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        I never 'worry' about action, but only about inaction.

        

      

      
        
        Winston Churchill, 1940

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Parting

          

          July 1940, Eastbourne

        

      

    

    
      The sea was pearl grey and sparkled like the scales on a fish. Gwen stood at the window staring at it, as she often did. A few miles away in France, armies of German soldiers were probably staring back across the Channel wondering what lay ahead of them. Since the terrible events of Dunkirk the previous month, Gwen had been oscillating between fear and hopelessness. The German invasion was coming and defeat was an inevitability. Belgium, Holland and France had fallen, crushed under the onward thrust of German panzers, so what chance did Britain have?

      She sensed Roger as he came up behind her. He placed his hands on her hips, then she felt the touch of his lips on the back of her neck. She stiffened and took a half step forward.

      ‘Time to go, old thing,’ he said.

      Gwen turned to face him, her mouth forming an artificial smile to reflect her husband’s real one. ‘All set.’ She dangled the car keys in front of him.

      Roger reached for her hands, gripping them tightly as she resisted. ‘Look, darling, I want you to promise you’ll go across to Somerset to stay with Mother. I don’t want you staying here. Things are going to get nasty.’

      Meeting his eyes she smiled. ‘I’ve told you. The moment the house is empty they’ll requisition it. I don’t want a lot of airmen in hobnail boots scratching the surface off my parquet floors. Half the road has already been taken over by the RAF.’

      Roger moved his hands up to her shoulders. ‘Once the war gets going properly – which will be any time now – we’ll have more than scratched floors to worry about. Hitler won’t bother to requisition the place. He’ll just rain bombs down on it.’

      ‘On Eastbourne? Don’t be silly, Roger. He’s not going to bother with a little seaside town. He’ll want to flatten big cities, docks, factories. I can’t imagine him sitting down with the Luftwaffe and targeting the pier and the Winter Garden.’

      Roger let his hands fall. ‘I wish you were right.’

      ‘Of course I’m right. Don’t you worry.’

      ‘Gwennie, you know as well as I do that the invasion will happen here or near here. You can’t possibly stay. The whole south coast is pitted with tank traps and covered in barbed wire.’

      ‘Well that will keep the Germans out,’ she said brightly. ‘I promise you, at the first sign of an invasion, I’ll drop everything and leave. Meanwhile I’ve things to do. There’s the WVS. I can’t let them down. So many have already left the town. Someone has to keep the flag flying. I want to move things into the cellar and the attic, out of harm’s way in case they do requisition the house. As soon as I’ve done that I can go to Somerset.’ She spoke the words and hoped he wouldn’t know she was lying.

      Roger sighed but said nothing more.

      They passed the ten-minute drive to the station in silence, each conscious that this morning marked an indefinite period apart. It might be months, years even. He might never return but neither wanted to acknowledge the fact. After his escape from Dunkirk Gwen thought they may have used up all their good fortune.

      The station concourse was crowded. There were young men setting off to join their regiments for the first time, women and children belatedly evacuating the coast where plans were advanced to counter the German invasion. Not so long ago the traffic had been in the other direction, when the town had opened its doors to give a rather grudging welcome to thousands of evacuees from London. They had all returned home or gone elsewhere as Eastbourne transformed into a frontline town, ready to stand hard against the German invasion that was expected imminently. Now the station, which used to be adorned with colourful hanging baskets, was lined with sandbags. Propaganda posters were plastered over walls that once advertised the attractions of pleasure boats and the programme of entertainment at the Royal Hippodrome and the Devonshire Park Theatre.

      A month ago the first sign of German aggression had been witnessed by the town when a merchant ship, laden with food supplies, was bombed off Beachy Head. Gwen had watched the burning vessel from the balcony of her bedroom. It seemed unreal. Like watching a newsreel at the cinema. The war was no longer something happening on the other side of the Channel or flickering in black and white across the big screen.

      A small group of uniformed officers were waiting apart from the crowd at the far end of the platform. Roger nodded at them then turned to say goodbye to his wife. He bent his face to kiss her, but she turned her head slightly so his lips met the hard edge of her jawbone rather than her mouth. She gave him another tight smile and said, ‘Buck up, darling. Don’t let’s get all soppy. The war will be over before too long, then things will get back to normal.’

      Roger glanced towards the colleagues who were watching curiously. He swallowed and ran his hand through his hair. ‘Look, Gwen, I’m not supposed to say this, but you need to understand. This war isn’t going to end quickly and it’s going to get very ugly. I can’t even tell you where I’m going – I don’t know yet myself, or when I’m going to see you again if I make it out the other end. I might be sent somewhere where I can’t get word to you, but, Gwen, wherever I am, I will try and get in touch. If you don’t hear, it won’t be because I didn’t try. I love you and I’ll miss you every second I’m away.’ He pulled her towards him, crushing her against his chest.

      Gwen breathed in the familiar smell of him, felt the rough scratch of his uniform jacket against her cheek. She felt small and fragile when he held her, trapped, captive, like a caged bird. She stood rigid, willing him to release her and for the moments to pass until she could leave him to his colleagues and take herself outside the noisy station and away from him. Away from the possibility that he might see her mask slipping. That he might notice that her lip was trembling, that she was fighting back tears.

      At last Roger drew back. He held her shoulders and looked down into her eyes. ‘Gwennie, old thing. I love you so much but I know I’ve been a disappointment to you as a husband. I’m sorry.’

      Panic rose in her when she saw his eyes were damp. She reached up and planted a quick kiss, square on his mouth. ‘You are a silly sentimental thing. You know I hate that kind of talk. And it’s not true anyway.’ She tried to make herself say the words he wanted to hear, but they wouldn’t come. Instead, she said, ‘I’ll miss you too, but the time will pass quickly. Now it looks like those chaps over there are waiting for you to join them, so I’ll head off.’ She gave him another tight, hard-lipped smile and turned and half ran out of the station.

      There was a Local Defence Volunteer standing guard over her motorcar when she emerged onto Terminus Road. ‘You can’t park a vehicle here, Madam, it’s an exclusion zone.’ He swaggered up to her, shifting his weight so that the rifle casually slung over his shoulder would be evident.

      Gwen threw her handbag and gas mask carelessly onto the passenger seat, settled herself into the driver’s, and fired up the engine. The LDV man stepped in front of the car, blocking her path. She engaged the reverse gear, then realised her retreat was blocked by a heap of sandbags. The man banged loudly on the roof of the motorcar.

      ‘What do you want?’ she said. ‘I’m moving the damned car.’ As she looked him in the face for the first time she thought he looked familiar.

      He drew himself up to his full height then bent down and leaned through the open window. ‘I’m only trying to keep everybody safe, Madam. I was about to tell you that you can park across the road there.’

      She remembered where she’d seen him before. He was a pump attendant at the petrol station. Always ready with a cheery greeting and an offer to wash her windscreen when she stopped by. Ashamed, Gwen gushed excessive apologies then put her foot down. Damn the bloody war. After a few hundred yards she realised she was crying. She pulled over and dabbed at her face with a handkerchief. For God’s sake, Gwen, pull yourself together, woman.

      Jerking her handbag open, she took out her compact and powdered her nose. After applying lipstick, she inspected herself in the mirror. No evidence of the tears. She snapped the compact shut, put her hands back on the steering wheel and took a few deep breaths.

      Roger’s departure had hit her harder than expected. She would be rattling around that big house on her own, no one to eat with, no one to share a sherry. And no one to share her bed. Not that Roger was unreasonable in that respect. When children had not resulted after several years of marriage, Gwen was grateful that he had not brought the subject up. It was as if he had sensed that it was a topic she wanted to avoid. Too painful to be confronted. Once it was tacitly agreed there wasn’t going to be a baby, Roger didn’t expect her to let him make love to her so much. Maybe once a month, unless he’d had a few drinks – that always made him amorous. Otherwise he left her alone, to her relief. No, she couldn’t complain. She was grateful. Roger was a decent man. Yet that morning he’d said he thought he’d been a disappointment to her.

      Gwen couldn’t imagine what he meant by that. Lack of children aside, their marriage was probably no different from the other couples in their circle. They rarely argued. They muddled along fine. She certainly wasn’t disappointed in him. Leaning back in the seat she sighed. Disappointed in life though. In marriage as an institution. In her lot.

      Endless dull days when nothing happened. Her world contained by the house. Her purpose to plan meals, brief the cook, oversee the housekeeping. Her recreation the odd round of golf, tennis in summer, the weekly bridge game. She had never got round to telling Roger she didn’t even like playing bridge. What was the point? At least it occupied an evening every week.

      She envied Roger. He’d had his legal work with the Foreign Office to occupy his days. He’d travelled a lot with the work, often abroad, and, since the advent of war, he’d been involved in something top secret that meant he spent most of his time in London and closeted away in meetings at destinations to which she was not privy. If she had been frustrated with her lack of purpose before the war, now she felt more so. Roger wanted her to run away and wall herself up in a cottage in Somerset with his mother. There was nothing wrong with Maud. Gwen liked her, but she didn’t want to spend the duration of the war with her, filling her days with knitting squares for refugees and growing vegetables.

      The town was deserted. On a whim she parked the car and decided to walk the mile and a half up the steep incline back to her home in the district of Meads. She needed to work off her nervous energy. After a few minutes she removed her jacket. The day was already getting hot despite the still early hour. She wiped her brow. You’re out of condition, woman, she told herself. That’s what comes of a life of idleness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The following Sunday soon after eleven, Gwen was sitting on the terrace drinking tea. In front of her the sea was the colour of pale peppermint and milky with chalk washed from the cliffs.

      She sipped the weak tea and grimaced. It was like dishwater. She would never get used to rationing. She would never get used to the war. At first she had thought, guiltily, that it might at last bring some meaning into her life, give her something to think about, something to distract her from the emptiness inside. She’d joined the WVS and supervised the dispersal of evacuees around the town, mended soldiers’ socks for the war effort, and made endless pots of tea. But it was window-dressing. Inside she believed the war was already lost and the disaster that was Dunkirk had reinforced that. Gwen wasn’t going to let herself be afraid. She had a plan. As soon as the invasion began she was going to down the contents of a bottle of codeine she’d set aside for the purpose and fall into a grateful sleep. Death was not to be feared. She had no idea what life under a Nazi occupation would hold and no wish to find out. If she were honest, she was using the invasion as an excuse.

      In the distance, the faint sound of anti-aircraft fire grew louder. The low buzzing thrum of planes – ours or theirs? Was the invasion starting now? As the questions were forming in her head they were interrupted by the boom-boom-boom of a series of rapid explosions.

      She spilled her tea on her dress as she jumped to her feet. Behind her the windows were rattling in their frames. The house faced south so she couldn’t see the town, but already a plume of smoke was moving out over the sea. The war had come to Eastbourne. There had been no warning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Discovery

          

          July 1940, Ontario, Canada

        

      

    

    
      The sun was sliding low in the sky, a rosy glow spreading over the distant horizon behind acres of ripe wheat. Jim Armstrong rubbed the back of his neck where the sun had caught it. He’d forgotten his hat again. He reached down and grabbed a handful of ears of wheat, rubbing them together in his hand then blowing off the chaff to leave the plump grains. It was ready. The combine would be arriving tomorrow and it would take them a week to harvest the crop if they put their backs into it.

      Jim loved this part of the day. Work over. Supper soon to be on the table. A chance to slake his thirst with a cool beer after a long, hot day, and now a leisurely stroll back to the house with the dog by his side, alone with his thoughts. Over the past months since war was declared, the news reports and the recruitment posters all over town had made him ashamed to be still here on the farm. So many of the men he’d grown up with and gone to school with had left for Europe as soon as Prime Minister Mackenzie King announced that Canada was at war.

      Europe was thousands of miles away and their war wasn’t his, but he couldn’t help feeling he ought to be playing his part. After all, Canada was part of the British Empire. His father had been involved in the last war and had a boxful of medals to prove it. There was a legacy to live up to. The old man had done his bit and now it should be the turn of Jim and his brother Walt to do theirs. But every time he’d tried to talk to his father, Donald Armstrong changed the subject. He hated any mention of his time in the trenches and always brushed off attempts by his sons to draw him on his wartime experiences. As for Jim’s mother, whenever he or Walt broached the idea of joining up, she burst into tears.

      Jim’s dog, Swee’Pea, was sleeping under a tree at the far edge of the field. The dog was getting old and these days seemed to sleep more than he was awake. Jim had rescued him years ago as a puppy, when he found him floating in a sack in the creek, abandoned, presumably the runt of the litter. He’d christened him after Popeye’s foundling baby in the cartoons. Swee’Pea wouldn’t be much longer for this world. Jim couldn’t imagine life without him.

      He made his way slowly back towards the distant buildings, Swee’Pea trailing behind him. No sign of Walt, but that wasn’t unusual. Probably fishing in the creek along the edge of the farm. Any opportunity to duck work and Walt took it. It annoyed their father but Jim always indulged his younger brother.

      There was plenty of time to take a bath before supper. While meals were usually informal in the Armstrong household, he was going to make a special effort tonight as Alice was coming over to join them. He wanted to talk to her again about his dilemma over whether or not to join up – although he guessed what her opinion would be. She’d prick his bubble, remind him that it was someone else’s war, halfway across the world, and that they had plans to marry next summer. He smiled as he pictured her narrowing her eyes and frowning at him in mock disapproval – she was always good at bringing him down to earth. He couldn’t wait for next year to come, when at last he could have her to himself, when at last she would be his completely.

      Spruced up, shaved and wearing a clean shirt, Jim sat down at the kitchen table. His father was already seated.

      ‘Wheat’s ready. I ordered the combine for tomorrow,’ Jim said.

      ‘Didn’t you say Alice was coming to supper tonight?’ his mother asked, as she carried a pot from the stove. ‘I’ve made butter pies. Not like her to be late.’

      Jim shrugged. ‘I expect she got held up at the library. She’ll be here soon.’ He nodded towards another empty chair. ‘Where’s Walt?’

      ‘Went to check on the cow,’ said Donald. ‘Maybe she’s started. Not due for a few days but you never know. Why don’t you go and see if he needs a hand?’

      Helga Armstrong sighed. ‘Dinner will be spoiled if you have to sort that cow out.’

      ‘Cows don’t care about mealtimes. When a calf’s coming it’s got to come.’ Jim pushed his chair back and got up from the table.

      The porch door opened and Walt came into the kitchen. He pulled out his chair and sat down. ‘I’ve a right appetite tonight, Ma,’ he said. ‘What’s for supper?’

      ‘Nothing for you until you’ve scrubbed yourself up. We’ve company tonight. Alice is joining us.’

      Walt sighed, got up and left the room.

      His mother called out behind him, ‘And a clean shirt mightn’t hurt if you’ve been messing around those cows.’

      A few minutes later the porch door rattled and Alice came into the kitchen. ‘I’m so sorry I’m late,’ she said, her face flushed and her voice breathless. ‘I got here as fast as I could but that old bike was hard work tonight. Seems the whole town brought their books back today.’ She gave Jim a quick kiss on the cheek and sat down.

      Jim waited until everyone was tucking into the peameal pork and baked beans, then said, ‘I saw Petey Howardson this afternoon when I went into town to book the combine. He’s had letters from his boys.’

      Walt looked up. ‘And?’

      ‘They haven’t seen any action yet. Seem to be stuck at training camp. Nine months now. You don’t go to war to spend all your time on exercises.’ Jim shook his head.

      ‘Better not to go to war at all,’ their father barked.

      ‘Thank God, is what I say,’ said Helga. ‘I feel for those Howardsons. Three boys and all of them joined up and overseas. I pray their poor mother will get them all back safely when it’s over.’

      ‘The war to end all wars. What a joke that was. Barely twenty years later and they’re expecting more men to throw their lives away.’ Donald shovelled a spoonful of beans into his mouth.

      Alice tried to steer the conversation onto safer ground. ‘How are the Howardsons coping without the boys? Must be hard work for Petey.’

      ‘Mrs Howardson and the two girls are working hard and there are half a dozen kids who come by at the weekends and after school to lend a hand. The school has organised it that the older kids get off an hour early. Petey says they’re coping fine.’

      Donald raised his eyes from his dinner. ‘I know where this is heading, son, and that’s an end to it. Easy enough for Petey to get by with women and children – he’s only growing vegetables and keeping cows. And two of those boys of his were worse than useless, specially that no-good Tip. It’s a different matter here. We can’t get by without you two.’

      Helga wiped her hands on her apron and stood at the end of the table behind her husband. ‘What happens over in Europe is nothing to do with us, son. You’re not expected to go and fight. You’re needed here. The Prime Minister made it clear that fighting this war was voluntary. If Canadians were really needed they would be conscripted. Those Howardson boys were always work shy. Anything to get off the farm.’

      Jim looked across the table at his brother, waiting for him to say something, but Walt stayed silent.

      ‘Every time I go into town I feel people looking at me. I know what they’re thinking. That I’m chicken. Afraid to defend my country.’ Jim turned towards Alice but she was looking down at her barely touched plate.

      ‘Defend your country?’ Donald slammed his fist onto the table. ‘No one’s attacking your country. If Hitler invades Canada then you can join up. Until then you’re staying here. No son of mine is going to go through what I went through. Not while I’ve breath in my body.’

      Jim looked over at Walt who was frowning and scraping at the surface of the tablecloth, where one of the threads in the cloth was fatter than the others. He ran his fingernail over it repeatedly, as though trying to scratch it down to match the size of the other threads. Why wasn’t he jumping in to support Jim?

      ‘It’s not about defending our borders – Mr Mackenzie King said it was about defending all that makes life worth living.’ As Jim said the words he felt embarrassed. They sounded hollow coming from him whereas over the radio when the Prime Minister declared the country to be at war they had sounded noble, inspiring, compelling.

      Eventually Walt looked up. ‘If Jim wants to go, then maybe he should. I can stay and help Pa with the farm.’

      Jim’s mouth fell open. It was not what they’d talked about. How many times had they walked on the banks of the creek discussing joining up together? Walt had, if anything, been the prime mover. Right from last September, when Mackenzie King declared the country was following Britain into war against Germany, he had wanted them both to defy their father and volunteer.

      Donald leaned back in his chair. ‘This is the last time I want to hear about this. You’re a grown man, Jim. I can’t stop you, but if you do go, then don’t bother coming back here afterwards. If you think risking your life for strangers is more important than supporting your own family, I’ve raised you wrong.’

      Helga put a restraining hand on her husband’s shoulder. ‘That’s enough of that kind of talk, Don.’ She turned to Jim. ‘Don’t you be paying attention to what other people say. Your responsibilities are here. And talking of running off to war when you’ve a wedding to plan – shame on you, Jim Armstrong. Staying right here growing wheat and corn to feed the troops and send to those poor folk in England is what will make the biggest contribution to this war.’ She smoothed down her apron. ‘And I don’t want you over there killing Germans. Remember your own grandmother was German. I was brought up German. Hitler may be a bad man, but all those German soldiers are young men like you and Walt. I don’t want any son of mine killing anyone. That’s the end of it. Now, who wants one of my butter pies? I made them specially for you, Alice.’

      ‘You’re spoiling me again, Mrs Armstrong,’ said Alice.

      ‘If I can’t spoil my future daughter-in-law, who can I spoil?’

      Alice tucked an escaping strand of hair behind her ear and blushed. Jim looked at her and wondered, as he often did, how he’d managed to persuade the best-looking girl in the district to marry him. Her hair was pale blonde, shot through with the colour of ripe corn when the sunlight was on it. He had to fight the urge to run his hands through it whenever he saw her. When she smiled she lit up the room, her eyes as blue as cornflowers and her lips full, revealing a slight gap between her front teeth. His heart pounded as he looked at her. It almost killed him not touching her whenever she was close: it was like a child being left alone with a piece of candy and being told he mustn’t eat it. When he looked at her, the thought of joining up was less appealing. How could he bear to be parted from her?

      ‘Stop that.’ His mother was addressing his brother. ‘You’ll tear a hole in my best tablecloth.’ She slapped him lightly on the arm.

      Walt got up from the table. ‘I’m going to check on that cow again.’

      ‘You’ll go nowhere. We have a guest. Have you no manners?’ Helga reached out to grab her son’s arm, but he was too quick for her and left the room, the door slamming behind him.

      ‘What’s got into him?’ Helga shook her head.

      ‘I’ll go after him,’ said Jim half rising from the table.

      ‘Leave him be,’ their father growled.

      The tension in the room was palpable. After a few minutes Alice looked at Jim, then got up and said it was time she was going.

      ‘I’ll walk you home.’ Jim was on his feet.

      Alice laid a hand on his arm. ‘No, Jim, I came on my bicycle. I’ll be fine. Thank you so much, Mrs Armstrong. It was delicious, especially those butter pies.’ She waved at Donald and went out of the door, Jim following.

      On the porch he pulled her towards him. ‘Shall we walk down by the creek for a while? We haven’t had a minute alone.’ He bent to kiss her.

      She eased herself away from him before their lips touched. ‘I have a summer cold coming on and I don’t want to give it to you,’ she said. ‘I don’t feel too great so I think I’ll head on home. You go inside. It’s getting chilly.’ Before Jim could respond, she had stepped off the porch and was running towards the fence where her bicycle was leaning. He watched as she mounted the bike and pedalled away down the track.

      Jim had no wish to sit in the kitchen with his parents and open the argument again. He wished them goodnight and told them he was going upstairs to read a book. In the room he had shared with Walt since they were small children, he lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling, thinking of Alice.

      She had been in Walt’s class at school. Alice was a little kid with pigtails. He hadn’t noticed her, until one day when he saw her in the school yard surrounded by boys who were trying to persuade her to kiss them for five cents a go. It was then he really saw her. Alice was up against the wall, like a trapped animal. When he approached, her eyes fixed on him, uncertain whether he was about to add to her troubles or be her rescuer. He looked at the gang of boys and saw Walt was one of her persecutors. Jim had gripped his brother by the collar and shoved him away. ‘Leave her alone, you’re a bunch of bullies,’ he’d shouted and was rewarded with a smile from Alice that melted his indifference. She was thirteen and he was fifteen and from that point on she was devoted to him and he would have done anything for her. They started going steady the year Jim left school and had been together ever since, to Walt’s initial disgust and eventual silent resentment.

      Jim tried to read his book but tonight he was immune to the call of Jack London. Putting the book aside he got up and went in search of Walt. Maybe that cow was calving.

      Swee’Pea followed him as Jim headed into the barn. He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the dark and shivered in the cool interior. There was no sign of Walt. The heavily pregnant cow gave a soft lowing as he approached then went back to munching hay. He ran his hands along her flank. Not ready yet. Maybe not until tomorrow. He was about to go outside and head back to the farmhouse when he heard a soft moaning. He looked about him. Apart from the cow the barn was empty. Another moan, louder this time and the sound of rustling straw. He looked up. It was coming from the hayloft.

      Jim’s heart began to thump in his chest with a sudden unaccountable fear. For some reason he didn’t want to find out what was up there but felt compelled. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d found hobos sleeping in the hayloft. A flicker of pain touched his right temple. He put his foot on the ladder and began to climb up.

      Standing at the top of the steps he didn’t see them at first. It was almost entirely dark up there but the loose roof panel that Donald had been nagging him and Walt to fix, allowed a narrow stream of light to penetrate the gloom at the rear of the loft. Walt, his overalls at half mast, was on top of a girl whose legs were wrapped around his back.

      Walt had shown no apparent interest in girls. In fact Jim had begun to wonder if he might be inclined the other way and now here he was, doing the dirty with some loose woman. The sly dog. None of that lengthy courtship, waiting and holding back that he and Alice had undergone – were still undergoing. He’d too much respect for Alice to ever push her to go all the way before they were married, much as it nearly killed him, he wanted her so much. No such discretion for little brother – he’d gone right out there and rolled some girl in the hay. You had to hand it to him. Walt didn’t believe in doing things by halves.

      Jim was about to retreat discreetly, a smile on his face. He’d get some mileage out of what he’d seen – enough ammunition to tease Walt all winter – when the girl cried out. ‘Oh God, Walt, what are you doing to me? I don’t think I can take any more!’

      At the top of the ladder Jim froze, his hands gripping the wooden struts so tightly his fingers were white.

      Then her voice again. ‘I didn’t mean it! Don’t stop! If you do I’ll kill you.’ Another groan.

      The pain in his head grew, carving a path through his skull, blinding him. He swayed and clutched the ladder and the barn began to spin around him. Let this be a dream. Let me wake up. It’s not true. How could it be true? Not Alice. Not Walt. They couldn’t. They wouldn’t.

      Then they were looking at him, their eyes reflecting their horror back at him. Their shame. Guilt. They looked at each other and in that moment Jim knew his whole life was a lost cause. Seeing the look they exchanged was worse than witnessing what their bodies had done. It was a look of complicity, of shared understanding, of love.

      He didn’t wait while they scrambled to adjust their clothes. He slid down the wooden ladder, barely touching the rungs and began to run. As the twilight descended the sound of Swee’Pea’s plaintive barking grew quieter as he ran until his lungs were bursting.
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      The phone rang and Gwen went inside to answer it. It was Brenda Robson, the coordinator for the Women’s Voluntary Service.

      ‘Did you hear the bombs?’ Brenda sounded as though this were an adventure, a jolly jape. ‘Here in Eastbourne. Whitley Road. Ten of them apparently. Can you get there as fast as possible? I’m heading there now. All hands on deck.’

      Gwen changed into her WVS uniform and was opening the front door before she remembered she’d left the car in town. Dashing into the garage, she grabbed her bicycle, noticing that Roger had cleaned and polished it and pumped up the tyres before he’d left. So typical of him to think of doing this without even letting her know. She felt a stab of guilt as she wheeled the bike down the path. Her husband was so thoughtful, whereas she rarely did anything out of the ordinary for him. She didn’t deserve a man like him. And now she had no idea when she would see him again. If she would see him again. Maybe he’d never come back from wherever the War Office, or the Foreign Office or the Inter-Services Bureau or whichever mysterious and unidentifiable section of Special Operations, had sent him. Her mouth twitched and the tears threatened again. Come on. Don’t be daft. Get on with it. That’s what we all have to do while this bloody war’s on.

      She smelled the bomb damage before she saw it. The stench of burning wood, plaster and brick dust, escaping gas. When she turned into Whitley Road, the fire engines were already there and a crowd had gathered in the street – bombed-out residents, ARP workers, LDVs, ambulance drivers, firefighters. Where there had once been a row of houses, a yawning gap was piled high with debris, nothing left standing but a lone chimney stack. Beside the hole, the next building appeared relatively unscathed, criss-crossed bomb tape over the still intact upper windows but the lower ones gone. Further down the street a shop had been blasted apart, the roof collapsed, windows blown out and an advertising sign for Senior Service hanging from the crossbar of a lamp post where it had landed. The road was covered in a carpet of rubble and glass. Choking dust filled the air and Gwen struggled to breathe. Nothing had prepared her for this. It was real. It was raw. It was happening here in this sleepy seaside town.

      These were homes, not military targets: humble terraced houses where ordinary people had been going about their ordinary lives. What had they done to deserve the firepower of the Luftwaffe?

      She looked up the street to where the residents of the ruined houses were huddled under blankets, in shock, and shivering despite the heat of the day. They were clustered together – a motley crew of women, the elderly, and one or two children. One of her fellow WVS workers was busy dispensing tea from a mobile canteen.

      She hurried over to the WVS tea van where Brenda Robson thrust a clipboard into her hands. ‘Good girl. You got here quickly. Go and collect people’s names and house numbers and find out who’s missing. And check if they’ve anyone to stay with. The school down the road is the rest centre – they’ll be billeted there until we can find something more suitable.’

      Gwen worked her way through the now homeless occupants, astonished at the calm with which people accepted the total destruction of their homes and possessions. She tried to imagine what it would be like if her house and everything she owned were reduced to a heap of smoking rubble. Ashamed at her reluctance to open her doors for the billeting of troops, she moved among the people, noting their details on her clipboard.

      Five hours later, exhausted and covered in grime, Gwen headed home on her bicycle. The fractured gas mains in Whitley Road had delayed setting up the rest centre. She had to wait until field stoves for a makeshift kitchen were delivered, to see them through until the mains could be repaired. While most of her WVS colleagues went along with the homeless to the rest centre, Gwen stayed, making endless cups of tea while the fire wardens and stretcher party dug out more wounded from the rubble of their homes. Among the crowd of helpers Gwen recognised the LDV man she had met outside the station on Friday morning. That seemed like weeks ago instead of the day before yesterday. Feeling ashamed of her rudeness at the time, she gave him a huge smile and, ignoring rationing, added an extra spoonful of sugar to his tea. When he muttered his gratitude, she said, ‘You deserve it after all your hard work today.’

      ‘We’re all in it together, Madam. Got to get on and do our duty, haven’t we?’

      He smiled at her and she realised that something had changed with this war, with this bombing. They were indeed all in it together. Where once she would have handed him a sixpence for wiping her windscreen and never given him a second glance, now she was serving him tea as though they were equals. Funny old world – but Gwen was beginning to think she liked it better.

      She poured herself a large whisky as soon as she got inside the house. One dead and twenty injured. Nine houses destroyed, blasted into oblivion, and sixty more damaged. It was a wonder the death toll was so low, it being a Sunday morning and after the church services had finished. Thankfully many families and most children had been evacuated from the town weeks earlier. There had been no advance warning, as the War Office instructions precluded use of sirens for single raiders. What a stupid rule – all it took was one plane.

      The stench of charred wood and plaster dust still haunted her. She slugged back her scotch, feeling it burn her throat. Gwen was not used to drinking, but if the war went on at this rate she could get accustomed to it – as long as Roger’s supplies held out. Anything to dull the pain of what she had witnessed. The stoicism of the people of Whitley Road had made her feel selfish and self-centred. So far the war had asked so little of her and had barely touched her. Gwen resolved that all that would change from now on.

      Her musings were interrupted by the door opening. Mrs Woods, her cook-housekeeper put her head around. ‘May I have a word, Mrs Collingwood?’ She didn’t wait for Gwen’s answer. ‘I’m sorry but I’ve decided to go and stay with my son and his wife in Hailsham. They’ve been on at me for months. I didn’t want to let you down, Madam, but these bombs dropping has made a difference. I’m not scared, but if I’m going to go I’d rather go with my own kith and kin.’

      Gwen’s heart sank.

      Mrs Woods avoided Gwen’s eyes. ‘I’m sorry to let you down and leave you here on your own, but Mr Collingwood did say as you were planning to go to stay in Somerset with his mother.’

      Gwen stifled her irritation. ‘I’ll be fine, Mrs Woods. When are you planning to leave?’

      ‘First thing tomorrow if it’s all right with you.’

      Damn. How the hell was she going to manage without the woman? Gwen could barely boil an egg. Making tea and toast was the summit of her culinary skill. She forced a smile. ‘I’ll miss having you around, Mrs Woods. And I’ll certainly miss your cooking.’

      ‘Let’s hope it won’t be for long, Madam.’
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      Jim ran until he was too tired to run any more, then, exhausted, he walked the rest of the five miles or so into town and spent the night on a bench in the park waiting for morning. He was in too much turmoil to sleep.

      He couldn’t rid himself of the memory of Walt and Alice making love – his brain imprinted with her moaning, their conspiratorial glance burned into his retinas. If he lived to be a hundred he’d never be able to forget this night. His stomach heaved and he dry retched. He was hollowed out, flayed, his nerves exposed and raw. Betrayed by the two people he loved most in the world. The two people he’d believed until tonight loved him best. He’d never been so wretched, so alone, so utterly defeated.

      He watched Alice arrive at the library for work and as soon as he saw her walking slowly up the steps he knew he couldn’t face confronting her. What was the point? The look that had passed between her and Walt was enough to know that he would never get her back. Accusing her of betrayal would make her miserable but would make no difference to the final outcome. Wouldn’t it be better for him to fade away?

      He clenched his fists. How long had it been going on? How had they managed to keep it from him? If Walt were to come by now he couldn’t answer for the consequences. His own brother. Jim wanted to pulverise him. He let himself picture landing punches on Walt’s face; smashing his fists into that smug expression; feeling the bones crunch as he beat him relentlessly; his brother’s handsome face reduced to blood and pulp.

      But the image brought no satisfaction. Why had they betrayed him? He had a right to know. Alice owed him that much.

      Decision made, he ran up the steps two at a time and burst into the library. Alice looked up from the pile of books she was sorting and had the grace to appear embarrassed. She whispered something to the woman beside her and, signalling to Jim to follow her, went outside. They walked across to the park in silence and sat down on the bench he’d vacated. They’d sat on this same bench only a week or so ago when Jim had stopped by during her lunch break. How different that day had been. She’d been pleased to see him. Or pretended to be. Waves of nausea rose in his throat. Was she cheating on him then? How long had they been lying to him?

      Eventually Alice spoke. ‘It just happened, Jim. I’m sorry. We couldn’t help ourselves. I was going to tell you last night before supper but I was late and there wasn’t time. Then I was going to tell you after supper but–’

      ‘But you thought you’d go out to the barn instead and make whoopee with Walt.’

      ‘It wasn’t like that.’ She looked up at him with her soulful eyes and his stomach clenched with desire for her. Then he remembered her tanned legs wrapped around his brother’s waist and he turned his head away.

      ‘No? Looked that way to me.’

      ‘Walt was angry because I’d promised I’d tell you about us, and when your mother kept on about you and me getting married I could see he was like a pressure cooker about to blow. That’s why I went to the barn. I wanted to calm him down.’

      ‘And calming him down meant letting him do what we’ve never done.’ Jim slammed his fist into the bench with such force that the painted wood surface cracked. He raised his hand to his mouth and sucked away the blood.

      Alice hung her head. ‘I don’t know what to say, Jim. I never meant to hurt you. Neither did Walt. But we couldn’t help it. We couldn’t stop ourselves.’

      ‘And little brother was happy for you to be the one to tell me what’s been going on? Too gutless to tell me himself. How long have you been sleeping with him? How long?’ He leaned back on the bench, and looked up at the cloudless sky, struggling to contain his emotions.

      ‘He wanted to tell you – or at least for us to do it together, but I thought it was better coming from me. I was going to break it off with you and we were going to wait a while before telling anyone about us. You know… to make it easier on you.’

      ‘Easier on me? How the hell would that be easier for me? We’re not at school. It isn’t some teenage crush. We were going to get married next year. You agreed to be my wife. You told me you loved me. We were going to have a family together.’ Jim’s voice trembled with emotion. He jerked forward on the bench, holding his head in his hands.

      Alice stretched a hand out and laid it on his arm. He shrugged her off as though she were contaminated.

      ‘I did love you, Jim. I still do, but it’s not the same as the love I feel for Walt. The feelings for him exploded in me. When it happened we both knew.’

      Listening to her was torture but Jim forced himself. It was like lancing a boil. You had to get all the poison out before it could heal. But he doubted he would ever heal.

      ‘It began three weeks back. I came over to talk wedding plans with your ma and when we were done she asked me to take some lemonade out to you and your pa and Walt. It was a really hot day. Remember?’ She paused, her voice trembling. ‘You and your pa were up in the top field and Walt was cutting hay down by the creek so after I saw you, I went down to him.’

      Alice paused, closed her eyes and took a deep breath. ‘He asked me to stay and sit with him while he drank, so I could take the cup and pitcher back. We shared the lemonade and got talking.’

      She looked up at Jim, her eyes welling. ‘You know how it was with Walt. He never seemed to like me. I thought he was angry you spent so much time with me instead of with him.’ She looked down, eyes fixed on her knees. ‘And then he leaned over and kissed me. I didn’t expect it. I didn’t mean for it to happen. I don’t think he did either.’ She looked up at him. ‘I’m so sorry, Jim. Walt and I knew right away that we had feelings for each other. Perhaps we always had – we’d just hidden them. Tried to pretend they weren’t there. Even to ourselves.’ Her voice broke and she began to cry. ‘It’s all such a mess.’

      Jim’s voice was cold and he felt detached from his body, floating above it, looking down on himself, a thing apart. ‘So you’ve been meeting him every night in the barn then? Lying down in the hay and letting him use you like a cheap whore.’ He felt her tense beside him and heard her sob. He went on, his anger relishing her pain. ‘You’d always told me you wanted us to wait until we were married. I respected you.’

      She turned to look at him, her cheeks wet with tears. ‘It only happened once before last night. We didn’t plan to do it again until we’d cleared things up with you. But Walt was angry that I hadn’t told you. We started to argue and then we were… well… we kissed and one thing led to another and we couldn’t stop. It was me too. Don’t blame him. It’s… it’s passion… between us. It’s so strong. We can’t help ourselves. Maybe that was the problem, Jim. You had me on a pedestal. Walt treated me like a woman.’

      Jim jumped up from the bench. He couldn’t bear to look at her, to hear the unconscious cruelty of her words. Alice reached for his arm but he jerked away and began to run. He didn’t look back. He would never look back.

      After drawing his pitifully small savings from the bank, Jim walked into a diner and asked if anyone was heading to Toronto and could give him a ride. He was going to sign up for the army. A smiling waitress offered him coffee on the house and he had three offers of transport. He chose the man who looked least likely to want to talk.
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      They reached Toronto too late in the evening for Jim to get to the recruiting office. Signing up would have to wait until morning. This was his last night as a free man before the army told him what to do. He couldn’t wait to be in uniform – obeying orders without having to think would be a blessed relief. With a bit of luck he might even get himself killed and he wouldn’t have to worry about what to do when the war was over. One thing was clear. He would never go back to the farm. It would be hard to leave his parents and knew it would be harder still on them but he had no choice.

      He made his way to one of the city’s beverage rooms – the only public places where one could drink beer. The interior was shabby and the atmosphere was fuggy and smelled of stale beer and cigarette smoke. Men leaned against the bar and sat around at tables. There were no women – they were not permitted in beer parlours. There was little talking, apart from placing orders at the counter. The place was intentionally uninviting. Jim didn’t care. The miserable surroundings suited his mood.

      He paid for his drink and sat down at an empty table, quaffing the beer quickly and returning to the bar for another. He drank, hoping to numb the pain, wipe out the memory of Walt with Alice’s legs wrapped around him and forget that his dream of marrying and having children with her was gone.

      He’d lost count of how many beers he’d drunk, when a man approached his table. Tall and wearing a suit that might once have been considered smart, but now looked as though it needed a good brushing, the man nodded and asked if he could join him. Jim shrugged.

      While they drank, the stranger, whose name was Miller, regaled Jim with the story of his life, a familiar tale of declining fortunes, characteristic of many men since the Depression.

      ‘Then they took the house. That was the last straw. She walked out on me. Said she never wanted to see me again. Took my little girl with her and went back to Calgary. What became of standing by your man? What about all those vows she made in church? Might as well have said “until death or repossession do us part”. I had a good job when we married. Chief teller in a bank. As soon as they foreclosed on the bank and I was thrown on the scrap heap, she didn’t want to know. Ran home to Daddy. Since then I have to get by on whatever casual work I can get.’

      ‘Why don’t you join up?’ Jim spoke at last, aware that he was slurring his words.

      ‘Won’t have me. Don’t think I didn’t try. Failed the fitness test.’ Miller paused and looked at Jim. ‘That’s what you’re doing then?’

      Jim nodded as he stared into the bottom of his beer glass.

      ‘Stand me a beer, mate, and then you can tell me your story,’ said Miller.

      Jim slid a bill across the table. ‘You line them up then.’

      When the man returned, he clinked glasses. ‘So, what brings you here drowning your sorrows, farm boy?’

      Jim decided he was beyond caring about his pride. Self-esteem was a thing of the past and he was grateful that someone was prepared to listen, so he told Miller his story. When he finished, he expected jeers, ready to be the butt of the stranger’s jokes.

      Instead Miller flung an arm around his shoulder. ‘Tell you what you need, farm boy. You need a woman. Fastest way to forget a woman is in the arms of another one. Drink up and let’s go.’

      Before Jim had time to protest, they were outside the beer parlour and moving down the street. He felt unsteady. What was he agreeing to? What had he come to? Then he told himself Miller was right. He needed to forget Alice by replacing the memory of her with that of another woman. He was done with respecting himself.

      The brothel was as seedy as the beverage room had been, but this time there were women. In fact that’s all there were – half a dozen of them in varying degrees of undress. Miller was evidently a regular. Several of the girls called to him and one jumped up and grabbed him by the tie, leading him out of the room. He looked over his shoulder and called out to Jim, ‘Enjoy, farm boy! You could be dead before the year’s out.’ Then he was gone.

      Jim stood in the middle of the room, uncertain what to do next. An older woman, her face caked in make-up, appeared from behind a curtain.

      She winked at Jim and said, ‘Any friend of Mickie Miller is welcome in this house.’

      It dawned on him that procuring clients for the brothel was probably a lucrative solution to Miller’s employment problems – or at least a guarantee of preferential rates for himself. The madam snapped her fingers and nodded at one of her girls. ‘Make sure our guest gets everything he needs, Penny.’

      A pretty redhead took him by the hand and led him from the room.

      Once inside the bedroom, Jim’s head began to spin and his mouth tasted sour after all the beers. Penny ran her hands over his chest and murmured, ‘Cash first, handsome. Two dollars. On the nightstand, please.’

      Jim reached into his back pocket and pulled out the bills, dropping them onto the table. His heart pounded against his ribs under the light pressure of her fingers. Then her hand moved lower and cupped him through the fabric of his trousers and he felt himself harden.

      ‘Mmm, nice,’ she said.

      She pushed him back onto the bed and straddled him, her fingers rapidly working at the buttons of his shirt and pants. Miller was right. The best way to forget Alice was in the arms of another woman. All that frustration caused by Alice’s reluctance to do more than the most elementary sexual activity would soon be eased. But don’t think about Alice. Focus on Penny who had now managed to open his shirt and pull off his trousers. He closed his eyes but it made it impossible not to imagine it was Alice touching him instead of the hooker.

      He couldn’t go through with it. As the girl’s hands moved to release him from his shorts, an overpowering need to be sick overwhelmed Jim and he pushed her off and flung himself across the small room to a washbasin in the corner where he vomited copiously. He’d drunk more beer tonight than in his whole life and on an empty stomach.

      ‘What the–’ Penny cried, now sitting on her haunches on the bed. ‘What the hell you think you’re doing, mister? No refunds,’ she added. ‘And it’s extra for messing up the basin.’ She moved behind him and laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘You’re a first-timer? Had to drink to get your courage up, did you, mister?’ She handed him a towel. ‘Don’t worry. You’ll be safe with me. I’ll give you a good time.’ She moved her hand around him and slipped it into the front of his shorts.

      Jim pulled away from her and grabbed his pants from the floor beside the bed. He pulled them on and reaching into his pocket, threw another couple of bills on the bed. ‘I’m sorry, Penny. Nothing to do with you. You’re a lovely looking woman.’

      Then he was out of the room, running down the stairs, through the back door and onto the street.

      He hadn’t held back all those months with Alice to let his first sexual experience be with someone who had to be paid to do it. Making love was meant to be special, not sordid, not a financial transaction, like buying a beer. All of a sudden he was sober. Now he needed to find his way back to the YMCA.
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      It was always the same dream: blood diffusing in water. While it was happening Gwen was aware it was a dream – but knowing that didn’t make it any less terrifying. Was there a name for dreams that replayed things that had actually happened? She would have been able to cope with sea monsters, Nazi invasions, running away from an unknown terror. But this?

      Was she condemned to revisit this for the rest of her life? The water biting into her ankles like shards of ice cutting her to the bone; running through parched fields weighed down by the sodden leather of her shoes, water sloshing under her soaked socks, knowing as she ran – as she had known then – that it was too late. Nothing to be done. Alfie was dead. Her twin brother was gone and life would never be the same.

      She woke, bathed in sweat, gasping for breath as though she had run across those empty, sun-scorched, Indian fields again. Rolling onto her side, she wiped her forehead and took deep gulps of air as her heart thumped against her ribs.

      If Roger had been here he would have held her in his arms until her breathing returned to normal. Gwen had never been able to tell him what she dreamed about, so he would say, ‘Another bad dream, darling?’ and stroke her hair until she calmed. But Roger wasn’t here. Something inside made her believe he wouldn’t ever come back. Not this time. This time his departure had felt final. That was why she had not wanted to linger saying goodbye in the station forecourt, unwilling for him to recognise the fear, not wanting to transfer that fear to him. Behaving as though she was seeing him off to London from the station on a normal day – a charade to convince herself that he would come back to her.

      Gwen dragged herself up the bed and leaned back against the pillows, drawing her knees up in front of her. If only she had been able to tell her husband how she really felt, to open herself up to him. She couldn’t afford to be so exposed: to take such a risk, to allow the possibility of feeling such pain again. Instead she wore a carapace of cheerfulness and smiled through the pain. There was going to be all the more need for that now if Roger wasn’t coming back. She would have to make a life for herself, scrape a future out of this mess. Smile through her tears at the world. Put on a brave face. Be practical. Try to make a difference. Until the need for that had passed and she could swallow down the codeine or jump off the top of Beachy Head and join Alfie again.
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      The telephone was ringing as Gwen came downstairs. She picked it up with a sense of dread, fearing a summons to attend the aftermath of another bombing. But there had been no sign of planes overhead and she’d heard no explosions.

      It was Roger’s mother. Maud Collingwood was a kind-hearted contrast to Gwen’s own mother, dead for more than twenty years, and Gwen was fond of her mother-in-law. Now in her early sixties she had lost her husband to the last war. A stalwart of the Women’s Institute and, since war broke out, the WVS, she was perennially cheerful and bursting with energy.

      ‘Darling, thank heavens you’ve answered. How are you? I’ve been worried. When are you coming to Biddington? Everything’s ready – I’m putting you in the little room at the back as it’s cosier and gets the morning sun. Quieter there too so you won’t hear the milkman. Do you know, darling, he’s joined the LDV and he’s doing his round at four in the morning to make more time for his duties. Terribly patriotic but I do hate being woken by all that rattling.’

      As she took a breath, Gwen managed to get a greeting in at last.

      ‘When are you coming? I’ve been anxious about you all on your own over there. Is it true what I read in the paper that they’ve been bombing Eastbourne? Do you think it was a mistake? Surely they can’t have meant to drop bombs there? I thought the seaside would be safe.’

      Gwen swallowed and said, ‘It was probably a one-off. A practice run. No need to worry. Look, I can’t get away, Maud, much as I’d love to see you.’

      ‘Why ever not? Roger told me I was to be most insistent. The paper didn’t give any details about the bombs so I’ve been ringing and ringing all morning and when there was no answer you can imagine I was worried sick. Miss Brown at the telephone exchange is fed up with me trying your line all morning.’

      ‘I’m perfectly fine, Maud. Quite safe up here at the top of the town. I saw all the damage though. Houses flattened. An elderly man died. Another is in the Princess Alice and it doesn’t look good for him. And so many injured.’

      ‘Shocking. Then you absolutely must get out.’

      Gwen twirled the telephone cord around her finger. ‘I can’t leave. I’m needed here. We’re already short-handed and after what happened yesterday we’ll probably be even shorter as more people leave town.’

      ‘But why you? Someone else could do it. Roger was emphatic that I try to persuade you.’

      Gwen smiled. ‘Try to persuade me? So he realised I wasn’t going to budge.’

      ‘Do be sensible, darling.’

      ‘It’s easier for me to stay than it is for the women with children. Besides, Maud, I want to stay.’

      The operator’s voice broke into the call. ‘Still on the line, Mrs Collingwood?’

      ‘Yes, I am,’ said Maud. ‘And I don’t like to be interrupted. This is an important call.’

      ‘Just doing my job. Need to keep the lines open.’

      ‘I think we’re done now. I do have to dash, Maud,’ said Gwen. ‘Need to get some supper on.’

      ‘Can’t Mrs Woods do that?’

      ‘She’s gone. Back to her son’s in Hailsham.’

      There was a long sigh at the other end of the line. ‘But, Gwen, darling, you’re surely not thinking of cooking for yourself?’

      Gwen bristled. ‘I’m not completely helpless, Maud. Please let’s close the subject. I’m staying put.’

      ‘But I promised Roger.’

      ‘Don’t worry. I’ll tell him you did your best but I dug my heels in. He won’t blame you. He knows what I’m like. We have been married for fifteen years!’

      ‘Perhaps I should come and join you there. I could help out too.’

      Gwen didn’t want that. Having Maud to stay for a few days was always a pleasure but to have her mother-in-law under the same roof for an indefinite period was not an enticing prospect. ‘Out of the question, I’m afraid.’ She searched around for a reason. ‘The town is off limits. You need a permit to come and go now as it’s classified as a garrison town.’

      ‘Surely not?’

      ‘I don’t make the rules, Maud. Anyway, you’re much better off at home in Biddington, What would the WVS there do without you to organise them? Please don’t worry about me. This place is a ghost town. I’ll write every few days.’

      ‘Have you had any news of Roger?’ Maud’s tone was light – trying not to convey anxiety about her son.

      ‘No, but he warned me not to expect any. It’s all very hush-hush. I don’t even know where they’ve sent him or what he’s doing there.’ She twiddled the telephone cord again, weary of putting on a brave face, tired of trying to be strong. She wanted to yell, Don’t you think I don’t worry? Every minute of every day? She breathed in slowly and said in her chirpiest voice, ‘Roger will be fine, wherever he is. I try not to let myself wonder about what he might be doing. He’s a strong man and he’s always been able to look after himself. He told me not to worry and that he’d come home safely. Roger never breaks a promise.’ She said the words, knowing them to be a white lie and remembering how at the station he had feared he might not survive the war. She hoped Maud couldn’t hear the tremor in her voice.

      ‘You’re a strong woman yourself, Gwen, darling. Remember if things get too much and you change your mind there’s always a welcome for you here.’

      When she’d replaced the receiver, Gwen sank into a chair. Anxiety about Roger mixed with relief that she had got the conversation with Maud out of the way and managed to hold her ground. She would never admit to her mother-in-law that she worried all the time about him. It was the not knowing that was so hard. Listening to the wireless and reading the newspaper she was unable to know if the triumphs or setbacks reported were connected to him. He had prepared her – warning her it would be a long time before she would hear from him, possibly the entire duration of the war, but that made it no easier. It didn’t stop the pain. If she were to be with Maud they would each reinforce the other’s anxieties. Here alone, she hoped she would be occupied with war-work.
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      The queue at the recruiting office was already lengthy when Jim arrived soon after it opened. Nearly a year into the war, he’d expected to be one of only a few.

      There were forms to be completed, a doctor’s examination, a physical fitness test and an interview with a recruiting panel. Filling in his personal details on one of the forms, Jim’s hand hesitated at the section on next of kin. The overhead fan twirled slowly, ineffective against the stuffiness of the room. For a moment he thought of writing “None”, then pictured his mother, strained and thin with worry. He couldn’t protect her from pain that may lie ahead and she had a right to know if her son were to die. Besides, there’d be a payment if he were killed. It would be selfish of him to let that windfall go to waste. He pictured her opening the telegram, reading it, then letting it fall onto the table, tears welling. His father would jump up to comfort her, wrapping her in his arms, before turning, his face disfigured by anger and grief, upon Walt. “This is all your fault,” he’d shout, and Walt would hang his head in shame. Jim held his breath, moved his pen across the paper, wrote his mother’s name and signed his own at the bottom of the page. It was done now.

      Perhaps it was because of the events of the past few days, but the nerves Jim would normally have felt at the prospect of being grilled by men in uniform were replaced by fatalism. He no longer gave a damn what happened to him.

      Many of the would-be recruits were desperate for the King’s shilling – or in this case the dollar-a-day pay and three square meals, but the army wasn’t greeting everyone with open arms. Many fell by the wayside after the medical once-over. The man in front of Jim, a smoker with a hacking cough, was shown the door. Flat feet and bad teeth saw off a few more and the fitness tests ruled out a large number of pale-faced weaklings accustomed only to desk work, or coming from the ranks of the unemployed and undernourished.

      Jim’s muscular body, height and the strength honed by years of labouring on the family farm, meant he sailed through the physical tests. The interview which followed took less than a minute.

      ‘Why do you want to join up?’ a man with stripes on his sleeve barked at Jim.

      ‘I want to serve King and country.’

      ‘We need farmers more than we need soldiers.’

      Jim said nothing.

      ‘Any soldiers in the family?’

      ‘My father served in the last war.’

      ‘And he expects you to serve in this one?’

      Before Jim could answer, the man stamped his form, handed it back to Jim, and shouted, ‘Next!’

      Jim looked at the piece of paper as he left the office. He’d passed. The following morning he was to report to barracks, where he would be issued with uniform and become a serving member of the Second Canadian Infantry Division. Feeling numb, he was unable to care that he’d signed his life away. He doubted he would care about anything again after what Walt and Alice had done to him. His emotions had been eviscerated like ripping the guts from a slaughtered chicken.

      Jim’s last evening as a civilian was spent in a picture house, away from the beverage rooms and brothels of Toronto. In the dark of the cinema he slumped deep in his seat, eyes fixed on the screen as the newsreels played. The images flowed together: a collage of ships and planes, falling bombs and shattered buildings, English people gathered in the London Underground, singing as bombs rained down upon the city above them, and the brave young pilots of the RAF battled the Luftwaffe over the fields of southern England. Images of war and destruction were played out against an accompanying soundtrack of chirpy music and a commentary voiced by an upbeat American who spoke of the war as if it were the World Series.

      The main feature began. At the ticket booth he’d hesitated, torn between My Favourite Wife and The Grapes of Wrath, but had decided the travails of itinerant farm workers were too close to home. The antics of Cary Grant, Irene Dunne and Randolph Scott were causing great hilarity among the audience but did little to raise Jim’s spirits. Grant was playing a man who had accidentally ended up with two wives, while Jim had failed spectacularly in his efforts to acquire just one. He stared at the screen, defying the actors to make him crack a smile. But such is the power of moving pictures that by the time the characters lined up in front of a judge, trying to untangle the mess they had woven, Jim heard laughter and realised it was coming from him.

      As he left the movie theatre, a weight descended on him again, and yet underneath it something had lifted in his chest. Life would go on. Life must go on… unless the war had other plans for him. He even hoped it had. In the meantime he determined that Walt and Alice would no longer inhabit all his waking thoughts. He would not let them. They had stolen his future and tainted his past but the present would be his alone.
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      The following weeks passed in a blur of drilling, eating and sleeping. Jim kept himself to himself, answering when spoken to but making little effort to ingratiate himself with his fellow recruits. He liked wearing uniform, liked the anonymity it granted him, liked the way he could become almost invisible.

      Not long after he’d signed up, he found himself on a troop carrier, due to sail from Halifax, Nova Scotia to Liverpool, England. Before the war, the ship had been a luxury transatlantic liner, comfortably housing around a thousand passengers, but now it was crammed to the gunwales with five thousand troops.

      As they left port the deck was crowded, everyone wanting to catch a last glimpse of Canada, knowing they might never see home again.

      Regardless of what happened in the war, he swore he would never return. If the Germans didn’t get him he’d stay in England – or move to the United States. He’d had enough of Canada.

      Jim found out he was bunking side-by-side with other soldiers on the bottom of the now-drained swimming pool. Every available corner of the ship had been used to squeeze in sleeping space. The men were squashed, pressed up against each other so that Jim, if he were able to sleep at all, was often woken when the man next to him rolled over in his sleep. The dormitory smelled stale and sweaty, undercut with a lingering whiff of chlorine. Meals were no better. With so many mouths to feed, the strain on the kitchens was such that the troops were limited to two meals a day on short rations and were obliged to stand queuing for long periods.

      Jim leaned against the ship’s railings, puffing experimentally on a cigarette. Everyone in the army seemed to smoke, but so far Jim hadn’t taken to it. The sea air was bitterly cold. Jim shivered. But you didn’t grow up in Southern Ontario without being used to extremes of temperature. He stared out across the empty expanse of the North Atlantic, picturing the acres of wheat on the day he had left, golden, ripe and ready. Walt and his father would have long finished the harvesting. The seeds he had bought before he left the farm would be sown by now. The dark earth, tilled and brown, would be planted with winter wheat and root vegetables. He thought of the creek that ran along the bottom of the slope behind the farmhouse: the old rope dangling from the branches of the cottonwood tree. Walt and he had played there as boys, swinging from the rope, sweeping out over the creek, whooping and laughing, hanging on as long as they could before letting go and screeching as they hit the cold water. That spot had been special, almost sacred. It was there that he’d asked Alice to marry him and now he knew that it was there she had first betrayed him with his brother.

      He pushed away the image of Walt and Alice kissing under the tree and imagined his mother, hands covered in flour, the muscles on her arms tense as she kneaded dough. He saw her eyes, red and puffy, the narrow ridges running down the middle of her forehead, the down-turned mouth. Jim knew he’d caused her pain by disappearing without saying goodbye – he wished he hadn’t – wished he hadn’t needed to. He pictured his father, rocking slowly in his chair in front of the empty hearth, pretending to read the newspaper but looking over the top of it, anxious for his wife. Then there was Walt, bag packed and slung over his shoulder, kissing his mother goodbye, hesitating beside his father’s chair, then having elicited no response, slinking silently out of the door. Jim had imagined so many variations of this scene, but they always ended with Walt leaving. He couldn’t bear to think of the alternative – Alice arriving. He couldn’t face the prospect of the four of them seated around the kitchen table, chatting about the weather, selling the heifers, or who would win the prize for the biggest marrow in the local farm show.

      ‘Where’re you from, buddy?’ The accent was unfamiliar.

      ‘Hollowtree, Ontario,’ Jim said. He was in no mood to talk but the man was not to be put off.

      Stretching a hand out, the soldier said, ‘Name’s Greg. Greg Hooper. I’m from Regina. Saskatchewan.’

      Jim tossed the cigarette butt into the sea and went to turn away. Then he remembered that these men would be his only companions for who knew how long. A man he snubbed today could be the man who’d save his life tomorrow. The enemy was Hitler. No point in making any others. He accepted Hooper’s hand and told him his name.
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      In the aftermath of the Whitley Road bombing Gwen kept trying to imagine how she’d react if her own home were crushed to rubble. It wasn’t the fabric of the building, the furniture or the furnishings she would miss. It was the irreplaceable things – photographs, letters, gifts, each of which bore memories and associations. She stood at the window and let her hand graze over a pottery vase in white lattice work sitting on the sill. Belleek. Bought for her by Roger on their honeymoon in Ireland. She used to fill it with roses from the garden, but had fallen out of the habit. Today she would pick some and place it on the mantelpiece. There may be a war on, but little things like that could lift the spirits.

      What Churchill was calling The Battle of Britain had been raging in the skies of southern England since around the time of the bombing. Now, about a month later, Gwen heard an aircraft in the sky and looked up. Her heart always lifted when she saw the concentric rings on the wings and fuselage of the little planes and she was learning to spot the difference between Spitfires and Hurricanes. But more often than not the planes were German bombers with their big black crosses, advancing on a path of destruction. Since the attack on Whitley Road the Luftwaffe had passed overhead, their sights on more strategic targets than Eastbourne.

      Gwen watched the little plane climb high into the sky, flying directly upwards, nose pointed to the clouds in a vertical ascent, only to turn and dive downwards, straight towards the white-capped waves. It was British – a Spitfire. For a moment she thought it was in trouble, then, as it pulled up short and began to ascend again, she realised the pilot was showing off – perhaps celebrating that he was still alive after his dogfight. She tried to imagine what it must feel like, the sea rushing up to meet the plane, the skill of the young pilot in knowing precisely when to turn, when to pull out of the dive. Did risking one’s life in battle every day, watching one’s friends plummeting earthward to their fiery deaths, make these young pilots casual? Did it make them tempt fate – constantly testing the boundaries between life and death, between winning and losing?

      Carrying a suitcase filled with a couple of Roger’s suits and some of her own unwanted clothing, Gwen made her way to Meads Street, grateful that she wasn’t going to have to drag the full suitcase back up again. The road was steep and going downhill it was hard not to break into a run. Coming back up was always a breathless challenge.

      She went into the church hall and spent the afternoon unpacking clothing from her suitcase and others that had been deposited there. People had been generous but once this lot was sorted she wondered where their next supplies would come from as so many residents had already abandoned the town. If there was more bombing there would be more clothing needed. They would have to go door to door.

      Some of the things she was sorting looked as though they hadn’t been worn in years. There was an overpowering smell of mothballs. She took each item, shook it out, ran a clothes brush over it, checked for stains and damage and, if it passed muster, measured the size and folded it up. There were separate sections for men and women, each grouped by estimated sizes, and piles of neatly-folded children’s clothes. They tried to make it as easy as possible to match people to the right size, as there was no time or space for people to try things on. All this lot would be loaded into a van and moved to the main clothing centre in town tomorrow.

      As she crossed the street and began to walk up the road to home, a high pitched scream split the air above her. A piercing whistle froze the blood in her veins. Deafening. She looked up. An aeroplane was in a steep dive, corkscrewing down towards the ground and so low in the sky that she thought it was coming at her. A plume of smoke poured from its damaged fuselage. It was going to crash. Instinctively, she ducked, crouching against the wall bordering St Andrews School, her hands over her head and her heart thumping. The pavement under her shook as the plane smashed into the ground and acrid smoke and the smell of burning fuel filled the air. Stumbling towards it, half-blinded by smoke, she was conscious only that there might be a pilot trapped inside.

      The crash site was on the other side of the road in the grounds of the Aldro School. The siren of the fire engine was already sounding, as it made its way from the fire station round the corner in Meads village. The truck sped past her, the crew jumping out with hoses at the ready. Gwen ran towards the wreckage then stopped. She tried to get closer but the heat of the burning wreck beat her back. It was a fiery furnace, flames obliterating the outline of the fuselage. Her skin tightened and her breath caught in her throat. Choking, burning, the chemical stench of petrol in her nose, the taste of it in her mouth. She gagged.

      Several Home Guards and air raid wardens had arrived on the scene and gathered beside the fire truck, staring in disbelief at the blazing aeroplane. No one could possibly have survived. As the flames died back Gwen saw the pulverised mess, the once shiny carcass now a pile of tangled metal and broken wings, the wing struts laid bare and shorn of their covering. There was no sign of the crew.

      Gwen turned to one of the Home Guards. His face was ashen. ‘Was it one of ours?’ she asked. He stared at her unable to answer. Then coming back to awareness, he broke into a grin. ‘No. It was Fritz. Our boys got him. The first kill over the town.’ His voice brimmed with pride as if he were the gunner responsible for shooting the plane down.

      ‘The crew? Are they in there?’ She pointed at the smouldering heap.

      ‘Baled out – or blown out.’

      ‘Killed?’

      He shrugged. ‘Put it this way, I didn’t see their parachutes.’

      Having established that there was nothing she could do to help, Gwen started to walk back up the hill. As she was about to turn into her own road she met another Home Guard on a bicycle. As well as his volunteer duties, he was Gwen’s postman.

      He pulled up beside her, braking his bike hard. ‘You see that plane come down, Mrs Collingwood?’

      ‘Right in front of me. Down there.’ She pointed. ‘Crashed into Aldro School – the grounds, not the building.’

      ‘I’ve come from Gaudick Road. Hill Brow School. Must like our schools these Nazis. Pilot landed on the roof. Parachute didn’t open. Not that it would have helped him if it had. Left it too late, poor bugger. Pardon my German, Mrs Collingwood. One less of ’em to fight for Hitler. Have a good afternoon.’ He tipped his cap to her and went on his way.
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      Their ship arrived on the Liverpool docks early in the morning but it took the best part of the day to get the thousands of soldiers off the boat.

      Jim and Greg stood on deck, leaning over the railings watching as a never-ending procession of men trooped down the gangplank. The dockside was crowded with stevedores unloading cargo.

      One of the dockers, seeing the Canadians smoking, called up to the ship. ‘Any ciggies to spare, kiddas?’

      In response the soldiers began showering cigarettes down upon the dockers, who downed tools and scrambled to retrieve as many as possible, stuffing them in their pockets.

      ‘Boy, they must be desperate, eh,’ said Greg. ‘I’d no idea things were so bad in Merrie England. I hope they’ll be able to feed us while we’re here.’

      ‘Not so merry,’ said Jim, indicating the charred remains of several bomb-damaged buildings near the docks. ‘Looks like these poor bastards have had it bad.’

      When, in the afternoon, they eventually made it onto their waiting train, Jim was grateful that, although crowded, everyone had somewhere to sit. He settled back and fell asleep, exhausted after the discomfort of sleeping on the ice-cold floor of the ship’s swimming pool.

      They were heading for Aldershot, England’s permanent garrison town, now housing most of the Canadian army. Their journey took them via London, and they experienced their first sight of the capital through the gloom of the blackout. Everywhere they looked were ruined buildings and great piles of rubble. Lampposts were unlit, those buildings that were undamaged were shrouded in darkness and they could see no one about on the streets.

      ‘Everyone must go to bed as soon as it’s dark,’ said Jim. ‘The place looks like a ghost town.’

      ‘More like Armageddon. Poor bastards. Imagine living through this. Must have been terrifying. Going to bed and not knowing if you’re going to wake up in the morning.’

      Aldershot was pitch black when they arrived. Clutching each other like a platoon of blind men, the soldiers staggered out of the station onto the dark streets. They were route-marched through the deserted town as groups of men were allocated to different barracks. The whole town was a military camp, divided into North and South Camps, the Marlborough Lines to the north of the Basingstoke Canal and the Stanhope and Wellington Lines to the south. Jim and Greg were assigned to the Salamanca barracks in the Wellington lines. Their building was a Victorian red brick construction, three storeys high and girded by iron balustrades enclosing wide balconies across the front of the upper floors. The building housed six hundred men, fifty in each dorm room, on the two upper floors, while the ground floor contained the canteen, kitchens and administrative offices.

      After dumping their kit in the dormitories, they were summoned to the mess hall and served with tea and sardines on toast – the first food they had eaten since leaving Liverpool.

      Later, back in the dormitory, Jim was slow off the mark in establishing his territory. Greg was one of many who quickly worked out that if you were to sleep in a three-foot-high bunk bed it made sense to go for the top bunk. Jim and the other slowcoaches soon discovered that squeezing into the lower bunks that were raised a mere six inches above the floor was a challenge worthy of Houdini. The “mattresses” didn’t deserve that name – indeed they were known throughout the British forces as “biscuits” and consisted of three separate shallow cushions that had to be arranged together into a vague semblance of a mattress. Once he had negotiated his passage into the bed and arranged his biscuits under him, Jim had no trouble dropping off to a deep and undisturbed sleep until woken by the bugler playing reveille next morning.
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      When Jim joined his fellow recruits on the parade ground, the first person he saw was Tip Howardson, his brother Walt’s old school friend. Howardson watched the new arrivals as they formed themselves into a line-up in front of him, but gave no sign of recognising Jim. He wore the stripes of a corporal on his sleeve and was clearly relishing the opportunity to lord it over these raw recruits straight off the boat from the mother country.

      Jim swallowed his surprise. There would be time for catching up with Tip later. Better now to toe the line and not be seen to curry favour with a senior rank. He stood to attention and stared straight ahead.

      Tip Howardson walked up and down in front of them. After a few moments he barked, ‘What a horrible lot you are. Bunch of softies. Crawled out from under a haystack, have you? Well as of now you’d better sharpen up before you get in front of an officer. And we’ll start with you learning how to salute properly. Up, one-two-three, down. Longest way up. Shortest way down,’ he shouted. ‘Fingers together, palm to the front. Keep those bloody elbows back!’

      He pointed to one man’s feet. ‘More dubbin on those boots. Spit on them too if you have to. Tomorrow I want to see my face in them.’ He paused in front of Jim and knocked Jim’s cap off his head. Jim bent to recover it. Howardson kicked the hat further away, a smile creasing his face as the cap was picked up by a gust of wind and blown across the tarmac, landing in a puddle.

      ‘Hats on straight. You’re in the army, not a fashion parade. Name?’

      Jim wanted to tell Tip to come off it and lighten up. They’d grown up together. Same school. Tip had been glued to Walt’s side when they were kids. Here he was, Jim’s junior by a couple of years and now his senior. Instead, he said,  ‘Armstrong.’

      ‘Armstrong, what?’

      ‘Armstrong, Corporal.’

      Tip ignored him and addressed the whole troop. ‘My name is Corporal Howardson and my job is to knock you lot into shape. You all took your time joining up, didn’t you?’ He walked up and down, his hands behind his back, then shouted, ‘War was declared more than a year ago!’ He moved close to Greg and spoke into his face so Jim could feel his breath on his face. ‘Had the wind up you, did you? You a mother’s boy?’ He stepped away then waved his hand at them all. ‘Are you all a lot of fairies?’

      He turned to Greg. ‘Name?’

      ‘Hooper.’

      Tip jerked his head at Jim and spoke again to Greg. ‘Hooper, you know this man? He a friend of yours?’

      ‘Yes, Corporal.’

      Howardson stepped back and addressed Jim again. ‘Go and get that hat, Armstrong, before it ends up back in Canada. When I inspect you tomorrow I expect it to be as clean as it was when you were issued with it. I will be watching you, Armstrong. If you put a foot wrong I’ll be there.’

      Jim retrieved his wet and muddy cap. He had no idea how he was to get it back to pristine condition overnight. As he returned to the ranks he saw an officer striding over the tarmac towards them. The man turned to Howardson, acknowledged his salute and said, ‘Thank you, Corporal. At ease, men.’

      The officer wore the insignia of a captain on his battledress, was well-built and over six foot tall, making Corporal Howardson look puny beside him. He said, ‘Welcome to Aldershot Camp, men. I’m your commanding officer while you are in Aldershot. I want to thank you all for volunteering to serve. Your commitment to King and country is laudable. You should be proud to serve as  Canadian soldiers.’

      He walked slowly along the length of the line-up, looking each man in the eye. When he reached the end he turned and walked back to the middle of the line-up and stood facing them, his hands behind his back. ‘I want you all to remember that you are representing your country while you are guests here in Great Britain. You must also be mindful that some of your colleagues in the British forces are not volunteers and may have been conscripted unwillingly. The important thing is for us all to get along and act as one team. One army. One enemy. Watching each other’s back. Where we come from and what we have done before matters not on the battlefield. It’s all for one and one for all as the British say and let’s show Hitler that Canadians mean business.’

      He glanced at Howardson and cleared his throat. ‘Now, Corporal Howardson, tell these men what is the most important thing they need to remember about being in a winning army.’

      Howardson barked back, ‘Everything starts with the salute, sir!’

      ‘That’s right, Corporal. As the United States General Pershing used to say in the last war, “Give me soldiers who can shoot well and salute well and I’ll lick the enemy.” And I intend my men to lick the enemy.

      ‘I hope it won’t be too long before you all get a chance to show what you’re made of and make your families and friends back home proud of you. I know you’re keen to take a pop at the enemy as soon as possible but in the meantime you must be patient, stay focused, and take advantage of our time in Aldershot, however long or short it might be, to work hard, and turn yourselves into a tiptop Canadian fighting machine. Corporal Howardson here will be training you hard to get you ready to take on the toughest challenges when the time comes for us to see action.’

      He nodded and gave a small smile, as though weighing up the words of his speech and finding them pleasing, then with a final salute, he walked away.

      Howardson turned back to face the men. ‘That was Captain Bywater. You won’t be seeing much of him. But I can assure you, you will be seeing a lot of me. Now, twenty times round the training ground and whoever’s last to finish will do a hundred press-ups.’
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      Jim had been in Aldershot for three weeks and all it had done was rain.

      He lay on his back on his bunk in the dorm after the evening meal. Most of his colleagues had gone to the recreation room to play table tennis or listen to the radio.

      He was wondering if he’d made a terrible mistake. Over rations in the canteen, a guy had told him he’d signed up the day war was declared, was one of the first to arrive in England and had been stuck in Aldershot ever since. Now, a full year into the war, there was no sign at all of any of the Canadians getting to see action.

      Behind him the rain lashed at the windows. Life here had been monotonous since that first day when Howardson had them doing circuits of the training ground and then forced them to stand and watch, water dripping down the necks of their uniforms, while the poor lad who had stumbled around last struggled to do his hundred push-ups. Since then, every day had been the same, boot and button polishing, boring classroom lessons on warcraft and a non-stop diet of physical jerks under the critical eye of Howardson, who looked for any opportunity to humiliate anyone showing the slightest sign of weakness.

      Jim’s impressions of Britain so far were less than favourable. Aldershot was a dreary place: a huge camp, with old brick-built barracks from the last century, hastily assembled huts and concrete parade grounds. The fellow Jim had spoken to in the canteen had said British army troops came and went but the Canadians were a permanent fixture. The men in the RAF who were sent to Canada for training were hurried through then sent back again and straight into action. Many of them didn’t last long up in the air – the average lifespan of an RAF pilot was measured in days – hours even, but Jim didn’t care about that. He wanted war to distract him, give him a purpose, kill him even, but not leave him here in this godforsaken hole doing gymnastics and square-bashing for Tip Howardson.

      ‘Rain still bucketing down, eh?’ Greg Hooper climbed onto his bunk opposite Jim’s, and sat with his legs dangling over the edge, almost scraping the ground. Greg’s legs were the source of much amusement in the barracks. They were impossibly long, extremely thin and he was a shoo-in for a knobbly knees contest. When he sat in a chair, his bent legs projected far in front of him, earning him the name Grasshopper, which was then modified to GrassHooper because of his surname, but mostly now he was just Grass.

      Greg rolled a cigarette. ‘Want one?’

      Jim shook his head. ‘Thought you were listening to the radio?’

      ‘It’s depressing. Stuff about the brave British airmen, while we sit here doing nothing. I didn’t join up to sit in a rainy town hearing about other people’s war.’

      ‘I know. What’s the point of us being holed up here when the damned Nazis are goose-stepping their way across Europe? Why can’t they let us at them?’

      ‘Think you’re ready to fight, Armstrong?’ The sneering tones of Howardson cut into the conversation. ‘You’d be dead in minutes. You know nothing. None of you do. Cannon fodder. By the time I’ve finished with you lot, you might make it onto a boat to the Continent, but right now I doubt you’d find your way to the latrines without me to show you.’

      Jim said nothing; glancing at Greg he rolled his eyes and stifled his anger. He could remember picking a ten-year-old Tip up off the barn floor when he’d taken a tumble from the hayloft and grazed his knees and twisted an ankle. Tip had bawled his eyes out then and now Jim had to swallow the man lording it over him.

      'I had a letter from my folks today. Very enlightening it was about what's been going on back in my home town.' Howardson jerked his head at Greg. ‘Has Armstrong cried on your shoulder yet, Hooper? Told you how his little brother's been doing his fiancée?’

      Jim was off the bunk, hands grabbing at the corporal’s collar.

      ‘Take your filthy hands off me, Armstrong. You can do fifty laps of the parade ground for that. Right now.’

      Hooper said, ‘But it’s dark, Corporal. And raining. And we’re off duty.’

      ‘You want to join him?’

      Hooper’s lips stretched but he said nothing.

      ‘I said now, Armstrong. Waste any more time and you can make it a hundred.’
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      The men were woken in the night by the sound of sirens. The sound was distant, coming from thirty-odd miles away in London. Jim and Greg leapt out of their bunks and rushed out onto the long balcony to see what was going on. In the distance, wands of bright light streaked up from the ground to sweep the sky, searchlights seeking enemy raiders. They watched in fascination mingled with fear for what they expected to happen, but after about twenty minutes the show was over. A false alarm.

      The following day, bleary eyed, they were out training. Twenty mile route marches, carrying full packs, were done once every week, walking on roads. The hard asphalt was agony after ten miles or so, especially in bad weather. Blisters were a constant trial. One of the few highlights of the dreary days of square-bashing and exercises at Aldershot was a ten minute break every hour when, as if by a miracle, tea wagons – tricycle carts – pedalled along the road to the training ground to sell them cups of tea and baked tarts. The traders made a small fortune out of the Canadians, as the men were always ravenous with hunger after training.

      Jim and Greg ate apple tarts, washed down with sweet tea, while they listened to one of the lads, Scotty McDermott, performing his party piece. Scotty was able to mimic noises. His speciality was sounds of war. He was famed for his imitation of a Lancaster bomber taking off, but this morning he had added the sound of last night’s air raid siren to his repertoire. It was convincing. Birdsong, crying babies, trains, farm animals – Scotty could do them all and was happy to take requests. Jim was beginning to find the novelty wearing off.
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      Since the German plane had crashed in Meads, Eastbourne had taken a pounding, with twenty-six bombs dropped over the district of Hampden Park that night and constant air raids since. It was apparent that Germany was trying to soften up the south coast towns prior to launching an invasion.

      Gwen was asked to attend fire-watch training with colleagues from the WVS and the ARP. It was taking place in one of the classrooms of the Technical College next door to the fire station. She’d expected there wouldn’t be much to it. How complicated could it be to put out small fires?

      There was plenty of equipment available to assist with the task. It felt strange to be sitting in a room full of women, behind desks as though they were back at school while the trainer stood at the blackboard and drew diagrams to explain the various types of bombs. To Gwen’s surprise the different bombs produced different types of fire and there was a lot more to it than she’d thought.

      The man explained that if you poured water on an incendiary bomb it would actually help the fire to spread – you had to use a bucket of sand or the foam in an extinguisher. For fires where you could use water, it was necessary to know how to work a stirrup pump. The women were instructed to come to the front of the class in pairs and demonstrate that they had mastered the technique, one operating the pump and the other directing the hose.

      The woman paired with Gwen seemed incapable of understanding. Gwen was reminded of a classmate at her Swiss finishing school who had proved unable to master the art of threading a needle. When their turn came, the woman kept forgetting to keep her foot on the pump to hold it in place and as a result the bucket kept falling over when she pressed down on the stirrup. After refilling the bucket three times, Gwen was becoming impatient.

      When it was her turn to prime the pump, the woman took over the hose and kept dropping it. The instructor rolled his eyes in sympathy at Gwen.

      When she was about to pass out with boredom at the endless repetition, things started to get interesting. They donned boiler suits, then trooped up the road to the playing fields at Larkin’s Field where they were told to crawl through a smoke-filled shed dragging a heavy firehose. The instructor, one of the permanent firemen, shouted at them, reminding them all to keep their heads near the ground where the air would be clearer, holding the nozzle of the hose close to their faces to take advantage of the air in the water. Gwen realised she was actually enjoying herself. It felt real, a proper physical task, the nearest thing she would ever get to fighting.

      After the smoke drill, the instructor demonstrated how to use a big fire hose. Most of the women proved inadequate to the task and the exercise ended up with the uncontrolled hose sending jets of water everywhere but the direction required. Gwen watched carefully so that when it came to her turn she was forewarned, and managed to grip the front of the hose with both hands while anchoring the back end of the nozzle under her arm so the force of the water didn’t drag it away. She found herself grinning like a small child when the instructor told her she was the only one who had got it right.

      The combination of physical exercise and learning to do something useful, gave Gwen a rush of energy. She went home, humming a tune as she walked up the steep hill, and realised she was feeling cheerful for the first time in ages.

      Back home, she had only an hour to get ready for a rare social event. Outraged by the Hampden Park bombing, the local newspaper had organised a drive to collect money to purchase a Spitfire in Eastbourne’s name. Five thousand pounds was needed and Gwen’s friend, Daphne Pringle, had invited her to a fundraiser that night at one of the seafront hotels.

      The evening was a trial – a protracted event. It was all in a good cause but the auction of promises dragged on and Gwen was feeling tired.

      She stood in front of the mirror in the hotel powder room, took her compact out of her handbag and, flicking it open, began to powder her nose. The case was gold and monogrammed with the initials GB on the top with an inscription on the back. It was the first gift she had received from Roger.

      The powder was sweet and cloying. She made a mental note to change the brand when she next refilled it, then remembered that she’d have to make do with whatever was available. There was hardly likely to be a glut of cosmetics in the shops while the war was on.

      Daphne Pringle came in to the room and stood beside her. ‘So glad you could come tonight, Gwen. It must be hard for you without Roger but we need to keep up some semblance of normality.’

      Gwen gave her a weak smile, snapped her compact closed and dropped it into her handbag.

      Daphne, who had been rooting in the depths of her own handbag, placed a hand on her arm. ‘Do us a favour, darling, and let me borrow your face powder. I appear to have come out without mine.’

      Gwen handed the compact over and her friend applied powder to her nose and cheeks. Before returning it, Daphne twirled it in her hands, examining it. ‘Pretty. Who’s GB?’

      ‘I am. My maiden name was Brooke.’

      Daphne flipped the compact over. The back was also engraved. Gwen reached for it but Daphne held it away from her as she studied the wording.

      ‘B-r-u-c-h, I presume?’ said Daphne, as she continued to study the compact. Her voice was frosty. ‘I had no idea you were German.’

      ‘I’m not.’

      ‘Then why do you have a powder compact with a German inscription on it? And what does “Glücklich allein, Ist die Seele, die liebe” mean?’ Her pronunciation made Gwen squirm.

      ‘It means The soul is only happy when it loves. It’s from a poem by Goethe. Seeing Daphne’s eyes narrow, she added, ‘It was a gift from Roger.’

      ‘From Roger?’ Daphne’s hand went to her mouth. ‘Good Lord, is he German?’

      ‘Neither of us is German. We happened to meet there. In ’23. I was at finishing school in Switzerland and Roger was working for The Reparations Commission. We met at a party at the British embassy in Berlin. I was a friend of the daughter of one of the attachés there.’

      ‘You speak German?’

      ‘Yes.’ Gwen felt herself bristling.

      ‘I see.’

      ‘As far as I’m aware, Daphne, it’s not a crime. I speak French as well.’

      ‘But why did Roger have your compact inscribed with a German poem when you’re both English?’

      Gwen looked at her incredulously. ‘Why on earth not? It may surprise you to know it, but my husband is a hopeless romantic. He intended it as a reminder of where we met. The last war had just finished and neither of us expected there would be another one. As she snapped the words out in annoyance, she felt a rush of tenderness for Roger. She did miss him terribly. Having him here tonight beside her would have made the evening less tedious.

      ‘You never mentioned being in Germany before.’

      ‘As far as I know I never mentioned being in Nairobi either. I spent five years there when I was a small child before we went to India. And boarding school in Yorkshire. Oh, and Roger and I spent our honeymoon in Ireland. Rained all the time. Anything else I need to fill you in on?’

      Daphne laughed and handed the compact back. ‘Sorry, old girl. You are a hoot! But we can’t be too careful these days. Now, come on, let’s get back to the fray; I want to make sure Sandy puts a bid on the dinner for two at the Grand – exactly what I have in mind for our wedding anniversary.’

      Later, in bed, Gwen thought of the night she first met Roger. Tall, loose-limbed and smiling, with thick brown hair, he’d stood out in the crowd of colourless officials and middle-aged matrons. He’d behaved as though she were the only person in the room. The moment he looked at her across the crowded dance floor, she knew he would ask her for a dance. She had been captivated. He swept her up into the waltz, holding her closer to him than she felt comfortable with. But deep down she had liked it – the way he held her so confidently, as though it were the most natural thing in the world for him to hold her in his arms and she knew at once that she would fall in love with him, that she would marry him. Yet she had been absolutely fearful at the prospect.

      As she came to know him, the fear grew stronger rather than abating. Loving him terrified her. She was afraid of showing anyone love, scared of making herself vulnerable, of opening herself up to the possibility of loss. Not again. Not ever.

      If Roger was disturbed by her reticence, he didn’t show it. It seemed to be enough that she allowed him to court her, then that she eventually agreed to marry him, despite the distance she tried to keep between them. It was as if he knew she loved him, even though she was incapable of telling him, of showing him.

      Gwen lay open-eyed and unseeing in her bedroom in the dark of the blackout, remembering those first weeks of marriage, the honeymoon in rain-sodden Ireland. She loved Roger but she didn’t know how to make him happy. She wouldn’t or couldn’t let him please her, even though she knew that would be the way to pleasing him. She felt there was something undignified about all that. Sex was something animals did. Other people. Common people. She and Roger should be above it. Love should have a higher purpose, a dignity that sex undermined. When he came to her in the dark, in their bed, touched her in places no one had touched her before, she shrank away, suppressing the part of her that welcomed it, was excited by it and wanted to give in to it – instead holding back, fighting to keep herself apart, to stop herself falling over the edge. Whenever they made love – he at first with enthusiasm, optimism, tenderness, then with a growing self-consciousness, she with passive acceptance – Gwen had felt only emptiness and despair. It was as if she sensed they would never be able to make a baby. She told herself that conceiving a child took belief and hope – a blind faith that their two bodies could combine and make another. But when his seed was inside her she imagined her body melting it away, dissolving it, absorbing it into the emptiness within her.
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      The ominous date of Friday 13th September 1940 marked the beginning of a terrible weekend of destruction in Eastbourne. The Friday afternoon bombings began soon before four o’clock in the heart of the town centre when three aircraft dropped a series of bombs in the main business area and to the east, where the damage included a junior school which was gutted by fire.

      Gwen spent an exhausting day rushing from site to site on her bicycle, offering assistance wherever it was needed. The hospital was struggling to cope with the injured. Three people lost their lives in the attack. By the time she got home it was almost midnight and she fell gratefully into her bed.

      The following morning she was due to report for fire watch duty at the Civil Defence headquarters. Before leaving for the town she stood on her bedroom balcony, looking out over the sea. The horizon was sharp-edged, separating the sea from a pale sky. The water was chalky grey, its monotony broken by a stripe of mint green, like a slash across the surface.

      Out of the distance a lone plane appeared, its wings carrying the ugly black swastika. Gwen was about to go back inside when she saw a pair of Spitfires swoop over the Downs in pursuit, racing to engage with the German aircraft over the sea. Gwen looked up at the sky, her nerves on edge as the two little planes harried the larger German one. She could hear the sound of the gunfire and suppressed a cheer as the British planes shot the German Dornier down into the sea. Though she was joyful that they had succeeded, she couldn’t help feeling a pang of sadness for the dead German pilot. It could only be hoped that his death was quick as the burning plane plummeted to the waves. She shuddered, imagining the young man realising he was trapped and doomed.

      When she arrived at the civil defence HQ  Gwen announced the crashing of the German aircraft. ‘Two Spitfires downed it over the sea.’

      The news was met with cheers and applause.

      The local head of the WVS, Val Robson, said, ‘Let’s hope that means we’ve avoided another attack today. Maybe they’ll leave us alone for a while.’

      ‘Gosh, let’s hope so. We need a bit of a respite to clear up after what happened yesterday,’ said one of the helpers.

      ‘Talking of which, we need to get our skates on.’ Val Robson picked up her clipboard. Before the woman could issue her instructions, they heard the scream of the air raid sirens. They scrambled down the stairs to take shelter in the cellar of the building where they crouched down on the floor, waiting.

      Gwen sat, legs crossed in front of her, on a blanket on the cold floor, a couple of wardens and three other WVS women alongside her, all listening intently. They heard the sound of explosions nearby.

      ‘That sounds close.’

      ‘They’re going for the town centre again, the filthy rotters,’ said Mrs Robson.

      There was a brief period of silence, after the departure of what sounded like two planes, and they waited anxiously for the all-clear to sound. But instead of the siren they heard the noise of low flying aeroplanes again and counted as more bombs exploded. The noise seemed to go on for ever. The walls above them shook with the vibrations and the sound of the bombs was deafening.

      ‘That’s more than twenty by my count,’ said Gwen.

      The woman sitting beside her began to whimper. Gwen looked at her – she couldn’t have been more than eighteen. Gwen reached for her hand and squeezed it. ‘Don’t worry. It’ll be over soon. We’re safe down here.’

      The woman, Gwen remembered her name was Susan, said, ‘I’m not scared for me. It’s my mum and dad. They have a jeweller’s shop in Cornfield Road. They’re both in there. The bombs yesterday caused a lot of damage and they’re sorting out their stock. They’ll be right in the thick of it again today.’

      There was nothing Gwen could say. What was the point of reassurances when she was in no position to give them? She put an arm around the young woman’s shoulder and drew her towards her. Feeling the heat of the other body against her felt strange. Gwen had rarely experienced physical closeness with other people. She had always kept herself apart, distant, remote. Yet now she gained some comfort in this intimate contact with a near stranger. War was changing everything.

      They waited in silence. Gwen glanced at her watch, two thirty. It must be over now. But it wasn’t. This time the bombs were a little further away, but probably still within a few hundred yards. Gwen counted a total of seven explosions as Susan wept into her shoulder.

      Surely they must sound the all-clear now? Three consecutive air raids. That must be it. But the enemy wasn’t done with them yet. At a quarter past three they heard more explosions, this time to the south. Susan’s weeping was now uncontrollable. Big jerky sobs. Shaking and shivering. The shoulder of Gwen’s dress was soaked.

      Gwen was surprised to realise she wasn’t afraid. She didn’t want to die, to be crushed to death under the weight of the building, but she didn’t believe she would be. And if it happened it happened. Rather than fear, she felt an adrenaline rush, heart beating, throat catching, almost excitement.

      When the siren finally sounded the all-clear, the group emerged from the bowels of the building to a scene of devastation. The almost continuous afternoon of bombing had taken its toll on the town. Trees were uprooted and lying across what was normally a busy thoroughfare, their branches tangled with bricks, broken glass, roof tiles, rubble and lampposts. The building opposite, its facade blasted off, revealed its shattered interior, like someone surprised in their underwear. Susan gave a strangled cry and ran, scrambling over the piles of debris, rushing to find out the fate of her parents. Gwen closed her eyes, shaken, and filled with dread at what the young woman might find.

      Doing her rounds on the Sunday morning, Gwen was relieved to find out that Susan’s family had been unhurt in the previous day’s attack. That night the bombers returned to drop another eighteen bombs and a number of incendiary devices on the town. The heavy bombardment fortunately produced no casualties.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Letter from Home

          

          Aldershot

        

      

    

    
      Jim had been in Aldershot for three months when he received a letter. It was dated a month earlier – all the Canadians complained about the unreliability of mail from home – it had to negotiate the dangers of the Atlantic with the risk of torpedo attacks, but the men believed torpor on behalf of the military contributed to the delays.

      The envelope bore his mother’s familiar scrawled handwriting. She’d tracked him down as he should have guessed she would. He was ashamed for not writing to her first and overwhelmed by homesickness as he read the letter. Helga wrote first about the farm, the progress of the winter wheat, the heifers that were ready to calf, her worsening rheumatism, the forecasts of an exceptionally cold winter. It was as though she were writing a report for the local newspaper, not sending a letter to her elder son who had left for war without so much as a farewell. He turned the page and the tone changed:

      

      I am not going to beat about the bush any longer, son. I’m disappointed that you have not been in touch with your father and me. I had to find out where you were from Amy Howardson. How do you think that made me feel? When she mentioned you were in the same regiment as Tip over in England my jaw nearly hit the floor as you hadn’t even dropped us a line to say you had joined up, let alone that you were already overseas.

      I know you must be hurting, Jimmy, but it isn’t right to take things out on your pa and me. We knew nothing of what was going on between your brother and Alice. I can tell you I was as angry as you were when I found out. I don’t take well to being played for a fool. Nor does your pa. You should have heard him yelling at Walter. At first he didn’t want Alice in the house. Called her all kinds of names. But then we agreed we had to make the best of things and accept that what will be will be.

      Walter and Alice were married last week and have taken a few days as a honeymoon visiting Alice’s grandmother in Toronto. It was a quiet ceremony. No fuss. Only the priest and us and Alice’s parents. We didn’t put it in the local paper. It didn’t feel right in the circumstances. When it comes up, people can know, but we don’t want to go round making a noise about it. And your pa told Walter and Alice they had to be respectful of you and your feelings.

      

      The words swam on the page in front of Jim’s eyes and he put the letter down, catching his breath. It was inevitable that Walt and Alice would marry some time, he’d just not reckoned on it being so soon. His stomach felt hollow and the blood pounded in his ears. He forced himself to read on.

      

      One day soon, when the war is over, you will come back to the farm. This place will always be your home. Time is a great healer and I know eventually you will find it in your heart to forgive Walter and Alice. Remember, there are plenty more fish in the sea. I know it’s a corny old saying but it’s true. I’ve never spoken of this before and never will again and will be grateful if you don’t let on either, but your pa was not my first choice for a husband. I was engaged to a fellow who died of tuberculosis. I thought I’d never get over it but then your pa came along and I have never regretted a moment of our life together.

      I pray for you every night, Jimmy. Your pa says my knees are going to wear a hole in the rug by the bed, but I can’t stop worrying about you. Mrs Howardson says none of the Canadian boys have seen any action and the government and the British want to keep it that way, specially with you all being volunteers. It must be nice for you to have Tip around – someone familiar who shares the same memories of home. I pray you’ll all be safe and come home to your mothers soon.

      Well that’s all, son. I’ve been up early writing this while your pa is doing the milking so I need to get on and get the bread in the oven or there’ll be none for his breakfast. Your pa sends his love. He’s not angry with you. He understands why you felt you had to leave. He’s still mad at your brother though, but that will pass I’m sure.

      Your loving mother.

      P.S. That dog of yours is pining for you. It’s breaking my heart, son.

      

      Jim folded up the letter and stuffed it back into the envelope and put it in his pocket. His hands were shaking. Bile rose in his throat and he tried to swallow, but his mouth was too parched.
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      Jim was confined to barracks. It was the third time this month and, as usual, it was for a minor infraction. This time he had been reprimanded by Corporal Howardson because his bed-making didn’t pass muster. There was no point railing against the injustice of Howardson’s constant pettiness. Jim’s bed was as neatly made up as all the others in the dormitory but there was no way to prove that was the case once the corporal had kicked the blankets to demonstrate his point. Jim wouldn’t have cared normally, but it was Mitch Johnson’s birthday and Mitch had promised to stand everyone drinks. There had also been talk of a darts match. The Canucks had acquired a taste for the classic English pub sport and Jim had become something of a star among them.

      Howardson appeared at the side of Jim’s bed while he was lying on his stomach reading a book.

      ‘You think you’re so clever, don’t you, Armstrong? You’ve always thought yourself superior. But you’re a snivelling coward. You took your time to volunteer and that brother of yours took even longer. You're both chicken.’ Tip’s face was disfigured by a sneer.

      Jim rolled onto his back, his stomach lurching. Tip had been Walt’s friend. Now he appeared to have turned against him too. But it wasn’t possible that Walt had joined up. What did Howardson mean?

      ‘Did you want something, Corporal?’ he said. It was always difficult having to address this jumped-up, small-minded bully respectfully. It stuck in Jim’s craw. Especially as most of the Canadian NCOs were happy to be addressed by their first names, as were some of the officers.

      ‘Stand up when you’re addressing a non-commissioned officer.’

      Jim swung his legs off the bed and scrambled out – not easy to do in a hurry from the narrow gap of the lower bunks. He dug his fingernails into his palms and forced himself to take a deep breath.

      ‘I wanted to give you some good news.’

      Jim was alarmed. His idea of good news and Tip’s were bound to be different.

      The corporal moved towards him, pushing his face up close so that Jim could smell a mixture of tobacco and onions overlaid with peppermint. Jim held his breath and tried not to wrinkle his nose.

      ‘Your brother is on his way to Aldershot. Maybe he was feeling bad about stealing big brother’s girlfriend and thought he ought to make it up with you. What do you think?’ His lip curled in contempt.

      Jim said nothing. His hands felt sweaty and he rubbed one down his leg. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true.

      ‘There’s five hundred rookies arriving tomorrow and Walter Armstrong is one of them. Of course it’s always possible there’s another Walter Armstrong in Ontario, but I’m pretty damned sure there’s only one who comes from Hollowtree.’

      He stepped away from Jim, a malevolent smile on his face. ‘Going to be interesting round here. I’m looking forward to seeing Walt again.’

      Tip Howardson left the room and Jim punched the wall in a rush of anger and frustration. What the hell was Walt thinking? He’d just got married. Why the hell did he want to go to war? Why had he chosen to follow Jim and leave Alice on her own? His rage built up inside like molten lava. His body felt hot, despite the cool of the draughty barrack room. He jerked his shirt collar away from his neck and punched the wall again. The pain made him look at his knuckles. Bloody. He wanted to go out, to walk, to get away from this building and keep on walking until he was miles from Aldershot, but he wasn’t even allowed to step outside. He leaned his forehead against the cold glass of the windowpane and tried to breathe his way back to calmness.

      It was typical of Walt to follow him into the army. Walt had always tried to compete with him. When they were children, if he and Jim each got a toy to play with, Walt would break his own then purloin Jim’s. When Jim did well in school, Walt wouldn’t rest until he did better. If Jim made the baseball team Walt would have to be captain. If Jim broke a record, Walt would beat that record before the ink was dry on the page. Jim had always tolerated this with amusement. It was a kind of hero worship. Little brother wanting to emulate big brother. But stealing a sports record was one thing. Stealing a woman was another. And now the possibility that Jim could return to Canada a hero like their father must have proved too much for Walt to bear. He had to get in on the act too.

      There was always the possibility that this was Tip trying to wind him up. Perhaps he wanted to make Jim’s life a misery of anticipation at the prospective arrival of his brother. Tip could sit back and enjoy the days of dread until the recruits arrived and Walt’s absence would enable Jim to breathe again. But he knew it was a forlorn hope. This was exactly what Walt would do. It was completely in character. Walt would have dressed it up as being a tribute to his older brother, when in reality he wouldn’t have been able to bear the idea that in the eyes of the family he might be considered less noble, less brave. And he wouldn’t want to risk Jim being lionised by Alice as a war hero, while Walt stayed at home and ploughed fields. No, it made perfect sense. Walt was coming and Jim was going to have to look at his brother every day on the parade ground or on exercise. Every day that would chafe at the still raw wound that was the loss of Alice, keeping it open, preventing any possibility of it healing.

      Jim pulled his holdall out from under the bed and rummaged inside for the bottle of cheap whisky he had won in a darts match. He unscrewed the top and drank deeply. The only hope he had of getting any sleep that night would be to get blind drunk. Drunk as a skunk as Grass would put it. He swigged down another mouthful and lay back on the bed.
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      The terrain around Aldershot was rough heathland – gorse and bracken growing on thin sandy soil. The soil was too poor to make good arable land. It was however ideal for the produce of war and the British army had bought up a large tract of land in the nineteenth century at a low cost per acre to create a permanent training ground for the military. Firing ranges were scattered across the landscape. Soldiers from the garrison dug slit trenches all over the countryside, only for officers to decide they were in the wrong place and they had to fill them in and start all over again. The men were not slow to recognise the pointlessness of these exercises and began to feel disillusioned about their role in this war.

      Jim took an instant dislike to the countryside. It was so different from the fertile farmland of his home in Ontario. Not for the first time he questioned why he had given up a life he loved for this miserable existence in these ugly surroundings.

      He had always been lean and fit, with muscles built on the daily routine of farming, but nothing had prepared him for the exercises he faced every day in Aldershot Camp. The gymnastics routines alone were exhausting, their strenuous physical regimen included lifting logs over their heads and star jumping for what seemed like hours on end. Cross-country runs were spiced up by having to crawl on their bellies through mud under barbed wire fences, tramping through ditches and ponds with full kit on their backs until their feet were like sponges, swinging between trees on rope walks or negotiating minefields. They learnt to manoeuvre tanks across rough terrain and became skilled in the operation of machine guns.

      Experts came to the garrison to lecture them on the art of camouflage and why it was so critical to a soldier’s survival in battle. What battle? they all wanted to ask. It was followed by day after day of putting the training into practice as Jim and his cohorts transformed into mobile bushes, covering their tin hats with sacking and weaving leaves and branches into their webbing. It seemed pointless to be spending hours polishing buttons and belts until they gleamed, only to dull their glinting helmets with camouflage so the elusive enemy would be unable to spot them.

      While Jim performed all these exercises as well as any man in his unit, nothing he did was ever deemed good enough by Tip Howardson. The way the corporal singled Jim out for criticism had been noticed by the rest of the squad. Night after night when his friends went out dancing, to watch a movie or to swell the coffers of the local pubs, Jim would be confined to barracks. Howardson had him running circuits around the parade ground, doing extra duties in the canteen or the laundry and, no matter how hard he tried to stay out of trouble and perform his tasks perfectly, his corporal managed to find fault.

      ‘I think you should make a formal complaint to the RSM,’ said Mitch one day, when Jim eventually returned to the dormitory after performing fifty circuits of the parade ground in full kit at the end of a day of exercises. ‘It’s obvious he’s picking on you, bud.’

      Jim shrugged. He knew there was no point.
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        These are not dark days; these are great days—the greatest days our country has ever lived;
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            A New Job

          

          Eastbourne

        

      

    

    
      Gwen was on the terrace checking on her pots of onion plants when the telephone rang. She ran inside. It was Daphne’s husband, Sandy Pringle.

      ‘I say, Gwen, could you come and see me this morning? I’d like to discuss something with you.’

      ‘What’s it about, Sandy?’ She felt uneasy. There was something about Major Pringle that always made her feel as though she were being reprimanded.

      ‘All good stuff, nothing to worry about. Ten sharp at HQ.’

      He hung up. Gwen looked at her watch. Already almost nine. Better step on it. She decided to wear her WVS uniform. She wanted to meet Sandy on her own terms and not as Roger’s wife, which was how she sensed Sandy usually saw her – a less interesting and rather insignificant adjunct to her husband.

      Sandy Pringle had had a distinguished career in the last war, serving at Gallipoli. After the war, there had been a spell at Sandhurst, then he had been a staff officer for the War Office and was now coordinating military activities in the Sussex region and acting as a liaison between the allied forces and the Home Guard. Sandy had gone to school with Roger and the two had reconnected when the Pringles moved to Eastbourne before war was declared. Gwen wasn’t entirely sure about his exact remit, as he appeared to have a finger in many pies. His rank was Major and he had a tendency to bark rather than speak. He spoke to Daphne as though she were an insubordinate private and Gwen wondered how she stood it.

      As she waited to be shown into his hallowed presence she felt nervous. Was the summons to do with Daphne’s discovery at the fundraiser that she spoke German? She hadn’t seen Sandy for months but perhaps Daphne had only just told him. Was he going to give her the third degree as his wife had done?

      ‘Enter!’

      Sandy’s voice boomed through the door and Gwen looked around to reassure herself that she was the only person waiting in the anteroom, before opening the heavy oak door. Pringle looked at her through narrowed eyes and ran a finger over his moustache before rising to greet her.

      ‘Sit down, sit down, Gwen.’ He waved his hand at the empty chair in front of his desk. This was clearly official business, whatever it was.

      ‘I’ve a job for you, Gwen. Mrs Robson tells me you’re capable and trustworthy and a real asset to the WVS.’ He gave a slight roll of his eyes as though dismissing that anything the WVS did was of any real value.

      Gwen felt a rush of excitement, tempered with irritation that he was speaking to her in such a condescending way. Was she at last to be given something to do that amounted to more than making cups of tea and sorting clothing?

      ‘My wife tells me you speak German.’ He frowned at her and again his eyes narrowed.

      He did suspect she was a fifth columnist. ‘Look, I already told Daphne that I was at school in Switzerland in the ’20s. Speaking German doesn’t make me a sympathiser. For heaven’s sake, Sandy, er, Major Pringle, I’m as British as you are.’ She paused, then added quietly, ‘You know that.’

      ‘Of course you are, my dear. Above reproach. Roger’s one of my oldest friends.’ The formal military demeanour softened. ‘Whatever made you think you were under suspicion?’ He began to laugh. ‘Was it old Daffers putting the wind up you? Two left feet that woman. I’m always telling her she needs to show a bit more tact. Doesn’t listen to me though. No, Gwen, it’s quite the opposite. I want to put your skills to work. I’m seconding you to work on a special project. You prepared for that?’

      Gwen sat up taller in her chair and swallowed. She felt a mix of nerves and excitement. ‘Of course, San…I mean, sir. What would you like me to do?’

      ‘It’s hush-hush. You’ll find out in good time. Need to be tested first. Got to check your German’s up to scratch. And we’ll need to do a security vetting. We’ll do all that right away. Then you’ll have to be fully briefed and trained.’

      Gwen shivered with excitement. She would be doing something useful. Something that could help the war effort. Something that might make a difference.

      ‘I must stress again the vital importance of maintaining absolute secrecy.’ He tapped his chubby fingers on the desk. ‘Now that Hitler has called off the invasion he’s doubtless hoping we’ll all sit back on our laurels. Not going to happen. The bally war may well drag on for years and it’s all the more important to be on our mettle. Secrecy is everything. Sealed lips.’

      ‘Of course.’ Gwen nodded. Her mouth was dry and she had difficulty swallowing.

      ‘Not even my wife can know what you’ll be doing. Especially not my wife. Not a word. Val Robson doesn’t know what you’ll be doing either, so keep it that way. We operate entirely on a need to know basis. Not a word to anyone. Even Roger, if you hear from him. You can say you’re doing secretarial work for the regional HQ.’

      ‘Righto, sir.’ She hesitated then said, 'I don't suppose you have any news of Roger?'

      'Why would I? Haven't you heard from him?'

      She shook her head and felt herself shivering. 'He did warn me I might not.'

      ‘Well then. That's your answer.' He looked down then his mouth stretched into a grim smile. 'War's not easy for any of us but it must be tough for the two of you, being apart. My old Daffers drives me up the wall at times but I couldn't even begin to imagine what life would be like without the old girl.'

      He coughed loudly as though to draw a line under the sentiment he had shown. 'Right then. Where were we? Ah yes, all this is subject to you managing to get through the training. We’re taking a risk using a woman. It’s demanding work. You’ll need to be on the ball.’

      Gwen swallowed her annoyance. It was Sandy’s manner. At least she wasn’t married to the old duffer like poor Daphne.

      The interview seemed to be over and she was about to get up, when she realised he had told her virtually nothing. ‘Will I be working here, sir? And won’t I need to be in one of the services?’

      ‘Wear your WVS uniform. That will do. No time to get other people involved. Flight Sergeant Carrington will fill you in on all the details. Decent chap. RAF. Wait outside and he’ll come and get you. Dismissed.’ He had already picked up a sheet of paper from the pile on his desk and was reading it.

      Gwen jumped to her feet and went back out to the anteroom. Flight Sergeant Carrington, a short man with a finely clipped moustache, was already waiting for her. He led her through a maze of corridors into a windowless office. There was a woman sitting behind a desk waiting for them. She motioned Gwen to take a seat. The interview was entirely in German. At first Gwen, taken by surprise, found herself stumbling over her words. The woman told her to take a deep breath. The breathing calmed her and she managed to get through the rest of the short test with growing confidence. As well as testing her oral skills, she was asked to translate several sentences printed on a card from German into English, then several more the other way round.

      Eventually the woman sat back, nodded to Sergeant Carrington and said, ‘She’ll do.’ She stretched out a hand to shake Gwen’s.

      The security vetting was next. Gwen had imagined this would take days, weeks even, but things evidently happened faster in wartime. She was asked to provide the names of some references and then was left alone at a desk in an empty classroom while Carrington took the list and disappeared. After an hour a young Wren brought her a welcome cup of tea.

      All must have been satisfactory as after another nail-biting hour, Carrington reappeared, perched on top of one of the desks in front of hers and began to explain her new job.

      ‘We have a number of radio operators at work here in the town and its surrounds. All along the coast in fact. Top secret, of course. Listening in. Picking up Morse code messages from the enemy. There’s a shortage of German language skills and while most of the messages are in code and are sent off to a secret destination for decrypting we need someone to translate the uncoded messages and any voice traffic before the messages are passed on for analysis. A lot of it’s routine stuff. Weather reports and suchlike. Airmen reporting their coordinates. The important stuff is all encrypted, but the enemy could get careless now and then and we need to be ready for them.’

      Gwen nodded, her heart thumping. Finally she was going to have a job to do that might make a difference. Even if it didn’t, using her language skills and being entrusted with secrets had to be better than serving tea and compiling lists.

      After a period of classroom training with a couple of Wrens and three WAAFs in a building in what had been one of the many public schools in the town, Gwen understood the basic principles of operating a radio receiver and was competent in Morse code. She was assigned to a listening post near to the main radar station on Beachy Head. Each of the women would be working in a pair with an airman or naval signaller. The decision to extend the remit to women did not go as far as entrusting them to operate without a man alongside.
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      Gwen was cold. Colder than she’d ever been – despite her heavy coat and thick gloves. She leaned against the wall and rubbed her hands up and down her arms and tried to stop shivering. The roof was leaking and the rain was beating a tattoo on the tin covering. A drip ran down her neck so she edged sideways. Every night for the past week she’d spent sitting on a canvas folding chair in this cramped space with a young air force warrant officer who had acne and bad breath. He had made it clear to Gwen, without saying as much, that being here in a repurposed railway container on a clifftop with a middle-aged woman was not the assignment he’d been hoping for. Gwen tried to make conversation, but Warrant Officer Irving shrugged or answered her questions with monosyllables so she eventually settled for an uncomfortable silence.

      Her job was to listen into the German VHF voice transmissions and log everything she heard. It was one thing to sit happily twiddling the dials of the wireless equipment in a comfortable classroom and another to be doing it with icy cold hands in a tin box on top of Beachy Head.

      Most of the time it was Luftwaffe pilots talking to their controllers. As she became accustomed to listening she began to recognise different regional accents. Occasionally she recognised some of the individual voices.

      The radio traffic had been quiet tonight. It meant she had plenty of time to translate the messages she had logged before they were picked up by a motorcycle rider and whisked away to a destination unknown, referred to only as Station X.

      At first, on busy nights she had tended to translate as she listened, writing the messages down in English. That approach earned her a reprimand – the powers-that-be wanted both the verbatim German and her translation. It was irritating. If they didn’t trust her translation skills why not just get her to transcribe the verbatim German? It was not up to her to question though, and in a war maybe it was necessary to check everything and trust no one. Gwen told herself the important thing was that she was directly involved in the war effort.

      Listening to these young German pilots informing their base stations that they were headed for home made her feel close to the action, playing a vital role, even though it was hard to imagine what use her work would be put to. Much of it was reportage of things that had already happened and by the time her transcriptions reached the mythical Station X it was probably far too late to do anything about them. Maybe they were looking for patterns though? Perhaps there was significance in things that she couldn’t see? It was like a giant jigsaw puzzle and she was collecting pieces with no sight of the bigger picture.

      Sometimes the intercepts involved the Germans reporting sighting of British convoys. Whenever this happened she would alert Warrant Officer Irving as she listened and scribbled and he would jump into life and immediately send messages to alert the RAF to scramble to protect the ships involved. The convoys were carrying supplies of essentials – food and armaments – so her work was indeed making a difference. At last she was in the thick of things.
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      Jim was finishing his breakfast in the canteen one morning when Walt slipped into the seat opposite him. Jim stared at him without speaking, then carried on eating his porridge.

      ‘Aint you going to say anything, Jim? Not even hello?’

      Jim continued to eat in silence.

      ‘So, you’re still mad at me. I suppose I can understand that.’

      Jim kept his eyes down, conscious that somewhere in the room Corporal Howardson would be watching this encounter.

      Walt reached a hand to grip Jim’s arm, halting the progress of spoon to mouth. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you, Jim. It’s the last thing I wanted. You weren’t meant to find out that way. We never expected you to walk in on us like that. We reckoned we’d find the right time and place to tell you. Break it to you gently. But you didn’t give us a chance.’

      Jim put his spoon down, his appetite gone. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The blood rushed to his head and his fists clenched under the table.

      Walt continued. ‘I’ve always looked up to you, Jim. Don’t you think I would have avoided it happening if I could? It’s upset Ma and Pa. And Alice had to go through hell at home when her folks found out what was going on. If I could have prevented all that I would have done.’

      Jim looked at Walt, unable to reconcile this stranger across the table with the little brother he had always loved.

      Walt leaned forward. ‘Look, we didn’t mean to fall in love. It just happened. One of those things. It’s been hard on Alice. Folks have taken against her. Every time she’s in town she says she can sense people talking about her, pointing fingers. She can hardly bear to go work in the library.’ He picked up a knife and began to tap it nervously against the tabletop. ‘If the two of you hadn’t rushed into getting engaged practically as soon as she finished school, she would have had time to recognise her real feelings.’

      Jim pushed his bowl away and got to his feet. ‘You’re telling me it’s my fault, are you?’

      ‘No need to put it like that. All I’m saying is if you’d waited a bit, given her some more time–’

      ‘You’re saying I pushed her into agreeing to marry me? Is that what she told you?’

      Walt looked away. ‘Not exactly. But you know what I mean.’

      ‘No. I don’t know what you mean at all.’

      ‘You take everything for granted. You think it’s all yours for the taking. Everything comes easy to you. You were top of your class at school. Could have gone to university if you hadn’t wanted to stay on the farm. You got the best looking girl in the town. You were always Ma’s favourite. Pa gave you more responsibility on the farm than me. I’m always left to run behind in your shadow. But Alice sees me in a different way. She sees me, not a paler version of you.’

      Jim shook his head. ‘Ma had no favourite. Pa gave me more responsibility because I did more of the work. I did well at school because I studied hard. When will you stop thinking the whole world owes you a living, Walt? When are you going to grow up and take responsibility for your own actions?’

      Jim started to walk out of the mess room but Walt was on his feet and moving after him.

      Jim turned to his brother. 'Shove off and leave me alone, Walt. I joined up so I wouldn’t have to look at your self-satisfied face any more. I don’t know why the hell you joined up, unless it’s because it’s yet another thing you couldn’t bear for me to have without trying to have it too. Now get out of my way.’
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      They were on an all-day regimental exercise. It was freezing cold and, late in the afternoon, the gorse was still laced with a thin dusting of frost. Six men from another company were holed up in a deserted farmhouse somewhere, playing the part of a group of Germans, and Jim and his cohort were expected to track them down, ambush the building and take them prisoner. They were at the top of a slope, looking down on the derelict farmhouse, figuring out how to take its occupants by surprise.

      Greg Hooper was lying on his stomach beside Jim, looking through binoculars. ‘We’ll need some kind of diversion at the front of the farm so we can sneak round the back way.’

      ‘How the hell are we going to do that?’ Scotty McDermott looked doubtful.

      ‘There’s no chance,’ said Mitch Johnson. ‘There’s no cover in front of the building. The bastards have got us.’

      ‘Come on. We can’t give up,’ Jim said. ‘Remember what the corporal said. Extra chocolate rations if we capture them and an extra five miles on the route march if we don’t.’ He tried to inject some enthusiasm into his voice. ‘Couldn’t we get round the back and surprise them that way?’

      ‘There’s ten foot of barbed wire on one side and a sheer cliff on the other.’

      ‘We could abseil down the cliff.’

      ‘With what? Where’s the rope?’

      ‘Hell. Should have thought of that.’

      They flung around more ideas but none were seen to have any merit.

      ‘We need a distraction to lure them out of the building.’ Jim frowned in concentration.

      ‘We could get one and torture him,’ said Mitch, a big grin on his face.

      The others started laughing.

      ‘Shut up you idiots, they’ll hear us.’ Greg sounded impatient. ‘And be serious. We can’t torture anyone.’

      ‘They’re supposed to be Germans. Fair game.’

      ‘Haven’t you heard of the Geneva Convention?’

      ‘Yeah but we could say they were Gestapo, then anything goes, Grass.’

      ‘For Pete’s sake, guys, this is getting us nowhere.’ Jim was losing patience.

      ‘I’ve got an idea.’ Mitch jumped to his feet, squatting down on his haunches in front of them. ‘It’s getting dark and cloudy. It’ll be hard for them to see exactly what’s going on. How about we start firing, then get Scotty to imitate the sound of a woman screaming and a baby crying. They’ll think a civilian’s wandered on to the range and got shot up. They won’t be able to avoid coming out to help an injured woman and a baby in distress.’

      ‘But there is no woman and baby.’

      ‘That’s the best bit,’ said Mitch. ‘We dress Scotty up as a woman with a bundle that will look like a baby.’

      ‘Oh no! No bloody way!’ said Scotty.

      ‘Where do we get women’s clothes out here?’

      ‘We don’t. We have to create the illusion. Scotty takes his battle dress and trousers off and flashes his lovely bare legs. We can make something that looks like a skirt using some canvas. Come on, guys, it’s worth a try.’

      There was silence for a moment while they mulled over Mitch’s idea.

      Fists pumping, they sprang into action.

      It took a few minutes to transform Scotty into a vague semblance of a woman. The finishing touch was a couple of handkerchiefs knotted together to form a headscarf and conceal his short back and sides. Not enough to fool anyone close up but at a distance in the fading afternoon light they might have a chance of convincing someone.

      Greg set the plan in motion by hurling a grenade against a rock over the brow of the hill so the occupants of the farmhouse could hear it but not see the explosion. They were always being warned of the danger of unexploded ordinance and the risk of civilians wandering onto the ranges so there was some vague logic to their flimsy plan. Scotty began to scream and wail in a high pitched voice that was a convincing imitation of a distressed or dying woman. He interspersed the screams with wails from the baby that was a bundle of gorse swaddled in bandages from the first aid kit, and began to stumble down the slope towards the building.

      Two men emerged from the farmhouse and looked about cautiously. Scotty screamed again and then, flinging the baby to the ground, collapsed face down. The two men ran towards him as Mitch and Greg moved down one side of the slope using gorse bushes as cover, while Jim and the two others made their way down the other side. As the “Germans” reached the dying woman, Scotty leapt to his feet and Mitch and Greg and one of the others rushed in to help overpower them. Jim ran on down the slope, gun at the ready and hurled a grenade against a water tank outside, producing a gratifying explosion. The door of the house burst open and four men came out, looking around in confusion. Jim slipped behind them, then shouted, ‘Hands up, Schweinhunds!’ while his two companions each pointed their guns at the men.

      ‘You bastards. You bunch of cheats!’ one of the captives cried out. ‘That’s not fair play.’

      ‘All’s fair in love and war,’ said Mitch. ‘We’ve got you.’

      One of the captives turned, attempting to run back into the house. Jim stuck out a leg and tripped him up, sending him flying onto his hands and knees on the gravel. Jim moved towards him, hand stretched out to pull him to his feet, saying, ‘Come on, pal. It’s all over. You have to know when to quit.’ Realising it was his brother, he dropped his hand and stepped back.

      ‘You did that deliberately. You cheated. You wanted to humiliate me.’ Walt’s voice was half-whine half-whisper.

      Over the top of the slope Tip Howardson was coming towards them. ‘An extra five miles tomorrow for the whole bloody lot of you.’

      ‘But we got them, Corporal,’ said Scotty.

      ‘Where’s your uniform, McDermott? What the hell do you think you’re playing at? What’s that on your head?’

      Scotty McDermott started to explain their elaborate ruse, but it served only to madden the corporal further. ‘You and Armstrong can do one hundred press-ups as soon as we get back to camp. And the whole damn lot of you are doing a fifteen miler tomorrow. Full kit. The forecast is for rain.’

      As he finished speaking, they realised there was someone standing in the shadow of a gorse bush beside them. Captain Bywater emerged from the gloom. Tip Howardson turned to the officer, saluted and said, ‘Captain, sir, I was reprimanding these men for making an exhibition of themselves. They’ve turned a serious exercise into a farce.’

      ‘At ease, men.’ Addressing the corporal, Captain Bywater said, ‘I was about to congratulate them. I was watching from behind the brow of that hill. Saw the whole thing. Damned clever. I’d like to congratulate you men for your ingenuity. The screaming baby was a stroke of genius. The attacking team deserve extra rations. And if you happen to pass by the Dog and Duck I’ll stand each of you a pint tonight.’

      He turned to look at the captive “Germans”.

      ‘You lot are pathetic. Fancy being conned by this ugly fellow.’ He pointed at Scotty. ‘If that’s your idea of a young woman, no one in Aldershot is safe.’

      The men hung their heads, humiliated. Bywater slapped Scotty on the back. ‘Damned resourceful. That’s what we need. A bit of nous and imagination. See to it that they get those extra chocolate rations, Corporal.’ He turned and went back over the top of the hill.

      Howardson addressed the men. ‘I suppose you think you’re clever. Well I’m watching you lot. One step wrong and you’ll all suffer for it.’ He turned to the captured “enemy”. ‘Looks like you’ll be running your extra five miles on your own this time. Now back to base.’

      As they trudged back to the main road for the five mile walk back to the garrison, Jim was near the front of the group. He turned his head to look behind him and saw Walt was watching him, his eyes filled with undisguised hatred.
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