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  The Women’s Royal Army Corps was formed on 1 February 1949 and disbanded on 6 April 1992.




  To mark the 70th anniversary, I would like to dedicate this memoir to those who served in the Corps, with special mention to my sisters in arms:




  Elaine, Wendy, Lesley and Florian









   



      
Acknowledgements





  I wish to thank my friends who inspired, supported and urged me write this story:




  Carol Hilton    Chief instigator




  Melanie More   English teacher extraordinaire




  Peta Woolley   Fellow adventuress


  

   Nikki Emmerton   Beta reader and talented cook




  Susie Kelly   Author and mentor




  



  The wonderful members of Charente Creative Writers Club:



  Kate, Teresa, Sally, Gill, Tina and Mel, who gave me critiques, encouragement and laughter.




  Chronos Books for offering the opportunity to publish.




  I salute you all.









   



      
Author’s Note
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  Follow me down the halls of time




  Secret places where memories hide.




  They whisper, jostle, march in line,




  Senses explode, colours collide.




  And did we love in slow time?




  And did we dance to ragtime?




  And did we speak in real time?




  Recaptured memories.




  




    

       

  
PROLOGUE REIGATE, SURREY, JANUARY 1944





  That night, as the north wind buffeted our home, enemy planes crossed the English Channel, flying another sortie to London along Bomb Alley. Inside, cold draughts blew under doors and around window frames. To compensate for the drop in temperature, a coal fire burned and spluttered in the living room. My mother and grandmother, Nanny Rose, sat in deep armchairs on either side of the Victorian fireplace, ears straining for familiar and fearful sounds. First came the undulating high-pitched whine of an air raid siren, followed by the drone of approaching enemy aircraft.




  ‘They’re early tonight,’ remarked Nan, as she carried on knitting a baby’s matinee coat.




  Thud! Thud! beat out the rhythm of falling missiles on the edge of town. Fee, Fi, Fo, Fum, they whistled through the air, shaking the earth on impact like an ogre’s footsteps. The explosions came closer, rattling buildings and causing the houses in the street to tremble. I remember Mummy throwing down the Rupert Bear annual she’d been reading to me, my favourite bedtime story. I knew all the words and, if she made a mistake, I would tell her no short cuts or Rupert Bear, Bill Badger and Algy Pug wouldn’t play their part. I absorbed the coloured cartoon strips while Mummy turned the pages and the world of Nutwood seeped into my memory, a place of magic and adventure. The story abruptly ended, the book flying out of her hands onto the hearthrug, as she hugged me close. Rupert and Bill hadn’t even finished their journey to the bottom of the sea.




  ‘Quick, Mum, we must go down to the shelter!’ Mummy urged Nan.




  I started to cry, cross with Mummy and scared by the screaming sirens. The frequency pierced my brain and induced a fear I’d learnt from grownups; a fear I didn’t understand, the fear of death and dying.




  ‘Come on, darling,’ coaxed Mummy, lifting me off her lap. She eased forward, her round tummy heavy with the new baby.




  I didn’t want to go down into that dark place. I put my hands over my ears and howled. Climbing down the stairs to the Morrison shelter I felt claustrophobic fingers ready to wrap themselves around my throat. One feeble low watt electric bulb lit the cellar. The room had a musty smell mixed with a faint fragrance of dried fruit, and mice would often scamper into Nanny Rose’s stock for her grocery shop. We’d hear the resounding snap of a trap as we lay there in the dark, huddled together, announcing one less rodent to nibble into the currants and raisins.




  Too late! The bomb blast shook the house to its foundations, blowing in the taped-over windowpanes behind the blackout curtains. Mummy pushed me under the square dining table and fell on top of me, the unborn baby kicking in protest, nudging me.




  ‘Mum, come under here!’ she called to Nanny Rose.




  ‘I’m not moving for blooming old Hitler!’ Nan shouted above the din. Purl one, knit one, clack went her needles in defiance.




  The lights failed, the room plunged into darkness. Nan reached for the spill jar, taking out a taper and holding it to the dying embers. She stood up with the burning paper and lit two candles on the mantelpiece. The flames guttered in a sudden breeze, making strange jagged shadows on the wall. Unperturbed by the intrusion, she took up her knitting again. I stopped crying, fascinated by the flickering lights and the waving fringe on the crimson velour tablecloth. Bobbles danced around its edge and swung to and fro like cherries on a tree. I wanted to be under the red tent, an oasis, snuggled up, a place to hide from bad things, rather than in the black shelter, but there wasn’t much room because of Mummy’s tummy.




  To me, there was no significance in the fading roar of the Luftwaffe Bombers’ engines. But for my mother and grandmother, time hung, suspended between each breath until they heard the continuous tone of the All Clear. I understood that sound, the sound of relief.




  ‘Thank goodness it’s over,’ exclaimed Mummy. The frown on her forehead softened, her shoulders relaxed and she hugged me. Her dress shook as the baby’s tiny feet drummed against her womb, sharing the surge of release. We were all safe. Mummy crawled out from under the table, hauling herself up.




  ‘Let’s have a nice cuppa to settle our nerves before we see to the window,’ she said to Nan, carrying a candle into the kitchen to light the hurricane lamp. I scrambled after her, not wanting to be left alone. Nan laid out teacups and poured water into my beaker over concentrated orange, a health benefit issued to babies and children under five years old during the war. Mummy picked up the caddy Daddy had given her for Christmas and lifted the lid. The calming aroma of tea floated out.




  That Christmas, Grandma Skingley had travelled down from Bedford to join us. The minute she saw me, she gathered me up to her ample bosom and covered me with kisses.




  ‘Pretty dear,’ she had said, inspecting me with violet blue eyes. Daddy was her only child and Grandpa had died prematurely, a result of his wounds from the First World War. Nanny Rose and Grandma had been friends; both widows and women of strong character. They reminisced about the ‘old days’ as they busied themselves in the kitchen, creating recipes out of our food allowance. Grandma had saved up all her ration book coupons to make a Christmas cake, which she had brought with her. There was no spare sugar or egg whites to make royal icing, so she’d cut out a white card cover and stuck a piece of holly on the top. This frivolous gesture in the face of austerity reflected my Grandma’s personality and resilience. I admired her spirit and sense of fun, and I strove to be like her as I grew up, to make the most of difficult situations.




  She and Nan were preparing carrot pudding for lunch. I sat watching them from the floor, playing with my building bricks and Mummy washing up when Daddy walked in through the back door. She flew past me and flung herself into his arms, the drips from her wet hands falling onto his uniform. Grandma and Nan came to kiss him with surprised exclamations at his unexpected homecoming.




  ‘Where’s my little girl gone?’ he called out, pretending he couldn’t see me.




  ‘Daddy, Daddy,’ I screeched and jumped up, throwing chubby arms in the air as I ran towards him. His strong hands scooped me up and held me high so I could touch the ceiling. He smelt different to Mummy, of smoke and spicy oil from his hair. His blue eyes twinkled as he laughed and gave me a prickly kiss.




  What excitement when he brought in the fir tree on Christmas Eve. The room filled with a new odour, fresh like wet grass, damp and pungent. Daddy placed the slim trunk into a bucket of earth against a corner of the sitting room. I helped him decorate the tree with wads of cotton wool and scraps of coloured knitting wool left over from Nanny Rose’s workbasket. I tried to wind them up like him but my small hands weren’t big enough. He made balls with loops and hoisted me up to hang them on the spiky branches. All the colours I knew, red and yellow and green and blue. Mummy showed me the pretty angel she had created from pipe cleaners and bits of lace, which Daddy perched on the top branch. When the tree was dressed, Grandma and Nanny came to admire our handiwork with a tray of biscuits, cups of tea, my juice and a glass of beer for Daddy.




  Father Christmas left me a big present on Christmas morning wrapped up in crinkly paper and string. My tiny excited fingers pulled and ripped until a push along toy dog on a red walking frame appeared, shiny metal carrying a smiling terrier, which I hugged and called Teddy. I must have been a good girl that year. But Daddy went away the next day to return to what Mummy called the war, so perhaps I wasn’t especially good after all.




  * * *




  That evening, whilst my mother secured me in her arms under the dining table, Lancaster Bomber JB731F waited for clearance to takeoff at RAF Bourne, Lincolnshire.




  Flight Lieutenant Jack Skingley RAFVR and the aircrew were tense, silent, deep in their own thoughts after the banter and joking earlier in the Mess. Jack’s concerns were with Marjorie and their second child, due in two weeks. He hoped it was a boy. The Skingleys needed an heir. A green light flashed from the control tower. The seven airmen focussed on their roles. The pilot advanced the throttles and the heavily laden aircraft lumbered forward. The fuselage shook, the wings waggled as the big bird gathered speed along the runway and rose up into the Lincolnshire night sky. Twenty other Lancasters followed from 97 Pathfinder Squadron RAF. In formation they headed out over the North Sea: destination Brunswick, Germany.




  55,573 Aircrew from Bomber Command were killed. My father, Jack, was one of them.









   



 CHAPTER 1




  SUSSEX, 1948




  ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ a gruff voice boomed.




  We shielded our eyes from the August sun and looked up at the big man wearing a policeman’s uniform. His domed helmet shaded an unfriendly face.




  ‘Wait ’til your parents hear about this. You both deserve a good hiding for damaging the harvest. Now give me your names.’




  Our small bodies trembled, fearful of him and the threatened punishment.




  ‘Jackie,’ I quavered as my little brother cried. ‘He’s Ross,’ I added as we clung to each other.




  The giant took out his notebook.




  ‘Ah yes, I know you, you’re Mrs. Skingley’s children. I’ll be having a word with her. Now be off with you, no more playing in the wheat field.’




  We ran across the road through the gate into our driveway. Ross’s sobs stopped when we reached the safety of the open backdoor and saw Mummy in the kitchen, ladling warm plum jam into glass jars. The smell of sweetness filled our nostrils, carrying the promise of homemade sticky tarts. A knotted scarf covered her bobbed black hair, her cheeks flushed from the heat of the stove.




  ‘What have you been up to?’ she asked, looking up from the copper pan to see our dirty clothes, grubby socks and scuffed sandals.




  ‘Nothing,’ I replied and hung my head.




  ‘She made me,’ said Ross lifting up his tearstained face.




  ‘Made you do what?’ She put down the ladle and bent over to speak to him.




  ‘Play hide and seek with her in the field and – and – and then he came along and frightened me.’




  Ross’s tears began to fall down his freckled cheeks.




  ‘Who frightened you?’ she asked, holding his shoulders.




  ‘The policeman,’ I admitted.




  She was the best Mummy in the whole world, even when she was cross. She frowned, stood up and let out a long sigh. Nanny Rose appeared in her floral pinny at the doorway, carrying a tin of pilchards she’d taken from the pantry for tea.




  ‘They’re both in trouble, Mum. They’ve been over the road,’ said Mummy. ‘I told them to play in the garden and not go outside the gate.’




  ‘You should know better, Jackie, you’ll be seven soon,’ Nanny said, her dark, reproachful eyes giving me one of her ‘I know best’ looks over her spectacles.




  ‘He’s coming to give us a hiding. What does that mean?’ I let out a squeal. This was the first time in my young life I feared punishment by a man, the consequence of my disobedience.




  ‘Who is?’ she asked.




  ‘The horrid policeman,’ I gasped.




  ‘Now, Jackie, you know policemen aren’t horrid. Your Daddy wasn’t, he was kind.’




  I threw myself against her.




  ‘Don’t let him hiding us,’ I begged.




  ‘It’s all right, darling, nobody is going to hurt you. But you must remember to do what you’re told. Do you understand? We’ll tell him that you and Ross won’t do it again.’




  I nodded. Ross grabbed Mummy’s hand and I buried my face in Nan’s apron.




  * * *




  Three years before, Mummy, Nan, Ross and I had moved to the village from Reigate. We were little then – Ross was a year old, and I was nearly four. Uncle Harry and Auntie Bessie lived up the road and they would tell us about our father, said he was a war hero. Mummy went to see the King at Buckingham Palace who gave her a medal with Daddy’s name on it. A silver cross with a white and purple striped ribbon. I couldn’t remember him very well, but I always smiled at his photo in Mummy’s bedroom and he smiled back.




  My great Uncle Harry was Nan’s brother. His old hands were engrained with dirt from working in the garden. I loved his wife, Auntie Bessie, who felt like a big cushion when she cuddled me. They had no children but did have lots of chickens and Uncle Harry had a big greenhouse where he grew strange plants. One year he grew loofahs but Mummy didn’t like using them to scrub her skin in the bath, they were too scratchy.




  Nan took us on Saturday afternoons to collect eggs at Ryefield. We lifted lids on nesting boxes, ready to discover the weekly treasure, sliding our hands into prickly straw to pick up the smooth ovals, speckled brown or white. The hen coops smelt of dusty feathers and chicken feed, mashed up cooked potato peelings. This particular smell still takes me straight back to my childhood remembering Auntie Bessie in one of the outhouses, seated on a chair plucking a chicken, its lifeless head dangling over her lap, a cloud of down floating around her while the potato peelings boiled in an old bucket on a gas ring. This image of the past was a time of contentment when I felt safe and secure.




  We searched for eggs and, afterwards, Uncle Harry would show us a new batch of chicks, yellow balls of fluffs that chirped like crickets and ran around in golden circles under a heat lamp. Nan and Auntie Bessie gossiped in the kitchen while we hunted outside. They laid the table and put on the kettle. Uncle Harry carried the egg basket to them and we counted our clutch. His gnarled fingers felt like sandpaper when he pressed two bronze coins into Ross’s and my hands, our weekly pocket money. Auntie Bessie then gave us tea, a slice of Victoria sponge on square painted china plates. We sank our teeth into the yellow cake to taste her strawberry jam, red and juicy. How I loved those Clarice Cliff cream plates with green edges and swirly trees sheltering a small house with a red roof; a magic place where a little girl could have an adventure.




  Back then, we had no men in our lives other than Uncle Harry. That was all to change when Mummy invited Mr. Pearce over for tea.




  He read Ross and me stories and played magic tricks, producing pennies from behind our ears. We’d never seen such things before and jumped up and down with excitement. Full of wonder, we fell under his spell. Mummy did too. She changed her hairstyle, put on her best dress, seamed stockings and high heels. Her face lit up when he came to the front door to take her out for the evening. Nan didn’t look too pleased and didn’t read our bedtime story like Mummy, her face closed tight like a drawer of secrets, except for when she kissed us goodnight. Mummy showed us, one morning at breakfast, the sparkly ring on her finger and announced that we were going to have ‘a new daddy’.




  They married in October 1949. I shivered with cold during the wedding ceremony in a thin blue satin bridesmaid’s dress. Nanny Rose and Grandma weren’t smiling when the photographer took the family wedding picture outside the church. In the village hall, they whispered together looking serious and grim. I rushed over to tell them that Ross had made himself sick. The grownups were too busy drinking punch and eating sausage rolls to notice a small boy hiding under the table with a jar of pickled onions. When I found him he was crying to go home. It would not be the last time that I tried to help him.




  Reginald Pearce came from a good family and had the airs and graces of a middle-class man. He resembled the actor, Paul Newman, with his waved hair, blue eyes and chiselled features, but the likeness ended there. He told Mummy he had been a Squadron Leader in the Royal Air Force. It wasn’t until she had married him and lost her war widow’s pension, that my mother realised her marriage was built on lies. He had not received a commission in the RAF, like my father, but had been a leading aircraftsman. This alone would not have bothered her. But he had become stern and controlling. Mummy may well have considered leaving him once she discovered his real character. However, in those days, divorce carried a social stigma, a disgrace. She learnt to accept her lot like many other women in a similar position.




  Nan decided to leave after the marriage and returned to Reigate. Ross and I were inconsolable. Nan, loving and generous, had been with us since we were born, soothed us when we were ill, took us to Bognor for days out, helped Mummy with the cooking, knitted our winter scarves, and didn’t smack us.




  Our new ‘daddy’ gradually became dictatorial and abusive. We were soon to learn the reality of ‘hidings,’ rather than the policeman’s empty threats, and of being sent to bed without tea. There were few treats and I no longer had dresses from Marshall and Snelgrove in London. Our clothes were patched, mended or let down and Mummy cooked sparse meals. Uncle Harry occasionally bought a rabbit, shot by one of the farmers, to supplement our larder. We didn’t know our new ‘daddy’ didn’t earn much money. We only knew that Mummy didn’t laugh as she used to, before he came to live with us. Ross and I looked forward to our infrequent visits to Ryefield after Nan left. The eggs, pocket money, cake and cuddles brought us fleeting happiness.




  However, I must thank my stepfather for his intervention when I was eight. The local boys in the class above, chased me one day from the village school and I arrived home breathless. Alarmed by the state of my appearance, Mummy put her arm around me.




  ‘Whatever’s the matter, darling?’ she asked.




  ‘I was running away from the big boys because they wanted to shag me,’ I gasped. I didn’t know what it meant but something warned me to escape. That did it. Reg encouraged Mummy to write to the RAF Benevolent Fund to apply for an educational grant on my behalf. No doubt he wanted the recognition of having a ‘daughter’ attending private school. My father’s sacrifice had made it possible, which I was never to forget.




  Travelling six miles on the green and cream Southdown bus to the Villa Maria Convent in Bognor Regis was an adventure. I wore my season ticket in a little leather holder on a strap around my neck and was joined by other girls en route, recognisable by our royal blue uniform. The Bognor bus station in the high street was the last stop. At eight years, and on my own, I navigated main roads until I reached the convent on Campbell Road; sometimes I tagged on behind bigger girls, wanting to be like them, clever and grown up.




  The school didn’t provide lunch, so at a quarter to one we walked in crocodile to the Commercial Café on London Road. Food was still rationed and meals consisted of restricted menus – tinned corned beef fritters, tasteless butter beans and plain boiled potatoes. After lessons we streamed out of school and I made my way back up the high street to the bus station, passing a baker’s shop on the way. The feast of éclairs and scones displayed in the window increased my hunger and I hoped there were cakes at home for tea. We had them every day when Nan stayed with us, but things had changed. Mummy only baked when she had eggs and margarine to spare.




  * * *




  One day in September the following year, she wasn’t at home to greet me. She had confided in me, as her tummy grew fatter, about my new baby brother or sister. As I came through the front door I saw Aunt Edna, standing in the kitchen fidgeting with a handkerchief, her face like a boiled crab. On the table lay an open bag with some of my clothes.




  ‘Where’s Mummy and Ross?’ I asked.




  ‘Well, dear, you’re coming home with me because your Mummy is in the maternity home.’




  ‘Is she having the baby?’




  ‘Your Daddy will tell you all about it this evening when he comes back,’ she replied. ‘Ross is staying with your Aunt Bessie.’




  Why couldn’t I go there too? I didn’t like Aunt Edna, my stepfather’s sister, and she didn’t have Victoria sponge for tea. I was excited about a new baby brother or sister, imagining different Christian names for it. Sadness engulfed me when my stepfather explained the baby had died before it was born. There would be no chance to push its pram, dress it in all the little clothes Nan and Mummy had made, give it cuddles and teach it all the nursery rhymes I knew.




  Mummy had to stay in the maternity home at Bognor for ten days to recover. I wanted to see her; the loss of the baby and being parted from her felt like a penance for a sin I’d committed. The nuns had been teaching us about sin and punishment. It must have been all those naughty thoughts I had about ‘daddy’, how I could banish him from our lives, wave a magic wand and turn him into a toad so we could have our Nan back again. At nine years old, I had already decided to be a nun and was studying my catechism with great diligence. The notion of leading a religious life to follow their example only lasted a term, much to the amusement of my mother, but the concept of sin had a much longer impact. Sister Bernadine smiled at my serious expression as I recounted my fears. She said no, it wasn’t my fault and I wouldn’t go to hell or purgatory. What a relief to my young mind. I still had a chance to go to heaven. Her old face, encased in the white coif and long black veil, radiated serenity and I found the courage to ask her how to find the maternity home. It wasn’t too difficult and I marched up to the big oak door and pressed a brass button. The door opened and a nurse in a crisp uniform looked surprised to see me on the doorstep.




  ‘No visiting for children,’ she said.




  She must have taken pity on my crestfallen face and bent down.




  ‘What’s your name?’ she whispered.




  ‘Jackie,’ I whispered back. ‘My Mummy is Mrs. Pearce.’




  ‘Wait over there on the lawn, dear,’ she said and gave me a wink. ‘I’ll go and see if your mummy can come to her window.’




  After a while, Mummy appeared in her nightdress at an open sash window on the first floor. She waved, blew a kiss and threw down an apple. I missed her comforting arms and the gentle tones of her soothing voice. I waved back, blew a kiss in return, tears streaming down my face.




  During this traumatic time, my stepfather worked away during the week, living in digs. I stayed with Aunt Edna and Uncle Peter. At night he would come upstairs and turn off the light in my bedroom, which I had deliberately chosen to leave on. I was terrified of the dark and monsters that lived under the bed. The black room reminded me of the cellar and fears that haunted me from the air raids.




  The baby had been a girl and the reason, some years later, why my mother asked me if I would change my name to Pearce. I was adamant.




  ‘No!’ I said to her. ‘Never!’




  She then suggested I keep my name Skingley and add Pearce to it. Eventually I agreed, not wanting to upset her, but I was never comfortable with the double-barrelled name. What was worse, it often was abbreviated to Pearce. I wanted to be my father’s daughter not Reg’s.




  Reg, despite everything, was a clever man and became a Civil Servant. Promoted several times, he was given a good position at the Royal Aircraft Establishment at Farnborough. As a result, we moved to Deramore Cottage in Camberley when I was thirteen. Straightaway I loved the house, which sat high on Camberley Hill in mature gardens, the view from my bedroom window stretched across tree tops to distant hills. I had been allowed to choose the soft furnishings and to have such a private and harmonious room of my own was a dream.




  We arrived in July. I sat the entrance exam for the Convent at Farnborough and Ross passed his interview for the Silesian College. We started a new chapter in our lives, made new friends and built a stronger bond against Reg. His good fortune had bought him a Daimler and handmade Church’s shoes from Regent’s Street. Mummy, however, didn’t have enough money in her purse to buy a new lipstick.




  There were no more hidings from Reg, instead a new episode surfaced. I was growing fast and almost twelve when I first experienced his ’special’ attention, when he started to sexually molest me. On the last occasion he did so, I found my voice. The light switch in the hall had become loose and the electrical contact broken, making the steps down to the cloakroom area difficult to negotiate in the dark. I had just come out of the lavatory after supper one evening and found him waiting in the shadows. He was silent, a strange look on his face, one I had learned to recognise. He blocked my ascent, instead placing his hands under my armpits, picking me up like a doll and kissing me hard on the lips, his tongue forcing them open. I froze, alarmed by his actions, and held my breath until he let me go, sliding my body against his. I wanted to cry out when his hands reached inside my dress but scared that if Mummy came to see what had happened, I’d be in trouble. I wanted to stop him but lacked the necessary strength. His heavy breathing filled the black space and my skin prickled with fear; at last my strangled voice rose in protest.




  ‘Stop it!’ I gasped and pushed against him.




  ‘Don’t tell your mother,’ he said, finally letting me go.




  ‘You leave me alone or I will,’ I hissed back.




  I became wary and avoided being on my own in a room with him. My new bedroom had a lock and key, providing a sense of safety and protection. Ross wasn’t so lucky; he was in line for a clip around the ear at the slightest disagreement.




  We both had reasons to dislike our stepfather. He repulsed me with his mask of respectability, his bullying and selfishness. As I grew up, I found myself attracted to men who were courteous, amusing and generous, the polar opposite to Reg.









   



 CHAPTER 2




  FIRST DANCE




  ‘If you kiss a boy for longer than three seconds,’ said Mother Mostyn. ‘It’s a mortal sin.’




  ‘I wonder what happens then,’ I whispered to my best friend, Frances, and giggled. Frances nudged me, trying hard not to explode with laughter. We were in fourth form at Farnborough Hill Convent for girls. The nuns decided we needed to learn how to sleep in our beds, our arms crossed over our chests. We thought it was in case we died in the night. Kissing was the next topic and Mother Mostyn was doing her best to save us from damnation.




  At school we had no sex education except for the biological facts of reproduction; the male contribution was briefly glossed over, homosexuality unheard of, and we hadn’t a clue about ‘French letters’. My mother warned me about periods when I was eleven and didn’t elaborate on the subject, and now Frances and I were about to discover the alien world of boys. I had long since buried the memory of abuse from my stepfather, lying dormant beneath layers of self-protection.




  Frances’s father Freddie was in the Royal Engineers, and now we were nearly sixteen, her mother ‘Bubbles’ arranged for us to go to a chaperoned teenage dance at the Officers’ Club in Aldershot. I’d been invited to stay over at ‘The White House’ in Heath End, a palatial residence with tennis courts and walled gardens, ‘quarters’ which went with ‘Uncle’ Freddie’s post as Brigade Commander. Here, I had a chance to be with a loving family. No harsh words were spoken and amusing banter was encouraged at the dining table; quite the opposite to my home where silence and obedience were expected.




  I whirled in front of the long mirror in Frances’s bedroom, admiring the way my dress swung. Mummy had sewn it especially for the occasion, calf length, turquoise taffeta with a full skirt and silky to touch. My long legs were encased in seamed stockings and I wore white winkle-picker shoes, my first high heels. The girl in the looking glass with the powdered face and chestnut hair reflected my happiness.




  ‘Do you remember the dance steps Daddy taught you?’ Frances asked. ‘I’m scared I’ve forgotten mine.’




  We’d been practising to Victor Sylvester’s long-playing vinyl record, The Best of All Quicksteps. Frances and I danced together and, the same height, took turns at leading. Uncle Freddie had shown us the extra moves, the heel pivot and the fishtail, in preparation for our first dance.




  ‘We’ll be ok, it’s the boys I worry about,’ I replied, fingering the turquoise and pearl necklace at my neck, a gift from Nan. ‘Will they know what to do?’




  ‘Mummy has found some partners for us, sons of members of the Club. I’ll need your moral support when we meet them.’




  I wasn’t going to be much help. I didn’t know how to speak to boys, discounting my younger brother, and I’d be embarrassed too. Reg didn’t like me speaking to boys. Were they some kind of threat? I was soon to find out.




  Frances applied candy pink lipstick, contrasting with the satin green dress and the pearls her mother, my ‘Aunt’ Bubbles, had lent her. Curlers couldn’t tame Frances’s blonde curls, and they struggled free to form a halo around her head.




  ‘Want to try some?’ she asked, handing the lipstick case over. I nodded, pulled off the silver top to expose the little stick of magic and glided the colour over my pouting lips, feeling so grown up.




  There was a knock at the door, and statuesque Aunt Bubbles came in wearing an elegant maroon dress and long matching gloves. A lady always wore gloves when dressed for town, church, luncheon or dinner engagements – strict etiquette in the 1950s.




  ‘Girls, are you ready? The driver is waiting for us,’ she said. ‘You both look very pretty. Come on or we’ll be late.’




  We simpered at her compliment and, gathering up our beaded evening bags, eagerly followed her downstairs.




  The Aldershot Officers’ Club on Farnborough Road looked impressive from the outside. A large single storey brick building set in spacious grounds, a flight of wide steps led up to double glass doors. We climbed them, full of excitement and anticipation, looking forward to our first dance. Aunt Bubbles led the way with confidence and dignity. A Mess steward smartly opened the door and we found ourselves in a large foyer. A group of teenagers milled about, dressed in party clothes, accompanied by glamorous ladies, their chaperones. Aunt Bubbles shepherded us towards them and introduced us. The ‘how do you dos’ and firm handshakes were formal and stiff. Frances and I fidgeted, the boys hung back.




  ‘Anthony, don’t forget your manners,’ I heard one large lady say to a spotty boy.




  I can remember the sinking feeling. I hoped all the boys weren’t like him, gauche and covered in acne. I’d expected a handsome partner, like Rhett Butler in Gone With The Wind. I didn’t want to dance with any of them. What was I going to say when they asked me? Snatches of music reached the foyer as we followed Aunt Bubbles into the ballroom. The live band was playing ‘You Make Me Feel So Young’, a Frank Sinatra number. Under watchful eyes, the boys pulled out chairs for girls to sit down at reserved tables on the edge of the dance floor. A steward arrived with a jug of non-alcoholic punch, the chaperones retired to a table at the back of the room, and the evening was set for us ‘young things’ to improve our dance repertoire and social skills. I caught Frances’s eye and she raised her eyebrows.




  The bandleader stepped forward to the microphone.




  ‘Everyone on the floor for the Paul Jones! Girls make a circle in the middle and boys one on the outside.’




  This was it; we all stood up to obey his command. I dreaded making a fool of myself but I’d no time to be self-conscious. Someone grabbed my hand and I was on the dance floor. The music played an upbeat tune as I was pulled around in the ring of girls one way and the boys dragged each other in the opposite direction. I began to feel giddy when suddenly the music stopped. There in front of me stood my partner, the shortest and ugliest boy in the room. He grinned and clutched my waist with one hand and clenched my right one in the other, his face pressed on my budding bosom. Help! I didn’t like the way he touched me and he was counting to himself, one-two-three. I suppose it gave me a clue what to do with my feet. Frances staggered past with a tall thin boy intent on crushing her toes. She made a face at me like she had swallowed a fly. When the ordeal was over, we both rushed off to the ladies, ostensibly to powder our shiny noses but naturally, we were dying to gossip about the experience of our first dance.




  ‘Did you see that drip?’ she asked, dabbing her face with a powder puff. ‘He couldn’t dance for toffee.’




  ‘And what about that boy I ended up with? I could see right over his head, he only came up to my armpit,’ I moaned as I combed my hair.




  ‘Have you seen the young men on the table by the bandstand?’ she continued. ‘They look a lot more interesting, especially the one with the blonde hair.’




  ‘I’ll have a peek,’ I winked at her, sharing the secret.




  Thank goodness the boring youths were dancing with the other girls on our table when we returned. We were alone and I checked out Frances’s dreamboat. He did seem quite handsome, but I preferred the dark-haired chap talking to him. Frances and I were mesmerised.




  ‘Frances, they’re coming over,’ I whispered. ‘I think they’re going to ask us to dance.’




  They skirted around the dance floor, edging towards us. I kicked Frances under the table. Please God let it be the dark one who asks me, the taller one wearing a gorgeous dinner jacket lined with red silk. A red flash caught my eye when he stood up.




  ‘May I have the pleasure of this dance?’ he asked – looking at me, not Frances.




  ‘I’d love to,’ I replied as Scarlett O’Hara, looking at Rhett Butler.




  He offered his hand and I took it.




  ‘Alan,’ he said. ‘And you?’




  The music changed and the band played Benny Goodman’s ‘Sing, Sing, Sing,’ He led me onto the floor and began to jive, spinning me round like a top. My heart pounded with excitement, my feet tripped to the rhythm and he pulled me towards him with strong arms. He held me close, our thighs pressed against each other. I tingled all over and a blush crept up from the neckline of my dress. By the end of the dance I was glowing.




  ‘Come outside in the garden,’ he said, his hand in mine.




  He guided me to the open door and into the cool air scented with roses. The teenagers continued their gyrations in the ballroom and we were alone in the darkness. Alan seized me and planted a brief kiss on my lips. He pushed me against a hedge, his hands on my shoulders and then over my breasts. I was confused. Was this the mortal sin? I wasn’t ready for hell, and he was rough. I panicked, broke away and ran back into the ballroom, straight into Aunt Bubbles.




  ‘Everything all right, Jackie?’ she enquired with a frown.




  ‘Yes, I’m fine,’ I panted.




  ‘Are you sure dear? You look flustered.’




  I nodded and took a deep breath. My partner came rushing into the room looking for me but, on seeing Aunt Bubbles, he stopped abruptly, seemed to change his mind and strode back towards his table.




  ‘Were you with him?’ she asked, her concern apparent by the deepening lines on her forehead.




  ‘Not for long, I didn’t like him,’ I replied.




  ‘Ah, I see,’ she commented, watching his back view disappearing among the dancers. She searched my face for more information, which was not forthcoming. Ashamed of the incident, I blamed myself for being so easily led. I shouldn’t have allowed myself to be taken in by his charm, like my poor mother had been with Reg.




  ‘Have you seen Frances?’ Bubbles asked.




  ‘I think she went to the Ladies,’ I answered, in case my friend needed an alibi.




  My heart began to slow and my breathing felt easier.




  ‘Ah, there she is now,’ she said, swivelling her eyes to observe the blonde boy with her. ‘I don’t know that young man, do you, Jackie?’




  ‘No, Aunt Bubbles, I don’t,’ I pretended.




  She strode off to discover his pedigree and I followed. Frances looked mortified as her mother quizzed her partner. I recognised a couple of girls from Elmhurst Ballet School on the next table, reminding me of home as I passed the school grounds every day to catch the bus to Farnborough Hill. I’d been so excited about my first dance and now I simply wanted to leave, to be alone in my bedroom, shut in and safe. Disappointment and regret had replaced my anticipation of a romantic evening. That is, until Richard on our table got up and held out his hand.




  ‘Like to dance?’ he asked nonchalantly.




  What joy! Taller than me, and he knew how to quickstep. The only problem was that he had a rolled up handkerchief in his pocket, which pressed into my leg and groin. It was strange; I thought that I must ask Frances if she had the same experience with her partners.




  Uncle Freddie heard about my adventure in the rose garden from Aunt Bubbles. He laughed. Next time they’d put taillights on me so I could be seen outside in the dark. I blushed, embarrassed, making a mental note never to find myself in such a situation again.




  The following year, Uncle Freddie retired from the army and became a gentleman farmer, and so the family moved to Devon. I was very sad to see them go. Frances and I had been inseparable for three years at Farnborough Hill. Both daygirls, I had spent many weekends at their imposing Heath End house. Aunt Bubbles gave wonderful lunch and dinner parties, where I met interesting people and learnt the art of social etiquette and repartee. It was fun to dress up on these occasions. Frances and I would swap clothes and experiment with make-up and had enjoyed many happy times together.




  The summer after Uncle Freddie bought the farm, Reg paid for my train fare to Paignton. He approved of my friendship with Frances, he had met her father, a Brigadier, and what kudos that had given him. Packed in my suitcase were two of Mummy’s creations, a polka dot sundress with a bolero and a pink cotton sleeveless frock. Frances tried the second one on the moment she saw me unpacking and wore it throughout the holiday. That’s the kind of friendship we had; we shared her bedroom, played Peggy Lee records and talked long into the night of her new school and our old friends.




  Clear skies, sea air and the company of my adopted family were ingredients for happiness. I learnt to milk cows, pluck chickens and help to harvest vegetables from the kitchen garden with Frances, reminiscent of Ryefield and my childhood in Sussex before Reg. Aunt Bubbles served up delicious meals with the produce for an army of guests who came and went throughout the long summer days. The house was filled with laughter from two of Frances’s younger siblings, Patrick and Lizzie, who played their pranks and games. Tom, her other younger brother joined in but preferred to read his Eagle comics and make up jokes. He was fourteen and attended a boarding school in Cheltenham, following in his father’s footsteps.




  We picnicked on Slapton Sands, swam in the sea and helped Patrick and Lizzie build sand castles. Uncle Freddie taught us to sail his sloop Tempest, moored in Paignton harbour. He enjoyed taking Frances and me out to cruise around Torbay. He’d count how many hellos and wolf whistles we received from passing boats. We pretended to be embarrassed but secretly we enjoyed the attention from the opposite sex. Freddie was a father figure, my male role model - kind, positive and amusing. I admired and trusted him. There must be younger men like him out there, so perhaps I would meet my Rhett Butler one day.




  In direct contrast to Uncle Freddie, my stepfather continued to exert his control over me by vetting all potential boyfriends and making the decisions about what parties I attended.




  I used to meet up with a group of teenagers in Tekels Park during the school holidays. Hilary, Heather, Anthony and Mark were boarders at a ‘progressive’ boarding school near Petersfield, where no harsh rules and regulations were practiced. I envied their freedom. We went out as a gang and enjoyed each other’s company without any complications. Anthony, the proud owner of an Austin 7, allowed us to take turns in driving. When it was my go I grabbed hold of the steering wheel, rammed the gear into first and drove erratically around the rhododendron-lined paths to the accompanying chorus of screams and laughter. I loved the excitement and sense of adventure, but it was a miracle I didn’t kill anybody. We shared records, playing them on Heather’s turntable and boogied to the new rock ‘n’ roll songs by Elvis Presley. We rode an old knackered horse belonging to Hilary and, occasionally, they came around to my house for lemonade and biscuits. I always hoped Reg wouldn’t be around to ingratiate himself with the girls. Mark did kiss me once but it wasn’t anything special, all teeth and awkwardness. He wasn’t quite the Rhett I had in mind.




  Within a year I was invited to balls at Sandhurst. The family home was in Camberley, so I was bound to meet up with officer cadets at some point. The Royal Military Academy was set back from the London Road, and the impressive buildings and grounds of this establishment gave testament to its importance. There were three different Colleges, New, Old and Victory for more than eight hundred Officer Cadets.




  I met Charles at a party in February 1959. He was very attentive and, at the end of the evening, asked if I would like to go out with him. Aged nineteen, he was in his second term at the Academy. He was about an inch taller than me, fit and athletic. His green eyes fixed me in their sights. I was hooked by his impeccable manners and kind voice. Finally, here was a man who attracted me. I accepted his invitation to see South Pacific showing at the Odeon cinema and he arranged to collect me from my house.




  I plucked up courage to ask Mummy if she’d speak to Reg about my date, telling her he’d come about teatime on Saturday. She made scones, laid the table with the best china and the silver teapot, in which to serve the Darjeeling tea. She was curious to meet this boy. Reg had asked searching questions about Charles, impossible questions, but the fact that he was a Sandhurst cadet was already a point in his favour.




  The wide gate to our driveway swung open and there he was, heading up the path to the front door. My heart pounded to the crunch of gravel. The sharp knock at the front door made me start. Reg pushed past to open it. Oh, please don’t let him say anything to embarrass me in front of Charles, a small voice in my head repeated over and over.




  ‘Right, young man,’ he said once the customary greetings were over. ‘You’d better come in.’




  Reg eyed Charles up and down, his clothes immediately giving him a passport to enter our domain. Then came questions about his family and, on learning that Charles’s father was a colonel, Reg, snob that he was, had no more doubts. Charles had passed muster. He made polite conversation with my mother and ate her scones with relish. He promised Reg to bring me straight home after the film and, with this assurance, I was allowed to accompany him.




  The darkness in the cinema cocooned us and he searched for my hand. The musical South Pacific burst onto the screen with colour and light. I was transported to a tropical island where Joe, a young American Lieutenant, met a beautiful Tonkinese girl, Liat. It was romantic, filled with stirring songs and I cried at the end when the hero was killed. To comfort me, Charles put his arm around my shoulder and kissed me. I was doomed to hell. I had committed the mortal sin of kissing a boy for longer than three seconds, the lingering of his lips having sent shivers up my spine. Later, when he said goodbye, I discovered that he too kept something hard in his trouser pocket.




  * * *




  ‘When am I going to meet this Charles of yours?’ asked my vivacious Australian girlfriend, Lynette, who lived on the next road from us in Camberley. Lynette, a student at the Kingston Art College, was a pretty, dark-haired girl with vivid blue eyes. I envied her being a year older than me and no longer a schoolgirl. I was preparing for my advanced level Art exam and loved seeing her portfolio of work with innovative use of different media and her sketches of nude studies. There was definitely no opportunity to draw those at the convent! Lynette’s father, a pilot with Qantas, the number one Australian airline, had been posted to London. She had two younger brothers, one of whom had fallen out of a window when he was little and sadly became disabled. It was only later in life that I learnt Lynette had suffered at the hands of her father, far more than I had with Reg. Her immersion in art was her way to cope with the abuse and emotional pain of her experiences.




  ‘Oh, I don’t know, he can’t get out much and, apart from the course, he’s training for the fencing team, which takes up more time,’ I replied.




  ‘Why don’t you ask him if he’d like to come over here next Saturday and bring a friend from Sandhurst? That would be good for me too, and we can listen to my records. I’ve got Harry Belafonte’s new one. Mum and Dad are going out for the evening and taking the boys, so it’ll be just us. I’ll ask Mum if it’s ok.’




  A chance to be on our own, unrestricted, away from adults; I was thrilled to bits with her suggestion. Luckily Charles was free on Saturday and found someone to bring from his college.




  ‘Mike’s a good chap, plays rugby and boxes for the Academy,’ Charles spoke of his friend.




  Late afternoon on Saturday, I told my mother that I was going to visit Lynette. I hurried down to her house keen to meet Charles and maybe have a bit of privacy to practise sinning. There was always that nagging worry of how far I should go. Mother Mostyn’s warnings rang in my head, despite the mortal sin I had already committed with the longer-than-three-second kiss – and tongues! But I was still determined not to lose my virginity for years.




  Charles arrived just after me at around half past five. Mike was playing in a rugby match and would be along later. I introduced Lynette. We went into the sitting room and sat together on the sofa chatting whilst Lynette went to find some beer. Charles was in his element, running his hands up my thighs while I purred like a cat. We pulled apart when Lynette came back with three bottles of beer and glasses.




  ‘I forgot to bring the opener,’ she confessed.




  ‘Ok, I’ll go,’ I offered, a little flustered, smoothing down my skirt and heading for the kitchen. I had just reached the hallway when the doorbell rang. Lynette’s record was playing the upbeat calypso rhythm of ‘The Banana Boat Song’. ‘Day-O!’ sang out Harry Belafonte, his voice reverberating throughout the house. I was closest to the door and opened it. There on the doorstep was a tall, handsome young man, quite a hunk. He had a mop of blonde hair, the bluest eyes and wore a brown tweed suit, a mustard-coloured waistcoat, checked shirt, and a red, gold and blue striped Sandhurst tie.




  ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Are you Lynette?’




  ‘No, I’m Jackie,’ I answered; registering how lucky Lynette was to have him as a date.




  ‘What a pity!’ he remarked.




  I thought so too; he had such an air of confidence and vitality. I liked the way he looked at me, his eyes conveying his regret.




  ‘You must be Mike,’ I said with a smile.




  The next opportunity to meet was at an officer cadet party held in April at The Cambridge Hotel in Camberley. For the occasion, my mother had made me a cocktail bell-shaped dress of black and peacock-blue shot taffeta. We had chosen the fabric and the Vogue pattern together, the newest fashion to hit the catwalks, chic and seductive. I wanted to look like the model on the cover and couldn’t wait to wear such a desirable creation. Nan had sent some money to pay for my treat. It wasn’t until Mummy started cutting out the material that she discovered how much work was involved. Undeterred by the extra hours, she stitched and machined until the finished dress, shimmering and silky, hung on a hanger.




  ‘Cinderella shall go to the ball,’ Mummy announced, showing me the result of her commitment. Overcome with happiness, I kissed and thanked her. She always wanted to give me the best, perhaps to compensate for Reg, her way of encouraging me to enjoy life, as she had done when she had gone dancing with my father. I stood in my underwear, lifted the masterpiece off the hanger and slipped it over my head. The skirt rustled, the fabric flashed like butterfly wings, iridescent and magical. I smiled and twirled, sensing its transforming power.




  ‘You look beautiful,’ she declared with a wistful countenance, and I blushed with pride at her compliment.




  Charles too was impressed when he collected me. He grinned when I emerged in my taffeta frock with poise and confidence, his partner for the evening. The event was for Gaza Company in New College, to which Charles and Mike belonged. I bubbled with happiness to be invited to such an exclusive party.




  On our arrival at the Cambridge Hotel, Mike was lounging with a group of cadets drinking beer at the bar. I received admiring glances from the men. Filled with delight I knew that my dress was a success. On a crowded dance floor, couples danced to ‘Venus’ sung by Frankie Avalon, and the room buzzed with energy and laughter. Charles ordered a round of drinks and, while he was occupied with the barman, Mike asked me to dance. It was customary, and part of their social etiquette, for the cadets to request a dance from other girls at parties. Mike was no longer going out with Lynette, having only taken her on one date, and she was disappointed not to have been included that night. I was flattered and, because I liked Mike, I accepted. He led me to the knot of dancers and we swayed to the music. He knew how to dance and I willingly followed his lead. Taller than Charles, my head came to the top of his shoulder and he smelt of Old Spice. At first, he held me loosely in his arms, but as the music gathered tempo he pulled me closer, until I could feel the rise and fall of his chest. An attraction fought its way between us, my heart raced and fine hairs on my neck stood up, acknowledging his charisma. The music stopped, he bent down and kissed me then, abruptly, pushed me away.




  ‘You’re my friend’s girl, so forget what just happened,’ he said.




  I was too taken aback to reply. What would Charles say if he’d seen Mike breaking their code of honour? I was Charles’s girlfriend and ‘off limits’. I looked round for him. He was still at the bar chatting with the other cadets. He would have been furious and might have thought that I’d deliberately provoked his best friend by flirting with him, which was not the case. But I remembered Mike’s stolen kiss for a long time. I didn’t see him after that evening until the end of term.




  Not long after the dance, Charles took me to his parents’ house in Farnham for lunch. I can remember the apprehension of meeting them, an elderly couple with Edwardian values. Charles formally introduced me and I felt like a new recruit, not quite announcing my name, rank, and number, but close. We sat in the drawing room sipping dry sherry on the Ercol furniture, making polite conversation until his mother announced lunch was served. We followed her, and the aroma of roast lamb, into the dining room. The table was set with porcelain china, silver cutlery and white damask napkins. I was convinced that this was in my honour and therefore demanded my best behaviour and table manners. His father carved and served the joint while his mother uncovered the vegetable bowls to expose the roast potatoes and green peas. I watched the gravy congealing on my Spode plate, waiting for my hostess to pick up her knife and fork, a sign we could begin the meal. Charles’s father, a gallant old gentleman, did his best to make me feel at home. On the other hand, I didn’t feel the same about his mother. I caught her scrutinising me, weighing me up to determine if I was a suitable girlfriend for her only child. Outwardly she was considerate, but she had a certain reserve, a cool demeanour, contenting herself by engaging in a private conversation with her son. Inwardly we were like feral cats on the prowl, wary of each other.




  * * *




  At the beginning of the summer term, Mother Hogan, the headmistress of the convent, spoke to Reg about my career prospects. I’ve no idea why I wasn’t invited to participate in my assessment. No doubt Reg preened himself before the appointment, put on his polished Church’s shoes, tailor-made suit and parked his Daimler outside the front doors of the convent building, originally the home of Princess Eugenie, widow of Napoleon III. The grand entrance was Reg’s style and I’m sure he thought the nuns considered him a refined gentleman. Mummy told me he liked going to the convent, where he would receive the respect befitting his status as head of our family. He never received any such respect from Ross and me – we knew he was a sham.




  I could visualise him arriving at the convent and being ushered into the inner sanctum, the Music Room off a long corridor, reserved for guests. His day would have been completed by one of the pupils curtseying to him as she walked to the library, passing the open doors of the Music room. New pupils were taught to curtsey, which caused a great deal of giggling and falling over until we had mastered this strict etiquette and could bob down on the move when encountering guests. It was good practice for the few girls in the sixth form, daughters of well-connected rich families, preparing to be presented to HM the Queen, at the Queen Charlotte Ball in May. The ‘Coming Out’ Ball, announcing the start of ‘The London Season’, the social round of tea parties, racing at Ascot and more Balls. These events were considered venues to find suitable husbands, the candidates known as ‘Deb’s Delights’.




  After school, Reg waited for me in his car. I cringed at the thought of his company, preferring to ride home on the bus, but I wanted to know the outcome of Mother Hogan’s evaluation of my future employment prospects. I climbed in beside him and hugged my satchel, waiting for the verdict.




  ‘It has been agreed that you would be well suited to working in a hotel as a receptionist or a clerk,’ he said with a sneer. As long as I could get away from him as soon as possible, I didn’t care what I did.




  Once home, I began to list the hotels in the area and composed a draft letter, an application for employment. Mummy approved the final copies, written in my best handwriting. I was delighted to receive a reply a few weeks later, inviting me for an interview as a trainee receptionist at Great Fosters in Virginia Water, the most prestigious hotel in the county. At last, if successful, I had the means of escape, a chance to meet new and exciting people, to have a life of my own. I had a goal and studied hard to pass my exams.




  I didn’t see Charles during this period, but the promise of the June Ball compensated for his absence. This was the social event of the year at The Royal Military Academy. My school friends were envious. Reg gave me permission to attend and, yet again, Mummy made me a beautiful ball gown, one of green taffeta, overlaid with white organza with embroidered green sprigs in the style of Scarlet O’Hara’s dress. I was thrilled. Was that really me in the mirror? I hardly recognised myself. My dress was a dream, my carefully made up face smiling back as I thought of the good time ahead, dancing in my high heels and partying at Sandhurst to celebrate the end of my schooldays.




  Charles arrived looking handsome in his dinner jacket, my Rhett Butler. His glances were admiring, both of my dress and me.




  ‘Make sure she comes home at a reasonable time,’ my stepfather insisted.




  ‘Of course, Sir,’ replied Charles, catching my eye behind Reg’s back, both of us knowing that I would be late home.




  I climbed into his borrowed Austin A30, and in no time we were through Old College Gates into the grounds of the RMA. By the lake, three large marquees had been erected and music filled the air. The scene was like a film set with glamorous couples strolling in the grounds carrying champagne glasses. My role awaited me. Lights! Camera! Action! Rhett opened the passenger door and out stepped Scarlett. My dress rustled, the taffeta smooth and cool against my bare legs as I took hold of his arm. I felt as light as air beside him, floating across the grass in my dancing shoes. Charles led me into one of the large tents to his friends and reserved seats at their table. Mike was there with his new girlfriend, Diane, a pretty, slim girl in a peach-coloured gown. I avoided making eye contact with him, still feeling awkward after his stolen kiss. Cocktails arrived, wine flowed and Charles and I danced to the live bands, each one with its own beat in the different marquees. Skiffle, jazz and big band sounds pumped out all night. Flushed from jiving, we made our way back to the table to join our party. Mike didn’t ask me to dance, he was too occupied with the lovely Diane.




  A magician from The Magic Circle entertained us during dinner, playing tricks and mind reading. I felt glad that he didn’t read mine! After the delicious meal, we wandered outside to watch boats filled with riotous young people making their way across the lake to howls of laughter and the slap of oars. Charles and I sat in the back of his car romancing under the light of the June moon, sipping champagne from crystal glasses.
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