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1
            Chapter One

         

         Ken Blake had left Eastfield Secondary Modern in 1941 aged fifteen. World War II was well into its full fury. Just days before his fifteenth birthday, German bombers were again blitzing London and many landmark buildings had been badly damaged. Even churches were not spared. The Battle of Britain was barely over and now the country had The Blitz to contend with. The RAF continued to do its part bombing aircraft factories in Bremen and other installations crucial to the German war machine. But the Luftwaffe were simi­larly focussed with British ports suffering badly. Industrial centres were also being pounded by German bombs night after night. Raids on Coventry and Birmingham were get­ting too close for comfort. Ken, together with his father Albert, his mother Mabel, his younger brother and sister were obliged to sleep in the Anderson Shelter buried at the bottom of the garden. On Ken’s sixteenth birthday it was announced on the BBC Home Service that Hitler had met with Mussolini at Berchtesgaden. Seems they’d agreed that Hitler would provide aid to North Africa. He didn’t know it at the time, but young Ken too would be in North Africa before his next birthday.

         At Eastfield Secondary Modern Ken had been a member of the Combined Cadet Force and fit and able as he was, he 2was conscripted into his father’s old regiment the Seaforth Highlanders and mobilised. Initially he was posted to the Regimental Headquarters, Fort George, in the north of Scotland for basic training.

         Leicester London Road railway station was heaving with a mass of humanity searching for friends, relatives, lost lug­gage, the right platform, the toilets, who knew what. Ken followed a group of blokes in khaki on the assumption that they knew where they were going. They did. It appeared that the entire male population of Leicestershire between the ages of sixteen and twenty were boarding the LMS train on platform two. The train was crammed with young men, boys really, being transported to their respective posts. Just occasionally Ken recognised one or two chaps as his old schoolfriends. They appeared to be just as apprehensive as he was. But there was always one ‘Jack the lad’ – or in this case ‘Jock the lad’.

         Also, an old boy from Eastfield, as large as life and cock­sure as ever, there in the corridor was Duncan McClean, never known by any name other than Jock for reasons his given name might suggest! Ken knew Jock. They’d been in the same class at school and now they were both on their way to war via Scotland. What could be worse?

         Jock, ‘small but perfectly formed’ as he liked to describe himself, drew himself up to his full five foot and two inches and gave Ken a mock salute. Despite his diminutive height Jock always cut a dash. He always looked sharp, what with his Brylcreemed hair and even at sixteen years old a pen­cil-line moustache he had the features of a young Clark Gable the movie star, and a self-assured demeanour. All the girls fancied Jock and didn’t he know it. Not that he would ever admit it, Ken was just a bit envious.

         Not that they’d been school pals as such, in fact the opposite if anything, their time at Fort George threw them 3together and for practical purposes they became mates of a sort. With fourteen weeks of basic training completed they were both shipped off to North Africa. But not to join the infantry at Tobruk which had been widely rumoured as their destination. No, the Highland regiments shipped to Accra the capital of the Gold Coast and on to Western Ashanti. The fall of France and the entry of Italy into the war made June 1940 something of a turning point, not just in the Mediterranean but also in West Africa. The Gold Coast, surrounded by French colonies as it was had been relying on their support but now their alliance had become tantamount to a neutrality as the Colonial French ignored De Gaulle’s call to fight on. Therefore, they were liable to be leant on by Germany. This would have caused disruption to the British Colonies. Ken’s regiment hosted Allied air­craft and played an important role in assisting the Colonial troops in taking control of Italian East Africa. At the same time the regiment assisted in the rebuilding of the infra­structure of the country, badly damaged after an earth­quake in 1939. By comparison to their compatriots in the Desert Rats and in the other theatres of war both in Africa and elsewhere the Gold Coast was a doddle, very much a softer option. Even so with the diverse missives which were being sent from various parts of Whitehall, from the Free French Headquarters and even from America many ‘cloak and dagger’ organisations abounded not least of which was the one established by Ken and Jock. It was only by the insistence that nothing should be done to provoke French West Africa’s neutrality that real trouble was prevented. Nevertheless, there were many local problems in Western Ashanti that had to be dealt with.

         In between the problems time dragged in a routine sort of way. There were periods of inactivity and not much to keep the battalion (well some them) busy. Not Jock though. 4He was very busy having established a black market enter­prise and it wasn’t too long before it was thriving. Oh yes, Jock seemed to be doing very nicely thank you. Ken had been persuaded to become the ‘sleeping partner’ so to speak, discreetly maintaining a record of goods and supplies. No one argued with Ken. There was an air about him, an offi­ciousness, that would send a squaddie weak at the knees. He couldn’t put up with disobedience, disrespect, nor discom­fort although the latter was ameliorated by certain items from ‘the stores’ in return for the well-disciplined manner in which he ran ‘the business’. Being a stickler for regulation and a well-ordered existence had probably influenced his promotion and as sergeant he was clearly adept at keeping the troops in line. When he barked an order, order there was and no mistake.

         With the war going well, if indeed wars ever go well, the Allies had the upper hand with the exception of the heavy losses being sustained amongst the convoys in the Atlantic inflicted by torpedoes from scavenging U-boats. Elsewhere in Africa Tripoli was captured, Rommel had retreated in Tunisia pursued by the Allies although the ‘Afrika Korps’ had managed to mount a counterattack against the Americans at the Kasserine Pass. Patton had led his tanks into Tunisia and with the assistance of Montgomery the Germans retreated further to the north. In the Pacific all hell had broken loose and in Europe the Germans and the Russians (and a few other nations who had got involved) were massacring each other. Ken and Jock managed to suc­cessfully avoid all the action and took advantage of every opportunity anywhere they could.

         By 1943 Jock McClean had decided that a couple of years was enough. The illicit enterprise was up and running and wanted out, and out of Africa in particular. His discharge didn’t quite happen the way he might have wanted though. 5Whilst on his way one night to keep a secret liaison with his latest female conquest he was accidentally thrown from his motorcycle whilst swerving to avoid running into a ser­geant who had ‘appeared out of nowhere’. That was his story anyway. Some said he’d thrown himself from the motorcy­cle. Some said it was far from coincidental that it should have been ‘his’ sergeant he was swerving to avoid. Some said the sergeant was complicit in this so-called accident. Jock’s injuries were fairly superficial with nothing more than a few abrasions and a greenstick fracture of his radius, but given the smooth-talking bastard that he was he was able to per­suade the Medical Officer that he was no longer of any use to the army and should be classified Category D – unfit for military service. Some said it was all a put-up job. Some said he’d never been any use to the army anyway and were glad to see the back of him. So Jock was on the next troop ship back to England. It was no coincidence that so was Ken, but he was on authorised leave. It had taken some doing to get furloughed and onto the same liberty ship as Jock, but all part of their greater strategy. Exercising the utmost discre­tion, the sergeant and the private had clandestine meetings at every opportunity contriving how they would establish their ‘market’ business back in the UK.

         Albert and Mabel were surprised but delighted neverthe­less when Ken turned up at home. He apologised for not letting his folks know he was coming but they accepted his excuse that communication was difficult, telephone was out of the question, there was no airmail, and any letters sent by sea would take weeks to arrive, if at all being at the mercy of the U-boats. Ken could not believe the hardships that his parents had had to endure. He was of course aware that rationing of bacon, butter and sugar had been introduced during 1940 even before he left school. He was unaware that by 1942 rationing had been extended to pretty much 6everything else, petrol, all foodstuffs and clothes. It was particularly irritating and frustrating that back in Ashanti, he and Jock had somehow contrived to amass plentiful sup­plies of everything which they then sold to all and sundry at an extortionate price and enormous profit. The more Ken thought about it, the more he was determined to get the business up and running back home.

         By May of 1943 during Ken’s leave, the ‘Dambuster’ raids had denied the German war industries in the Ruhr Valley the electrical power they required. The majority of U-boats had been withdrawn and, given the few ‘available’ men that there were, Ken had encountered no problem in persuading a local land-army girl, Helen Robinson, that he was her man! By day Helen worked on the local farm just outside the village owned by Frank Waring. By night, walks across the farmland and frolics in the hay barn became a regular feature. For the duration of his leave there wasn’t a day went by when the two of them weren’t in each other’s company. The weekly visit to the cinema followed by the walk home was always a highlight. What’s more Helen was demonstratively proving that she had a way with Ken that repressed the worst excesses of his explosive volleys of rage. She seemed to have the ability to wrap him around her little finger. Albert and Mabel were all in favour of the relation­ship not so much from the calming influence that Helen had but more particularly since they were now assured a regular supply of fresh eggs and vegetables.

         Before re-joining his regiment Ken proposed marriage. It had been a whirlwind romance but Helen accepted without hesitation although she did wonder what her parents Joe and Liz would make of it. Yes they were young but with a war on the future was uncertain and marriage was not something to be delayed any longer than necessary. Mabel was delighted at the prospect of a daughter-in-law although 7Albert didn’t really express any opinion or emotion one way or another.

         The day came for Ken to return to Africa and with the news that the ‘Afrika Korps’ had surrendered to the Allies who had taken over a quarter of a million prisoners, and with the bombing by the Allies of Sicily and Italy there was speculation with regard to a forthcoming invasion of Europe and Ken was keen to get back and take over Jock’s private enterprise.

         Helen borrowed Farmer Frank’s Austin 7 and drove Ken to Leicester London Road where he was to catch the train to London and then on to Southampton. As the young lovers stood there on platform two, totally oblivious of the hustle and bustle around them, never had parting been such sweet sorrow. Ken promised to stay safe and Helen vowed to stay pure. They agreed that whatever Joe and Liz might have to say they would marry when Ken next returned on leave.

         With Ken restored to the war effort, or his part in it at least, which involved amassing all manner of illicit goods, life in the rural undulating green and leafy Midlands’ coun­tryside continued in a way of life to which all those at home were becoming accustomed. The eventual outcome of war hung in the balance. Helen and her folks Joe and Liz would sit around the wireless after their meagre supper (albeit with fresh veg, more often than not) to listen to the news on the Home Service. Occasionally they’d do similarly round at Albert and Mabel’s house. All too often the newsreader would give you reasons to be optimistic, and then dash them with doom and gloom in the very next report. Helen sometimes went to the pictures with some of the land-army girls and she was especially looking forward to seeing the new Humphrey Bogart movie Casablanca. She had a new pair of silk stockings that had been given to her by a very presumptuous and pushy Scotsman; the driver of the 8Midland Red bus which had taken her into town a couple of weeks previous.

         The pushy Scotsman was none other than Jock McClean who, in the interests of maintaining a front of respectabil­ity had lied about his age to get the driving job. He was also making regular trips to North Yorkshire in a dark green Morris 10cwt van he borrowed from Ron Nicholls, a Midland Red conductor with whom he was often part­nered. No one knew why he went or where he got his petrol coupons from either.

         Early January 1944 welcomed the news that General Eisenhower was in London and was to become the Commanding General US Forces European Theatre of Operations. Why ‘theatre’? Helen wondered. Not the sort of theatre I’d want to visit she thought. Hey-ho! There was rarely any news of what if anything was going on in Africa since the business in Libya had been sorted. Specifically news from the Gold Coast was conspicuous by there being none. A letter from Ken was a very rare but nevertheless a welcome treat every once in a blue moon. “Here’s looking at you kid,” he had remarked in his last missive. At least it made Helen smile.

         February came and working on the land was certainly a challenge. Keeping warm, even more so. Then came confir­mation of the plan for the invasion of Europe, ‘Operation Overlord’. Could this be the beginning of the end or merely the end of the beginning?

         Helen would make a detailed study of the casualty reports in the Daily Herald as soon as Joe had finished with it. It was always a relief to see no mention of Ken or even of his regiment. No news was surely good news? Then with the announcement that a certain Charles de Gaulle whoever he might be was to take command of the Free French Forces, and of busy preparations for D-Day all over 9southern England there must have been a blue moon for a letter arrived.

         All being well, Ken wrote, in a very neat hand it must be said, I’ ll be coming home on leave sometime in May. When in May? How could she mark off the days on the calendar if she didn’t know when? Despite the slight exasperation of the not knowing Helen was beside herself with excitement. Just another month and she would see her Ken.

         May came. Ken didn’t. ‘Heavy bombings of the Continent’. ‘“Overlord” scheduled for 5 June’. ‘King George VI, Churchill, Eisenhower, Patton, Montgomery’ and Uncle Tom Cobley no doubt ‘meet in London for D-Day brief­ings’. June 5th ‘”Overlord” begins’. ‘5,000 tons of bombs dropped on German gun positions on Normandy Coast’. June 6th ‘155.000 Allied troops land on Normandy beaches’. And so, the headlines continued. Where oh where was Ken?

         Any euphoria there may have been about Ken’s imminent return or the D-Day landings was totally eclipsed when the Herald announced in June that it was Hitler’s belief that he could still win the war with the deployment of his secret weapon the V-1 Flying Bomb. These so-called ‘vengeance’ weapons kept coming with devastating effect sometimes with horrifying losses of life. But fortunately for folk in the Midlands the limited range of the V-1 meant that they never got much further than London or the southeast.

         More horrifying for Helen, was the death of her father. He’d been unwell almost from when war was declared. The coughing and spluttering, the shortness of breath were all getting progressively worse. Then, on 25th August, with the announcement that Paris had been liberated from German occupation, Joe coughed his last. It wasn’t the war that did for him, it wasn’t a bomb or a bullet, it was the Woodbines! The cause of death recorded on his death certificate was Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease. He was buried 10after a short family service at St Catherine’s Parish Church and buried in the churchyard. At the graveside were Helen, her mum Liz, her sister Rosemary and her brothers John, Charlie, Sid and Frank. At a discreet distance beneath the shade of a great yew tree were Albert and Mabel.

         Another harvest, another Christmas and another new year. The Allies had just about got the Germans surrounded on all sides and Hitler was holed up in his bunker in Berlin but demanding that his troops continued to fight with no retreat. Mussolini had been shot and the Soviets had entered Auschwitz. The horrors being discovered in the so-called death camps were reaching the wider world. This was surely the beginning of the end.
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            Chapter Two

         

         As the spring of 1945 sprung Helen was busy with the new-born lambs on the farm. One morning and taking her completely by surprise Albert came rushing into the shed dropped his bike to the ground startling the sheep and more animated than she’d ever seen him.

         ‘You’ve got a telegram!’

         ‘What?’

         ‘You’ve got a bloody telegram! Here read it for goodness sake’.

         Helen washed her hands in a bucket dried them on her overalls and with trembling fingers took the flimsy blue paper from Albert. She carefully tore it open and with tears then smiles she read out loud.

         ‘Dearest: stop: Home in May: stop: for god: stop: all my love: stop: Ken.’

         Albert took the telegram from her and re-read it to him­self and his indignation was unmistakable.

         ‘Cheeky young bugger! Home in May? We’ve bloody heard that one before! And what’s this, ‘for god’? What’s he mean for bloody god? I’ll give him bloody god!” With which he handed the telegram back to Helen picked up his bike and left huffing and puffing.

         Helen’s initial elation had somewhat evaporated when 12Farmer Frank came into the shed, belching smoke from his pipe like an LMS ‘Jinty’ class tank engine. He’d heard Albert’s outburst and was concerned.

         ‘What’s all the rumpus, gal?’ Frank never had lost his Black Country drawl.

         Helen handed him the telegram. Frank fumbled his glasses out of his bib-and-brace overalls, one arm of his specs bound up with a piece of Elastoplast. He perched them on the end of his nose and studied the message.

         ‘I reckon it’s a error. I reckon ’e means fer good, not fer god.’ He drew on his pipe and pondered. ‘Aye, that’s it for definite. He means fer good! Yer man’s coming ’ome, gal!”

         Frank chugged away on his pipe and beamed at his bemused labourer.

         That evening as soon as she’d cleared up after tea with her mum she rushed round to see Albert and Mabel. They were listening to the wireless. Much Binding in the Marsh was just finishing. Albert reached across from his armchair and switched the wireless off.

         ‘So what do you make of it?’ Albert asked, meaning the telegram.

         ‘Well, I think Frank might be right. Perhaps he did mean ‘for good’ and the telegraph operator must have misheard him or something. I hope so anyway. When he wrote last year to say he was coming home in May, well, maybe he meant this May.’

         ‘Ah that is as may-be.’ Albert like a play on words. ‘We’ll have to wait and see.’

         ‘He’ll just turn up out of the blue like last time’ Mabel interjected. ‘You’ll see.’

         Notwithstanding the ‘will he won’t he’ turn up quandary, May 1945 was a time of great excitement, not just locally but throughout the country. It had been announced on the wireless that a senior German General had made a request 13to cross the British lines in order to negotiate a surrender of all German land forces. News had broken that Hitler had committed suicide having appointed Goebbels as Reich Chancellor. He too then committed suicide having murdered his children first. The war in Italy was over, all U-boats had been ordered to cease operations then on May 7th Germany unconditionally surrendered to the Allies in Rheims, France. May 8th was designated VE Day. Victory in Europe.

         It was around this time that the discovery of the Kaiseroda Salt Mine, in Merkers-Kieselbach became public knowl­edge. All the deposits in the Nazi Reichsbank had been moved to the mine for safekeeping. But the mine contained much more. Wedding rings and gold fillings of Jewish pris­oners and Holocaust victims had been melted down and recast as ingots or gold bars of which there were over 8000 boxes. Fifty-five boxes of silver bullion were also uncovered. Additionally there were all manner of paintings and art­works that had been looted by the Nazis during the course of the war. Much of the treasure ‘disappeared’. Some to the Vatican Bank, some to Swiss National Bank and some to various other European banking institutions.

         VE celebrations erupted not just in the village but throughout the western world. People were taking to the streets in their thousands. For days and nights there were street parties and dancing and ‘all manner of goings-on’ according to Mabel. Albert quoted from Churchill’s speech as reported in the paper – “We may allow ourselves a brief period of rejoicing as Japan remains unsubdued.” American President Truman had also added a note of caution – “It’s a victory only half won.”

         ‘Well the Yanks’ll soon do for the bloody Nips. They’re not going to stop me going up the Keys and that’s a fact.’ And, as if to prove a point Albert grabbed his cap and stomped off to the Cross Keys.14

         For the next few hours Helen and Mabel sat chatting away wondering when Ken would be back and even if he would back. They had no idea that his homeward journey would be delayed by the need to make a detour through the Soviet held state in central Germany. Mabel took an old biscuit tin from the bureau and removing the lid proudly showed Helen her son’s Eastfield Secondary Modern School leaving certificate and a few photographs of Ken as a lad. They discussed how when and where the wedding should take place and whether they could start making arrange­ments without actually consulting the groom-to-be. Little did Mabel know, Helen had already got everything planned down to the last detail.

         Through the next few weeks more and more soldiers, sail­ors and airmen were returning home and whenever she could she would borrow Frank’s Austin and drive to Leicester hoping to catch sight of any returning Highlanders in their distinctive ‘Glengarry’ bonnets. Any one of them might have news or information on Ken’s movements.

         ‘Ye can’t keep using up me petrol coupons lass. I’m sure ’e’ll be ’ome when ’e’s good an’ ready. Just be patient. Bide yer time.’

         In her heart Helen knew that Frank was absolutely right. Ever since she’d known him, and it hadn’t been very long, Ken had not been the most communicative of people. Mabel always said that as a boy he very rarely had much to say. Would he ever come home? Helen wondered.
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            Chapter Three

         

         It was June 1st. Helen was in the farmyard clearing the last of the muck from the sheep pens. Frank was sat on a straw bale watching her every move and smoking his pipe. Suddenly,

         ‘Eh up, what’s this then?’

         He stood up and, with the stem of his pipe gestured towards a lorry coming up the lane towards the farm. Helen turned and immediately registered that this was no ordinary lorry. This was a khaki coloured Bedford QLT and before Frank knew what was going on she was running towards it.

         Ken was home! He jumped down from the truck almost before it had come to a halt. Helen ran into his open arms and held on to him as if her life depended on it. Frank was walking towards them grinning and applauding. The driver of the truck, a lance-corporal,

         made a three-point-turn in the lane, honked the horn and drove off leaving a kit bag and quite a large parcel on the verge and his erstwhile passenger in an embrace remi­niscent of a scene from Gone With The Wind.

         They walked up the lane towards the farm his arm around her shoulders her arm around his waist. Frank’s roll­ing gait was fifty yards ahead and he disappeared into the farmhouse. He reappeared with three glasses and a bottle of Everard’s finest from the Southgate Street Brewery. After 16this brief reunion celebration Frank’s Austin was comman­deered and Ken drove off almost forgetting to pick up his kitbag and parcel. Hopefully his folks would be pleased to see him, the Prodigal Son, and especially when they saw the contents of the parcel. He was also anxious to get out of his uniform, into his demob suit and meet up with Helen later.

         ‘Hello Mam, whatcha, dad!’ Mabel all but had a touch of the vapours.

         ‘Kenneth! I just knew you’d be back. I’ll put the kettle on,’ she gasped.

         ‘How do son. Welcome home’ said Albert, never one to be over-demonstrative.

         They sat for a while drinking tea, the parents attempting to elicit responses from their son on all manner of informa­tion regarding what had or hadn’t transpired over the last couple of years, but with very limited success.

         ‘I’ve brought you a present, a few things I thought you could use.’ Ken picked up the parcel and placed it on the kitchen table. Mabel excitedly ripped the brown paper and the carboard carton open. There was revealed a jar of jam, half-a-pound of lard, and of butter, a two-pound bag of sugar, a quarter of tea, a tin of corned beef, more than several rashers of bacon carefully wrapped in greaseproof paper. There were various other items too, all of which had been in short supply or rationed for such a long time.

         ‘And this is for you dad.’ Ken said handing him a bottle of whisky. ‘Oh and there’re these, I almost forgot.’ Ken reached into his tunic pocket and with the flourish of a magician pro­duced a book of clothing coupons. Mabel was dumbfounded.

         ‘Where on earth did all this lot come from?’ She was quite bewildered.

         ‘Better you don’t know, so don’t ask.’ Ken cautioned.

         ‘If it’s not honestly acquired we don’t…’ Ken immedi­ately jumped in before his dad could finish his sentence.17

         ‘Come on Dad, all’s fair in love and war.’ He was on the defensive. ‘If you don’t want it, I’ll soon find someone that does!’ Ken’s tone was a sure sign that he thought his parents were being unreasonably ungrateful. He went to his room leaving the ill-gotten gains where they were. He had a wash, lay on the bed and slept for a couple of hours. When he woke he dressed in a clean shirt, tie and his navy-blue demob suit. To his relief the fit wasn’t too bad. He took his new Omega watch from his tunic and checking the time, strapped it to his wrist.

         ‘Time now for Helen,’ he said to himself.

         It was a lovely balmy evening with barely a breath of wind and the scent of apple and cherry blossoms in the air. Ken and Helen sauntered hand in hand along the bridle ways and footbaths around the village. They spoke little, just happy to savour every moment they were together having been apart for so long. As the twilight faded they stopped at the Cross Keys and took their drinks into the garden. Albert was amongst the few in the public bar and gave them a wave. Helen wanted to ask about the war, North Africa and all that he had been through as a soldier. She wanted to know where the very expensive looking watch on his wrist had come from but Ken didn’t want to talk about any it. Helen gave up with the questions. After a while of gazing at each other and a conversation of sweet nothings Ken escorted his love home.

         It didn’t take many days before thoughts were turned to the marriage. Albert, Mabel and Liz were all too famil­iar with what Helen wanted on her wedding day. All that was required was for the groom-to-be to agree to what she had planned. When Helen broached the general outline of her wedding day she was relieved by the lack of resis­tance. So with the details finalised, a week later Ken and Helen were married at St Catherine’s Parish Church. Joe 18was sadly missed of course but Frank made a splendid job of giving Helen away. In fact almost everyone remarked upon how well he’d scrubbed up for the occasion. Rosemary was Helen’s bridesmaid, and Ken’s brother Keith was best man. The wedding guests were mainly family and close friends plus a few regulars from the Cross Keys. With the ceremony concluded the bride and groom posed by the lychgate for a photographer; Helen in a long white gown, and Ken in full dress uniform including the kilt of course. After all the respective hardships, the sacrifices, disasters, calamities and adversity that everyone had endured during the war, it was a completely joyous day. The celebrations went on long into the night.

         Members of the family were remarking that the newly married couple would have nowhere to live. Helen admitted that it was about the only flaw in her plans, but unbeknown to anyone, Ken had it covered. For weeks now Jock had been storing the goods in what was to become the marital home. Every fortnight a dark green Morris 10cwt loaded to the limit of its springs would deliver to ground-floor rooms in a private house in a quiet cul-de-sac.

         The subterfuge was beautifully camouflaged even further when Rosemary, who was already married to an airman not due to be demobbed until later in the month, offered the spare bedroom in her house. Yes it was small, just a two up and two down mid-terrace with ‘facilities’ in the back yard. But it would only be for a week or two until a more permanent arrangement could be made, she had suggested.

         The day after the wedding, Helen and her new husband were driven to Leicester London Road by Frank, in the Austin which he’d decorated non-too-skilfully with white ribbons. The newlyweds were to catch the train to Derby. From there a local bus would take them to High Tor, a small hotel in the Peak District for a short honeymoon; short by 19necessity. Ken was to start a job he had secured with a light engineering firm as a toolmaker and Frank needed Helen back on the farm.

         June passed into July. The war in Japan was still raging and despite Churchill, Stalin and Truman’s collective insis­tence on Japan’s unconditional surrender the conflict con­tinued. In the leafy Midlands villages life was returning to the new normal. Normal however was to take on a new meaning for Helen. Frank had become aware of her needing to take an increasingly frequent breather from her labours on the farm and she was experiencing some queasy morn­ings as well. Frank was fairly sure that Helen was expecting. Frank knew a thing or two. He was a farmer after all! The pregnancy was confirmed and at Frank’s insistence, Helen’s days as a land-girl were numbered and she was on ‘light duties’ with immediate effect.

         Helen was absolutely delighted with her condition. Ken was less than enthusiastic or so he seemed. He was annoyed with himself. He should have been more careful. Living at his sister-in-law’s with three others was becoming stressful especially the morning queue in the backyard. Adding a baby to the mix would exacerbate the situation to beyond intolerable. It hadn’t been long at all before Ken was getting quite irritable and snappish. Every night he’d ask if there had been any message left for him. Every night the answer was in the negative. Every night he disappeared to the Cross Keys just to get out of the way. There were matters pressing on Ken’s mind. Yes, the honeymoon was over, and, quite apparently, was the ‘honeymoon period’.

         The local paper was published every Friday. Ken would come home from work and pore over and over the ‘Announcements’ column in the classified section. But the message he was waiting for wasn’t printed, week after week.

         Then one week there it was. Don’t forget the keys, Sarge!20

         That was it. The notice he’d been anxiously waiting for. He was off on his bike even before his tea.

         In a mood of confident anticipation, even excitement, Ken biked to the Cross Keys to meet with he who had posted the ‘coded’ announcement, Jock. Even before Ken had returned to the UK he’d briefed Jock on the need for ‘premises’. That brief had been subsequently amended to ‘premises and accommodation’ after the marriage proposal. With pints in hand they were straight down to business. Ken needed to hear what Jock had found. Not only would Jock’s news impact on Ken’s married life, there was the ‘business’ to consider. Jock reported that he had rented the ground floor of a semidetached house in a quiet cul-de-sac. All requirements were covered, accommodation and stor­age. It all sounded too good to be true and that would prove to be the case sooner rather than later. Ken and Helen could move in right away. Helen would be delighted Ken thought. It was time to toast their future success, and large measures of scotch were ordered.

         It was ages before he got back to Rosemary’s. Helen was getting quite concerned.

         ‘Where’ve you been, I’ve been worried.’

         ‘Celebrating!’

         ‘Celebrating what exactly? Somewhere to live I hope!’ It was Rosemary, just back from the farm. She and her hus­band Neville were also growing tired of being cooped up with their ‘guests’ in the small terraced house.

         ‘Exactly!’ slurred Ken, and holding his hand aloft with an imaginary glass in a mock toast. ‘Thank you Rosemary, thank you Neville for your hospitality. We’re moving out.’

         Whilst the news was good in one sense Helen had been rather hoping she could have had a look at the property before they committed to it.
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            Chapter Four

         

         The following week, the beginning of August, they moved into their home in the cul-de-sac. The house was fine although there were lots of flies in the hallway and it smelt fetid. Helen put it down to the house having been unoc­cupied for a period. There was much more space than at Rosemary’s. An indoor toilet. No more suffering the indig­nities of the thunder-box! There was bathroom too and a separate kitchen which looked out over a small garden with a plum tree. There was also a spare room and an outhouse but both of these were locked. Ken said he’d contact the landlord to see about getting some keys.

         On the Friday of that week Ken came home from work and sat down to read the local paper as he had been doing for weeks. There it was again, in the Announcements column. Don’t forget the keys, Sarge! 

         The prearranged cloak and dagger signal from Jock was to let Ken know there were further developments they should meet to discuss. Just as on the previous occasion Helen was about to serve up his tea when he rushed out.

         They met right on opening time at the Cross Keys. Ken bought the beers and they retreated to a small alcove which would normally be occupied by courting couples where they could whisper sweet nothings without fear of there being 22any eavesdroppers; as indeed Ken and Helen had done just weeks earlier. Confidentiality was paramount. Ken and Jock regarded their business affairs as being in the same classified league of top-secret plans as those for Operation Overlord had been.
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