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Lilian Harry’s grandfather hailed from Devon and Lilian always longed to return to her roots, so moving from Hampshire to a small Dartmoor town in her early twenties was a dream come true. She quickly absorbed herself in local life, learning the fascinating folklore and history of the moors, joining the church bell ringers and a country dance club, and meeting people who are still her friends today. Although she later moved north, living first in Herefordshire and then in the Lake District, she returned in the 1990s and now lives on the edge of the moor with her two ginger cats and black miniature schnauzer. She is still an active bell ringer and member of the local drama group, and loves to walk on the moors. Her daughter and two grandchildren live nearby. Visit her website at www.lilianharry.co.uk.




By Lilian Harry


Goodbye Sweetheart


The Girls They Left Behind


Keep Smiling Through


Moonlight & Lovesongs


Love & Laugher


Wives & Sweethearts


Corner House Girls


Kiss the Girls Goodbye


PS I Love You


A Girl Called Thursday


Tuppence to Spend


A Promise to Keep


Under the Apple Tree


Dance Little Lady


A Farthing Will Do


Three Little Ships




A Farthing
Will Do


LILIAN HARRY


[image: image]





In loving memory of Mum and Dad –
the original Lilian and Harry





Chapter One



‘Christmas is coming, the goose is getting fat,


Please put a penny in the old man’s hat.


If you haven’t got a penny, a ha’penny will do,


If you haven’t got a ha’penny, a farthing will do.


If you haven’t got a farthing – God … Bless … You!’


The voices rang out like bells in the crisp night air and Ruth Purslow felt her throat tighten as she saw Sammy’s bright head gleaming amongst those of the other children gathered around the farmhouse door. It was three years since that first Christmas he had spent with her at Bridge End in 1941 – three years of a war that it had sometimes seemed would never end. Now it looked at last as though the Allies were winning. The D-Day invasion, back in June, had turned the tide and the enemy were being slowly beaten back.


‘Let’s hope this will be the last Christmas of the war,’ her sister Jane Warren murmured in her ear. ‘We’ve all had enough, even out here in the country. God only knows what they must be feeling like in towns and cities like Portsmouth and Southampton – not to mention London.’


‘It’ll end soon,’ Ruth said. ‘It’s got to. And then the men’ll come home and we can go back to normal.’ But her voice trembled a little.


Jane glanced at her in the moonlight. ‘And the rest of the kiddies’ll go back home,’ she said quietly. ‘That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it? Sammy’ll go home.’


Ruth hesitated, then admitted, ‘Well, I’ve got so fond of him. He’s been like my own little boy these past three years. And he loves being in the country – he even talks like us now! I just don’t know how he’ll take to going back to a little street in Pompey. And there’s that brother of his, too. He’ll be coming out of the Army and goodness knows how they’ll get on together.’


‘Hasn’t his dad said anything?’ Jane asked. ‘I thought you and he were – well, quite friendly. Hasn’t he talked it over with you at all?’


Ruth felt herself blush. ‘No, not really. Well, he hasn’t been able to get out here much lately, what with all the work on the ships. He goes to sea a lot, you know. And it seems a bit early days to be – well, making any plans.’ She felt her cheeks redden deeper and was glad of the darkness. Even so, she knew her sister was looking at her curiously. ‘Your Lizzie will be glad when Alec can come home,’ she added hastily. ‘They’ll be able to start their married life properly then. They haven’t had much of it so far.’


‘He’s got to be let out of POW camp first,’ Jane said grimly. ‘And God knows when that’ll be. Poor Lizzie’s at her wits’ end over it. And it seems so unfair – he wasn’t even in the Armed Forces. It doesn’t seem right that merchant seamen should be taken prisoner. Nor that their ships should be sunk.’


Ruth, whose own husband had been a merchant seaman, sighed. ‘You know what they say – all’s fair in love and war. And I suppose preventing supplies getting to us is just another way of fighting.’


The children were singing a different carol now. There were eighteen or twenty of them – largely village children, for most of the evacuees had gone home now that the bombing seemed to have stopped, but there were a few who, like Sammy Hodges, had stayed on for one reason or another. Sammy’s mother had died early in the war, leaving his father Dan unable to care for the boy properly, and since he still worked long hours in the shipyard Ruth had been only too happy to keep the boy with her.


‘God rest ye merry, gentlemen,’ the carol-singers warbled, ‘let nothing you dismay.’


The carol-singing was a feature of village life. It had been dropped in the second Christmas of the war, when everything had seemed so dark and dismal and the blitzing of the cities had begun, but started again in 1941 when Ruth and Jane and Lizzie had made up their minds to give Sammy Hodges a Christmas to remember. Almost everyone in the village had joined in, bringing back life to the dark lanes and the huddled cottages, and every Christmas Eve since then there had been a grand tour of the village, ending at the Knights’ farm where they would be plied with mulled ale, cider and mince pies.


Even there, things had changed. Arthur and Emily Knight had aged during the past few years and the farm had been taken over by their son Ian. At first, it had seemed that he would be allowed to stay at home, but as the war progressed he was called up and went into the Army while three Land Girls were brought in to work the farm under the direction of his wife, Heather, and Arthur. Eli, the stockman who had been on the farm since he was a boy, had hobbled out of retirement and together they’d kept the land worked and the animals tended.


‘Heather’ll be glad to see her man back,’ Jane commented as they trooped into the big kitchen. ‘She’ll be able to hand over the reins and settle down to raising the family. Three kiddies are a lot to look after as well as running a farm.’


‘I’m not sure she’ll find it all that easy, just the same.’ Having lived alone for so many years since her own husband had died, Ruth understood what it was like to have your independence. ‘It seems to me she enjoys being a farmer. She might not want to go back to the kitchen – especially with her mother-in-law already there!’


Jane laughed. ‘They won’t have any trouble. Emily Knight’ll be only too pleased to sit back. It’s the natural way of things, isn’t it – the younger generation taking over while the older ones take it easy. They’ll all slot into place all right when Ian comes home, you’ll see.’


Sammy came over and took Ruth’s hand. ‘Did you like the singing, Auntie Ruth? We’ve been practising for ages.’


‘You don’t have to tell me that! Even Silver knows most of the words,’ Ruth said, smiling at the thought of her big grey parrot squawking them out in his creaky voice. ‘He’ll still be singing “See Amidst the Winter Snow” in the middle of July.’ She gazed affectionately at the boy. He had changed so much since he had first come to her, a thin and frightened little waif, so dirty that she hadn’t even known his hair was fair until after she’d bathed him. Now he had grown and filled out so that, while still on the small side for eleven, he was a sturdy little chap, his rosy face shining with confidence. The thought of losing him brought a pain to her heart.


Heather Knight arrived with a tray of steaming glasses. ‘Mulled cider,’ she offered. Her brow beneath the mane of rich brown hair was smooth despite the cares of war, her hazel eyes lively and her wide mouth smiling. ‘Our own – we had such a good crop of apples. There’s hot milk with honey in it for the children.’


‘Just what we need on a cold night,’ Ruth said, taking a glass. ‘Have you had any word from Ian?’


Heather nodded. ‘He’ll be in Italy for a bit longer yet, but they’re not putting up much of a fight now. I don’t think their heart was ever really in it, you know. It was Mussolini, in cahoots with Hitler, who pushed them in.’


‘Just think,’ Jane said, looking into her glass, ‘it could be all over by this time next year and we’ll be able to have a proper peacetime Christmas again. Things do seem to be getting more hopeful, don’t they?’


‘What’s a peacetime Christmas like?’ Sammy asked, and they all turned to look at him, startled. Ruth opened her mouth to say that surely he remembered Christmases before the war – he’d been five years old when it started – but then she recalled what his home life had been like and smiled at him.


‘Not so very different from the ones we have now, really,’ she said. ‘But all the men will be home – Ben and Terry, and Alec, and young Mr Knight – and they won’t have to go away again. And we won’t have to think about bombs and air raids and the blackout. And there’ll be all sorts of nice things to eat, things we haven’t seen for years – bananas and coconuts, and ice cream – all sorts of things.’


There was a short pause. She glanced at the other women, knowing they were thinking the same as her. Then Sammy spoke the words that were in all their minds.


‘And I’ll have to go back to Portsmouth,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to go back, because there won’t be any need for me to be evacuated any more.’


When everyone had gone, trooping out into the cold night with laughter and a few snatches of song still on their lips as they wished each other a Merry Christmas, Heather Knight and her mother-in-law started to clear the big kitchen. There wasn’t too much to do – Ruth and Jane and some of the others had already washed up the cups and glasses, and the plates were stacked in a neat pile to be rinsed. Once they were all put away, Emily went into the larder and brought out the big turkey, already stuffed and in its enamel roasting pan.


‘This can go in the oven now. If it cooks slow overnight we can just fire up the stove in the morning and have dinner ready for twelve. Then everyone’ll have the chance for a sit-down in front of the fire till it’s time to see to the animals again.’


Heather nodded. The three Land Girls and Eli would all be joining them for Christmas dinner, and there would be Eli’s widowed sister Clara who lived with him in the farm cottage, and Heather’s own three children, Roger, Pat and Teddy. That would make eleven faces around the table. A nice number for Christmas dinner; though however many there were, she knew that the most important face of all – her husband Ian’s – would be missing, just as he had been missing for the past three Christmases. But surely, if the war ended soon, as everyone seemed to think it would, he would be home for next Christmas. And then we’ll be a proper family at last, she thought. For the first time, really, since he’s never even seen little Teddy yet.


Ian had spent most of the war in Africa and Italy. Letters came infrequently, often months out of date, and in them he referred to letters Heather had written so long ago she had forgotten them. He asked constantly what was happening on the farm, whether the cows were giving a good yield, had there been many heifer calves born, how had the lambing gone, and he complained that she wasn’t telling him the things he wanted to know. But Heather knew she had reported all these things faithfully, along with family news, and could only assume that some of her letters had got lost. And she was just too tired, after working on the farm all day, to write it all over again – it would all be out of date by that time anyway.


I can’t wait to get home, he wrote. The farm must be going to rack and ruin with just you and Eli and a few town girls to look after it. What do they know about animals and crops? I know you’re doing your best, Heather, and you’ve got Dad to tell you what to do, but it needs a man around the place. Never mind – the minute this war’s over, I’ll be home and we’ll soon get the place back on its feet.


Heather raised her eyebrows a little as she remembered this. Born and brought up on a farm herself, she considered that she was making a good job of looking after this one. Mr Knight – ‘Dad’ to her – was old now and had arthritis, so couldn’t do much more than advise. To begin with, feeling rather as if she were trying to steer an avalanche, she had turned to him almost all the time, but after the first few months her confidence had begun to grow. The sight of tiny points of green shimmering over the fields as shoots of new wheat she had sown herself pricked through the earth had been a real thrill, and the arrival of her first lambs almost as amazing as the births of her own babies. From then on, she had taken more and more control, and Arthur Knight had come out into the fields more to congratulate than to advise.


The Land Girls had been a tremendous help too. They lodged in one of the farm cottages and old Aggie Clutter had been glad to move in and look after them. She gave them breakfast and supper and the girls had their midday dinner with the family in the farmhouse kitchen.


‘It’ll seem strange when they go home,’ Heather said to Emily now as the oven door was closed on the turkey. ‘They’re part of the farm. You wouldn’t think they were the same girls as those townies who came here, scared stiff of the cows and cooing over the lambs as if they were cuddly toys!’


‘You wouldn’t,’ her mother-in-law agreed with a chuckle. She went to the sink and pumped up some water to rinse her hands. ‘But they’ve turned out real well. I must say, when I saw them I thought they’d be more trouble than they were worth – especially young Stevie with her gold ringlets and all. More like a film star than a farmhand, she was.’


‘She can’t help her looks,’ Heather said, as if Stevie had been ugly rather than pretty. ‘And it was handy that Pam and Jean already knew each other in Southampton. I did think Stevie might take longer to settle in but when it turned out she knew the Budd family and some of the other evacuees – well, it seemed to make it easier. I suppose it must help if you’re in a strange place, to see a few familiar faces about.’ She sighed. ‘I’ll be sorry to see Stevie go back to Portsmouth, I really will.’


Stevie and Heather had hit it off right from the start. The other two were nice enough girls, and they all worked well together but, to Heather, Stevie had become more like a sister.


‘That won’t happen for a while yet,’ Emily said, wiping her hands on the roller towel behind the door. ‘I know everyone’s talking as if the war’ll be over soon, but you never know what dirty trick that Hitler might have up his sleeve.’


Heather nodded. There’d been a lot of talk lately about ‘secret weapons’ and bombs even bigger than the ones that had already been used by both sides. You couldn’t take anything for granted.


When Ian comes home, we’ll work the farm together, she thought as she began to set the big kitchen table for breakfast. The older kiddies are more or less off my hands now and Teddy’ll be at school in a couple of years – I’ll be able to show him all the changes there’ve been and we can plan what we’re going to do next. All these hardships will be past then, and we can look forward to a happy future. It’ll be different – I don’t suppose he realises how much things have changed here, especially for women – but it’ll be good. And the main thing is, we’ll be able to share it all.


It had been so long since she had been able to share anything with her husband.


Jane, Lizzie and Ruth walked back down the lane together. Jane’s husband, George, had slipped back early to make a final check on the animals and Sammy was walking ahead, putting his feet down very quietly in the hope of seeing a badger. The three women linked arms and sauntered along in the moonlight, talking softly.


‘Another Christmas,’ Ruth said, with a little sigh. ‘It doesn’t seem possible that a war can drag on so long. D’you realise, this is the sixth since the war started? Six Christmases of war! A lot of the kiddies don’t know anything else. They’ve grown up with bombs and air-raid warnings and their daddies away fighting, and they don’t even know that life can be different.’


‘And some of them will never see their daddies again,’ Lizzie said in a sombre voice. ‘Some men never even got the chance to be daddies.’ Her voice cracked a little.


Ruth took her arm quickly. ‘Lizzie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. Me and my big mouth! I should’ve known better than to remind you of Alec, especially after having such a nice evening.’


‘You didn’t remind me. There’s not a minute goes by when I don’t think about him. I just live for the day he comes home again. Thank goodness I’ve got my nursing to keep me occupied.’ Lizzie drew in a deep breath and turned to her mother. ‘Is there anything else to do for dinner tomorrow, Mum? Don’t forget we’ve got company.’


Jane laughed. ‘I’m not likely to forget, with you reminding me every five minutes! But just in case you think I can’t count, there’ll be eight of us – you, me and your father, Ruth and Sammy here, and Dan Hodges if he manages to get over from Portsmouth, and the two Americans. Not a crowd, but enough to make a bit of noise and give young Sammy a party.’ She hesitated, then added, ‘It may be our last chance to do that.’


There was a small silence. Lizzie glanced at her aunt but before Ruth could speak there was a cry of excitement, quickly hushed, from Sammy and they all stopped. He tiptoed back to them and even in the moonlight Ruth could see that his face was glowing with delight. ‘I saw one, Auntie Ruth! I saw a badger! He came out of the hedge and ran across the lane – I saw the stripes on his face. I knew there was one here!’


‘There’s a sett in the woods,’ Lizzie told him. ‘You went to see it with Ben last time he was home, didn’t you?’


‘Yes, and Ben showed me the track he makes coming over the bank and across the lane. It’s his own path. But I didn’t know what time he’d come. He doesn’t come out until very late, Ben said.’


‘In that case,’ Ruth said, taking his hand, ‘it must be very late now and time for us all to be in bed. Come on, Sammy. You know who’s coming tomorrow, don’t you?’


He glanced up at her and for a moment she thought he was going to tell her scornfully that he didn’t believe in Father Christmas any more. But then his smile broke out and he gripped her hand tightly and said, ‘Dad! Dad’s coming tomorrow, for Christmas dinner. And I’ve got a present for him.’


‘Which still needs to be wrapped up,’ Ruth said, walking on briskly. ‘Come on. You won’t see the badger again tonight – he’s probably three fields away by now, scared out of his wits by all the noise we’re making. Let’s get home and make sure everything’s ready for tomorrow. It’s Christmas again and we’re going to give your dad the best Christmas he’s ever had!’


The best Christmas he’s ever had? Lizzie thought, as she and her mother turned away up the farm track. Well, I don’t begrudge Dan Hodges his Christmas, even if he is an odd sort of a bloke. But I wish I could be saying the same about my Alec. I wish I could be giving him the best Christmas he’s ever had.


As it was, she knew that he probably wouldn’t be having any sort of Christmas at all, hundreds of miles away in a German prisoner-of-war camp.





Chapter Two



Dan Hodges woke early on Christmas Day. The little house in April Grove felt cold and empty, but he was used to that by now and barely noticed it as he shuffled downstairs in his socks and an old coat to make a pot of tea. There were no decorations – he knew that somewhere there was a box of paperchains that Sammy and Nora had made years ago – but he didn’t see any point in putting them up when it was just for himself. It would have been different if the boys were home – if Nora was still alive.


There were a few cards on the mantelpiece, though. The Budds from further down April Grove had popped one through the door. It looked home-made, probably that little Maureen had made it, carefully drawing a snowman and giving him a bright orange nose that might be a carrot, and a black bowler hat and red scarf. And there was one from Tommy and Freda Vickers next door, one from the Taylors and, rather to his surprise, one from Annie Chapman, Jess Budd’s sister, who’d looked down her nose at him and Nora when they’d first moved here but had been a good friend later on. He felt a bit ashamed now of some of the things he’d said about Annie Chapman and her stuck-up ways.


Pride of place, however, was taken by two cards that had come from Bridge End. One from Sammy – another home-made one, quite well drawn with Father Christmas on his sleigh and eight really lifelike reindeer on the roof of a cottage that you could see was Ruth Purslow’s. And one from Ruth herself – a bought one this time, showing a pretty village scene with a coach arriving in the square and snow-covered thatched cottages all around. There were kiddies playing in the snow and someone – a man – getting off the coach and being welcomed by a woman in a red cloak. Arriving for Christmas, Dan thought, just as he’d be arriving later on, and his heart lifted.


Not that he’d be arriving at all if he didn’t get his skates on! The kettle was whistling now and he hastily poured some boiling water into the teapot the way Ruth had shown him, swilled it around and tipped it out again before making the tea. Nora had done it that way too, but he’d always thought it one of those daft things that women did until Ruth had explained the reason.


While the tea was brewing, he made some porridge. It was a nuisance having to wash the saucepan but he had a long bike-ride in front of him, all the way from Portsmouth to Bridge End, and he needed a bit of sustenance. There were no buses or trains on Christmas Day and he wouldn’t have wanted to spend the money anyway. Better to use it for Christmas presents for Sammy and Ruth.


He sat down to his breakfast in the cold room, thinking of Ruth. She’d come into his life just when it had been at its lowest point, after Nora had died and he’d been forced to let Sammy go for evacuation. He’d tried to keep the boy at home, knowing Nora hadn’t wanted him to go away, but it had been impossible. The neighbours had helped, especially the Vickers and Jess and Frank Budd – keeping an eye on the kiddy, giving him a bit of dinner – but in the end someone had come to see him and told him he couldn’t go on that way, leaving the nipper on his own for days on end while he went off to sea. There were air raids at that time too, and although Dan thought Sammy had enough sense to go down the shelter, he had to admit that at eight years old he needed someone to look after him. The trouble was, he’d been so dazed with misery at losing Nora that he hadn’t been able to see what was happening under his own nose. And Sammy was miserable too, a poor little scrap frightened of his own shadow, which irritated Dan because he couldn’t understand how a boy of his could be like that.


Not like Gordon, he thought, spooning up the lumpy porridge straight from the saucepan. Gordon took after him – a big, confident boy who’d stand up to anyone and would never let himself be bullied. A boy who knew what he wanted and went after it, a boy Dan had been proud of. And just look where that had got him – two years in an approved school for thieving, breaking his mother’s heart and maybe even making her illness worse.


Gordon was in the Army now. He’d joined up the minute he was out of the approved school and done all right, too. He was somewhere in France at the moment, but he didn’t write home much and there was no Christmas card from him on the mantelpiece. Dan sighed. He supposed his elder son would come home when it was all over, maybe go back to work at Camber Dock, but it would never be the same again; he’d been away too long. And Dan didn’t even know if he’d still be at Camber himself when the war ended. Nothing had been decided, nothing could be until things got back to normal but, ever since he’d started going out to Bridge End to see Sammy, he’d been wondering if a country life might suit him better. Portsmouth hadn’t ever been very kind to him; he’d lived in its poorest parts, and although he’d always put up with the mean streets and poverty because he knew nothing else, the trees and fields of the countryside had eased his mind and comforted him. And Ruth was there, too. Ruth …


Dan finished his porridge and poured a second cup of tea. It would be getting light soon and he wanted to set off as soon as possible. He’d dragged in the old tin bath last night and it was still in the scullery, with five inches of scummy water waiting to be tipped out. He’d do that and then he’d wash up this saucepan and cup. Time was when he’d have left them, but Ruth had taught him that things left had to be dealt with eventually, and the longer you left them the harder it was. That certainly applied to cold baths and porridge saucepans!


The morning was still cold and grey when he pulled his bike out of the shed and set off, an old Army pack on his back holding a clean shirt, his toothbrush and a bit of soap, and his Christmas presents for Sammy and Ruth and the other folk out at Bridge End. He bent and fastened cycle clips round his ankles and wheeled the bike out of the back gate.


Tommy Vickers was at the bottom of his garden, putting something in the dustbin. He gave Dan a cheery grin and a salute and said, ‘Merry Christmas, Dan. Off to see your nipper, then?’


‘That’s right,’ Dan said. ‘Been invited to stop for the night too, up at the farm. I’ll ride back tomorrow afternoon, before it gets dark. Merry Christmas to you and your Freda, Tom. Your Eunice home?’


Tommy shook his head. ‘She’ll be here for New Year’s Eve. We’ve got Clifford, though. Not that we’ll see much of him, mind – you know he’s sweet on young Gladys Shaw. We’ve been wondering if they might announce their engagement today.’


‘Well, I’ll be getting along.’ Dan wasn’t much interested in Tommy’s nephew and Gladys Shaw. He wheeled the bike up the narrow alley and out into April Grove, by the allotments. But even then he wasn’t able to get away immediately, for the whole Budd family were coming up the street on their way to the Chapmans’ house.


‘Mr Hodges!’ Jess exclaimed, stopping while young Maureen jigged impatiently at her side. ‘Are you going to ride all the way out to Bridge End?’


‘Well, it wouldn’t be much good riding halfway, would it?’ said her husband, Frank. ‘Anyway, it’s not that far. I used to do it when you and the boys were out there.’


Jess poked her elbow into his side and smiled at Dan. ‘Well, you give young Sammy our love, won’t you? And wish everyone a Merry Christmas from us.’ Jess had been evacuated to Bridge End for a few weeks at the start of the war but had come home to be with Frank, bringing the baby Maureen with her. The two boys, Tim and Keith, had stayed for longer but they were both back home now. Tim was now an apprentice on the Gosport ferry while Keith was going to the technical school; Frank was hoping he’d take up a Dockyard apprenticeship when he left.


‘I’ll do that,’ Dan said and swung his leg over the saddle. ‘Merry Christmas.’ He cycled off up the road and the Budds watched him go.


‘You know, Dan Hodges has changed a lot since he first came here,’ Jess observed. ‘Remember what a surly man he used to be – wouldn’t even give you a good morning, let alone a Merry Christmas. Now he’s turning into a really nice sort of chap.’


‘There was always a lot of good in him,’ Frank said. He’d known Dan before the Hodges family had come to April Grove, when they lived over the pub in one of the roughest streets in Old Portsmouth. ‘He had a lot of bad luck, getting turned out of the pub like that, and then the trouble with that older boy of his, and losing his wife. But he always worked hard and he played fair too, for all his faults.’


‘It was his manner that put people off,’ Jess said as they walked the last few yards to Annie’s house. ‘It was as if he didn’t know how to be pleasant. But there, I suppose he was always worrying about the family and how to make ends meet, with Nora being so poorly. Anyway, he’s a lot easier to talk to now, and Sammy’s doing well out in the country, by all accounts.’ She sighed. ‘I wonder how they’ll get on when the war’s over and he comes home again. They might not find it so easy to settle down after all these years.’


Frank made no comment. He liked Dan Hodges well enough, but it was Christmas Day and he was more interested in his own family. Just now, he was also more interested in what they were going to have for dinner. Annie had managed to get a really big turkey and she could be relied on to set a good table for Christmas. ‘Come on,’ he said, quickening his step. ‘Me stomach thinks me throat’s been cut. And those two boys will have eaten the lot if we don’t hurry up!’


Tim and Keith were already at the gate, and as Jess and Frank drew near the front door opened and Annie came out, smiling. The two sisters kissed and then Annie reached up to give Frank a kiss as well.


‘Merry Christmas!’ she said. ‘Come on in, out of the cold. And just think – this time next year, we could be at peace again.’


‘Peace!’ Jess said. ‘I can hardly remember what it is. And Maureen’s never known it at all. Oh, won’t it be wonderful!’


Ruth and Sammy were waiting in the cottage when Dan arrived. He was breathless from having cycled as fast as he could against a sharp wind, and his face was reddened. He jumped off his bike and gripped Sammy’s shoulder in greeting, then gave Ruth a nod and a smile. ‘Merry Christmas!’


‘Merry Christmas, Dan,’ Ruth said softly. She’d wondered if he might kiss her, since it was such a special day, but even after three years they still hadn’t progressed that far – at least, not in public. And she supposed that Sammy was ‘public’ as far as that went. ‘Come in and have a hot drink,’ she added, leading the way into the cottage. ‘You look shrammed.’


‘It’s a bitter wind,’ he allowed, unwinding the long scarf from round his neck. ‘It’s warm enough in here, though. And how are you, Silver?’ he asked, addressing the big grey parrot on its stand. ‘Still as noisy as ever?’ He dropped into the big wheelback chair beside the range.


‘I’m a little teapot,’ the parrot informed him. ‘Short and stout. I’ve got sixpence, jolly little sixpence. Tuppence to spend. Sod the little buggers! It’s a bleeding eagle!’


‘All right, all right,’ Dan said, giving him a sunflower seed to shut him up. ‘I only asked. Blimey, he don’t change, does he!’


‘Silver’ll never be any different,’ Ruth said, lifting the kettle from the fire and pouring hot water into a large enamel mug. ‘It’s when he goes quiet that I start to worry.’ She mixed the cocoa and handed him the mug. ‘You’ll never guess what your Sammy’s taught him to say now.’


‘Do I want to?’ Dan curled his big hands round the mug. The cocoa was too hot to drink yet but he tried a sip just the same. ‘Mm, that tastes good. I hope it’s not more bad language.’


‘Silver knows more bad language than anyone else,’ Ruth said wryly. ‘I don’t know what those sailors thought they were up to on that ship while my Jack was bringing him home … No, it’s nothing bad, just some more Christmas carols. Well, songs, really – you know, like “Christmas is Coming” and “We Wish You a Merry Christmas”. He knows all the words and half the tunes.’


‘I wanted to take him carol-singing,’ Sammy said. He was leaning against his father, and Ruth thought how different they were with each other now from the first time Dan had come to the house. It had been an awkward meeting and she’d been glad to see Dan leave again. She thought Sammy had been equally glad.


‘It’s too cold outside for parrots,’ Dan said. ‘They’re used to hot countries. Anyway, you know what he’s like, he wouldn’t sing the carols you wanted him to and you’d probably all end up singing “I’m a Little Teapot” at every house.’


They all laughed and Dan sipped his cocoa again. He closed his eyes for a few moments, relaxing in the warmth of the little cottage. It was so different from his house in April Grove. You could smell the cleanliness and the scent of the fir cones and apple wood that Ruth put on the fire. You could feel the peace and the contentment of those who lived here. You could sense that the same feelings had been a part of this cottage for the past two, perhaps three, hundred years. Generations of countryfolk, living plain, simple lives in a tiny cottage that had no real modern facilities – no running water, no electricity, no gas – just a range to cook by, a pump for drawing water, an earth privy outside the back door. And trees outside – trees and grass and sky, in place of tarred roads and smoke and buses and cars. I could live in a place like this, he thought. And if that’s how I feel, what must my Sam be thinking?


If only he could find some sort of work out here in the country. But what could a man like him do, who’d worked all his life on ships’ engines and welding?


‘Finish your cocoa, Dan,’ Ruth said gently, and he opened his eyes to find her standing over him, her coat and gloves on, and Sammy beside her in what looked like a new overcoat – new to Sammy, anyway – and a thick blue scarf. For a moment, as Dan looked at him, he looked so much like his mother Nora that Dan caught his breath and felt a sudden heat in his eyes. He gulped his cocoa down, not caring that it was still a bit too hot, and was glad of the excuse for his watering eyes. He rubbed the back of his hand across them and grinned, then put his hands on the arms of his chair and pushed himself up.


‘Come on, then. Christmas dinner, here I come! What are we having – turkey or chicken?’


‘Neither,’ Ruth said, her eyes sparkling, and Sammy, hopping up and down with excitement, chimed in, ‘It’s goose, Dad! A huge fat goose from Auntie Jane’s own flock!’


‘Goose?’ Dan said. ‘Well, d’you know, I don’t think I’ve ever eaten goose. I can see this is going to be a Christmas to remember.’ He remembered something else and paused as they started towards the door. ‘Just a mo – I’ve brought you a Christmas present, Ruth. Open it now, will you, before we go up to the farm.’


‘But we’re all having our presents together, after dinner,’ she began, and caught his eye. ‘Oh, all right, then.’ She took the little parcel he gave her and unwrapped it, then gave a cry of pleasure. ‘Dan, it’s lovely. Thank you! Thank you very much.’


She lifted the brooch, shaped like a parrot, from its nest of cotton-wool and pinned it on her frock. Then she raised her face and said, ‘Happy Christmas, Dan.’ And she got her kiss, after all.


It was a merry party that ate goose in the big farm kitchen that day. George and Jane had marked the bird out weeks ago and had been fattening it up, and when it was brought to the table everyone exclaimed in admiration. Dan was transfixed. He hadn’t seen such a piece of meat in his entire life. The most he and Nora had ever been able to afford was a rabbit, or a small chicken that had lasted the family for only one meal. This giant looked as if it would last even the Warren family for a week.


‘Blimey,’ he said in tones of awe, ‘it’s a blooming ostrich!’


Everyone laughed, but Ruth felt sudden tears prick her eyes. He had sounded exactly like Sammy when he had first laid eyes on Silver and called the parrot a ‘bleeding eagle’. No matter how different they looked, there was no doubt that Sammy was Dan’s son.


Lizzie gave Sammy a smile. This was her first Christmas with the family for two years and she felt especially glad that Sammy was still with them. She had started her nursing in Southampton Hospital but had later transferred to Haslar Royal Naval Hospital, in Gosport, as a Voluntary Aid Detachment Nurse and knew she was lucky not to be on duty over the holiday.


She looked around the table, feeling the warmth of a big Christmas gathering, for as well as the family there were the two American airmen from the nearby camp, who had been ‘billeted’ on the Warrens for occasional meals. Nobody was quite sure whether this was because the Americans didn’t have enough food for their men – which seemed doubtful, since the two often brought generous food parcels – or whether it was an attempt to forge good relationships between the two nations, but Floyd and Marvin were such pleasant young men that nobody really cared. They were part of the family now, and it would be difficult to imagine the place without them.


‘Say,’ said Floyd, the older of the two. He gazed at the golden-breasted bird, resting on a huge willow-pattern meat platter with crisp roast potatoes and parsnips piled all around it. ‘That’s some dinner! I thought you British were supposed to be on strict rations?’


‘Most of us are,’ Jane said ruefully. ‘At least, the ones who live in towns and cities. Out here in the country we’re lucky – we can grow our own food, and that includes Christmas dinner! But you know we don’t eat like this all the time, Floyd.’


‘Sure, I know that. But there’s generally enough milk and eggs and butter to go around. What about these ration books we hear about?’


‘Well, we have them too.’ Ruth was beginning to feel a little uncomfortable. The table certainly didn’t give any hint of hardship, with its dishes heaped with vegetables and that enormous goose. ‘We can’t buy any more in the shops than city folk. It’s just that we’ve got more space to grow things – and we’re farmers too. It’s what we do for our living.’


‘We’re feeding the country too, don’t forget,’ George put in. ‘And we can’t just help ourselves to whatever we like. Most of what we grow goes to the Ministry. We have to watch it, same as anyone else.’


‘Not really the same,’ Dan cut in. He’d listened in silence but now he couldn’t help butting in. ‘I don’t see many countryfolk queueing for hours at the baker’s or butcher’s shop. You ought to see the women where I come from – half the morning spent in queues, and all their work to do when they get home. Tired out, they are, and pale as death. And that’s on top of the bombing, when the Blitz was on – having to leave dinners to spoil in the oven while they dashed down the shelter during the daylight raids, then having to get up not five minutes after they’d gone to bed and get the family down there at night, in the freezing cold and rain and all. And never knowing what they’d find when they came out – their own house blown to bits, maybe, or a copper standing in the street waiting to tell ’em their family’s all killed. You haven’t had none of that here.’


There was an uncomfortable silence. Ruth, sitting next to Dan, laid her hand on his thigh and he bit his lip and glanced at her. ‘Sorry, Ruth,’ he mumbled. ‘Didn’t mean to blast off like that.’ He looked round the table and cleared his throat. ‘Sorry, everyone. That was bad manners, at Christmas dinner and all.’


‘That’s all right, Dan,’ Jane said. ‘You’re right, anyway. We don’t know what war’s like, out here away from it all. Not but what we haven’t had our moments,’ she added. ‘I remember the night Southampton was blitzed. You could read your paper by the light of the fires. And that time when Portsmouth went, too. I remember how frightened the evacuees were, not knowing what was going on at home.’


‘Still, I think we ought to leave the subject for now,’ George declared. ‘As Dan says, it’s Christmas dinner and we ought to enjoy it. It won’t help anyone if we’re miserable, so let’s cheer up and pull these crackers our Lizzie’s made and see what sort of jokes she’s given us.’


A babble of agreement broke out and they crossed their arms around the table and pulled the crackers. Lizzie had spent a good deal of her off-duty time during the past few weeks, making the crackers out of coloured crêpe paper; inside each one she had put a home-made paper hat, a tiny present and a slip of paper with a joke or riddle on it. They all put on their hats and read out the jokes while George began to carve the goose.


‘When is a sailor not a sailor?’ demanded Ruth. ‘When he’s aboard!’


‘Why should you never put a clock at the top of the stairs?’ Floyd asked. ‘Because it will soon run down!’


‘Why did the butterfly?’ Sammy read. ‘Because it saw the kitchen sink. That’s a good one, isn’t it, Dad? Because it saw the kitchen sink – get it?’


‘Yes, I get it,’ Dan said. ‘I fell out of my cradle laughing at that one. Listen to this. Why couldn’t the viper viper nose? Because the adder adder ’andkerchief!’


The Americans roared with laughter. ‘I never heard that one before,’ Floyd declared. ‘How about this?’ He cleared his throat and began:


‘Can you tell me why


A hypocrite’s eye


Can better descry


Than you or I,


On how many toes


A pussy-cat goes?’


There was a bewildered silence. ‘Can we do what?’ George asked. ‘I didn’t even understand half the words.’


Floyd repeated the rhyme more slowly, making sure they understood each word, but they still looked baffled. Jane shook her head, her lips moving as she mouthed the words to herself. ‘I just don’t get it at all,’ she said at last. ‘You’re saying a bad man would be able to count a cat’s toes better than a good one. Well, I don’t see why he should.’


‘Or even why he’d want to,’ Lizzie put in, and looked accusingly at the young American. ‘You never got that out of my cracker.’


He grinned. ‘I know. But you put all the others in, so you knew them. I wanted to give you something to puzzle over, too.’ He glanced round the table, his dark eyebrows lifted in a mischievous quirk. ‘Well, d’you want to know the answer?’


‘If we can understand it,’ George said, laying the last slice of goose on the plate Jane had placed beside the big platter.


‘Okay, here goes. Listen carefully, now.’ He cleared his throat again.


‘A man of deceit


Can best counterfeit.


And so, I suppose,


He can best count ’er TOES!’


There was another short silence while they disentangled this, and then a universal groan. Only Sammy still looked puzzled. ‘I don’t understand it. Everyone knows cats have four feet.’


‘It’s not that sort of feet, Sammy,’ Ruth said, and explained. ‘Anyway, I think that’s enough riddles now. How much goose do you want?’ She began to help him to meat and vegetables. For several minutes the conversation was reduced to requests to pass the sprouts or carrots and enquiries as to whether everyone had gravy or redcurrant jelly. Then there was another, more satisfied silence as they all began to eat.


When conversation began again Lizzie, who was sitting next to Floyd, glanced sideways at him. ‘When did you manage to put that riddle into your cracker?’


‘I didn’t. I’ve known it since I was a kid. Kinda clever, isn’t it?’


‘Too clever for us,’ Lizzie said. ‘We’re more accustomed to things like “When is a door not a door? When it’s ajar.” That kind of riddle. We’re just simple countryfolk here, you know.’


‘And what makes you think I’m any different?’ he demanded. ‘I grew up on a farm too. OK, it’s a mite bigger’n yours here, but it’s basically not much different. And in some ways our life out there was a lot less sociable. The nearest neighbours live three miles away and the nearest town’s ten. We still manage to have quite a bit of fun, though – the odd get-together for a party or a barn dance, that kind of thing.’


‘Barn dances?’ Lizzie said. ‘We have them too. D’you do dances like the Veleta or the St Bernard’s Waltz?’


He shook his head. ‘I guess ours are more American than those. We do square dancing – hoedown kinda stuff. It’s fun.’


‘It sounds a bit like our country dancing.’


‘Yeah, I guess it is. Probably started from that. But it’s pretty energetic too.’


‘I’d like to try it,’ Lizzie said wistfully. ‘It’s ages since I’ve been to a dance.’


Floyd looked at her. ‘We ought to get one up at the camp. We do ordinary dancing – strict tempo and jiving, that kind of thing – but we’ve never put on a square dance. D’you reckon folk would come along?’


‘I’m sure they would. I would.’ Her eyes were sparkling. ‘I love dancing.’


‘So why have you never been to any of our other dances?’


‘Oh …’ She looked away, blushing a little. ‘Because I’m married, I suppose. And my hubby’s a POW in Germany. It doesn’t seem right to dance with someone else when he’s shut up in a cell.’


‘Plenty of girls do. It’s like your dad said just now – it doesn’t help anyone else for us to be miserable. I bet your man wouldn’t mind you having a bit of fun. And it doesn’t have to mean anything. It’s just a nice thing to do.’


‘I know.’ She knew just how nice it would be, to be held in a man’s arms again. Too nice. ‘I just don’t want to do it, that’s all. But country dancing – square dancing – that would be all right.’


‘We’ll get it fixed up,’ he said with decision. ‘I know we can get up a band – a piano accordion, a fiddle or two. We’ll get to work on it as soon as we get back to camp.’


‘Will you? Will you really?’ Lizzie felt a sparkle of excitement. She looked into his dark blue eyes. ‘That’ll be lovely, it really will. You’ll make sure it’s on one of my weekends off, won’t you?’


‘Yes,’ Floyd said, holding her look for a moment. ‘I will. It’s a promise, Lizzie.’


Lizzie looked away. Her heart had quickened and she wondered if she had done right in allowing herself to get all het up over the idea of a square dance. Then Ruth, on her other side, nudged her and said, ‘D’you want any more goose, Lizzie? You didn’t take much first time round.’


‘Oh, thanks.’ She took the plate and looked at it. ‘No, I think I’ve had enough, actually. Here, Floyd, you have some.’ She passed the plate to him and turned quickly back to her aunt. ‘How’s Sammy enjoying his dinner, then? And Dan?’


‘It’s smashing,’ Sammy said. He had almost disappeared behind his plate, it had been heaped so high, but she could see him now, working manfully to clear it. ‘It’s the best Christmas dinner I’ve ever had. Isn’t it, Dad?’


‘Yes,’ Dan said, but his voice was quiet and his expression looked far away. ‘The best I’ve ever had too.’


He’s thinking of Nora, Ruth thought, glancing at his face. He’s wishing she could be here to enjoy a dinner like this. I don’t suppose she’d ever had such a good one either.


She sighed, and wondered if Dan would ever really recover from his grief at losing his wife.


So many people were separated this Christmas, Heather Knight thought as she watched her father-in-law carve their goose. She and Ian had been apart for more than three years now and there was still no sign of his coming home. With the situation as it was there, she could only be thankful that he was still alive, but it was tragic that he had missed so much of their children’s growing up. Roger, at twelve, was turning into a lanky youth, their daughter Pat was ten and he’d never even seen Teddy, conceived during his last leave and now a sturdy toddler, coming up to three and a half years old and already doing his own little jobs about the place – feeding the hens, collecting their eggs, staggering on fat little legs across the yard with a small bucket of milk for the kitchen.


Well, nothing could be done about the things that Ian had missed but she could at least try to make up for some of them. She’d tell him all those little things that she’d left out of her letters, to help him get to know his children all over again. She’d take him round the farm and show him all that she’d done, the new ways of working she had developed. She’d help him learn and understand the new ways they’d all had to get used to – the wartime regulations, the restrictions – for even though they would surely be relaxed as soon as the war was over, it would take time to get back to normal. Ian might not understand that, after being away for so long, but with her beside him to explain it all he would soon settle in. And they’d work together. Partners, she thought with a glow of anticipation, that’s what we’ll be – partners.


‘Wake up, Heather,’ Stevie said suddenly from across the table, and she realised that they were all looking at her. ‘Where are you? I’ve asked you twice if you want cabbage.’


‘Sorry,’ Heather said, blushing as they all laughed at her. ‘I was just thinking how lovely it’ll be next Christmas, when Ian’s home again.’ She helped herself from the bowl of cabbage Stevie had pushed across the table and then spooned a small pile on to Teddy’s plate.


‘Now, don’t you be too previous,’ her father-in-law warned her. ‘We don’t know he will be. I know they’re saying the war’ll end soon but we can’t be sure. There’s a lot more water to flow under the bridge before we can start thinking along those lines.’


‘I know, Dad. But I’ve got to hope, haven’t I? We’ve all got to hope.’ She looked round the table at the children’s faces. ‘He’s been away from us for too many Christmases as it is. I can’t bear to think he might not be here for the next one.’


‘We all want him back,’ Emily said sadly. ‘And if hope could bring him, he’d be here now.’


‘He will be,’ Stevie said. She brushed her pale golden hair back from her face and smiled at Heather over the piled vegetable dishes. ‘I know he will be. The war’ll be over and all the men will be back.’ She gave them a wry smile. ‘And we’ll have to go back, too. All us Land Girls – back to the cities, where we belong.’


The other two Land Girls squeaked in dismay. ‘Don’t say that!’ Pam exclaimed. ‘We’re country girls now. We won’t know what to do with ourselves back in Southampton. Anyway, it’s not the same any more, with all the bomb damage.’


‘You want to go home though, surely?’ Emily asked. ‘I’m sure your parents will want you back after all this time.’


Jean shrugged. ‘Reckon mine have got used to not having me around. They think I ought to be married and in my own home by now, anyway. So do I, if I’m honest.’


‘Well, there’ll be plenty of young men around soon for you to choose from,’ Emily declared. ‘Once all the boys come home from the war they’ll be looking for nice girls to settle down with. This war’s held a lot of that up.’


‘Not for everyone,’ Heather said. ‘Look at all the girls who’ve got married quickly because their sweethearts are going away. And the ones who’ve got engaged to Americans.’ She fixed Roger with a stern look. ‘Yes, you do have to have carrots, even if it is Christmas Day. Remember what Ben Warren told you when he was on leave last time – all the pilots eat them to help them see in the dark.’


‘Cats don’t eat carrots,’ he objected, ‘and they can see in the dark all right.’


‘Well, they must have a different sort of eye.’ She gave a little sigh. Roger was getting altogether too argumentative lately. He was growing up, of course, and he didn’t have a father to keep him in line, that was the trouble. It would be better when Ian came home.


Everything would be better when Ian came home.




Chapter Three


Floyd was as good as his word and a few weeks later the whole village was invited to the square dance being held in one of the hangars at the airfield. Most of them had done English country dancing and a few square dances as well, and some had tried Scottish country dancing. ‘They’re all much the same,’ Lizzie told her Auntie Ruth when she popped in for a cup of tea on her day off. ‘You’ll come, won’t you? It’ll be fun.’


‘I’d like to, but I can’t leave Sammy on his own.’ Sammy had been left on his own plenty of times when he was living in Portsmouth, but Ruth had firm opinions about that. And Silver, who had firm opinions on just about everything, wouldn’t be much good as a babysitter.


‘You can bring him over to the farm. Mum and Dad aren’t going. Dad says it’ll be too late for him – he needs his beauty sleep for the cows! Sammy can sleep in Ben’s room.’


Lizzie’s younger brother, Ben, was in the RAF. The clever one of the family, he’d been planning to go to university once he left school, but he’d been called up as soon as he turned eighteen and his plans had had to be shelved for the duration of the war. To everyone’s surprise, he’d become a pilot and had managed to survive hundreds of operations. At twenty-five, he was now a Squadron Leader and had won the DFC and a bar.


His mother Jane was proud of him but hoped he’d take up his university place once it was all over and he was demobbed, but George sucked his teeth and shook his head. The boy would have other ideas by then, he said. He’d have seen and been through more than they’d ever dreamed possible and he wouldn’t want to go back to school, or what amounted to school, after all that. He didn’t add: That’s if he survives, but everyone knew the words were hanging in the air. Pilots had short lives and Ben had already lived longer than most.


‘All right, I’ll do that,’ Ruth said, offering her a biscuit. ‘Perhaps Dan would come too. I always liked country dancing. It’s a shame we never managed to keep the classes going in the village hall but it’s all been so difficult, what with so many people going away. We’ve put on a few village hops, I know, and the Land Girls have been good coming to those, but they won’t do regular classes. Say they’re too tired.’


‘I expect they were to begin with,’ Lizzie said. ‘They weren’t used to the hard work and long hours then. Anyway, they can come to this. I’ll go up to the Knights and ask their girls. Heather’ll probably come too. That’s the nice thing about this sort of dancing, we old married women don’t mind doing it with strangers. Not that they’re all so fussy,’ she added, rolling her eyes. ‘I hear Susie Brown’s been seen with that GI again. It’s a shame, that’s what it is, with her hubby away fighting. I don’t know how she can do it.’


‘Well, she’s not the first and she won’t be the last,’ Ruth observed. ‘I must say I was a bit concerned when your mother said she’d agreed to have Floyd and Marvin over for Sunday dinner when they weren’t flying. A couple of handsome young Americans could have been quite a temptation. But they’re decent young chaps, I could see that straight away, and not likely to—’


‘Not likely to what?’ Lizzie demanded, her brown eyes flashing. ‘All right, Auntie Ruth, you don’t need to answer – I know what you mean. What annoys me is that you seem to think that I might be tempted! Well, I can tell you, I’m not, nor ever have been, not even for a minute!’


Her aunt stared at her in dismay. ‘Lizzie, Lizzie, don’t take it like that! I never meant that at all. Oh, I’m sorry.’ She came across to put her arms around the angry young woman. ‘Of course you’d never do anything like that. I don’t know what I was thinking of to say such a thing.’


‘Nor do I,’ Lizzie said, still sounding slightly aggrieved. She allowed herself to be pushed back into the wooden armchair by the range and picked up her cup. ‘Floyd and Marvin are more like brothers to me. But if people are going to be thinking otherwise maybe I won’t go to this square dance after all.’


‘Oh, you must! It wouldn’t even be happening if it wasn’t for you. And of course people won’t think anything of it. I really am sorry, Lizzie. I didn’t mean it to come out that way, truly I didn’t.’


‘Well, all right.’ Lizzie sipped in silence for a minute or two, then said, ‘Silver’s very quiet this afternoon. He’s not sickening for anything, is he?’


‘I hope not!’ They both looked at the stand where the big grey parrot was holding a sunflower seed with one foot and probing it with his beak. ‘He’s just having one of his silent days. I think Sammy’s been wearing him out, teaching him all those Christmas carols. He’s not sorry the boy’s back at school and he can get a bit of peace!’


Lizzie laughed. ‘I shouldn’t think you’re sorry, either, are you? You can have a bit too much of Christmas carols.’


‘Especially when it’s Silver singing them,’ Ruth agreed, thankful that her niece’s good humour seemed to have been restored. They finished their tea and Lizzie got up to go. She only had a short time before returning to Gosport, and wanted to spend most of it with her mother. She pulled on her dark blue coat and kissed her aunt. ‘So that’s settled, then? You’ll come to the dance.’


Ruth nodded. ‘So long as your mother doesn’t mind having Sammy.’ She saw Lizzie out and watched her swing away along the lane, then shivered and went back to the warmth of the kitchen.


I don’t know why I said that about being worried about those two Americans, she thought, stirring the coals in the range. I didn’t even know I had been! And I’ve never doubted Lizzie, not for a moment.


All the same, it wasn’t surprising that young women left on their own for years at a time sometimes slipped a little way down the primrose path. As Ruth had said, Susie Brown wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last. And Lizzie was a healthy young woman, who needed her man.


It’ll be a good thing when all this is over and the men come back to their rightful places, she thought, going outside for more coal. It’ll be a good thing for any number of reasons.


Floyd came over to the farm several times to consult Lizzie about the dance. He wanted to know what sort of food the villagers would enjoy and what kind of dances they could do. ‘There’ll be a caller,’ he said, ‘so they won’t be expected to remember everything. They just have to listen and do what he says – so long as they know the moves.’


‘Well, we used to do a bit of square dancing when we had our own classes,’ she said. They were in the farm kitchen and Lizzie was knitting a Fair Isle pullover for Sammy from a pile of different-coloured wools. ‘We know things like do-si-do and ladies’ chain and allemande left, and that sort of thing. Is that what you mean?’


‘Yeah, that’s it. And trail through and U-turn?’


‘I’m not so sure about those.’ She slipped a thread of blue wool on to her needles.


‘Well, we’ll start off with some easy dances and see how it goes. It’s meant to be fun – no one has to be scared they won’t be able to do it.’ He handed over some sheets of paper. ‘I brought a few posters over, see? One of the guys is good at art.’ The posters showed pictures of men in check shirts and work trousers, twirling girls in gingham skirts and white blouses under their arms. Lizzie laughed.


‘They’re lovely! Everyone will want to come when they see those. I’m not sure we’ll all be able to dress like that, though.’


‘Doesn’t matter. It’s all simple stuff. I dare say most girls have got a blouse or skirt not too different from these.’ He glanced at her. ‘Wear that pretty lacy thing you had on at Christmas. You looked real cute in that.’


Lizzie blushed. The blouse had been made from an old lace tablecloth, but she wasn’t going to tell Floyd that. Come to think of it, there was a gingham tablecloth in the sideboard too – she wondered if it could be turned into a skirt.


‘How will we get there?’ she asked, thinking out loud, but Floyd took it as a serious question.


‘We’ll send some lorries. There’ll be benches in the back. It won’t be like going by limousine, but you’ll be in the dry.’ He grinned at her. ‘It’s going to be fun, Lizzie. I’m real glad you’re coming.’


Lizzie met his eyes and then looked down at her knitting. Her life, which had become very much a matter of routine in the past few months, had been brightened by the arrival of the two Americans. Nursing at Haslar Hospital seemed to be going through a quiet phase; since D-Day, when they had had an influx of patients, the war had taken a different turn and although wounded men were still arriving, the urgency had transferred to other theatres of war. There had been no bombing for a long time, and everyone was hoping the fighting would soon be over. It makes you feel restless, she thought. We’re fed up with it. We want to get back to normal life but somehow we can’t. It’s like one of those nightmares where you’re walking down a long road without ever reaching the end. Life had become tedious and dull. And Floyd and Marvin’s visits to the farm had been a bright spot in the dullness, rather like the bright red she was now knitting into the soft blue.


The visits wouldn’t last for ever, though. If the war did end soon, the Americans would be gone. They were bomber pilots and went over to Germany night after night, bombing the cities there as the Luftwaffe had bombed Britain. You never knew if they would come back, and one day they would be gone for good.


Lizzie felt suddenly depressed. The end of the war, which would bring back Alec, would also take away these new friends. It would take away Floyd.


‘Hey,’ he said gently. ‘Why the sad face? I thought you were looking forward to the dance.’


‘I am,’ she said, laying her knitting down and looking up at him. ‘I was just thinking – it’s been so nice, having you here. You and Marvin. We will keep in touch, won’t we? After you’ve gone back to America, I mean.’


‘Sure we will,’ he said. He looked at her, his blue eyes suddenly dark, and she felt something twist inside her. ‘Coming over here has been one of the best things in my life, Lizzie. I’ll never forget it, or you.’


She wanted to look away, but couldn’t; she felt mesmerised, like one of the rabbits her brothers used to catch in torchlight. Floyd leaned a little closer and opened his mouth to speak. Lizzie’s heart thumped; and then, with both relief and dismay, she heard her mother’s voice at the door. Hastily, she picked up her knitting and began to click the needles furiously.


‘My goodness, it’s bitter out there this morning,’ Jane was saying. ‘We’ll be getting more snow, I can feel it in the air. Your father’s taking the sheep down to the near field already – oh hello, Floyd.’ She was inside, her cheeks rosy with cold, shucking off her boots on the doormat and unwinding a long blue scarf from her neck. ‘I didn’t know you were here. Come over to make some more arrangements about that dance, have you?’


Floyd stood up. ‘That’s right, Mrs Warren. Lizzie and I have been going over the programme. It’s going to be a really good evening – are you sure you won’t come?’


Jane shook her head. ‘George and me have to be in our beds early. There’s a lot to do on a farm this time of year, with the beasts being in the barn. Has Lizzie been looking after you?’ She went across to the stove and slid the kettle on to the hotplate. ‘Given you something hot to drink?’


‘Floyd brought some coffee over, Mum. There’s some left in the pot if you’d like it.’


‘I won’t, thanks, so long as you don’t think I’m being rude,’ Jane said, dumping a trug full of potatoes and turnips on the table. ‘I can’t seem to get used to that ground coffee you Americans drink. I’ll just have Camp.’ She took the bottle from the shelf and poured a spoonful of dark liquid into a cup.
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