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Part 1

September 1939 – April
1940

 



Chapter 1

 


Honor Oak
Park, South-East London,
South-East London

‘Looks like your call-up papers have finally arrived
then.’ Pauline Price wiped her hands on her apron and watched
uneasily as her son, Joe, a wiry young man of five feet seven,
opened the official envelope.

‘Yes, ’fraid so.’ Joe scanned the page and looked
across at his Mum. ‘I have to report to Winchester next week.’
Sensing his mother’s distress Joe tried to maintain his smile,
although he was not in the least bit enthusiastic about giving up
his life to join the army. ‘Well, we’ve known since I received that
warning letter back in April that they’d arrive one day. I’m
probably lucky I’ve had this long.’ He stepped forward and put his
arm around her shoulders. ‘Don’t worry, Mum. I’m sure I’ll be
alright.’

Pauline nodded
and tried to ignore the dread she felt churning in her stomach.

‘You’d better go, or you’ll be late.’ Her tone was more
brusque than she’d intended as she made a vain attempt to hide what
she was really feeling.

Joe
glanced at his watch.
‘Goodness, is that the time?’ He made an effort to pull himself
together. ‘Right, I’ll see you later.’ He kissed Pauline on the
cheek. ‘I’m going to pop round and see Peggy on the way home, so I
can tell her I’ve got my papers. She’s moving into her house today,
and she’ll want to give me the guided tour at the same time. I’ll
probably be a bit late back.’

Pauline
didn’t reply and Joe realised
she was crying.

‘Please don’t cry, Mum. I’ll be alright, I
promise.’

‘Of course you will.’ Pauline smiled at him through
tears which wouldn’t stop falling.

‘Mum, I’m only going to Winchester for some training.
It’s not like I’m going off to France, is it?’

‘No, of course not.’ She tried
hard to ignore the voice in her head which whispered
relentlessly, not yet, but
once you’ve finished training, that’s all the more
likely.

His brother,
Fred, three years his junior, was listening to their conversation in surprise.
‘You lucky sod. I can’t wait for my
turn. I’d much rather join the army than go to work.’

‘Don’t be so silly,’ Pauline snapped and Joe grinned as
he hurried towards the front door. This was a much better memory to
take with him than everyone standing around weeping.

He
shoved the envelope in his pocket and
headed off to work, trying to ignore the sinking feeling in his
stomach. He enjoyed his job, liked his workmates and, in general,
his life was pretty good. He had worked at Franklin’s Engineering
works since he had left school at the age of fourteen, some six
years earlier, he was settled and content. Although his dad was in
the army, Joe was a gentle, considerate, hard-working young man who
attended church regularly and loved nature and he had never wanted
to follow in his father’s footsteps. Recognising Joe was much more
like his mother than him, his father had never pushed him. But Joe
was a young, fit twenty year-old in a non-reserved occupation and
the country was at war. He had no choice.

 


*******

 


Catford, South-East
London, South-East London

‘You can write to me at this address.’ Kurt Ritter
handed Olive Cooper a small piece of paper with an address in
Glasgow scrawled across it. She looked up at him, a confused
expression on her pale, tear-stained face. ‘I have a friend who
lives there and he will be able to get letters to me.’ Olive
nodded. She had no idea how this would work, if their countries
were fighting each other, but she didn’t really care. Kurt was the
first boyfriend she had ever had and she wasn’t about to let the
war break up their relationship. She still found it impossible to
believe someone as handsome as Kurt, with his clear blue eyes,
straight nose, short blond hair and muscled body could not only
find her attractive, but also fall in love with her and she had to
keep pinching herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.

At thirty-five,
Olive’s thin, mousy shoulder
length hair hung limply around an angular, colourless face, framing
cloudy grey eyes which were hidden behind dark rimmed spectacles
that did little to enhance them or the rest of her face. Her only
redeeming feature was a rather full mouth. She had worked on the
switchboard of the Metropolitan Borough of Lewisham Council,
South-East London for several years, the ideal job for someone who
was unsociable, prickly and lonely, because she could listen in to
the phone calls and pretend she was someone important.

‘Life won’t be the same without you.’ She began to cry
again.

‘The war won’t last forever.’ Kurt reassured her. ‘And
at least this way we can keep in touch. Think how dreadful our
lives would be if we couldn’t even write to each other.’

Olive
nodded. ‘I know, I’m sorry.
it’s just that I’m going to miss you so much.’

‘I’ll miss you too, Darling.’ Kurt kissed her, his
hands pulling her closer while he pressed her body to his.
‘Especially at night.’

There was
a silence while she knelt down
and fought with the buttons on his fly. She finally succeeded in
unbuttoning them, and he groaned, giving himself up to the pleasure
coursing through his body. A few moments later he was regaining his
breath while Olive sat back on her haunches, tears coursing down
her face.

‘No more crying.’ He smiled down at her then his face
grew serious. ‘Don’t forget, Olive. You can’t tell anyone about
this. My friend would get into lots of trouble and you probably
would too.’

She smiled
back at him through her tears.
‘You don’t have to worry. It will be our secret.’

 


*******

 


Honor Oak
Park, South-East
London,

Peggy
Cooper signed the last of the
paperwork, closed the door behind the letting agent and leaned
back, a smile of satisfaction on her face. She could hardly believe
that, at last, at the great age of twenty, she finally had a place
of her own… well practically her own. She was sharing with two of
her friends: Sally Jones who worked for the Ministry of Information
and Ethel Thompson, a stylist with an upmarket West End hair salon.
Until that morning, Peggy had been living in the nurse’s home, but
because of the continuing talk of war over the last few months, all
the student nurses, other than first years, had moved
out.

The house
was furnished, but Peggy
couldn’t wait to unpack her own possessions, then the property
would really begin to feel like home. She glanced at her watch, an
early birthday present from her boyfriend, Joe, after she’d broken
her old one.

Peggy
ran lightly up the narrow stairs,
taking care to keep to the middle of the tread which was carpeted.
At the top, she turned left onto the landing and opened the second
door on the right. This was the bedroom she had chosen. A good
size, the room faced the front of the house and the window
overlooked the tree-lined street. She undid her rather battered
brown suitcase and hurried to remove her clothes. She had taken the
afternoon off, to allow her time to move in. She began hanging her
skirts, dresses and cardigans in the large oak wardrobe, and placed
her neatly folded underwear in the drawer of the ornate dressing
table. Finished, Peggy laid out her hairbrush and toiletries on the
surface before stepping back to admire her handiwork. She knew she
should be concerned about how she would cope as a nurse when the
war started and about Joe probably being one of the first to be
conscripted, but for a few moments she wanted to forget her worries
and savour her new-found freedom.

 


*******

 


Lewisham Council,
South-East London,

Olive
stared at the switchboard, a morose
expression on her face, her thoughts elsewhere. She had met Kurt
six months earlier in the park while she was walking home after a
particularly busy day. She’d bent down to pick up some litter and
he’d rushed passed, almost knocking her flying. His profuse
apologies and seemingly genuine concern had somehow broken through
the wall she invariably erected when men spoke to her. His German
accent was quite strong and, at first, she had given monosyllabic
answers, until he’d explained he was feeling rather lonely because
he didn’t know anyone. For some reason she’d felt sorry for him.
This was a new experience for Olive; the only person she usually
felt sorry for was herself.

He had
insisted on taking her for tea
at the park café and, while they drank the hot, sweet liquid from
old china cups, he managed to make her laugh; an uphill task
because Olive rarely saw anything to smile about. Nonetheless, he
persevered and eventually persuaded her to allow him to buy her
dinner the next evening. Having agreed, Olive almost immediately
changed her mind, but he was gone, leaving her no option but to
turn up, because she had no means of contacting him to cancel the
arrangement.

Despite her
misgivings, she made some
effort to dress up, even though her best outfit was a rather worn
work suit. Olive never went anywhere and had no real ‘going out’
clothes. The restaurant was quiet, the tables candle-lit and the
music soothing. Kurt complimented her on her appearance and
gradually broke down her reserves and, by the end of the evening,
she was enjoying herself. The relationship blossomed. With Kurt by
her side, Olive felt attractive and her self-esteem began to rise.
Floating through the days on a wave of love, Olive failed to notice
the speculative glances and amused gossip in the office, which was
probably a good thing, as she would have hated to know she was the
topic of everyone’s conversation. Keeping herself to herself, the
subterfuge worked and her colleagues had no idea who was putting
the smile on her face, even though most were sure the dramatic
change had to be because of a man. Kurt was quite happy to go along
with the secrecy, although he never explained why. In her moments
of self-doubt, Olive wondered if he didn’t want people to see them
together because he was ashamed of her and, after a while, she
couldn’t actually remember whose suggestion it had been to keep
their relationship a secret.

At first, she
felt a murderous jealousy towards any other woman Kurt spoke to, or even looked at, but he
gradually succeeded in reassuring her that she had nothing to worry
about. Time passed, Olive relaxed and then Kurt told her he’d
fallen in love with her and wanted them to spend the rest of their
lives together. And now their countries would soon be at war and
she only had one more chance to see him before he had to leave
England.

The switchboard
buzzed, shaking her out of her
reverie and Olive sighed. What on earth was she going to do without
him?

 


*******

 


Honor Oak
Park, South-East
London

As
Joe had expected, Peggy was tearful
when they said their goodbyes, although he’d not minded much,
grateful for an opportunity to put his arms around her and offer
comfort.

‘I’ll be back before you know it.’ He was enjoying the
feel of her body snuggling up against his on the sofa in her house.
‘And you’ll be so busy at the hospital, you won’t get time to miss
me.’

As
she smiled up at him he leant
down and kissed her tenderly. ‘When will you be home?’

‘I’ll be finished with my training in time for
Christmas. I should get leave then.’ He made an effort to sound
more cheerful than he felt.

‘Thirteen weeks just sounds like such a long time.’
Peggy sounded depressed.

‘I know.’ Joe hugged her. ‘But I’m sure it will fly by,
and you can write to me. It’s not like I’ll be on the other side of
the world.’

‘Ahhh. But will you write back, Joe Price? I know what
you’re like!’ she teased and he laughed, pleased to see her looking
happier.

‘Of course I will. I’ll write at least
once!’

Peggy’s expression
changed and she was about to say something, when she realised he
was joking. She settled back into his arms and he pulled her
towards him, his mouth eagerly seeking hers. Peggy kissed him back
and Joe moved his hands towards her breasts. To his surprise, she
made no move to stop him, instead her kissing became more
passionate. Joe began slowly undoing the buttons on her blouse. As
the third one popped undone, his hands reached inside and he could
feel her bra.

‘No.’ Peggy stopped kissing him long enough to push his
hands away and start redoing her buttons.

‘Come on, Peggy. I’m going away for thirteen
weeks.’

‘What difference is that going to make?’ Peggy sounded
annoyed. ‘You know I’m not that kind of girl.’

‘I’m not going to think any the less of you.’ Joe tried
to keep the pleading tone out of his voice, but his trousers were
becoming uncomfortably tight. ‘There’s nothing wrong with letting
me touch you, we’ve known each other ages.’

‘If I let you do that, you’ll want to go further.’
Peggy had moved away from him.

‘No, I won’t. I promise.’

Peggy stared at
him for a long moment and then relented. ‘Well, alright then. If you promise not to try
anything else.’

Joe pulled her
back towards him and renewed his attack on her breasts, this time
meeting no resistance when he
began rubbing them through her bra. Instead, Peggy began moaning,
her eyes closed. Joe couldn’t help himself. His hands dropped to
her skirt and he ran his fingers up her leg until he felt the skin
between her stocking and her panties.

‘See, I knew you wouldn’t know when to stop.’ Peggy
pulled away and Joe sighed. She looked cross now and he really
didn’t want to fall out with her before he went away.

‘I’m sorry. You’re just so irresistible, I can’t keep
my hands off you.’ Seeing his flattery was having no effect, he
adjusted his trousers and tried to think about something
else.

‘Let’s go for a walk. I don’t want to argue with you
before you go.’ Peggy stood up. Obviously there would be no more
petting. Joe nodded. Talk of going to the army had done the trick
perfectly.



*******

 


Catford, South-East
London

‘Let me come
with you, please.’

Kurt
shook his head. ‘How can you,
Olive? In a matter of hours, our countries will be at war. If you
come with me, you’ll be interned, or worse. And I can’t stay here
either.’

‘Then let’s go to a neutral country where we can be
safe,’ Olive pleaded.

Kurt looked
shocked. ‘I can’t just run
away when my country is at war. I will have to go home and
fight.’

‘But you can’t…’ Olive was aghast.

Kurt
rounded on her. ‘Do you think I am
some sort of coward?’ His voice was angry and she cowered away,
shaking her head. Kurt stared out of the window. ‘I am a German and
my country needs me.’

‘But how will I know you are safe?’ Olive paled at the
thought she would never see him again.

Kurt
shrugged, then seeing the
sadness in her eyes, moved closer and pulled her into his arms. She
turned her face up to his and he bent down, kissing her lips,
tenderly at first and then with more passion. His hands moved over
her body and she stopped him. ‘Please, Kurt. I don’t want you to
go. Please take me with you.’ Her voice was shaky.

He
stepped back, an angry snarl
on his handsome face. Olive hesitated and then began taking off her
clothes. His expression relaxed and he watched while she removed
her blouse then her skirt and stood there in her underwear. Kurt
had just started to undo the buttons on his fly when then there was
a knock on the door bringing them back to reality. The angry
expression returned to his face.

‘Who’s there?’ Olive called out, her voice
breathless.

‘Only Mrs. Smith, dear.’ The whiny voice never ceased
to annoy Olive. ‘Just wanted to make sure you were alright. I
thought I heard voices.’

Olive opened
her mouth to tell her nosy neighbour to get lost, but Kurt had buttoned up his trousers and was
putting on his coat. She didn’t want to waste time getting into an
argument.

‘I’ve got the wireless on. I was listening to a play,’
she called desperately, seeing Kurt was already reaching for his
hat.

‘Alright, dear. Sorry to have bothered you.’ Olive
could hear the elderly woman hesitate outside the door before
shuffling away, her slippers scraping on the bare boards and she
cursed under her breath. Kurt made to walk past her and she grabbed
his arm.

‘Please don’t go.’ Her eyes pleaded with him and he
relented.

‘Just another
few moments then,’ he whispered, removing his coat
again.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


La Couture, Pas-de-Calais

Marie
stared at her husband Jacques
in horror. ‘Oh my God, not again.’ Jacques could see the fear in
her eyes and he hastened to reassure her.

‘I’m sure it won’t come to that, my love. We have the
Maginot Line now and, in any case, no one really wants war, not
after last time.’

Marie
wasn’t convinced, but Jacques
seemed so sure, she said nothing. She was going to change the
subject when the door burst open and Louis, her oldest son, flew
in.

‘Have you heard the news, Mama, Papa?’ His face was
flushed with excitement, his blond hair tousled from the wind. ‘I’m
going to join up straight away,’ he continued before they had a
chance to reply.

Marie felt
faint. ‘You can’t!’ The colour
drained from her face.

‘I can do what I like, Mama; I’m twenty one. I don’t
need your permission.’ Louis’ face wore the familiar, stubborn
expression she knew well. Marie was about to argue when Jacques
placed a restraining hand on her arm.

‘Are you sure you want to join up, Louis?’ Jacques’s
voice was calm, his tone reasoned. ‘Why not wait until they begin
conscription. There’s no rush.’

‘If I join up now, I’ll get to choose where I go.’
Louis was not to be swayed. ‘I thought you’d be pleased, Papa. You
were a great soldier; I just want to make you proud of me. I’m
going to see Brigitte. She’ll be pleased for me, even if you
aren’t.’ He spun on his heel and stormed out, slamming the door
behind him.

Marie
watched Louis go and her heart
sank. She loved Jacques, but the war had damaged him and she
couldn’t bear her son to suffer like his father. She hoped his
girlfriend would talk some sense into him, but she didn’t hold out
much hope. Brigitte was shallow, thoughtless and self centred and
had already gained a certain reputation in Béthune. Marie couldn’t
understand why Louis liked her. The only good thing about him
joining the army was that he would be separated from that girl and,
with a bit of luck, he would find someone else.

‘He’ll be
alright, Marie.’ Jacques’ voice broke into her thoughts.

Marie
shook her head, her eyes filled with
sorrow. ‘You weren’t alright, Jacques. Why should our son be any
different?’

 


********

 


Béthune,
Pas-de-Calais

Nineteen
year-old Brigitte Fabron
slipped quietly through the back door of the butcher’s shop and
headed in the direction of her father’s café. As she negotiated the
cobbled street in her high heels, she smoothed down her tight
fitting skirt and thought about the money she had just tucked away
in her bra and how she would spend it. Her long auburn hair looked
windswept, even though the day was still and her lipstick was
smudged, but Brigitte was unaware of this and assumed her
appearance was perfect, as usual. Albert was easy to please; she
really couldn’t understand why his wife didn’t spend more time
catering for his needs. Brigitte had been sneaking round to see him
during his wife’s weekly visit to her sister for several months
and, providing Louis didn’t get to hear about her afternoon
activities, she couldn’t see anything wrong with the arrangement.
Albert was perfectly happy and she was earning very
nicely.

She had only
just reached her father’s café
and sat down at one of the pavement tables when Louis rode up on
his bicycle. He leapt off, leaned the bike against the wall and
rushed over to her.

‘Louis! I wasn’t expecting to see you
today.’

‘I’m going to join the army!’ he burst out.

Brigitte was
astonished and then her face
lit up. The old crones who were always gossiping about her would
have to treat her with a bit more respect if her boyfriend was a
brave soldier. ‘That’s wonderful, Louis. When did you
decide?’

‘We’re at war, haven’t you heard?’ Louis was amazed
when Brigitte shook her head. ‘What on earth have you been doing
all day?’ Brigitte blanched but, fortunately for her, Louis didn’t
wait for an answer. ‘I don’t think my parents are very pleased, but
I knew you would be.’

Brigitte was so
relieved he’d lost interest in her whereabouts, she stood up and
kissed him. Louis immediately hugged her close to him, squeezed her
buttocks and whispered, ‘I thought we could go somewhere and
celebrate? Once I sign up I’ll have to go away and it might be ages
before we see each other again.’

Brigitte made
no attempt to move his hands.
She was already planning how she could gain the maximum advantage
from his new career. ‘Of course. Let’s go up to our secret place,’
she murmured in his ear. Louis moved away, grabbed his bike, sat on
the seat and helped her onto the handlebars. Once he was sure she
was safe, Louis pedalled away in the direction of La
Couture.

 


*******

 


La Couture,
Pas-de-Calais

Marie
stared out of the window at
the farm she and Jacques had nurtured and waited for Louis to come
home. She hoped Brigitte would have more luck than they had in
dissuading him from signing up, but she doubted it. Once Louis made
up his mind to do something, however reckless, it was virtually
impossible to talk him out of it. Thank goodness Marcel, her
youngest son, was more level headed.

Marie sighed.
All the talk of war and Louis joining up had rekindled
old memories she would rather had not
resurfaced. She loved Jacques, even though life had not always been
easy. Their problems had started before they were even married.
Jacques’ family was quite well off and didn’t approve of Marie
because she was only a waitress in a café; they assumed she was
just a gold digger, after Jacques for his money. The irony was not
lost on Marie who had been horrified when Louis had bought Brigitte
home to meet them. Remembering how Jacques’ parents had done
everything they could to stop the marriage and how this had only
spurred him on to defy them, Marie had tried hard not to let Louis
see how she felt about his girlfriend.

Although she
and Jacques had been happy to
start with, things had changed after he had been wounded. The shell
fragments they had painstakingly picked out of his body were bad
enough, but even worse was the damage the war had done to his mind.
Jacques’ parents had expected her to collapse under the pressure of
caring for him, but she had surprised them. Not long after he was
injured, she had given birth to their first child. Sadly the baby,
a girl, had died just a few days later. There had been little time
for her to grieve. Jacques was suffering from shell shock with
dreadful nightmares and needed constant care. Through the long days
and nights of the next few months, Marie nursed him back to health,
willing him to overcome the terrifying memories that haunted him.
Her obvious devotion to Jacques had finally convinced his parents
just how much she loved their son and, at last, they had accepted
her. From then on, they had supported Marie and Jacques up until
their deaths, treating her like she was their own
daughter.

Despite the injuries
and nightmares resulting from his experiences in the war, they had
been very happy. The location of the farm, away from any
frightening memories, with its rural peace and tranquillity had
worked their magic. The terrifying flashbacks lessened considerably
as the years passed and their two sons had brought them nothing but
pleasure. Although they had never had much money, they always had
enough food to eat and clothes to put on their backs. Many of the
events in the outside world passed them by, as they lived out their
lives in the peace of the French countryside. But all that seemed
set to end, and it wasn’t just Jacques she would have to worry
about, not if Louis got his way. She only hoped seventeen-year-old
Marcel would not be influenced by his older brother’s
haste.

Thinking about
her sons bought a lump to her throat. Louis was like his father, both in appearance and character;
impetuous, dashing and brave, but also stubborn and selfish when it
suited him. Although Marcel had his father’s fair colouring, he was
more like her father; resourceful, calm, and thoughtful, often
reminding her of a gentle giant.

Marie
couldn’t see anything of
herself in either of her sons, although her friends said they could
see her in Marcel’s eyes sometimes, and in some of the expressions
Louis pulled, especially when he didn’t want to listen to good
advice. Inwardly, Marie shook herself; she needed to make some sort
of decision. If the Germans invaded France, should they go, or
should they stay put?

 


*******

 


La Couture, Pas-de-Calais

Louis
freewheeled through the narrow lane, a broad grin on
his face. As he’d expected,
Brigitte had been delighted about him joining up and had needed
little persuasion to show him just how pleased she was. Louis would
miss her when he went away, but the thought of being a soldier was
even more exciting. And if she was this accommodating before he
signed up, he couldn’t wait to see what she would do when he came
to visit her in his uniform.

He came to the
small hedge that bordered his
family’s land, lifted his bike over and then vaulted across the
thick bushes with ease. As he strolled through the land on which he
had grown up and worked, he was sad to be leaving, but unable to
suppress his excitement at the new life opening up to him. The
farmhouse came into view and his spirits dipped briefly. He could
see his mother watching from the window. Louis sighed. He knew
Marie didn’t want him to go, but he was determined to join up. Just
because his father had suffered in the war, didn’t mean he would
and he hoped she wasn’t going to make too much fuss. He didn’t want
to leave with bad feelings between them.

Reaching the
door, Louis let himself in.
Marie moved towards him, a troubled expression on her face. She
could tell by his demeanour he had not changed his mind and she bit
her lip.

‘You’re still going then?’ Louis could hear the emotion
in her voice, but he was determined not to weaken.

‘Yes, Mama.’

‘Come here then,’ Marie reached out and put her arms
around him. ‘Take care, Louis, and come home safe.’

Louis hugged
her back, relieved she was not going to try and talk
him out it. ‘I will, Mama. Don’t
worry, I’ll be back in no time, safe and sound, you’ll
see.’

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Lambeth
Hospital, South-West London,
London

Although
Peggy loved her job, she couldn’t
wait for her shift to be over. Joe would be home soon and, although
she wasn’t seeing him until Boxing Day, two whole days away, just
knowing he was only a few miles away was exciting. As a student
nurse, she would have to work Christmas Day, but she was looking
forward to spending the afternoon on the children’s ward. That
would be more fun than a day with her elderly Aunt Maud and Uncle
Bernard who were rather staid and set in their ways. Even worse,
would be a day spent with her cousin, Olive. Peggy had no idea why
Olive hated her but the thinly veiled animosity had never been far
from the surface and Peggy had given up trying to make friends.
Fortunately, they rarely met now they both had their own
homes.

Peggy
had been training for over two
years, something she still found incredible. Ever since she was a
child, she’d wanted to be a nurse; nothing else had interested her
and she could still remember just how nervous she’d been when she
first arrived at the hospital. Fortunately, the gate porter who’d
greeted her was very friendly and had given her directions to the
Sister Tutor’s office where she was introduced to the other new
applicants including Helen, who also came from London and was soon
to become her best friend.

‘Are you ready, Cooper?’ Peggy jumped. Lost in her
thoughts about Joe, she hadn’t heard Sister Adams
approaching.

‘Yes, Sister.’ Peggy took the lighted candle Sister
Adams was holding and followed her up the stairs to the first floor
where all the nurses were getting ready to sing Carols to the
children who were too ill to go home for Christmas. The concert
began and Peggy pushed dreams of Joe out of her mind and
concentrated on making sure the youngsters had a wonderful time.
When they finished singing, she and the other nurses decorated the
large tree at the end of the ward and helped the children hang up
their stockings ready for Father Christmas.

 


*******

 


England

Christmas
arrived so quickly, Joe could
hardly believe the thirteen weeks training was over and the time
had come for his first leave. He packed up his ‘civvy’ clothes,
which they were instructed to take home, then hurried to the Guard
House where he had to pass inspection before being allowed out.
From there, he went out through West Gate, over the bridge and
across the street to the station to catch the train home. He was
quite sad to be leaving Winchester, because much to his surprise,
he had enjoyed his time there and had made some very good friends.
After Christmas, he would go straight to Tidworth to complete his
training to be a driver of a Bren gun carrier.

‘I can’t wait to get home,’ Joe said as the train
approached London.

Alfred
White, the tall lanky young
man, known to his mates as ‘Chalky’, who was travelling with him,
nodded enthusiastically.

‘Yeah, me too.’ Chalky peered through the window. They
were pulling into Waterloo Station now and, everywhere they looked,
there were sandbags piled up against public buildings.

‘Shame we’ve
only got a few days.’ Chalky’s words echoed his own
thoughts.

‘Still, better than nothing at all.’ Joe was only too
aware that their short leave would fly by and he was determined to
make the most of the time he had before the inevitable return to
camp.

‘Can you see Joyce anywhere?’ Chalky had opened the
window and was leaning out, scanning the platform for his
wife.

‘Look, there she is.’ Having been best man at their
wedding, Joe spotted her standing by the barrier. Joyce saw them at
the same time and began waving, her face alight with
excitement.

Chalky flung
open the door, narrowly
missing a couple of people standing too close to the edge of the
platform. Ignoring their shouts of outrage, he leapt off the moving
train, ran towards the barrier, handed his ticket to the collector
and swung Joyce into his arms. Turning towards Joe, he waved
briefly and then disappeared into the seething crowds.

‘Lucky sod,’ Joe muttered to himself. He wouldn’t be
able to see Peggy until Boxing Day. His stomach fluttered
nervously. He hoped everything was going to be alright. He shook
his head. There was no point worrying about something that might
never happen. He turned his thoughts to his Mum and Fred and
smiled. He’d missed them more than he’d expected over the past few
weeks and he was determined to enjoy a family Christmas. The train
eased to a halt, Joe stepped onto the platform and strode
purposefully towards the exit.

 


*******

 


La Couture, Pas-de-Calais

‘Hello, Mama, Papa.’ Louis flung his arms round his
mother. ‘Have you missed me?’ Louis had put on weight and was
bursting with good health, his uniform smartly ironed, his boots
shining.

‘You silly boy, of course I have.’ Marie embraced him,
her head turned away so he couldn’t see her tears.

‘Marcel, it’s good to see you, little
brother.’

Marcel
hugged Louis, delighted to see
him back safe and sound.

‘Come on, Marcel. Help me unpack. I’ve only got a few
days, so let’s make the most of our time.’ Marcel followed Louis
upstairs, leaving their parents alone.

‘Is the war still boring, like you said in your
letters?’ Marcel couldn’t wait to hear more about Louis’
life.

‘Worse.’ Louis pulled a face. ‘All we do is play
football or cards and send up weather balloons. I haven’t even seen
the Boche.’

‘Well that’s good, isn’t it?’

‘I suppose so, but I would like to see some
action.’

‘Wouldn’t you
be frightened?’

‘Nah, course not’ Louis’ response was a little too
quick, although Marcel didn’t notice.

He gazed at his
brother in admiration.
‘Perhaps I should join up too?’

‘You’re a bit young at the moment, Marcel. Why not wait
a while and see what happens.’

Marcel breathed
a sigh of relief that his
brother hadn’t encouraged him to rush off and become a
soldier.

‘Tell me all the news, then? What have I
missed?’

Marcel thought
hard ‘Nothing really, Louis,
although…’ He hesitated and Louis looked closely at him.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘Papa is acting strangely.’ Marcel stopped, feeling he
was being disloyal. Louis didn’t say anything, so he felt compelled
to continue, ‘He’s started having nightmares again.’

‘Oh.’ Louis’ face was troubled. ‘The war’s probably
bringing everything back.’

‘That’s what Mama said.’

Louis
punched him playfully on the
arm ‘There you are then! He’ll soon get better. Don’t worry, little
brother. I’m sure he’ll be fine.’ Marcel opened his mouth to argue,
then realised there wasn’t much Louis could do to help. ‘Perhaps we
should go downstairs? I know Mama has really missed
you.’

‘Come on, then. I bet I can get down quicker than
you!’

They raced each
other down the stairs, their laughter filling the house and Jacques turned to
Marie. ‘See, I told you he would be alright.’

Marie
didn’t answer. She wanted to
shout at him that nothing had happened yet, and what if things
changed?

As if
reading her mind, Jacques
reached out and squeezed her hand. ‘The Germans don’t want war any
more than we do. You’ll see, it won’t be long and it will all blow
over and we’ll get back to life as it was before.’

 


*******

 


Honor Oak
Park, South-East
London,

‘Have you killed anyone yet?’ Fred asked. They were
sitting around the dinner table, waiting for the food to be dished
up.

‘Fred, what a question!’ Pauline snapped at him as she
bought their plates in, but Joe just grinned.

‘I was only asking.’ Fred looked aggrieved. ‘It’s been
really boring here. No cinema, theatre or football until a few
weeks ago.’

‘Ah, poor you.’ Joe wasn’t at all sympathetic. ‘And
there’s me thinking my life was bad, not allowed to go out without
permission; people shouting at me; not able to see Peggy; having to
change my whole life.’ To his surprise the more he said, the more
angry he began to feel.

‘No need to get narked, Joe.’ Pauline glanced at Joe in
surprise. He was normally very easy-going. It was most unlike him
to get so riled up.

Joe
took a deep breath. ‘Sorry.
I’m not cross with you, Fred. Ignore me. Being back home reminds me
of everything I’m missing, that’s all.’

‘Well, you have some more rabbit stew and make the most
of it.’ Pauline reached for his half-empty plate and, without
giving him a chance to object, she went into the kitchen where the
rest of the stew was keeping warm on the stove. ‘And you stop
making him cross, Fred,’ she added, over her shoulder.

There was a
brief silence while Pauline was out of the room, and
when she came back with his
plate, Joe began tucking in. He was still feeling out of sorts but
he didn’t want to spoil his precious time at home.

The
stew was excellent and he
concentrated on enjoying the first decent meal he’d had for ages.
Finally realising he couldn’t eat another mouthful, Joe placed his
knife and fork together and sat back.

‘That was absolutely delicious.’ He patted his stomach
lightly. He was feeling completely bloated. ‘I really couldn’t eat
anything else, Mum, honestly.’

‘Well, if you’re sure you’ve had enough?’ Pauline was
watching him carefully; he was a little too quiet for her liking.
She knew he wouldn’t speak out in front of his brother if there was
something wrong, so she changed the subject. ‘Fred’s dug up the
rest of the flower beds and planted some vegetables.’ She began
clearing away the plates.

‘Potatoes and carrots at the moment; I’m going to have
a go at growing some cabbage and parsnips too.’ Fred sounded very
enthusiastic, which Joe found quite amusing. Seeing his brother’s
expression, Fred frowned. ‘What’s so funny?’

‘Just the thought of you gardening, that’s all. You
hate gardening.’

‘Yeah, well, we’ve all got to do our bit, haven’t we?’
Fred was defensive.

Joe
grinned. ‘Well, just as long
as you don’t kill everything.’

‘Well, you can talk,’ Fred laughed. ‘You put in loads
of flower seeds last year. Not one of them came up.’

‘Ah, but that was the weather;
nothing to do with me.’ Joe was relieved to see Fred was happier
now. He felt guilty about snapping at him earlier, but he had
suddenly been envious of them all. Yes, their lives were changing,
but not to the same extent as his and it probably wouldn’t be long
before he was sent somewhere to fight and then… He made a conscious effort to think about
something else. Normally when he was depressed or worried, he
turned his thoughts to Peggy. For once, even that didn’t cheer him
up. He couldn’t wait to see her on Boxing Day, but what
if…

‘Joe!’

‘Sorry, I was miles away.’

‘I just asked if you were alright.’ Pauline sounded
concerned. ‘You seem really fed up.’

Seeing the
worried look on her face, Joe felt guilty. His mum and brother were really pleased to see him
and here he was behaving like a right misery guts. He made an
effort to cheer up. ‘No, I’m fine, Mum.’

‘Well, if you’re sure?’ Pauline wasn’t convinced. She
knew her son very well and there was definitely something he wasn’t
telling her.

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


La Couture, Pas-de-Calais

‘How do you
like being a soldier?’ Jacques asked, pouring Louis and Marcel some
more wine. They had just finished their Christmas meal, Marie had
gone to wash up the dishes and the three men were relaxing at the
sturdy oak kitchen table.

‘To be honest, there’s not much happening at the
moment.’ Louis sipped his drink slowly. ‘It’s a bit boring
really.’

‘Well, let’s hope it stays like that.’ Marie had her
back to them and she missed the wink Jacques gave Louis.

Louis
glanced up at the kitchen clock on
the wall and downed the rest of his wine in one gulp.

‘That was a lovely dinner, Mama.’ Louis left the table,
came up to the sink and gave her a hug. Pulling back, he stretched.
‘I think I’ll go for a walk and work off some of the
food.’

Marie smiled up at
him. ‘What a good idea, Louis. Perhaps Marcel would like to go with
you?’ His face fell. ‘Or was there some other reason you wanted to
get some fresh air?’

Louis
flushed. He knew his mother
didn’t really approve of his girlfriend, but he was a man now and
who he saw was none of her business. ‘Well, I did think I might
call in on Brigitte.’

Marie tried to hide
her misgivings. Louis was home for such a short time, she didn’t
want to fall out with him. She forced herself to smile and she
patted him on the arm. ‘Go on, Louis. Off you go and enjoy
yourself!’

Louis grabbed
his heavy army greatcoat, pulled on his boots and stepped out into the thick snow.
Brigitte had written him several letters in the short time he had
been away and Louis had spent many a night looking forward to
becoming reacquainted with her, so the bitter wind and steadily
falling snow did nothing to dent his ardour. He climbed on his bike
and pedalled quickly down the lane towards the main road to
Béthune.

 


*******

 


Outside
Béthune, Pas-de-Calais

Brigitte,
heavily wrapped up in a warm
coat and knitted scarf, her long auburn hair hidden under a fur
hat, tramped through the frozen snow covered fields, her head down
against the cold snow-laden wind. She couldn’t wait to see Louis
again, especially if he was in his uniform. Brigitte glanced at her
watch and quickened her pace. They had arranged to meet in their
special place, an isolated barn just outside the town and she
didn’t want to be late.

‘Brigitte!’

Louis was leaning his
bike against an ice-coated tree on the edge of the pasture. She
waved, and as she headed towards him Brigitte wished the snow
wasn’t so thick. When she finally reached him, she flung her arms
around his neck and Louis swung her up in the air.

‘I’ve missed you so much,’ he whispered in her ear
before tilting her face towards his and kissing her. Brigitte
responded, her tongue seeking his with a passion that caught him by
surprise. Louis slipped his hand inside her coat and towards her
breasts, his fingers seeking her erect nipples. Giggling, she
pushed him away.

‘Not here, Louis. I’m much too cold!’

‘And here’s me thinking it was because you were pleased
to see me.’ Louis pretended to be hurt and she pushed him
playfully. Grinning, he took her arm. ‘Come into the barn, then you
can show me how much you’ve missed me.’ Brigitte allowed him to
lead her to the large wooden structure, its snow covered roof hung
with icicles.

Louis opened
the barn door and pulled her
inside. It was much warmer there, away from the cold easterly wind
so she quickly discarded her coat and hat then lay down on the
straw, an inviting smile on her face. Louis took off his coat and
stood gazing down at her. He could see the rise and fall of her
breasts, the outline of her suspenders under her skirt, shapely
legs tapering down to her boots and he could wait no
longer.

 


*******

 


Catford,
South-East London

Olive was
relieved Christmas Day was almost over. She envied her cousin Peggy being able to work. She
had no choice. The council offices were shut for two days, leaving
her with two options: spend the time on her own, or go round to her
parents. She couldn’t face the festive season, enduring the pitying
glances and prying questions from her parents, so she’d opted for
being alone, having lied and said she was going to a friend’s house
for the holiday. Fortunately, when she’d arrived home on Christmas
Eve there had been a letter from Kurt waiting for her on the mat.
Olive had pounced on the envelope like a puppy with a new ball and
spent the rest of the evening reading and re-reading the precious
prose, planning how she would answer him.

Having eaten
her soup and bread – she saw
no point cooking for one – Olive pulled out his letter which was
already beginning to look rather tatty and re-read the words
slowly, this time trying to pretend he was in the room with
her.

My darling Olive,

I hope
this letter finds you in the best of
health and missing me as much as I am missing you. I can’t believe
three months have passed since we last held each other and I pray
daily this wretched war will not go on too much longer.

How is London?
I miss walking through the
park with you. I expect they have erected lots of air raid defences
now and I would probably hardly recognise the place. Are there lots
of soldiers around? I must confess to being very jealous when I
think of you alone with all those men in uniform. I torture myself
with the thought that you have found someone else and at this very
moment are making love to him like you did with me. Do you remember
our love making, my darling?

I think I had
better concentrate on something less exciting, so I
can calm down!

I am very
worried about your safety, my love. The war has
barely begun but I feel the
fighting will grow worse. You do have somewhere to go if there are
air raids, don’t you? I know your building doesn’t have a cellar.
Are you able to go to an underground shelter? Are there men ready
to protect you and your home from the death and destruction I have
seen in Poland?

Please
reassure me you will be safe and you
also have enough to eat. There were some worrying reports in the
newspapers here saying Britain has very little food left. I can’t
bear the thought of you going hungry.

I am beginning
to fret but I know how you
can stop this, if you would my darling? In each letter you must
tell me whether there is enough food and whether you are safe. Then
I can relax a little and just concentrate on making love to you in
my mind.

I would like
to write more but the special
post is here and if I miss it, you won’t get this before Christmas
and I so want you to be reading this, laying warm and snug under
the sheets and remembering the precious time when we were together
in your tiny bed.

Good night, my
dearest love. I await your
response with impatience.

Your one true
love,

Kurt xxx

Olive placed
the letter on the small cupboard by her bed, undressed and
climbed under the sheets.
Music from the wireless in the sitting room seeped into the bedroom
but Olive didn’t hear anything. Her eyes were closed, she could
hear his voice repeating the words of his letter and she
smiled.

 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


Honor Oak
Park, South-East
London

Having spent
Christmas Day at the hospital,
Peggy hurried round to Pauline’s house for dinner on Boxing Day.
She hadn’t seen Joe since September and she arrived early, eager to
spend most of the day with him before he had to go back. However,
Joe seemed edgy and distant and totally unlike his normal self.
Peggy asked him several times if everything was alright, wondering
if there was a problem at his battalion, although his letters had
seemed cheerful enough.

‘I’ve asked him the same thing, but he won’t tell me
anything,’ Pauline commented.

‘That’s because there’s nothing
to tell.’ Joe was beginning to sound cross. Peggy glanced at
Pauline but she was already heading back into the kitchen. Peggy
sighed. Joe was definitely behaving strangely. She was just
beginning to wonder whether he didn’t want to go out with her
anymore and wasn’t sure how to tell her, when he suggested they go
for a walk. Feeling really nervous, she went to get her coat from
the hall stand. Her mind was racing. Maybe he’s found someone else in
Winchester.

‘Dinner’s at one sharp. Don’t be late and it’s really
cold out there so wrap up warm,’ Pauline called from the
kitchen.

For the first time
since Peggy had arrived, Joe relaxed and laughed. ‘I’m used to the
cold, Mum. I’ve just spent weeks living under canvas.’

‘Well Peggy hasn’t,’ she snapped, but she was relieved
he seemed more cheerful. Normally, Joe would tell her if there was
a problem, but he hadn’t and that was really worrying her. What
could be so bad he didn’t want to talk to her?

 


*******

 


Catford, South-East
London

Olive
spent Boxing Day morning
listening to the wireless, reading a rather boring book and
composing various replies to Kurt in her head, until she was
finally ready to put her thoughts into words.

Picking up her pen and
paper she began writing.

‘My darling,
wonderful Kurt,

You
have no idea how delighted I
was to receive your letter when I arrived home from work on
Christmas Eve. I was dreading spending Christmas and Boxing Day
alone without you and then you rescued me again. Just like the
first time when we met and I finally had something in my life to
look forward to.

You
don’t need to worry about
food. We have plenty. Rationing is due to start in January, but
there is more than enough food in the country and we are all going
to be growing our own soon. No I don’t think you would recognise
the park. All the flowers have been pulled out and vegetables
planted in their place and there are lots of air defences
everywhere. There are even some ack ack guns (I think that’s what
they’re called) in the park and Home Guard and bossy air raid
wardens everywhere, shouting at us to remember the blackout. Lots
of people are training to be fire wardens to protect buildings and
we all have gas attack practice regularly, so you have nothing to
worry about.

Life
was very boring here without
the cinema or decent programmes on the wireless but everything’s
changed now and at last there are some good comedy sketches on to
listen to in the evening and some wonderful shows with very good
singers. The news is still bad, though. Poor Mr Chamberlain seems
to be under attack from that dreadful Mr Churchill, although I
think he’s doing quite a good job. There are lots of rumours the
Prime Minister really wants peace. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if he
signed an agreement with Mr Hitler ending the war? Then we could be
together again.

I
am blushing just thinking about our
love making and wish you were here with me. Hopefully I won’t have
to imagine us together or live on memories too much
longer.

I had another
run-in the other day with my
cousin, Peggy. I really don’t like her. She’s so prim and proper.
I’m sure she thinks she’s better than anyone else. Her boyfriend
was conscripted right at the beginning of September into the Rifle
Brigade. They’re based at Winchester in Hampshire and she’s always
talking about him like he’s some kind of God. I can’t believe we
managed to live in the same house for so many years without falling
out more often.

Sorry,
I’m getting cross and I don’t
want to bore you with all my silly problems. How is life in
Germany? Have you joined the army yet? You don’t say much in your
letters about your own life, you must write and tell me, then I can
picture everything more clearly.

Well, I
suppose I’d better go or I
will keep writing this letter forever; anything to feel close to
you.

All
my love darling, look after
yourself.

Your one true
love,

Olive. xxxxxxxx

 


*******

 


Honor
Oak Park, South-East
London

Peggy put on
her coat and followed Joe out into the icy streets. He put his
arm around her and pulled her
close which made her feel slightly better. She resisted the
temptation to ask him again whether there was anything wrong,
sensing it would be best to let him talk in his own time. They
strolled in companionable silence for a while and Peggy enjoyed the
sensation of feeling him close to her, although she was too nervous
to really relax. What would she do if Joe had found someone else?
They had been together for so long she couldn’t imagine being
without him. They were heading in the direction of the park and,
when they drew close, Joe spoke for the first time since they had
left the house.

‘Peggy, you know I love you, don’t you?’

Peggy smiled
nervously. ‘Yes, Joe. I love you too.’

‘Well, I was thinking. We’ve known each other over four
years now and, we both love each other and… Well… perhaps we
should… that is… it might be nice to… Do you think we…? Maybe we
could get engaged?’ There, he’d asked her! Even if he had stuttered
and stammered, and the words hadn’t quite come out how he’d
intended.

Peggy stared at
him with a mixture of astonishment, relief and
happiness. He hadn’t found
someone else after all.

‘Was that a proposal?’ she asked, anxiously.

‘Yes.’ Joe grinned, relieved he had finally managed to
do ask but nervous, in case she said no. ‘Wasn’t a very good one,
was it?’

‘Well, you should really get down on one knee and…
Joe!’ she shrieked. To the amused stares of the few people brave
enough to be out, he knelt down on the frozen pavement, took her
hand in his and said, with much more coherence than he had
previously mustered:

‘Will you marry me, Peggy?’

‘Yes, yes, yes! Of course I will.’ Her delighted
response was cut off abruptly. Joe stood up, swung her round in his
arms and kissed her. Peggy kissed him back, totally oblivious to
the cold and damp. Finally releasing her, they both spoke at
once.

‘I’ve been worried sick in case you said no,’ Joe
began

‘I was terrified you were going to tell me you’d found
someone else.’ Peggy could hardly hide her relief.

They kissed
again and then held each other
close, wishing the moment could go on forever.



*******

 


A barn
outside Béthune,
Pas-de-Calais

The day
after Christmas, not wanting
to upset his mother too much, Louis made sure Marie wasn’t about
before riding to the barn where he had arranged to meet Brigitte
again. After making love to her, he glanced at his watch. He would
need to go soon or Marie would notice he was missing. Spotting him
checking his watch, Brigitte snuggled closer and began tracing
delicate patterns with her fingers across his naked stomach. He
laughed.

‘You’re insatiable.’ He turned on his side to face her
and took her chin in his hand. Her eyes stared up at him and he
leaned forward and kissed the tip of her nose. ‘I have to go. I
said I would help Papa with the milking.’

Brigitte
pouted, the expression of irritation on her face making him
laugh even more. ‘Don’t sulk,
Brigitte.’

‘Can’t you stay just a little longer?’

Louis
sighed. ‘I can’t darling, I
really do have to go.’ He leant over her and kissed her
passionately and then pulled away laughing. ‘No, much as I want to
stay, I really have to leave.’

Brigitte watched as he
dressed quickly and then made her own preparations to leave. It was
probably a good thing he was going as she had promised one of the
widowers in the village to call in on him later. At least they
would be indoors and he always paid her well.

 


*******

 


Honor Oak
Park, South-East
London

Eventually, the cold
began to bite and Peggy and Joe resumed their walk. Joe was
ecstatic. ‘When do you want to get married?’

Peggy
tried to be practical. She wanted to
say ‘tomorrow’ but she knew that wasn’t feasible. ‘I don’t
know. We’ll need time to organise a wedding and we don’t have a
clue where you’re going to be or what’s going to happen. Maybe we
should think about some time in 1941: the summer? Perhaps the war
will be over by then. What do you think?’

‘I’m not sure if I can wait that long.’ Joe frowned
then sighed heavily. ‘It makes sense, I suppose. Oh, I nearly
forgot…’ Grinning like an idiot, he fumbled in his uniform pockets.
‘I bought you a ring.’ Peggy opened the small box in delight.
Inside was a beautiful solitaire diamond on a gold base which
fitted her finger perfectly. Unable to believe she was really
engaged, Peggy stared at the ring for such a long time without
speaking that Joe became anxious.

‘Peggy?’

Seeing the
panic on his face, she reached
up and kissed him.

‘Oh, Joe. I’ve never seen such a
beautiful ring. I’m so
happy and I love you
so much.’

Relieved, he
held her close again and then said with reluctance,
‘I suppose we’d better go home or
we’ll be late for dinner.’

‘And you’re starving,’ Peggy finished for
him.

‘Well, I am, now I’m not nervous anymore!’

 


*******

 


La Couture, Pas-de-Calais

‘Sorry, Papa.
I got held up in Béthune… some of the men, you know how it
is….’

Jacques stared
up from the kitchen table,
took in Louis’ dishevelled appearance and the bits of straw hanging
from his trousers and an expression of amusement crossed his face.
‘I certainly do, boy.’ He glanced down at Louis’ trousers and
smiled. Louis looked down, hastily removed the straw and blushed,
realising his father knew exactly what he’d being doing.

‘You promised your father you would help with the
milking.’ Unlike Jacques, Marie was not at all amused. Her hands
resting on the kitchen table, were clenched, her face unsmiling.
Louis was about to repeat his earlier lie when he stopped. He was a
soldier, a man. Why should he apologise? Marie watched the
expression on his face change and sighed inwardly. She hadn’t
wanted to argue with him but he could be selfish sometimes and that
girl was definitely not a good influence on him.

‘I don’t have to answer to you, Mama.’ His voice was
cold. ‘I’m not a child anymore.’

‘It’s alright, Louis. I did the milking. You have to go
back to camp tomorrow. You should make the most of your time here…’
Marcel’s voice tailed off when he saw his mother’s furious
face.

‘The boy’s right, Marie.’ Jacques spoke before she
could say anything. ‘He’s entitled to enjoy himself. You never know
what’s around the corner.’

Marie flushed
and then she nodded. Jacques
was right. She might never see Louis again. She stood up so they
couldn’t see the sudden tears in her eyes. ‘I was just going to
make some coffee, do you want some?’ She strode across the small
kitchen to the enamel and iron stove and busied herself lighting
the gas.

‘I’m sorry, Mama. I didn’t mean to upset you.’ Louis’s
voice was close to her ear. She spun round and enfolded him in her
arms.

‘Just promise me you’ll look after yourself,’ she
murmured, holding him close.

 


*******

 


Honor Oak
Park, South-East
London

Joe
sighed, he needed to head home
and get ready to leave for Tidworth early the next morning,
although he really didn’t want to go.

Peggy followed
him to the door and down the stone steps of her aunt and
uncle’s house into the
bitterly cold deserted street. Her guardians had been delighted to
hear her good news, so now she just had to tell Olive. Peggy
shuddered at the thought, sure her unpleasant cousin would find a
way of putting a dampener on her happiness. As she pushed thoughts
of Olive away and concentrated on saying goodbye to Joe an icy
easterly wind froze the air around them. They stood outside the
house for several minutes while he held her in his arms. Peggy
snuggled into his body, putting her own arms around him, leaning
her head on his chest and they held each other in a long embrace,
wishing the world would go away and leave them alone. Eventually,
knowing time was passing and she would have to let go, Peggy pulled
back so she could look straight into his eyes. ‘You will be
careful, won’t you?’

‘Of course I will. Nothing’s going to happen to me.
I’ve got you to come back to and no war’s going to stop me.’ Joe
sounded so confident Peggy found herself believing him.

‘I really have to go, sweetheart.’ With reluctance, Joe
withdrew from her arms and kissed her, gently at first, then with
more passion until he pulled away, smiling. ‘Now I really have
something to remember you by.’ Peggy watched him walking away,
trying hard to stem the tears threatening to engulf her. She
couldn’t let his last sight of her be one of her crying, so she
made a supreme effort and, when he stopped at the corner for one
last wave, his final view was of Peggy waving, a big smile on her
face.

 


 


 



Chapter 6

 


Bournemouth

Joe groaned.
His head hurt and he had no idea where he was. He lay still for a moment, then feeling a
mattress underneath him, decided he must be in a bed. Trying to
ignore the renewed pounding in his head, he cautiously opened his
eyes. No, this was not his room. Above him, there was a solitary
light bulb encased in a rather garish lampshade, the window was
hidden by flowery curtains and he could smell a musky perfume. He
frowned, moved his arm and froze. There was someone in bed next to
him. Then everything came flooding back and he groaned
again.

He had gone
into town for a few drinks
with Rob and Taffy. Frank Roberts, known as ‘Rob’ was a short,
stocky, rifleman with dirty blond hair and blue eyes, and Taffy
Jones was a tall, well-built man with thick, black curly hair.
Other than Chalky they were his best friends. Chalky had turned
down the invitation to go out with them. Since he’d married, he’d
become very boring and they’d left him writing to his wife
Joyce.

Joe had a
vague memory of some girls joining them about halfway through the evening, but they had been
with Rob and Taffy not him; he was engaged, wasn’t he? After that,
things were rather hazy. He thought they had gone onto some night
club and then he had a vision of a girl, Elsie, he thought her name
was, allowing him to do all the things Peggy wouldn’t.

His
stomach lurched. Oh God, what
had he done? He pushed himself up on his elbow and stared down at
the sleeping face, resting on the pillow next to him. He was mildly
relieved to see she was quite attractive with shoulder length
blonde hair and even features. She stirred, opened her eyes and
smiled at him. Joe remembered her blue eyes. They had entranced him
the previous evening, their clarity adding to the intensity of her
gaze. He stopped as the image of her writhing body came into his
mind and groaned again when he realised he’d been unfaithful to
Peggy, and only weeks after they’d become engaged.

He climbed out
of bed. ‘Where are you going?’
Elsie looked disappointed and Joe felt even worse.

‘I have to go, or I’ll be late on parade.’ He said the
first thing that came into his head.

Elsie
frowned. ‘You said last night
that you had a couple of days’ leave. Never mind, we can go out
again next time you’re in town.’

‘Yes, definitely.’

‘When will that be?’

‘No idea, but I’ll be in touch.’ Joe grabbed the rest
of his clothes and hurried out of the room.

 


*******

 


Catford,
South-East London / Lewisham, South-East London

Olive watched the
postman walk past the block of flats and turned away from the
window. She knew getting post into the country and past the censors
was difficult but she’d been hoping today she would receive a
letter from Kurt. The last one was nearly a month ago.

Feeling
miserable, she put on her coat and made her way to work. The
switchboard was busy and the girls were working hard. Olive sat down and answered a couple of
calls. She glanced around and spotted one of the younger girls
laughing. At first, Olive thought she was having a private
conversation with a friend during work hours and she felt her
temper flaring. Then she realised the girl was not talking to
anyone, just sniggering at something one of the telephone callers
was saying. Olive frowned. She frequently listened in to the
conversations too, but she’d been there a long time and considered
she had a right to do so. Mary had only been there a few weeks. How
dare she neglect her work when they were this busy?

Olive stared at
the younger girl for a few
moments, debating whether she should say anything or not. She was
about to stand up when she saw Mary speaking to one of the other
girls, a mouthy redhead called Kath. They were obviously friends
and Olive changed her mind. Kath was rude and had never showed
Olive any respect. Olive knew she could never best Kath in an
argument and she wasn’t about to risk making herself look stupid in
front of the other girls. She would speak to the supervisor
instead.

 


*******

 


Somewhere on
the Maginot Line

As the big guns
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