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			To the seven million women who worked in so many 
ways to support the British war effort.

		

	
		
			“Never in the field of human conflict was so much 
owed by so many to so few.”

			–Sir Winston Churchill

		

	
		
			Contents

			Chapter 1 - Over-sexed, overpaid and over here

			Chapter 2 - Scott Joplin in the room

			Chapter 3 - War takes over

			Chapter 4 - Homeless

			Chapter 5 - A card from Ron

			Chapter 6 - The journey

			Chapter 7 - Scotland

			Chapter 8 - Stansted

			Chapter 9 - Two endings

			Chapter 10 - Search for normality

		

		
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Over-sexed, overpaid 
and over here

			Protecting the tops of their heads with their hands, the nurses screamed as they raced through the draughty, darkened hospital corridors. None of them knew if they were laughing with fun or with fear, the joy of a shared experience or the grim knowledge that bats were flying just inches above their heads.

			Joan kept up with the others, excited and squealing and screeching at the thought of these flying creatures ‘preparing to land’ on top of them, or feeling their claws in her neatly-combed hair.

			She couldn’t believe how much her life had changed. One moment she was living at home with her mum, dad, brother and the twins, working as a bookkeeper at the local Co-op. Life as she’d always known it in peacetime. Now here she was, one of a committed group of nurses, playing a vital part in Allied efforts to win the war. She felt proud. A foot taller.

			On the other hand, she had witnessed injuries she could never have imagined in her earlier days. She’d seen airmen traumatised and devastated, sometimes unable to talk, often knowing their time on this earth was coming to an end. She was in no doubt about how important her role was. As well as assisting the doctors, administering injections and checking on her patients, she was a dispenser of kindness, compassion and care. What more did these fine men need than the help she and her colleagues could give at the most vulnerable time of their lives? She may not have been on what most people thought of as the front line of battle, but she was on her own front line: soothing the devastated, calming the frightened, dedicating herself to everyone on her ward, those who could be healed and the many who tragically could not.

			Joan was based at the hospital near the US Air Force base named RAF Stansted Mountfitchet. The base had been opened in August 1943 and become home to the 344th Bombardment Group in February 1944, with its twin-engine B-26 Marauders. They were preparing for Operation Overlord, the codename for the Battle of Normandy, that was to launch the successful invasion of Nazi-occupied Western Europe. Six hundred aircraft from the 344th also flew over the beaches of France to attack the enemy on D-Day. Joan was working to support these ranks of true heroes.

			The airfield was a maintenance and supply depot used by the RAF – everyone’s aircraft needed to be in the best of shape – but most of Joan’s patients were US airmen: pilots, co-pilots and the rest of the crew from the B-26 bombers. They left the airfield at Stansted, in the northeast of London, to rain their bombs on enemy targets, day and night. Other patients were civilians, victims of the Blitz whose homes had been destroyed and who’d been brought to the wards shocked, injured – sometimes critically – and in need of expert care.

			Everyday she’d hear the almost deafening rumble of American planes leaving for Germany in their groups of two and three. Joan, focused on her work, had promised herself she wouldn’t fall for any of these handsome pilots swilling around the air force base near Bishop’s Stortford.

			‘Over-sexed, overpaid and over here’ is what everyone said about them. They were generous with their chocolate rations and their nylons, and this impressed some of the other nurses. Many of them – more than she could count if she’d stopped to think about it – had flashed their film-star smiles when Joan walked past.

			‘Just one side of the story,’ thought Joan. Time and again she’d witnessed the grim way these transatlantic love stories could end. She watched every night as the queues of young men, so many still in their late teens and early twenties, filed towards their aircraft ready to play their part in the war against Hitler. She watched them go with fear in her heart and a knot in her stomach. She learnt every day of the many who didn’t return. Maybe some had been taken prisoner? Shot when they were found? Crashed and killed on landing? Who knew.

			Joan tried to stop herself musing in this way, about what she didn’t know. The hospital wards where she worked were filled with those casualties who had returned, some with burns covering their bodies; some whose limbs had to be removed; many whose eyesight had gone forever; others facing the distress and agony caused by shrapnel wounds. The reality of war she witnessed every working day was enough to deal with.

			When Joan’s patients had the energy and the will to talk, these were some of her favourite times. She loved the stories they told and learnt about their homeland and their families. A world away even from the life she was living now! She even picked up some of their banter.

			Matron was less than impressed.

			“Will you do some injections for me, Nurse Dow?” she asked Joan one day. 

			“Okey dokey!” replied Joan, a big smile covering her face. 

			“We don’t have ‘okey dokeys’ here,” the matron scolded her. “I think you meant to say, ‘Yes, Matron’.”

			“Okey dokey!” replied Joan, enthusiastic as ever.

			Matron decided against reprimanding her young charge. Joan’s winning personality and the care with which she carried out her duties made her a valuable member of the team. She would learn in time.

			Falling for one of these American pilots was just too big a risk. Of this Joan was sure. Yet sometimes you couldn’t stop things from happening. A trip to the pub in her friend’s car led to a chance meeting with the most handsome man she’d laid eyes on for years. Frederick was quiet and courteous, quite the opposite to Joan herself. They shared some jokes and a laugh as they propped up the bar, followed by an introduction to John Collins cocktails and later on a cheeky kiss or three.

			Joan realised Frederick was someone she could lose her head over.

			She loved his practical jokes, the way he hid her drink when she went to the lavatory and claimed it had been taken while she made her way back. This was no simple crush. She felt they went well together. Maybe they had a future – and not necessarily on this side of the world. Maybe back in Philadelphia when he returned home.

			Joan realised during this time with Frederick – or Freddie as she started calling him – that she had truly never in her life been happier. She walked differently, even smiled differently. The world felt at her feet. She hoped beyond hope that he, unlike so many of his colleagues, might be spared. Love was a rare thing in this life. She watched him fly off with a hope and a prayer for his safe return, then did everything in her power to try not to think of him but focus on her vital work at hand.

			To Joan, her decision to leave bookkeeping behind and become a nurse had been made a lifetime ago. This shift in her working life came from her heart as well as her head. She could think of nothing more important than supporting the war effort and now here she was, an essential part of the support needed during the D-Day landings and subsequent liberation of Europe. Millions of men and women from the US, Commonwealth and UK were contributing to the largest sea invasion of all time, playing a crucial role in bringing down Adolf Hitler and the Nazi regime.

			The contribution based in southern England was enormous. Aerodromes were built, parts of Devon and Dorset were partitioned for the training of airmen, sailors and army troops. The D-Day landings had to be conducted in as efficient a way as possible. The Nazi occupation of Europe, as Churchill described in his famous ‘We shall fight them on the beaches’ speech, the areas in the grip of the Gestapo and the whole odious apparatus of Nazi rule, had to be sent packing. Joan couldn’t have been prouder to have played her part in this, supporting those putting their lives at risk day and night, to fight for freedom and democracy, a safer land for all of their children and their children’s children. 

			************************

			“Nurse Dow.” Matron brought her musings to a sharp halt.

			“Yes Matron,” replied Joan. She was learning to use her British politeness, Matron noticed, approvingly.

			“Your new patient,” said Matron, crisply. “A young man badly burnt. His plane was shot down.”

			Joan’s mind raced. Could it be Freddie? Her heartbeat rushed in her chest. Could it be true? Had he been injured? Could she help nurse him back to health?

			Matron interrupted her thoughts. “His name is Hans,” she said. “He is from Germany.”
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