his eyes opened. Grey-blue eyes looked up at her quizzically. Emmy broadened her smile.


‘Well hello, you’re awake at last. How are you feeling?’ He regarded her seriously for a few seconds, his brow knitting in confusion. It occurred to her that, like his fellow seaman, he might not speak English. That would be hard work.


‘Where am I?’ he asked her, his voice rasping and hoarse. Ah, she breathed with relief.


‘In a big house on the edge of a cliff near a village in Cornwall,’ she told him. ‘England,’ she added, conscious that he might have come from somewhere far away. But at least now she would not have to resort to sign language and lots of pointing, not with this one, anyway. The young man studied her gravely, apparently trying to digest this information and whatever its implications.


‘Do you feel up to eating?’ she asked, remembering the broth that sat on the range bubbling its way to readiness for dinner. ‘How about some soup?’ He nodded, a wan smile playing on the handsome face. Emmy straightened the edge of the sheet which poked from beneath the counterpane, and turned to leave. She paused at the door and looked back at her patient, still regarding her with a curious look.


‘Oh, I’m Emmeline,’ she told him, ‘but call me “Emmy”, everyone does.’


‘Max,’ he replied, settling back to watch her.


‘Max,’ she repeated, heading towards the kitchen to pour a bowl of soup. How fortunate that she had made plenty. She must remember that she would now be feeding four, two of whom might be equipped with hearty, man-sized appetites.


A few minutes later she returned with a steaming bowl of soup on a bed tray which she set at the end of the bed while she plumped the pillows and sat Max up to eat. She placed the tray before him.


‘Can you manage?’


‘Yes, thank you.’ He smiled, a thin smile of polite gratitude constrained by caution. Emmy understood. She would also tread carefully. She had no idea what these men had endured, but it had clearly been no picnic.


‘I found you on the beach,’ she began, ‘you and your ... colleague.’ He paused between mouthfuls.


‘Kurt. Is he ...’


‘He’s fine,’ Emmy assured him quickly, ‘just exhausted like you. He’s still asleep.’


‘How long did I sleep?’


‘The best part of two days. You were quite ill. I think you had pneumonia, but you seem to have come through it quite well with the help of the local doctor and his tablets.’ She beamed at him and Max responded, as if to reassure her that it would take more than pneumonia to stop him in his tracks.


‘Where do you come from?’ He stopped eating and regarded her for a brief moment.


‘Czechoslovakia,’ he told her, ‘or what was Czechoslovakia ... before the war. Kurt and I ... we are Czech.’


‘Ah, that would explain why he doesn’t seem to speak English. I thought he looked quite bewildered when I asked him to help me move you from the beach. He was awake you see, but you were lapsing in and out of consciousness.’


‘I don’t remember.’


‘Of course not, being shipwrecked must be a terrible experience.’ She paused, uncertain of whether she should continue. ‘Do you remember anything about your ship and ... what happened to you?’


‘No.’ He finished his soup and looked gratefully at her. ‘Thank you, what lovely soup.’ Emmy settled him back and took the tray, having pointed in the direction of the adjoining bathroom and urged him to call her should he require assistance. She knew he would not — he did not strike her as the assistance-requiring type.


[image: ]


Castaways were a common topic of discussion in the village as, given its position on the lower western edge of the Cornish coast, many of the ships targeted by German U-boats on that side of the Atlantic foundered not far from Cornish shores. Men were washed up almost on a weekly basis, those who survived the ordeal rescued, housed locally until they had recovered sufficiently and despatched on the next train to London. There they were received by a hearty gent from the Seamen’s Mission who took them in and found them another berth on a ship once they were ready to return to sea. The vast majority were British, but there was also a sprinkling of foreigners, generally Poles, Danes, Spaniards, Norwegians and occasionally a Chinese or Indian. But it was odd that Emmy could not recall hearing Czechs mentioned. Perhaps the villagers had simply assumed they were Polish and had not bothered to ask them. Then again, she had thought that Czechoslovakia — or what was Czechoslovakia before the Germans had invaded — was landlocked. Why would large numbers of Czechs choose to be sailors when they had never lived near the sea? Then it occurred to her that Poland was also landlocked — or at least most of it was — and yet there seemed to be inordinate numbers of Polish sailors washed ashore on Cornish beaches with extraordinary regularity. Perhaps Czech sailors were not such an odd species after all.


Max slept for another two hours and, having found him awake again, Emmy fed him some fresh bread and local butter, careful not to give him too much at this early stage. She checked on Kurt who was also awake now and offered him the same fare, using hand signals this time. Both were still tired, but a rosy glow had begun to return to pale cheeks and Emmy knew they would soon be restless to move around. She had placed little items of her father’s clothing alongside their own clothes, now washed clean of the sea and its trauma, in their respective rooms, hoping that they would find something suitable and emerge to enjoy the benefits of the warm July sun. She had examined their clothing carefully as she washed the various pieces, hoping to find some clue to their identity. But they had been the same sturdy, cotton drill blue trousers and shirts in which all her other washed-up sailors had been clad, although Max had been wearing a thick, white, polo-necked sweater. No clues there. As she had arranged the assorted pieces of clothing next to each bed, she had silently thanked her mother once again for not immediately sending her father’s clothes to charity. Her mother ... ah, she would have to ensure that her sailors did not venture into her mother’s room by mistake as she was certain Muriel would immediately become hysterical, convinced that these were robbers who would murder her in her bed and then steal her jewellery. Muriel’s nerves were generally solid and steady, but had been unsettled by her illness and Emmy was concerned that the once feisty and determined woman who was her mother had become a little nervous and slightly paranoid.


Emmy bustled in the kitchen, lighting the oven and popping a second loaf of bread in to bake and extracting some preserved fruit from the pantry to use in a shortcake for dessert. She thought about turning the wireless on, but was reluctant to disturb Max and Kurt, who might be trying to sleep in the bedrooms nearby. The ground floor of the house featured the large, airy kitchen with its beautiful, glassed-in sunroom at the back, a drawing room, library and her father’s study, and three bedrooms close to the foot of the glossy, curved wooden staircase that led to Muriel’s room and its attached bathroom. Muriel’s room was the Folly’s pièce de résistance, its crowning glory, designed by eccentric Uncle Frank to offer sweeping vistas of the sea. It boasted enormous windows that looked out towards the coastline where the village nestled, although the jumbled rows of houses were obscured by an intervening headland. Sunlight tumbled in through the windows all year round, although there was precious little sun in winter, the few colourless shafts offering little in the way of warmth. Nonetheless, thought Emmy, this glorious room was perfect for an invalid of singular tastes such as her mother. Muriel filled her time listening to the wireless and reading The Times and Home & Country, and writing letters to the editor on subjects she deemed appropriate such as ‘the importance of patriotism to the modern woman’ and ‘the ruination of youth by excess’. Emmy was occasionally exposed to Muriel’s rather determined views and had learned to simply nod in agreement at the appropriate juncture, pleased that her mother had plenty to keep her busy as this took her mind off her illness.


Muriel also tended to fret over the plight of Marcus, who had the misfortune to be married to ‘that Delia’. The mail that flowed to and from Canada with tedious regularity tended to feed Muriel’s angst that her poor, sensitive boy was clearly ‘henpecked’. Emmy had little doubt that the poor, sensitive boy very much enjoyed having Delia in charge, as he quite obviously worshipped the very ground on which she trod. Whatever henpecking occurred in that household was evidently consensual.


Engrossed in making shortcrust for her dessert, Emmy initially failed to notice Max standing in the doorway, watching her as she worked at the kitchen bench. She looked up and smiled brightly at him, wiped her hands on her apron and called him over to the wooden farmhouse table that dominated the room.


‘Come and sit down, Max, and I’ll make you a cup of tea.’ He smiled vaguely back, settling himself at the large table in the sun. The soft beams of the morning light lit his fair hair and that impossibly luminous skin and Emmy thought he looked almost angelic. She poured a hefty mug of tea and unwrapped the tea towel that held a fresh batch of scones which had emerged from the oven only minutes ago. While denigrated by the upper echelons of the Women’s Institute, she was sure they would be appreciated by a castaway seaman. Bright yellow butter and some of Emmy’s jam appeared alongside and Max helped himself gingerly to the proffered feast.


‘Bread rolls?’ he asked as he handled the soft, golden form.


‘Scones,’ replied Emmy, ‘I don’t suppose you have these in Czechoslovakia.’ She showed him how to break the scone in two and apply a layer of butter and jam, explaining the difference between a scone and bread, wondering whether he could possibly be interested. But he seemed quite fascinated by the workings of the kitchen.


‘You don’t have a cook?’ he asked her in between mouthfuls.


‘No,’ she replied, ‘I quite like cooking — at the moment, anyway. Let’s see how I feel when the novelty wears off.’


She beamed and refilled his tea, intrigued by his accent. A slight hardening of the ‘s’, a ‘v’ sound on the English ‘w’, the momentary pause as he searched for a word; but there was little else to suggest that he did not speak English on a regular basis. Perhaps she had been hasty in assuming that no-one in Czechoslovakia spoke much English.


‘Your English is excellent,’ she told him, ‘you have almost no accent. Where did you learn?’ He smiled, inclining his head graciously at the compliment.


‘At school and then afterwards at ... university. My parents also encouraged me and we had one or two English relatives who would come and stay so that we could practise.’ He paused before turning the conversation deftly. ‘Do you live alone, Emmy?’
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