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BARBARA SCOTT LEANED on her hoe and stared out over the fields, blinking away the tears that filled her brown eyes. The sun was warm on her face and she tucked under her turban the wayward lock of her dark wavy hair that always managed to escape, no matter how hard she tried to keep it under control. She gave out a long, low sigh and brushed away her tears as she remembered what her mum had always said: ‘You mustn’t cry on your birthday, otherwise you’ll cry all year round.’ Her dear, dear mum. If only she was still here. Today, Thursday the twenty-sixth of August 1943, was Babs’s twentieth birthday. Lydia, her friend and workmate, had told her that on Saturday night they were going to the local hop in the village hall to celebrate.

Babs liked Lydia. She always knew how to cheer her up. They had known each other for over two years now, both having joined the Land Army on the same day. They met when they were sent to an agricultural college to do their training, then on to Sussex, and had worked on the same farm ever since. Babs and Lydia were lucky to be on a  medium-sized farm that with its small herd of cattle and fields of cereal and vegetables gave them a good all-round training. The farm’s owners, Mr Johnson and his wife Edna, were kind and understanding and took them under their wing after all their male workers had been called up. Babs had joined the Land Army in January 1941 because in December 1940 her home was bombed and both her parents killed. She could still remember the fear she’d felt when she turned the corner into Green Street and saw that her home had been reduced to a pile of rubble. She knew then that her dear mum and dad had died, and was devastated. She was an orphan and homeless. She felt that her world had collapsed around her.

Babs came from Rotherhithe, south London, and Lydia from a place called Woodford. Babs only knew it was somewhere north of the Thames, and thought it must have been very posh. Lydia, a tall, striking blonde with blue eyes and a ready smile, was an only child and had been to a grammar school. From the start Babs was told to call her Lydi; her father always called her that but her mother used her full name. Despite their different backgrounds, the two girls were very good friends, and Lydi had proved a shoulder to cry on whenever Babs thought back to her old, happy life before the war changed everything.

Babs had an elder sister. Joy was five years older than her and along with her twins, who were three last November, had lived a few streets away from her parents. So far their house had remained intact, apart from some ceilings down and broken windows. Joy, like so many young mothers with small children, had been evacuated out of London almost at the beginning of the war and had been living in  South Wales ever since. At first she hated it and was very homesick, but since their parents’ deaths, she appeared to be quite happy to keep her children away from the bombs. Joy’s husband Stan was in the Merchant Navy and had been almost all of his life. Babs liked Stan; he was kind and had always made her welcome in their home. She hadn’t seen Joy since their parents’ funeral, Stan was away at the time, so it was just her and her sister and a few neighbours who had survived that land mine who stood at the graveside on that cold, damp January afternoon. Babs shuddered as she remembered that sad, sad day nearly three years ago. Her life now couldn’t be more different. Busy working on the land, she had gradually learned to accept her parents’ deaths and, with the help of Mr Johnson and Edna and her friend Lydi, had even started to laugh again. She wiped her eyes with her hankie.

Today the sun was shining and Babs was looking forward to dressing up and going out dancing. Secretly she was also hoping to see a young airman, Andy, who was stationed at the airfield ten miles away. She had met him a few times at the dances that were held in the local village hall.

Babs worked her hoe into the parched ground. Today she and Lydi were clearing weeds in the field behind the house so that the winter cabbage could be planted. She looked up when she caught sight of her friend coming towards her. Babs knew that in her rucksack there would be a flask of tea and some sandwiches and perhaps even a piece of Edna’s delicious home-made cake.

‘The postman’s been, and there’s a birthday card from your sister.’

Babs smiled. ‘And how do you know that? You been reading my mail?’

‘Course not, but who else would know it’s your birthday?’

Babs shrugged. ‘You never know, I might have a secret admirer.’

Lydi sat down. ‘I suppose the King or Churchill might know and send you a card.’

Babs laughed and sat down next to her.

‘You don’t seem to have done a lot while I’ve been getting food and sustenance for us.’

‘No, sorry about that. This weeding is hard work; the ground’s as hard as nails. I got a bit carried away daydreaming. Besides, look at me blisters.’

‘After two and a half years they should have hardened up by now. Spit on them, I always do.’

‘You sound like some old farm hand.’

Lydi picked a blade of grass and put it in her mouth. ‘Ooh aarh.’

Babs laughed. ‘Mind you, it would be a help if Mr J could get a tractor round here.’

‘That would mean driving through the hedges. Besides, we’ve only got this job till he can get hold of the machinery, then he can cut the wheat in the top field. Then it’s all hands on deck as we stack the stoops and help with making the haystacks.’

‘I know. I like doing that.’

‘Well, we have a lot of laughs with the other farmers who come to help.’

‘I love this time of the year when we go off and help at the other farms,’ said Babs.

‘These locals certainly know how to enjoy themselves when they get together, even if they are working.’

Babs smiled. ‘Pass me a sandwich. We’re lucky to get so well fed. My mum used to tell me how she would queue for  hours and not really know what she was queuing for half the time.’

‘My mother is still cross that she can’t have all her goods delivered.’ Lydi laughed. ‘Gosh, this tastes good,’ she said, biting into the thick cheese doorstep.

‘Edna certainly looks after us.’

They drank their tea and settled back.

‘What you wearing on Sat’day?’ asked Babs.

‘Don’t know. I might wear my black skirt and white blouse. What about you?’

‘Well, let me see. It could be me blue frock, or me skirt and blouse - you know, the only one I’ve got and that wants mending - or I could wear me leggings and gaiters. That would go down a treat.’

Lydi sat up and looked at her. ‘D’you know, I reckon that could drive the blokes mad. They do say that men love a woman in uniform.’

Babs laughed. ‘I was even wondering about going into Horsham and seeing if I could get a new frock. I’ve got the money and the coupons.’

‘Lucky old you. I get through my wages and my own and my father’s clothing coupons almost before the ink’s dry.’

‘D’you know, we used to be able to go to Petticoat Lane and get stuff cheap. I bet now you could get gear without coupons if you paid the right price.’

‘I daresay there are still plenty of those types about. If only we knew someone who knew someone.’

‘I expect there are plenty around if you know where to look.’

Lydi stood up. ‘Come on, this won’t get the job done.’

‘Slave driver. Remember, it’s me birthday and I should be treated as such.’

‘You’d better tell Hitler that, then he’d stop the war for the day.’

‘If only,’ said Babs wistfully.

 



After their evening meal, where they enjoyed a special cake Edna had made for Babs’s birthday, the girls sat on the swing that was hanging in the large oak tree and watched Edna and Mr Johnson’s grandchildren playing.

‘It’s a pity Mr J’s son has his own farm, otherwise he could be helping here.’

‘Then we wouldn’t be here,’ said Lydi.

‘That’s true.’ Babs knew that Edna worried about her husband’s health at times and wished her only son could help out more, but he had his own farm to run. Norman’s wife Iris had inherited it from her father, and between them they had built up their herd of cattle. They had two lovely children, Grace and Robert, and fortunately their farm wasn’t too far away and the children often came to see their grandparents on their way home from school.

‘That was so nice of Edna to make me a sponge cake. She said she was a bit upset at not being able to ice it.’

‘And don’t forget the bottle of elderberry wine that Mr J took out of his storeroom.’ Babs giggled. ‘D’you know, I feel a bit tiddly.’

‘Well let’s face it, you’re not used to drinking.’

Babs closed her eyes. ‘I wish sunny days like this could go on for ever.’

‘I do agree with you, but it’s not very practical. We have to have rain.’

‘Oh shut up. Let me dream.’

‘I’m looking forward to Saturday. Let’s hope some of the boys from the camp can get leave,’ Lydi said.

Depending on the weather, sometimes the planes from the airfield would fly overhead, and as they watched them, Babs and Lydi often wondered how many of them went out and never returned.

‘I think a few of the pilots have gone on a course,’ said Lydi.

‘I know. I only hope those that can dance have been left behind.’ Babs didn’t want to know if any of them were missing; after all, some of them were just boys.

They settled down into a comfortable silence, each lost in her own thoughts.

 



On Saturday evening, Babs felt good after curling her hair and putting on her make-up. Since she’d been working outside, her skin had a lovely healthy tan. This was so different from working behind a counter in a shop. She’d loved her job at Woolworth’s and her life in London. She would wear make-up and do her hair in the latest styles. She’d been a great film fan and tried to follow the fashion of her favourite stars. How she would have loved legs like Betty Grable, hair like Veronica Lake and to be able to dance like Rita Hayworth. Could she ever go back to all that when this war was over?

‘Right. Best foot forward,’ said Lydi.

‘I only hope some of the blokes remember which is their best foot.’

‘As long as they hold us in their arms and don’t smell, that’s all I want.’

‘You sound like a right old tart.’

‘Could be. Now come on.’ Lydi pushed her through the door.

The evening air was still and full of scent.

Babs took a long sniff. ‘I love this time of evening,’ she said as they cycled along the road.

‘It certainly has a kind of magic. That’s of course if you don’t suffer from hay fever.’

‘Trust you to say something to shatter my dreams.’

‘I can’t help being very practical.’

‘I know.’ Babs grinned.

When they walked into the church hall, the local band was playing a toe-tapping quickstep. Babs and Lydi made their way to a seat and waited for their evening to begin.




Chapter 2

 



 



 



 




AS THE EVENING wore on, Babs and Lydi were danced on and off their feet. They were on nodding terms with a few of the local boys, and some looked as if they had just come straight from school. For others this must have been their first dance, and they were prepared to try the dances without any thought to their partners or their feet. There were also some older men, who hadn’t bothered to bath but who had changed their shirts and slicked down their hair, hoping that would give them the edge over the young lads with the ladies. Fortunately some of the boys from the nearby RAF camp had managed to get the evening off, but not Andy, Babs realised.

One young air force lad called Billy, who had been whirling Babs round the floor in a quickstep, said, ‘I’ve seen you here before. You’re the one what’s going out with Andy Harper.’

‘I’m not.’

‘That’s not what he says.’

‘What’s he been saying?’

‘Just that he fancies the Land Army girl he dances with,  he reckons you’re a bit of all right and he’d like to take you out.’

Babs was taken aback. ‘Well he ain’t said nothing to me.’

‘Just wait till he gets back off this course.’

Babs smiled. Andy had told his mates he liked a Land Girl, but what if it was someone else? After all, he was good-looking and danced with a few of the other girls.

 



As they cycled back to the farm, Babs was telling Lydi what the young airman Billy had said. ‘So, d’you reckon it could be me he’s been talking about?’

‘Could be. But there’s a few girls from the other farms that go to the dances, and don’t forget some of them deliver stuff to the camp.’

‘I know.’

‘D’you like him?’

Babs nodded. ‘Not that I know anything about him.’

‘Well just see what happens next week. Will he be back by then?’

‘According to Billy he should be.’

‘Well remember, even if this is wartime, keep your knickers on on the first date.’

‘Yes, Mum! But he’s got to ask me out first.’

‘Come on, let’s get a move on. We’ve got an early start in the morning,’ said Lydi, racing ahead.

‘Oh for a lovely long lay in bed.’

‘You’ll have to wait till the end of the war for that.’

‘I know.’ As they continued, Babs thought about what Lydi had said. She so desperately wanted to be loved. To have someone’s arms round her to make her feel safe. But she knew that might not happen for a very long time.

It was early September and Farmer Johnson had borrowed the cutting machine and binder. All weekend the girls and men from other farms had been stacking the corn and helping to make haystacks. Babs loved the atmosphere, as there was plenty of banter and laughter. Edna kept them well supplied with food and drinks. But they had to stop work when the light began to fade, and on Saturday they were too tired to go to the dance. When they sank into bed, they each had their own thoughts.

Lydi, who was twenty-one, was happy doing physical work; this was something she enjoyed. She smiled to herself as she remembered the look on her mother’s face when she told her parents she had joined the Land Army.

‘But you’re not used to working.’

‘I know, Mother, and it’s about time I did. There’s a war on and everybody should do their bit.’

Lydi remembered the huge grin her father gave her.

‘You could go into an office or something like that,’ her mother had said.

‘No, I’m sorry. Besides, it’s too late. I’m just waiting for my papers.’

‘Well I think it’s all wrong.’

‘So is war.’

Babs was thinking about Andy. Did he really like her? She knew she was a dreamer, but she didn’t care. To her, life was too short and she longed to find that special someone. Slowly a tear ran from the corner of her eye, as she remembered her mum and dad’s love for each other. Why had they had to die? They were both only in their forties. They had been honest, hard-working people who had only lived for their family. Her dad had been on the docks since he left school at fourteen, and her mother had  been a cleaner since Joy and Babs had been old enough to go to school.

Babs sighed and turned over. Although she had been working hard all day and had gone to bed tired, sleep just wouldn’t come.

Lydi listened to Babs tossing and turning. It would be lovely for her to find someone to love. Lydi was happy to go back home to her family when all this was over, but what did Babs have to go back to? Her sister would have her own life with her husband and children. Lydi gave a little sigh. What would she do if she lost her parents?

 



A week later, the girls were ready to go off to the local hop again, and to Babs’s joy she saw Andy standing at the doorway. With his light brown wavy hair, dark eyes and air-force-blue battle dress unbuttoned, he looked handsome and relaxed.

‘Hello,’ she said shyly. ‘Did you enjoy the course?’

‘It was all right. Look, me and a few others are going to the pub in a bit. D’you fancy coming with us?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll have to see what Lydi wants to do.’

‘Why? She ain’t your keeper, is she?’

‘No. But we always like to do things together.’

‘Well, go and ask her.’

‘So how about it?’ asked Babs after she’d told her friend about the pub.

‘Why not? It’ll make a change to do something a bit different.’

Later that evening, when the girls walked into the pub, all the old men looked up and stared at them. This was a local with regular old boys who didn’t approve of young ladies going into pubs.

‘Get a seat, girls,’ said Andy as he and his mates went up to the bar.

Babs smiled at some of the older men, but they quickly turned away and began talking to their friends.

‘Not very welcoming, are they?’ said Lydi, looking round.

‘Well, we are in the country, and some of these old boys look as if they’ve been sitting here since the year dot, while we’re just a couple of girls out with four air-force blokes.’

‘Yes, and I daresay they think we’re just a couple of good-time girls.’

‘Opportunity would be a nice thing,’ joked Babs.

Lydi smiled. ‘D’you know, young Barbara, you are getting to be very wayward.’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘Got you two half a shandy, is that all right?’ said Andy, putting the drinks on the table.

‘That’s fine,’ said Lydi. ‘How much do we owe you?’

‘You can get the next round in,’ said Andy.

Babs was secretly thrilled. Perhaps Andy did want to spend time with her.

As the evening wore on, she couldn’t resist trying to find out more about him. ‘So you come from London as well?’

‘Yer. North of the river.’

‘Got a wife hidden away somewhere, Andy?’ asked Lydi.

‘No, and I don’t intend to get one. Seen too many marriages go on the rocks, so I don’t wonner go down that road. Besides, I only want a good time. Love ’em and leave ’em is my motto.’

Babs felt deflated. She certainly didn’t want to be one of his trophies.

After a few more drinks she was feeling very light-headed, and every joke sent her into loud peals of laughter.

‘I think it’s about time we went back,’ Lydi said to her.

‘Don’t be such a spoilsport.’

‘Babs, you are showing yourself up,’ said Lydi softly. ‘I suggest we leave now, while you are still able to walk.’

‘I ain’t that bad. Am I?’

Lydi nodded.

Babs struggled to her feet. ‘I was having such a good time,’ she said as they made their way to the door.

‘I know you were. But you’re not used to drinking and I think all the excitement has gone to your head.’

‘Where’s Andy?’ asked Babs when they were outside.

‘Gone to the gents. Now come on.’

‘I want to wait for Andy.’

‘He goes in the other direction, and you don’t want to hang about waiting for the likes of him.’

Babs looked round and shouted, ‘Andy! Where are you?’

Lydi cringed as an elderly couple came out of the pub and looked at the girls. The woman tutted and said loudly, ‘This war is certainly bringing some of the worst people into our village.’

‘We’re only here to do a job,’ said Lydi.

The couple moved on quickly.

‘Now come on, Babs, behave.’

‘Yes, Mum,’ she said with a huge grin on her face.

‘Will you be all right on your bike?’

‘Of course.’ Babs collected her bike and, together with Lydi, began a very wobbly journey back to the place she now called home.
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BABS SLOWLY OPENED her eyes, then shut them again very quickly. The sunshine flooding their room was so bright.

‘So you’re awake, then,’ said Lydi, who was standing over her.

‘What time is it?’

‘Seven.’

‘Seven.’ Babs sat up, and then fell back down again, holding her head. ‘Me head feels as if it’s gonner burst.’

‘It’s what’s known as a hangover.’

She sat up again, but this time very slowly. ‘Why didn’t you wake me? The milking. What about the milking?’

‘Don’t worry, me and the boss saw to that. Now when you’re ready, breakfast is on the table.’

‘Don’t think I fancy any.’

‘We’ve got a long day in front of us, so come on, show a leg.’

Carefully Babs got out of bed and, going over to the washstand, poured some water from the fancy floral jug into the matching bowl and threw some over her face. After getting dressed as quickly as she could, she very gingerly made her way downstairs.

‘Good morning, young lady,’ said Mr Johnson. ‘From what Lydi here tells me, you had a good time last night.’

Babs gave him a weak smile and gently nodded.

‘Come on now, girls, sit yourselves down and I’ll bring in the breakfast,’ said Edna, bustling around them. She was round and always smiling and had a rosy glow like the farmers’ wives in children’s books.

‘Not too much for me, thanks, Edna,’ said Babs.

‘Nonsense. A young girl like you needs all the nourishment she can get.’

Babs looked at Lydi, who only smiled.

After breakfast and as they left the kitchen, Mr Johnson said, ‘When you turn the cows out, watch the gates up in that far field; make sure they’re shut. Joss from up the road said those evacuee kids have been leaving them open again.’

‘Will do,’ said Lydi.

‘I’m surprised those kids go anywhere near the cows,’ said Babs as they made their way to the sheds. ‘I remember when I first saw a cow, frightened the life out o’ me. I couldn’t believe how big they were. Trouble is, we don’t see a lot of cows in Rotherhithe.’

Lydi laughed. ‘Now you look after them like a mother hen.’

‘Well, they are daft old things.’

It was with great effort that Babs got through the morning. ‘I’m never, ever gonner drink again,’ she said to Lydi when they were sitting quietly eating their lunch.

‘I’ve heard a lot of people say that, including me when I got my first hangover.’

‘I can’t ever imagine you having a hangover. You always seem so self-controlled and in charge.’

‘I have had my moments. At least you can still ride a bike when you’re drunk.’

‘I wasn’t drunk, just a bit merry.’

‘Yes, I could see that. Now come on, we’ve got a lot to do today.’

‘You can be such a slave-driver.’ Babs got to her feet.

 



As the weeks went on, the girls’ lives consisted of working, going to the pictures and dancing on some Saturday nights. When Andy didn’t come to the hop one night, Babs asked one of the lads from the camp if they knew where he was. She was told that a lot of the blokes had been posted. So that was it, he had gone from out of her life. At least she hadn’t let herself get too serious about him.

It was at the end of September that the girls were laughing as they made their way back to the farm after a day in the top field, both looking forward to their dinner. Edna was a great cook, and often the smell of something delicious would greet them before they arrived. But when they got back to the farmhouse it looked deserted and unusually, it was all closed up.

‘Edna!’ called Lydi.

There was no reply.

Babs began looking around the yard. ‘The lorry’s gone.’

‘They did say the children might be over this afternoon. Perhaps they’ve taken them home,’ said Lydi, going through into the kitchen. ‘There’s a note for us.’

‘What’s it say?’

‘Oh my God. They’ve gone to the hospital.’

‘Why?’

‘It seems Mr J has been taken ill.’

‘Oh no. Does it say what’s wrong?’

‘No.’

‘So how did they manage to take the lorry? Edna can’t drive.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Do you think Norman knows?’

‘I think we’d better go and find out. It won’t take us long on our bikes.’

As they made their way to Norman’s farm, they were both terribly worried about the dear old farmer who’d been so kind to them. What would happen if he was very ill? How would they manage to run the farm?

They threw their bikes to the ground and rushed round to the kitchen door. Iris, Norman’s wife, was sitting at the table with the children. She jumped up as they walked in ‘What’s happened to Mr Johnson?’ asked Lydi.

‘Thank goodness you’re here. Is Norman with you?’

‘He must be with his dad. A note said they’d gone to the hospital.’

Iris put her hand to her mouth. ‘Sidney collapsed when the children were there and they ran all the way here to get Norman.’

Babs looked at the children’s tear-stained faces. She went over and, sitting between them, put her arms round their shoulders. ‘Don’t worry. Grandpa will be all right. He’s a big strong man.’

‘So Edna must have gone as well,’ said Iris.

Lydi nodded. ‘Norman must have driven the lorry.’

‘Grandpa looked ever so funny,’ said Robert. He was six and was a lovable boy with tight dark curls, which he hated.

Babs ruffled his hair. ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine.’

‘He won’t die, will he?’ asked Grace, a slim, thoughtful girl with straight dark hair and big brown eyes.

‘No, course not,’ said Lydi.

‘I’ll make a cup of tea,’ said Iris. ‘I wonder how long they’ll be there? I hope Sidney is all right.’

‘Me too,’ said Lydi.

‘I don’t know what to do if Norman doesn’t come home in time for milking.’

‘We can manage for the moment with our cows. How many have you got now, Iris?’ asked Lydi.

‘Twenty.’

‘That’s a lot of milking.’

‘I know.’

‘Perhaps Norman will be home before long,’ said Lydi.

‘I hope so.’ Iris put the teapot on the table.

Babs looked at Lydi. ‘Look. What say we have a cuppa, then we’ll be off and get ours milked, and if Norman’s not home by then, we’ll come back and give Iris a hand,’ she said.

Iris gave them a weak smile. ‘Thanks. I’d be very grateful.’

 



When the girls had finished the milking and there was still no sign of Norman and his mother, they set off once again to Norman’s farm. It was much larger than Mr Johnson’s, with a bigger dairy herd.

‘Thank goodness you’re here,’ said Iris, peering round the backside of the cow she was milking. She stood up and stretched her back. ‘Would you mind carrying on here so I can put the children to bed? They do have to go to school tomorrow.’

‘You go ahead, we’ll manage,’ said Lydi.

Iris stopped at the door. ‘Thank you so much.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Lydi, giving her a beaming smile. ‘Don’t worry too much about Mr J, I’m sure he’ll be fine.’

‘I hope so.’

Babs always admired the way Lydi could put anyone at ease as she took over the situation.

‘What d’you think’s wrong with Mr J?’ She asked.

‘Wouldn’t like to say.’

‘I hope it’s not too serious. We couldn’t manage the farm on our own. Whoa, Polly, settle down now,’ said Babs as she patted the cow she was milking.

‘I know. We could get help from some of the other farmers, but most of them have got more than enough to do now the government wants more production. Let’s hope everything will be fine and Norman will be here soon.’

There was still no sign of Norman when the girls left. It was dark as they cycled along the country lanes.

‘That was a lot of cows.’

‘I know,’ said Babs. ‘Me poor little fingers feel like sausages.’

‘It was nice of Iris to give us a meal.’

‘I don’t think she wanted us to leave.’

‘It would be wonderful if these people were on the telephone, then at least they would know what was happening.’

‘Don’t forget that some of the residents here only had electric just before the war.’

‘In a town, you tend to forget how some people live. I tell you something, young Babs. Even with a war on, I’m glad I live in this century.’

‘So am I. And I tell you something else. I won’t need anyone to rock me to sleep tonight.’

‘You never do. And don’t snore.’

‘I’ll try not to.’




Chapter 4

 



 



 



 




EVEN THOUGH THEY were both exhausted, Babs and Lydi couldn’t go to bed till they knew what had happened to Mr Johnson. They were quietly listening to the wireless and for once didn’t speak at all. When they heard the lorry come into the yard, they both jumped up and ran to the door. They could see that only Norman and Edna were in the lorry.

‘How is he?’ asked Lydi.

‘Not so good,’ said Norman as he helped his mother down the vehicle’s high step.

‘The kettle’s on, I’ll make a cuppa,’ said Babs as the sorry bunch made their way into the kitchen.

Edna, who looked lost and drawn, sat at the large deal table. The kitchen, the hub of the household, was always warm and friendly.

‘He’s had a stroke.’ Edna looked from one to the other. ‘How’re we going to manage?’

Babs took hold of her hand. ‘I am so sorry,’ she said, fighting back the tears.

‘We’ll manage somehow,’ said Lydi.

‘But how?’

‘Don’t worry about it now. Is the tea ready, Babs?’ Lydi asked.

Babs put the brown china teapot in the middle of the table and covered it with the brightly coloured knitted tea cosy.

‘How bad is he, Norman?’ asked Lydi.

‘He’s lost the use of his left arm and leg, but although his face is slightly one-sided, he can still talk after a fashion.’

‘They said that with care and exercise he could recover completely, but it’s going to be a long road and you know how impatient he can be.’ Edna gave them a weak smile.

‘Well I reckon between us we can sort that out,’ said Babs, trying to sound cheerful and upbeat when really she was terribly worried. Mr J and Edna had taken her mum and dad’s place, and to her they were family.

‘Mum, I must go.’ Norman stood up. ‘I don’t know how Iris will manage. She’s got all those cows to milk.’

‘Don’t worry, Norman, we did it. After we finished here we went and helped her while she put the little uns to bed.’

Norman patted Lydi’s arm. ‘Thanks. You two have certainly turned up trumps. I must admit, when Dad first told me he was having a couple of Land Girls, I had my doubts. But you’ve both proved me wrong. Thank you.’

‘We’re not bad for a couple of townies,’ said Babs.

‘I’ll send one of my lads to take you to the hospital tomorrow, Ma.’

‘Thanks, son.’

He kissed his mother’s cheek and left.

‘He’s good lad,’ said Edna as she watched him get on his bike and stood waving him goodbye.

The following morning Edna tapped on their bedroom door. They were lucky to have a front bedroom. It was sparsely furnished but practical, with a washstand and a wardrobe that had a full-length mirror on the inside, plus two single beds with colourful counterpanes. A small chest of drawers that was old and had been painted cream served as a dressing table with a set of three mirrors on top. Apart from a couple of old painted chairs, that was all the room possessed, though Mr Johnson had put up some shelves for their make-up. It was a bright room with a large window that overlooked the farm, and Edna kept it spotless.

‘Do you want help with the milking this morning?’ she asked, coming into the room. Her grey hair, which was normally neatly pulled into a bun on top of her head, was hanging down and they could see she hadn’t had much sleep.

‘No, that’s all right, we can manage,’ said Lydi, who was up and dressed.

Babs jumped out of bed.

‘Well, I’ll get breakfast for you when you’ve finished. There’s a pot of tea already made. Got to start the day right with a cup of tea, so Sidney always says. I’ll leave you to get dressed, Babs.’

Babs smiled at her.

‘She don’t look so good, does she?’ she said after Edna left.

Lydi shook her head. ‘And not had a lot of sleep by the look of it.’

‘This is a big farm for just us to manage.’ Babs sat on the bed and pulled on her woollen socks. ‘What we gonner do?’

‘I don’t know. We’ll just take one day at a time. I’m sure Norman will sort something out.’

‘I hope so.’

They both knew they couldn’t work this place on their own, so what would the outcome be?

 



In the cowshed they were busy with their heads against the cows they were milking when Lydi said, ‘Do you know, I think I should learn to drive.’

‘Whatever for?’

‘Just think what an asset I’d be. I could take Edna to the hospital and collect any supplies that were needed.’

‘I suppose it would be a good idea. But who could you get to teach you?’

Lydi shrugged. ‘I’ll ask Norman to make a few enquiries.’

As the morning wore on, Lydi was getting more and more excited about the thought of driving and had been talking about it all the time they were working. ‘When we’ve finished milking tonight I’m going to go and ask Norman if he can help me, or at least tell me the right way to go about it.’

They waved Edna goodbye as she got into the lorry Norman had sent, and told her to tell Mr J not to worry.

‘We’ve got it all under control,’ said Babs.

‘You’re good girls,’ said Edna as her eyes filled with tears.

‘Right, Babs, get on your bike. We’re going to see Norman,’ said Lydi.

Although they were worried about Mr J, they couldn’t help laughing as they pedalled fast along the lanes. As they went round a corner, they suddenly come face to face with a big RAF lorry. The lorry braked sharply but Babs and Lydi went careering into a ditch.

When Lydi picked herself up, she yelled at the young man who was walking towards them.

‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing driving  so fast? You shouldn’t be let out, you’re a danger to everyone.’

‘Sorry, ladies,’ he said.

Babs scrambled out of the ditch. ‘You could have killed us.’

‘Are you all right? You’ve not broken anything, have you?’ he asked, helping her up.

‘I ain’t, but me bike looks a bit sad,’ said Babs. ‘Look at it. There’s some spokes missing, and Lydi’s back wheel’s buckled.’

He picked up Babs’s bike and examined it. ‘It does look a bit sad. Can I give you both a lift somewhere?’

‘No thank you,’ said Lydi, rubbing her ankle.

‘I’ll put the bikes in the back of the lorry and then I’ll take you home.’

‘I said no thank you. We can walk.’

‘Do you live far?’

‘No. But what about our bikes?’ said Babs. ‘We can’t push them, not the state they’re in.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll get a mechanic on the camp to repair them and then I’ll bring them back.’

‘When?’ asked Lydi.

‘We can’t do without them,’ said Babs.

‘I’ll return them as soon as I can. By the way, my name’s Pete.’ He held out his hand.

‘I’m Babs, and this is Lydi.’ Babs shook his hand. ‘We work at Johnson’s farm.’

‘I know it. I’ve passed it a couple of times. Didn’t know a couple of good-looking ladies worked there. Now, do let me take you back home.’

‘We can walk, thank you.’ Lydi began to hobble away.

‘Are you in pain?’

‘No.’

‘Look, please hop up.’

‘Come on, Lydi.’

Her ankle was hurting so she gave in, but Lydi was very angry with this arrogant man. As she climbed up into the lorry, she could see that Babs had a wicked gleam in her eye as she watched the handsome airman put their bikes in the back.

 



‘I’m so annoyed with that bloke,’ said Lydi after he had dropped them off at the farm. ‘He stopped me from going to see Norman. Now I’ll have to wait till he brings our bikes back.’

‘We could have walked.’

‘I know. But I was too angry to think straight. Besides, I thought I’d done myself some damage.’

‘Is it all right now?’

‘Yes thanks. I limped to make sure he felt really sorry for what he’d done.’

‘Well let’s hope it’s not too long before we get ’em back. I feel as if our lifeline has been cut.’

‘I’d like to cut his lifeline,’ said Lydi.

Babs laughed. ‘But you must admit he was rather good-looking. ’

‘I don’t know. I was too angry to take any notice.’

Babs grinned. ‘Look, we can go tomorrow to see Norman.’

‘I suppose so.’

 



The following evening Lydia and Babs went to see Norman and Iris.

They were sitting in the kitchen, and after talking about  Mr J and the farm, Lydi told them about wanting to drive. ‘So, what d’you think? Could you give me the name of someone who could teach me?’

‘I’ll make a few enquires. I think it would be a good idea. Did you come on your bikes?’

‘No,’ said Lydi angrily. ‘Some idiot drove us off the road last night and ruined our bikes.’

‘No,’ said Iris. ‘Did he stop?’

‘Yes. He comes from the RAF camp.’

‘So what happened to the bikes?’

‘He’s taken ’em to get ’em repaired,’ said Babs. ‘We walked here.’

‘When you going to get them back?’ asked Iris.

‘Don’t know. We feel lost without them.’

‘I expect you do,’ said Norman. ‘Now leave this driving thing with me. I’ll sort something out.’

‘Thanks, Norman. Come on, Babs, we had better make our way home. Don’t want Edna to get back to an empty house.’

‘I’ll drop you off. That way I can found out how Dad is.’ Lydi and Babs stood up and kissed Iris’s cheek. They knew they were part of this family now.

 



At the end of the week, Babs pushed the cows out of the milking shed and returned to help Lydi wash down the stalls. They were singing at the tops of their voices when an RAF lorry came into the yard and Pete jumped out.

Lydi looked up. She was holding the hose and it took her all her self-control not to turn it on him. She went and turned the water off.

‘I’m glad you did that. I thought I might get a shower.’ Pete was grinning.

‘Well you certainly deserve one.’

‘How’s your ankle?’

‘I’ll live.’

‘I was worried about you both.’

‘I bet.’

Babs came out of the cowshed. ‘Hello,’ she said sweetly. ‘Have you brought our bikes back?’

‘I certainly have.’ He climbed into the back of the truck. ‘Catch hold of these.’ He handed their bikes down to them.

‘Wow,’ said Babs. ‘They look as good as new.’ She put them on their side stands and stood looking over them. They had been painted black, the chrome was shining and the tyres had also been painted. All in all, they looked great.

‘The lads back at camp have made a good job of them.’

‘They certainly have,’ said Babs.’

‘What about you?’ he asked Lydi. ‘Aren’t you impressed?’

‘With the work your servants have done, yes, but not with you.’

‘Look, I’m really sorry. Please let me take you both out one evening,’ he said, looking long and hard at Babs.

‘That would—’ Babs didn’t get a chance to finish as Lydi interrupted.

‘No thank you.’

Babs looked at her with daggers.

‘In that case, ladies, I’ll say goodbye.’ He turned and walked away.

‘How could you?’ said Babs. ‘We was going to have a night out.’

Lydi also walked away, leaving Babs fuming.

Babs turned and walked up to the lorry. ‘Pete,’ she called out.

He opened the door. ‘I seem to have upset your friend.’

‘Look. We would love to come out with you.’

‘Are you sure?’ He looked excited.

Babs glanced at the door Lydi had gone through. ‘Yes.’

Pete smiled, showing even white teeth against his slightly tanned skin. ‘That’s great. I’ll pick you about eight tomorrow, is that all right?’

‘That’ll be fine. Do we need to dress up?’

‘Why not. I’ll take you both to a restaurant in Horsham. Perhaps that will help to heal the rift.’

‘We going in this?’ She pointed to the lorry.
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