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To my late mum, who lived through this
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my knowledge, was never caught with her pants down!

 


And to all those who gave their lives for us,
whoever they fought for.
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Chapter One

 


Northamptonshire, England,
1942

 


The night was
dark—definitely no bomber’s moon—and it was more stumble and fumble
than stride out confidently. Nevertheless Chrissie and Kaye made it
to the village and the dance in the hall without smudging the
gravy-drawn lines on their legs that pretended to be stocking
seams. There was no way they were prepared to risk their precious
nylons at the local hop.

By the time they arrived,
the tin roofed, wooden walled, and uneven floored building shook
with the discordant notes of Billy Bloomer and his Band—otherwise
known as Wee Willy Bloom and the Rodham brothers. Wee Willy, said
to be a true description by the locals, was seventy if he was a
day, and Joey and Fred Rodham were both waiting to be called up.
Once they went heaven knows what would happen to the dances.
Chrissie hoped they wouldn’t stop. It was one lighthearted evening
every month, and she looked forward to it. Being evacuated with
your employment from London to darkest Northamptonshire took a bit
of getting used to.

However, Chrissie and her
best friend Kaye intended to make the most of it. After all it was
much better than spending every night in the shelter, and wondering
if you’d have a home left when you came out once the all clear
sounded. Hence the three mile walk on a moonless night, for the
chance to let their hair down, drink weak blackcurrant cordial and
eat stale cake. Chrissie was very much of the mindset ‘do the best
you can with what you’ve got.’

It took mere seconds for
the girls to shed their coats, change their shoes and join in the
throng jitterbugging to an out of tune rendition of ‘“Chattanooga
Choo-Choo.” Chrissie danced with anyone who asked, parried drunken
and not so drunken advances by three airmen from the local
airfield, and bought her own drinks. No one was going to think
buying her a drink was their passport to paradise—or a quick how’s
yer father up against the bike shed wall.

As usual, the interval,
where Wee Willie and the Rodham brothers were treated to a pint and
a pie, was taken up by the local gentry and a fundraising talk in
aid of the local WRVS, the Women’s Royal Voluntary Service. They
did a stalwart job, in all areas help was needed. Even Chrissie’s
mum did her stint with the food convoys that took food to areas in need after a bombing
raid.  She was proud of her mum, it was something she never
thought she’d see happen. Mum was very much a quiet, home
bird.

Don Arnold, the local home
guard captain and organizer of the dance, cleared his throat.
“Ladies and gentleman, I’m so proud to announce that Lord Caverston
has agreed to give a short speech.”

You what? Oh bloody hell, what did I do in
my previous life to deserve this? Oh lord, give me strength, and
him defective eyesight.

Chrissie took one look at
the tall dark haired man, who joined Don on stage, realized her
worst nightmare had come true, and ducked behind Kaye. This close
to the floor, she could smell the detergent someone had spread all
over it to try and make the surface a little smoother to dance on
than its usual sticky roughness. She twitched her nose. The last
thing she wanted to do was sneeze.

“What are you doing?” Kay
twisted around to look at her in bewilderment. “Why are you
crouching down like a frog about to jump?”

“Shhh.” Chrissie hissed
the word like a snake, which had made its mind up to strike. She
almost laughed hysterically. Why all the reptilian comparisons?
“Keep your voice down, for the love of mike. I know him and I don’t
want him to see me, it’s too embarrassing.”

“What is?” Kaye obligingly
lowered her voice, and whispered back, although she sounded
somewhat bewildered—as well she might. “Why? It’s just some local
big wig isn’t it? A bit of all right, but I bet he talks right
posh. Not like us.”

“You’re spot on there.”
Chrissie wanted to run her hands through her hair but she had so
many hair pins in it, that if she dislodged them, the noise would
waken the dead, let alone bring her to the notice of the person she
wanted to avoid. “Him, me, oh hell, you know I said about a bloke
who took fright and ran? Thanks to our blooming parents sticking
their oars in.”

Kaye nodded. “Not?” she
tilted her head in the direction of the stage, where after the
polite clapping died down, the guest speaker cleared his
throat.

Chrissie rolled her eyes.
“Yeah, him. So for goodness’ sake stand tall in front of me. I
can’t cope with seeing him at the moment.” Not with gravy browning on my legs and a stain on my blouse
where someone spilled some cordial.

Kaye, bless her, had done
so all through Lord Caverston’s speech. Chrissie decided that to
remain crouched down would look somewhat suspicious so she’d stood
stock still behind her and let her memories flood her
mind.

Despair filled her heart,
making her pulse race. Archie bloody Duggan. Lord Caverston. Her
nemesis. The only man she had ever felt remotely like “going all
the way” with. Not that she would have let him know that. Deep
seated morals about what nice girls did and did not do made sure
she kept her thoughts to herself. Overwhelmingly in love, she had
been too young to recognize the fact that their parents trying to
throw them together was enough to make Archie run like hell. After
all, at first she could hardly believe he’d fancy her anyway. Well
she’d thought she’d been proved right, hadn’t she? He’d toyed with
her affections and when she didn’t put out he’d sloped off. Hurt,
upset, and not understanding that a young, handsome, and wealthy
man needed to make his own moves without manipulation, she had
sworn off men.

As Archie’s speech came to
an end, and he disappeared, Chrissie gave a heartfelt sigh of
relief. “Kaye, I owe you one,” she said gratefully. “I know it was
pathetic but, hell, it still hurts.”

“Your sodding parents,”
Kaye said. “It makes me grateful mine don’t give a monkey’s what I
get up to. In fact I’m damned sure it’s a case of out of sight out
of mind with my mum. She’s too busy with her boyfriend and her
bloody dog.”

Chrissie wanted to hug
her. She’d met Kaye’s parent on more than one occasion and found
her lacking in every way. Apart from cheap trashy jewelry. She had
an abundance of that.

“Anyway,” Kaye went on,
oblivious—thankfully—to Chrissie’s train of thought, “your ex has
gone now so we can dance again. Listen it’s a jive. Or as good a
jive as wee Willy can manage.”

Chrissie sniggered as she
knew Kaye expected her to. “You dance with that guy who’s giving
you sheep’s eyes and I’ll get some stale cake for us.” She turned
to the ever shortening queue in front of the supper table, picked
up a couple of plates and waited for two cups of tea. Basic food,
but it was worth paying the price of a ticket to enjoy the tea, if
nothing else.

She tapped her feet in
time to the music as she remembered the last few years. War or no
war, there were plenty of other things to do. Hence she was now
smiling at the motherly older lady who held a teapot almost as big
as herself.

“Your turn to queue,
ducks?” She poured tea into two chipped mugs and handed them over
with a smile. “There you go, sorry no sugar, but there’s a war on.”
She gave a roar of laughter, which turned into a smoker’s cough,
and shook her head. “Them fags are getting to me. Anyroad, you
enjoy your cuppa, it’ll keep you warm for the walk home,
eh?”

Chrissie nodded. “Yes, it
gets a bit nippy out there later. Thanks Mrs. Eddy.”

She moved out of the queue
to let the next person in and annexed two chairs to one side of the
hall. It was pleasant to sit and relax and know there wasn’t much
likelihood of the siren going off. Not like in London. How often
had they left a dance or the cinema half way through the evening
and headed to a shelter? Too often to count.

When hostilities had
broken out, she’d been living in the capital with her parents. At
school she was considered to be a bright pupil who could, if her
parents had agreed, have gone to university. They didn’t and
Chrissie hadn’t fancied arguing. Persuaded by her mother in the
most gentle manner, to leave school and not take a paying
job—“leave it for those who really need it, darling”—she’d drifted
for a while. Eventually, bored beyond belief, she went to work as a
volunteer at Victoria Railway Station, serving teas, coffee, and
smiles to the hundreds of servicemen passing through. It worked for
a while but Chrissie soon got bored again. Now she often wished she
had stood up for herself. It would have made life so much easier
later on.

Nevertheless she traipsed
across the city every day and watched open-eyed and heavy-hearted
as the stream became a trickle of bodies, with few left to call up,
and continued with her gentle but unrelenting pressure of her
parents. Eventually, reluctantly, they agreed to allow her to find
a “proper job.” Hence she was now in Northamptonshire, and
generally she mused as the band tuned up again, content with her
lot.

All in all, apart from
Archie’s defection, she hadn’t been affected to any great degree by
the war. Yes, she needed her identity card and gas mask with her at
all times. Yes, she knew to get home by a certain time in order to
share the Anderson Shelter with her parents or be stuck in a tube
station with thousands of others, while the bombing raids went on
overhead. But like all young women, she
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