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One



Lincolnshire, October 1938


Carolyn cycled along the narrow coast road towards Gibraltar Point. The bicycle wobbled precariously as the wind from the sea buffeted her. Just over the sandhills to her left were salt marshes, dunes and eventually the beach and the North Sea. She held on to the handlebars tightly, ignoring the gusts blowing up the skirt of her maroon uniform. She smiled to herself. At least on this lonely road and at just gone six o’clock in the evening there was no one to see her immodesty. The town was quieter now after the busy summer months; the holidaymakers had all gone and the residents had their town to themselves once more.


‘We’ve got the best of both worlds,’ Carolyn would always say defensively if anyone dared to criticize her home town. ‘Bustling with life and people enjoying themselves in the summer, and peace and quiet in the winter.’


It was over two miles to cycle home from her job at the Woolworth store in the centre of the seaside town of Skegness, but she loved hearing the sound of the sea and breathing in the fresh, salty air. It was not quite as far as she’d had to cycle to attend the town’s grammar school. The school had begun life as the Magdalen College School in Wainfleet, but had transferred to a new building in Skegness in 1933. Carolyn had transferred with it, staying on until she was eighteen to take her Higher Matriculation Certificate, which she’d passed with flying colours. She’d been so proud to wear the green and gold school uniform and even prouder when her younger brother, Tom, had followed her there. He still pedalled the three miles or so to school and back every day, his satchel heavy on his back.


Carolyn Holmes was tall and slim with dark brown hair falling in soft curls and waves to her shoulders, brown eyes that sparkled with mischief and smooth skin that was lightly tanned from the sun and the wind on her cycle rides. She was enjoying her job although she hadn’t expected to do so. She’d wanted to go to a good secretarial college to learn shorthand and typing as her ambition was to work in an office. It was still her dream, but her mother had insisted that she find employment as soon as she left school.


‘Staying on until you’re eighteen, indeed. It’s ridiculous. What good is higher education for a girl who is only going to get married, run a home and bear children? I left school when I was twelve and was working in service by the time I was thirteen, but your father insisted that you should stay on so – for once – I gave way to him.’ Her mother, Lilian, had sniffed disapprovingly. ‘You could’ve been bringing money into the home for the past four years at least, to say nothing of helping me about the house and looking after your grandad.’


Carolyn had held her tongue. It did her no good at all to argue with her mother. She always tried to help with the housework and nearly every day, either before or after work, she cycled to the large farmhouse where her grandfather, Frank Atkinson, still lived, but on his own now since the death of his wife three years earlier. Carolyn took the meals which her mother cooked for him, brought washing home for Lilian to launder every Monday morning and returned it, washed and ironed, later in the week. On Sunday mornings, before attending church with the whole family, she cleaned Frank’s kitchen, living room and bedroom and scrubbed the wooden seat of the outside privy. On her half-day off from work, she either blackleaded the range in Frank’s kitchen or polished the copper pans hanging in a shining row in his scullery. But there was no point in reminding Lilian of these facts. The only answer Carolyn was likely to get was: ‘And so you should’.


Now, she took the right-hand turn to the farm instead of going straight on to her home, which stood at the side of the road, yet still on Frank Atkinson’s land. It was what was known as a tied cottage. It belonged to the farm and was usually occupied by the family of one of the farm’s workers. As indeed, in a way, it still was. Her mother, Lilian, still helped out on the farm at busy times. Carolyn’s father, Eddie, worked for his own father, Norman Holmes, who was the local carpenter and wheelwright. His home and workshop were on the main road leading south out of Skegness towards Boston, but they were within easy reach through the rough tracks across the fields. Frank’s farm was a large one and stretched from the coast road inland to the main road. He employed three farmhands; his own son, Harold, Harold’s son, Adam, and Peter Carter. Peter also lived in a tied cottage on the northern edge of the farm with his widowed mother, Phyllis. She worked in Frank’s dairy and also helped in the farmhouse too. There was an uneasy alliance between Lilian and Phyllis. Lilian suspected that Phyllis was ‘after’ Frank and his money, but what held the two women together was their mutual desire to see Peter and Carolyn marry.


As she neared the farmyard gate, Carolyn could see her uncle, Harold, and her cousin, Adam, locking up the barns, which signalled the end of their working day. Harold had built himself a house at the north end of the farmland, midway between the coast road and the main road, with lanes leading to both.


‘Nah then, lass,’ was his greeting as he clicked the last padlock into place. ‘How’s work gone today?’


‘All right, Uncle Harold, thanks.’ She nodded to Adam, who gave her a cheery wave as he went towards the hen house to secure it from prowling foxes.


‘Not what you want to be doin’, though, is it?’ Harold was tall and broad and always dressed in workaday clothes, except for church on Sunday, when he donned his one and only smart lounge suit. He had an abundance of dark hair for a man approaching his forties with not a strand of grey to be seen, though it was usually covered by his cap.


Carolyn laughed merrily, her eyes dancing. ‘I wouldn’t want anyone to think that I consider such work’s beneath me, cos it isn’t. I like the job and the other folk who work there. They’re a great bunch.’ She sighed. ‘But for some reason I don’t quite understand myself, I always fancied working in an office. I went into a solicitor’s in town once and the girls working there, tapping away on their typewriters, just looked so – so . . .’


‘Ladylike?’ her uncle volunteered.


Carolyn threw back her head and roared with laughter. ‘Ladylike? Me? You need your eyesight testing, Uncle Harold.’


Harold chuckled. Her uncle was rather a solemn man, but Carolyn always seemed to get him to smile. ‘You’ve grown into a pretty lass, Carolyn. Don’t ever let anyone tell you different. Now, me an’ Adam had best be getting home, else yar aunt Eve’ll have a ducky fit. Tea’s always on the table at half past six an’ she dun’t like us being late. Ta-ra, love.’


Carolyn’s aunt’s ‘ducky fits’ were legendary though in truth they didn’t frighten any of the family; they were used to them and just waited until they’d blown themselves out, rather like one sat out a thunderstorm. Carolyn loved her Aunty Eve dearly. Despite her fiery temper, Eve was good-hearted and generous. She would help anyone. Carolyn had to admit that she would always rather confide in Aunty Eve than in her own mother. Of medium height and slim with a lovely figure, Eve always dressed smartly, wearing a hint of make-up and a pale pink lipstick even when working around the house and the farm, her short, red hair tamed into neat sausage curls. Her one treat of the week was to go into town for the day every Wednesday to have lunch with a couple of her friends and then go to the cinema. Lilian frequently sniffed her disapproval. ‘She’d do better to stay at home and look after her family instead of gallivanting. She’ll find she hasn’t time to go gadding about once Harold takes over the farm and she has to move into the big house.’


Lilian was bitter about the fact that Harold, even though he was two years younger than she was, would inherit the farm eventually. She would only be left the cottage and a few acres around it where she and her family lived now. Lilian totally ignored the fact that as her husband was an only child he would undoubtedly take over his parents’ house and their business too. It was the perceived unfairness that she resented.


Carolyn leaned her bicycle against the wall of the farmhouse and entered by the back door. She stepped into the washhouse and then into the scullery on the left and from there into the kitchen.


‘Hello, Grandad,’ she greeted the old man sitting beside the roaring fire in the grate of the range. Even though he was small in stature, he was still wiry and strong for his age. His grey, almost white hair was parted in the centre and smoothed back. He was dressed as always in black corduroy trousers, striped shirt and black waistcoat – his working clothes. It was almost a uniform for farmers and their workers; Harold, Adam and Peter always wore similar attire. Only on Sundays did Frank, like the others, change into his one good suit to attend church. He had removed his heavy boots and was toasting his toes in front of the fire, his feet resting on the fender. He glanced up and gave Carolyn a wide grin. Apart from the time when his wife had died, Frank Atkinson was rarely seen without a smile on his wrinkled face and it was always a positive beam when his granddaughter came to visit.


‘Want me to set the table for your tea, Grandad?’


‘Aye, lass. That’d be nice. There’s a meat pie warming in the oven that yar mam brought over this morning.’


While Carolyn busied herself setting a place for him at the table, they chatted.


‘How’s work going?’ he asked.


‘All right. They’re nice people to work with and I enjoy meeting the customers.’ She bit her lip to stop herself saying any more.


‘But it’s not what you wanted, love, is it?’ he said softly, repeating exactly what her uncle had said only moments earlier. ‘You should have gone to that secretarial college in London you told me about. I offered to pay for it, you know, if it’d been needed.’


Carolyn’s eyes widened. This was news. Tears sprang to her eyes at his kindness. ‘That was lovely of you, Grandad.’ She forced a smile. Trust her mother not to tell her that such an offer had been made.


‘Don’t give up hope. Mebbe one day, eh? Keep the Faith.’


Carolyn grimaced. ‘Not if Mam and Mrs Carter get their way.’


‘Don’t you listen to them two old biddies, lass. You carve your own future. If you don’t want to marry young Peter, then don’t. He’s a nice enough lad, a hard worker, and I’m very fond of him, but I wouldn’t want you to marry anyone just to please yar mam.’ He gave a wheezy laugh. ‘But don’t you tell ’er I said so, else there’ll be no more meat pies for me tea.’


Her visit ended on a laugh, but as Carolyn cycled home she was still thinking about her grandfather’s words. Although nothing had ever been voiced, she was pretty sure that her father agreed with the old man. She remembered the arguments there’d been between her parents over her staying on at school into the sixth form. Eddie, a quiet, placid man most of the time and thought by some to be hen-pecked, would stand up to his strong-minded wife when the occasion demanded. He had won that particular round, but he had lost the dispute over the secretarial college. Carolyn lifted her face to the breeze and a small smile played on her mouth. Heartened by Frank’s words, she had hope for the future now. Her future.










Two



When she arrived home, Carolyn found her brother Tom struggling to get a large, oblong box through the back door.


‘That looks heavy. Let me give you a hand.’ She took one end and together they carried it inside.


‘Where do you want it?’


‘In the front room, please, Caro.’


‘Radio parts, is it?’ Carolyn guessed.


‘It’s a wireless set. Mr Fox got it for me.’ George Fox was Tom’s science teacher. He was helping the boy to build a radio transmitting and receiving set. Tom was fast becoming a keen amateur wireless enthusiast. ‘He reckons I’ll have a much wider scope with this one to listen in to transmissions in the North Sea, ships and that. Maybe as far as the countries across the water.’


‘What? Like Holland?’


Tom nodded as they manoeuvred the cumbersome box into position on Lilian’s dining table, now set beneath the window to accommodate Tom’s wireless equipment. ‘Maybe even Germany and Denmark.’


They stood back and looked down at it. ‘Thanks, Caro.’


‘Well? Go on. Open it.’


Together they unpacked the box, carefully setting the oblong-shaped instrument with its strange dials and switches on the table.


‘Is this a new one?’


‘New to me, but it’s not brand new – they cost a fortune – but it is a later model than the one I’ve been using.’


‘D’you know what to do with it all?’


‘Not yet.’ Tom grinned. ‘But I will. Mr Fox said he’ll come out here on Saturday morning and show me how to connect it up and get it working. That’s if Mam doesn’t mind.’


Carolyn gave an unladylike snort of laughter. ‘Mam doesn’t mind anything her blue-eyed boy wants to do. You should know that.’


Tom straightened up and frowned before saying hesitantly, ‘I admit she does spoil me. Does it – does it – upset you?’


Carolyn laughed. ‘Heavens, no. I’m as daft as a brush with you myself. You can twist me round your little finger.’ Then her smile faded as she added, ‘But with Mam, I think it’s a mother-and-son thing. Just mind it doesn’t get worse as you grow up. Mother love is wonderful, but smother love is something completely different.’


Tom glanced at her from behind his round spectacles, his mousy-coloured hair falling over his forehead in an untidy flop. He grinned, his hazel eyes twinkling. ‘No, I won’t let it get out of hand, but at the moment . . .’ He winked broadly and she pretended to be shocked. 


‘You young rascal. You’re leading her on, aren’t you, and getting just what you want?’


‘Am I very dreadful?’


‘Course not.’ She leaned towards him as she whispered, ‘I’d do exactly the same, if I could, but it doesn’t work for me.’ She sighed. ‘I can’t seem to get what I want.’


‘I wish I could help.’ He was pensive for a moment before saying slowly, ‘Couldn’t you teach yourself typewriting and Pitman’s shorthand?’


Carolyn pulled a face. ‘I might manage to learn shorthand from books, but I’d need a typewriter.’


‘I reckon Dad – or Grandad – would get you one. Might only be second-hand, but it’d do, wouldn’t it?’


‘Of course. Anything would do to learn on, just so long as it works.’


Tom rubbed his nose; it was a habit he had when he was thinking. ‘Mr Fox’s wife is a secretary. She might know of someone who would teach you. I’ll ask him on Saturday, because you’ll be at work then, won’t you?’


Carolyn nodded. Her half-day off each week was on a Thursday, the town’s early-closing day. On Saturdays she had to work all day for it was one of the store’s busiest days of the week, but she couldn’t help a little thrill of hope running through her. It was worth Tom asking his teacher, even if it came to nothing.


On the Saturday morning, Lilian made a great fuss of Tom’s teacher when he arrived on his bicycle.


‘Do come in, Mr Fox. Would you like a cup of tea? It’s a cold ride out here all the way from town.’


‘That would be most acceptable, Mrs Holmes. Thank you,’ George said as he took off his overcoat and removed his bicycle clips. In his mid-forties, he was slim in build, round-shouldered and not very tall. He was almost completely bald, with just wisps of hair growing above each ear. He wore thick, horn-rimmed spectacles, behind which his blue eyes were bright and sharp. George Fox missed nothing that was going on, as many a miscreant in his class had found to their cost. But he was a kindly man and, for all those pupils who behaved and worked hard, he couldn’t do enough.


‘Let me take your coat,’ Lilian said. ‘Do go through to the front room. Tom’s waiting for you. There’s a nice fire in there. I’ll bring the tea in to you.’


Teacher and pupil greeted each other and then sat down in front of all the mysterious paraphernalia that Tom and Carolyn had set out. George’s eyes gleamed. ‘This all looks wonderful, Tom. I think you’ve got everything you need now.’ They worked side by side, Tom following George’s instructions as they set up the wireless. They were interrupted only by Lilian, who brought in a tray of tea and biscuits. She hovered a moment wanting to engage George in conversation, but both he and her son were so engrossed that she left the room quietly. She sighed. Mr Fox wouldn’t even notice his surroundings: the front parlour, which she was so proud of; the china cabinet with its delicate bone china tea service, which was never used because it was so precious; the bookcase with its pristine volumes of the classics – Dickens, Thackery, Austen, Shakespeare and the poets, Wordsworth, Keats and Tennyson. She’d never read any of them but she liked to possess them and to show them off. Neither would Mr Fox notice the watercolours that adorned the walls, for he only had eyes for Tom’s wireless. It had, if she were being totally honest, been a wrench to let Tom have his equipment under the front-room window – to give up her best room. But then, it was for her son and his future.


‘There,’ George Fox said half an hour after the door had closed behind Lilian. ‘I think we’re ready. Turn her on, Tom.’


‘Why do you call it “her”?’


George laughed. ‘Men always seem to call their machinery “her”. Goodness knows why, unless it’s because they spend a lot of time with them and lavish considerable attention on them.’ He grinned. ‘As I expect you will be doing with this little beauty.’


As the wireless came to life with crackles and spits, George murmured, ‘You will have to learn Morse code, you know, to take real advantage of this.’ He pointed to the telegraph key. ‘But you’re all set up now.’


‘How would I go about learning it?’


‘If you come home with me after school one afternoon a week for a while, I’ll start you off. It’s not easy, but like anything, practice makes perfect. You can start by communicating with me from here. That way, I’ll know how you’re progressing. We’ll agree a time each evening to get in touch.’


Tom knew that George Fox was a dedicated radio ham and had been for several years. A bedroom in his home was given over to his hobby.


‘That’s very good of you, Mr Fox.’


George shrugged. ‘Any learning is never wasted, Tom.’ At school, boys were called by their surnames, but here, in his own home, the teacher was thoughtful enough to use the boy’s Christian name. ‘And a knowledge of Morse code might come in useful,’ he added mildly.


Tom nodded. He was not deceived. Their school was go-ahead and forward thinking. The older pupils were kept well informed about the political situation and what was happening in the world. Tom was one of them. He and his peers were fully aware of the unrest in Europe, of the rise in power of Adolf Hitler in Germany and of Benito Mussolini in Italy and also about the Spanish Civil War that had been going on for two years.


‘There is something else I would like to ask you.’ Tom was a little hesitant. He didn’t want to be seen as trying to take advantage of the man’s good nature. ‘It’s just advice really.’


‘Fire away.’


‘It’s about my sister, actually.’


‘Carolyn? Yes, I remember her. I taught her for a year.’ George Fox had taught briefly at the Magdalen College School before transferring to the newly built school in Skegness too. ‘She dropped science after that to concentrate on the arts, languages and such. Go on.’


Even though they were alone in the room with the door firmly closed, Tom lowered his voice. ‘She wants to learn shorthand and typing so that she can find work in an office. It’s what she’d really like to do. The shorthand she might be able to teach herself, but the typing’s a bit more difficult. She’s been reading about it and says there’s a way of touch typing where you don’t have to look at the keys – but she doesn’t know how to go about it, or whether she’d need someone to teach her.’


‘Yes, I do know quite a lot about it, as it happens.’ George smiled. ‘My wife is an expert touch typist. She went to the Queen’s Secretarial College in London. An excellent establishment. I’m sure your sister would get in there or somewhere similar if . . .’


He paused when he saw Tom shaking his head. ‘That’s what she wanted to do when she left school this summer. She wanted to go to that very same college you’ve just mentioned, but Mother wouldn’t let her.’ Tom flushed a little, as if he felt he was being disloyal to their mother, as he added, ‘She – she thinks a good education is wasted on a girl – that they’re only going to get married.’


George’s eyes flashed momentarily with anger. It was an argument he’d heard so often and not one he subscribed to. He paused for a moment and pursed his mouth. He needed to rephrase the retort that had automatically come to his lips. With a calculated mildness he was not feeling, he murmured, ‘“A woman’s place is in the home”, eh?’


‘Something like that.’


It was a saying that never failed to enrage George. So many bright young women had never been given the chance they so richly deserved. ‘As I said, education is never wasted, not even’ – he smiled impishly for a moment – ‘on girls.’


He paused and then went on, more seriously now, ‘People have short memories, you know, Tom. They are forgetting – probably in a lot of cases, conveniently – how women rallied to the cause during the Great War. They left hearth and home and took on the jobs that the men, rushing to be heroes, had left behind. They did everything from driving ambulances and trams, working on the buses and railways, to teaching. Where do you think our schools and the present generation of young people would be now if it hadn’t been for women stepping up?’


‘Yes, we’ve been learning a little bit about it in history with Miss Collinson, though she doesn’t dwell a lot on the war. Perhaps it’s too recent. She probably thinks some of us might have lost someone.’


‘As indeed did she,’ George murmured. He paused and then added, ‘I’m sure I can trust you, Tom, to keep a confidence.’


Tom nodded solemnly.


‘She lost her fiancé on the Somme in 1916. I don’t think she will ever get over it.’


‘I’m very sorry to hear that.’ Tom paused and then added, ‘She’s a nice lady. My dad didn’t have to go. He works for his own father, who has the wheelwright and joinery business on Wainfleet Road, and it was considered heavily related to agriculture. But I think he almost wishes he had gone. White feathers, and all that.’


‘Was he given one?’ George’s tone was sharp.


‘I don’t know. I’ve never asked him. It’s not a subject we ever talk about. The war, I mean. And Peter Carter’s father was killed on the Somme, I think.’


‘Yes, I remember Peter from school too. Bright lad, if I remember correctly, though he didn’t stay on after the statutory school leaving age, did he?’ George was thoughtful for a moment before saying, ‘Teaching was a reserved occupation during the war, but I was handed a white feather by a woman in the street. I was so mortified that I went straight to the nearest recruiting station and signed up. It was a foolish thing to do, but I was only young then, newly qualified and not hardened to taking criticism for not being in uniform.’


‘Was it very bad?’


George was silent for a long moment. ‘We don’t talk about it, Tom, none of us do because we can’t bear to. All I’ll say is that it was indescribable hell. I was very lucky to come back with hardly a scratch, but I did have what they call shellshock for a while.’ He smiled sadly. ‘I suppose in one way I was very lucky. I was drafted into what is now known as the Royal Corps of Signals, hence my continuing interest in communications.’


‘Some of my classmates lost their fathers, uncles and even grandfathers,’ Tom said. ‘Peacock lost his own dad, his dad’s dad and his dad’s brother. His poor grandmother has worn black ever since, he says. Isn’t it awful to lose a husband and two sons?’


‘Indeed it is. There was a family in Lincoln where a mother lost five of her eight sons. They all served in the war, but only three returned and one of those suffered life-changing injuries, so I was told.’ After a long silence between them, George went on quietly, ‘So you see, Tom, if another war does come and you are trained – or even partially so – in operating a wireless and you have a knowledge of Morse code too, you might be very useful in a non-combatant role. I wouldn’t want you or any of our boys’ – he referred to all the pupils of the school where he taught as ‘our boys’ – ‘to become just cannon fodder. So, I will help you all I can and I will speak to my wife about your sister too, because if there is to be another war – and I’m sad to say it is looking increasingly likely – then this time, I think, girls and women will be conscripted. If she, too, has a useful skill at her fingertips – quite literally . . .’ He smiled at Tom. ‘. . . she would undoubtedly find a valuable position in one of the services.’


‘That’s if Mam would let her.’


‘I don’t think,’ George said drily, ‘that your mother would have any say in the matter if Carolyn were to be conscripted.’










Three



By the following Monday evening, Tom had news for Carolyn, but it wasn’t until the family had eaten and she had helped Lilian clear away and wash up, that she had time to sneak into the front room to speak to her brother alone.


In a whisper, Tom told her, ‘Mrs Fox is willing to teach you touch typing, but she says you’ll need a typewriter at home to practise on. I shall be going to Mr Fox’s after school one day a week. Perhaps we could go on the same day. He’s going to teach me Morse code. I thought I’d ask him if a Thursday was convenient. That’s your half-day. You could go then, couldn’t you, and we could meet up there?’


Carolyn’s eyes lit up. ‘That’s so lovely of her. How much will she charge me?’


Tom blinked. ‘Oh, I never thought about that and he never said. He doesn’t charge me, so . . .’


Carolyn frowned. ‘I wouldn’t expect her to do it for nothing.’ She was thoughtful for a moment, then she sighed. ‘It’s very tempting. It’s what I want, but I don’t think Mam will agree to me having a typewriter anyway.’


Tom chuckled. ‘Go and talk to Grandad Atkinson. He supported your plan to go to college, didn’t he?’


Carolyn eyed him and a slow smile curved her generous mouth. ‘You’re a rogue, Tom Holmes. D’you know that?’


Tom just grinned, flicked back his hair and shrugged.


After attending church on the Sunday morning, Carolyn cycled to the farm carefully transporting a dinner in her bicycle basket. She was both nervous and excited at the same time about what she was going to ask her grandfather.


‘You’re a good lass,’ Frank said, as he sat down to eat the meal she had warmed in the range oven and laid before him. She sat down opposite him as he ate, eager to speak to him, yet not wanting to interrupt his meal. When he’d scraped the last of the custard from the bowl of apple crumble, he sat back with a satisfied sigh. ‘A little nap in me chair by the range wouldn’t go amiss now, afore I have to get back to me work.’


‘You work too hard, Grandad. Let the others do it.’


He chuckled. ‘Aye, I could. Yar uncle is quite capable of running things with Peter to help him and even young Adam. They’re all willing workers, but old habits die hard. I like to give them a day off on a Sunday, but animals still need to be fed. I like to feel I can still be useful and, besides’ – his face clouded for a moment – ‘since yar granny went, the house is a lonely place, so I like to get outside as much as I can. Still, let’s not dwell on things we can’t change, eh?’ He paused and looked at her thoughtfully. ‘Now, if I’m not mistaken, there’s summat you want to say to me. I can see it in your face. Out with it then, lass.’


Carolyn took a deep breath. ‘Tom has found out that his science teacher’s wife, Mrs Fox, is a trained touch typist and she’d be willing to teach me.’ She rushed on telling him all that Tom had suggested before Frank could answer.


Frank was thoughtful for a few moments before saying. ‘D’you know how much she’d charge you?’


Carolyn shook her head.


‘If you can’t manage it out of your own wages, then let me know. I’ll make a contribution.’


‘I can’t let you do that, Grandad.’


‘Of course you can.’ He chuckled. ‘It’ll be a lot cheaper than paying for you to go to that fancy secretarial college, though I’d’ve been willing to do that if only your mam had let you.’


‘That’s the one that Mrs Fox went to.’


‘Is it really? She should be good, then? Does she work?’ He chuckled and his old eyes twinkled. ‘Outside the home, I mean.’


‘Part-time, in an office somewhere, I think. Mornings only, so Tom said, but she’s sent word that she’s willing for me to go to her on a Thursday afternoon on my half-day off.’ She bit her lip, hesitating to say more.


Frank eyed her shrewdly, his mind working quickly. Then he guessed what was troubling her. Mildly, he said, ‘You’ll be needing a typewriter, won’t you? You’ll need to practise a lot, I’m thinking, to get to the speeds an employer would be looking for.’


Frank had spent his whole life on his family’s farm, rarely venturing to the ‘bright lights’, but he was well read and very knowledgeable. What he didn’t know, he soon found out. And wisdom had come with his advancing years.


‘I – I suppose so.’


‘I’ll keep a watch out for one when I go to market each week. Don’t worry, lass. I’ll sort that out for you.’


The following week, Frank arrived at his daughter’s house in his farm truck on the way home from the market. It was not an unusual occurrence. He often called to have dinner with his daughter and son-in-law after the early morning auctions. Eddie cycled home for his midday meal on three days each week. On the other working days, he had his dinner with his own parents. It was an arrangement that suited them all. Eddie knew his mother still liked to feed him now and again. But he always made sure to cycle home on market day when he was able to enjoy a natter with his father-in-law.


As the three of them sat down around the table, Frank said conversationally, ‘I sold three beasts this morning, Eddie. Got a good price for ’em an’ all, so I’ve treated my granddaughter to something I know she wants. I expect she’s told you all about it.’


He hid his smile. He knew very well that Carolyn would have said nothing to both her parents yet; she might have confided in her father, but he doubted even that at this stage.


‘Something she wants?’ Lilian frowned. ‘What are you talking about, Dad?’ Before he could answer, she clapped her hands and her frown turned into a wide beam. ‘Oh, has Peter proposed? Is she planning a wedding?’


‘Good Lord, no,’ Frank’s tone was sharp. ‘Whatever gave you that idea?’


‘Because it’s high time there was a definite understanding between them.’ Her mouth tightened. ‘I bet it’s not him holding things up. It’ll be her with her airs and graces, reckoning she’s too good for a farm labourer. She’ll lose that lad, if she’s not careful, and then I’ll be mad.’


‘She’s only eighteen, Lilian,’ Eddie put in and earned himself a glare from his wife that would have halted a charging bull.


As Lilian opened her mouth, Frank spoke again, trying to draw the expected tongue-lashing away from Eddie. He was very fond of his quiet son-in-law and didn’t want to cause trouble between them. ‘As I was saying,’ he went on mildly, but quite firmly, ‘Carolyn wants to learn to touch type and she’s found someone who is willing to teach her.’


‘Who?’ Lilian snapped.


‘Mrs Fox. Wife of Tom’s science teacher.’


Now Lilian was flummoxed. The last person in the world she wanted to offend was the man who was helping Tom so much with his hobby and no doubt with his schoolwork too. It was important for a boy to have the best education he could get. Lilian had aspirations for Tom that the rest of the family didn’t yet know about.


When she’d first found out that Adam was to inherit the farm eventually, she had been very bitter.


‘What about our Tom?’ she had railed to Eddie in private. ‘He should have a share of the farm.’ 


The only response Eddie had been able to give was to say mildly, ‘We must follow your father’s wishes, Lilian. Besides, I’m my parents’ only child. Perhaps your father had that in mind. No doubt the business will come to me and I can leave it to Tom.’ Beneath his breath so that Lilian didn’t hear, he’d murmured, ‘If he wants it.’


Lilian had sniffed. ‘Knowing them, they’ll leave a stipulation that you’re to divide it between Tom and Carolyn.’


‘Would that be so bad?’


‘She’ll have a husband to care for her. It’s Tom who’ll need a livelihood.’


But as the years had passed, Lilian had changed her mind. Adam could have the farm, she’d decided. Her Tom was better than that. He was going places. University, if she had anything to do with it. But for that, she needed to keep on the right side of his teachers.


‘How – how did that come about?’ she asked Frank now.


‘I really have no idea,’ her father said blandly.


Lilian was thinking quickly. The girl couldn’t have talked to Mr Fox herself on Saturday morning; she’d been at work. So . . .? No, surely Tom hadn’t had anything to do with this.


‘She’ll need a typewriter to practise on at home,’ Frank went on, blithely ignoring the conflicting emotions flitting across Lilian’s face. ‘So I kept me eye open and I was lucky enough to find one today at the market. And a proper typist’s chair to go with it. As I understand it, you have to have a proper chair so that you don’t get back trouble.’


More clutter in my best parlour, Lilian thought morosely. She’ll have back trouble when I’ve finished with her. Backside trouble, because I’ll tan it for her.


Little more was said as they ate the pork chops which Lilian had cooked, followed by stewed rhubarb and custard. Lilian was fuming, as both men knew, but they carried on eating calmly. When they’d finished, Lilian crashed the plates together as she cleared them away.


‘Perhaps you’d give me a hand with Carolyn’s things, Eddie, will you, and then I can give you a lift back to the workshop? We can stick your bike in the back of the truck.’


They carried the typewriter and chair into the front room and set the machine on a small table on the opposite side to where Tom had his wireless laid out.


‘I hope I haven’t caused you any bother, Eddie,’ Frank said in a low voice, ‘but I reckon that lass should have her chance.’ He nodded towards the radio equipment. ‘Nowt seems too good for young Tom. This lot must have cost you a pretty penny.’


‘Mr Fox got a lot of it for him, and no, it weren’t cheap, but I look at it this way: if we are edging towards another war, having a skill like this might keep him out of the fighting.’


Frank nodded slowly. ‘Yes, you’re right and I don’t blame you. But just think, Eddie, if we do go to war again, young women will be expected to do their bit an’ all. Even more than they did last time. They might even be conscripted and, if they are, our Carolyn is already old enough to be called up. To be honest with you, I don’t have a lot of faith in the prime minister’s piece of paper that they’re making such a song and dance about.’


At the very end of the previous month the newspapers had been full of Mr Chamberlain’s visit to Munich to meet with Hitler, Mussolini and others. Under the agreement, reached after almost twelve hours of conference, the Sudeten region of Czechoslovakia, where many German-speaking people lived, would be handed over to Germany.


‘It’s an appeasement, just to keep Hitler quiet,’ Frank went on, ‘but for how long, Eddie? You answer me that. Hitler will never be satisfied until he’s trampled across Europe again. To my mind, he’s determined to finish what the Kaiser couldn’t. And you know as well as I do what that’ll mean. So, let’s you and me band together to keep that lass safely behind a desk and yet still serving her country, if we can.’


Eddie Holmes, at just forty-two years old, was broad and stocky in build, but with the slight sign of a middle-aged paunch just beginning to show as a result of all the satisfying meals his wife cooked. His sandy-coloured hair was thinning now, but he always wore a cap when out of the house and a trilby on Sundays to attend church. He liked a peaceful life and gave in most of the time to his wife’s demands, but he wished now that he had taken a firmer line over Carolyn’s wish to go to college. At the time, he’d believed what Lilian had said; that Carolyn and Peter were fond of each other and likely to marry. But he was beginning to realize that perhaps he’d been wrong about that. So now he was keen to take his father-in-law’s advice and help Carolyn achieve her ambition.


He would do anything to help keep his lovely daughter out of the dangers that another war would bring.










Four



‘Just what do you think you’ve been up to, you little madam?’


Lilian was waiting for Carolyn as she stepped through the back door at just gone half-past six that evening. Carolyn blinked. Her mother was in one of her tempers and it was obvious that she was the cause of it in some way. But she had no idea what she’d done.


‘Sorry, Mam, I don’t—’


‘Don’t play the innocent with me. You’ve been wheedling your way round your grandad to get you a typewriter.’


Now Carolyn felt the colour flood her face. ‘I didn’t ask him, Mam. He offered.’


‘Same difference. I expect you went whining to him that I spoil Tom, did you?’


Now Carolyn lifted her head and met her mother’s hostile eyes. ‘No, Mam, I did not. Whatever you do for Tom always has my backing.’


‘I don’t believe you. You’re jealous of your brother. Always have been.’


‘No, I’m not. He deserves everything you can do for him. I just don’t understand why you can’t let me do what I’d like to do.’


‘Because you’re a girl.’


Carolyn sighed. It was the old argument. It was never going to change. ‘Mam, why can’t I just do this one thing? I’ll keep working at Woolworth, I promise.’


Lilian shrugged, flapped her hand towards her daughter and then turned away. ‘Oh, do what you like, then. But to my mind, you’d be better off learning how to cook and sew and keep house. Anything else is a waste of time – and money.’


With her mother’s agreement, albeit a grudging one, Carolyn took off her coat and scarf and went into the front room to find Tom. Just inside the door, she stopped and her mouth formed a round ‘oh’.


Tom was grinning at her. ‘Evidently, Grandad brought them at dinner time on his way home from the market.’


Carolyn closed the door behind her and moved across the room to put her hand on the chair and touch the typewriter. It was a black Imperial and even though it was second-hand, it had obviously been well looked after. ‘No wonder Mam’s mad.’


Tom chuckled. ‘Yes, she was a bit short with me when I got in from school. I expect she guesses I’ve had something to do with finding someone to teach you. Anyway, I told her that Mr Fox is willing for me to go to his house after school on a Thursday to help me learn Morse code. What I didn’t tell her’ – his grin widened – ‘is that you’re going to go the same day and we can cycle home together.’


‘That’s perfect. Thanks, Tom. I hope Mam’s not going to be funny with you, though.’


The boy, who was fast becoming a young man, shrugged. ‘I’ve got broad shoulders. Or rather, I soon will have.’


‘Has anything been said about what they’ll charge us?’


Tom shook his head. ‘I don’t think it’ll be much – if anything.’


The arrangement worked perfectly and though Lilian grumbled now and then about Carolyn not helping her about the house on her half-day off, she couldn’t really stop it happening when she was so keen for Tom to do whatever he wanted. She didn’t even have to pay for either of them; Mr and Mrs Fox insisted they were happy to teach the two willing pupils for nothing.


At home, the brother and sister worked together in the front room through the winter months. They hardly noticed the cold wind blowing in from the North Sea as they cycled to and from the town. They were both so engrossed in their hobbies. Carolyn’s tapping on the typewriter keyboard didn’t disturb Tom when he had his headphones on and the crackling and bleeping from his wireless didn’t bother Carolyn, who concentrated hard on everything Mrs Fox had told her to do, even covering up her hands with a tea towel so that she couldn’t look at the keys. Instead, she looked only at the sets of letters Mrs Fox had written out for her and kept to a steady rhythm – F, G, J, H – over and over again until she could type them perfectly without even taking a sneaky peek. Then she checked her typing on the sheet of paper for accuracy afterwards. Slowly but surely, she grew in confidence, gradually adding more and more letters on either side and on each row and finally the figures and symbols, until she could type everything on the keyboard without even glancing at it. Then, still keeping to an even tempo, as she practised more and more, her speed gradually increased. At the same time, Tom was progressing with learning Morse code.


‘You know, I wouldn’t mind learning that, Tom. Once you’ve mastered it, you could teach me, couldn’t you?’


‘I don’t see why not.’ He grinned up at her, his eyes crinkling behind his glasses and his hair flopping forward. ‘Perhaps you could show me what Mrs Fox has taught you.’


Carolyn laughed. ‘Of course I will, if you want, but I reckon Mam has something much better in mind for you than working in an office – unless, of course, you’re the head honcho.’


As well as learning typing, Carolyn was also studying books on Pitman’s shorthand, getting Tom to read simple passages out to her so that she could practise it. By the spring of the following year, Carolyn’s speeds were improving steadily and she was also learning Morse code with her brother’s help. They had even disappeared into the front room to pursue their interests on Christmas Day, after returning from the customary celebratory dinner at the farm. Frank, thoughtful as ever, had given Carolyn two reams of typing paper as her gift.


‘Mrs Fox knows I’m learning shorthand in my own time and she has said she will check my progress with that too,’ Carolyn told Tom happily when outside the front-room window the snow had disappeared and spring daffodils were poking their heads through the ground.


‘You’ll soon be able to apply for a job as a shorthand typist,’ Tom said proudly.


Carolyn glanced at him and then looked away, but the pink tinge of colour creeping up her face made him add, ‘You already have, haven’t you? Do tell. I won’t say anything. Scout’s honour.’


Carolyn giggled. ‘You’re not a scout.’


Tom wrinkled his forehead as if that fact had escaped his notice. ‘Oh no, I’m not, am I? But never mind, you know what I mean.’


Carolyn lowered her voice. ‘There’s a vacancy occurred in the office at work . . .’


‘At Woolworth?’


Carolyn nodded. ‘So I’ve applied for it. It’s not as a typist, though. It’s to help with the office paperwork, but I thought if I could get into the office there, it would be a good reference if I want to apply somewhere else in time.’


‘Good for you.’


‘Miss Simpson is going to talk to me. She’s the one who takes on all the girls and women while the manager interviews the men for the stockroom. But, even if I don’t get it, I won’t lose my present job. She’s already assured me of that.’


‘That is good news.’ Tom paused. ‘Are you telling Mam?’


Carolyn shook her head. ‘Not yet. If I get the post, then I will. I’ve told Grandad, though. He’s thrilled.’


One bright morning in April, Carolyn made her way to the general office. Miss Simpson had already told her that she wouldn’t need to spend long interviewing her formally because she already knew her well. In Miss Simpson’s eyes, Carolyn Holmes was a girl who was conscientious, always willing to do whatever was asked of her and who never railed against the strict, but fair, regime of the company. She kept whatever counter she was assigned to well-stocked and tidy and every item correctly priced. She also knew that Carolyn had a quick mind, could do mental arithmetic quickly and accurately – even without the aid of a ready reckoner – and she always looked smart in the company’s maroon uniform. At the end of their talk, the woman smiled kindly at her. ‘Well, Miss Holmes, I am happy to offer you the post, starting on the first of May, and there will be a small rise in your wages to two pounds a week.’


Carolyn’s face flushed with delight. ‘Oh thank you, Miss Simpson.’


‘Because you’ve so recently worked on the shop floor and know the stock well, I’m putting you on checking invoices and you will be working in the main office with the two other girls. Do you know them already?’


Carolyn nodded. ‘Joan Ingall and Mary Brown.’


‘That’s right. I said I was interviewing you and they both seemed pleased, so I think the three of you will get on well together. In fact,’ her eyes twinkled, ‘they both said it would be nice to have someone they already know joining them rather than a stranger.’


Miss Simpson had the reputation of being a tartar, but Carolyn had never seen that side of her. Perhaps that was because she had never needed to be hauled up in front of either Miss Simpson or the manager to be reprimanded.


Carolyn almost floated down the stairs and took her position behind the counter selling children’s clothing and toys, her head still in the clouds.


‘You’ve been a long time,’ the girl who worked with her remarked. ‘Yar not in trouble, are ya?’


Carolyn shook her head. She knew she mustn’t say anything to anyone at work yet, so she’d already formulated a plan if she should be questioned by her workmates. Luckily, Miss Simpson was in charge of the first-aid cupboard.


‘I needed a couple of aspirin, that’s all.’


Jill nodded sympathetically. ‘Poor you. I get migraine sometimes. It’s the very devil, isn’t it?’


Carolyn bit her lip at the white lie as she nodded. ‘I’ll be fine in about half an hour. Right, looks like we’ve got customers. You go up that end. I’ll serve these two little boys.’


With that, the girl moved away to the other end of the counter and Carolyn forced herself to concentrate on her work; it wouldn’t do for the supervisor to have cause to complain about her now.


But she could hardly wait to cycle home and tell her grandfather, father and Tom. She knew they’d be pleased. She wasn’t sure what her mother’s reaction would be, but she could make a shrewd guess.










Five



‘You’ve done what?’


‘I applied for a job in the office at Woolworth and got it,’ Carolyn repeated patiently, but she couldn’t stop her heart beating a little faster and her fingers trembling. ‘I start on the first of May. We do the same hours as the girls in the shop – five and a half days a week with a half-day on early-closing day.’ She knew she was gabbling, but it was the only way to forestall her mother’s reaction and, by the look on Lilian’s face, Carolyn wasn’t going to like what she was about to hear. And she didn’t.


‘You’ve lied to me.’ Lilian jabbed her finger towards her daughter. ‘You’ve deceived me. You never said this typing nonsense was to get another job. Why can’t you ever be satisfied? Your place, my girl’ – now she prodded Carolyn in the chest – ‘is keeping house for your husband and, God willing, a family.’


‘And if I get married, Mam, then that’s what I’ll be happy to do, but—’


‘There’s no “if” about it. You’ve a nice young man with his tongue hanging out to go out with you, but Miss High an’ Mighty thinks herself too good for the likes of Peter Carter. Even his mother calls you a stuck-up little cow.’


‘So why is she so keen for me to marry her son if that’s what she thinks of me?’ Carolyn shot back, for once unable to keep the ready retort in check. ‘And besides, for your information, Peter has never asked me to go out with him.’


‘He’s shy, that’s why. He needs a bit of encouragement.’


‘Oh, so now you’re telling me to throw myself at him, are you?’


The argument was becoming heated and if Eddie hadn’t arrived home at that moment, neither of them knew what it might have escalated into. As it was, Lilian turned towards Eddie as he entered the kitchen. ‘Will you talk some sense into your daughter?’


Eddie blinked. ‘Oh dear, what have you been up to now, love?’ He tried to make his tone stern, but Carolyn could sense he was struggling to hide his laughter.


‘She’s only given up her job to chase after one in an office, that’s all.’ Lilian’s tone was scathing. She made it sound as if Carolyn had gone to work on the streets.


‘I haven’t given anything up, Dad. There was a vacancy in the office at work. I applied for it and I got it.’


‘Still at Woolworth, then?’


Carolyn nodded.


‘So . . .’ He glanced between them, perplexed. ‘What’s the problem? It sounds as if it’s a better job.’


‘It is. I get a bit more pay and I’m not standing on my feet all day.’


As if Carolyn hadn’t even spoken, Lilian said, ‘She’s been deceitful. I didn’t realize all this typing nonsense was for her to get another job. I thought it was just a hobby. She’ll be wanting to learn Morse code next.’ Carolyn bit her lip and tried to stop the colour flooding her face. Tom was already teaching her and he’d said she was coming along quite nicely with it. Even Mr Fox had said as much.


‘I won’t be using my shorthand and typing very much. It’s to help with the paperwork in the office,’ Carolyn tried to explain, but her mother hadn’t finished her rant yet. 


‘She should be satisfied with the nice job she’s got until she gets married.’


Now Eddie raised his eyebrows. ‘Married? This is the first I’ve heard of it. Somebody asked you, have they, love?’


Carolyn shook her head. ‘No, but Mam and Mrs Carter seem about ready to book the church and organize a reception.’


‘You and young Peter? Are you walking out together?’


‘No.’


‘Then why on earth . . .?’


Lilian clicked her tongue against her teeth in exasperation. ‘You know very well he’s sweet on her. Always has been. And she could do a lot worse than Peter Carter.’


‘And perhaps she could do a lot better,’ Eddie said mildly.


‘Oh really? A working man not good enough for her? Well . . .’ Lilian glared at her husband. ‘It had to be good enough for me, didn’t it?’


Eddie turned away, but not before Carolyn had seen the bleak, hurt look on his face.


Carolyn started her new position at F. W. Woolworth on Monday, 1 May. As she walked out of the church near the centre of the town on the last Sunday morning of the month, she caught up with Peter.


‘Hello, there. Haven’t seen you for a while. Are you all right?’


‘Oh . . .’ For a moment, he turned startled eyes towards her, almost as if he hadn’t expected to see her there, even though they both attended Matins almost every week.


‘Caro! I was just thinking about you.’


Carolyn’s heart dropped. Oh dear! She saw Peter glance behind him, a little nervously, she thought. She didn’t need to look round; she knew Lilian and Peter’s mother, Phyllis, were walking together. Softly, he said, ‘Could we go for a walk this afternoon? Down to the Point, maybe?’


Peter was tall and slim, but his build belied his strength; working on the farm he was certainly no weakling. Though his expression at the moment was serious, when he smiled his face lit up and his laughter was infectious.


Keeping her tone light, Carolyn said, ‘That’d be nice. Call for me about two. All right?’


As she fell back to wait for her grandfather to drive her mother and herself home in his truck – Eddie and Tom cycled to church, rain or shine – she couldn’t fail to notice the same beaming smile on the faces of both her mother and Mrs Carter.


Considering they were not related, Lilian and Phyllis Carter were remarkably similar in both looks and character. They were both slim with greying hair drawn back from their faces. Both dressed drably in browns and blacks and both had pinched, dissatisfied faces. On most weekdays, they were always to be found in pinnies, only donning their better clothes to go into town to shop or on Sundays to attend church. Neither ever wore make-up. In fact, they were disparaging of Eve Atkinson, calling her ‘fast’.


‘I don’t know what she saw in our Harold,’ Lilian had often confided to Phyllis. ‘Nor he in her. Anyone less likely to make a good farmer’s wife, I’ve yet to meet.’ As it had turned out, however, Lilian had been wrong; Eve was a very good farmer’s wife, a wonderful mother and family member. She was never afraid to put on an overall or a smock – even wellingtons – and pitch in to help with whatever needed doing. She’d been known to put her arm right inside a cow to help with a difficult birthing; something even Lilian had never done.


Lilian and Phyllis were not exactly friends – they tolerated one another – but they were united in their goal to see their children joined in marriage.


‘What did he say? Did he ask you out?’ Lilian couldn’t contain her curiosity as they climbed into the bench seat in the front of Frank’s truck.


‘We’re going for a walk this afternoon,’ Carolyn said shortly and avoided her mother’s penetrating gaze.


‘Then mind you wear something pretty.’


Carolyn tried to suppress her laughter, but it escaped as an undignified snort which she managed to turn into a cough.


‘Mind you wear summat warm, lass,’ was Frank’s only advice. ‘It can be cold at the Point, even at this time of the year.’


It was her grandfather’s advice she took; she loved the Point, where the land and the sea seemed to meet the sky. It was wild and lonely and desolate, with seagulls wheeling and diving overhead, their cries filling the air, but it was not the warmest place Peter could have picked for a proposal, if that was what this was. She fervently hoped not, but there was only one way to find out.


They walked side by side, the wind almost blowing them along.


‘It’ll be tough going back,’ Peter said. ‘Head wind then. Maybe we shouldn’t . . .’


‘No, I’m fine, honestly. Just what I need to blow the cobwebs away. Come on, I’ll race you to the Hump.’


They walked and ran the last half-mile to the small hill in the road that led them directly to the marsh area, but over the final few yards Peter beat her easily and turned to face her, a huge grin on his face. ‘You’re getting soft in that office job of yours already. Sitting at a desk all day. And you’ve only been there a month.’


Playfully, Carolyn punched his shoulder gently. ‘Don’t you start.’


‘Actually, I want you to know that I’m really proud of you for learning other skills to get a better job. I think it’s great.’


Carolyn’s eyes widened. ‘Really?’


‘Yes, really. How’s it going? Are you enjoying it?’


‘I’m loving it,’ Carolyn said. ‘But actually, at the moment, I don’t use my shorthand and typing. Not there anyway.’


The two had been friends from childhood and Peter knew almost as much about her as she knew herself. They had cycled to and from school together. Played together and worked on the farm together, especially at ‘tattie picking’ time. And often, they had been each other’s confidant.


‘It’s a stepping stone for you, though, isn’t it?’ Peter guessed accurately. ‘Your next job – in an office of your choice – will need that sort of expertise. I’m so pleased for you. I just wish I’d been able to stay on and take my school certificates, but – well, you know the reason I couldn’t.’


She knew only too well. Peter had been obliged to leave school as soon as he was old enough to find work to help support his widowed mother. Frank had been pleased to give him work on his farm.


Gently, Carolyn asked, ‘I know you couldn’t, but just supposing you could have stayed on at school, what would you like to have done?’


‘Gone to university,’ Peter answered without a moment’s hesitation, but then he added with a wry grin, ‘that’s if I’d been clever enough.’


‘I’m so sorry you didn’t get the chance you deserve.’


Peter shrugged, but he couldn’t hide the disappointment in his eyes. ‘Don’t get me wrong, Caro. I love working for your grandfather. He’s a grand boss. And I do like the outdoor life and I love where we live, even if it is a bit remote.’


‘But it’s not what you would have chosen to do.’


‘It’s just that, sometimes, I wish I’d seen a bit more of the world. But please don’t tell anyone what I’ve said, will you?’


‘Of course not.’ Carolyn laughed. ‘We’ve always shared each other’s secrets and I have certainly never told another soul anything you’ve confided in me.’


‘Me neither,’ he said smiling.


They walked on in silence, reaching the very edge of the Point and then walking even further along what the locals called the Spit, a promontory of land jutting right out into the sea.


At the very end, with the cold North Sea lapping around three sides of them, Peter sought her hand and held it. ‘Caro, I . . .’


‘Please, Peter, don’t say it. I don’t want to hurt you. I love you dearly as a friend, but nothing more. I – I’m so sorry . . .’


She felt his hand tighten around hers and then he said, ‘Oh, thank the Lord for that.’ He threw back his head and laughed aloud, the sound carried away on the wind. ‘Oh Caro, my dearest, dearest friend, you don’t know how happy I am to hear you say that.’ Then he looked down at her, his fair hair unruly in the wind, his hazel eyes full of affection and his weather-tanned face creased in smiles. ‘I have agonized over this for weeks – months even. How stupid I’ve been not to have spoken to you about it before now. Do you truly mean it?’


Carolyn was laughing and crying at the same time. Relief flooded through her. ‘Oh Peter. We’ve both been foolish letting our mothers put such ideas into our heads.’ Then her laughter died. ‘What are we going to do about them? They’ll be so dreadfully hurt and disappointed.’


‘I don’t think we need to say anything to anyone just yet. I still want to see you as a friend, so they won’t notice anything different because there won’t be.’ He paused and his voice took on a serious tone, ‘Caro, you do know there’s a war coming, don’t you?’


Startled, she turned to face him and looked up into his eyes. ‘What?’


He sighed. ‘Don’t your parents ever talk about it?’


She shook her head.


‘Don’t you hear it spoken about at work?’


Now her voice was husky with fear as she said, ‘No. No one’s said a word.’


‘And you don’t read the newspapers?’


Again she shook her head. ‘Mother won’t have one in the house. She says they’re all lies anyway.’


‘But the radio? You have a wireless, surely?’


‘Tom has.’


‘Does he listen to the news?’


‘I – I don’t know. I don’t think so. I’ve never asked him. It’s not really that sort of wireless.’


‘And your grandfather or even the Foxes? Haven’t any of them said anything?’


‘No, they haven’t.’ Now Carolyn felt angry. She suspected that she had been kept in the dark deliberately about national and international affairs and now she felt foolish and naive.


‘I think, Peter,’ she said slowly, as they turned away from the end of the Spit and began to walk back the way they had come, ‘you’d better tell me everything you know.’










Six



‘Start at the beginning,’ Carolyn encouraged him.


Peter ran his hand through his hair. ‘Trouble is, there are different views on where the beginning really is. Your grandad thinks that the Great War never really decided anything. That we’ve just had a twenty-year truce.’


‘You’ve talked about it to Grandad?’


‘Oh yes. He’s a grand chap to talk to. He has such a balanced, common-sense view about – well, about everything.’


‘He wasn’t in the war, though, was he?’


‘No, but your Uncle Harold was. Mind you, like all of ’em, he won’t talk about it.’


‘He went at seventeen, just for the last year of the war,’ Carolyn said. ‘I do know he volunteered, even though he had no need to. He wouldn’t have been called up either, being in agriculture. Mam says it nearly broke Granny’s heart.’


‘He came back, though, didn’t he, and without a scratch? He was lucky.’


‘Very, but I sometimes wonder if that’s why he’s a bit quiet and solemn. Maybe there are things he can’t talk about and yet he can’t forget them either.’ She paused and then added, ‘Tom knows a bit more than I do about what’s going on now. I think they have discussions about it in class at school. He was saying that our prime minister went to Germany last September and signed a peace agreement with them. What’s the name of the chap in charge there now? In Germany?’


Peter blinked, amazed that Carolyn should be quite so ignorant of what was going on outside the confines of her own little world. He thought that, by now, she would at least have heard talk at work.


‘Adolf Hitler.’


‘And who is he?’


‘The chancellor of Germany.’


‘Oh yes, now I do remember learning about that when I was still at school. They don’t have a king or an emperor anymore, do they?’


‘No. They had the Kaiser but when he lost the Great War, he abdicated and went into exile in the Netherlands. I think he’s still alive but now Hitler has assumed control. The only person who really stood between him and complete power for a time was the president, Hindenburg, but in January 1933, Hindenburg, by then an old man, actually appointed Hitler as chancellor in an effort to prevent a civil war between Hitler’s National Socialists and the Communists. When Hindenburg died eighteen months later, Hitler abolished the role of president, proclaimed himself führer and Reich chancellor and appointed himself supreme commander of the armed forces, demanding an unconditional oath of obedience – not to the position, but to himself personally. And so, that way, he obtained absolute power. He’s a dictator, Carolyn, and they’re dangerous.’


‘They’ve got one in Italy, haven’t they? I do know that much.’


‘Yes. Mussolini. He gained overall power in 1925 and then began flexing his muscles in 1935 by invading Abyssinia.’


‘So is Hitler sort of copying him, d’you think?’


Peter smiled. At least Carolyn’s grasp of the situation was sharp now that she was being told what was happening.


‘More than likely. He’s certainly learning a thing or two from him. Hitler’s a strange man really. Not much to look at, but he seems to wield some sort of fascination. His speeches arouse such a fervent response in the crowds that they all stand and give the Fascist salute, chanting “Sieg heil”.’


‘What does that mean?’


Peter smiled wryly. ‘I didn’t know, so I looked it up. It means “Hail victory”. It’s become the chant of Hitler’s Nazis, usually accompanied by a straight, right-arm salute. Either that or “Heil Hitler”.’


‘And who are the Nazis?’


‘The full name is The National Socialist German Workers’ Party. He’s rearming Germany and is also fostering racism, particularly against the Jews. He wants to build a master race of pure Aryan blood, as he calls it, and he’s banned German-Jewish marriages.’


‘That sounds evil to me.’


‘It is, Caro. In thirty-six, Hitler reoccupied the Rhineland, contrary to the terms of the Versailles agreement, but he proposed a new treaty for twenty-five years’ peace. There have been rumblings the last couple of years, but Britain’s been preoccupied at home with the jobless marches, the death of the King and then the abdication, which no one saw coming. Behind the scenes, though, the RAF was quietly aiming to treble its strength, so I think there were a few who still saw Hitler as a threat even back then. A couple of years ago he started to call for more living space for the German people. Now, how do you get that?’
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