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Prologue





It has to be one of the most extraordinary moments of my entire life. There I am, standing on a stage in front of thousands of people and millions of TV viewers, being told that the nation has voted me their favourite act on Britain’s Got Talent 2019. Gold confetti is raining down on me and the screaming and applause emanating from the audience is rather deafening and incredibly overwhelming. This wasn’t what I had expected when I applied to go on the show all those months ago. It was all a bit of a lark to start with, but then, bizarrely, I appeared to be doing well and made it past my first audition, then through the semifinals and – unbelievably – to the grand finale, where 12 acts had fought it out to win not only £250,000, but also, more excitingly for me, the chance to perform for royalty at the prestigious Royal Variety Performance.


By rights, none of this should have happened to me. In March 2020 I turn 90 years old. Who has ever heard of an 89-year-old winner of a reality talent show? Normally these shows are set up to discover fresh young talent with the view of developing them into a hugely successful global star. But I’m 89. I have had two heart attacks, am not the most agile fella around and I have no interest in falling out of nightclubs or being surrounded by groupies. In some ways I feel as if this experience shouldn’t be mine. Except that it is. I released my first album, Love Changes Everything, at the age of 89. On my 90th birthday in March 2020 I will be on tour, singing to audiences around the UK. In fact, folks, I’m now thinking life actually begins at 90. Which is amazing considering almost three years ago I thought my life had come to an end when I lost my darling wife, Joan, after 66 years of marriage. When she died in my arms, my world collapsed around me. The woman who had inspired me to reach for the stars was no longer there. For a time, I couldn’t imagine a life without her. I saw no future, no reason to carry on. The prospect of living life on my own without someone to love was utterly heartbreaking.


But then the smothering fog of mourning somewhat disappeared, and I remembered that I have two wonderful children, four gorgeous grandchildren and Joan, rooting for me every step of the way. Yes, Joan may have passed, but she is still part of my life. I love her just as much as I did when she was by my side – and I know she loves me. She tells me so, when I sit in my room at the Royal Hospital Chelsea. I look at the picture that hangs opposite my bed and we chat. I keep Joan alive in my heart and, through all the processes of BGT, she was there, standing in front of me. Every song I sang was for Joan. She was, she is, the wind beneath my wings, and I remember all so clearly that first day she danced into my life…




PART 1


The girl who won my heart






CHAPTER 1



Our first dance


There was something about you, Joan, that was simply extraordinary, something magical about you that drew my eye and held my gaze for longer than I probably should have allowed it to.


Unlike the rest of the lovely local lasses who came to dance to the latest big band sounds, you practically oozed what I would confidently describe as class and sophistication. You looked a little younger and more refined than most of your peers, but you possessed the air of a woman who knew exactly who she was and understood the world she lived in.


Most importantly, though, you were a right little stunner. There was no doubt about that! You were the most beautiful girl in the room, if not the village of Willington. Heck, I would even go so far as to say you were the best-looking lass in the whole of County Durham. You were dressed immaculately in a fashionable frock that showcased your trim figure, and your bright and inviting face was framed charmingly by dark wavy locks that fell just above your shoulder. Your pale skin shimmered in the light, giving your large dark eyes and gentle red lips more of a platform to shine.


To say I was enchanted was an understatement. I simply couldn’t tear my eyes away from you, even if I wanted to. Not that I did, mind. Better still, you were looking straight at me with a smile across your lips.


Without a moment’s hesitation, I confidently started across the floor, ready to sweep you off your feet and enchant you with my best dance moves. But, before I could reach you, a distracted couple waltzed straight into me, almost knocking me off my feet. The delay cost me dearly because by the time I had settled myself, a fella had beaten me to you and was already dancing with you.


I was devastated, but not defeated. There was no way I was giving up that easily. And by the way you kept glancing at me with your coy smile, as you were spun around and around by my dance rival, I knew my moment was still to come.


The year was 1949. Remember Joan? I was fresh to the area, having just been transferred from the Royal Artillery band in Salisbury. Aged just 15, I had joined the Army Boys’ Service, where I had spent several years before being recruited and touring extensively across the world with the RA band. My father, who was also in the Army, had had words with certain officials and demanded that I transfer to regimental service to further my career. As a result, I was posted up north to join 700 other fellas at the new camp, Brancepeth, near Willington. It was a camp for both the Durham and Duke of Wellington’s Light Infantry regiments. And I was positively thrilled about it.


You’ll remember, I absolutely loved being part of the Army. It had been a dream of mine to become a soldier for as long as I could remember (well, at least once I’d realised I was never going to become a cowboy) and it had provided me with a life far removed from the glum, chaotic childhood I had led in grotty post-Great Depression, pre-war London, the memories of which still filled me with a chilly sadness.


But that felt like a hundred years ago. I was relieved to have broken free from the squalor and sad neglect of my home life, and I had heartily thrown myself into a new life as a soldier and band member.


No sooner had I settled into my new barracks than I had been delighted to discover that there was going to be a big dance held at the camp on the Thursday and that girls from the local area would be in attendance. What a way to mark my arrival, I remember thinking to myself. I really did love dancing, mainly because I had learned to dance as a youngster.


You see, back in London, when I was around 14 – a time of doing without, when I inexplicably used to draw a flamboyant moustache above my top lip with Mother’s mascara – I had attended a tiny dance school at the top of Camden High Street and learned all of the popular dances of the time, such as the foxtrot, the tango, the quick step and the waltz – you know, all the dances you see nowadays on Strictly Come Dancing. Music had always been a love of mine and I enjoyed big band jazz most of all, so whenever I heard it, you’d more than likely catch me dancing to it.


The dance classes – which I paid for myself using funds earned via various, not-always legal methods – were fun and I relished every minute of them, even though the lads I hung out with on the streets didn’t understand why I enjoyed dancing so. But I didn’t care what they thought about it. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t the leader of the pack or anything, none of us were. But I was forthright and wasn’t afraid to stand my ground if someone tried to make trouble.


But I digress. Let’s get back to the matter at hand – the dance and, yes, meeting you, Joan.


Before I had headed off to the camp dance that evening, I had taken time to prepare myself because I wanted to make a good impression, slipping into my uniform and making sure it was spick and span. Not only would girls from the local villages be in attendance, but so, too, would be the young wives and daughters of my fellow soldiers who lived in the married quarters. I strode into the dance hall a little after 7.30, decked out in all my military best, feeling very confident indeed. Invincible, perhaps.


And that’s when I saw you for the first time.


But with you now being swept around the floor by a rival, I knew I had to act; either to focus my attention on winning you over or simply to bail out. Well, I was no quitter, that’s for sure, so I threw myself into the group dances on the floor, dazzling the other girls and the disgruntled lads with my moves, but always keeping a keen eye on you. I remember being impressed that you were a whizz on the floor, which made you all the more attractive. ‘She is the one for me,’ I whispered to myself, unable to take my eyes off you. ‘I must get a dance with her.’


Events like this were usually hosted by a fella you’d call a dance leader, who would announce what the next style would be. This was the chance for lads like me to cut in and ask a girl for a dance. These were called ‘excuse me’ dances, and while a chap with a soft spot for a girl might be a tad disappointed to lose her to another dance partner, it was just the way the cookie crumbled and no feathers were ruffled.


Throughout the night there were various ‘spot dances’, where couples could win a prize if they landed on the right spot when the music came to an end. But the most fun dance of all was the barn dance. This was a hoot and it gave everyone the perfect opportunity to meet each other mid-routine. The boys would form a circle on the outside while the girls would gather inside. When the music began to play, the boys would move in one direction and the girls in the other. When the music stopped, the girl standing opposite you would be your next partner.


Determined to dance with you, I did everything I possibly could to ensure I ended up as the lucky fella standing opposite you, spinning my various ‘temporary’ partners around the floor a little too fast to ensure that I put myself in prime position to finally meet you.


Lo and behold, my plan actually worked and you were soon standing right there in front of me. Without any time to exchange niceties, the pair of us took off around the floor as if we had danced together a thousand times. Up close, you were even prettier than I had thought, and those eyes! As we covered the floor, the world around me felt as though it was melting away again and I could feel something between us, something magnetic. I knew for certain that this was going to be the start of something very special indeed.


At the end of the dance, we simply stared at each other as we got our breath back and then we laughed, which broke the ice. This was looking good, I remember thinking to myself. Mission almost accomplished! However, when I asked you if I could have the next tango, you simply laughed and replied with a knowing smile and a gently raised eyebrow, ‘How many other girls have you asked?’ I was taken aback at first. You were certainly sassy, that’s for sure, and I couldn’t help but admire the fact that you were playing hard to get. But before I could utter one of my disarmingly witty ripostes, you suddenly turned on your heel and walked off the floor, just like Cinderella, to God-knows-where. I was absolutely heartbroken. This hadn’t gone the way I’d expected it to. But I wasn’t going to give up!


After a thorough search of the hall, I realised you’d gone so I reluctantly spent the remaining hours dancing with the other girls, though not one of them compared to you.


When the evening came to an end, I strolled back to camp, with a heavy heart and my hands buried deep in my pockets. As I retired to my bunk, all I could think about was you. But little did I know then that the girl I had met that evening would be the one to change my life forever.






CHAPTER 2



Falling in love


Joan and I had been married for 66 years when she died in December 2016, but even though I know she is no longer physically with me, she still lives on in my mind and heart. Every morning and every night I sit on the edge of my bed in my berth at the Royal Hospital, staring at the portrait of my beautiful Joan that hangs on the wall, telling her what I have been up to which, admittedly, has been rather a lot since my appearance on Britain’s Got Talent. Some people might think it odd that I still speak to someone who is no longer there. Some people might think I’m quite mad. But I’m far from it. You see, I loved Joan all of my adult life and I wasn’t ready to lose her when I did on that cold winter’s day. While I have, over time, come to terms with the heartbreaking realization that Joan is no longer by my side, I am at my happiest when I am conversing with her and telling her over and over again that I love her now just as much as I ever did. Does she reply to me? Yes, I like to think she does. For almost 70 years we were barely apart, so I think I can imagine what she would want to say to me.


Joan was a wonderful wife. She was my support and anchor, who gave me the best years of my life. Not only did she bless me with two beautiful children, Dawn and Peter, but she is also, quite frankly, the reason I am the man I am today. Every step of the way, she was there, offering encouragement, lifting my spirits when they were low, giving me the love I dearly needed given the experience of my childhood. She truly made me believe that anything was possible, that if I reached for the stars, there was nothing in the world that could stop me from fulfilling my dreams. As clichéd as it sounds, she was indeed the wind beneath my wings.


To think that I almost lost her that night back in 1949 doesn’t bear thinking about. It might sound like this was merely an intense infatuation with a pretty girl I’d just met, but that first encounter on the dance floor was really quite something and made rather a big impression on my heart. For some reason, I truly believed – and please don’t ask me how – that I had met the woman whom I would be with for the rest of my life, even if she had given me the brushoff in the most spectacular of ways. But I still believed, as unlikely as it might have seemed, that one day soon we would meet again.


In the days that followed our first encounter, my mind was all of a dither, thinking only about that girl. Although it felt like she had won my heart, I didn’t really know a single thing about her, except that her name was Joan, she was breathtakingly beautiful, a local lass and an impeccable dancer. I was determined to find out more, but it all depended on whether our paths would cross again. Luckily, there was another dance planned for the following Thursday so I had everything crossed that I would bump into her again. But before then I had to concentrate on life at the camp.


I had only been in County Durham a short while before I met Joan. Prior to that I had travelled the world with the Royal Artillery band and before that I had spent my formative years working hard and learning the military ropes with the Royal Artillery at the Boys’ Battery in the Woolwich Barracks in London. That’s where young fellas like me get knocked into shape so that one day they can stand proud and fight for their country, something that I really hoped to do.


My father, Sergeant Major Albert Thackery, of whom I will speak more later, was stationed with the Royal Engineers in London and had not been happy that I was gallivanting around the world with the Royal Artillery band. Father told me later that he was concerned that there was little chance of progression for me there and was keen to see me do well and flourish within the military. He went straight to the director of music, who had originally plucked me from Boys’ Service, and demanded that I return to duty and back to a unit. At first, the musical director apparently dug his heels in and refused to let me go, but then Father told him in no uncertain terms, ‘I’m entitled to claim him into the Royal Engineers.’ He was right. Parents who were in the military had the power to do just that – so that is how I found myself moving to 45th Field Regiment at Brancepeth Camp in County Durham.


Brancepeth was a lovely-looking camp. Well, nicer than most, probably because it was attached to a rather magnificent-looking castle that dated back to medieval times. I remember getting off the train, walking along the straight road towards the castle and seeing the impressive pile come into view. I don’t think I’d seen anything quite like it before, with its tall medieval towers and imposing structure. It was the kind of place you saw in history books and was nothing like I was used to seeing on the streets of Camden, where I’d grown up for the first 14 years of my life.


On arrival I was assigned to 70 Battery, to be trained as a technical assistant. This meant working in the command post, which is the room where artillery-gun firing is controlled. I was allotted a bed space in a long hut with 11 other chaps. This type of camp was known as a spider camp, due to the ablution block being in the middle of the accommodation blocks – the set up looked like a spider from above. The blokes I was bunking with all seemed pleasant enough, but none particularly stood out to me to start with. I was very much a fella who liked his own company, so was not in the habit of being too friendly. Later on I did develop friendships with Ken Brown and Sefton Smith, who I got to know better throughout my time in the army and beyond but, as always in life, these relationships took a time to form.


As the first week drifted by, I began to get a good feel for the camp and felt suitably settled – my handful of years at Boys’ Service and then touring ensured I felt at home wherever I was. I also gradually became somewhat intrigued by a rather odd fella called Sefton Smith, upon whom my superiors had asked me to keep an eye because he appeared so haphazard. He was an odd chap, for sure. To look at him, you would think he was incapable of caring for himself. But, as I was soon to find out, there was more to him than met the eye.


For one reason or another, the rest of our barracks had packed up and disappeared home on the first weekend of our stay, leaving just Sefton and me to potter around the cavernous camp as if we were the last souls on earth. It really was a different place when there wasn’t a brigade of other guys about. It felt like a silent empty shell, with just the sound of the clock ticking hypnotically and the blustery winter winds howling away outside. Keen to avoid slipping into a boredom-induced coma, I hopped on the edge of Sefton’s bunk and suggested we go for a drink somewhere. ‘Yes please,’ he replied enthusiastically, tossing aside the book he’d been reading for hours, ‘We need to do something because this place is like a morgue.’


Chuckling away at our predicament, we slipped into our uniform, jumped on a bus and headed for the centre of the nearby village, Willington. There we stumbled upon a rather homely little pub that was packed to the rafters with locals downing drinks and having a good old singsong. However, as we stepped over the hearth, clad in our battledress, every head turned to stare at us and the chatter suddenly ceased, just like in the Westerns I used to watch as a youngster. Sefton and I gave each other an awkward side glance, worried for a moment that we might not be welcome in this place. But when the revellers burst into joyful banter and ushered us to the bar, offering us free drink upon drink, our fears were wonderfully allayed.


As we settled in for a night of high jinks, one of the burly locals banged solidly on a table and demanded that someone step up to the piano for a singsong. Sefton and I looked around the room to see which of our new comrades would be brave enough to volunteer, totally oblivious to the fact that the fella already had his eyes fixed on us. ‘Lad, he’s talking about you,’ someone piped up, giving me a firm nudge in the ribs. ‘Yes, you soldier lads, come over here and give us a song,’ the first fella bellowed.


Now, as you know, I do love a rousing sing-a-long so we heartily agreed.


As we wriggled our way through the crowd to take our positions, Sefton whispered under his breath that he was able to play the piano ‘a little bit’, so we decided that I would sing and he would try to follow me on the ol’ Joanna!


But as we soon as we launched into a series of rousing old Cockney favourites that I used to sing back home with my grandfather, Grandad Tom, I was surprised to discover that Sefton’s performance levels were really quite extraordinary! He wasn’t just an adequate player, haphazardly bluffing his way around the keys like a novice, he sounded like an absolute professional. I was really quite astonished. The folks in the pub also appeared impressed by our talents and became so enthralled by our joyful double act that they insisted we carried on belting out songs until last orders, rewarding us with free beers all night before sending us off, back to camp, feeling a little worse for wear. Years later, in Korea, I would perform with Sefton again, in the Army’s concert party.


The Thursday following our night out was the evening I met Joan for the first time and, a week on from that, I was desperately hopeful that I would see her again at the next organized dance.


This time round, I knew I had to impress her properly so that she would take me seriously. I didn’t just want to dance with her, I wanted to get to know her better. But from what she’d said to me on the night – ‘How many other girls have you asked?’ – I was aware she thought I was some kind of fancy-footed Casanova, which couldn’t have been further from the truth. This meant I had my work cut out.


As I got ready for my night out, I took extra care over my appearance, making sure my face was well scrubbed, my teeth clean and my breath minty fresh. Sefton gave me a final once-over, straightening my crooked shirt collar and dusting down my jacket.


When I arrived at the dance, the place was packed out with soldiers and lasses spinning each other around the floor to the jaunty tunes performed by the house band.


A cursory glance around the room left me disappointed as I could see no sign of Joan whatsoever and I suddenly feared the worst. What if she wasn’t coming? What if she had moved away? What if she was missing the dance altogether just to avoid bumping into me again? As a hundred more excuses for her absence cascaded through my head, Joan appeared suddenly, as if out of nowhere. Without wasting a precious moment, I weaved my way through the spinning couples on the dance floor to introduce myself properly.


‘Good evening Miss,’ I ventured, trying to be heard over the big band sounds blaring away in the background. ‘My name is Thackery. Colin Thackery. Pleased to meet you properly.’


Joan flashed me a smile and held out her hand. ‘I’m Joan. Nice to see you. Again.’


Her hand felt soft between my fingers and I held onto it for perhaps a little too long, muttering, ‘I’m terribly sorry if I offended you.’


‘I beg your pardon?’ she asked, leaning in close.


I repeated myself, just as the band played its last note and right before the crowd burst into gleeful applause. ‘I’m sorry if I offended you.’ This time, the words came out loud and clear, pricking the ears of the lads and lasses in our vicinity, who looked over to work out what I had done so wrong before getting swept into the applause.


‘Don’t be silly,’ she replied in her soft Durham accent. ‘You have nothing to say sorry for.’


A tsunami of excitement instantly surged through me. This was going better than I thought. For one, she hadn’t scarpered, and secondly, she appeared not to bear any ill feeling towards me after last week’s episode.


Before she had a chance to change her mind, I eagerly asked her to dance and, before I knew it, we were waltzing away like Fred and Ginger. Occasionally we took a breather from the floor, and we talked and talked as the rest of the world carried on around us. She told me about her job as a milliner at Wilkinson, a large drapers and ladies and gentlemen’s outfitters in Bishop Auckland, how she was one of eight siblings and how her war-veteran dad would frown upon our union because of his belief that soldiers were no good for any daughter of his.


When the night came to an end, my heart sank. Having spent the entire night with Joan, I simply didn’t want it to end. But, as I walked her to the bus stop, I realised this was just the beginning and that I should be patient and let things grow naturally. I knew from the first moment I saw her that there was something special about Joan, but this night had cemented my feelings. I was in love – not just infatuated, but in love, as silly as it sounds.


Of course, I dared not say anything yet, for fear I’d scare the lass off, but I sensed, as we waited hand in hand at the bus stop, that Joan was feeling the same way. When we looked at each other, it was with an intensity I had never experienced before, as if we were trying to memorize everything about each other’s faces for our mind’s eye to store until we next saw each other. As the bus headlights appeared along the road and its growling engine grew louder and louder, my heart sank, knowing we didn’t have long until we had to say goodbye. Once again, we looked into each other’s eyes.


‘There’s another dance in Willington on Saturday…’ Joan ventured. ‘I’m not sure what you’re doing that night, but I was, er, thinking of going.’


I chuckled. ‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world.’


As the bus pulled up to the stop, I leaned in and planted a light kiss on her cheek. ‘Goodnight sweetheart,’ I said, looking like a Cheshire cat that had lapped up all the cream. ‘I’ll see you at the bus stop. Saturday! Seven o’clock sharp!’


As Joan climbed aboard the bus and took her seat by a window, I suddenly felt a pang of sheer devastation grip my heart, the kind of ache you experience when you lose or break a treasured possession. The pain grew stronger as the bus eased away and headed off into the darkness of night. I waited until I could see its tail-lights no more and then began to mooch my way back to camp with my head full of memories. It was only then, when I was alone, that I realised just how bitterly cold it was.






CHAPTER 3



A secret romance


Once again, the week drifted by too slowly for my liking but, when Saturday finally arrived, I made sure I was at the bus stop extra early to meet Joan. I didn’t know why, but I’d convinced myself that it was a much better idea to be pacing up and down in the freezing cold than sitting in the warmer barracks.


When the bus arrived, just after seven, I could see Joan sitting solemnly by the window, with her hair hanging down across one side of her face. I waved at her like a maniac, excited to see her again. But when she stepped off the bus, she seemed somewhat reserved. Had something changed? As I approached her, she turned her head away, clearly trying to avoid my gaze.


‘What’s wrong?’ I asked, worried that the flame I thought she was carrying for me was all but extinguished.


‘Nothing,’ she sighed dismissively, walking on ahead.


‘There’s something,’ I pleaded. ‘I just know it.’ I reached for her arm but she wriggled free.


Joan carried on walking until I called out her name. She stopped still, but didn’t turn.


‘What’s wrong?’ I asked resting my hands on her shoulders from behind. ‘Is it me? Is it something I’ve done?’


‘No,’ she replied, starting to turn towards me. ‘It’s something I’ve done.’


Having fully turned to me, she pulled back the hair that was draped over one side of her face to reveal a massive purple and yellow bruise that surrounded a rather squished-looking eye. I gasped out loud. It was the worst shiner I had ever seen in my life.


‘What the hell…?’ I began, concerned that some bounder had hurt her. ‘Who did this? I swear, I’ll sort them out if you tell me who did this to you.’


Joan giggled momentarily. ‘Oh Colin, you are a sweetheart,’ she said, more upbeat than I expected her to sound. ‘It was just an accident. I was playing netball with the girls and all of a sudden someone elbowed me right in the eye. It hurt like mad at the time, but it looks worse than it feels now.’


I wrapped my arms around her and gave her a gentle squeeze. ‘Oh Joan,’ I breathed into her ear, enjoying the unexpected intimacy. ‘What are we going to do with you, eh?’


I laughed and so, too, did Joan.


‘But we can’t go to the dance,’ she carried on.


‘Why not? I’ve been looking forward to it all week,’ I said.


‘I can’t go looking like this! I’d never live it down,’ she argued. ‘Everyone will stare at me.’


‘Who cares?’ I hit back, worried that she might want to head home again. ‘Let them stare. That nasty old bruise hasn’t made you any less beautiful. In fact, I think it makes you look even prettier.’


Joan flashed me an unconvinced look and then creased up into laughter.


‘I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all week,’ I pleaded. ‘I don’t want to go back to the camp.’


‘Who said anything about going home, you great fool,’ she laughed. ‘I’m not going home, I’m just saying I can’t go to the dance looking like I’ve done ten rounds in a boxing ring.’


Instead, we decided to go for a walk, got some chips from the chippie and chatted the night away, hardly pausing for breath.


At the end of the night, we agreed to meet again at the camp dance the following week and again at the dance at Willington the week after that. Attending dances was handy for us because it wasn’t too expensive. Although Joan was earning her own money at Wilkinson, I wasn’t exactly what you could call flush. You see, when I first got to the camp I was restricted to a shilling a day because there had been some sort of cock up while I was travelling around the world with the touring band. Apparently, I’d been paid as an adult all that time so I was told I would have to pay back the difference. Therefore when I arrived in Durham I was already in debt to the Army, so they restricted my pay until it was made up. All I was left with was seven bob a week, which didn’t stretch all that far. To supplement my income, I did a bit of extra work around the camp, cleaning for the other fellas, pressing uniforms, polishing boots, that sort of thing. I’d already been in the Army for more than three years by now so I was used to it and, if I say so myself, pretty darned good at it. More often than not, Joan would insist on paying for nights out, which I simply hated. I didn’t like her subsidizing me. I didn’t think it was right. But she insisted on doing it nevertheless.


It wasn’t long before the pair of us were officially courting, seeing each other as much as we could but always wary not to attract too much attention to ourselves as we were both worried what might happen if Joan’s dad ever found out about us. It was real Romeo and Juliet stuff! She was convinced that he wouldn’t be at all happy that one of his daughters was cavorting around the place with a young soldier. He’d been one himself – fighting in the First World War – he didn’t want one of his daughters walking out with a ‘here today, gone tomorrow’ soldier.


To ensure we could see each other for longer on nights out, Joan would arrange to stay at her brother Henry’s house near the camp, careful not to let on she was seeing a soldier. Henry was a lovely chap, almost 30 at the time and a fitter down the pit. If machinery needed repairing, Henry was your man. But, as lovely as he was, we didn’t dare tell him about our courtship, just in case he let slip to their dad.


Sometimes, Henry’s job at the pit meant he would have to work overnight during the week or at weekends. When Joan confided in Henry’s wife, Joyce, about our blossoming relationship, they agreed that when Henry was away, she would stay over to keep Joyce company. In reality, Joan would turn up at the house with me in tow and, after a chat and a cup of hot tea, Joyce would very kindly retire to her room so that the pair of us could have some much-needed alone time.


Up until this point, our relationship had been pretty innocent, sneaking gentle pecks whenever we could. For one, we wanted to keep our relationship on the quiet, so that word never got back to Joan’s family. But also, we weren’t exactly a showy couple. We were modest and wanted to take our time. In the safety of Henry’s house, Joan and I felt comfortable to be intimate, but always within reason – just a few snogs here and there, nothing too heavy.


Joan and I had talked about taking things further, but that’s all it was – talk. It wasn’t really for Joan at that time and I respected her wishes. Of course, I was young and eager, but I respected Joan and I was in no rush to become too intimate too fast. I had such strong feelings for Joan and genuinely believed that she would one day be my wife that I was quite happy to wait for that special moment.


It’s funny, at 19, I hadn’t experienced much romance in my life, not like the other lads I knew. In fact, it was pretty uneventful. I’d snuck the odd kiss from a girl at a dance from time to time, but there was never anyone who had really meant anything to me.


As the weeks drifted by, our courtship continued in a very tasteful way. If Joan was unable to stay over at Henry’s, I would go out of my way to walk her up the steep hill back home to Oakenshaw, the small little mining village where she lived with her mam, dad and four of her six sisters. Her other two sisters had by then married and left home, along with her brother, Henry. By the time we made it up to the top, we’d both be exhausted and out of breath, which gave us the perfect opportunity to take a rest and enjoy each other’s company for just a little while longer. Once recovered, I’d then walk her to her door and, as quietly as possible, give her a long and lingering kiss goodnight on the doorstep before dashing back down the hill to the camp.


This hiding-in-the-shadows routine carried on for several weeks with no one twigging – but it wasn’t long before our secret was finally exposed.






CHAPTER 4



Meeting the family


‘Oh Joan,’ I sighed, as we strolled up the hill, hand in hand, towards her parents’ house after another village dance, ‘I don’t think I have ever felt as happy as I do now.’ Joan squeezed my hand and snuggled her head into my shoulder, giggling gently.


‘Oh Hunk,’ she chuckled, using one of the many nicknames she would give me over the years, ‘I wish we could bottle this and make it last forever.’


Yes, when you’re in love, you really do talk in clichés. And yet, as soppy as those words I said to Joan may have sounded, I meant every single one of them.


It had been yet another joyous night in the village. We’d danced ourselves silly and laughed ourselves hoarse and we’d kissed as if the world was about to end. We even talked about the future – our future – and I was pleased to hear that Joan wanted the same things as me. We talked about enjoying a life together, perhaps even getting married one day and the joy that having kids would bring us. I may have been just shy of 20 years old, but I was grown-up enough to know what I wanted. I wanted to throw myself into a relationship full of love and devotion, like the ones you read about in great romance novels or see in epic films such as Gone With The Wind. I wanted to have something my own parents didn’t have – a happy, loving and respectful marriage. What I could remember about Mother and Father being together really wasn’t worth thinking about. Their marriage was far from happy and all they appeared to do was argue and slam doors or storm out of the house and disappear for long spells of time. I never saw them happily together, never saw them embrace, never saw them even hold hands.
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