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About the Book

Blackpool, 1940. While the Second World War means uncertainty and anxiety for some, Eunice Morton is grateful for the opportunity it gives her to escape her domineering mother and the confines of the family’s Blackpool boarding house. She volunteers for the Women’s Land Army and is sent to help on a farm in Gloucestershire where she and her fellow land girls find themselves thrown into a new and exciting life a world away from the domestic routines of home.

But with the arrival of a group of German POWs Eunice’s life changes dramatically. Despite the warnings of her friend Olive, and her own better judgement, she befriends one of the prisoners – Heinrich Muller – and as her feelings for him grow deeper, she embarks on an illicit affair. Passion proves stronger than reason, and by the time Eunice comes to her senses, it is too late . . .


Once again, for my husband John, with my love; thanking him for his support and encouragement and for his faith in me.


Chapter 1



May 1993

Eunice was awakened by a loud rattling sound. For a moment, as she stared around the room, she wondered where on earth she was. The bed felt strange too, the sheets much stiffer and unyielding than the ones she was used to. Then she remembered. Of course, they were on holiday. They were in Calais and this was the second day of their continental coach tour. There was the noise again; it seemed to be coming from the street outside.

‘What the bloody hell’s going on?’ Ronald leaped from the other single bed a couple of feet away from her own and dashed across to the window. He flung back the curtains and gazed down at the street below. ‘Who the devil’s making that infernal din? Eunice . . . Eunice . . .’

‘Yes, what is it, Ronald?’ she asked with a small sigh of resignation. She glanced dazedly at her alarm clock: five o’clock. She should have been able to have another hour – well, almost. She had set her travelling alarm clock for five forty-five, a quarter of an hour before the routine call from the reception desk was due. But now, if the row outside didn’t keep her awake, then Ronald would make sure she didn’t go back to sleep again. She sat up, reaching for her dressing gown. ‘What’s going on?’

‘That’s what I’d like to know. Come here and have a look. You know I can’t see properly without my glasses. There seems to be a crowd of people over there, shouting and carrying on. God knows what they’re doing.’ He peered short-sightedly in her direction, a comical figure with his boldly striped pyjamas rumpled round his middle and what little hair he had sticking up on end.

‘Oh, Ronald, don’t look so cross! And don’t frown like that.’ She was wide-awake now and in spite of feeling slightly irritated she couldn’t help being amused as well.

He was always like this at the start of a holiday. Nothing was ever right, away from England. These bloomin’ foreigners with their goddamned outlandish ways! Why couldn’t they behave as we did? And so on and so on . . . She had heard it all so many times.

Eunice too stared out of the window. The hotel opened on to the main street and across the road there was a boulangerie. As she watched, a heavy metal shutter was pushed up – it must have been the sound of the first shutter that had awoken them – and she could see a man in a voluminous white apron stacking loaves of all sizes in the window. A crowd of ten or twelve young people was emerging from the shop, all carrying those incredibly long loaves of bread, some of them nibbling at the ends, others breaking off pieces and cramming them into their mouths. Other folk, women with baskets and men in berets, were either approaching or leaving the shop.

‘They’re buying bread, that’s all, Ronald,’ said Eunice.

‘What? At five o’clock in the bloody morning!’

‘You know they buy fresh bread every day here,’ said Eunice, ‘and the bakeries open early. It looks to me as though those young people have been having a night on the town, and now they’re having their breakfast. They look as though they’re enjoying themselves.’ Her crossness at being rudely awoken was fast disappearing in her delight at the typically French scene in front of her.

‘Huh! Don’t know why they can’t have sliced bread like normal folk do.’ Ronald flopped down on the bed, scratching his head. ‘And why can’t they do their shopping at a reasonable hour? Bloomin’ Froggies! Waking folks up in the middle of the night. Not that I’ve had much sleep, I can tell you. I was awake half the night with indigestion. Must have been that chicken they gave us last night; it was far too greasy. Then the cistern was rumbling like a giant with bellyache. Why their plumbing has to make such a confounded row I’ll never understand.’

‘Ronald, you don’t half tell some whoppers!’ Eunice laughed out loud. ‘Not had much sleep? That’s why you’ve been snoring half the night, is it? Keeping me awake—’

‘Snoring? I’ve hardly slept a wink, I tell you . . .’ He was smiling, though, and she knew his grumbling and early morning crotchetiness was largely an act for her benefit. He did snore, though. Often, at home, she escaped to the solitude of the spare bedroom, but on holiday she just had to grin and bear it. ‘Come on, love – make us a cup of tea,’ he said coaxingly. ‘It’s no use trying to get to sleep again now.’

She smiled back at him. After fifty years of marriage she was used to his little ways. She knew that after the first couple of days he would be much more relaxed and complacent about things, enjoying the holiday just as much as she was.

‘Yes, a cup of tea’s a good idea,’ she said. ‘I don’t know how we managed before I bought this little kettle.’

A mini-kettle that held just enough water for two cups, tea bags and powdered milk were now essential items in Eunice’s large travelling bag. Continental hotels had still not got round to providing tea-making equipment in the bedrooms, as had their British counterparts. Eunice couldn’t imagine starting the day without their early morning ‘cuppa’. At breakfast time on the continent it was invariably coffee, dark, strong and bitter, but just the thing to drive away any cobwebs lurking in the brain. Eunice always enjoyed it – provided she had had her cup of tea first – as it made her feel part of the scene. The tea that some of the English holidaymakers insisted on ordering was so weak it could hardly crawl out of the pot.

She made the tea and added the powdered milk, mixed with a little water to make it more palatable, then a minuscule packet of sugar shared between Ronald’s beaker and her own. She unashamedly helped herself at motorway service stations to a couple of extra packets of sugar, secreting them away in her large handbag. The charges at such places were outrageous, so she considered it was no more than her due.

They drank the tea in a companionable silence. Ronald had recovered from his burst of annoyance and he hummed tunelessly as he rooted through their overnight case to find clean socks and underwear.

‘I’ll have first turn in the bathroom,’ said Eunice, ‘if that’s all right with you. Then I’ll see to the suitcase. Get everything out you need, love, then I’ll lock it and leave it outside the room, as we’ve been told to do.’

‘I can’t say I’m all that keen on this living out of a suitcase, Eunice. And we’ve two more nights before we get to where we’re supposed to be going.’

‘Never mind, love. When we arrive we’ve got a whole week in St Wolfgang, and we’ve both been looking forward to it so much, haven’t we? Anyway, you knew how much travelling there would be before we booked.’ She reflected for a moment now about how much she still loved him after all this time. They had had their ups and downs, but she knew their troubles in the end had only served to make them stronger as a couple and more devoted to one another. She recalled the upstanding ginger-haired lad with the twinkle in his eye; the boy who had been a childhood friend and with whom she had, so unexpectedly, fallen in love.

He had aged, to be sure, but that was inevitable. And if, at times, he was a little irascible she knew it was only his concern about his health that was making him so. Ronald was not used to being ill. He had never been ill in his life, apart from when he was injured in the war; and then he had suffered from recurring depression as a result of the traumas he had experienced. But all that was ages ago and he had been unprepared for the two mild heart attacks he had had in recent years. He must take care, the doctor had told him, and Ronald was not too keen on that idea.

As Eunice glanced at him now he grinned at her, and she could see again the familiar twinkle in his grey eyes. It reminded her of when they were young and so much in love. And she knew that though they might be no longer young in years they were both still young at heart.

‘Yes, so I did . . .’

‘And we’ve been on coach tours before, so we know by now what it involves. And you know very well that you don’t like flying.’ She did not mention that it would not be wise to fly now, since his minor heart attacks; he did not like to be reminded of them.

‘Fly? I should damn well think I won’t! Not after that last pantomime we had. Ten hours’ wait at Palma airport! No, thanks very much; my flying days are over. I was never all that keen on it anyway.’

Ronald was not overendowed with patience nowadays and the delay they had endured at the airport in Majorca had, as he had said, ‘put the tin hat on it’ with regard to flying. Eunice had thought at the time that it was just as well that they had had their holiday – and enjoyed it too. She had had the sneaking feeling that if the delay had been at Manchester airport, at the start of the holiday, then Ronald would have called it a day and gone home.

‘We’re going to have a lovely holiday, you’ll see,’ she said cheerfully, disappearing into the tiny bathroom. At least she called it a bathroom, which was what they had at home, but, of course, it wasn’t. All the small cubicle contained was a loo, washbasin and a shower. Eunice disliked showers; she was definitely a bath person, and at home she loved to soak in perfumed bubbles of lavender or sandalwood essence. They did own a shower, a hand-operated one over the bath, which Eunice used to wash her hair; only on very hot days did she use it on the rest of her body. She had to admit that it was pleasant and refreshing in the summer time, but she would not like to be without her bath. That was one of the very minor inconveniences of continental travel. More often than not it was a shower rather than a bath, particularly en route, in the overnight hotels.

This one, however, was not too bad, she noted, as she adjusted the temperature and directed the warm water from the hand-held spray all over her. Sometimes it was a fixed one that drenched you, hair and all, as you stood beneath it, and she did so hate shower caps. She dried herself with difficulty in the cramped space, dusted her favourite Yardley’s lavender talc over her body, then put on her new underwear. Always before going away on holiday, she treated herself to a few new pairs of knickers and a bra from Marks and Spencer. It was an indulgence, really, because she already had a drawerful; and who was going to see them apart from herself? Ronald took no notice, not after fifty years of marriage! But it made her feel good and she took a delight in these little luxuries.

She changed places with Ronald, then put on the rest of her clothes. Her grey polyester skirt was ideal for travelling as it did not crease and would not show the odd smear of dirt or spilt coffee. The two drivers took it in turns to serve hot drinks – tea, coffee or chocolate – to the passengers whilst the coach was on the move. An excellent idea, but it was almost impossible to drink at high speed from the polystyrene beakers without the occasional mishap. Eunice put on her blouse – or top, as they seemed to call them nowadays – with the vertical mauve stripes that almost matched the colour of her hair. She had been a brunette when she was younger, but when her hair had turned grey in her mid-fifties she had started having mauve tints. She knew the colour was possibly a little outdated now, but her friends had told her that it suited her, toning so well with her bright blue eyes, and so she had kept to the colour and the same bouffant style that she had had for several years.

She combed and patted her hair into place, then applied a little moisturising cream and solid powder, then lipstick in her favourite rose-pink shade. Eunice was not dissatisfied with her appearance. She might possibly be termed buxom, she supposed, with the extra weight that had appeared around her waist and hips; and she had always, even as a girl, had a generous bust. All the same, she considered she did not look too bad at all, bearing in mind that she would be seventy in a couple of months. As she smiled at her reflection she recalled her mother’s words of long ago. ‘You’re vain, Eunice, that’s what you are; always prinking and preening in front of the mirror.’

She sighed a little. Yes, she had been a bonny girl, sure enough. Ronald had thought so, and others as well. One certain young man in particular . . . Thoughts of him had often strayed into her mind over the last couple of months – ever since they had booked this holiday – although before that she had not thought of him for years.

Breakfast that morning was a self-service buffet, the time being somewhat early for more than a skeleton staff to be on duty. There was coffee in large vacuum jugs and a selection of cereals, fruit, rolls, butter and jam laid out on a table at the side. After a general murmuring of ‘Good morning . . . Good morning . . . Have you slept well?’ as they all smiled around the buffet bar, they sat down at the same tables they had occupied the night before.

The middle-aged couple they had met the previous night were already seated at the table, and the woman, Jean, smiled at Eunice and Ronald in a welcoming way. The two women had already remarked, as they helped themselves to the rolls and butter, that they had spent quite a comfortable night. It was the men who appeared to be less than satisfied.

‘I never sleep well in a strange bed,’ Jean’s husband, Jack, observed. ‘Not the first night at any rate. I’ll probably do better tonight.’

‘Depends on what we have to eat, doesn’t it?’ said Ronald. ‘That greasy chicken kept me awake half the night, and what do you bet it’s chicken again tonight? It’s all they ever seem to come up with in these one-night places.’

‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ said Eunice. ‘It will probably be Wiener schnitzel tonight, Ronald. We’ll be in Germany, remember.’ She turned to Jean. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing the Rhine Valley, aren’t you?’ Jean agreed that she was.

Ronald gave Eunice an odd look. ‘I saw enough of the bloomin’ Germans fifty-odd years ago to last me a lifetime.’

Eunice glanced a little apologetically at Jean and Jack. ‘You’ve got to live and let live, Ronald. It’s all a long time ago. My husband was in the Desert War with Monty,’ she explained to the other couple. ‘He was wounded out there.’

‘And Eunice was in the war as well,’ said Ronald. ‘She was a land girl, weren’t you, love?’

‘Yes, that’s right, dear.’

‘You were fighting Rommel then?’ Jack remarked to Ronald.

‘Yes; he was one of the better ones, I must admit,’ replied Ronald. ‘But as my wife says, it’s a long time ago. Best forgotten, I dare say. But those of us that were in it . . . well, we have long memories.’

‘You look very nice, dear,’ Eunice whispered to Jean, as they all stood in little groups near the coach while the drivers, Mike and Gary, with the help of one or two willing men, stacked the luggage in the boot. ‘That blouse really suits you, if you don’t mind me saying so. And those trousers – goodness, I wish I could wear them.’

‘Oh, thank you. Do you really think so?’ Jean’s face lit up with pleasure. ‘I’m never very sure of myself in trousers. I don’t wear them very often. But it’s different on holiday, isn’t it? I wondered if they might be a bit too . . . young?’

‘Nonsense, of course they’re not,’ Eunice assured her. ‘Anyway, you’re only a youngster, aren’t you?’ She guessed Jean might be in her late fifties. Hardly a youngster – that was a bit of friendly flattery – but youthful enough compared with Eunice herself.

Jean laughed. ‘I’m fifty-six,’ she said in a confidential tone.

‘Well, I’d never have believed it. If I had a figure like yours I’d be wearing trousers . . . even though I will be seventy next birthday. As it is I’m a bit too broad in the beam and I like to dress – well, you know – suitably, not as mutton dressed up as lamb.’ Eunice glanced around as she spoke at some of her fellow passengers, some quite as old as herself, with stomachs and bottoms bulging alarmingly in unsightly Crimplene. ‘I mean, you’ve got to be careful, haven’t you, when you get into your seventies? But some of them don’t seem to care,’ she added in a whisper.

Jean smiled. ‘I suppose they think they’re on their holidays, so what does it matter. You don’t look seventy, Eunice.’

‘Thank you. Yes, people tell me I don’t look my age.’ Eunice preened a little. ‘Fortunately I’m in good health, so that helps. Of course, Ronald is a couple of years older than me . . . I do hope you’ll excuse him, Jean, for being so niggly this morning.’

‘That’s all right. I didn’t notice . . .’

‘You didn’t? No, I suppose I’m more aware of it than other people. His health isn’t too good, you see.’

‘Yes, you mentioned he was wounded in the war.’

‘Oh no, it’s not that. That was just a shoulder wound and minor burns. He soon recovered.’ She did not mention the bouts of depression that had troubled him for several years. Fortunately, though, they had ceased, long ago. ‘No, he has high blood pressure and his heart’s not too good. But as long as he keeps on taking his tablets he’ll be all right.’

‘Oh dear.’ Jean looked concerned. ‘Won’t this holiday be rather strenuous for him, travelling such a long way by road?’

‘Not if he takes care,’ said Eunice. ‘We got the go-ahead from the doctor and we’ve both been looking forward to it, in spite of what Ronald says.’ She smiled. ‘I know he grumbles – he doesn’t realise he’s doing it at times – but he’s enjoying himself all the same. And I’m here to take care of him, aren’t I? That’s the least I can do; take care of him . . . After all he did for me,’ she added quietly. She had been talking half to herself as she uttered the last few words and she was aware of Jean looking at her questioningly. ‘I mean – he’s my husband, isn’t he? In sickness and in health and all that. As a matter of fact,’ she said confidingly, ‘it was our Golden Wedding earlier this year. That’s why we’ve come on this holiday. We both wanted to see Austria again. We had a lovely holiday there several years ago.’

‘Oh, how nice,’ said Jean. ‘Congratulations! Have you let Galaxy know?’ That was the name of the tour company. ‘They usually have a bit of a celebration if it’s someone’s anniversary or birthday.’

‘Oh no, dear. I don’t want any fuss, and I’m quite sure Ronald wouldn’t—’

‘Come on, folks, let’s be having you. All aboard, please.’ They were interrupted by Mike ushering them into the coach; Gary was already in the driving seat.

‘It’s been nice talking to you, dear,’ Eunice said to Jean, as Ronald rejoined her. He had been deep in conversation with Jack several yards away. ‘We’ll see you later, no doubt.’

They left Calais, heading east on the motorway that linked northern France with Belgium. Ronald soon dozed off – Eunice only hoped he would not snore – and she stared out of the window at the passing scene. It was an attractive tree-lined motorway, comparatively quiet compared with the M1 or M6, for instance, probably because motorway users had to pay tolls on the continent and many drivers preferred to find alternative routes. Coach drivers, however, usually had to choose the shortest distance between two points unless there was something of outstanding interest for which they must make a diversion.

Eunice was thinking of the unguarded remark she had made to Jean, about taking care of Ronald after all he had done for her. She knew what had prompted the remark. It was because they were approaching Germany. This afternoon they would be in the Rhine Valley. Yes, Ronald had done such a lot for her and he was still unaware of it. But she knew it was best to keep it that way. There had been many times when she had wanted to unburden herself, but she knew it had only been because she wished to get rid of the guilt she was still feeling. Hers was a secret known only to two other people, she mused. Ronald must never know about it.

It was incredible to think they were celebrating fifty years of marriage. They were so very happy together, she and Ronald. They had weathered the storms and were now quite a Darby and Joan sort of couple. It was only since his minor health scares that Ronald had become more niggly and, at times, dispirited, imagining that each little ache and pain was going to carry him off. Eunice had made up her mind a while ago that they must make the most of every year, every week, every day they spent together, living life to the full. Who could tell how much – or how little – time they had left?

She wasn’t usually given to such introspection; she gazed out of the window again, trying to concentrate on the scenery instead of on her rambling and rather disturbing thoughts.

The motorway signs they were passing now listed very familiar places, not because Eunice had ever been there, but because they evoked such poignant memories. Everyone, over a certain age, had heard of Mons, Ypres, Armentières . . . How did that song go that the soldiers used to sing in the First World War?



Mademoiselle from Armentières

Never been kissed for forty years . . .





At least that was the polite version. Eunice didn’t doubt that there was a bawdier one, but women in those days had not been allowed to hear such things. Times had certainly changed.

Here and there through the trees they caught a glimpse of war graves, hundreds of gleaming white crosses in serried rows, for the countryside they were passing through was where those bloody battles had been fought, where so many British Tommies – and German soldiers too – had perished in the trenches. Now it was a peaceful scene, with field after field of bright dandelions lifting their heads to the sun. But here and there by the roadside were clumps of blood-red poppies, a grim reminder of what had taken place there.

Mike pointed out to the passengers the fields that still contained tank traps – triangular concrete blocks like miniature pyramids – and he reminded them that they were travelling along what had once been the Siegfried line: a German line of demarcation, but to most people, Eunice included, a place where British soldiers threatened to ‘hang out the washing’.

Now and again there was a brief view of tall poplar trees evenly spaced along a cart track with a red-tiled farmhouse in the distance, looking just like that familiar painting of The Avenue at Middelharnis. They stopped for mid-morning coffee at a Belgian motorway cafe, and the lunch stop, also, was on the Belgian side of the border.

They dined on vegetable soup and crusty bread. ‘That’s all we’ll need, Ronald,’ Eunice told him. ‘We had quite a nice breakfast and it will be a good meal tonight, you’ll see.’ But Ronald insisted on finishing off with apple pie and cream and she didn’t argue. She plied him with indigestion tablets, reminding him at the same time to take the rest of his medication.

It was a pleasant service area, where they sat in cosy little alcoves interspersed with potted palms and flowering plants. They seemed to take so much more care about their motorway cafes over here, Eunice observed, than they did in those huge impersonal places back home. The large windows overlooked a stretch of grass with attractive flowerbeds and there was a children’s playground with brightly coloured swings, slides and roundabouts – an agreeable place affording a short breathing space on the journey. But short it had to be as there were still many miles to be covered before they reached their destination. Gary had told them they should be in Rüdesheim, the popular resort on the banks of the Rhine, by five o’clock. That would be after they had taken their short trip on a Rhine pleasure boat.

Soon after the lunch stop they crossed the German border and by early afternoon they were approaching the Rhine. Ahead of them loomed the twin spires of the huge Gothic cathedral of Cologne, but they by-passed it as they took the road towards Bonn.

‘The birthplace of Beethoven,’ Mike reminded them, putting on a tape of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony to add to the atmosphere. The views needed no commentary to enhance their beauty as they drove past riverside towns and villages – Königswinter, Bad Godesberg, Oberwinter – with houses painted in pastel shades of pink and cream. Above them loomed turreted castles, and vineyards swept down the hillsides to the river. The Rhine was the lifeline of this area, the broad silver-grey ribbon of river with parallel roads and twin-track railways running alongside either bank.

Ronald was wide awake now, viewing the scenery along with Eunice. She was glad he was not sleeping through it all, but she was relieved that he was not an inveterate chatterer because she wanted to be alone with her thoughts. They were approaching Remagen now, famous for the capture of the bridgehead by the Americans at the end of the war . . . but it was significant to Eunice for another reason. Heinrich’s home had been there . . .


Chapter 2



1941

‘Mother . . . I’ve decided to join the Land Army.’

Eunice had been trying for ages to pluck up courage to break the news to her parents. Edith and Samuel Morton were both there at the breakfast table, but, as always, it was her mother to whom she addressed the remark. The response she received was predictable. Her father scarcely glanced up from his tea and toast and did not bother to comment, but she knew he had heard her. He was shaking his head and frowning and she could hear a faint sigh of irritation escaping from his lips. It was her mother who spoke – for them both, Eunice guessed – as was usually the case.

‘The Land Army? Whatever has put that crazy idea into your head? You don’t know one end of a cow from the other! You’re a town girl, Eunice. You haven’t a clue about what goes on on a farm.’

‘Then I’ll have to learn, won’t I? It’s no use, Mother; I must do something for the war effort. I feel as though I’m wasting my time, stamping library books. It seems so . . . so trivial, such a waste of time when girls of my age are joining the forces or working in the aircraft factory.’

‘You’re only just eighteen, Eunice, and you’re perfectly all right where you are. And it was what you insisted on doing when you left school. Surely I don’t need to remind you of that. You refused to work here with me.’

‘That was two years ago, Mum. It’s different now.’ Eunice was doing her best to speak calmly and not to raise her voice, or her mother would accuse her of being cheeky. ‘Don’t use that tone of voice to me, young lady!’ was a favourite retort of Edith Morton, and Eunice knew she had to try to get on the right side of her now. ‘You know how people were saying the war would be over in a few months? Well, it wasn’t, was it? It’s getting worse and I want to do my bit . . . And I didn’t think you’d want me to join the ATS or the WAAFs,’ she added, feeling she might score a point there. Her mother had even refused to have RAF recruits billeted in their small Blackpool boarding house, fearing that her daughter might be led astray. Instead, she had opted for Civil Service women from the Ministry of Pensions, the offices of which had been moved from London to Blackpool.

‘I should think not, indeed!’ replied Edith, bristling a little. ‘The army or the airforce is no place for a young girl – or for women at all, in my opinion. It’s a man’s job, fighting for his King and country.’

‘But they’re calling the women up as well now; you know they are. Chrissie Iveson has joined the WAAFs, hasn’t she?’

‘She’s older than you, Eunice; she’s twenty-two. Listen, love . . .’ The endearment sounded a little forced and was not one that Edith often used. ‘Why don’t you wait until you have to go? They won’t call you up till you’re twenty; women between twenty and thirty-one; that’s what they’re saying at the moment. And by the time you’re twenty it might all be over.’

‘And I’ll have missed it,’ cried Eunice. ‘Oh, please, Mum! I do want to go. I want to feel I’m being some use.’

‘You want to get away from home, you mean,’ said Edith, giving her daughter a meaningful look.

‘No – of course I don’t,’ Eunice protested, but she knew her mother had hit the nail right on the head.

‘It might not be such a bad idea, Edith.’ Eunice was surprised to hear her father speak. Samuel Morton was a man of few words. He usually left the talking to his wife – something she was very good at – but when he did speak his comments were generally terse and to the point, if sometimes tinged with bitterness. ‘She won’t come to much harm in the country. It’s not like being in the blooming trenches in the last lot.’

Eunice knew that that was something he had never forgotten. He fell silent having given his point of view. His wife and daughter waited to see if any more words of wisdom were forthcoming, but it seemed they were not.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ Eunice said.

Very rarely did she have a conversation with him, any talking to him usually being done through her mother. She even found it difficult to address him as Dad or Father. It was not that she was afraid of him, not exactly, but never, since she was a little girl, had he made any attempt to build up a friendly relationship with her.

Her mother gave him an ominous glance and sniffed loudly. ‘We’ll see. I’m not saying she can go. Come along now, Eunice, get these pots cleared away before you go to work. And I’ll go and see if their ladyships have finished.’ She gave another audible sniff and swept out of the room.

The family, which consisted of just three of them – Eunice, to her great regret, was an only child – dined in their small living room at the rear of the house. The larger front room was given over to guests: in peacetime, holiday-makers, but now to the Civil Service women from London. There were eight of them and they occupied the four largest front-facing bedrooms. Eunice had a smaller room at the back, and her parents, also in an inferior back bedroom, were next door to her.

She sometimes wondered why her parents had bothered to get married at all. The bedroom walls were thin, but she very rarely heard the two of them conversing, or doing anything else, for that matter! It was hard to believe they ever had, and she had even wondered, after she became old enough to think about such things, whether she might have been adopted. But no; people said she was the image of her mother, with the same dark curly hair and blue eyes. And when she looked at herself in the mirror, her face in repose, she could see a certain likeness to her father too, in the set of her mouth and the angle of her cheekbones. She was their daughter all right, but she hoped she had not inherited the nature of either of them.

She watched her father now as she cleared the table and carried the pots into the kitchen, in preparation for washing up. This was the job she did every morning before setting off for work. Her father made no attempt to help her – in fact, she had never seen him lift a finger to help her mother at all, and Edith Morton seemed to accept that this was the way it should be, that she was there to see to the needs of her husband. His slippers were always ready for him on the hearth and a hot meal awaiting him on the table the minute he came home from work. He put on his raincoat now and his trilby hat, even though it was the middle of June, and, with the merest grunt of ‘Ta-ra, then,’ in his daughter’s direction, he went out of the door. She did not hear him say goodbye to his wife, who would be clearing away the breakfast pots of the women from the Ministry of Pensions.

Eunice knew that, of the two of them, her mother had by far the harder job. Her father worked at the local Water Board office in what, she guessed, was a very menial position. She had heard her mother refer to him, somewhat disparagingly, as ‘only a penpusher’. This was to her friend Mabel Iveson, and she had not known that Eunice had overheard. To her daughter she always spoke of him as ‘the breadwinner’, and pretended that he was also ‘the boss’, but Eunice knew that this was not the case. Although their North Shore boarding house was small, consisting of six bedrooms and a couple of small attic rooms, it was quite enough for one woman to look after single-handedly, and this was what her mother managed to do most of the time. Only occasionally, when they were extra busy, did she employ casual labour – a woman cleaner, for instance – to help out. Even now, although there was a war on, she took the occasional visitors. People were being encouraged by the Government to spend their holidays at home, but there were always some who managed a few days away at the seaside. And Blackpool, way up in the north of England and away from the threat of invasion, was one of the few towns whose beaches were not covered in barbed wire or booby traps.

When the house was full, Eunice and her parents would occupy the tiny attic rooms. From there, if you stood on tiptoe, you could just about see the sea, although the boarding house was ten minutes’ walk away from the promenade. It was an ideal place to stay for those who could not afford very much, but who wanted a place that was clean and comfortable, and where good wholesome food was put on the table. In peacetime the same families had come year after year and, in the main, it was these people, though only a few of them, of course, who were coming now, in nearly the third year of the war. Edith had room for only a couple at a time as the billeting of either RAF recruits or Civil Service personnel was obligatory.

Only last week there had been a couple from Burnley, whose son was now in the RAF and daughter in the WAAFs, and the parents, feeling lonely, had decided to have a few days’ holiday. They had remembered Eunice as a little girl and had remarked on how grown up she was now. This was something visitors always did, expecting, somehow, that you would stay the same for ever, in a time warp. Eunice had smiled, graciously, she hoped – her mother would tell her off if she was offhand with people – and had enquired about Billy and Mavis, the son and daughter who were now in the forces. She had remembered them, both a few years older than herself, with their buckets and spades and little round sunhats; they had been with their parents several times.

That had been in the late twenties or early thirties, of course, when her Grandma Gregson had been alive. The boarding house had belonged to her, and Edith, her only daughter, who had always worked for her mother, had inherited it upon the old lady’s death five years ago. Not that she had been so very old when she died – only in her late sixties – but she had seemed old to Eunice. She had very happy memories of Grandma Gregson, a real old-style seaside landlady of the type caricatured on comic postcards: buxom and red-faced, with beefy arms, and iron-grey hair in a bun, she had habitually worn a voluminous crossover apron in a vivid floral pattern of blue and orange, edged with orange bias binding. The sight of her unsmiling countenance facing you on the doorstep might easily have intimidated many a visitor, but they all found that beneath her grim exterior there was what they often termed ‘a heart of gold’.

All they wanted from a holiday was good plain food of the kind they were used to at home and a clean comfy bed to sleep in. Mrs Gregson had provided both of those requirements, but without any of the frills or niceties – starched serviettes, for instance, or a waitress in a frilly white apron and cap – that you might expect in one of the posher private hotels. Gertie Gregson – ‘our Gertie’ as she was often referred to, quite warmly, by the visitors, behind her back, of course – did not hold with all that sort of nonsense, or ‘aping your betters’ as she called it. She knew her place in the world; she was an unashamedly working-class woman who had been widowed early in life and had scrimped and saved to start the boarding house – or lodging house, as they were then called – in order to ensure that she and her only child did not starve.

In her establishment the food was ‘plated up’ as she termed it – no fancy tureens or dishes as that only made extra washing up – and placed in front of each visitor by herself or her daughter, dressed in their habitual spotlessly clean working clothes. If there was anyone who did not like cabbage or mashed turnips, for instance – and some children were dreadfully spoiled, in Gertie’s opinion – then it was just too bad; they would have to leave it at the side of their plate and go without veg. There was no time to cater for individual fads and fancies.

Eunice remembered her grandmother telling her, however, that in what she called ‘the bad old days’, the landlady was expected to deal with all the visitors’ individual requirements. In Blackpool, as in other seaside resorts in the early years of the twentieth century, the lodging houses had operated what was known as the apartments system. The visitors brought in their own food for the landlady to cook, and she would provide such things as bread, milk and potatoes, and hot water for tea, at a small extra charge. Some landladies, Gertie included, had provided a pudding as well for those who wanted it, to round off the midday dinner. In addition to this, boots and shoes might be cleaned if required, although Gertie had drawn the line at washing visitors’ clothes. But neither did she charge for the use of the cruet as some penny-pinching landladies did.

The apartments system had continued in Blackpool until the early 1930s, when the lodging houses had gradually given way to the boarding houses. In these establishments all meals were provided by the landlady at a fixed rate and to a fixed menu. This usually consisted of three meals a day: a cooked breakfast, a midday meal, always known in the north of England as dinner, and what was termed a ‘high tea’. This was what the occasional visitors were still given now, in the boarding house run by Edith Morton, although the Civil Service ladies had a midday snack elsewhere and only required an evening meal.

Looking back, Eunice knew that her mother had changed since her own mother’s death. Until then Edith – although she had always been a forceful character with a great deal to say for herself – had seemed almost cowed by the even greater dominance of Gertie. Eunice had attached little importance to them at the time, but as she walked to work on this pleasant June morning, she found herself remembering certain incidents.

Her mother had always been a good-looking young woman, but never had Edith worn a trace of make-up. Her face had always had that shiny, well-scrubbed look, and her glossy dark hair had always been coiled in a not very attractive roll around her head. After Grandma Gertie had died Eunice became aware of a change in her mother. She looked much nicer; very pretty, in fact. What had happened to her? Eunice realised that her mother was wearing lipstick, a bright red shade, although she had applied only the merest touch, and her usually shining cheeks had an unfamiliar pink powdery look. Her hair too was brushed loose and it curled in natural waves around her face and neck. Eunice had not commented; she had never been encouraged to make personal remarks. She realised now, however, that Grandma Gregson must have disapproved of make-up, that she may even have forbidden Edith, married woman though she was, to use it. Yes, Eunice had come to the conclusion that her mother may well have been afraid of Grandma Gertie.

She wondered now if that was why her mother tried to rule her with a rod of iron – to get her own back, as it were, for the way she had been treated when she was growing up. That didn’t make sense to Eunice, though. She had already made up her own mind that if she ever had a daughter she would be tolerant and understanding towards her, and treat her more as a friend than as a child who had to be continually disciplined. Her mother did have her gentler side, of course, which manifested itself from time to time, and Eunice had never been in any doubt that her mother really loved her, but she had an odd way of showing it at times. There was no doubt that Edith’s strict upbringing had had a lasting effect upon her, making it difficult to break out completely from the mould into which she had been forced.

Was it possible that she had not wanted to be a seaside landlady at all? Eunice did not know for sure. What she did know was that ever since her mother had left school at the age of fourteen – that would be around 1907, Eunice calculated – she had worked for her mother for a pitifully low wage. This was what Eunice had gathered from remarks her mother had made, such as, ‘You young girls today don’t know you’re born; five shillings a week to spend on yourself!’ Eunice gave the whole of her weekly wage from the library to her mother, as was the norm in most households, and this was the amount she was given back for her spending money. She had to admit she was reasonably satisfied as she was getting her ‘bed and keep’, as they called it.

‘Yes, I worked for a pittance,’ her mother had often told her. ‘In fact, I didn’t get any wages at all until I was twenty-one. Until then your gran used to give me a couple of bob a week to spend. And if I moaned about it I’d get a clip round the ear. You don’t know how lucky you are, Eunice, and that’s a fact.’

Eunice had no doubt that every word of it was true: that for her measly two shillings a week her mother had been chambermaid, scullery maid and waitress all rolled into one. Besides, she had seen for herself the way Grandma Gregson had treated her daughter. Edith must have been in her mid-forties when her mother had died, but she had still been regarded as a young girl who had to do as she was told.

The thing that had always puzzled Eunice was why her grandmother had always been so kind and loving towards her. She knew she had been indulged by her gran in a way her mother before her had certainly not been. She remembered, for instance, being given pennies to buy a Snow-Fruit from the ice-cream man, pedalling by on his ‘Stop Me and Buy One’ tricycle; or helping Gran in the kitchen, making her own little currant pasties out of scraps of pastry; or cuddling up on Gran’s capacious lap by the fireside, listening to favourite rhymes from her Mother Goose book. Her mother had read to her as well, of course – never her father, though – but it was Grandma Gregson’s soothing presence that Eunice remembered above all.

‘You spoil the child, Mother,’ she had sometimes heard her own mother remark. ‘It will only make it worse for me if you give her everything she wants. And one thing I can’t abide is a spoiled little girl.’

Eunice had known only too well what she meant. When her mother took her to the open-air market in town, if they noticed a badly behaved child screaming by the sweet stall until she got what she wanted, Edith would always remark, not caring who heard her, ‘She’s short of a good smacked bottom! Don’t you ever dare behave like that, Eunice!’ And Eunice never did.

‘Oh, leave her alone,’ Grandma would say, whenever her mother suggested she was being spoiled. ‘She’s my little pal, aren’t you, Eunice? And she’s as good as gold. Anyroad, it’s a pity if I can’t indulge my only grandchild, isn’t it? It doesn’t look as though I’m going to have any more.’ Yes, Eunice and her grandmother had been good pals and she had been heartbroken for a long while when the old lady died.

She had left school three years later at the age of sixteen, after gaining quite a reasonable pass in her School Certificate exam. There had been no question of her staying on in the sixth form as a few of her friends were doing. One of her friends, a girl called Mavis, whom she had known ever since their junior school days, intended to go to college when she was eighteen and train to be a teacher. ‘It’s what me mum wants me to do really,’ she told Eunice, ‘and I don’t mind. Mum wants me to have the chance she never had, y’see. She always wanted to be a teacher, but her parents couldn’t afford to let her stay on at school. She left when she was about thirteen, and went to work in a shop. Why don’t you go into the sixth as well, Eunice? I’ve heard it’s quite good fun; better than ordinary school, anyway. And then perhaps we could go to the same college?’

But Eunice had no desire to be a teacher. Neither, she suspected, had Mavis. She was just doing what her mother wanted her to do. At least Mrs Foxton – Mavis’s mother – had ambitions for her daughter, Eunice pondered, unlike her own mother. Edith Morton’s idea was that Eunice should leave school and work in the boarding house, as she herself had been forced to do. But Eunice had other ideas. She did not mind leaving school – she was sick and tired of the place and the continual rules and regulations – but she wanted to go and work in the library. For once, she decided she must stand up to her mother.

‘But I’ve got my School Certificate,’ she argued. ‘I can get a good job with that. Aren’t you pleased I’ve passed my exam?’

‘Of course I’m pleased, and your daddy is as well,’ said her mother. She always referred to him as ‘daddy’, although Eunice never did. ‘You’ve done very well, dear,’ she added, a trifle grudgingly, ‘but you know I’ve always wanted you to come and work here. It’s a family business, and that was the idea.’

‘Your idea, not mine,’ said Eunice bravely.

‘Don’t be insolent, Eunice,’ her mother snapped. ‘I would never have dared to speak to my mother like that. Yes, I know you’ve got your School Certificate, so it proves you must be good at sums. So you can get your brain working on the boarding house accounts: the bills and all that sort of thing. I’ve never been any good with figures and money, and your daddy leaves it all to me, of course, like he does with everything. So that can be one of your jobs, if you’re so keen on using this precious education you’ve got.’

Eunice was not very good at ‘sums’ either. She had managed to scrape through with a pass in her Mathematics paper, but the subject did not interest her. However, from what she could see, the boarding house accounts would be as easy as winking. The visitors paid cash at the end of the week and were given a receipt, so what was difficult about that? Then there was the gas and electricity and coal bills, and the grocery account to settle. Eunice was surprised her mother had even admitted that she found it a problem. Very rarely did Edith Morton confess to a failing in anything.

‘Yes, all right, Mum, I don’t mind doing that for you,’ she agreed, and was gratified to see her mother’s stern features relax a little. Now was her chance. ‘I’ll do the accounts for you, handling the money and giving the receipts and all that, if you can trust me.’

‘Well, of course I can trust you, dear.’ Her mother looked almost mollified.

‘But that’s as far as it goes. I’m not going to be an unpaid dogsbody like you were for me gran . . . Just listen a minute, Mum,’ she added as Edith opened her mouth to protest. ‘I don’t want to spend all me life cooking and cleaning and washing pots. All right – I don’t mind helping out a bit when you’re busy, and serving at the tables, like I do now.’ She had been pulling her weight, and more, considering she had also been studying for exams, ever since her gran had died three years previously. ‘But I want to go out to work as well, like other girls do. I want to work in the library. You know I’ve always loved books.’

‘Oh, you and your books!’ Her mother’s tone was a little disparaging, but not quite so much as it might have been. Often Eunice had been at the receiving end of her mother’s sharp tongue for reading when she was supposed to be helping with some job or other. Her mother seemed to regard reading books as a waste of time; there were lots of other far more important things to do. She didn’t understand how engrossed Eunice became in the lives of these fictional characters. To her, they became real and she found it hard to put a book down, especially at an exciting point in the story. But she thought her mother might actually be starting to listen now and to weigh up the pros and cons of her getting a job at the library. She seized her opportunity and pressed on.

‘If I get a job – and earn some money,’ she emphasised, ‘then you could afford to pay somebody, couldn’t you, to do some work for you?’ She guessed her mother could afford it already if she wanted to, but she was inclined to be tight-fisted, like many northerners of her generation who could remember a time when they had ‘not known where the next meal was coming from’. Her mother was frowning thoughtfully and pursing her lips. ‘It makes sense, doesn’t it, Mum?’ she persisted.

‘Yes, I suppose it does. We will have to see what your daddy thinks about it.’ Eunice knew that ‘Daddy’ would think what he was told to think. The main thing was that her mother was relenting.

The upshot of it was that she had left school in the summer of 1939 and had gone to work in the lending library of Boots the Chemists on Bank Hey Street. It was the only time she remembered winning a battle with her mother. There had not been any vacancies at the Municipal Library, and so Eunice had been happy to work at Boots until such time as she could move to the ‘proper’ library. Then, in September, the war had started, and suddenly everyone had other, far more important, things on their minds. Were they all going to be bombed to bits in the opening days of the war? That was what many had anticipated; why else had they all been issued with gas masks?

But for several months it was very quiet: the phoney war – or the ‘bore war’, as they were calling it. Except that in Blackpool there was a huge influx of RAF recruits filling the hotels and boarding houses. Edith Morton had other things to worry about as well as the fact that her daughter seemed, somehow, to have scored a point over her.

Eunice settled down at Boots’ library and was very happy there. So much so that after a while she forgot all about applying for a post in the Municipal Library. But now, in the summer of 1941, she knew it was time she ‘did her bit for her King and country’.


Chapter 3



Boots, situated near the Town Hall and Talbot Square, was a very pleasant store in which to work, both for the sales assistants and the librarians. Although it was officially a chemist’s shop, in reality the articles that could be bought there were many and varied. As well as medicines and cures for all kinds of ailments there were make-up and toiletries, fancy goods and pictures, costume jewellery, toys and games, kitchen utensils and gardening requisites.

Ever since she had started to work there Eunice had loved breathing in the aroma – a mixture of cough linctus, perfume, powder and scented soap – that pervaded the air. At first she had delighted in wandering around the well-stocked make-up and perfume counters, occasionally treating herself to a new lipstick, or a tiny blue bottle of Mischief scent. Now, however, those days had gone. Boots did its best, but there, as everywhere, there were restrictions and shortages. Queues would form when word got round that there had been an allocation of lipsticks or face powder, or even such ordinary items as kirby-grips or a favourite shampoo.

The lending library was at the rear of the shop and was manned by Eunice, and Gwen, who was the same age as Eunice, and Olga, who was in her thirties and was in charge. The shelves were filled with a wide variety of fiction, ranging from crime to romance and historical novels, as well as the more serious classics and biographical works. It was mainly busy housewives or young women who frequented the library, so there was a preponderance of light romantic stories in gaily backed covers, it being assumed that this would be their choice of reading matter. It hardly seemed like work at all to Eunice, being surrounded by the things she loved so much: books, books and more books. And Gwen, who over the couple of years they had worked together had become her best friend as well as her colleague, shared her enthusiasm. If she were honest, Eunice knew she would be loath to leave the nice cosy environment, but what she had said to her mother was also true. She felt it was a waste of time stamping books and losing herself in a fictional world when many girls of her age were doing war work. Besides, she must not miss this opportunity to get away from home.

‘Well, I’ve been and gone and done it,’ she said to Gwen, when there was a lull in their activities in the middle of the morning. ‘I’ve told them I’m going to join the Land Army.’

‘Gosh! Have you? I thought you were never going to pluck up courage.’ Gwen’s brown eyes, which always reminded Eunice of aniseed balls, but with much more depth and warmth, shone with interest. ‘Good for you. What did they say?’

‘What you might expect,’ replied Eunice. ‘“We’ll see about that” and, “You only want to get away from home.” That’s what my mother said. If only she knew how true that was! It’ll be heaven to get away for a while, absolute heaven.’

‘And I suppose your dad said nothing?’

‘Funnily enough, he did,’ said Eunice. ‘He said it might not be such a bad idea. Honestly, you could have knocked me down with a feather. And, what’s more, I think Mum will have to agree with him. Then she’ll no doubt pretend it was her idea in the first place to let me go. Let me go, indeed! I don’t think they could stop me if they tried – I am eighteen.’

‘So am I – well, nearly,’ said Gwen. She would be eighteen in August. ‘You are lucky, Eunice. I wish I could go. I’d join the Land Army an’ all if I could; then we could go together. But I know it’s impossible. I can’t leave Mum.’

‘No, of course you can’t,’ said Eunice, smiling sympathetically. ‘Never mind – there’s one consolation. She’s not such an old tartar as my ma, is she? You’re not dying to leave home, like I am.’

‘Honestly, Eunice – you’re dreadful,’ said Gwen, giggling a little. ‘Your mum’s not all that bad. She’s always very nice with me.’

‘That’s because she likes you,’ said Eunice. ‘She thinks you’re a nice girl – which you are, of course – just the right sort of friend for me. A good influence an’ all that.’

‘Oh . . . does she?’ said Gwen, although she had heard Eunice say the same sort of thing before. ‘We don’t get much chance to be anything other than good, do we, either of us? I always have to get home to see Mum – not that I mind, of course – and your parents don’t like you to be out late, do they?’

‘No, not unless I’m with Ronnie,’ Eunice sniggered. ‘They think I’m safe with him, you see.’

‘And . . . aren’t you?’

‘Of course I am,’ she grinned. ‘Ronnie’s just a friend.’

Ronnie was the son of Mabel and Tom Iveson, who owned the grocery store round the corner from the boarding house. The couple were friends of her mother and father, although Eunice could not understand why: Mabel and Tom were a much jollier couple by far. The only thing they had in common, as far as she could see, was that they all attended the same church; Tom Iveson and her father were both sidesmen there. She knew her mother would have no objection – might welcome the prospect, in fact – if Ronnie were her steady boyfriend. But as far as Ronnie and Eunice were concerned there was no chance of that, no chance at all. She had known him ever since he was a small boy and with their parents being friends they were really more like brother and sister. They went out together sometimes, but only as friends. And if both their mothers wished it might be otherwise, well, Eunice thought that was a very funny idea, and so, she guessed, did Ronnie.

‘He’s down in the south of England, somewhere,’ she said now. Preparing for the anticipated invasion of our shores by the enemy, she thought – only nobody dared to voice the words out loud.

‘You write to him, though, don’t you?’

‘Yes, now and again. It’s the RAF lads my mother’s worried about, not Ronnie Iveson. She says she wouldn’t trust any of “them Brylcreem boys” as far as she could throw them. I can’t see why; they seem like very nice lads to me, most of ’em. She saw me talking to one of them the other day, that’s billeted near us, and quick as a flash she was on the doorstep, shouting for me to come in. Honest, I was that embarrassed.’

Edith Morton had refused to have any of the RAF recruits billeted at her boarding house, but she could not stop her daughter coming into contact with them. The boys in airforce blue were all over the place in Blackpool; walking in pairs or small groups through the town, thronging the ballrooms and picture houses, drilling and doing manoeuvres on the promenade and sands. Eunice, and Gwen too, had met several of them and danced with them at the Palace or Winter Gardens Ballroom, but that was as far as it had gone. Eunice would not have dared to let one of them walk her home or her mother would accuse her of ‘making herself cheap’. She was supposed to be in by ten o’clock, although, since she had recently turned eighteen, a big concession might now be made to extend the deadline to ten thirty.

Gwen also had to be in by ten, as her mother was an invalid and needed more or less constant care. One blessing, however, was that her illness had not made her querulous and difficult as it might have done. She encouraged her only daughter to go out at least once a week, when a neighbour would come and sit with her. But Gwen was always anxious to get home by ten. The mother and daughter were devoted to one another, particularly as Gwen’s father had died when she was only five years old.

Eunice had never really discovered just what was wrong with Mrs Singleton. Tuberculosis, she guessed; TB as it was always referred to. She was a gentle little person, and Gwen, small and delicately boned with baby-fine hair, was the image of her mother. But Gwen was quite tough, with a wiry strength beneath her seemingly fragile stature, whereas Ivy Singleton appeared to be growing more skeletal each time Eunice saw her. She was not confined to bed, although she rested for a large part of each day. She was able to slip out to the local shops, mainly to get a dose of fresh air, but the short journey was as much as she could manage without overtiring herself. Otherwise Gwen, with the help of willing neighbours, did the shopping and made sure there was always someone near to see to her mother’s needs. Eunice had gathered they were not badly off, however, which was one consolation. Mrs Singleton paid a woman to clean their house in Layton, and Gwen always seemed to be acquiring new clothes; at least she had done so until the wartime restrictions had begun to take effect.

Eunice was sorry for her friend. They never discussed just how poorly her mother was, or whether, in fact, she was ever likely to get better. Eunice doubted that she would, but Gwen usually appeared cheerful and optimistic. This, at times, made Eunice feel guilty at her own resentment and the way she grumbled at her home situation. They were both in the same boat, lacking the unlimited freedom to please themselves, but for different reasons. Eunice realised that her friend’s predicament was far worse than her own. She might soon have the chance to break free from the restrictions she moaned about, whereas for Gwen there was no escape. Not unless ‘something happened’ to her mother, and that was too dreadful to contemplate.

Gwen’s next remark surprised her. ‘I know I can’t leave home,’ she said, ‘and nor do I want to, not really. Well, it’s something I never think about because I know it’s no use. But there’s no reason why I should stay here at Boots, is there? Actually, I’m thinking of applying to work at the aircraft factory.’

‘At Squire’s Gate?’ asked Eunice. ‘It’s a long way, although I think there’s a bus that goes there from where you live.’

‘No, I’m hoping they’d take me at the bus station site,’ replied Gwen. ‘It would be a lot nearer.’

Vickers Armstrong had opened an aircraft assembly plant for the manufacture of Wellington bombers at Squire’s Gate, on the airport site at the southern end of the town. But there was also a sub-factory on the upper floors of Talbot Road bus station, which had been camouflaged with black paint and now employed hundreds of men and women workers at the north end of the town.

‘Good for you,’ said Eunice. ‘I think that’s a great idea. What does your mum say? Have you told her?’

‘Yes, I’ve mentioned it, and she’s all for it. She’s so unselfish, you know, Eunice. She makes me feel really guilty at times.’

‘Me too,’ said Eunice. Her friend was echoing the very thoughts that had just been passing through her mind. ‘But what have you to feel guilty about, for goodness’ sake? Nothing, as far as I can see. You’re always there for your mum, aren’t you?’

‘Oh, I don’t know . . . It gets me down at times; then I have a bit of a moan and a weep to myself. Anyway, I said to Mum that I might have to do a night shift now and then at the factory, and she said not to worry about it. Our neighbours are very good, and I think she feels she’ll be doing her bit through me, even though she can’t do anything definite herself. She can’t take any of those Ministry of Pension people, like your mother’s doing, although we’ve got room for some.’

‘My mother had no choice, had she?’ said Eunice. ‘Not with all those bedrooms going spare. I’m hoping Mum won’t kick up too much fuss about the Land Army. I shall go whether or not, but I’d rather she was agreeable about it.’

To her surprise her mother appeared to have changed her mind completely by the time Eunice got home that evening.

‘Your daddy and I have been having a talk,’ she said, ‘and we’ve decided we’ll let you join the Land Army – that is, if you still want to.’

‘Of course I want to,’ said Eunice. ‘Thanks, Mum. Thanks . . . Dad.’ She glanced across at her father, already ensconced in his fireside chair, waiting for his meal to appear on the table.

He nodded briefly at her. ‘That’s right,’ he mumbled, returning to his evening paper.

Eunice doubted that her parents had discussed the matter at all; her father would have returned from work not all that long ago so there would hardly have been time. Still, there were to be no more arguments and objections, and for that Eunice was thankful.

She wasted no time in posting off her application to join the Women’s Land Army – the WLA – and was very soon called for an interview at the town hall. This was merely a formality as they were only too willing to take healthy and eager young women such as Eunice. She was told that she would receive instructions about her training in due course, and that her uniform would be sent by post to her home address. She could hardly wait, rushing home at the end of each day to see if the parcel post had been. And then, one day in August, there it was in a huge brown paper parcel. In spite of her impatience she knew she must open the parcel carefully; brown paper and string were precious commodities in these wartime days, to be stored away and reused.

She drew out a pair of fawn corduroy breeches, two matching shirts, two pairs of thick woollen socks, one pair of shoes, one pair of very stiff boots, a pair of dungarees, a green jumper and a green tie striped with red and bearing the letters WLA in yellow. To complete the outfit there was a green felt armband with WLA embroidered in red and surmounted by a crown.

She couldn’t wait to try it on although she knew she would have to curb her impatience until she had eaten the nourishing stew that her mother had cooked for their tea. She realised that one thing she would miss would be her mother’s cooking. Edith always managed to eke out the rations and had become quite an expert at concocting economical but tasty dishes with the aid of the recipes brought out by the Ministry of Food. She listened eagerly to the five-minute programme Kitchen Front, which was broadcast each morning after the eight o’clock news. No, it was not all bad, living at home.

Eunice had seen the idealistic recruitment posters of land girls with rosy cheeks and dazzling smiles, carrying a sheaf of corn or holding a fluffy lamb in their arms. As she looked at herself now in her full-length wardrobe mirror she realised that the image that looked back at her might well have been one of those girls, but without the props. She knew she was good-looking, with her dark curly hair and bright blue eyes, and the uniform, though it had not been designed with the intention of flattering the female form, did, in fact, do that very thing. Women, as a rule, did not wear trousers, not even in the female branches of the armed forces, and these knee breeches appeared novel and quite arresting, showing off her slim waist and the curve of her hips to the best advantage. The green sweater was tightly fitting and accentuated her generous bust. Eunice, turning sideways to the mirror, was not displeased with what she saw. She wondered if she should have been sent the next size, but she smiled at her reflection and decided it would do very well.

She had the good sense to realise, however, that the uniform would not stay in pristine condition for very long. A great deal of hard and dirty work lay ahead for her, but she was not afraid of that. She sat on the bed and thumbed through the Land Army Manual, a booklet that had been included in the parcel. ‘Farming work’, it read, ‘means hard physical strain, but any girl who endures it finds compensation in the knowledge that she is playing a very important part in National Service.’

There was a great deal more, written in somewhat dictatorial prose, which warned the ‘town girl’ against adopting a superior attitude to country folk, regarding them as backwoodsmen or country bumpkins. Town girls were advised to tone down their make-up and nail varnish and not to appear at local dances in ‘Bond Street’ creations. Honestly! As if we could afford them, thought Eunice, or even get enough coupons for such things. It was suggested that the aspiring land girl should practise strengthening exercises before she actually joined up: carrying buckets full of water for half an hour or more at a time, for instance, or attempting to pitch earth on to a barrow to see whether she could bear the aches and pains entailed. There were remedies for roughened and chapped hands – olive oil and beeswax warmed in the oven and then applied as a paste – and chilblains, and a list of essential items to be taken, in addition to the uniform. Two complete sets, at the very least, of underwear and nightwear; house slippers; ‘walking out’ shoes; one or two frocks, for changing into in the evening; a woolly scarf and gloves; a bicycle – if you possess one; and toilet requisites.
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