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Praise for
My Mask. My War

“Readers will be swept up in the story of young, impressionable Norma Thoeming who was just four years old when Great Britain went to war with Nazi Germany. Norma's recollections are sometimes fuzzy, but always poignant, as she and her family struggle with rationing, bombing, refugees from London – and more typical childhood concerns such as sibling rivalry and entertainment. Author Gary Metivier (Willie's Wagon, Saluting Grandpa) painstakingly interviewed Nor- ma to record this unflinching tale of a working-class English family thrust into world events beyond their control. Young readers will be immersed in the daily life of a total war through a child’s eyes from gas masks as school supplies to watching a terrifying kind of light show at night. Ideal for use in upper elementary classrooms and small group discussions, My Mask is a valuable glimpse into how war impacts a nation’s youngest citizens.” ~ Christine Barth, Librarian, WWII history buff, and professional reviewer

“There's enough suspense in each chapter of My Mask to keep the reader guessing at the twists and turns in the war, their family, and the hardships of the time period. The characters will keep the readers turning pages and intrigued with the storyline.” ~ Brooke DiIulio, Educator

“I absolutely loved it! I was sucked in from the very beginning. You clearly brought Norma and her siblings to life through all of her retellings. I would absolutely share/read your novel in my classroom. It was so fascinating! I learned so much about the war through not only a civilian, but also through the eyes of a child.” ~ Amy McGuire, English Teacher Assumption High School Davenport, Iowa

“An amazing window into the thoughts and emotions of an elementary aged girl in England during the blitz. ... Leaves you wanting more!”~Bruce Potts, Educator, Principal, Historian.

“We need books like this in the world, to remind us how fragile is our humanity. Thank you, Norma Thoeming and Gary Metivier, for showing us that it is never too late to share our adventures.”~Brenda Ross, MLIS, Information Services Librarian, Davenport Public Library.
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Note to Reader

Dear Reader,

We all live in a world with challenges and opportunities. Our life experiences can profoundly change us, mold us, build character, and yes, even scar us inside and out. Many of us discover ways to mask those scars as we live. After all, what choice do we have? We must live on. We mask our emotions and keep going.

I never thought much of the mask I have likely been wearing for nearly 90 years now. My mask covers the scars of a child whose earliest memories were images of war.

I’ve spent most of my life believing that World War II was just a fact of life, that my childhood living outside of London as the Ger- mans attacked was just what it was.

I want to take you on a journey with me back in time. This journey is filled with memories and stories, some of which I’ve had to call my sister Pat to discuss for details as we have worked on this memoir over the last few years. You see, it has been 80 plus years. So, some dates and details may be off, but most of the recollections are as clear now as they were the day I lived them.

I always considered what we lived through as just a normal childhood, one that included simply not having the right clothes to keep you warm, to have to put socks on your hands for gloves, to huddle with your sister, shivering until you fell asleep on the coldest of winter nights when the coal to heat your home ran out. To wake

up hungry after going to bed with stomach pangs, the cupboards still bare. Nights filled with the sounds of air sirens wailing, bombs thundering on impact all around us. Sometimes those sounds shattered our dreams, waking us to run for the shelters down the street, or just freezing us in place in bed squeezing our family tight, hoping and praying we would survive.

We had fun times too. We got into mischief like any kids would. We made up games with whatever we could find to play with, even a simple stick. We made do with what we had, with no real idea of what we were missing. But we were happy and delighted by the simplest of things from scrumping apples on a local farm to meeting people from a world away full of their own hopes and dreams.

I hope you read this and think about those who have much less than you do but still have a life worth living. Think about those who are now growing up in war-ravaged areas or poor communities living in fear. But remember, there is a strength we can find in the survivors that makes us all special people. Life is what we make it, even if we have very little to make it through. Life is what we make it, even if we must wear a mask to cover the scars of the past as we make our dreams come true. I’m ready to take off my mask and reveal my life, my war.

—Norma
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My Family

When you have nothing, you have nothing to lose. Even better, when you never had much of anything, you have no idea what you don’t have. It’s just the way it is. It’s not good or bad—it just is.

I was born on December 17, 1935. Like most children where I grew up in Bedford, England, during World War II, I had no real toys, no clothes to fill a drawer, and often not enough food to fill my stomach. We had no conveniences like a hoover (vacuum), telephone, fridge, washing machine, or hot running water. But we had what we needed to survive.

And we had family.

My sister Pat was five years older than me. You would call her a tomboy today, and she was okay with that. “Come on,” she would say, taunting our brother Brian into a wrestling match in our small living room. “Let’s see what you got.”

She didn’t back down from anyone who challenged her or her family. Pat was my protector in more ways than one.

My brother Brian was two years older than she was, with a belly full of lust for life: mischievous, adventurous, even dangerous. He kept life...interesting. Whether he was coloring cows with smoke bombs or melting Mum’s only nice coat, Brian was busy using his imagination to entertain himself and us. The war gave him quite the playground to play on.

And, yes, he was your typical big brother.

“Come on,” he would beg, trying to get me to do his chores. “If you do it for me, I’ll give you something special.”

Maybe it was because I was only five, or I just wanted to make him happy, but I fell for the same trick over and over. One time, as my parents left for work, they told him to make sure he cleaned the floor. “Norma, this time you really will get something special,” he said as soon as they were gone, hands on hips as if negotiating a peace treaty.

With nothing better to do, why not take the chance? I got to work scrubbing and cleaning and then returned for my surprise.

“Okay,” I explained looking up at him with my outstretched hand for payment. “Where is my special gift?”

Instead of reaching for my hand, he leaned in close, and kissed me on the forehead with an extra loud smack. “There,” he said, stepping back with his famous smirk. “Wasn’t that special?”

[image: image]
My dad and I had a special relationship. He worked so many hours in the factory day and night, but he always found time for me.

One morning, I left to meet him at our usual meeting place as he biked home from work after an overnight shift. Seeing him off in the distance near the bridge, I grew excited and sprinted toward him. “Hey there!” he yelled, his smile shining through on his tired face. “Hop on!”

I usually climbed onto the handlebars, my favorite place to be. As Dad pedaled, I would enjoy the view. But on this day, I paused. He looked at me curiously.

“I have a better idea,” I said. “Let’s race home!”

He nodded at the challenge as I got in position to start.

“I’ll even give you a head start,” he explained, taunting me play- fully. “Then, I’ll pass you and meet you at home.”

“We’ll see about that!” I said with a smile. “Go!” he shouted.

I sprinted out in front of him, determined to show what I could do. But within just a few seconds, I could hear the squeaking of the metal bike coming up from behind me. Looking over my right shoulder, he came into view, pedaling right up to me. But instead of passing me, he just stayed there pretending to pedal so hard. He had that look on his face, the silly grimace as if he was giving it all he had but could not seem to pass. I knew he was just waiting for the moment to power right past me as he had done before. But I was on to him this time. I had a trick up my sleeve.

I’ll show him! I thought.

A shortcut lay ahead. As I looked at him looking at me, my own smile must have revealed my plan. As I turned to sprint away down the narrow road that cut across our usual path, an alleyway of sorts cramped with old apartment buildings on worn streets lined with beat-up trash cans, he just kept pedaling ahead as if he had no idea I was going a different route.

Determined to beat him home this time, I pumped my arms and legs as hard as I could. Wow! Even I was amazed at how fast I could propel my little body. Surely, I would beat him this time!

Turning the corner at full speed, my mouth open, sucking in air and smiling ear-to-ear, my eyes locked onto shadows moving into the road ahead of me and coming toward me.

Within seconds, I recognized the large chow dogs that were usually comfortably behind the fences of their yard. My brain told my feet to STOP!

“Oh no!” I yelled, skidding to a stop, nearly falling as the gravel rolled under my worn shoes. The dogs did not stop. I spun around quickly. There was no one to help. I’d have to try to outrun them. Forget the race with Dad, I was in a race for survival!

I started running again, this time around a corner, taking another small road, somehow pumping my arms and legs even harder than before. The barking sounds bit at my ears as the dogs gave chase. A quick look over my shoulder revealed their wide-open mouths with glossy, yellowed teeth chomping at the air. White frothy drool dripped from their jowls as if ready for a meal. That meal would be me!

The dogs barked and snapped, closer and closer. I imagined the next snap would lead to a stinging pain in my legs or backside. Just as I thought they were close enough to bite, and just as my body ran out of energy, squeezing out the last of its adrenaline, a voice bellowed, echoing between the homes lining the street.

“No!” the deep voice hollered. “Go away!”

The rattling metal from the bike gave him away. To my relief, it was my dad, appearing out of nowhere, intercepting the dogs with his bike and scaring them away with his words.

“You okay?” he asked as I stopped running, fighting to catch my breath.

“Yes.” I smiled up at him as he leaned forward onto the handlebars as the dogs ran home. “I was going to beat you, you know?”

“Is that so?” he said, smiling back at me. “Well then, how about we just ride home together today and call it even?”

Knowing I didn’t have any energy left to walk home, much less race again, I eagerly accepted, climbing onto the handlebars. “Sounds good to me.”

My hero had saved me—again.
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I wish I could say my mum was a hero too. I wish I could say my feelings toward my mother were the same. She liked the finer things in life. She would get the cream off the top of the milk bottle, the first taste of any candy that found its way into our house, and just about whatever she was interested in. I can say this, at least she made my dad happy, until one day, when she walked right past us carrying a suitcase and headed out our front door.
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My Town

I was born in Bedford, England, in the heart of Bedfordshire County. Our town was about 48 miles north of London. We were home to lots of factories and airfields. Huge chimneys and smoke- stacks continuously billowed black clouds as workers, including my dad, made supplies for the coming war.

In 1939, there was lots of talk about war with Germany. My par- ents didn’t say anything to us about it. I was too young to understand anyway. But Pat and Brian would listen to reports on the radio and talk about how exciting it all was.

“I wonder if Germany will invade us, too?” Brian asked Pat as if he wanted it to happen.

“Or maybe we’ll invade them instead?” Pat answered.

Brian scratched his head. “Well, if they come here, I’m sure they’ll go after London. They won’t come up this far.”

“Then why are we getting ready?” Pat asked. Brian just shrugged his shoulders.

From my earliest memories, the streetlights never shined. Night- time meant total darkness outside. Blackout curtains captured all the light before it could shine onto the streets, blanketing the town in case the enemy came looking down from their planes filled with bombs to drop on us.

The air raid wardens patrolled town searching for any sliver of light from any house or business. If any light escaped, they yelled and banged on the door, commanding, “Turn off that bloody light!” All over town and in every neighborhood, metal buckets of sand started to appear on the streets to douse fires. My teacher taught us how to use that sand.

“Just dip the bucket in the sand,” she said, demonstrating with an empty metal pail, “and throw it at any flames you see. And keep going back for more until the fire is out or help comes your way.” What she didn’t show us was how heavy a pailful of sand was for us little kids.

But overall, from a child’s perspective, war preparations looked as if a giant city-sized playground was being built just for us. It was an exciting time.

“They are building a wall with sandbags,” Brian said, bursting into the living room one day after school. We followed him out to see a group of men urgently stacking bags one after the other. One wall of sandbags must have been six feet high, blocking the view from the street on the other side.

“When they drop bombs, those bags are supposed to stop the blast from hitting the houses. But that’s if they don’t drop them on the houses instead of the street.”

Drop bombs on our houses? Why would they do that? I pulled at Pat’s arm. “Does this mean someone is going to try to hurt us?”

“No,” she answered, trying to comfort me. “They just want to be ready just in case.”

A lot was being done in a hurry just in case. Big cement tubs the size of above-ground swimming pools were dropped off on street corners and filled with firemen’s water. I loved my sister, but I knew she was hiding something from me that could not stay hidden long. War was coming to England. War was coming to Bedford.
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My Home

Our first house wasn’t much to look at, but it was home. Passing through a small wooden gate, a set of stairs led up to our front door. We stored our bicycles, the main transportation then—even for our parents—under those steps.

Our living room had linoleum floors with rugs covering parts of them. One big window and several lamps lit up the dark room. The most important feature was the large fireplace that gave us heat and so much more.

Coming up from the floor, the brick walls were painted light green until halfway up where a paper border separated the green from the white walls that went all the way up to the ceiling. How white the walls were depended on the time of year and where we were in the cleaning cycle.

“Grab the buckets and soap,” Mum instructed every few weeks. “It’s time to wash the walls.”

“But,” Brian complained, as he often did when it came to chores, “we washed them not that long ago.”

Dad gave him a look and added a few words of his own. “It’s been three or four months. Do as your mum says.”

We were soon dunking the old rags into the sudsy water and scrubbing away at the coal soot coating. At first, the water just spread out and smeared the coal around, making an even bigger mess. It didn’t take long for our buckets of clean water to be pails
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