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CHAPTER 1

‘Hello, Sonny. Don’t you know me?’

A familiar face, now animated. His attire  different from that of the soldier Mam had shown me in the photos. I peeped out from behind Mam’s skirt. The man’s icy fingers touched my soft skin, chilling me to the bone.
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‘Harry.’ The voice was insistent and accompanied by a vigorous shake of my shoulder. ‘Harry, wake up.’

The vision of my father’s return after almost four years of war, the sum of my young life, wavered and fled. Ice-cold fingers touched my cheek, now a freezing wind, whistling around the shallow cave, high in the Italian Maiella mountains.

‘Stay awake,’ Dennis urged. ‘As soon as it’s light, we’ll crack on.’

I shuffled to sit upright, pulled down the cuffs of my khaki blouse over a tattered pullover, and tucked my hands under my armpits.

Dennis turned his attention to Billy, rousing him roughly. ‘We need to get to the next village before it begins to snow.’

So far, Dennis had seen us right. He’d decided we should run for it when, after the Italian guards had disappeared, Jerry vehicles were spotted heading for the camp. Not for the first time, I wondered how he’d remained a private after fifteen years of being a regular.

I stuck my head out of the cave and looked up the mountain. The sky had lightened, stars faded, but heavy clouds were gathering behind a high peak. ‘Dennis is right, Bill. We need to put as many miles behind us as we can before that lot’ – I jerked my head upwards – ‘drops its load. C’mon, lad. Dennis knows what he’s talking about.’

Frost crunched underfoot as Billy and I followed Dennis outside. Billy hesitated, gazing along the narrow sheep track back the way we had come. I knew what was on his mind and tugged at the lad’s sleeve. ‘There’s nothing we can do for them.’ I, too, felt as if we had betrayed the friends who had sheltered us in their villages and shared their food with us, but there was nothing to do but follow Dennis along the steep path leading in the opposite direction. Loose shale made the path hazardous, the going difficult.

Despite the cold, I soon worked up a sweat keeping up with Dennis’s long stride. We hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning, and before our escape, months of poor food and a bout of dysentery had taken their toll.

What seemed like mist rapidly descending was snow – huge feathers, at first floating down and gently settling on the cold ground, then driven by a strong wind and whipped into a thick white curtain that flapped about us, tearing at our clothes, searching for any gap to penetrate.

The snow ankle deep, Dennis called a halt. He raised his voice above the howling wind. ‘We should take turns to lead. Come on, Billy lad, let’s have you in front.’

Battling against wild flurries of snow, we stumbled in line, not knowing in which direction, until Billy fell to his knees. I caught up and staggered past. My turn to lead.

Before the snow had become too thick to see, we’d glimpsed some rocky outcrops in the distance, and I headed in what I thought was that direction. Breaking fresh ground was hard. Lifting legs heavy with clinging noggins of frozen snow became almost impossible. I couldn’t tell how far we had come, nor how much further it would be to the rocky outcrops and some shelter. Or had we, in the blinding snow, missed them completely?

Keep going, one step and one step more.

I stumbled into a thigh-deep drift and collapsed. I must have done more than my fair share of trail-breaking. I twisted around. ‘Who’s next? Let’s have you up here.’ I tried to brush snow from my eyes, but it was falling too fast, too thick. ‘Dennis,’ I shouted. ‘Billy?’ But I couldn’t hear my own voice over the howling wind.

I don’t know how long I waited for Billy and Dennis to catch up. They didn’t come, and I sank into the snow – utterly alone.

*
[image: ]


Snow continued to fall. A lace wedding dress – Nellie’s wedding dress. I felt inside my tunic, touched the leather wallet I’d carried since the day of my enlistment in the Reconnaissance Corps. Snow had penetrated, and it felt damp. I feared for the precious photographs. Pictures of Nell and Mam.

As a child, I’d sit on a stool in the bedroom and watch Mam brushing her long, fair hair, let down below her waist. Her fear, the terror in her eyes when I was called up. ‘Your dad was gassed,’ she’d explained. ‘He wasn’t the same when he came back.’
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CHAPTER 2
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‘Come on, Nellie, it’s just while I’m away.’

Harold tried to convince me it was for the best.

I argued. ‘We’ve been living with your parents for more than two years. We’ve saved enough money for a deposit on a place of our own.’

‘But, Nellie, I don’t know how long I’ll be away, and I don’t want you to be on your own.’

How could I tell him that was exactly what I wanted? I expected him to say that I’d be company for his mam – we’d be company for each other. His dad wasn’t much company for anyone. Instead, he said, ‘Get your coat. There’s someone I want you to meet.’
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We shared a cigarette while walking arm in arm, Harold in his long, belted overcoat, his fair hair slicked back, and me with the sash of my wide-lapelled camel coat pulled tight. I couldn’t believe that in a few short weeks, he would be leaving.

But maybe, just maybe, this war would be over before next Christmas.

‘Here we are,’ Harold said when, following a thirty-five-minute walk, we arrived in an area of old terraced properties.

Through a jitty and gate into long, narrow gardens, we followed a path behind two other houses, through a second gate, and into a yard. Harold rapped on the back door, setting off a chorus of barking from a shed at the end of the garden.

In a long, wire-meshed compound, was a neatly trimmed black Scottie dog, accompanied by four bouncing puppies. We wrapped one in an old blue towel, carried him home, and named him Jock.
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And so, in March 1942, Jock and I said farewell – Harold, now in the Lincolnshire Regiment and off for basic training; me, in the office of Whitely Electricals, where they made parts for the wireless sets which were now so important.

The post brought me an official letter confirming Harold’s transfer to the Sherwood Foresters. I had to ask his mother for his army allowance order book before I could gum in the appropriate labels for the office now dealing with his pay-book. If I’d let her, Violet would have filled in the return form herself. Harold might have been her son, but he was my husband.
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I heard the morning post and dashed to the front door. Last week, I had already left for work before the postman called, and when I arrived home, Violet greeted me with, ‘Harold has been moved to a place called Plumpton, near Brighton,’ before she handed me the postcard. This time, it was a proper letter, and I stuffed it into my coat pocket.

At lunchtime, with the belt of my coat pulled tight and a scarf over my head as protection from a cool spring breeze, I sat on a bench in the nearby park and carefully opened the envelope, savouring the anticipation. Surely Harold would be due some leave.

We were camping out last night, and it chucked it down with rain all night – I read; best not tell his mother – but we have now moved into a building.

He promised he would write again soon.
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What a long, lonely summer it was. Violet often went to see her parents and seven of her younger siblings, who lived across town in an area known as Quarry Yard. Harold was doted upon by them all. At last count, his grandparents had thirteen children, with Harold having aunts and uncles younger than himself.

I also knew that the youngest of his aunts was an illegitimate daughter of one of the sisters – I’d heard them talking when Harold and I visited while we were still courting. It wasn’t unusual for a grandmother to raise such a one as her own. Did Harold know? I doubted it. A pretty, fragile girl, now around twelve, Peggy had been our bridesmaid.

Harold’s dad, Sam, didn’t go with Violet to see her family. He’d ride to work at the hosiery mills on his old bike, and then to the Ramme Inn, before coming home to find his dinner in the oven. Nor did he go with us to see Violet’s sister who had bought a tiny boarding house in Skegness. I couldn’t let my mother-in-law go alone. She’d recently been diagnosed with a heart problem, and this, by necessity, coloured my attitude and curtailed my sometimes-sharp retorts.

Violet liked to take care of Jock while I was out, even though Harold had bought him for me. Today was my night for fire watching. My friend and I often watched in horror as an orange glow lit the sky to the north as Sheffield was repeatedly bombed.
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Harold’s next postcard told me they were moving yet again. He confirmed he’d received the letter from Violet and me. Ginger and I are just going for a walk around, he wrote. Cheerio love. I will write again soon. Harold. xxxxxxxxxx

I counted the kisses – ten.
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CHAPTER 3
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I hoped I would get leave over Christmas, but the regiment was on its way north. Packed in a carriage, squashed on the seats, we took turns sitting on the floor. It was a long, uncomfortable journey, but a train ride was preferable to being jiggled about in the back of a truck.

‘I reckon this is it,’ Ginger said, handing me a cigarette. ‘We’re going into action.’

I’d met Brian when we were camped in Rye. With his mop of carrot-coloured hair, it was inevitable he’d acquired the moniker, Ginger. We hit it off immediately. Both recently married, we had serious discussions about the wisdom of not having children while the world was in turmoil. ‘My Elsie,’ Ginger said, ‘was keen to have a nipper.’

‘We’re still living with my mam and dad,’ I told him. ‘I promised Nell we would try for kids as soon as we had a place of our own.’

Raucous laughter drifted from another carriage. The train continued to rock its way north, and eventually, only snores and an occasional fart disturbed the silence.

I gave Ginger a nudge. ‘The train is slowing. Where do you think we are?’

From his seat, squashed against the window, Ginger said, ‘Hard to tell, but the WRVS are on the station, so it looks like grub’s up.’

Rifles clanked and doors slammed as hundreds of servicemen piled out of the train for sandwiches and a mug of hot tea. Smoke and steam drifted along the platform from the huge engine. Hardly time for a visit to the smelly, crowded gentlemen’s convenience – some took advantage of wasteland beyond the end of the platform.

Over hissing steam, Sergeant Bradley and other NCOs threatened dire consequences for anyone not back on the train within five minutes.

Ginger and I were quick enough to secure window seats before being squashed by a dozen or more others packed into a single carriage.
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I was wondering if my letters had reached Nell and Mam when Ginger nudged my shin with his boot. ‘Been thinking,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘North Africa,’ he said in a hushed voice. ‘Things aren’t going well, so that’s where we’ll be going.’

I’d already come to that conclusion. ‘Yes, North Africa.’

‘We’ll show the Froggies what real soldiers can do. And the Yanks.’

Real soldiers? I looked around. Men laughing and joking, acting as if we were all going on a boys’ adventure. ‘Yeah,’ I told Ginger. ‘We’ll show ’em.’
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The train rattled on, occasionally stopping and stuttering, eventually reaching the outskirts of a city. ‘Liverpool,’ someone said. ‘We’re coming into the dockyard.’

Bodies pressed against the misted window, craning for a look, before we piled off the train and, in the cold and drizzle, assembled in ranks. Long wooden trolleys rumbled alongside the train, our kitbags thrown out, piled high, and trundled onto the docks.

‘Hope we’re not on that little dinghy,’ Ginger quipped, nodding to a small vessel dwarfed by other craft.

Our troop carrier turned out to be the converted merchant ship Derbyshire, where we joined battalions of the Durham Light Infantry and the Leicestershire Regiment.

I plonked my kitbag next to Ginger’s on a lower deck of the Derbyshire between the rows of three-tier bunks. ‘What’s up, Ginge?’ My companion lay on his side on the middle bunk, knees drawn up to his chest; I gave him a dig in the ribs. He emitted a groan, rolled over, and resumed the foetal position.

Ginger was a big, strong fellow, whose muscles had firmed up after weeks of basic training and PT, making him the envy of we more modestly endowed mortals.

‘Don’t tell me you’re seasick.’ I sighed. ‘We’ve not even left harbour yet.’
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From Liverpool, we sailed north to the Clyde.

Huge cranes reached their skeletal arms over ships berthed along numerous quays. Grey, noisy, and smelling of hot metal, the docks were filled with workers in baggy brown overalls, and matelots, both royal and merchant, trotting on and off gangplanks.

‘How many ships do you reckon?’ whispered Ginger, who had hauled himself on deck.

‘Must be fifty or more,’ I guessed. ‘I can see two battleships and an aircraft carrier.’
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On Christmas Eve, 1942, we sailed from the Clyde in a convoy of forty-nine other vessels of varying capacity and armaments.

The following day, Ginge missed Christmas dinner – a decent effort by Navy cooks with everything except Yorkshire puddings. ‘I’m not sure what the meat was,’ I told him. ‘But it tasted good and was hot.’

Ginger joined us and the rest of the battalion on deck with the other regiments who formed the 139th Brigade, for a briefing by Brigadier Chichester-Constable.

‘Told you,’ Ginger bragged. ‘North Africa.’
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On 1st January 1943, Ginger and I hung over the rails of the Derbyshire as it steamed past Gibraltar, the other ships in close attendance. The weather had improved, together with Ginger’s seasickness, and, like most of the other lads, we found it more pleasant on deck than in our sleeping quarters below. Did any of the others have the same feeling of apprehension as we left the rock of British power behind and entered the Mediterranean? If so, it didn’t show as second in command, Major McKechnie, called us for our final briefing.

After some rhetoric, the major got to the nitty-gritty. ‘Tobruk is ours. Our friends the Americans, with the French, have been pushing west from Algiers. We are to join that force and press on to drive Jerry and the Eyeties out of North Africa.’

I cheered as loudly as the others. The major continued, finally confirming, ‘We are the finest soldiers in the world, and we shall show the world what we can do.’

‘Stand fast, strike hard.’ The battle cry of the Sherwood Foresters reverberated around the crowded deck.
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CHAPTER 4
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We arrived in Algiers on 3rd January 1943.

Ginger joined me at the rail. ‘Blimey, look at that.’ We gazed over the expansive harbour.

Quays stretched out into the sea, the town extending into the hills behind. Red-roofed, white and mustard-coloured stucco buildings stepped one above the other until they reached the terracotta dome of a mosque, high on the skyline. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘It’s bigger than I expected.’

‘At least we can disembark onto the dock,’ Ginger said. ‘I wouldn’t want to scramble ashore in amphibians like the first lot.’

‘Yeah.’ I couldn’t help grinning. ‘You’d be lying at the bottom of the craft being sick.’ I regretted the jibe and added seriously, ‘Once we’re on land, there’s no one I’d rather be standing next to.’ After a few moments, I forced a smile and said, ‘It won’t take us long to shift Jerry, then we can go home.’

‘And the Eyeties,’ Ginger added, before saying seriously, ‘How far east do you think they’ve got?’

I shrugged. ‘No doubt we’ll find out.’ I was jostled from behind by a lad who’d had the bunk below ours. ‘You in a hurry, Billy?’

The young soldier hitched his kitbag further onto his shoulder. ‘Can’t wait to get off this tub and into action.’

Billy was followed by the rest of D Company, waiting to disembark, all excited and eager to go – the atmosphere infectious. We were buoyed up by fighting talk from the officers in charge.

Dennis, a veteran of Dunkirk, shook his head. ‘Brainwashed, these young lads.’
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Busy streets, elaborate buildings, in colours that reminded me of autumn back home; decorated keyhole windows, lights glowing behind fine curtains – I wondered about the risk of air attack. Thousands of troops and supplies took time to unload, and it was well into the night before we assembled, ready to march to a transit camp in the city’s suburbs.

‘Hey, Harry,’ Billy whispered from the rank behind me. ‘Some of these blokes are still wearing their nightshirts.’

Men in long robes and hoods mingled among military personnel; a few women, covered from head to foot, hurried through the streets as if to avoid mixing with civilians in western dress. I picked out French from among the babble of languages spoken. Whatever the natural city sounds, they were drowned out by military vehicles transporting men and artillery.
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The transit camp at Gué de Constantine was in chaos. Organised chaos, I’d like to believe. Here we were, primed and ready for action, yet for ten days we kicked our heels. In the warmth of the day, we checked and rechecked our rifles and equipment, helped stack munitions, and dug extra latrines. The nights were chilly, but convivial – someone always prepared to play the harmonica and instigate a singsong.

Ginge and I had an opportunity to go into the town. Away from the upmarket buildings in the French Quarter, we wandered along narrow alleys lined with open-fronted shops. Wonderful rugs, colourful ceramics and food.

‘We could be forgiven for thinking there’s no war,’ Ginger muttered.

‘Yes, except for those—’ I shielded my eyes as a couple of aircraft screeched overhead. ‘Hope they’re softening Jerry up.’

‘Yeah. All we’ll need to do is mop them up.’

‘Yeah, we’ll soon sort ’em out.’
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14th January, word came.

‘Right lads,’ the sergeant yelled. ‘Let’s have you aboard this train. We’re heading for the front.’

I leaned forward from my place behind Ginge in the queue for boarding. ‘I suppose this is where I say, “This is it, then.”’

‘And I say, “Yep, this is it.”’ Ginge turned round and grinned at me. ‘We’d best get on with it, then, so we can all go home.’

Ginge and I joined the other lads on the train – ribald jokes and laughter covering the tension. Then on the next leg of the journey, we piled into lorries.

Soon we were marching, our tin hats on and arms shouldered. At last, it was happening.
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‘What do you reckon to base camp, then, Harry?’

‘Looks like we’re camping.’

‘It can’t be as bad as that night we spent under canvas in Brighton.’

‘Don’t be too sure, Ginge. I hear they have a rainy season.’ Humour didn’t quite cover our nerves. The reddish-brown ground was hard. It had indeed been turned to mud in the rainy season before being baked in the sun, leaving a fine layer of dust. It supported a spasmodic growth of stubby trees and shrubs.

We remained held in camp for what seemed like forever. ‘Talk about all dressed up and nowhere to go,’ Ginge complained.

Dennis, in his old-hand-at-this manner, said, ‘Don’t be so eager for action, mate. I’ll be happy with some routine patrols.’
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At last, on 19th January, the sergeant informed us, ‘We’re replacing the West Kents, who are holding a section of the front line, which is in a valley where the train line and the road run between Tabarka and Mateur. The French,’ he continued, ‘are to our far left. The other battalions, with the Durhams and Leicesters, will be held in reserve.’
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The West Kents returned from the front lines. Dust shed from their dulled khaki uniforms hung in the air as they trooped towards waiting lorries.

‘A bit quiet, this lot,’ Ginge commented.

A few men nodded their acknowledgement of our presence. One lad smiled wearily and winked. A look that said, I know something you don’t.
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We took up our duty patrolling the line – the enemy some 1,000 to 2,000 yards distant on hills known by the self-explanatory names of Greenhill, Sugarloaf and Baldy.

Ginger and I exchanged a glance; it didn’t take words for us to agree our troops were spread pretty thin.

‘Do you reckon this is as close to Jerry as we’re going to get?’ Ginger queried.

As if in answer, a shell whistled over our heads and exploded not ten yards away.

I don’t know if I dived or if percussion threw me into the rut left by an armoured vehicle. It must have been made when the ground was wet, and it was now baked solid. I waited, my ears ringing until the dust settled.

‘Bloody hell. That was close. You alright, Harry?’

‘Yeah. I think so.’ As I struggled to my knees, I noticed a crumpled heap of khaki in a nearby crater. ‘Shit. Who’s that?’ I caught a glimpse of a trio of stripes on the tattered uniform.

Ginge and I flinched as our lads on artillery began returning fire.

Another couple of shells whizzed over – two explosions in quick succession. When we raised our heads, a Red Cross ambulance was bouncing across the rough terrain.

Two medics jumped from the cab, opened the back doors, and pulled out a stretcher. Ginge and I jumped into the nearby crater, ready to help. We looked at one another, both at a loss, before a medic called from the crater’s edge. ‘Leave that one. Give us a hand with these two.’

Gashie, Private Frank Gash, was bleeding from a head wound. One medic applied a field dressing and led him to the back of the van; the other attended to the next lad, who had been blown off his feet. We helped lift a lad we called Chalky onto the stretcher and carry him to the ambulance.
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