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            Love in War is dedicated to the memory of the millions of ordinary people who gave their lives, physically and some metaphysically, in the pursuit of freedom, democracy and peace in the continent of Europe and its immediate neighbours – a struggle that continues today.
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         ‘This is a novel, but the events and historical individuals are real. The characters are fictional, inspired in most instances by people I have known.’
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            PROLOGUE

            LONDON, 4 MARCH 1946

         

         ‘Could this be the new beginning? The spring that brings new life? A re-awakening?’

         Joanna was lost in thought as she sauntered along a sandy path which led to the entrance of an imperious, early Victorian building. It had a foreboding arched entrance, heavy dark oak doors, above which was a red tiled roof with spiky gables pointing skywards. Despite being erected in the mid-19th century, she had detected that its style was mock Tudor, typical stone-dressed red brick, with towering, spiral brick chimneys. Everything about the place was odd, you might say daunting; but then it was an asylum. The Surrey County Lunatic Asylum. If you drop the word ‘lunatic’, then asylum is a good word. It can spell safety, shelter and protection, care, even peace. Her progress was interrupted. In the distance, she could just hear the screams and shouts of a woman in despair. She guessed, from one of the ward blocks. A patient, struggling to unchain and liberate her demons which had been with her lifelong and unlikely to let her go now. The Asylum was renowned for a heavy presence of long-stay patients, some remaining there for decades, often for ‘minor offences’ such as being a ‘slow learner’ or for a single uncontrolled outburst of aggressive behaviour. When she reached for the handle of one of the heavy oak double-doors and found them firmly locked, she turned and looked back down the path, straight as straight, aligned almost perfectly on an East–West trajectory. She took a few steps back, as if expecting the door to open imminently, but paused. As was her habit, she had arrived at least fifteen minutes ahead of schedule.

         ‘I suppose all the doors are locked in places like this,’ she thought, wondering how to fill the interlude. She became distracted by two men in hospital uniforms, starched white cotton jacket and trousers, which she had spotted in the middle distance propelling a trolley, one at each end, as elegantly as they could along a bumpy gravel path. There was no one lying on top of the trolley, but a crisp white sheet covered the body box below. She imagined it contained a recently departed on its final journey to the mortuary. The incongruous party disappeared into the mist which hung low over the path on which they travelled, unfurling across the orderly gardens and into the fields beyond. There was a farm behind hospital buildings which accounted for the sporadic bovine and porcine moans and grunts and their distinctive aromas. She had discovered that this farm had been a valuable source of decent quality food during the war and as important, it provided a therapeutic environment for the 2,000 or more inmates.

         The early morning chill had begun to lift, and she became aware of what would turn into a daffodil-studded lawn, beautifully manicured but densely spiked with confident, slender, upright dark green leaves held firmly by their pale bases, which were beginning to feed the bulbs below. The remains of the glistening overnight frost lingered. The ground was still cold and hard after the sharp winter, but she pictured the host of golden daffodils that was soon to be. She remembered the letter that Johnnie had written from Italy a year or more previously. He had gained such strength from Wordsworth’s, Despondency Corrected.

         The war in Europe had been over for nearly a year but only a few days ago the Greek Civil War had reignited, and Churchill was warning about the descent of a sinister Iron Curtain separating the West from Eastern Europe. Perhaps the only good thing she had read in the newspapers the previous week, she thought, was that Prime Minister Clement Attlee had agreed India’s right to independence and was pushing to make it a reality within the forthcoming year. She looked back at the austere doorway, but still no sign of movement. As she sat on one of the stone steps leading up to the door, her mind drained free of the matters of the moment and her thoughts wandered.
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         War changes people, she thought. Some grew up fast and simply survived, while others seemed to flourish, unashamedly. When a war is over, people sometimes say proudly, even boast about their war; I had a good war. Or is this just the language of John Buchan’s action heroes? Who knows anyone who had a good war?

         Other folk deviated from the paths to which they had been initially assigned before the outbreak of war and abandoned the mores of peace time. The ‘vulnerable’ collapsed into a void of despair. Few who saw the theatre of war, remained untouched by the devastation and destruction that it wrought. Theatre, yes, because at times it bore no relationship to an accepted understanding of reality. The images, sounds, the light; yes, the ‘Son et Lumiere’, the performance, took hold and haunted minds and memories to the grave.

         Many women were liberated by the opportunity to leave the home for work and found new and different sorts of love while husbands were away. Uncertainty about the future, produced these permissive and perhaps forgiving times, and allowed these secret acts to pass almost unnoticed and then perhaps wilfully forgotten. Some, a few, incited acts of violence and even death when aggrieved, damaged husbands returned. Some were uprooted and accompanied young children out of the cities, the social and industrial targets of the air war, to resettle temporally in safer places. That was evacuation.

         She took out the notebook which always travelled with her and, using the silver propelling pencil, a gift from her father on her 16th Birthday, she put these rising thoughts on to paper.

         
            
        We were two people born in the shadows of the Great War who were promised a better future in a world of peace and prosperity. But it was not to be. We were beguiled unwittingly by the aspirational and as it turns out, foolish politics of the day, which led an entire generation through a massive dark valley of conflict, leaving deep scars across all the peoples of Europe. These have persisted, despite measured and meticulous restoration of the natural and built environment. Nature has a way of healing the earthly ravages of man, but it cannot rewrite history. The vegetation of northern France – the corn marigolds, cow parsley, ox-eyed daisies, and cornflowers, soon reappeared from the scorched earth. New restless saplings arose through the soil to find the light, and the enigmatic red field poppies flooded back in abundance to bend and flutter once more in the cycling winds, waiting patiently for the sun to dry out their fertilised ovaries whose God-given intrinsic tensions cause them to burst and forcibly discharge a shower of black seeds, blown wide by the prevailing wind, to ensure propagation of the next generation. But the memories and dreams remain not far beneath the surface in the remnants of those who were slain the last time around.
      

            
        After a faltering journey and by the mystery of magical thinking, we found love as a way of hanging onto life. When we came to it finally, we did not think twice. We believed it would be the solution, a shield, a warm swaddling blanket that would bind us tightly together, whatever the future held. God had thrown us a metaphysical golden lifebelt. We will find ways to tell our story, maybe helped by others and sometimes filtered through their eyes.
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         This is a tale of love in war. They found each other in the ungainly turbulence of youth. They moved apart and then, at an extraordinarily serendipitous, decisive moment, perhaps in one of Cartier-Bresson’s, moments critique, their lives merged briefly. But then disconnected – pulled apart – this time by the relentless forces of war.

         There would be other ‘loves in war’ which would complicate and cut across their lives, but together, bizarrely enrich these troubled times. The complex human kaleidoscope can create a colourful, mobile, visionary time ahead, but every so often it is a fractured future, perhaps one that is impossible to repair, but like the coloured glass fragments of the kaleidoscope, it can be re-sorted and re-arranged.

         And this is also a story of secrets, some eventually revealed, others going to the grave with their holders. Love is almost always, perhaps inevitably, veiled in secrets.

         She looked up and was pleased to see the dominant minute hand of the great wall clock, sited above the entrance to the building, was just passing the half-hour. A light breeze was moving the mist upwards and away in steamy spirals and there was even a suggestion of a watery morning sun breaking through the low cloud. The white suited nursing orderlies, were retracing their steps but now free of the trolley, having completed their solemn assignment.

         The silence was interrupted by sounds of moving metal parts and the squeaking of the iron hinges of the grand front door. It opened just a few degrees, to reveal the dull lighting in the hallway. Joanna heard the soft muted tones of male voices. She stood up, straightening her grey-green Harris tweed jacket and box skirt, and re-positioning her turn-up brim, round crown fedora, and retreated a couple of yards down the path, anticipating an imminent dispersal through the opening. But instead, the door closed softly, and the voices were silenced.
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        I knew them both. Her better than him. Snowy, that’s what he called her, was my friend at school. We grew up together, but in doing so, grew apart. He came between us, as other friends can do. He tried to have me once in the trees at the back of the Queensmere, our favourite pond on Wimbledon Common, when we had just left school; but I was having none of it. I recall it 
        was after they had just broken up for the first time. He was looking for solace. I knew his intervention was imminent when he clumsily introduced the well-used line, ‘She doesn’t understand me. I just need someone to sort me out.’
      

            
        They met in the local Baptist Church in 1936. She was sixteen and still at school and he was racing towards twenty-one, but struggling to get his life on track, doing City and Guilds at ‘night classes’ after leaving school at the earliest moment at fourteen. He was studying paper manufacture – the science, practice, and commerce of the subject! They seemed so different.
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            1

            THE BEGINNING

         

         
            ‘The beginning is the most important part of the work.’

            The Republic, Plato, 380 bce

         

         LONDON, 1936

         Most of their friends recognised that they were not a good match. It was already easy to see their manifestly different life directions. Speculative observers related this to dissimilar family and financial backgrounds, and the ambitions and expectations that seep in through family influences. But Johnnie was not to be deterred. He had seen something special in this young woman. He acknowledged that she was still a child when he first became aware of her but had watched her keenly for months from afar, quietly celebrating her beauty, independence and overt love of life. He dreamed that someday, even if it was not her, he would find someone like her, for himself. But at that moment, he could not imagine that anyone else could compare.

         Their friendship moved tentatively forward as the reluctant Spring finally brought the world back to life. The early days of March had been cold, with frosts and flurries of snow, but by its third week there were intermittent floods of bright sunshine warming air and earth, finally activating the sleeping spring bulbs.

         The church at the top of the hill brought them together. Both families were regular attenders. Johnnie and Joanna had framed much of their early social life through The Boys’ Brigade, Girl Guides, church choir and as teachers in the Sunday school. Johnnie idolised her. He could think of nothing else. He loved the way she looked, her spirit, her coquettish sometimes childlike behaviour but most of all he had seen her intellect at play. She was better educated than he, still at school, two years after she could have left, and planning to stay for another two in the sixth form. She was unequivocally middle class. Although he was not sure what that meant or where he was on the social spectrum, he knew that she was a cut above. This troubled him and raised serious doubts that they would ever make a life partnership.

         He was five years older, and it showed. As the years went by, he loved to tease her that she had been wooed and won while still a schoolgirl. In these early days, private moments together were scarce. He would look for opportunities to walk her home after Guides or a play rehearsal at church, but even walking slowly it took no more than fifteen minutes and lingering on the doorstep of their family home in Gartmoor Gardens, was strongly disapproved of by her parents, especially her father.

         She always sat with her parents during the morning service. Joanna adored this tranquil, spiritual time close to her father. Johnnie knew that she loved her father more than anything else. Respectfully, he kept his distance but could not resist peering between the rows of heads, his view impeded by the intensity of ‘hatted’ women in the congregation. He would get glimpses of her across the ranks of pitch pine pews, as she sang the hymns with heart and soul, gazing periodically up at her father and he, reciprocating with a smile. Towards the end of the Service their timid, apprehensive eyes might meet, but only briefly, as she had sworn to herself not to reveal anything of their friendship.

         Her task that year was to pass her school exams with a flourish, ensuring that her future educational trajectory would be sufficiently steep to secure admission to a good university. Her elder brother George was studying geography at University College London and a leading light in the University athletics team. She saw no reason why she should not do the same. She knew her father had high aspirations for her and would support her all the way.

         Johnnie had abandoned school as soon as he was fourteen, leaving without any credentials. Two years later in 1930, his father, Frederick, died and left the family poorly provided for. His elder siblings had been out at work for several years, providing essential financial support which made it possible for their mother, and some of the family to remain in the small, rented house after Frederick’s death.

         For the last year or so Johnnie had been working as a printer’s assistant in a local ink manufacturing factory. The distinctive smell that emanated from the ink production process, seeped through the factory’s open, metal-framed windows, crept under doors, and billowed from the tall tapering, cylindrical brick chimney, permeating every nose in the local community. It was a tarry, oily, inky smell. Everyone in Southfields knew when Ault and Wiborg was brewing ink. He began to realise that although the factory was a leisurely ten-minute walk to and from his home each morning and evening, it was too easy. There was no long-term future in that job; he was going nowhere. He was good with numbers, was literate, and wrote neatly with his treasured Parker fountain pen, yet he had no qualifications. There was nothing on paper. But he knew there needed to be if he was going to progress. Although the youngest and probably his mother’s favourite, life at home was chaotic, overcrowded, and impoverished, and overseen by a depressed and disaffected father and a totally exhausted mother.

         ‘Johnnie, before you come into the scullery for your tea, will you draw the curtains in the front room.’

         His mother was always mindful to protect the photographs and furnishings from the harmful effects of the late summer sun, which would inevitably find its way into the room at the end of the day.

         ‘Yes mother. I’ll do it right away.’

         He was standing on the front step with the door just open, watching the slow pageant of suburban street life, a drama set in a neighbourhood of limited resources. At the end of a pleasant summer afternoon, a ‘PSA’ as his father would sometimes refer to it, he would often remain on the front doorstep, almost in a trance, daydreaming himself out of this world into another. Street life played out gently before him, like a mediaeval painting. Although he was there, he was at the same time, disengaged. He watched the neighbours go about their daily toil, husbands returning from work, women pushing prams up and down the street to pacify fractious infants and older children playing street soccer, bat and ball, hopscotch, and kiss-chase. The chalk markings on the pavement for hopscotch remained from one day to the next until washed away by a brisk summer shower. In those days, the street was a safe place.

         Their street had no cars; the residents were too poor. Although there were still horse-drawn carts delivering milk and coal and collecting ‘rag-and-bone’ from people’s homes – summoned by raucous cries and a sonorous handbell – the street was still a secure space. Parents never gave a second thought about their children playing in the street. It was their special place.

         The sun finally slipped behind the roofs of the houses on the opposite side of the street, which signalled to Johnnie to close the front door and draw back the curtains, as requested.

         The only calm room in the house was the so-called ‘front room’. It was deathly calm. You entered by the first door on the right just two yards inside the street entrance, along a dark narrow hallway. The only light that penetrated the gloomy corridor was filtered through the two vertical panels of coloured stained leaded glass in the front door, which were common to every house in the street. A late Victorian design highlight – the only frivolous feature in otherwise dull utility housing stock. The door of the front room was always closed to keep it clean and dust free. The furniture was deep brown, the fabric covering the chairs was stained and worn, especially over the arms, except where the headrests of the armchairs were protected by an antimacassar. These were washed and starched every week even if the room had not been used.

         A tall glass-fronted mahogany cabinet, packed with porcelain and pottery trinkets, stood in the recess on the left side the chimney breast. The open fire was always set ready to be lit, but rarely used. No one spent long enough in the room to need the fire except on special occasions, such as Christmas. A small, dark-oak varnished bookcase stood in the alcove on the other side of the fireplace, sprinkled with knick-knacks but devoid of books. In the shallow bay window there was an oval gate-legged table encircled by four high-backed Victorian dining chairs with padded leather seats.

         A few ancient, bleached out sepia photographs displayed in dark wooden frames, adorned the walls, and covered most of the available surfaces. A selection of infants in their mothers’ arms or sleeping in lace covered cots and elderly relatives in classic studio poses. Two aspiring aspidistras grew imperceptibly in the dim twilight, cosseted in dark green glazed jardinieres perched at shoulder height on black marble columns, struggling to find sufficient light. In short, it was a miniature Victorian museum. Most of the contents of the room had been handed down from generation to generation and were devoid of monetary value. A room of inheritance. It had the mood of a mausoleum; a chapel of remembrance for the unremembered. Cool, calm, soundless and mostly protected from natural light by heavy, ancient mallard green velvet curtains, which were stretched across the bay window and rarely moved. And there was a distinctive smell in that room which never changed but was a curious blend of old carpet, soot, and a musty dampness which emanated from the bay window.

         On a Sunday afternoon at around 4 o’clock, Martha, Johnnie’s mother, would occasionally entertain a friend or relative in the front room. Johnnie, being the youngest, and one or two of his elder sisters, might be invited to join the tea party. It was the moment in the week that he dreaded most. Johnnie knew that his presence was required and that he never had a reasonable excuse at this time on a Sunday afternoon to absent himself from this family duty.
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         ‘If you want to get on in this life, Laddie, then you need to get more education under your belt than you’ve got right now. Right? So, buck up!’

         Lenny, more respectably known as Mr Leonard, had quietly spotted that Johnnie had potential and encouraged him to get back into learning.

         ‘You’re a bright lad. You could make something of yourself, but you need to get some exams. Why don’t you enrol for some evening courses down at the Battersea Poly? Get some qualifications.’

         ‘You’re right, Mr Leonard, I should. I never got on well at school. My elder brother Ralph did so much better. He has got a good office job now at the Admiralty.’

         ‘Well, there you go!’

         ‘And my elder sister, May, works for the Civil Service. Passed all the exams, and she’s well-paid too. She’s on a salary, not wages.’

         Johnnie knew what he had to do but struggled to find sufficient ambitious energy to take it to the next stage.

         ‘Well, there you are Laddie. There must be some good genes knocking around your brothers and sisters and I am certain you’ve got a sprinkling of them too. But you need to bloody well, get on with it!’

         Johnnie worked hard in the print room, always willing and prompt in his work but in truth, he was nothing more than a porter. Pushing trolleys of paper to the printing presses and collecting them again at the other end once the ink had dried. When the ink ran out in the print room, he would be sent with his trolley down to the stores to get a replacement tank. He was popular with the printers, and they slowly began to teach him their trade. But the printing industry was heavily unionised in those days and jobs often passed from father to son leaving little room for the entry of newcomers like Johnnie.

         ‘Thank you, Mr Leonard, I am grateful for your advice. And it’s given me some confidence to see what might be available at the Polytechnic.’

         Mr Leonard put his arm around his shoulder then gave him a friendly push towards the door, as if to windup the spring inside him to generate the energy required to make the next move. He had suffered by being the last of a large family. His father’s productive life had ground to a halt years ago and his loving mother had lost her spark. It was now just about survival.
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         Over the course of several months, Johnnie began to feel that he had made enough progress with the preliminaries and developed sufficient confidence to push his friendship with Joanna forward. He thought to himself, it’s now or never! He decided to make his move after the morning Service one Sunday in early Spring. He chose a day when his mother had indicated that she felt too frail to make the journey up the hill, leaving him a free agent after the Service. He was one of the first to leave after the Service and placed himself strategically at the bottom of the church steps, on the left side. In this position he could survey the scene, make a rapid assessment of the situation as it evolved, and then activate his opening gambit. He would wait there with as much nonchalance as he could muster until Joanna emerged, hopefully ahead of her father who he guessed might be delayed in conversation with other church dignitaries. He made a final check that his red rose buttonhole, freshly cut from the garden that morning, was decorously positioned. The plan worked superbly. She appeared through the church doors alone and immediately saw an outstandingly calm, relaxed, mature, rather good-looking young man below. She ran down the steps to greet him.

         ‘Johnnie, how lovely to see you!’

         She blew him an overly melodramatic kiss as she came towards him. He was not quite prepared for such a welcome, but he remained calm and delivered his well-prepared monologue of solicitation.

         Johnnie tentatively proposed that he and Joanna should take a day out together and walk across Wimbledon Common towards Richmond Park, taking a picnic with them. All was agreed there and then. But within a few days a letter arrived.
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            March 1936

            My Dear Jack,

            Well, I threatened you that I would write, but I really did not expect that I should have to do so, at least not so soon. Well, the fact of the matter is that after feeling frightfully thrilled about going out with you on Saturday I suddenly came down to the horrible realisation of a French  play which I have to go to on Saturday evening at the Wandsworth School and also, as fate will have it, the annual Inter-School Music Festival held in Islington has fallen on the same day from 9 am till 5 pm. So – the little girl will have a busy day.

            But really – isn’t it the very limit. I’m furious. Yes – I mean it. But there you will have a nice peaceful day won’t you dear – it will do you the world of good and make you fit and energetic for a Sunday walk.

            Be a good boy and take May or your mother out, won’t you? There is a George Arliss film on at Wandsworth on Saturday which I’m sure you will enjoy, or, if it pleases his Majesty better, Claudette Colbert, whom I’m sure you will not like, will be on at the Lyceum in a film with a most enlightening title, ‘She married her Boss’ (most unusual film I should say!!).

            Well, I really do not know why I am writing such utter tripe to you, but I know you will understand when I suggest to you that I am just recuperating from a perfectly foul English Language paper.

            Hoping sincerely that you are neither too bored nor too cross with me. 

            Cheerio

            Joanna

            X (a nice big one for luck)
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         This may be the moment for some clarification of Johnnie’s given name. He was christened Denis Jack Faraday. From the day he was born, no one called him Denis, sometimes spelt Dennis. Martha his mother always called him Johnnie but as he grew older and entered the workplace the diminutive was truncated to the mature form, John. During their early encounters, Joanna usually addressed him as Jack (although on occasions when being flamboyantly formal, she would use the binomial ‘Dennis Jack’). For simplicity’s sake, he will remain as Johnnie, at least during these early years.

         Johnnie was deeply disappointed and quietly irritated by the silly, juvenile tone of the letter. He so wanted some time to persuade Joanna that he was a person worth knowing. He knew they were from divergent backgrounds, but he needed time to show her who he really was and that he was going to make a success of his life.

         And then his anger burst. Who is this ‘little girl’ and ‘his Majesty’? Quite ridiculous. Why is she telling me to take out Mother or May? He paused, took a breath and regained control, and wisely wrote it off as ‘youthful exuberance’. His sister May was busy, and his mother was exhausted, so the time was his own.

         In the end, he decided to try the George Arliss film, Transatlantic Tunnel on the Saturday evening. A futuristic story of a fanciful plot to connect Britain and America by a sub-Atlantic tunnel. Arliss plays the British prime minister. Johnnie spotted that this was a rather obvious metaphor to build national confidence in the transatlantic relationship during these stormy times in Europe. He opted to walk home, hoping that everyone would have gone to bed by the time he got back. Instead, he found his mother sitting in her chair in the scullery on her own, nursing a cup of tea and evidently waiting for his return.

         ‘Is that you Johnnie?’

         She had heard him turning the key in the lock, and once inside with the door closed, he called back down the hallway.

         ‘Yes, mother, it’s me. You shouldn’t have stayed up. I am twenty-one years old you know mother, quite old enough to look after myself.’

         ‘I know, I know,’ she exclaimed in a mildly despondent, theatrical whisper.

         ‘I just find it difficult to go to bed without knowing everyone is at home. Would you like a cup of tea? There is one left in the pot, and it’s not too stewed.’

         ‘Thank you. Yes, I’ll join you, but I mustn’t be too long as I need to be up early for Boys’ Brigade. We have a full parade at church tomorrow morning.’

         ‘Would you like something to eat? I’ve got some fresh bread, and I could spread it with some delicious beef dripping.’

         ‘No thanks, mother, I’m fine.’

         They drank their tea and felt the temperature of the room fall, as the old black cast iron, coke-fired kitchen range burnt itself out for the night.

         ‘And how is that young lady of yours? Is it on or is it off? I can’t keep up with you young people.’

         ‘We are friends and usually see each other on Sundays, but she is always very busy with schoolwork and Guides. Her family keep her fully engaged with regular social events. We were going to go to Richmond Park for a picnic, but she had forgotten that she had a school music festival in Islington during the day and then on to a play at Wandsworth School in the evening.’

         ‘My goodness, she is a busy young lady.’

         ‘I am afraid I seem to always come second in her list of priorities! Not sure that her parents approve either. Me being an older man, and all that!’

         ‘Probably too young for you, Johnnie. You should find someone closer to your own age. Someone who has grown up a bit.’

         ‘Yes mother. But I… well, I do…’

         ‘Yes, of course. But we should go to bed and find our strength for tomorrow. Good night, my dear boy. God bless you.’

         ‘Good night mother.’

         He kissed her lightly on a cheek but lingered just long enough to collect the distinctive mix of fragrances from her face powder, which she applied economically to her nose and cheekbones and her signature Eau de Cologne that drifted forward from behind her ears.

         He waited for his mother to leave the scullery for bed, before he turned off the gas supplying the tulip-shaped wall light and prepared himself for bed.

         Johnnie was dismayed by the way the day had turned out. He lay in bed, flat on his back, gazing at the white distemper peeling off the ceiling and the yellowing stains from a leak in the roof many years ago. The curtains were part drawn, sufficient to allow the glow from the gas streetlamp to bring some warmth to his sad state. He felt rejected. How could she have accepted his invitation for a day out when she was already committed? Was she just chaotic and disorganised? Did she find it impossible to say no to his face – easier in writing? He tried hard not to even consider the possibility that it might be a manipulative gesture. Whatever the explanation, yet again, he felt a failure.
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         Johnnie’s father, Frederick had died five or six years before, leaving his wife, Martha, in a parlous financial position. Frederick had been raised in West Sussex by parents who ran the village store and bakery, centrally situated on the north side of the village green. He was minimally educated but had been apprenticed to a local corn chandler where he seemed to be progressing well. At some point after his father, William, had died prematurely in his forties in 1884, but before the close of the 19th century, Frederick left the family home in the West Sussex Saxon village of Lurgashall with a modest inheritance and came to London to seek his fortune as a corn chandler. He married Martha a country girl who had been in service in Huntingdon, and they soon started a family in a tiny four-roomed, terraced house without either a bathroom or running hot water. Despite the early grounding and apparent enthusiasm for the trade, his business skills failed him, and the enterprise collapsed taking Frederick’s inheritance with it. The family finances were salvaged by May, and her elder brothers who were soon out to work providing enough money to pay the rent and put food on the table.

         Despite these tribulations, Martha held the family together and Frederick passed his days, when the weather permitted, sitting on his favourite Windsor chair in their tiny south-east facing garden, usually with his back to the door of the outside lavatory – the only one in the property. The house had been built within the last thirty years so was supplied with cold mains water, town gas and was connected to the main drains, but the plain outside lavatory was otherwise only furnished with torn up squares of newspaper.

         Until his death, he dressed every morning in collar and tie, usually a three-piece suit with laced boots which covered his ankles, and it was his custom to top off the ensemble with a black bowler hat. His only important companion for the day was his tabby cat, Silky. But Martha was always close by, preparing his meals and generally watching out for him.
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         ‘So, tell me my boy, what are you going to do with yourself?’

         He took off his bowler hat and handed it to Johnnie who obediently held it in both hands in front of his stomach, looking at first glance as if he might be pregnant. Johnnie’s father was sitting in his usual chair, back to the outside lavatory and he was standing bolt upright a yard or so in front of him.

         Johnnie’s father had shown little interest in his academic progress at school and rarely found a moment to demonstrate much concern about his life thereafter. It was almost two years since Johnnie had left school, and he must have had a momentary flurry of guilt about his total disengagement with the life of his youngest.

         ‘I don’t know, Father. I have tried for jobs, but they all say the same thing. They are looking for somebody with experience.’ He paused for a moment’s thought.

         ‘I’m still helping Ernie with his milk round, but that is not going to get me anywhere.’

         ‘Ernie is a good man and a model son-in-law. I’ll not have a word said against him. He’s been very good to our Madge. And he stopped a few bullets in the Great War!’

         ‘I know, Father. I didn’t mean to sound critical but it’s not going to do for me. I shan’t be waiting around to take on Ernie’s milk round when he passes on.’

         ‘You should try the factory up the road, Ault and Wiborg. They are doing well now and one of the neighbours told me last week they are taking on apprentices. That would give you a start. There is always going to be a need for printing and printing inks. Just think of the newspapers for a start.’

         ‘I think I should have stayed on at school and sat some exams like May and Ralph.’

         ‘What, and end up in a stuffy office like the two of them? I never took any exams. It never seemed to hold me back.’

         ‘Yes, Father, but it’s different today. Employers are looking for people with qualifications. You need to be able to read and write and be good with numbers.’

         ‘You can read, you’ve got very tidy handwriting and you’re quick with mental arithmetic. Get a job and then get educated, like I did…’ – he leaned back on his chair and after a theatrically dramatic pause, he continued – ‘…in the school of life!’

         At that point Silky leapt off his lap and pursued a pigeon up the garden path.

         But it was after this conversation with his father that Johnnie walked into Ault and Wiborg’s offices and enquired about employment opportunities.

         Johnnie’s father had never faced up to his own shortcomings. He was a clever man and had potential but never worked hard enough to exploit his talents. He had failed to adjust to the competitive edge of post-war city life. Although he never spoke openly about any regrets, he believed privately that he should never have left the Sussex village where he was born.

         Soon after giving this piece of fatherly advice to his youngest son, his health began to deteriorate. Like many men of his generation, he denied there was anything wrong but had no money with which to seek medical attention. Martha constantly pleaded with him to get help. One night without any warning, he took to his bed at the usual time after an uneventful day and did not wake up. He should have been buried in the graveyard of St Laurence, the 11th- century church on the Green at Lurgashall with the rest of the family, but balancing convenience and cost, Martha decided to let him rest in the relatively new cemetery nearby at Putney Vale. Eventually, she thought he would be in good company.
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         Several weeks later Johnnie received another letter from Joanna, but this time from Gloucester.

         
            14 April 1936 

            My dear Jack, 

            How are you feeling? Very lonely? No, I expect you have got over that. Well, so far Gloucester is very fine, it has a wonderful cathedral of which I hope to take some snaps – from every possible angle. Oh – what do you think ducky. Breakfast was served at 8:30 am   IN BED   this morning. Oh yes, I’m quite a lady now. After reading five daily papers and listening to the Service on the wireless, I went out to look at the town. It’s quite a large one with crowds of fine shops including the inevitable Woolworths.

            Mrs Bullock – she is the mother of Phyllis who is about to marry my brother George – then took me around her church. It’s a fine old place, with some jolly good stained-glass windows in, they do make the church calm, peaceful and grand, don’t they? By the way, Robert Raikes, the founder of Sunday Schools, lived just opposite this church and when he died was buried in the church. Round his grave or family vault they have erected a little chapel in his memory in which the little beginners of the Sunday School hold their services. It really is delightful with a wonderful window at one end of it and a glorious thick pile carpet of a lovely blue on the floor. I should love to teach there; the atmosphere is so lovely. The Vicar of the church is a funny little fellow, a Frenchman, but rather unpopular with his congregation which is a pity of course. I had the privilege of being asked to sign the visitors’ book which I did rather nervously! This afternoon Phyllis’s brother Vivian, who works in Burton, came to tea – he is awfully nice, so friendly and interesting! Oh dear, I forgot who I was writing to! Don’t get jealous because there  is absolutely no need, seeing that this fellow is already bagged!! Meaning dear – that he is married to an awfully sweet girl.

            After tea we went for a spin in the car to see Phyllis’s grandparents who live in one of the many picturesque Cotswold villages. They were a very quaint couple, typical West Country folk, living very simply and happily. On our way back we picked some lovely white wild violets which grow in masses on the banks. (I enclose one for luck.)

            Tomorrow we are going to the pictures, I am not sure what we are going to see, I believe it’s to see Harold Lloyd in ‘Milky Way’.

            On Friday we are going to the theatre and on Saturday we are visiting Phyllis’s other brother, Charles, who lodges in Gosport. He is getting married in June and so we’re going to see his new house and wife!

            Well, I do hope you aren’t too bored. I will write again, perhaps if I’m very very good I might have a letter from you!

            Cheerio, Joanna x

             

            Please excuse ghastly green ink and pen.
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         Johnnie was deeply irritated by Joanna’s assumption that he would be ‘lonely’ if she was not around. And who was this person she called ‘ducky’? The truth of the matter is that he missed her terribly, his heart ached, and he thought about nothing else most of the time. But he resented being told that he should feel lonely if she was not around. He disliked her assumed pomposity.

         A few days later Joanna sent a ‘Real Photogravure Letter Card’ illustrated with a sepia image of Westgate Street, Gloucester, taken around the time of the Great War. Ladies in long dresses, large, broad-brimmed hats and fashionable umbrellas. She opened with,

         
            Are you still alive? I expect you are very busy enjoying yourself in peace for a while!

         

         She recounted a brief travelogue of a 300-mile drive through Hampshire, Wiltshire, and Gloucestershire in which she admires both the countryside and some of the major large towns and cities.

         On returning to London after her Easter holiday, the pattern of meeting on Sundays was re-established, but curtailed in May because of revision for school exams and again in June during the two to three-week period when the exams were taking place.

         On 1 June, Johnnie received a postcard from Joanna who was spending a week in Cobham in Surrey at a Girl Guide camp. It was written in pencil and barely legible.

         
            Camp is wonderful. The weather is quite good only a little rain, but the sun at the moment is absolutely boiling. We have been swimming in an open-air pool quite near – its jolly good fun and I am learning to do the crawl quite successfully. This afternoon we are off for a treasure hunt of five miles hiking around the country. It should be rather good, for the scenery here is super. Well cheerio until Sunday. 

            Joanna

         

         Johnnie dealt with the enforced separation by taking off to Cornwall for a week with two friends, Frank and William, fellow officers from the Boys’ Brigade. The three lads had a jolly time staying in an overcrowded youth hostel, bathing twice a day in the icy Cornish waters and enjoying spirit-lifting walks along the coast’s rugged cliffs. But Johnnie was constantly distracted. He was longing to get back so he could try and re-establish his friendship with Joanna. They exchanged sporadic letters during those early summer months, but direct contact was diminished. In early July he received a letter, the first for about three weeks.

         
            Mein Lieber Jack, 3.7.36

             

            I thought that this was a very fitting beginning eh! Well, mon cheri (by the way I am an internationalist, as you see) it seems a long time since I saw anyone to whom I could have a jolly good gabble to. However, I am having a very jolly time. Ursula Eichmann is the name of my German friend – she is awfully sweet and jolly. Her friend Elli is also staying with a Mayfield girl in Southfields and every evening so far, she has found her way round to our house and as you may imagine we have had a very lively time. By the way I am learning German and so we do a little gabbling in German also. It is quite easy to pick up really for some of the words are very similar, as you probably know, to the English words.

            They have, as I expected, expeditions arranged for them by the German authorities, but the English girls are expected to go with them to help – I suppose – so it seems as though I shall be kept pretty well occupied the whole time.

            Tomorrow we are hiking to Richmond Park all day and Sunday we are going to the Service at Westminster Abbey which I’m looking forward to very much as I have never been to a service there before. So, think of me midst the wonder and splendour of the Abbey whilst you sit in the simple and roughly built chapel at Southfields (rather should I say attend to the service and don’t think of me).

            Well do write to me won’t you. Please excuse this dreadful writing but my pen is bad! And this is the first letter I have written since my exam. Well, Ich lieber dich – by the way don’t take that seriously.

            Au revoir, 

            Joanna
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         In mid-July, Johnnie went off the annual Boys’ Brigade summer camp in West Sussex, near Bognor Regis. He was with his friends, Frank and William, both nice lads who lived close to Johnnie in adjoining streets and both had followed a similar track since leaving school at fourteen, with Frank working in the local OK Sauce factory in Merton Road and William on the production line for Frame Foods, a manufacturer of baby foods and infant formula, situated in a striking Art Deco building in Standen Road, whose external façade was dressed in dark green ceramic tiles. Embedded within the tiling was a ‘call for action’ to mothers – Nourish and Flourish. The difference between Johnnie, and Frank and William, was that Johnnie knew he could do better, but the others had not yet experienced that revelation. They loved the camaraderie of summer camp, especially when the weather was good, for it was an opportunity for them to get to know their cadets better and to introduce them to outdoor life and to reflect on their humanity and spirituality. It was an organisation firmly embedded in the Christian church and its traditions.

         Johnnie had written to Joanna as soon as he arrived, focusing mainly on a disastrous outing he’d had with a ‘perishing Primus stove’. The malicious combination of highly combustible fluid, high pressure and a naked flame had created flames that reached the sky accompanied by billows of acrid black smoke. The ‘pyrotechnics’ were vigorously applauded and accompanied by yelps of appreciation and much laughter from the group of excitable young cadets who were in the audience. Joanna commented on the event, including clear advice for the future in a letter which she sent to Johnnie at camp by return post.

         
            Sorry about the mess with the Primus stove. You certainly should try a wood fire – it’s so much easier, less dangerous and makes the food taste much nicer!

         

         The week under canvas passed quickly and the weather was kind with some warm days and just a little rain. But Johnnie could think only of returning to London to see Joanna. Her exams would be over, her German visitors would have returned home to Berlin and maybe there would be an opportunity to start again on building their friendship, to something which amounted at present to no more than just an exchange of letters.

         One afternoon, Johnnie and William decided to ask for a half day’s leave. They wanted to find Craigweil House, near Aldwick, which is where the King had convalesced after a chest operation some years previously and apparently coined the apocryphal expletive, ‘Bugger Bognor’. Their request was granted by the Commanding Officer on ‘patriotic grounds’. They also intended to burn off some energy on their bicycles which they had brought down on the train but so far had rarely used. Before they set off, they pumped up the tyres, put a little oil on the front and rear spindles and a few drops on the chain. With permission, they had scavenged a packed lunch and filled their water bottles, all neatly packed inside khaki army- style haversacks. They had examined the local Ordnance Survey map, located their camp close to Ferry Farm just north of Selsey Bill, a short walk from Pagham Harbour, and planned the route.

         They set off along a series of intersecting farm tracks before beginning the circumnavigation of Pagham Harbour. They eventually picked up a generous-sized B-road which took them north, but were soon struggling again on rutted lanes and tracks to get them over the northern perimeter of the harbour before picking up a decent road which would take them down towards Pagham Beach. This beach was well known for being unspoiled and relatively isolated. These features had convinced them that it would be a good place to escape to for a swim followed by lunch, which would give them a rest from the crowd of youngsters they had left behind. They passed endless fields and arable farmland, partitioned by high hawthorn and blackthorn hedges, but suddenly the view changed dramatically.

         ‘My goodness, what the hell is that?’

         William applied front and rear brakes with some force raising a faint smell of heated rubber as he brought his bicycle to a rapid halt with some bravura; he had forced the rear wheel into a 180° slide. Johnnie stopped alongside him but without raising a dust cloud.

         There were at least a hundred full-size, white military-style canvas bell tents pitched in neat rows across a vast expanse of farmland, mainly grassy, fallow fields. They were to discover later that the tents were pitched at Pryor’s Farm on the western edge of Aldwick. Johnnie was quick to comment.

         ‘This is not everyday camping. These tents have got wooden floorboards and there are proper beds inside.’

         ‘And look at the dining facilities. Smart folding tables and benches,’ William chipped in.

         Finally, they realised what they had tumbled into, when a squad of marching men in military attire, those infamous black uniforms they had seen previously at rallies in East London, not dissimilar to those worn by Hitler’s SS, came marching to the beat of drums, down the lane moving in the direction of Pagham Beach. Following closely behind was a larger, less disciplined group, mainly young boys in shorts and swimsuits, struggling to keep up with a haughty, older man who was striding out before them. He had a distinctive moustache and was also wearing a swimsuit which revealed a muscular, trained upper torso; he was demonstrably behaving like their leader.

         ‘That’s Mosely! Sir Oswald Mosley, the leader of the BFU. The British Fascist Union.’

         For Johnnie, everything had suddenly fallen into place. But William was still puzzled. Johnnie gave a couple of explanatory notes.

         ‘We must have stumbled into one of their summer camps. Apparently, it is an important occasion when the Blackshirts take the opportunity to brainwash their up-and-coming cadets, the ‘Grey shirts’, and to recruit new adult members. It’s a free holiday with everything provided. They even bring their own swimming raft and moor it in the sea off Pagham Beach!’

         William was feeling distinctly uneasy. He had heard about these people and their dangerous political proximity to the Nazis. Although they also wore military-style uniforms in the Boys’ Brigade, the Blackshirts’ alignment with Hitler and his ideas, unnerved him.

         ‘I don’t want to eat my lunch with that lot around. They give me the heebie-jeebies,’ William said nervously.

         ‘I agree. These are terrible people. Let’s start back towards camp and find a quiet spot to eat on the side of the harbour.’

         By now it was almost three o’clock, and once their lunch of hard-boiled eggs, buttered ham rolls, a crisp russet apple all washed down with a few mouthfuls of cool water was done, they journeyed back through farm tracks and pastoral country roads, much relieved to be away from that sinister, unnerving spectacle.

         ‘Good trip lads?’

         The Boys’ Brigade Captain waved and shouted at them as they rode past at remarkable speed, longing to get back to their tent.

         ‘Did you find Craigweil House?’ he shouted after them.

         ‘Well sort of. Just the front gates. But we couldn’t get access to the beach-front side of the estate.’

         They called out over their shoulders without stopping; their comments fired out staccato, almost in unison. They had decided that on this occasion, they would not share the full details of that afternoon’s adventures with others at the camp.
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         By the end of July, the pace of life for Joanna and Johnnie became more tempered, albeit transiently. By some miraculous, perhaps heavenly intervention, they were able to spend a Saturday afternoon together. They walked up to Wimbledon Village, past the All-England Lawn Tennis Club and across Wimbledon Common to the iconic Windmill, with its splendid isolation and inactivity. Joanna was bubbling over with excitement having just seen the German girls off on the train back to Germany.

         ‘Let’s go and sit in that shady area by the Well, near Caesar’s Camp.’

         Joanna ran ahead prancing and gamboling like a late spring lamb. They settled themselves down beneath an ancient oak, Johnnie leaning back against its majestic trunk and Joanna, initially unable to sit still for a second, eventually perched crossed legged on a mossy mound nearby.

         ‘Johnnie, you just won’t believe what a grand time we’ve had during the past three weeks. Ushi, or should I say Ursula, is just the sweetest person. We’ve had such fun together – never a cross word.’

         ‘I was sorry not to meet her. But I can see you did not have much free time.’

         ‘We were so busy! And now they’ve all gone rushing back to Berlin for the Olympic Games. Ursula’s father is a Commodore in the Kriegsmarine, the German Navy, and he seems to be able to whisper in someone’s ear and get invitations to any event of his choosing. She is going with him to the opening ceremony on the 1 August at the new Olympic Stadium in Westend.’

         Joanna leapt up and decided it was about time to go for a walk.

         ‘I was very impressed that you are learning German. Especially when you addressed me as Mein Lieber Jack, and signed off the letter, Ich liebe dich!’

         Johnnie stopped walking and looked across at her with a serious twinkle in his eye, waiting for her reaction.

         ‘Oh, stop teasing me, you beast. I told you in the letter not to take me seriously – it was a joke!’

         Johnnie wished she had meant it but knew she did not. Nevertheless, he was glad to have made the jibe.

         ‘We didn’t stop for a minute. Ushi and Elli loved the time they spent with us at school. They were so surprised that we had such relaxed relationships with our teachers.’

         ‘Really!’ Johnnie feigned disinterest.

         ‘I got the impression that the German education system is much more authoritarian than ours.’

         ‘It doesn’t surprise me. The whole regime is authoritarian. I would say, dictatorial.’

         ‘I think that’s unfair. Germany was impoverished and disheartened after the Great War; they had lost everything. Ushi said that they had been stripped of every ounce of self-respect.’

         ‘So, what! They deserved it!’

         ‘There were no jobs, no money, limited clothing and often no food. Whatever they say about Mr Hitler, he’s restored a sense of national self-belief. He re-established self-respect in ordinary people and created jobs.’

         ‘But most of them are in the army or work camps.’

         ‘So, what does that matter?’

         Johnnie decided not to react.

         ‘Ushi told me that Germany is full of foreign tourists who are fascinated to see the changes for themselves. There are even some quite famous people visiting. Writers, artists, politicians, and lots of other important foreigners.’

         ‘Well, he puts the fear of God in me. I just don’t trust him. He talks about only wanting peace. Mosley and our own British fascists say they’re pacifists and want peace. But I think they’re all liars. It’s not peace they want but power and purity. A pure German-Aryan race, and they won’t stop until they’ve got it. By any means available.’

         ‘Oh Johnnie, don’t go on. We haven’t seen each other for ages, and I really want this to be a lovely day.’

         ‘You’re right. I know. I do go on about this, but it’s because I’m scared. I’m worried about the future. Frightened. Yes, I’m petrified.’

         Joanna didn’t know quite what to say. The growing relationship with Ursula inevitably influenced her evaluation. She wanted to see the best in a tricky situation. She was reluctant to appear disloyal to her dear friend.

         ‘So, tell me more about your adventures with these Rhine maidens from the ‘Third Reich!’

         She looked at him intensely with petulant eyes but resisted the temptation to escalate.

         ‘As I said in my letter, for the first week or so the whole party of girls came to school with us and joined our lessons. Many of them already spoke good English. There was a huge photograph of us all taken in the school grounds which was published in the Wandsworth Borough News. We had linked arms and were striding through the gardens on our way to lunch, all looking very glamorous. Quite the talk of the town!’

         Johnnie had seen the photograph in the local paper but chose not to comment.

         ‘Then there were the endless day trips. I told you about our hike in Richmond Park. Ushi and Elli were amazed to see so many deer in a London Park.’

         ‘I expect they would have been wiped out by a hunting party years ago in a similar park in Germany.’

         ‘Oh, don’t be so stupid, Johnnie. That is a ridiculous thing to say. You really are in a mood today!’

         ‘Sorry. I’ll stop interrupting. Please finish your story.’

         He was beginning to push her to the limit and knew if he didn’t stop, he would ultimately regret it.

         ‘Well! Then we had a wonderful trip to Westminster Abbey. Ursula knew that our dear King George had died a few months ago and was eager to see his grave and I foolishly told her that he was buried in Westminster Abbey, with some of our other kings and queens. Of course, when we got there, we could not find him.’

         ‘I could have told you that!’ Johnnie was desperately fighting back.

         ‘One of the vergers disparagingly told us that he was buried in St George’s Chapel in Windsor Castle. I felt so stupid.’

         Joanna thought for a moment and then went into her bag and pulled out a diary as an aide memoire. She flicked through the pages until she found the right place.

         ‘On Sunday morning, Vera, my elder sister, Ursula, and I went up to Horse Guards Parade and Buckingham Palace to watch the changing of the guards. I had not been there since I was about six – centuries ago! The band was very fine, and Ursula was thrilled when it played one of Wagner’s famous pieces. Goodness knows what prompted them to do that? I told Ursula it was because she and Elli were there!’

         ‘Do you know what it was?’

         Johnnie’s mind flashed back to Hitler, whose obsession with the composer was well known. ‘I’m not sure. Maybe it was the overture to Tannhäuser?’

         ‘Ursula told me that Hitler’s favourite Wagner opera was Rienzi, particularly the overture. It was after hearing it, about thirty years ago, that he decided on a political career’.

         ‘Interesting that he loves Wagner’s operas; I have heard that they chime well with his views on National Socialism. Did you discuss his opinions on race and the so-called Jewish problem with any of the German girls?’

         ‘Yes and no. Germans know what he said about Jews in Mein Kampf, but they choose to ignore it or write it off as juvenile thoughts of an angry young man incarcerated in prison. He was an uneducated house painter at the time who only managed to reach the rank of corporal in the Great War. I think you can find some evidence of anti-Semitism in all countries in Europe.’

         ‘I agree. Our very own Oswald Mosley and his tribe of fascists certainly don’t hide their feelings. William and I ran into a crowd of Blackshirts near Bognor when we were at Boys’ Brigade camp, marching to the sound of a drum, looking quite menacing.’

         He paused for a moment, and seeing that Joanna was not immediately about to break forth again commented, ‘I have also heard it said that Wagner’s real father, his biological father, not the husband of his mother who brought him up, was possibly a Jew or at least half Jewish.’

         Joanna lost interest at this point.

         ‘Anyway, back to Buckingham Palace. After standing for about an hour in a crowd of very patriotic cockneys, a dark horse-drawn coach came out through the palace gates. Naturally, everyone gazed into it anxiously and to our utter amazement there sat Queen Mary looking, I thought, rather older and wearier than I had seen her look before. But maybe this was due to the darkness of the coach and her clothes.’

         ‘She must be still in mourning. It’s only six months or so since King George died. They were such a wonderful couple. They changed the way we think about the monarchy in Britain.’

         Johnnie was not a dedicated monarchist but recognised the strength of that royal partnership.

         ‘She must be very concerned about the uncertainty surrounding the future of their son and heir, Edward, our new uncrowned king. She always put duty to the country first, but Edward seems to have other things on his mind.’

         ‘I agree. He desires Mrs Simpson more than he wants the British Crown. She’s still married to her second husband! People say that Edward is another one of our own Nazi sympathisers from the British aristocracy!’

         It did not take long before Johnnie was niggling again about the Nazi threat.

         ‘I don’t know where you get all this from.’ Joanna was irritated and feeling out of her depth.

         ‘The death of King George is a terrible loss, especially in these uncertain times. They both had a special human touch and I think genuinely wanted to get closer to the people they serve.’

         ‘I agree.’

         Joanna was pleased that they seemed to be returning to common ground. Johnnie continued, ‘I shall always remember the time when Queen Mary had a cup of tea with a miner and his family in their tiny town cottage in South Wales.’

         They both paused for thought. Joanna was keen to move the conversation on. ‘In the middle of last week, we had a day trip on a paddle steamer to survey the Port of London and on Saturday we went to the Regent’s Park Open Air Theatre to see, As You Like It.’

         ‘And did you like it?’ Johnnie looked at her with a mischievous smile.

         ‘Yes, we jolly well did like it. So there.’ She resisted making any further comment.

         ‘On Thursday, Ushi and I went to the Royal College of Music to listen to a performance of Haydn’s, The Creation by students and staff. It was super – a really fine composition and the choir certainly did it justice. The German girls were really impressed with London life and its cultural opportunities.’

         Johnnie nodded, offering tacit agreement.

         ‘By an extraordinary piece of luck, the German group had planned a trip to Windsor Castle on the day before they were travelling back to Germany. Some of us English girls were invited to join them and finally, I was able to show Ursula where our dear King was buried in St George’s Chapel. I could not believe it!’

         ‘So, it all came right in the end. It sounds as if you had a grand time together.’

         ‘Yes, we did. It was a very special time, and I never would have imagined that we could have become such close friends.’ She paused, taking time for thought. She began again, but more slowly and thoughtfully. ‘That last evening we spent together before they all left to go back to Berlin, was the moment when I really thought we would be friends forever. Father was working late and after a light supper with mother, Ushi and I retreated to the drawing room to talk, just the two of us. We spent most of the time, sharing thoughts about our fathers and how important they were to us. As I may have said before, Ursula’s father is a career naval officer and is often away, a bit like my father. But we both have the same deep affection for these adorable men, which they both reciprocate, explicitly.’

         ‘It must be good to have a friend to whom you feel so close. And amazing that you found each other in these uncertain times.’

         Johnnie had a moment’s sadness when he realised that although he had friends, none had ever generated the same degree of intimacy as Joanna and Ursula had experienced.

         ‘I do wonder about Ursula’s father being in the Navy and all that. He is obviously doing well and she told me, I have to say in whispered tones, that he was now working for a senior Admiral who is exceedingly influential and would like her father to join him in a new department he is developing – something to do with military intelligence. I suppose I’m worried that he, and possibly she, could find themselves in a difficult position at some point, even if personally, they are opposed to a war.’

         ‘Yes, I see what you mean. At one level, promotion is good but to find yourself at the top of the pile, and at the same time heading towards a massive disaster, could be problematic.’

         Johnnie was unambiguously uneasy with the paradox.

         ‘I suppose what will be will be. But what I am certain of, is that our fathers will always be very dear to us. I suspect, secretly, that we are both looking for someone who will eventually take over their role. So, there’s something to think about.’

         Johnnie seemed rather shocked by this remark and immediately wondered where he might fall on the paternal replacement spectrum. He gave a gentle nod of acquiescence but failed to find any appropriate words of reply. He moved the conversation in a different direction.

         ‘Are you planning to go to Berlin?’

         ‘I am hoping to visit as part of the exchange, in a year or maybe two. I’m really looking forward to seeing Berlin and all the changes in Germany we’ve been hearing about.’

         ‘I shouldn’t wait too long. Everything I hear suggests that Mr Hitler has big plans and he’s on the move. Our politicians are bending over backwards to be nice to him, forgetting that he has supreme power and can do just what he likes.’

         ‘This is just scaremongering. You’re being ridiculous.’

         ‘Well, if he is intent on peace, then why is he building up his Army, Navy and Air Force on a massive scale, and against everything that was agreed in Versailles after the last war?’

         ‘Come on, let’s take a walk while it’s still sunny’.

         The best of the day was over, and a cool breeze was beginning to pick up and send cyclical but chaotic rustles through the beeches, hornbeams, oaks and elms that had inhabited that part of the common for centuries. They walked quickly down the slope past the spring that almost never stopped running, down to Beverley Brook. Johnnie walked ahead to the bridge and looked up and down the tree-lined rivulet. About thirty yards upstream a dog was wading playfully in the shallows, snout in the water, while its master watched in pleasure. He signalled to Joanna to join him on the bridge and enjoy the unspoiled woodland beauty that surrounded them.

         ‘So, when shall I see you again? Aren’t you off to Guide camp again soon?’

         ‘First thing tomorrow morning. Which reminds me, I should be getting home to pack. I’ve not even started.’

         ‘I’ll write to you if you give me the address.’

         ‘It’s unforgettable –The Wilderness, Milford-on-Sea, Hants.’

         ‘You’re so right. One could say, memorable!’

         ‘We went there last year. Beautiful countryside, lots of trees and wildflowers, majestic cliffs, a beautiful clean and seaweed-free, shingle beach and chilly but invigorating sea swimming. And perfect views of the Isle of Wight and The Needles Lighthouse. Just a shame that I shall be surrounded by hordes of very young, giggly Guides.’

         ‘Come on we should get you back. You’ve got a lot to do before you leave tomorrow. You will write, won’t you?’ Johnnie took on a protective air.

         ‘Yes of course. Don’t I always?’
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         But as soon as Joanna got back from camp, it was the start of the autumn term and first year in the sixth form. An important year when she would study the subjects which would prepare her for university entrance. There was limited time for socialising other than brief exchanges on a Sunday morning after church. Johnnie became rather gloomy and could see their relationship was falling between the cracks through no fault of either of them. She had other priorities which he could see were taking precedence. He made one last attempt to get together just before Christmas. The chosen time was the afternoon of Christmas Eve, while there was still daylight. But amongst the post that morning lying on the front door mat, there was a small envelope without a postage stamp, addressed to him.

         
            Dear Jack,

            I’m very sorry indeed but I’m afraid I shall not be able to come out this afternoon owing to my parents deciding to make a visiting tour of relatives and friends. Thank you very much, all the same. I am very disappointed.

            Yours sincerely,

            Joanna

         

         She must have delivered it by hand the previous evening. He was slowly realising that this was just not going to work. He was ready to try and build the relationship, but she was ambitious and wanted to complete her education and think about a career. He was distressed by the realisation that perhaps he was just not good enough for her. The gap between their families was too great and frankly his life, at least as far as work was concerned, was going nowhere. He realised that he had allowed complacency to replace ambition. He had invested all his energies into this relationship and neglected his own development. He was reminded of the wise words that he had received from Lenny, his boss at the printing factory.
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         Johnnie knew he needed more education and training and longed for a respectable job. He eventually took Mr Leonard’s advice, offered with concern a couple of years previously, and enrolled at the Battersea Polytechnic to study paper technology in late 1934. After finishing work on a Thursday evening, he would walk down from the factory to Merton Road and take the bus to Battersea Park Road; on fine days, in the warmer months, he would cycle. The Polytechnic was on the site of the former Albert Palace; constructed to a similar design to that of the Crystal Palace which had provided a home for the Great Exhibition, the brainchild of Prince Albert.

         He was with a nice group of lads, all coming from similar backgrounds but after three hours of lectures there was no time or inclination to socialise, so he would take the bus or his bike back to have supper at home. He received instruction in the ancient history of papermaking starting with papyrus and moving on through to contemporary technologies using wood pulp, rags and other recycled materials. He studied the physical chemistry of papermaking and then the manufacturing technology which finally produces sheets of paper. After three years, and some experience in answering past papers, his lecturer gave him some written advice before taking the final exam.

         
            Based on your answers I think you stand a chance of a 2nd class pass. But I would suggest you put in some intensive swatting during the coming week to make this chance a certainty, and to give you an opportunity to pull down a ‘First’. A few tips:

            Do the easy questions first and concentrate on ‘the teasers’.

            Leave several lines after each question, then you can add any other details which you may remember later.

            Make your answers as ‘meaty’ as possible.

            Frills take time – the examiner is testing you on paper knowledge not on flowery English. Tabulate where appropriate.

            Make it as easy for the examiner as possible – he must mark over one hundred papers and anything that will put him in a good mood is worth doing.

            Above all, do answer the question.

         

         Johnnie was disappointed with the final assessment. He did well on his classwork and homework through the year, but underperformed in the final examination passing 2nd class, and well away from ‘pulling down a first’. Nevertheless, he had a qualification of some sort at last and so he drafted a letter which he sent to three of the major paper manufacturers in the City of London – The Dartford Paper Mills Ltd, Bowater’s and Lloyds Sales Ltd, and Alex Cowan and Sons Ltd.

         
            Dear Sirs

            I should be glad if you would let me know whether you have any vacancies in your department. I have had nearly five years’ experience in a printing office and am studying paper technology at the Battersea Polytechnic.

            As prospects of advancement with my present firm are somewhat limited, I would like to make a change and am therefore writing to ask if you could do anything for me.

            Thanking you
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         Within two days of sending these letters he received a polite but brief reply from each, which were almost identical.

         
            Dear Sir

            Thank you for your letter of 20 September, but we much regret that we have nothing to offer you at present.

            Yours very truly
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         Johnnie was utterly disheartened and fell into a deep gloom. He felt he had no future. All he could see ahead was the same pathway of demise down which his father had travelled. He wished he had some of the ‘get up and go’ that he saw in Joanna. She was always striving at full tilt and seemed to know exactly where she was going. But he was eternally empty and fatigued, lacking confidence to set goals for the future. There was little encouragement from anyone at home. He suspected his mother was happy to keep him by her for company and even she, who had once been aspirational for her older children, had become drained by her husband Frederick’s relentless striving to ensure that everyone, like him, should be educated exclusively in ‘the school of life’.

         There was something else. During the past months, he had observed that Joanna was losing some of her more irritating childish ways and was growing into a purposeful and an aspiring young woman. Since the German student exchange visit, she seemed more confident and better engaged with the changing world order. Despite his interest in current affairs and a love of discussion and debate, he was fully aware that he was poorly educated. It was becoming apparent from watching Joanna, how those additional years at school could have influence and how aspirational her parents and teachers were for her future. They did not push her but constantly reinforced the value of the power of learning. And she regularly heard stories from her brother George who was flourishing at university both academically and in his chosen sport of middle-distance running; his aspirations seemed limitless.

         Johnnie never engaged in these discussions directly but became progressively more sentient of the gigantic gulf that existed and one that was continuing to grow between his life experiences so far, and the missed opportunities, compared to the boundless horizons of the world that Joanna was inhabiting. These matters were never confronted directly although he could see that she found his life and work rather unchallenging and at times expressed dismay that he seemed to be so doing so little to change the situation.

         ‘Johnnie, when are you going to get promotion at work? Maybe you should think about another job? I’m sure you could do much better.’

         These questions would trickle out from time to time, but Johnnie would retreat, partly reflecting on the matter at hand and then, after an inexplicable delay, utter an inaudible response. And there the matter would rest until another day.
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         He would still see her from a distance at church on a Sunday for the first few months of the following year, but then nothing. By the summer, she had gone. Disappeared completely. He wrote once or twice but his letters were returned by the Royal Mail because of failure to be delivered – returned to sender. He made a few enquiries, but nothing. And then eventually he spoke to one of Joanna’s friends in the Guides who said she had moved, although advised that she did come back to the area from time to time to visit relatives. It took some persuasion on his part, but eventually she gave him her new address and explained why the family had moved out of London into Surrey.

         In July 1937, her father, still in his mid-forties had died suddenly of a heart problem. The family were devastated by the loss and because of financial difficulties had to sell their house and move to a smaller, recently built property outside central London, in the Morden area. Johnnie wrote to the new address but did not receive a reply.
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         Johnnie was aware that the world changed in 1936. In March, the Germans took back the Rhineland, in May the Italians under Mussolini invaded Abyssinia, July saw the start of the Spanish Civil War after a Republican revolt against yet another fascist dictator in Europe.

         And in the summer of that year, Ursula and Elli, seventeen-year-old Berliners had come to London. Soon after they left for home, Adolf Hitler hosted the summer Olympic Games in Berlin. Despite the political tensions between Germany and England during the rise of National Socialism, there was a tireless, penetrating fascination from both sides to understand each other. Joanna and Ushi had been writing to each other for some months as pen friends, part of a formal bilateral friendship scheme to build understanding between the two nations.
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         Joanna’s Journal:

         
            London, 1937–38

             

            31 July 1937: I was 17 and still at school. The death of my father at this point in my life was a most devastating event. I adored him totally. He was everything I could ever have dreamed of; no other man could ever rise to these heights. He was loving, charming, always full of joy, had a beautiful singing voice and was devoted to our mother. He died when he was just forty-six, some would say not even at the prime of life. This was a devastating blow to us all, but my mother and I felt it most profoundly. My elder brother had already left home and was away at university. Our younger sister was almost too young to have had an adult relationship with him, and like my brother, our elder sister had left home and was working as a children’s nurse. She was never close to any of us; she fought life alone. I think my mind and spirit, of all of us, was closest to his. I believe he had high aspirations for me. University, one of the professions, a modern woman with ideas, living an independent life. Despite his traditional upbringing he was a believer in the liberation of women. Women’s voices dominated our home and family life. A spirited mother with three daughters was a powerful majority. He often joked, calling us the ‘Three sisters’. He would never have called himself a feminist; it was a word we didn’t use at home. But he anticipated a change in women’s roles. He encouraged all of us girls to ensure that our education would ensure independence, the ability to work and thus avoid economic entrapment.

            My mother was completely lost. They had been together almost twenty-five years and had never been apart. We lived comfortably and he must have been reasonably well-paid working as a senior administrator at the Imperial Institute, but there were no financial reserves and his pension was modest in the extreme, largely due to the stark reality that he had not accrued the benefits of working a full life until retirement. Mother had to make some major urgent adjustments; we all needed to be working with great speed to contribute to the running of the family home and other daily expenses. My dreams of going to university were curtailed, and instead I went to teacher training college to ensure that I would be in the workplace within two years. We sold the house in South-West London and moved to a smaller, less expensive, but new house in the distant suburbs, beyond the end of the underground at Morden.

            I disconnected with my former life, partly as a way of dealing with the loss of my father and the disruption that it had brought the family, and partly to be free to grow up. Everything around there was just too painful. We found a new church, a new youth group and gradually made new friends but I rejected all advances and had no interest in any form of emotional or physical intimacy or dependency. I focused on my studies to enable me to be a teacher, threw myself into school practice but continued as a Guide and Brownie leader. I produced plays for the church youth group and even wondered whether my love of the theatre could ever lead to gainful employment. These fanciful thoughts were grounded by reality and the need to get a job that provided a regular salary.

            Just over a year before he died, in April 1936, he wrote to me during an Easter holiday break that I was spending in Gloucester with Phyllis, the woman who was about to become my dear brother’s wife.

             

            Imperial Institute London, S.W.7

            Tuesday 21.4.36

         

         
            Dear Do-Do,

            We are missing you frightfully, but it is good to read your letters and to know you are enjoying your time with Mrs Bullock and my future daughter-in-law.

            It is a fine thing to make good friends – for it does not matter in what circumstances you find yourself – rich or poor, ill or in health – the good friends that we make will add something to life that nothing else can. So, when we’ve made them, let’s keep ’em.

            We, of course, are looking forward to the weekend when Phyllis will bring her mother and you to London and to us. You will love the drive, perhaps the weather will brighten up and then everything will be grand. 

            Give my love to all at No. 10. 

            Lots of love to you, 

            Yours, Dad

         

         Joanna’s Journal:

         
            31 July 1937: This brief handwritten note has stayed by me. Only he called me Do-Do. It was his special name for me. My brother and sisters had to be content with their ordinary names, only I was given this affectionate diminutive, more a sound than a name. I cannot remember when he started to use it, nor can I recall its origin, it was part of the secret between us. The dodo is of course an extinct, flightless bird not seen for several hundreds of years, and I was once told that its name derives from a Dutch word meaning ‘stupid’, but I know he meant something different.

            I read his letter again and again, just to hear his voice and to share his wisdom. I was always slightly mystified by his comment on the value of friendship. Who was he talking about? Phyllis? Probably not. I had written to him about my growing relationship with Ushi – maybe?

            He had a modesty and deep empathy that stays with me. I keep the letter neatly folded in its envelope, at the back of my journal. His premature departure broke my heart. But the space in my heart that he had occupied, collapsed and I could find no place for anyone else.

            We had photographs of course, but there was little that I could physically hold on to that kept him close. Soon after he died, I received a postcard from my former headmistress; I keep this in my journal too. She was on summer holidays in Yugoslavia, staying in Hotel Sumratin in Dubrovnik. The black and white photograph on the front of the card showed the old city, sitting solidly on its rocky peninsula pressing out into the Adriatic Sea.

             

            Hotel Sumratin, Dubrovnik, Yugoslavia 

            17. 8. 37

            I do so hope that you have had some rest and change, and that life is settling down a little for you all. This is a most thrilling and exciting place and carries you straight back to the Middle Ages. Hope you are looking forward to next term.

            Love, A C

         

         Included with the card was a sheet of notepaper on which she had written out a poem, one of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Portuguese sonnets, which I found out later was Sonnet XLIII, ‘How do I love thee?’

         
            
               How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.

               I love thee to the depth and breadth and height

               My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight

               For the ends of being and ideal grace.

               I love thee to the level of every day’s

               Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light.

               I love thee freely, as men strive for right.

               I love thee purely, as they turn from praise.

               I love thee with the passion put to use

               In my old griefs, and with my childhood’s faith.

               I love thee with a love I seemed to lose

               With my lost saints. I love thee with the breath,

               Smiles, tears, of all my life; and, if God choose,

               I shall but love thee better after death.
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         Joanna had left school the summer after her father died and successfully applied to Furzedown College, one of the South London Teacher Training Colleges. The course was two years, so by the summer of 1939 she would be a fully qualified teacher and ready for the workplace. Her mother had managed to buy a recently completed new house in Morden which would be ready to move into about the time that Joanna started her course. Joanna thought it was a rather ugly little house, cramped and clamped together with many others, probably hundreds, in a terrace, like a row of upturned matchboxes, constructed in ugly red brick with rectangular bay windows in the front, nothing like the elegant late Victorian terrace of yellow London Stock in which she had grown up in South London.

         She would live at home and make the daily trip to Tooting on the Northern line. She soon made some new friends, remained active in her local church in North Cheam, teaching at Sunday school, regularly herding unruly groups of gaggling young Girl Guides through the Surrey countryside, and producing spirited plays ‘with meaning and message’ for the local amateur dramatic society. She filled every moment of every day. She found it easier that way, leaving no time to contemplate the gaps that had been left by the loss of her father, leaving school, and moving home. She got up each morning knowing that the day would be replete with activity, thus minimising the time for reflection and the generation of bleak thoughts.

         She remained in close contact with her German friend Ursula who would stay on another year at school before deciding on the next steps, probably university, may be a technical university, as she was good at science and mathematics. Ursula was contemplating a career as a senior administrator in the civil service. They exchanged letters once every month or two. They revealed some information about themselves and their families, but both were aware of the constantly changing external environment and the need for discretion in the way they expressed their views in letters, particularly about the ongoing political situation. Correspondents between the two countries were advised to be cautious, as there were suspicions that incoming and outgoing mail from Germany was subject to scrutiny and possibly censorship.
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         As 1937 rolled into 1938, it was clear that tensions were rising. Concern was growing that the declared political intentions of the German leadership could put peace across Europe in jeopardy. Nevertheless, the girls were great friends; Joanna still relished her engagement with the German language and their exchanges remained warm, supportive and family focused. Ursula was deeply distressed by the death of Joanna’s father who she had met on several occasions during her visit to London. He was very different from her own father, but she appreciated his kindness and the way he and his wife had welcomed her into their home. Ursula thought to herself – ‘a man who has a wife and three daughters, knows how to talk to women.’

         Through exchange of letters, they planned Joanna’s visit to Berlin in the summer of the following year, 1938. As Joanna was no longer at high school, this would be a private visit which she would organise herself, but with financial help from her mother. Mother would purchase the rail ticket and provide some pocket money, but on arrival she would stay as a guest in the Eichmann’s home, a mirror image of the arrangements of the previous year. She applied for her first British passport in anticipation of a visit the following year and this duly arrived in July 1937, signed by the Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden. The following year, she applied to the German Embassy for a three-month tourist visa which was delivered in early July, ready for her planned August departure. By this time, Eden had fallen out with Prime Minister Chamberlain over his appeasement strategy with Hitler and decided to resign.
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         Joanna wrote in her journal on the day she received her passport back from the German Embassy. It now contained a large imperious Visa stamp occupying most of page 7 of the Visa section of the passport, signed by the consul and over-stamped by the familiar German insignia – the Eagle with its outstretched wings, perching on a circular laurel wreath which contained at its centre the dreaded swastika.

         
             

         

         Joanna’s Journal:

         
            1 August 1937: How extraordinary that I shall be travelling to Germany in such unpredictable times. Maybe in a year, everything will have changed. Apparently young and old alike are travelling from many European countries to see and experience this new prosperous, ascending Germany. Hitler’s government is supporting student exchanges in schools and universities, the arm of friendship is being extended to senior politicians, aristocrats, particularly those leaning sharply towards Hitler’s right hand, like Mosley, the Mitford’s, Wyndham Lewis and others and even royalty. Last year American and British visitors were the most common. Allegedly there were more than half a million Americans alone. I am sure it will be safe, and how wonderful it will be to see dear Ushi again!

             

            October 1937: I was shocked to learn that our uncrowned ex-monarch Edward VIII, now Duke of Windsor, and his now thrice-married wife, Wallis, formerly Mrs Simpson, were entertained by the Führer and his consort Eva Braun. It was reported in the newspapers that Miss Braun remained in the bedroom during the visit to the mountain hideaway, his Berghof, in Berchtesgaden in southern Bavaria.
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         Early in 1938, Johnnie wrote again to Joanna, promising himself it would be the last time and already accepting that there would be only a slim chance of a reply. After many weeks, a week before Easter, he got a response.

         
            ‘Grantchester’

            8.4.38

            Dear Jack,

            As you anticipated I was extremely surprised to receive your letter. But it’s nice to hear from people just now and then – that they are still alive and kicking!

            I’ve been having an extremely busy time lately. I’m on school practice – teaching babes of five and under. It’s really great and surprising the amount one can learn from them. They’re really a marvellous lot of kids and come with the most funny little stories and tell them at the most awkward moments – usually when you are trying to get something ‘home’ about the letter ‘A’ – Little-John-in-the-corner will yell, ‘teacher, my mum’s bought me some new boots’ – Ooh dear, you sigh – still it’s good fun.

            I wonder if you enjoyed ‘Olivet to Calgary’ the other Sunday. You remember, the sacred cantata by Maunder. Gosh, I thought it went awfully well and didn’t Will put his heart and soul into it? I thoroughly enjoyed it.

            I miss my sing in the choir on Sundays. I haven’t joined the choir at North Cheam because I really haven’t time but I still do my ‘bit’ in the Sunday School – I have a jolly class.

            The young people at church are really fine, and we have great times – they have made Marion and I feel awfully ‘at home’.

            I’ve been frightfully interested in the ‘Oxford Group’ for ages now and have found three people at North Cheam also very interested so, we really mean to  do  things.

            Well, I must dry up now – I didn’t mean to write so much – ‘still what’s done cannot be undone’ (says Lady Macbeth).

            I wish you all the very best in the future – I am sorry I’m afraid I cannot come out Jack.

            Yours sincerely 

            Joanna

         

         Johnnie was devastated. He knew this was the end of their friendship, at least its romantic element, and accepted there was nothing he could do to change the situation for the better. He read through the letter again, looking for glimmers of hope, but he found nothing.

         He thought it rather strange, however, that she should give her address as ‘Grantchester’. He checked the post office franking stamp on the front of the envelope, and it had quite clearly been posted in Sutton (certainly not Cambridgeshire), the place she had moved to with her family after her father had died, and presumed therefore, that it was an affectionate neo-nominal added by Joanna herself.

         He recalled an occasion when they were out walking on Wimbledon common, when she recited a poem with that name in the title, The Old Vicarage, Grantchester. He remembered that it was written by Rupert Brooke, who she told him had died of a non-battle injury on the way to Gallipoli. She was devoted to him. He was the heartthrob of this time, having many of the attributes of a Greek God – flowing blond hair, glamorous looks, a modern romantic – and not surprisingly, the idol of many young women of a certain age, like Joanna.

         The past few months of ‘not knowing’ had been stultifying for Johnnie. He had made no progress in assembling those vital, inner resources that would enable him to move forward into a different place in the world. He did need to move on. He must get a job with prospects, something that would challenge his intellect and allow him to develop as a person. Something that would make him feel proud and confident again so that he could find someone like Joanna who had initiative and ambition, and content to break with convention. Now, he had nothing.
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         BERLIN, 1938

         Joanna’s family were increasingly concerned about the visit, heightened by the Anschluss in March when Hitler took Austria back into his ‘neo-German Empire’. A ‘reunion’ as he saw it, between two German-speaking nations. Nothing more, and nothing less. Ursula knew this might raise anxieties and possibly even derail Joanna’s visit. She had researched international opinion quite widely and expressed the view in several of her recent letters to Joanna that the British press took the view that many people in England were not opposed to Germany taking back territories which hosted German-speaking peoples, providing those nations, like the Rhineland and Austria, agreed with the territorial rearrangements and that the changes took place without hostility, loss of life or domestic hardship. If it was supported and thought to be beneficial to both sides then why should there be any concern; it was a local matter? It was well known in Germany, Austria and in Europe more widely, that Hitler had been born in Austria and felt great affection for his birthplace. Ursula would always close this debate by mentioning the result of the Austrian referendum just four weeks after Anschluss when more than 99 per cent of Austrians voted to support the new union with Germany, or as Hitler ‘prescribed’ it in Mein Kampf more than ten years previously, ‘the return to the great German motherland’. Joanna questioned the validity of a post hoc plebiscite, thinking that Hitler was sufficiently powerful to obtain any result that best suited his next move.

         But many were not convinced. Other national borders were also being threatened while the rest of democratic Europe was watching, paralysed, almost speechless and certainly without any obvious visible resistance or intervention. There was still a rolling wave of pacifist thinking that washed away many of the more retaliatory thoughts, which played into Hitler’s own frequently stated philosophy of not wanting another war. He just sought to take back, as he saw it, what was rightfully his. He was putting, in effect, the record straight. But many recalled the supine way in which Britain and France had watched silently as he took back the Rhineland in contravention of the Versailles Treaty. For many it was irrelevant to debate again the rights or wrongs of that original punitive settlement.

         It was almost as if a silent film was playing out in front of them in slow motion, without any attempt at providing the traditional musical accompaniment. A black-and-white silent film, devoid of any spoken words and no possibility to change the pace or direction, sometimes peppered with surreal and even horrific components. Joanna remembered watching endless newsreels from the 1936 Berlin Olympics and the colossal Nuremberg rallies, the like of which had never been seen in Britain. But curiously, although there were sinister factors feeding the political undulations throughout the year, she was not fearful. She always listened to Ursula’s interpretation of events which focused on the facts and not the fabrications, as she saw it. In her view, the fictions were usually created by the political opposition and supportive journalists writing in daily newspapers. In truth, Joanna was looking forward to the train journey across France and Germany and having to show her new passport and visa at the German frontier, all the way anticipating Ushi’s warm smile and firm embrace that she knew would be there when she stepped off the train on to the platform of the mainline station, Berlin-Friederichstraẞe. Ushi had told her that it would be just a short taxi ride to SchloẞStraẞe, where she lived with her family in a capacious mansion apartment hosted by an austere purpose-built block dating back to the early 20th century.

         1938 was a year of great industry and focus, as Joanna propelled herself through the first year of teacher training. She cut back on some of her extramural activities at the church, restricted her social life to occasional evenings out, mainly theatre or ballet with some of the girls at college, but she did resolve to read a serious newspaper every day, and of course to listen to BBC news on the wireless when she got home in the evening. It would be inaccurate to suggest that it was due to anxiety relating to her anticipated Berlin visit in a few months’ time, but she was beginning to move her position on whether the tactics of appeasement with Mr Hitler, currently the force majeure of Prime Minister Chamberlain and some members of his cabinet, was really going to succeed in the long term. She remembered some of the conversations she’d had with Johnnie a couple of years ago, particularly during Ursula’s visit to London. A pacifist by design, but even then, in 1936, he was convinced that appeasement would result in Nazi rule, not just in the East of Europe but France, Benelux and then maybe, just that short hop across the Channel to Britain.

         Before the end of March, the question of Czechoslovakia and the German-speaking Sudetenland was already back on the agenda. By May, German and Czechoslovakian troops were amassing on either side of their shared border, and although this initial flurry of activity soon fell back into abeyance, it did not dissuade Hitler from announcing at the end of May that he intended to invade Czechoslovakia by 1 October that year. But the political and military sparring seemed to calm during June and July, and Joanna, with her impressive powers of persuasion and diplomacy, managed to convince her family, particularly her elder brother, that it would be safe to travel to Berlin.

         ‘I shall be fine,’ she insisted.

         ‘He has got what he wanted so far this year and has probably disappeared with Fräulein Braun to his Berghof for a quiet summer in the love nest! Germans take their summer holidays very seriously. And what’s more, I shall be with Ursula, who is incredibly sensible, very well-connected and if I do get into any sort of trouble, she will instruct her father to call in the Navy!’

         Neither her brother or mother, or indeed her two sisters were fully convinced that this was a sensible thing to do, but they recognised that she was nearly an adult, could legally vote in a general election in six months’ time and accepted that she would be cherished by her Berliner hosts.

         She protested further to the family that, ‘Our Foreign Office has not issued any edicts that say we must not travel to Germany. I went into Thomas Cook a few days ago to look at their brochure for Germany this year, and there on the shelf alongside it was the brochure for next year, 1939. That must be a sign of optimism for safe future travel. Every day I read about tourists coming from all over the world to visit Germany’s cities, towns and the countryside, to experience for themselves the extraordinary transformation that has taken place over the last five years. It must be seen to be believed!’

         The college term was over by the middle of July, leaving a couple of weeks to prepare herself for the trip. She was desperate to see the city that she had heard so much about and to experience the change with her own eyes. She longed to talk to the residents directly, in German, about this eagle-winged phoenix rising from the ashes. She began to make a list of the places she wanted to visit but knew ultimately, that it would be up to Ursula to work out the logistics of how best to exploit those precious two weeks in Berlin. Of course, she wanted to see the major sights of this important capital city, the government buildings, the opera and art galleries, the much-lauded Olympic Stadium which had been opened just two years previously. She would take coffee and cake in the street cafés, sample some of the city’s renowned delicacies such as eisbein and enjoy the rural charm that surrounded the urban centre, particularly Potsdam and the beautiful swimming lake and beach of Wannsee. She would, however, have one strange request – to visit Café des Westens, the place where Rupert Brooke famously wrote The Old Vicarage, Grantchester, in 1912.
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         Eventually the departure day, 3 August, arrived. Joanna took the train from Liverpool Street station to Harwich, embarked on the overnight ferry to the Hook of Holland near Rotterdam, and then boarded a train travelling south through Holland, crossing the border into Germany at Aachen, where the train stopped for border checks. She had slept erratically during each leg of the journey, but was pleased to see dawn approaching, launched by a flaming, streaky blood red-orange sky. She was briefly distracted by the adage, ‘red sky at night shepherds’ delight, red sky in the morning shepherds’ warning’! She wondered what the German shepherds might be warning against on that day in early August. She also remembered Homer’s famous epithet from the Odyssey, ‘the rosy-fingered dawn’. She recalled from her classics’ lessons at school that it recurs more than twenty times in various forms, almost like a mantra, throughout the magnificent text.

         She looked out of the train window and saw a group of uniformed shadowy figures making their way down the platform and separating out to enter their allotted carriage, to check the papers of foreign travellers entering Germany. Within a few minutes a tall, handsome young man smartly dressed in a grey military uniform, knee-length glistening black boots, a peaked cap with the imperial eagle insignia on the front above the peak, beneath which was an exquisitely beguiling smile.

         ‘Guten morgen, meine Damen und Herren. Ist alles gut?’

         Without waiting for a reply, he leaned across to Joanna and addressed her directly.

         ‘Fräulein, Ihr Reisspass bitte?’ He had realised immediately, through a variety of visual clues that this was not a German-speaking compartment and was about to repeat his request in English when Joanna responded in reasonably confident German.

         ‘Naturliche.’

         She took the passport from her handbag and returned his smile, adding the customary,

         ‘Bitte Schön.’

         He took the passport, but before opening it, he replied in near perfect English with only the lightest of German accents, ‘So Fräulein, you are speaking some German.’

         ‘Only what I learnt at school. But I’m planning to be much better after two weeks with my German friend in Berlin.’

         As she was speaking, he opened the passport at her photograph and raised his eyes just enough to check it against her appearance, then he turned to the visa page, and without any further questions he placed the open passport on the table in front of Joanna and applied a dated stamp on the page adjacent to the visa, indicating that she had entered Germany on 4 August 1938 at the border town of Aachen.

         ‘I have no doubt that you will be speaking German even better after your visit. Please enjoy your time in our beautiful country.’

         She took back her passport and gave him a most appreciative smile. But she thought this was not the day to press too hard with the German and delay the border officer’s departure. He bowed his head respectfully and she reciprocated with a softly spoken, ‘Danke Schön.’

         Joanna looked out of the window and saw a few soldiers scattered along the platform, each holding a short leash on the end of which was a heavily built, muscular but well-disciplined Alsatian dog. She corrected herself. No, surely, they must be German Shepherds!

         The passport checks while thorough, were not intimidating, and resulted in only a minimal delay; within fifteen minutes the train was steaming on its way, towards Berlin. The route through central Germany included many of its greatest cities such as Cologne, Dortmund, Hanover and finally to Berlin, located well to the east of the country. It was still daylight when the train drew majestically into the mainline station in the centre of the city, Berlin- Friedrichstraẞe. The platform was bustling with local hosts awaiting their guests, three or four rather formal reception groups, almost certainly for distinguished visitors of the German government, and a multitude of other travellers waiting to board the train for its return journey west, through the night.

         As the train drew to a meticulously planned halt, the heavy, black locomotive released billows of smoke and jets of steam which Joanna thought sounded like massive sighs of relief, having finally completed yet another timely journey without incident. The well-judged arrival meant that Ursula was standing on the platform immediately adjacent to the door of Joanna’s coach, waiting eagerly to take her suitcase and assist her down the steep steps on to the platform. Joanna was astonished to see the transformation of Ursula from schoolgirl to young woman that had occurred since they last met, but then realised that presumably the same had happened to her.

         ‘Willkommen in Berlin, meine liebe Joannachen. Es ist so lange her.’

         ‘Ushi, how wonderful to see you. Yes, it’s been such a long time – more than two years.’

         Their faces were ablaze with smiles, and without further words they held each other close on the platform, while her fellow new arrivals struggled past with their luggage, anxious to get out of the station and find a taxi to take them on the next stage of their journey.

         ‘So, we have a car waiting outside the station and mother is ready at home to serve us kaffee und kuchen – coffee and cake. You remember?’

         ‘But what has happened to your English? It was so good when you came to England two years ago but now it’s perfect – you are speaking like a native.’

         Ursula led the way off the platform and was keen to get out of the station but managed to keep talking at the same time.

         ‘Ever since I got back to Berlin, I have maintained my English language studies, hoping to be able to use it to get a decent job. Just six weeks ago I was given an excellent position in the Foreign Office for which a high standard of spoken and written English was essential. Language training will continue as part of the new job.’

         Ursula had picked up Joanna’s suitcase, leaving her with just a shoulder bag, and walked at full speed across the station entrance hall and out to a designated area for taxis and other cars meeting the new arrivals.

         As soon as Ursula left the station building, a large, shiny, black Mercedes pulled up at the curbside. Ursula greeted the driver with the informality of a family friend. He put Joanna’s suitcase in the boot and soon had them both settled in the back seat ready to depart. The journey to Schloẞstraẞe in Steglitz, located in the south-west of the city, was accomplished with great proficiency and they were soon drawing to a halt outside an apartment building whose entrance was secured by a heavy wooden front door, ornamented with some art deco-like detailing, set back from a bustling shopping boulevard. At street level there was a diversity of elegant shops. A high-quality baker to the left of the entrance, and a specialist delicatessen on the right. The exterior façade was painted stucco extending up to three floors, but altogether rather plain – Ursula described it German functionalism.

         As they walked through the front door Joanna was at once aware of an open door at the end of the hallway leading out to a rear courtyard, which was created by a side wing and a similar block at the rear. She noted the brutalist, hard-edged rectangular balconies overlooking the courtyard – in keeping with the times. The interior design echoed the minimalist exterior, except for an elegant, ceramic tiled floor on the ground floor – grey and cream geometric tiles and the angular wooden staircase, which had painted uprights and a polished dark hardwood handrail, which also had an essence of art deco. It would have been a wonderful stylish, but austere interior for a Graham Greene spy thriller.

         ‘Mutti can’t wait to meet you! Sadly, Vater is in Hamburg where he is overseeing the final fitting out of a new warship.’

         Joanna was reminded that Ursula’s father was a naval officer but realised that maybe she had suppressed the memory. She decided not to explore it any further at this early moment in the visit. It occurred to her that this might make certain topics of conversation difficult in view of Germany’s apparently relaxed approach to mobilising its armed forces when Austria was annexed earlier in the year, combined with the ongoing threat to take back the Sudetenland from Czechoslovakia. She would certainly leave all of that for another day.

         They climbed the stairs up to the second floor. Ursula took out her key and opened the heavy painted door, again with similar detailing to the main front door. This led into a spacious, many roomed apartment which she speculated was in the front block overlooking the street below, Schloẞstraẞe.

         ‘I’ll show you to your room first where you can leave your suitcase, and then we will go through to the sitting room, and I’ll introduce you to Mutti.’

         Mutti Eichmann was an elegant, well-dressed, and on first meeting, a rather formal lady who radiated a 19th-century austerity which was now unusual in Joanna’s family and their professional circle of friends and relatives in England. It transpired early in the visit that she was a woman of few words. Nevertheless, she provided excellent quality coffee, cream and endless glamorous cakes, probably not, she thought, produced at home. She was pleased to engage in polite conversation which stretched Joanna’s schoolroom German to its absolute limits.

         Joanna was somewhat surprised when ‘Mutti’ took out an elegant, slim, silver cigarette case, flipped it open almost as a well-rehearsed party trick and lit herself a long slim cigarette which lay for much of the time in the slot of what looked like a solid silver art deco ashtray embossed with a subtle floral pattern. She miraculously consumed the cigarette at precisely the same pace as she drank her coffee. Joanna was not accustomed to cigarette smoking and Johnnie’s affection for his pipe was one of his habits that she disliked intensely. She had been brought up in a tobacco-free home.

         At this early stage in their relationship, Joanna concluded that the application of limits to social intercourse was good, especially as the mother did not appear to be a natural conversationalist, unlike her daughter who could talk endlessly and enthusiastically about anything.

         Based on these early experiences, Joanna assembled some initial impressions. She had recognised already a level of opulence that was uncommon in her London family and friends. This family seemed to have got through the 1930s largely unscathed compared to the newspaper reports of the impoverished masses in rural and small-town Germany. There was also a sense that whatever the scale of wealth, it felt like ‘old money’, based on the spacious apartment, its elegant furnishings, beautifully gilt-framed family oil portraits stretching back over several generations and something that is difficult to articulate precisely, but might be distilled simply in the word, style. There was a collection of a few art nouveau but mainly art deco pieces that were just right in that space. Figurines, lamps, glass and ceramic vases and a few pieces of furniture that brought both function and splendour to the room.

         It was evident that Ursula would be leading the daily programme, her mother having business responsibilities outside the home, although at this early stage they remained ill-defined. Thoughtfully, Ursula suggested they should get an early night and that between them, they would assemble the ‘master plan’ for the next two weeks in Berlin over breakfast the following morning.

         Joanna was not surprised to find that Ursula had already put together an outline schedule for the first week. As they sat drinking coffee and eating a selection of German cheeses, sausage and other cold meats with thick slices of dark rye bread and butter, Ushi presented Joanna with a Guidebook of the City, Berlin and its Environs. It was a promotional publication by German Railways to support the drive to increase international tourism to the country, and above all, to its capital city. The front and back covers of the book were adorned with coloured prints by the eminent German painter Gerhard Graff; the protestant cathedral on the front and a bucolic, watery scene from Havelland, located just to the west of the main city, on the back. The first page of the introduction opened with great confidence:

         
            The whole of Germany is beautiful, interesting and worth seeing, but the question is where to go in order to get in touch with the real Germany where its features are most clearly recognisable – with the rejuvenated Germany that seems a riddle to many foreign observers.

         

         And continues with a series of rhetorical questions such as:

         
            Should a visit be paid to southern Germany where the magnificent chain of the Alps towers above a multiform and colourful landscape with splendid royal castles, venerable churches and monasteries, cheerful villages and picturesque towns where the finest creations of baroque and rococo art were erected?

            Or to Western German… or to central Germany… or to eastern Germany… or to Berlin, the capital of the German Reich?

         

         Joanna quickly scanned through the opening paragraphs and straight away realised that within this publication, amounting to nearly a hundred pages with almost an illustration on every page, she would find everything she needed to know about the city.

         ‘Ushi this is amazing. You are so generous. I will read it from cover to cover. But I trust you with the logistics. It’s your city and initially I want to see it through your eyes. After that I’ll take another look through mine!’

         ‘There’s a lot to see. Berlin is very special because it has a beautiful well-planned municipal hub, which contains the heart of government, the Reichstag and all the important government buildings. But there are endless cultural centres, parks and memorials that you should also see.’

         ‘I can’t wait!’

         ‘And then of course, when we leave the city centre, we can see the most wonderful countryside within just thirty minutes travel time. Take your time. I will just say goodbye to Mutti and then we can leave.’

         Joanna remained at the table finishing her coffee, reading on further through the introduction.

         
            The Germans have now the same expression in all parts of the country, in the gay South, the more austere North, the sunny West and the cooler East. Every German has the frank and joyfully determined look of a man who has once more a future to look forward to, and who is just as proud of his past which has been restored to him by his Führer. People whose position between the past and the future is so sure and so fully realised, do not need to worry about their own ways and peculiarities; they are inwardly free and more frank, and unreserved in dealing with visitors than those who are weighed down with care, for care and distrust go hand in hand. The German of today is devoid of distrust, for he has regained confidence in himself, and cheerful self-confidence is the finest quality in a host.

         

         Joanna was surprised by the confident, assertive tone of the publication which at some points seemed excessive. The author was certainly an enthusiast for his nation and the environment that it inhabited. It was different from other travel brochures that she had seen; the word propaganda came to mind. She closed the brochure as Ursula returned.

         ‘Also, meine lieber freund. Shall we go? Today, we shall take the U-Bahn to the centre of town, and then we shall walk. We’ll take the City Plan and then we will just wander and see some of our classic buildings, enjoy the architecture and maybe take a luncheon in the Tiergarten.’

         ‘And please remember Ushi, we must take a coffee in Café des Westens. It became immortalised for many British people, particularly in the 1920s and 1930s because of a romantic attachment with Rupert Brooke’s poem, the Old Vicarage, Grantchester.’

         ‘Of course. Yes, and famous for Berliners too. It was a magnet for artists, Jewish and other modernist writers such as Stefan Zweig and Bertolt Brecht, and political conversationalists. It has a prime central location on Kurfürstendamm, our most fashionable shopping street.’

         ‘It sounds wonderful.’

         They took the U-Bahn to Potsdamer Platz. As they emerged from the dank underground gloom into the sunlight, Joanna was confronted by noisy torrents of city traffic. Cars, trucks, taxis, double-decker buses, horns blaring, exhaust fumes rising, moving fast in dual lanes in each direction, separated in the centre by a parallel system for the city trams. She detected a surprising number of military vehicles, some of a rather grandiose style, such as the fashionable open-top Mercedes, usually with a military chauffeur in the front and a much-medalled high-ranking officer in the back, fully exposed to the outside world as the mild summer weather permitted the soft top to be pulled back behind the rear seat.

         Crowds moved in surges along the sidewalk and others waited in line for buses and trams. Amongst the crowds of ordinary Berliners, Joanna was surprised to see so many smartly dressed soldiers, sailors and airmen in uniform, walking through the city, with the same confidence as their civilian counterparts. They did not appear to be fulfilling any specific military function, just walking with colleagues, socialising, entertaining beautiful young women, just enjoying a balmy summer’s day. She recognised an energy in the city that seemed to have been lost in London.

         They walked north along Wilhelmstraẞe to the Brandenburger Tor, the neoclassical, sandstone ‘megalith’ consisting of twelve Doric columns and a flat roof which proudly displays a four-horse chariot driven by Victoria, the Goddess of Victory. The Tor straddles Berlin’s most famous street, Unter den Linden, a broad boulevard, lined on both sides by Linden or lime trees, a tribute to the heroic Greeks that the Imperial Germans of that period so admired. As they walked through the Tor in an easterly direction, Joanna became aware of the rhythmic beat of marching drums, fifes and trumpets, accompanied by the tell-tale rhythmic clatter of marching boots. Coming towards them along Unter den Linden was an armed guard bearing rifles with bayonets, comprised of well-drilled soldiers, marching four a breast, in front of the Prussian war memorial, another neoclassical construction with multiple columns supporting a grandiose portico. A large crowd had already gathered in anticipation of this regular event.

         ‘They’re changing the guard,’ Ursula said in a loud whisper. ‘Just like we saw in London in Whitehall – I think you called it, Horse Guards Parade. In former times, they used to guard the Royal Palace but now it is a guard of honour for the tomb of the unknown soldier.’

         Ursula stood up with a straight back, her heels tightly together and her clenched hands motionless, by her sides, as a mark of respect. Stately Berlin seemed unending, with new appearances around every corner. The massive baroque Prussian State Library, the equestrian statue of Frederick the Great, the State Opera House, the neoclassical University of Berlin with its imposing Aula, and the Old Museum beautifully situated in the Lustgarten, a popular site for parades, political rallies and other celebrations such as May Day, frequently adorned with a multitude of red flags and vertical banners each bearing the familiar black swastika on a white circle. There was the domed St Hedwig Roman Catholic Cathedral, a ‘reproduction’ of the Pantheon in Rome which shares the site with the Old, ‘Alte’ Museum on Museum Island, and the former Royal Palace which rises majestically above Berlin’s magical city river, the Spree.

         Joanna found the architectural and political intensity of this ornate city centre overwhelming. As she pivoted around the panorama, she wondered for a fleeting moment as to whether she had arrived mysteriously, into a Cecil B. DeMille film set. It had a contrived unreality, nothing that struck as original, all copies, facsimiles, imported greatness from other times and places. A derived, built environment, created to impress. But you might say, so that is what modern capital cities are about.

         ‘I think it’s time to take a break. Let’s have a rest in The Tiergarten. You should try bratwurst and sauerkraut and a typical Berliner beer.’

         Joanna managed to hide her reservations about what, for her might be a gastronomic challenge, but raised a jaunty smile and briefly added, ’What fun!’

         Joanna had read the section in her Guide about The Tiergarten, now a central City Park but formerly a hunting ground for Kings, where they would ride at great speed through the dense woodland in pursuit of the magnificent deer population, providing venison for the table and decorative stags heads for the walls of their baronial villas. Joanna enquired as to whether there was any residual deer but was advised by Ursula in a sombre tone that sadly, they were no more. And then, she startled herself by remembering the conversation that she’d had with Johnnie two years ago, soon after Ursula had returned to Berlin for the Summer Olympics, when she expressed delight at the hordes of deer roaming free in Richmond Park. Johnnie had made the wild suggestion that there would be no deer in the park if the Germans were in charge, a comment which at the time she had regarded as a racial slur and had stamped on it. But perhaps he was right?

         Joanna struggled through the bratwurst, managed some but not all the sauerkraut and enjoyed the beer.

         ’You see, now you are a real Berliner!’

         It would take some time, Joanna thought, for the bratwurst to pass through the system and was glad when Ushi suggested a leisurely stroll through the Park. She was impressed by the meticulous attention that the park evidently received. The woodland paths were well kept and weed free, the lawns and areas of rough grass beautifully maintained and there was no litter. As they emerged from a deeply wooded section, there was a group of four equestrians mounted on grand horses trotting in step along one of the sandy paths that etched a route between rows of trees; the riders were engaged in animated discussion.

         In the afternoon, the pace slowed and when it was time for kaffee und kuchen, Ursula took Joanna’s hand and led her out of one of the Park’s exits on to Kurfürstendamm and then to Café Kranzler. Although it was no longer Café des Westens, the old rococo entrance had been retained and the grandiose classic interior, with rows upon rows of circular and oval dark wood polished tables and upholstered ladder-back chairs, illuminated by a celestial chandelier on the scale of the Milky Way. The ornate ceilings and architraves covered the barn-like room, accompanied by a multitude of elegant columns with hybrid capitals, possibly all non- structural and thus largely ornamental.

         Ursula ordered for them both, and while waiting for the service to arrive, Joanna indulged all her senses in the constant joyous activity of social intercourse, fuelled by good coffee and gâteau, in the style of something emanating from the Black Forest. The establishment was full, but then it was 4.30 in the afternoon, the time when all respectable Germans would be taking their coffee and cake, some completing the indulgence with a glass of chilled, weiẞwein. But this was different from London. The mood was different. People were excited to be alive. They looked good, well dressed, glamorous and with money to spend. And for some, love was in the air. Joanna was again surprised to see so many immaculately dressed military personnel, courting what seemed to be the most beautiful women in the land. Cigarette smoking was popular with men and women alike and as the afternoon progressed into early evening. What she took to be the poets, writers and intellectuals, seemed to gather in the more secluded, darker corners of the room creating their own ecosystem with smoke and alcohol.

         ‘Ushi, it is a very special place. I am so glad we came. It is wonderful to be in the room where Rupert Brooke wrote one of my favourite poems. And I just can’t get over the joie de vivre! The lebenslust! This city is bursting with life.’

         ‘That is why I so wanted you to see Berlin. This is the new Germany, a revitalised Germany, a Germany that we have not seen for more than twenty years. For most people, life has been very hard. No jobs, no money and little food. Since the Führer took over there has been nothing but progress. Of course, not everything is perfect, but he has given the German people something to live for and he is bringing together the entire German nation; everyone is behind him. And look around you, there are tourists from all over the world who are travelling here to find out how it’s done.’

         ‘And are you happy with the situation? There is fear in many parts of Europe that he will not be satisfied until he has waged war on his neighbours to the East and West.’

         ‘Yes, okay, he’s a bully and he has surrounded himself by some like-minded bullies, but he says repeatedly that he only wants peace.’

         Joanna was tired. It had been a long day and there were many days ahead when they could progress this discussion. They both agreed it would be a suitable time to go home and take a rest before dinner. Ushi laid out her ideas for the coming days. She had plans to take Joanna to the Deutsche Oper, the Philharmonie, especially as the Berlin Philharmoniker, conducted by Wilhelm Furtwängler, would be performing in the next few days, and some of Berlin’s famous theatres, especially the Schiller theatre. When they had booked an important evening event such as a concert or a play, they would opt for a quieter programme during the day.

         The following morning Ursula presented her plan over breakfast.

         ‘As we have no major evening activity planned tonight, I would like to suggest that we visit the Olympic Stadium. What do you think?’

         ‘It’s a wonderful idea. Yes please, let’s go.’

         ‘It’ll be a long day.’

         ‘That’s fine with me.’

         ‘We take the U-Bahn all the way to the Olympia Stadion. We can make a tour and then I suggest we take a walk some of the way back, so you can see the modern Siemens factory at Siemanẞtadt. It is very impressive. Then, still walking we will visit the Charlottenburger Schloß, our most famous palace dating back nearly two hundred years.’

         ‘This all sounds wonderful.’

         ‘Yes, and of course I can also show you The Grunewald, where we still have some deer, at least we did when I was last there!’

         Both girls smiled at each other and enjoyed a shared moment of irony.

         ‘And we have wild boars, which I don’t think you have in your Richmond Park.’

         As they left the U-Bahn exit to the stadium they were distracted by the sound of marching drums and were asked by several police officers not to cross the road while a large party of Hitlerjungend were marching towards them and about to enter the main entrance to the stadium. There must have been several hundred young boys, dressed identically in black shorts and brown shirts, a black necktie around their necks restrained by a woggle. The majority seemed to have short blond hair, shaved brutally at the sides and the back, and many were carrying the banners of the Hitlerjungend organisation. Their flags, two red horizontal stripes separated by a central white stripe with a black swastika overlaid in the centre, were in abundance, dancing elegantly in the light breeze. At the main gates they were greeted by a small group of what appeared to be senior military personnel, elegantly uniformed with their right arm raised in the Nazi salute. The boys were called to a halt by their leader. They turned smartly towards the welcoming party and returned the salutation with a crisp, ‘Heil Hitler’.

         ‘Well, I didn’t expect to have such a large reception party!’ Joanna said, smiling at Ursula.

         ’They seem very well organised. Smartly dressed, disciplined, although from the expression on their faces, they do look rather serious.’

         ‘Yes, they take the organisation very seriously. It is like the Boy Scouts but perhaps more business-like. The Führer has been a great supporter and has encouraged all young people to join. When he took over there were about 100,000 members. Now there are four or five million.’

         ‘That is amazing. How did he manage it?’

         ‘The most important thing he did early on, was to stress the importance of young people for Germany’s future. This is your country and it is your future, and I shall make you part of it. He gave them ownership of the future. He is quoted as saying, when it was suggested that he must have an imperative to win over the German youth, ‘they’re mine already’.

         ‘That was a very clever move. Many young people feel remote from today’s political process and government, but to have this youthful force in support, even if their parents might from time-to-time question what he is doing, gives him power that other national leaders just do not have.’

         The large group of marching young men passed them by and disappeared into the stadium, followed by the welcoming party who walked in briskly, almost marching, behind them. Joanna was astounded by the massive circular construction, reminiscent she thought of the ancient Colosseum in Rome. Yet another example she thought, of Germany’s leadership wanting to align itself with the great powers of the past and pay tribute to the classical architecture of the Greco-Roman period. Completed just two years ago and looking as good as it did on the day of completion, but unlike the Colosseum, there was a sharpness to the architectural edge, a structure to keep the mind alert, not a place to relax or expect forgiveness.

         ‘Come on, we should enter now and have a look around.’

         Ursula opened her handbag took out a slim wallet which contained her ID card and an official looking document which had the marks of government on the letterhead.

         ‘This will get us in but have your passport ready, just in case.’

         Joanna carried her passport throughout the Berlin visit, but it was rarely, if ever, required. Foreign visitors were warmly welcomed and not subjected to endless bureaucratic interventions or obstructions. She suspected, however, that they were the beneficiaries of facilitation, either through the influence of Ursula’s father or possibly her own new position in the Foreign Office. They were waved through at the reception area after just a cursory look at Ursula’s papers. They entered the massive amphitheatre where the sense of space became overwhelming. The historic roars of 120,000 people encouraging their athletes to even greater levels of performance, seemed to have remained like bereft spirits, reverberating as soft echoes around the giant construction. Ursula pointed out the reserved seating area for the Führer and his senior cronies, the place from which he would make many memorable speeches, even after the games were long gone.

         They were distracted again by the Hitlerjugend, who were now marching with military precision, out into the centre of the sports arena across its meticulously maintained turf. Then, as if by magic, their formal military ranks transformed with extraordinary precision and balletic undertones, into the formation of the sign of the swastika which they rotated through a full circle. Joanna thought they must be preparing for a major future celebratory event.

         ‘They come to the Stadion for training, especially for marching in these very clever elegant formations. They also do classroom work when they are given the theory behind current government policies.’

         Ursula paused and looked across at the rotating swastika, apparently with deep admiration.

         ‘They look after the boys very well. A friend of mine in the office told me just last week about a young man from a poor family who was unable to find the money to buy the requisite brown shirt. When he reported this back to his section leader, saying that the boy’s father had said that “if they buy the shirts then there will be no food on the table”, he accepted the position and within a few days a package arrived at his home containing two brown shirts as a gift.’

         As the swastika continued to rotate first clockwise and then anti-clockwise, a crowd gathered to watch the display, even generating a few genteel pockets of applause around the auditorium.

         ‘In the classroom they receive instruction about the Führer’s ideals on the purity of race and the Jewish problem as he perceives it, something about which I profoundly disagree.’

         Joanne listened intently and decided not to comment.

         ‘They also get instruction about his views on why Germany needs more space and the need to restore what is rightfully hers – some of the historic parts of Europe inhabited by German-speaking people, something about which I can agree, if it occurs by mutual consent.’

         Joanna did not want to start a conversation at that moment about Hitler’s long-standing issues with the Jews, which in her mind amounted to the worst kind of aggressive anti-Semitism. She decided to let it pass for another day. She detected a softening in Ursula’s position since they had last discussed this in London two years ago. Joanna was becoming rather fatigued and almost vertiginous, by this constant swirling of the human swastika, looking increasingly like a whirling dervish, and suggested that they might go inside and take a quick look at the book stand in the entrance hall.

         On the way into the stadium, Joanna had noticed they were displaying copies of the official programme from the Germany versus England football match back in May, a so-called ‘friendly’, a term which she thought was most amusing against the background of current threatened hostilities. She found the programme, which was displayed alongside some German newspaper and magazine cuttings, including photographs reporting the match. Although never much interested in football, for some reason she turned the pages of the programme and let her eyes scroll down the players’ names in each of the teams. She recognised the name of Stanley Matthews, a young rising star who had scored one of England’s goals, and quite by chance noticed that one member of the German team, Johann Pesser, was not German but Austrian and a member of the Viennese Club, Rapid Wien. She found this puzzling.

         She then turned her attention to the display of other memorabilia and remembered seeing some of the photographs in the British Press on the days after the game, the most controversial image being of the two teams lined up before the match in the centre of the Olympic Stadium, giving the Nazi salute ‘as a sign of respect’ to Göbbels, Gӧring and Hess, the Nazi luminaries, who were in the stadium but not accompanied, as had been expected, by the Führer. Some members of the British Press suggested after the event, that he had other matters on his mind that day, such as the invasion of Czechoslovakia. It was later reported that many of the English players were angry about having to go this far to show respect, having been persuaded at the last minute to do so by the British Ambassador to Berlin, as ‘a peace offering’.

         Joanna remembered reading the London Times on the Monday after the match and was surprised that it had not taken offence but felt the gesture appropriate. It was very much part of The Times’ mood of the day which, at that moment, was generally in support of Prime Minister Chamberlain’s appeasement strategy. When she had finished with the programme and other memorabilia she paused and turned to her friend.

         ‘Ushi, why was there an Austrian player in the German national football team that played England this year?’

         ‘Don’t you remember. Austria joined us in March and so he had every right to be called to play for the German side.’

         ‘Yes, of course, I had forgotten. The request for the English players to give the Nazi salute before the game started, appears to have been rather contentious.’

         ‘It was all a fuss about nothing. England won six goals to three, everybody enjoyed the match, and even having lost, the Germans concurred that it was a very successful event.’

         Ursula sent a strong signal that she saw no point in extending the discussion.

         Joanna was already beginning to think back about the Summer Olympics in 1936 in a different light. Although it was widely believed that Berlin had been ‘cleansed’ immediately before the event to remove any obvious signs of anti-Semitism and racism more generally, she remembered the newsreel footage and press reports when non-Aryans walked away with gold medals, especially Hitler’s explanation as to why he refused to shake Jesse Owens’ hand after winning Gold for the 100 metres, 200 metres, the long-jump, and the relay. A news reporter on the day apparently heard him say, ‘Why would I shake hands with a Negro’. But she had heard other journalists say that Hitler had decided not to shake hands with anyone, a decision he took before the Games started to avoid any criticism of being a racist.

         Joanna was also shocked to learn that all Jewish athletes had been removed from the German squad some months earlier. Standing in the stadium that day had rekindled memories and heightened concerns that were already in evidence at that time.

         Ursula was very keen that Joanna should experience modern German industry. As it was an awkward journey to the Siemens factory, she abandoned the idea of walking and decided that they should take a taxi from the stadium to Siemenẞtadt, which was situated on the north bank of Berlin’s iconic river Spree. The plan was that they would ‘hold’ the taxi whilst exploring the Siemens estate and travel on to the Schloß Charlottenburg. The journey took about twenty minutes, with the taxi finally coming to a halt on the periphery of the largest industrial estate that Joanna had ever seen.

         Ursula explained how the company had acquired an extensive expanse of wasteland, known as Nonnenweisen, at the end of the 19th century and began construction of what would become one of the most extensive industrial developments in Europe. The first building to be completed was the Kablewerks, which centralised national cable manufacture. Siemens went on to occupy every corner of the massive site with an austere, multi-floored building for administration, research buildings, numerous construction facilities and simultaneously created a residential village for its workers adjacent to the manufacturing component. In November 1933, Adolf Hitler famously chose to make an explosive speech during his first year as Chancellor in Siemen’s Dynamo Hall in support of the German workers.

         Joanna could not describe the buildings as beautiful, but they had a robust, almost brutal nature – another example of German Functionalism – that was in keeping with this large-scale and diverse manufacturing facility, mainly focused on electrical goods, both industrial and domestic. Despite the privations that Germany endured throughout and after the First World War, Siemens had battled on, creating a world-class facility. Joanna felt quite humbled by the rising dominance of this extraordinary and increasingly international organisation. Of course, this was Ursula’s point. Germany was on the move in all aspects of life. The arts and culture, education, technical universities, industrial growth, the ‘work camps’, investment in its infrastructure – roads, bridges, power generation – while quietly growing, unlawfully and in breach of international law, a massive military machine. Unemployment was lower than it had been for decades. Suddenly, Joanna saw it with great transparency. This was a country that was determined to control its destiny and was making no concessions. It was making the future, not awaiting the future to arrive.

         ‘So, rather impressive, eh? It is developments like this, these powerhouses, that are driving Germany forwards. Have you seen enough?’

         ‘Yes, I think so, and thank you for the opportunity to see a side of Germany that I would imagine many other tourists don’t see.’

         The taxi had taken them into the residential area and was standing close by, waiting for the call to action. The Schloß Charlottenburg was not far away but again a somewhat inconvenient journey and further than they wanted to walk at this time.

         ‘Joannachen, I expect you’re feeling tired, but you have to see the castle, one of the most famous, grandest and oldest residences in Berlin.’

         Their taxi stopped at the main entrance, Ursula paid the driver and included a generous tip. At the entrance she presented her ID card, indicated that she was also bringing a guest and without further discussion two entry permits were issued without payment. They passed an enjoyable hour in the castle and its grounds and were delighted to engage with its architectural and cultural excesses. Originally commissioned by the first Queen of Prussia, Sophie Charlotte, the building had been subject to serial extensions, alterations, and re-decorations over more than two centuries.

         ‘You know, the most important intervention during the palace’s history, was when Frederick the Great sent the newly appointed Royal Architect to Italy and France, notably to the Palace of Versailles, to get some ideas. The baroque buildings and the rococo interiors emanate from those early 18th century foreign forays.’

         Joanna enjoyed the frescoes on the walls and ceilings, particularly the Allegory of the Acts of Peace of Friedrich I, by the Flemish painter, Jan Anthonie Coxcie. The gardens in part followed the English landscape style, although originally were baroque. They passed by the old carp pond and water courses and as they approached the river Spree and the railway embankment, they could see across to the industrial complex that is Siemenẞtadt. These two emblems of German history, the Imperial and the industrial separated by a stretch of flowing water, could never be more sharply drawn in contrast through proximity. The heroic Kings of Germany had been cast back into history and overtaken by an industrial revolution which would continue to build on the past and make Germany great again. Joanna was impressed by the way in which modern Germany was protecting its heritage, particularly the maintenance of classic buildings like the Palace, the Old Museum and the Brandenburger Tor, while at the same time embracing modernism, industrial development and the creation of new modernist buildings like the Olympic Stadium.

         And so, the day ended leaving them both with a sense of exhilaration, tempered by some concerns about the future. Ursula’s father was still in Hamburg and her mother remained elusive, ostensibly occupied by her business affairs. The following day would be a quiet day as they needed to be fully rested to ensure they enjoyed the evening concert at the Philharmonie to be conducted by the renowned, Wilhelm Furtwängler. This was a special event outside the main concert season, which would not start for a month or so, but a performance before a limited audience to enable a recording to be made. Joanna could not believe her luck. She would be able to experience the Berlin Philharmoniker led by one of the greatest conductors the world has known. The programme would include Tchaikovsky’s Sixth Symphony, Pathétique.

         ‘You will enjoy seeing the Philharmonie. Originally it was an ice rink but converted to a concert hall more than forty years ago. Maybe that tells you something about German priorities! It is an elaborate, rather ornate building, probably a mixture of neoclassical and baroque. But for an old building, the acoustics are excellent, and you will be able to see Germany’s leading conductor in action.’

         They took light snacks and drinks in a bar nearby before the performance. Joanna was impressed by the multitude of columns and arches that supported the upper galleries, an integral part of the Hall’s lavish interior. As predicted, they had a wonderful evening. The maestro was truly a magician. The following week they had another magnificent musical evening at the Stadt Oper in Unter den Linden, where a young, up-and-coming Austrian conductor, Herbert von Karajan was performing Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde. Again, it was another perfect cultural event which reinforced yet again the notion that Ursula was keen to endorse, that Germany was performing at the highest possible level in the arts as well as in science and technology.

         The days were slipping by. They were becoming slightly cooler and shorter. Joanna monitored her diary, crossing off the days before she would return with her suitcase and a head full of ideas and imaginations, to Friedrichstraẞe mainline station to board the train that would take her back to London. But Ursula was still looking for more opportunities, exhilarated by the company of her English friend, to talk proudly about her progressive motherland.

         ‘Before you go back to England, you must see some of the lakes and forests that surround our beautiful city. We should plan a visit to Wannsee, where I will make sure you have a very special, typical Berliner lunch.’

         So, the plan for a day by the lake was set. They left the apartment in Schloẞstraẞe after an early breakfast and took the S-Bahn to Wannsee. It was a bright sunny morning, and the temperature was predicted to rise to over 80°F by the middle of the day, certainly warm enough to swim in the lake. Throughout the journey Ursula described the many beautiful rural locations around Berlin that were so important as weekend recreational haunts for urban Berliners. Wannsee has two lakes, both expansions of the Havel River, the Grosser and the Kleiner, joined by a bridge.

         ‘After we arrive, we’ll visit Strandbad Wannsee, the beautiful beach resort with more than a kilometre of sandy beach. We will take a nice long walk, watch the people enjoying themselves and then take a swim. How does that sound?’

         ‘I can’t wait. I assume the water is clean and good for swimming?’

         ‘Das wasser ist kristallklar.’

         Ursula responded frowning, with a music hall austerity in her voice.

         ‘Das ist gut!’

         Joanna chimed again with theatrical lilt.

         Joanna could not believe that there could be such a beautiful beach, so close to a capital city. The ‘Lido’ as she would call it, was a pleasure dome for the city dwellers. As the sun rose higher in the butterfly blue sky, and the temperature increased, many hundreds of leisure seekers arrived on the perfect pale-yellow sand with towels and swimwear, toys and other playthings for the children, and large baskets overflowing with food and drink to sustain them during the day. By noon, the beach was heaving with young and old alike, most in swimwear and everyone inundated with energy to enjoy every moment of this perfect fusion of a spectacular environment with magnificent weather.

         ‘So, let us take a walk. You will see something of The Grunewald, home to deer and wild boars, which you will remember extends as far north as the Olympic Stadium. And then I think we will take a short taxi ride so I can show you some of the beautiful country houses, many built at the beginning of this century by some wealthy Berliners.’

         The taxi took them around the bay to Wannsee Villa, the dream house of a successful Berlin entrepreneur, Ernst Marlier who, according to Ursula, made his money from selling toothpaste. He loved the Italian lakes and wanted to create a summer lakeside residence in Germany, but in the Italian style. Joanna was again impressed by the German enthusiasm for other cultures, perhaps almost envious of the freedom and perhaps the indulgences of the southern European and Mediterranean way of life. Maybe an attempt to escape the rigidity and perhaps austerity of the central and northern German mentality. The villa had magnificent gardens and an idyllic lakeside position. It was still privately owned and not available for closer scrutiny, but nevertheless was an impressive sight. On the way back they made a brief diversion across the Westlicher Düppeler Forst to see the Gleinicke Bridge, an important connection across the Havel, linking Wannsee and Potsdam, the capital city of Brandenburg.

         They returned to Strandbad Wannsee, changed under their towels into swimsuits and ran holding hands through the crowds, across the sand, and jumped with a juvenile joyful spirit into the fresh lake water.

         ‘Meine Lieber, das wasser ist kristallklar !’

         Joanna was overjoyed to be swimming out into the middle of lake, away from the sun-drenched hoards, lying like sleeping sardines on the sand, and away from the constant background noise of human babble. They swam together, leaving the shore behind them for several hundred metres, both comfortable and confident swimmers. The time had slipped away and as they swam back to the shore, they agreed that it was time to eat.

         ‘I shall take you on a short walk away from the beach and through woodland where we will enjoy lunch in one of my favourite rustic restaurants. It is very much a country eating place where the food is authentic German, the service is good, and the owner and his wife are a delight. He is a good friend of my father.’

         A cool breeze was beginning to lift across the lake, perhaps the signal that summer was nearly over, so they decided to eat inside. The patron, who was well known to Ursula and her family, showed them to a nice private table at the back of the restaurant, close to a window with a view across the garden and to the edge of an extensive wooded area.

         ‘Joannachen, I have made the decision that I shall order for us both. You will have no choice.

         Today we will eat typical Berliner food. Eisbein, sauerkraut and mashed peas.’

         ‘Eisbein? Please explain.’

         ‘In German, it is the part of the pig called, schweinshaxe. I think in English it may be something like, “pig’s knuckle”. It is the lower leg between the knee and the ankle. It’s soaked in brine for about twenty hours and then cooked slowly in the oven. It can be a bit fatty, which is easily dealt with by drinking plenty of Schnapps.’

         Both girls giggled at the thought of drinking ‘plenty of Schnapps’.

         ‘Sauerkraut and peas, you know.’

         They were together with time to talk and no other distractions – no other people or places to divert attention. Joanna struggled, she hoped not visibly, with what seemed to be an enormous joint of meat, enough she thought for a family of four, but the meal had a celebratory feel and neither of them knew when they would next be together. And Ursula was right, the Schnapps was essential. After the festive main course, there was absolutely no room for dessert. They both took just a black coffee and a Swiss chocolate.

         ‘Ushi, I’d like to ask you about what is happening to Jews in Germany. We talked about the extreme views that Hitler expressed in Mein Kampf and we both accept that anti-Semitism exists in many other European countries, including Britain. But we have not created laws which remove citizenship, like your recent Nuremberg Laws back in 1935, nor have we prevented Jews working as doctors and lawyers and we do not stop Jews marrying or having relationships with non-Jews.’

         Ursula would have preferred not to deal with this question as this point in the day and showed her disquiet in her eyes. Joanna continued nevertheless, possibly unleashed by the Schnapps. She continued.

         ‘I understand that Jews now have a large red ‘J’ stamped in their passport. I don’t see why Jewish shops are identified by a yellow sign and that Hitler’s Storm Troopers and in recent years the SS, will do anything they can to prevent people entering those shops. This all sounds unnecessarily aggressive and highly discriminatory.’

         Ursula realised that Joanna was not going to let this go.

         ‘Yes, you are right, these are extreme measures, and many Germans dislike them intensely and do not understand the need for such legislation to restrict the activities of less than one per cent of our population. But the Führer, his Party, and close confidants are all-powerful. There is no opposition, no debate, and any attempt to resist these changes, which the leadership would insist have been formally enshrined in German law, would face severe consequences. Joanna, many educated professionals and those in leadership roles outside the Party are quite plainly, scared.’

         ‘Surely, there must be some way of resisting, what can only be described as man’s inhumanity to man.’

         ‘Yes, there are people who are speaking out and resisting the change. The conductor, Wilhelm Furtwängler, has insisted that Jewish musicians should be allowed to play in the Berlin Philharmoniker. The Party has gone some way to accommodate his wishes because some are scared he might leave Germany and go abroad. The Führer is devoted to this orchestra, such that it is now widely known as the Reichorchestra, a name which is firmly rejected by Furtwängler and his musicians.’

         ‘I have heard that many Jews are leaving Germany and that Hitler is encouraging them to go, even facilitating their exit.’

         ‘Yes, that is certainly true. You know he has this obsession with building a pure race in Germany. Everyone must be Aryan.’

         Joanna was becoming inpatient with what she regarded as a feeble and unsustainable argument.

         ‘This is not achievable. For the past 2,000 years, since tribal groups have wandered through Europe looking for a better life, particularly economic enhancement, there has been constant mixing. I am probably mainly Anglo-Saxon but could have some Celtic blood and possibly something from the Vikings, and who knows maybe some Jewish ancestry?’

         ‘Everything you say is true. But you are an educated and thoughtful person, someone who celebrates cultural and ethnic diversity and who understands the survival strength of broadening our gene make-up. The Nazis have an additional line of reasoning, which supports their argument to rid Germany of the Jews. They equate the Jews with Bolshevism, which is another evil that must be dispatched at any price.’

         ‘I have heard that the Nazis are not only building labour camps to help people get back to work, but also establishing concentration camps where enemies of the Party can be sequestered and possibly from which some may simply disappear.’

         ‘Labour camps, yes, but I have heard nothing about concentration camps. That proposition sounds highly improbable to me and I’m not sure what organisation or government department would oversee such a development.’

         ‘But isn’t there a concentration camp just 20 or 30 miles north of Berlin? Maybe it’s called something like, Sachsenhausen, where Jews are imprisoned and involved in forced labour?’

         ‘Ach so! Yes, but these are political prisoners. Enemies of the State if you like, and yes, there may be some Jews among them.’

         Ursula began to look distinctly uncomfortable. Joanna had been told by Elli about this camp which had been constructed at least two years ago, but thought it was time to bring this conversation to a close. The Schnapps and the Eisbein were beginning to take their toll, and while loosening her tongue, she was now becoming consumed by an overwhelming lethargy.

         ‘Joannachen, you’re looking a bit sleepy to me. I think we should take a walk back through the woods, have a last look at the Wannsee, and maybe catch a glimpse of the setting sun. I am sorry I cannot answer all your questions, but as you can see, despite the massive social and economic changes in Germany, we still have some serious problems to deal with, and frankly I’m not sure how they will be resolved.’

         The train journey back to Berlin passed quickly, hastened by the reality that both girls were physically and mentally exhausted by the events of the day, a day that both would never forget.
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         At breakfast, the day before Joanna was due to return to England, Ursula made a proposal. ‘Vater comes back from Hamburg later today and wants to meet you, so we should be home for a family dinner, which means we will need to be back in good time. How would you like to see where I work? We can visit my office and then take a tour around the building. I think it will be interesting to see. You might even be able to meet my wonderful boss!’

         ‘What a grand idea. You’ve said very little about this new job. I would love to know more about it.’

         ‘It’s not far to Wilhelmstraẞe. We can take the Metro or the U-Bahn. It’s just a short walk from the Reichstag, which you know.’

         Wilhelmstraẞe was a bland, austere conduit between the frenetic, bustling Unter den Linden and the overpowering, stolid Reichstag, which on that day, for whatever reason, was adorned with a multitude of long red banners with the now familiar white circle containing a black swastika. Joanna remembered that they had spanned the length of Unter den Linden marking the route to the Olympic Stadium. There were a few elegant buildings that in earlier times were grand residences, one called a Palais, but most of the others, while functional, were flat fronted, dull and repetitive, shrouded by a greyness that threw the street into monotone, totally devoid of any colour. The sharp lined, unimaginative architecture was broken only by sporadic cast-iron streetlamps, standing upright with their bell-shaped lights hanging down like snowdrops in the spring. The paucity of both pedestrians and motor vehicles added to the ghostly ambience; a film set waiting for a clapperboard to snap it into action. A lifeless street of government administrative departments.

         As they arrived at No. 76, Ursula walked ahead, mounting the front steps with an authoritative air. As she arrived on the top step, the heavy black front door opened majestically and they were greeted by an elderly porter with the customary, ‘Heil Hitler’. Ursula returned the greeting, at once presenting her official ID Card which enabled rapid, unimpeded entry for them both. Joanna was not accustomed to using the greeting and since their visit to the Olympic stadium, she had been negatively sensitised by the English football team’s experience. Joanna smiled politely at the porter and acknowledged him with a gentle, ‘Guten Tag’.

         ‘So, this is the Auswärtiges Amt, the German Foreign Office. As you would expect, it is a rather formal, perhaps, as you might say in English, a “stuffy” organisation. Nevertheless, a long-established and well-disciplined department of the German Government.’

         ‘It’s probably just like our British Foreign Office. Sometimes stuffy is good!’

         They both smiled at each other, sharing a mutual understanding of what is sometimes required by a senior government ministry.

         Ursula led the way down a complex of inter-connecting, elegant, panelled corridors, lined with dark oil paintings, she presumed, of former leaders in the foreign service, interspersed at regular intervals with photographs of the Führer, smartly dressed in a diverse and colourful collection of military uniforms.

         ‘The senior staff here are all from a similar background. Almost all men, educated at the best universities, usually from aristocratic families and virtually all with independent financial means. The Auswärtiges Amt is renowned not only for the intellectual power of its employees but for their sartorial elegance.’

         She lowered her voice and moved closer to Joanna.

         ‘Observe the two men walking towards us along the corridor. Their suits are as good as anything you could find in Westminster or the City of London.’

         ‘And I am amazed. They are wearing Church’s shoes. One has shiny toe caps, black Oxford’s, and the other, full brogues! Almost certainly from Jermyn Street, St James.’

         Joanna recognised the brand as being the one her father had worn for many years. She caught a sad glimpse of him meticulously cleaning them in the kitchen in preparation for work the following morning.

         ‘You would know better than I. Many of our senior staff are bi- or tri-lingual and have been selected because of innate personal skills which would enable them to deal with their counterparts in similar positions around the world. This is an elite ministry.’

         Joanna could immediately feel a resonance with the demographics of her own Foreign Office and Diplomatic Service at home in England. But rapidly began to ask herself – how on earth did Ushi get here?

         ‘I expect you’re thinking why I am working here?’

         ‘Well, yes, I was beginning to wonder how it had happened.’

         ‘Well, they wanted my language skills. And I have you to thank for that! Those weeks together in London, two years ago, showed me what I needed to do to speak and write English at a diplomatic level. I have had a good education, my family is comfortable, and father has influential connections with government through his position in the Navy.’

         She took Joanna’s arm and for a moment they stopped walking. She dropped her voice and whispered.

         ‘On this side, my side, of Wilhelmstraẞe, you don’t need party connections. Many of us here are not party members. Although some are, and some we do not know – so we must be careful what we say, unless we are sure we know on which side of the fence they are sitting.’

         They continued walking briskly along the corridor, Ursula always politely acknowledging each distinguished, well-dressed gentleman as they passed; it was evidently the established etiquette of the firm.

         ‘The Auswärtiges Amt has deep roots which go way back. But once you have seen my office, we shall cross the street and I’ll show you von Ribbentrop’s, Office of Foreign Affairs.’

         As they climbed a splendid broad staircase which spiralled up to the first floor, Ursula explained that she had joined as a secretary. The only jobs on offer to women were lower grade appointments like secretaries, clerks, cleaners and caterers. A rigidly hierarchical and male dominated ministry. But she had been recruited to do much more interesting work, about which she declined to speak at length. Ursula clarified that she was not alone. Several of her colleagues had been appointed to secretarial jobs but were now doing more essential work. Joanna suspected that it was probably within the domain of international intelligence. She realised at this point why Ursula’s ID pass seemed to have magical powers.

         Ursula opened an imposing, highly polished mahogany door with a shining, spherical brass knob, which once open, revealed a spacious anteroom containing three antique pedestal desks, each with a heavy-duty German, ‘sit up and beg’ black, Continental typewriter being driven at full speed by three rather serious, but unquestionably attractive young women, dressed in formal business attire.

         ‘Joanna, let me introduce you to Lottie, Elena and Heidi. These are my dearest colleagues.’

         As she spoke the door at the other end of the room opened to reveal an extraordinarily distinguished silver haired gentleman, she guessed in his late fifties, dressed in an immaculate dark charcoal, three-piece pinstripe suit, who with a theatrical sweep of his right arm welcomed them into his office. It was a very grand, palatial affair with a massive desk, completely devoid of any contaminants, and certainly no papers, behind which was an antique, high button-backed chair, beautifully upholstered in dark red leather, there was a photograph of the Führer over the mantelpiece and endless mahogany bookcases adorned by an impressive library of leather-bound books. To the right of the desk, but within easy reach, there was a small antique side table hosting a standard issue, black desk set Siemens’ telephone, which Joanna immediately assumed would be a hotline to somewhere or other, maybe straight to the Führer.

         ‘Herr Friedman, may I present my very good friend from England, Joanna Godley. We spent some time in London together two years ago. You will recall that I mentioned that she would be visiting us.’

         He took several paces forward, stood firmly to attention and, without any sign that he might be about to click his heels, warmly shook her hand.

         ‘Fräulein Godley, it is a pleasure to meet you. Fräulein Eichmann speaks very highly of you. She told me that it is you alone who is responsible for her excellent English.’

         ‘That is most kind of you, sir, but I must say, with respect, that would be a massive overstatement.’

         Before he had time to respond, his telephone rang.

         ’Please excuse me.’

         He walked across to the desk and picked up the handset.

         ‘Friedman. Guten Tag… Ja!… Naturlich… Einen moment, bitte.’

         He placed his hand firmly over the mouthpiece of the telephone’s handset and held it low by his side.

         ’I am so sorry, but I must take this call. Please excuse me. And continue to enjoy your time in Berlin.’

         They both bowed graciously, took one or two steps back and quickly left the office, closing the door behind them.

         ‘What a delightful man. I understand completely about the calibre of people working in the Foreign Office.’ Joanna was impressed by his elegance and gracious demeanour – not something she was expecting.

         ‘Most people are like him. I could say a lot more but let us go across the street where you’ll find things rather different, and then we can talk more this evening.’

         They said their farewells to The Three Graces, found their way swiftly out of the building and crossed the street to No. 63 Wilhelmstraẞe. Already there was a different feel about this other building. The door did not open spontaneously and Ursula needed to push the doorbell before a doorman appeared. He was not remotely like the friendly, elderly ‘waiter’ from across the street, but an SS officer in full uniform.

         He immediately blasted out, ‘Heil Hitler’ which seemed to reverberate down the empty street. Ursula had her ID card ready in her left hand, anticipating the requirement to return the salutation with her right hand. There were one or two abrupt interchanges between them, as Ursula explained why she was accompanied by Joanna. He then turned to Joanna and asked in German without grace, for sight of her passport. Joanna was surprised but well-prepared and presented it to him respectfully and with a smile. His examination was more intense than the border guard in Aachen, turning every page of the document and returning to her photograph to recheck her facial identity on at least three occasions. Eventually, and with some apparent reluctance, they were permitted to enter the building.

         Ursula knew exactly where she was going and led off at a brisk pace, but as soon as they were out of earshot she whispered to Joanna,

         ‘As you can see life is a little different on this side of the street.’

         This is von Ribbentrop’s empire. Hitler distrusted the old-style Foreign Office, knowing that he could not guarantee the support of the entirety of its senior staff. Ursula had even suggested to Joanna that it might harbour traitors, opposed to the Nazi regime, especially the war-footing that Hitler was promoting. This intellectual elite could see beyond his populist directives delivered at the annual Nuremberg gatherings, his rebel rousing events with Hitlerjungend and at other mass meetings. He struggled with English and other languages, relying on translation by Party members, which meant he was always one step removed from the negotiations. In short, he needed his own foreign office as a Nazi Party propaganda generator and put von Ribbentrop, recently returned to Germany from his posting as Ambassador in London, where he had spent the last two years. In short, von Ribbentrop’s Office of Foreign Affairs was part of the Party machine and had almost no relationship whatsoever with the activities at No. 76.

         Ursula wanted to show Joanna primarily how the building was organised and quickly took her through one of the corridors on the ground floor as an example. SS officers were evident at every which way. Each door in the corridor carried a nameplate of the country for which that room had responsibility, such as Iraq, Palestine, Syria, Bulgaria and most of the European countries with some like France, Britain and Poland occupying more than one room. Each had its own batch of SS officers as security.

         There was a crudeness in the personnel which was so different from No. 76, although many were fluent in the language indicated by the country name on their office door. The building was pulsating with noisy conversations, easily overheard through the flimsy walls and closed doors, and parties of young men, all compliant with the current Aryan stereotype, were barracking around the corridors in groups, as if they were in a beer garden. Everyone was smoking, Tradition, the party cigarette brand. Hitler, once a heavy smoker now regarded the habit as decadent and considered the use of tobacco as being contrary to Nazi values.

         ‘You can easily see how different life is in here under von Ribbentrop. People say he is not a very clever man, and he picked up his international expertise through his business ventures, not through a career in the Diplomatic Service. I have been told that he was not an enormous success as Ambassador in London and managed to offend some of your aristocracy, other senior political figures, and even King George VI; too many ‘Heil Hitlers’ in front of their noses. The Führer likes him, at least while he does his bidding. He appears foolishly loyal.’

         They decided between them that enough was enough, and discreetly left the building without further human contact. Joanna could not wait to get home and ask a few more questions about who was really directing foreign policy and managing diplomacy and, more particularly, who, during these volatile times, was trying to find a peaceful way forward with Britain and the rest of Western Europe.

         Joanna was relieved to get back to the apartment in Schloẞstraẞe for some coffee and a rest. Ursula reported that her father had already returned home and that they would all have dinner together that evening. Joanna would need to pack a suitcase but was keen to find time to debrief about their foreign office adventures.

         ‘As I see it, Joanna, Germans find the British difficult to understand. Herr Friedman, who you met earlier today, is ostentatiously pro-British. He did postgraduate study at the University of Cambridge, sent his son to a private school in London – mind you so did von Ribbentrop – and he still buys his suits in Savile Row. But he cannot understand how the British accepted the reclamation of the Rhineland and Saarland and watched, almost without comment, at the Anschluss. The Auswärtiges Amt is also concerned about the Führer’s threatening behaviour directed towards Sudetenland and wider Czechoslovakia. Secretly, I think they would like Britain, and probably France, to speak with a louder voice. Their concern is that without some sort of check, this behaviour will escalate out of hand. I am sure you know what I mean.’

         ‘Yes, I can see exactly what you are saying about the dangers of what can only be called appeasement of Hitler by the British, and what wise men on your side, like Herr Friedman, are thinking.’

         ‘When we are at work together, our senior officials speak quite freely about these things. Hitler knows that he does not have their assent, but he has more than enough support from the Party thugs who never challenge his words or actions, overwhelming support from the millions of young people across the country that he seduced into his belief system who feel they have found a voice and for the ordinary workers who now have a job, even if it’s in one of his work camps or in the Army. In the eyes of ordinary people, rebuilding the Army has restored the nation. People like my father, an officer in our Kriegsmarine, sees no future in this Nazi-led Germany and often speaks with other senior colleagues about a military coup, as the only possible approach to regime change. But they are frightened. Frightened of the consequences of failure. Vater never talks about these matters with me. From time to time, I speak to Mutti, with whom on occasions he shares these confidences.’

         ‘It must be very hard for well-educated professionals and intellectual Germans to accept the Party’s vision of the future.’

         ‘I tell you these things because many Germans – intelligent, educated, politically balanced Germans like Herr Friedman – feel a keen sense of attachment to the British. They feel we have much in common, intellectually, and culturally. Both successful empire builders, both lovers of music and the arts and of course both skilled automotive constructors and devotees of the game you invented – football! Of course they want Germany to succeed, but most find war abhorrent and foolish. They can see the economic and social gains that we have made during the last few years disappear overnight, just as they did immediately after the Great War.’

         A few tears began to slide down Ursula’s cheeks. She had wanted to say many of these things to Joanna earlier during the visit, but it was the sharp juxtaposition of No. 76 and No. 63 that brought these paradoxes into centre stage and exposed nuances in the gaps between the Nazi rulers and the establishment, ‘the old firm’. Joanna could see it all so much more clearly now. The devastation of Germany after the First War, the punitive Treaty of Versailles and the opportunistic rise of a crafty, manipulative, Nazi dictator who had seized power with great stealth, who was leading Germany, which by now should have been a mature democracy, into a disastrous valley of death.

         Joanna moved from her chair and went and sat beside Ursula on the sofa and put her arm around her shoulders attempting to stem the flow of tears, but without effect. She had said it all. They both shared the same wish that reason would prevail, and skilful diplomacy would find a way through to peaceful resolution, but neither were wholly convinced.

         ‘Many senior officials in the Auswärtiges Amt detest the way Jews are being persecuted in Germany. You may be surprised but they have helped many Jews to leave the country.’

         ‘Really! I am amazed.’

         ‘They provide false papers to speed their departure to Britain and America, and often ignore the exit quotas to other countries.’

         Joanna realised immediately that there was resistance to the regime, but it was subtle and well under cover.

         Ursula’s father was a gentle, softly spoken man committed totally to his chosen career in the German Navy. For him, the last few years had been like a dream come true. Since Hitler’s assent to power, the Navy had expanded, and challenging new career opportunities were opening up every day. In his quiet way, he had spoken to one or two colleagues and had indeed facilitated Ursula’s appointment in the Auswärtiges Amt. By now Ursula had dealt with her tears and moved a little closer to Joanna, indicating that she was going to whisper something in her ear.

         ‘Once you are back in London and the summer is over, I think Vater is going to start a new job. For the last few years, he has been serving as Corvette Kapitan, which I think is what you would call a Commodore, second-in-command to a rather famous Kapitan zur See, Wilhelm Canaris. They were serving on an old First World War warship, SMS Schlessein which I think was working as a training ship. They would go off on voyages across the Atlantic to the Americas, Cape Verde islands and other places. My father used to say that there was a joke in the Kriegsmarine that boats like his were called ‘five-minute ships’ – this was the time they would survive if they encountered a modern Dreadnought battleship, which he tells me is now standard in the British Navy.

         The Treaty of Versailles prevented Germany from rebuilding its Navy, but I am certain that the government has changed this because Vater is spending a lot of time at the shipbuilding yards in Hamburg. But that is just a guess.’

         ‘I am sure you are right, Ushi.’

         ‘Anyway, his old boss, Admiral Canaris, has transferred to an office job in Berlin and is in command of the Abwehr, which is our military intelligence organisation. Mutti thinks that Vater has been recruited to join Canaris at the Abwehr which is now undergoing a major expansion.’

         Joanna’s mind was racing. A healthy construction programme of modern warships and a rapid expansion of military intelligence. This did not sound like a leader who was longing for peace. Her father’s influential military connections and his proximity to a rising star in intelligence, possibly someone who was not totally sympathetic to the current leadership, could well have skilfully placed Ursula, with her intelligent eyes and ears, in another government organisation which is also apprehensive about moving Germany onto a war footing.

         Her father was deeply proud of his daughter, an only child, and was in no doubt whatsoever that she would do extremely well and would be on the vanguard of a new wave of women ascending the promotion ladder, which had until now been exclusively available only to men. With an intelligent, ambitious daughter, how can he not be a feminist?

         Over dinner Joanna learned that Ursula’s mother had inherited a tobacconist business from her father, and it was this that occupied so much of her time. From the outside it appeared that her parents were on divergent pathways but there was a clear unspoken interdependency which had given Ursula strong foundations during her early years.

         Both parents were tired, her father after travelling all day from Hamburg, her mother following hours in the shop and later doing the accounts. Joanna was emotionally exhausted after facing what might be the harsh realities of the months ahead. She thanked them profoundly for their hospitality and promised to send a small gift in recognition of their kindness once she arrived back in England.

         There were some tough questions which neither Joanna nor Ursula was able to answer. When would they see each other again? Would they ever see each other again? What would the world look like in six or twelve months’ time? These were impossible, unanswerable questions to ponder on the night before they would part company and resort once again to the exchange of letters as the modus vivendi.

         The following morning, Ursula accompanied Joanna in the spacious black Mercedes, with the same smartly uniformed, silent driver, back to Friedrichstraẞe Station where, as was customary, the train was on time and ready to depart. After a tearful embrace on the platform, she retraced her steps back to England.
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         The train which took Joanna back home was only half full. She spoke to no one until the passport check in Aachen, which only amounted to a brief interchange, purely transactional in nature. She had plenty of time to reflect on what she had seen and learnt in Berlin and to explore the curious paradox of how, on one level she had grown much closer to Ursula during the intensive time together, but had at the same time, and for some inexplicable reason, discovered an area of no-man’s land across which it was difficult to penetrate. It was protected by a pact of non-aggression, a place not to enter at this sensitive moment in Anglo-German coexistence.

         A few days before she had left Berlin, the German newspapers had reported a leadership reshuffle, but the details remained obscure as Hitler was concerned not to raise alarms about disloyalty in the Party. However, the story leaked and was reported in the New York Times in early November that General Ludwig Beck’s resignation as Chief of the Army General Staff was in protest to Hitler’s stated intention to attack Czechoslovakia. In his position as a senior military man, he was convinced that this would lead to a major war in Europe, to which he would not subscribe. He was not alone in that belief, but senior enough not to be too concerned about the consequences of his decision. The argument for ‘repatriation’ of the German-speaking Sudetens had been well rehearsed on many occasions, but he had recognised the dangers of escalation, not just the likely progression to swallow up the rest of Czechoslovakia, but by giving confidence to the leadership to make acquisitions further afield in Eastern Europe.

         Joanna was pleased to be back in England and to spend the last few days of August at home with her family before returning to college in early September. Of course, they were all relieved to see her happy and in good health, despite the regular newspaper accounts of Hitler’s capricious antics. But she felt her family had a curious detachment from the issues of the day, through which she had lived and breathed during the last few weeks. She sensed a naïveté in their analysis, or perhaps it was just that overriding desire for a peaceful outcome. In a rather bizarre way, they were interested to hear how she had spent her days as a tourist but less interested in her acquired deeper understanding of the reach of German opinion across the social and intellectual spectrum and the political zeitgeist that would eventually overrule intelligent analysis.

         Her elder brother was the most intrigued, but he came to London only for a Sunday lunch at home in North Cheam, which presented limited opportunities for the sort of conversation that she craved. Even during the months before she departed for Berlin, her personal position had already started to change, evolving away from her former position of a peace-seeking appeaser of Hitler. She was becoming someone who now recognised the dangers of this all-powerful leader whose long-standing, stated beliefs, plainly set out in Mein Kampf, to unite the German people as a racially pure, Aryan nation, set alongside the intense desire to fulfil his lifelong ambition of lebensraum, the dream of increasing the quantity of ‘living room’ for the German people. The appeasers appeared to have missed the point completely, as logically these aims could only be achieved through aggressive actions, the crossing of national boundaries and the domination of other peoples.

         The Berlin visit had established for Joanna that Germans had a diversity of views on the man-in-charge, dependent on a variety of variables which included their age, level of education, social and economic standing. It was also evident that there was a distressing fear and incapacity to resist him. He was surrounded by a human envelope of protection which was happy to pursue his cause at any price. It became obvious to her why many of the politicians in London found it difficult to see through him, but she now disbelieved most of his promises and considered them to be just a catalogue of lies and misrepresentations.

         During her stay in Berlin, she had developed an appetite for reading the daily newspapers, which was now possible with her reinvigorated German language skills. There were always at least three daily newspapers available in the flat in Schloẞstraẞe. After returning home, the habit persisted, and she would usually try to read The Times and often both the News Chronicle and the Manchester Guardian. Once she was back at college, this selection of broadsheets was readily available in the junior common room.

         On 7 September, she was drawn to a leading article in The Times which suggested that the Czechoslovak Government should consider:

         
            Whether they should exclude altogether the project, which has found favour in some quarters, of making Czechoslovakia a more homogeneous state by the cession of that fringe of alien populations who are contiguous to the nation to which they are united by race.

         

         The Leader generated a complaint from the Czechoslovakian Embassy in London and from the French government, who felt it weakened the British and French position against Germany. Joanna was concerned that a leading British broadsheet newspaper should take a central role in discussing and indeed expressing such a very strong opinion, on one of the most sensitive political issues of the day. At their next meeting she raised these concerns with her brother.

         George had helplessness written across his face and before he spoke he lifted his arms frustratingly in the air.

         ‘But of course! The editor is one of the great “appeasers” and is working hand in glove with the Prime Minister. Currently, he is supporting every move the Prime Minister makes and displays no decorum whatsoever on matters that should be discussed only behind closed doors by diplomats.’

         The political momentum continued to accelerate through the month of September. The annual Nuremberg Rally was soon underway and as expected, in his speech on Wehrmacht Day, the 12th, Hitler left no one in any doubt that it was his intention to bring Sudetenland back into the German fold. He also sent a strong message that nothing was going to stop him.

         Joanna picked up the newspaper and read out his words:

         
            I am a National Socialist and as such I am accustomed to strike back at any attacker. Moreover, I know only too well that leniency will not succeed in appeasing but will merely encourage the arrogance of so irreconcilable an adversary as the Czechs.

         

         ‘If only Mr Chamberlain could have had such brilliant insights into the fallacies of appeasement.’ Joanna commented to her brother, in passing.

         She followed the daily diplomatic maelstrom avidly in the printed press. The political pace quickened, and within days there were private meetings with the Führer in Berchtesgaden, then the Munich Conference and finally the Munich Agreement in which the French and the British declined to go to war with Germany over Czechoslovakia, despite an earlier tacit understanding that they would. The Times newspaper and many of the British people were jubilant when their Prime Minister returned with an early Christmas present, telling his people that he had achieved,

         Peace with honour. I believe it is peace for our time.

         
             

         

         He was challenged by fellow Conservative and his greatest critic, Winston Churchill, who responded,

         
            You were given the choice between war and dishonour. You chose dishonour and you will have war.

         

         As night follows day, on 1 October, just as he promised, German troops marched into Sudetenland and union, or reunion with Germany, depending on one’s perspective of history, followed.

         Joanna and Ursula exchanged letters soon after Joanna had returned to London, mainly sharing the deeply enjoyable time they had spent together and celebrating how much better Joanna now understood the position in Germany. How impressed she was with the social, cultural and economic developments that had occurred in the last few years, but she did express concern about the instability of Germany’s relationship with her immediate neighbours, and indeed with Britain and France. In one of her letters to Joanna, Ursula sent a photograph of herself with her father dressed in the uniform of a Korvett Kapitän, accompanied by a more junior Naval Officer, sitting in the back of a motor launch speeding across what she thought must be the Baltic Sea. The annotation on the back of the photo read:

         
            To Joannachen! My father (left) and I coming from a war ship. September 1938.

         

         Joanna wrote again in the second week of October, after Sudetenland was ceded to the Germans, but she did not receive a reply. And then again, a few days after Kristallnacht, in mid-November, marked by the devastating attacks on Jewish shops, homes and businesses and the widespread defacement and destruction of synagogues in many cities in Germany.

         She knew Ursula was far from comfortable about the continuous surge of expressed anti-Semitism, and racism more generally, and tempered her letter by acknowledging that Germany was not alone. She knew that anti-Semitism was evident in other European countries – Poland, the Baltic states, France and North America – and indeed, as they had agreed previously, in Great Britain. But she could not disguise her distress at the level of physical violence and the resulting emotional anguish that ‘the night of broken glass’ had engendered in German Jews. She also expressed some bewilderment when she learned that these actions had been taken as retribution for the assassination of Ernst vom Rath, a German Foreign Office diplomat posted in Paris, who although a Party member, had expressed concerns publicly about German anti-Semitism, while at the same time supporting Volksgemeinschaft, the People’s Community. But Rath was irrelevant. This was about the pound of flesh that would pay for this premeditated act of violence committed by a seventeen-year-old, Polish Jew, Herschel Grynszpan, who had escaped to Paris from oppressive Nazi Germany. She held back from suggesting that this was a convenient retrospective justification and an opportunity to unleash, and perhaps satisfy the tightly wound, violent tendencies of the ‘Storm Troopers’ and other civilian Party members.

         Similar atrocities were perpetrated in Vienna and other major cities in Austria. Jewish businesses were Aryanised, Jewish professionals, doctors and lawyers, were no longer able to work, endless new taxes were introduced to extract more money from the Jews to help pay for the Reich’s spiralling debts and the now publicly open necessity to prepare Germany, and its newly acquired affiliates, for war. While Hitler denied any direct link to Kristallnacht and the mirror image activities in Austria, he made no pretence whatsoever that he wished all Jews to leave the country at the earliest opportunity, and those that did not leave would be interred in concentration camps like Dachau and Buchenwald.

         About three or four weeks later, she received a picture postcard of the Brandenburger Tor, sealed within an envelope, with a brief message on the back of the card.

         
            Dearest Joannachen, Thank you for your letters. It is difficult for me to reply at the present time. Perhaps you can understand. With much love, Ushi.

         

         Joanna’s eventful 1938 came to a shattering close with the announcement that, Time Magazine’s ‘Man of the Year’ was to be Adolf Hitler. She found it hard to believe.

         [image: ]

         LONDON, 1939

         Johnnie’s life during the past year had failed to progress. He remained in the same job, a printer’s assistant, having been unsuccessful in every application to advance in the world of paper manufacture and sales. And he was still at home, living with his mother and an elder brother, Stanley, and sister, May. As such, he saw no future. He felt like a toy train travelling slowly around an oval track, moving but going nowhere, and totally constrained by the parallel, rigid rails on which he had alighted. Only one aspect of his predicament was changing; the batteries in the train’s powerpack were running down. His only escape was the leadership work in the Boys’ Brigade and church with his mother on Sunday. He was trapped in a long, dark tunnel without light and nothing at the other end.

         That year, he finally made the break from Ault and Wiborg, the printing ink factory, as he felt his position had become untenable. He had been unable to materialise his ambition to move into a decent job in paper manufacturing, and for reasons best known to himself, he took a job as a Stores Porter in the Surrey Mental Asylum at Springfield Hospital. He knew the hospital, and with that familiarity came a perception of safety. His new boss, Charlie Butterfield, a jolly Yorkshireman who was never seen without a pipe in his mouth, recognised that a jewel had dropped in his lap. Johnnie could read and write, which was not the case with some of his other employees, would do the obvious without being told to, understood the logistics of stores management, was an analytical person, and had an interest in developing future strategy, both for the hospital stores and for the wider benefits of patients and staff.

         Finally, Charlie had found someone who he could trust and after a year or two, might step up to be his deputy. He was delirious at the thought of being able to finally go away for two weeks holiday in the summer and leave Johnnie in charge. Johnnie felt comfortable in the new job but quietly knew it was a temporary, holding move and would certainly not sustain him in the longer term.

         His interest in the evolving geo-political drama in Europe was as fervent as ever, although it functioned as a feeder to his ever-darkening mood. He had followed the political happenings closely and was dismayed by Germany’s acquisition of Austria and the Sudetenland, and Chamberlain’s lacklustre approach to suppressing Hitler’s ever-increasing appetite for the unification of German peoples in Europe. He was fearful of Hitler’s insatiable desire to acquire more space for the German people, to fulfil his early promise of lebensraum. He was superficially reassured by the Prime Minister’s promises in the House of Commons in the spring of that year, of support for France and a guarantee to ensure the maintenance of an independent Poland, should Hitler threaten otherwise, but would often say, ‘I’ll believe it when I see it’.

         Johnnie was not surprised when Hitler occupied Bohemia and Moravia in the March, as an extension, and for many the natural conclusion, of his retrieval of Sudetenland in October the previous year. This effectively meant that former Czechoslovakia ceased to exist. This made a nonsense of the Munich Agreement formulated less than six months previously, about which Chamberlain was so delighted. But the futility of the British appeasement policies in dealing with an expansionist totalitarian state continued to unravel and were finally totally discredited in April in a speech in the Reichstag, when Hitler publicly renounced the Anglo-German Naval Agreement and the German-Polish Non-Aggression Pact. The Munich Agreement became the byword for the futility and failure of appeasement.

         [image: ]

         On 3 August, Joanna received another postcard from Ursula, again sealed in an envelope and addressed by her distinctive hand. This time, the black-and-white image on the postcard showed Strandbad Wannsee in midsummer, the beach carpeted with bodies of sun and fun lovers, probably at a weekend. She had written across the back of the postcard, using both the message and address section.

         
            My Dear Joannachen, I write this card on the anniversary of your arrival in Berlin last year. Do you remember Wannsee? It is still difficult for me to write and may become even more  difficult over the next month or so. Keep writing to the address in Steglitz as long as you can. We will stay there, whatever happens. Much love, Ushi.
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         Joanna could see an inevitable future beginning to unravel, and it generated great fear within her. All the concerns that had accumulated over the last two years were coming together with only one possible outcome. She knew the end had come when during the last week of August, Chamberlain recalled Parliament several weeks earlier than scheduled when it became public knowledge that the Germans and the Soviet Union had signed the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, a neutrality treaty that apportioned ‘spheres of influence’ in the East of Europe to the respective signees. There was an outpouring of emergency legislation, the Armed Forces and civil defence workers were put on a war footing and British and French subjects currently in Germany, were instructed to come home. Neville Chamberlain sent a message to Marshal Edward Rydz-Śmigły, Commander-in-Chief of the Polish Armed Forces, giving a guarantee of support if Poland was to be attacked by Germany.
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         Igitur qui desiderat pacem, praeparet bellum

         [If you want peace, prepare for war]
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            WORLD AT WAR

         

         
            ‘All warfare is based on deception.’

             

            Sun Tzu, 5th c. bce

            Chinese General and Military Strategist

         

         During the last days of August, Joanna and her mother, like the majority of the British people were always close to a wireless broadcasting the BBC news, which step by step followed the final throes of peace before war. During this time, the German government severed all telegraph and telephone communication with the outside world and then a day or two later on 1 September 1939, Hitler gave instruction to activate the plan for Fall Weiss, the invasion of Poland. In the early hours of that morning, shock-troops of the German Wehrmacht crossed the Polish border, and two days later Chamberlain announces to the nation that the British Government has declared war with Germany.

         BIGGLESWADE, 1939

         Joanna completed training in July and started her first real job as a teacher in a junior school in North London in late August. In October, Joanna, and the children from her school, with other teachers, were evacuated to Biggleswade in Bedfordshire, as part of the national evacuation programme, Operation Pied Piper, where they stayed until the following May. The children were distributed in ones and twos, occasionally even threes, to homes throughout the village, but all came together during the day for lessons in the village hall.

         Joanna was billeted with another colleague, Clara Field, who was also unmarried but about twenty years older. They stayed at Home Farm in a beautiful cottage where they were the guests of William, a retired Lt Colonel from the British Indian Army and his wife, Margaret. They were both about seventy years old, in good health and with sprightly minds and an inspiring capacity to recall the detail of past events. Their three children had long since gone and were now married with children of their own. They were a kind, loving couple who seemed delighted to have the company.

         Joanna and Clara became accustomed to his fondness, perhaps addiction to telling, and on some occasions re-telling, his many ‘war stories’. He soon understood that they needed to be busy in the evenings preparing the next day’s lessons and learned to limit his interventions as a raconteur to mealtimes. His medals were proudly exhibited in a display case on the sideboard, and he would illustrate his storytelling with endless black-and-white photographs which he had annotated in pencil with the date and place on the back, kept in a multitude of chaotically organised, ageing brown envelopes in a variety of stages of disintegration, all radiating that familiar mustiness common to old books.

         There were other farms nearby, each with a collection of modest but charming cottages in which other teachers from London schools were billeted. This small teaching community would get together from time to time, usually at weekends. They would also meet up on Sundays when they took their pupils to Sunday School at the Church of St Andrew. Although many of the children found the separation from their parents difficult, and homesickness was a common complaint, lots of these former inner-city dwellers flourished in the open countryside and began to experience its many compensations. Teachers organised regular countryside walks, to feed ‘nature tables’ in the classroom, which began to look very different from those they were familiar with in London, particularly the diversity of the flora and fauna they unearthed around them.

         The freshwater rivers, the Ivel and the Great Ouse, the streams and ponds which were freely accessible from the village, were thrusting with life. Improvised fishing nets were made from bamboo canes, combined with discarded wire from broken down farm fences which could be modelled into a frame to support a muslin or time-expired silk-stocking ‘net’. With this device the children were able to entrap families of minnows, sticklebacks and red throats, tadpoles when in season, and the occasional common or greater crested newt. Watching the seasonal egg-laying behaviour of the small freshwater fish and the transmogrification, perhaps more correctly the metamorphosis, of the tadpole with a tail, into a four-legged, air-breathing minuscule frog, was transformational for these newly appointed, young naturalists. Freshwater snails brought great excitement as they slid across the glass walls of their fish tanks, allowing the children to observe the poetic undulations of the molluscs’ remarkable foot. Joanna wrote home to her mother each week, reporting back on the activities of her young charges and the frustrations of living in someone else’s home. Even though it was only fifty or more miles to visit her mother, somehow the responsibilities in Biggleswade overrode any opportunity for a break.

         Although Pied Piper had been carefully planned and generally well executed, it was soon evident that the threat of air attack and invasion had been absurdly overestimated. There was no aerial bombardment and no invasion. At times, it was difficult to explain to these young evacuees why it was safer to remain outside the city and away from their parents, when it was widely known that there had been no attacks. It became known as the ‘phoney war’. As it turned out, it was the lull before the storm.
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         LONDON 1940

         In early May the following year, they all returned to London with an air of optimism, the children delighted to be reunited with their parents, as was Joanna, who during those last weeks in Biggleswade, had found a new job at a school in south-west London closer to home. With some sorrow, she left her extended family of the past eight months, for another. But after this lull, a storm began to brew. The Germans took control of Denmark as a staging post for the invasion of Norway, and then followed the occupation of Luxembourg, Belgium and Holland, in preparation for the taking of France.

         [image: ]

         As usual Johnnie was up early at around 5.30am, ate a traditional English breakfast prepared by his loving mother, usually fried egg, bacon and/or tomato when available, all assembled neatly on triangles of fried bread. He had been following the progression of the war with growing despondency, his confidence in the Prime Minister having fallen to an all-time low. After declaring war with Germany just six months ago, he was seriously failing to demonstrate that he had moved out of appeasement mode. By 6.30am Johnnie was on his bicycle, an elderly, black Raleigh Roadster, his sandwiches in their protective tin lunch box, securely strapped on the cycle rack behind his saddle, travelling on almost empty roads towards his place of work, the general stores of the Surrey County Mental Asylum, to be ready for a 7am start.

         Although he never intended this job to be anything but a transition to something more permanent, he was enjoying working for his boss, Mr Butterfield. He had learned some new skills and relished the additional responsibilities that were gradually coming his way. But he feared for the future of the nation, as well as his own personal future. Each morning after arriving at the stores and locking up his bicycle in the shed adjacent to the main stores, Charlie and his small team of porters would sit around a table in the restroom, drinking tea and listening to the wireless to get updates on the progress of the war. Later that day, 10 May, the announcement came that the House of Commons had lost confidence in the Prime Minister, that Chamberlain had resigned and had been replaced by Winston Churchill who rapidly put together a new coalition government. Johnnie was delighted. Nothing could be worse than Chamberlain!

         But Johnnie found the ensuing weeks most disheartening as the Germans completed their opening gambit by pushing on hard through France culminating in an uncontested surrender in June, followed immediately by the unceremonious return of the British Expeditionary Force back home across the channel, mainly in small boats. Johnnie thought it was miraculous that more British lives were not lost. The demonstrable supremacy of the German military effort during the previous two months was deeply worrying and put fear and loathing into the hearts of ordinary British people. As far as the press were concerned the danger lights were flashing, signalling an imminent assault on the British mainland either by sea or air, or both.
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         CUBERT, CORNWALL 1940

         Joanna had been back in London for just a few weeks and was adjusting well to the school routine and to London life in general. She was overjoyed to be back amongst her family, when without warning she was advised to make ready for a second evacuation, this time to Cubert, a small village in the north of Cornwall, near Newquay. A large group of primary schoolchildren, around thirty-five to forty pupils, each with an identity label and fully equipped with a small suitcase or knapsack, and a gas mask in its container, assembled on the platform at Paddington Station patiently corralled by their teachers, who were desperate to get them boarded, and safely confined in a railway carriage, and on their way to the West Country. Before boarding, the children were taken in small groups up to the front of the train to see the massive smoky, steaming, hissing locomotive that was waiting to take them to Newquay. One of the boys said that he thought it looked like ‘a monster green dragon’. It was the Earl Bathurst, in shining dark Brunswick green livery with a minimal gold trim. They stood on the platform looking up to the open cab in which there were two men standing on, what they were told was called, ‘the footplate’.

         They met the fireman, George, a burly fellow in dark blue overalls and a flat greasy cap, who opened the blazing firebox to screams of delight from his appreciative young audience.

         ‘Now my dears, I shall be shovelling coal into that hungry monster, about five tonnes in all, from the tender behind, for the next 200 miles.’

         ‘Is that fire to keep you and the driver warm?’ George Dempster was a bright lad but was puzzled and trying to piece it all together.

         ‘Well, my lad, it certainly does keep us warm, sometimes too warm, but it has an even more important job to do and that is to heat the water in the boiler in the locomotive’s body.’

         He leant out of the cab and pointed with his finger.

         ‘The steam generated there is then held under pressure, so that it can drive the massive pistons on either side of the engine. If you look down by the wheels you can see the pistons which, through a series of rods and linkages, drive the wheels around.’

         Then they met the driver, Albert who showed them how he would influence the speed of the locomotive by controlling the steam pressure with the ‘regulator’, and how, when they encountered a bend in the track or reached a station and needed to slow down, he would both reduce the steam pressure and apply the brake. He lifted one or two of them up on to the footplate to give them a close up of the regulator and the brake and the other instruments.

         Mouths opened, and jaws dropped, as the world of steam locomotion came alive. For the majority, it was their first experience of a steam train.

         The second lesson of the day took place in the carriage, once luggage was stowed, and the train had begun to ease its way out of the station. During the week before they left for Cornwall, Joanna had prepared some lessons that she thought might be relevant to the journey and their destination. The Great Western Railway (GWR) or some would call it ‘God’s Wonderful Railway’, had grown from strength to strength since its foundation in the mid-19th century, even attracting J.M.W. Turner’s brush and palette to produce one of his enduring, impressionistic images, Rain, Steam and Speed – The Great Western Railway. Joanna, a great lover of the Romantic movement, had visited the National Gallery to see the painting and to buy a few postcards of the picture. She encouraged the children to work in groups and to talk about what they could see in the painting, and perhaps what they could not see, and to consider those elements that might have been left to their imagination. It was a great success and set the pattern for future learning at the local Infants’ School in Cubert, which was soon to become their new home for learning.

         Joanna was delighted to discover the joys of Cubert, a beautiful Cornish village just over a mile from the sea with exquisite natural seashores in almost every direction. She and her colleague, Edith, were billeted in a beautiful spacious cottage in the centre of the village owned by Mrs Rutherford, a widow from the Great War. Their charges were distributed, usually in pairs, to other homes in the village that had a spare bedroom. The allocation process was extremely well organised by the local billeting officer, who performed her duties with great care and sensitivity, having assessed the particular needs of individual children.

         The village of Cubert was perfectly positioned. To the north was Crantock Beach, to the west Holywell Beach, which provided wonderful views of the omnipresent Carter’s Rocks, a spiky stone massif arising from the seabed, offset from the coast by about 500 yards, and below that was Perran Beach, a massive expanse of fine sand extending over nearly 2 miles. For these children, many of whom had never left the vicinity of their London homes, it was an idyllic location in which to spend the warm summer months and be able to take advantage of an entirely novel, perhaps unique location, both for schoolwork and play.

         Joanna was aware that separation from parents and other siblings produced feelings of loss in many of the children, but the compensations of learning about the natural environment, especially the seashore and its immediate hinterland, gave them something that most had never experienced. Most importantly, they would escape from the air war that would become known as the Battle of Britain involving London and many of Britain’s large cities. It began vigorously in the July and maintained for about four months, when it morphed into Hitler’s systematic bombing campaign, the Blitzkrieg or just the Blitz, which continued until the following May.

         Mrs Rutherford, a robust woman in her late forties, became like a second mother to Joanna and Edith. In the morning she left them to find their own breakfast, but in the evening, she would cook a hot meal, usually an English standard such as steak and kidney pie, spam fritters, shepherd’s pie and other wartime delicacies, always accompanied by a green vegetable, cabbage or spinach, and something rich in vitamin A, usually carrots. She had subscribed enthusiastically to the need for good night vision during the ‘blackout’ and was keen to do anything that would keep up vitamin A levels. She had listened very carefully to a science programme on the wireless, the BBC’s Home Service, which dissected out the critical points in the visual pathway and the importance of vitamin A to maintain a healthy retina.

         One of the special pleasures after school was over, was to get out the deckchairs and sit together in the back garden, enjoying the last hours of the warm summer evening. Joanna and Edith would talk together about the events of the day and celebrate the charms of their seaside location and the relative isolation that evacuation had brought them. Although they knew it was not easy for the children to be separated from their parents, there were compensations, namely the reassurance and the safety that it brought to their lives.

         Mrs Rutherford would sit and share the evening meal with them and as the weeks passed, would impart some of her own stories with ‘her girls’, as they affectionately became known, told so calmly in her soft North Cornish voice, sometimes slipping into the Cornish dialect. Her family had lived in the area for more than 500 years. She had married ‘her Charlie’ almost immediately war broke out in September 1914. She was just eighteen and he twenty-one. They had known each other in school and grew up across the street in the same Cornish village. She was fond of Charlie, but they married, as she said, ‘Because we didn’t know what else to do’. She put down her knife and fork and looked perplexed.

         ‘I don’t think we were in love or anything like that, nor had we any great hopes for the future but, somehow, he felt better about it and so did I. There didn’t seem much to lose.’

         Joanna and Edith were at a loss for words. These events were so far away from anything they had experienced.

         ‘After I waved him goodbye on the train to London, I never saw him again. He wrote a few letters while he was off in some army training camp but was soon shipped out to France and that was the last I heard of him. What do they call it, “cannon fodder”? Then about three months later, as his next of kin, I got the telegram “missing in action” and that was the end of the story. All I could do was to walk across the street and tell his mother. He was one of those lads who got lost in the battle of the trenches. There was never a grave that we could visit, a place where we could talk to him again. Lost in the mud!’

         They could not find any words of comfort that would be relevant to such a relationship, now more than thirty years ago.

         ‘We think he died in the Battle of the Marne but that is as close as we got. It all seems such a long time ago now.’

         Joanna was drafted back to London at the end of August where she resumed her teaching duties. She decided to move in with her uncle Fred and his family in Southfields, south-west London, which made it safer and easier to travel to and from work.

         Stories that depend on events of chance, serendipity or coincidence can be difficult to believe, certainly often unconvincing. These situations do occur in everyday life, but sparingly and more likely remain undetected. The decision by Joanna to move back to London during the Blitz and to stay with her father’s brother, Uncle Frederick, who was an architect specialising in hospital design, and close to the Baptist Church where she had grown up, changed life completely.

         The Blitz was in full swing, and it was a long journey from North Cheam to the primary school in which she was then teaching. Thus, the rationale seemed reasonable. She was never completely sure that it would put her in a safer place, as recent months had demonstrated that bombs were being dropped all over London and its suburbs. But she was pleased to have the company of her adored cousin Derek, who was three years younger and with whom she shared an abiding interest in the theatre, especially Shakespeare. At the same time, she welcomed a break from the fluctuating domestic tensions of living in the company of women, all of whom she loved dearly. The arrangement endured until late April the following year when the worst of the Blitz was over.
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         BLESS THE BLITZ, 1940

         In the middle of July 1940, Johnnie had been called up and conscripted. He was twenty-five years old. This came as no surprise, as many of his neighbours, all single men of a similar age living in adjoining streets, were already in uniform. Britain was now unequivocally at war and finally responding to the extensive unwelcome Nazi invasion and occupation of many parts of western Europe, with the impending danger of progression, including the possibility of the arrival of German armour on the beaches of the South of England. The new Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, who had only been in the post for about four months was committed to display a more determined, unyielding, and pugnacious face to the enemy – ‘The British Bulldog’. His new government had made a commitment to strengthen the military at all levels, recognising weaknesses in manpower and machines in all three services.

         Johnnie completed the paperwork, was given a cursory examination by a military doctor and deemed A1 fit and battle ready, and then enlisted. The call eventually came on 21 October to join the 14th Battalion, Queen’s Royal Regiment, an infantry regiment, based in Chichester. The last three years had been difficult. In truth, the entire decade had been a struggle, that is until he met Joanna in 1936. For nine months she transformed his life from drudgery to a dream. It was a life event that he could never have imagined. But, the fickleness of youth intervened, and a plan to meet on Christmas Eve that year was disrupted by a parental diktat, an intervention that signalled closure to the dream.

         And then something changed. He reflected on the unpredictable and often uncharted machinations of his life so far. The absurdity of another war in Europe, the devastating rise of fascism and dictatorships in Germany, Spain and Italy and the catastrophic Spanish Civil War which left Franco triumphant over a wretched, impoverished, damaged nation. And now the Blitzkrieg, already three months of relentless night bombing by the Luftwaffe of London and many of Britain’s other major cities, particularly those with strategic assets like Liverpool, Bristol, Birmingham and Manchester. He was overwhelmed by a statistic of the day which suggested that the Blitz would result in the loss of more civilians, probably greater than 40,000 people, than front-line military personnel since the start of the war. Johnnie was devastated by the war’s stupidity and the catalogue of, what he regarded as gross misjudgements by senior military strategists. The ludicrous debacle of the mission to rescue the remains of the British Expeditionary Force from the beaches of Dunkirk and its environs in June that year, just a month before he was called up.

         Now he was uniformed, incarcerated and being mentally and physically tortured and transformed by a process in which he had no belief and little confidence that righteousness would out. In truth, it was much worse than that. He found the concept of being groomed to kill another individual, albeit within the legalities of declared war, quite abhorrent. He was certain that he would never be able to do it, even after the training that the British military establishment might make available to him. Most importantly he saw it as a contravention of God’s holy law. Thou shalt not kill.

         Amid this chaotic drama that was playing out in front of him, and in which he was waiting in the wings to enter on cue, a miracle happened. He had no doubt whatsoever that God’s hand had given direction to place him within a favourable locus of this piece of theatre and thereby giving him a new life chance.

         His first placement in the Queen’s Royal Regiment was in Chichester where he underwent basic training in an infantry regiment. One crisp morning towards the end of November he received notice that he had been granted seven days leave from the 11 to 17 December, his first leave since being deployed to the Queen’s. He was becoming increasingly despondent about the real mismatch between his own views on life and those being exported to him with great gusto through his military indoctrination. He had not made any close friends in those first few months and he felt alienated by the system. But he was glad to be given the opportunity of respite and would use it to see his mother and other members of the immediate family who might be at home. He would take some walks on Wimbledon common, perhaps visit his brother who had not joined up but was working for the Admiralty in London, now married with two daughters, and would take his mother to church on Sunday morning. But he would never have guessed as to how the script, that would be written across the next few days, would evolve and be transcribed into his personal history.

         This single domestic intervention came to be a most important life changing event for both Joanna and Johnnie. So instead of attending the Baptist Church in North Cheam, which had been her local church since moving out of London, she returned to the church of her childhood, where after three years of complete separation and silence, her eyes found Johnnie, sitting across the other side of the church, in his customary place alongside his mother at the morning service. She was surprised to see him in his army battledress and guessed it was his first leave since joining up, and perhaps wanted to let everyone know that he was doing his bit. She thought he looked rather handsome and more attractive than she remembered him. As soon as they saw each other they exchanged warm smiles once or twice during the service and then, when it was all over, he waited for her at the bottom of the steep church steps after the service, just as he had done several years ago, while his mother bid her farewells to the vicar and other close friends in the congregation.

         There was so much to say and yet no time to say it. Nevertheless, she thought to herself how wonderful it was to see him again after more than three years. They agreed to meet the following Tuesday before his leave ended later that week. He would organise a day out when they would have time to unravel their lives since they last met. He had immediately sensed the danger for himself in relighting this liaison and managed to harness his enthusiasm and limited expectations.
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         They met at Southfields station at 9.15am and took the District Line train to Wimbledon then changed on to Southern Railways to arrive about an hour later at Box Hill and Westhumble station, an extraordinary Gothic creation from the 1860s. The train had been packed with young families, preparing for the Christmas holidays, all desperate to escape the misery of Blitzkrieg’d London. Joanna and Johnnie had exchanged pleasantries in shy whispers during the journey. It had been difficult to conduct a proper conversation surrounded by the noisy crowd of fellow travellers, especially after not having seen each other for almost four years. Although warmth and familiarity had survived, Johnnie felt ill-prepared for more disappointment as he had no idea how Joanna’s view of the world had changed. He was certain, however, that she had emerged from her juvenile chrysalis, now working as a teacher in North London and living independently and outside the family home. During the short journey they both managed to signal to each other that they could recognise what they had so valued in their relationship in the past, but there was an unspoken, mutually agreed caution in the speed and direction of emotional travel.

         They were relieved to get off the train and find their way out of the quaint station now overflowing with endless holidaymakers with children of all ages, jostling to get out into the fresh air and immerse themselves in the joys of nature bestowed by Surrey’s North Downs. Johnnie made a rapid decision to get ahead of the crowd and not wait for a bus to take them to Zig Zag Road, the gateway to Box Hill, but to strike out on foot and find secure a spot which had both tranquillity and seclusion. They were both accomplished walkers and made timely progress such that within half an hour they had started to climb the hill. Once they reached a good vantage point and the panoramic views declared themselves, they stopped to engage with their enchanting powers.

         They knew it well as they had visited the area with the Guides and Boys’ Brigade – it was a favourite spot for Sunday School outings in the summer. But on this occasion, it was a crisp winter’s morning sharpened by an almost cloudless sky, lit subtly by a low, reluctant December sun. They both dressed appropriately for a winter’s day walk. As Johnnie frequently stated at moments like this, ‘There is no such thing as bad weather, just inappropriate clothing’.

         Johnnie took out a small groundsheet from his haversack, spread it neatly on the grass giving some protection against the damp cold ground. They took a few moments to admire the majestic North Downs roll away into the distance, to eventually flow into their sister hills in the south.

         ‘Johnnie, this is such fun. It must be at least three years since we have seen each other, and to be honest, I’m not absolutely sure why.’ Her guard dropped quickly once they were alone together.

         ‘Oh, it’s just the way things were. The timing was all wrong. You were busy with your exams preparing to go to university and then your dear father died. It must have been dreadful for you all.’

         ‘We were devastated. He was a young man. Mother told me after he died that he knew he had a heart murmur for some years. One of the heart valves was leaking, but of course he did nothing about it and denied there was anything wrong. He always said he felt very healthy and in truth, he seemed fine, except I did notice that in the last few months he would get a bit breathless going upstairs.’

         ‘So sad! Even my poor old father reached his late fifties before he died and he was fed up with life. I never felt in those last years that he thought there was anything worth living for. But your father had a wonderful job, successful children, a supportive wife and presumably enough money.’

         ‘Yes, all true. Except when he died so young, his salary disappeared overnight and the widow’s pension which followed was insufficient to maintain our spacious family house and comfortable lifestyle. We had to move quickly. Mummy found a smaller, newly built property out of London, which of course was cheaper to buy and to run. I call it Grantchester. You’ll remember how much I love Rupert Brooke. Although it’s modest it is “economic to run”, in the words of the estate agent. To be honest it is just plain and small. Just three up and three down; a bed-sitting room for mother on the ground floor and a small dining room and kitchen in the back. There are three bedrooms upstairs, although the third bedroom is just a box room. There are four of us living there now so it’s quite cramped and almost impossible for anybody to visit and stay.’

         Johnnie became entranced by her face. The soft flowing lines that moved so exquisitely when she spoke – particularly when she smiled but also when serious. She had changed. No longer the effervescent, sometime childish, coquettish schoolgirl but a mature and increasingly beautiful woman.

         ‘Although I planned to stay on at school for another year and try for university, we all agreed that I should start teacher-training immediately so that I could be earning a salary within two years, which would of course help support the family coffers.’

         ‘You would never have predicted any of this. Uncharted life events like this seem so unfair.’

         ‘Enough of me. What have you been up to during the last three years?’

         ‘I’m still based at home with mother. I know it is time to move on and being “called up” has certainly helped make the break. I finished the papermaking course at Battersea Poly but sadly that has not led to any new career opportunities. Then I became very despondent. I left Ault and Wiborg a couple of years ago. I felt a complete failure. I had talked up the possibility of working for one of the leading city papermaking firms and when that didn’t happen, I found it embarrassing to be constantly asked if I’d got a new job and when was I moving on. I decided to take a temporary job at Springfield Hospital, you know, the mental hospital.’

         ‘What was the position?’

         He paused for a moment’s thought.

         ‘I suppose you’d call it a portering job. A stores porter. And then of course, I got recruited into His Majesty’s Armed Forces.’

         Joanna was not quite sure what to say next. She felt a wave of disappointment flood through her, almost strong enough to take away her breath and the power of speech. She was puzzled as to why he had chosen to take a job in a mental hospital. Why on earth was he working in a …? She quickly found herself again after a few seconds and was able to restart the conversation.

         ‘And how is that working out for you?’

         She briefly stumbled again but took a breath and continued,‘Is it a nice place to work?’

         ‘Yes, it is. I do feel I am helping vulnerable people, but it was always just a temporary position while I was deciding on the next move. Then the decision was made for me, following the declaration of war.’

         ‘When I saw you in your uniform in church last Sunday, I did just wonder how you were managing in the army.’

         ‘Terrible. I am trying hard to adapt to army life which to some extent, I can do, but being trained to kill another human being is just not me. You remember those endless conversations we had about pacifism and conscientious objection.’

         ‘I do very well.’

         ‘Of course, back in 1936 it was somewhat theoretical. But a lot of people agreed with it and joined various movements like The Peace Pledge Union, the one led by Canon “Dick” Shepherd of St Paul’s. Sir Oswald Mosley, leader of the British Fascist Union always claimed to be a pacifist and wanted to avoid war with Germany at all costs; but of course his interests were conflicted. There was a time when some of us believed that even Hitler didn’t want war.’

         ‘I remember those discussions well and followed your compelling arguments closely. But the world has changed. We appeased Hitler for too long, and eventually he revealed his true colours.’ Joanna was saddened by her comment.

         ‘Yes, of course, and when we finally declared war on Germany last year, I had to reluctantly agree it was the right thing to do. We could not allow that man, that maniac, and his Nazi henchmen – psychopaths – to stampede their way across Europe and into Britain. But I can’t deal with the concept of loading my gun with ammunition, consciously aiming and firing it at another man with intent to kill. And then if that doesn’t work, fixing my bayonet and charging, at the enemy front line with a horde of like-minded and fully primed confrères, with a view to sticking them like a drove of pigs.’

         ‘Have you discussed these reservations with any of your officers?’

         ‘No, not really. I have one or two friends who I talk to. Sam is a good pal; he feels the same. We discussed the option of applying to be a conscientious objector but that seems to be a long-drawn-out process which is aimed to grind you into submission before it’s completed.’

         ‘Johnnie, you need to talk to someone about the alternatives.’

         ‘Target practice on the firing range is quite straight-forward, almost a game. But firing at a human silhouette begins to bring the reality home. And then they get us to fix bayonets and rush forward screaming some terrible war cry as we approach swinging sacks full of straw, as mock-ups of the human torso. The last time we did it, I vomited after withdrawing my bayonet from the straw man. I’ve got too vivid an imagination and I think that maybe they know already. I just can’t engage in those war games with any conviction.’

         ‘You need to speak to someone. Maybe you should ask for a transfer out of the infantry regiment to do something that does not require you to serve in a direct combat role and kill people. What about the Medical Corps?’

         ‘Yes, Sam and I have considered it. I couldn’t be an army doctor obviously, but there must be plenty of opportunities such as a nursing orderly or some other non-combatant role in the Royal Army Medical Corps. Apparently, they are issued with a rifle for self-defence but are never expected to fight on the front line.’

         He paused and looked down at his tightly clasped hands, resting tensely in his lap. After a breath, he raised his head, and looked straight into her eyes.

         ‘Thank you. You don’t know how helpful that has been.’

         For the rest of his life, Johnnie never forgot that moment. There were two crucial elements. Firstly, it was good to talk through difficult life decisions with someone you trust. Secondly, it confirmed everything that he had always believed about Joanna; she was very special. She had an inquisitive, creative and constructive way of thinking through problems that he appreciated and respected deeply. He was wondering how over the coming months and years he would be able to survive without her. He had prepared himself for this moment and made an absolute promise that he should not try and rush back to where he hoped they would be three years ago. But somehow, through her he had gained sufficient strength to deal with this most telling problem which he knew was currently imminent.

         They had ceased talking for several minutes, both gazing out into the middle distance, looking straight ahead across the sweeping chalk hills which were peppered with woodland interspersed between a patchwork of cultivated fields and untamed meadows, some with a riot of wild-flowers. Most of the trees had lost their leaves, creating fine, basket-like structures backlit by the grey winter sky. It was now past midday and the temperature was beginning to fall, reminding them that it was the start of winter.

         ‘So, tell me about your life as a teacher. I remember the last letter you wrote to me while you were on teaching practice somewhere in North London. I kept all your letters. You really seemed to love your work with young children, especially those just starting out at their first school.’

         ‘It’s grand. So wonderful to catch them at this early stage and to really try and influence their learning. Being interested in art and acting and able to play the piano and understand music, is an immense help. It’s just the things the children want to do.’

         ‘And college?’

         ‘I learned a lot, gave me confidence and a good career start, but not intellectually challenging. It was immediately after my father died, which was a very difficult time for us all at home. I might have enjoyed it better if he had been alive.’

         Joanna was visibly saddened.

         ‘I still can’t get over our chance meeting last Sunday at church. Your decision to move back to stay with your uncle during the air raids and my first leave home. But you seem to have settled well into your new church community. You mentioned the Oxford Group in your last letter?’

         ‘Yes, I was very interested. The war had not started, we were all praying for peace at almost any cost. Frank Buchman, originally a Swiss Lutheran who moved to the USA, set up the movement. It changed its name to “Moral Rearmament” and had a lot of promising ideas about changing the way we think about life. The movement attracted many influential people including Stanley Baldwin, Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands and a host of other professionals and sports stars of the day. Daphne Du Maurier got involved and published a wonderful little book of true short stories about how real people were coping with the war. She entitled it, Come Wind, Come Weather. I’ll get you a copy. That’s if there are any still available. I read somewhere that she has already sold more than 600,000 copies.’

         Johnnie looked at his watch.

         ‘Goodness me, it’s almost two o’clock. I have brought a picnic that mother prepared. I think we should have it now before it gets too late.’

         Johnnie unpacked a few sandwiches, a couple of hard-boiled eggs and some apples from his haversack. They were both ravenous and the light snack disappeared rapidly. They decided not to complete the full circular walk around the hill as the day was beginning to close and both needed to get back to their respective homes. They decided to take the bus back to the station and then retrace their journey home on the train.

         ‘Johnnie, it’s been good to see you after so long.’

         ‘And the same for me. Do you keep up with any of your old friends from before the war?’

         ‘I see so few people these days, except those in the immediate family. All the lads I know, who are in the services, bore me to tears. I am exhausted by their gay enthusiasm for the “grand exciting life” which they think they lead; or do they? What a fool’s paradise! I also know some poor wretches who walk about in despair and a sense of hopelessness. This isn’t by way of false flattery, but you do seem to have chosen a pleasant happy medium.’

         On arrival back at Southfields station, Johnnie offered to walk her to her uncle’s house on Skeena Hill, one of the smarter roads in the area on the way up to Wimbledon Common. It was only a few minutes’ walk but enough time for him to update her on his mother and her terrible fears and agitation about the bombing raids. She was horrified that a bomb had struck a neighbouring street just a week or so ago but had refused to countenance any suggestion that she might move away from London to relatives in Suffolk until the Blitz had come to its conclusion. They both concurred that the overriding sense of duty of that generation did at times become rather draining, particularly if there were other options.

         ‘These mothers of ours! And by the way, I have decided that I should call you Jack. Johnnie was the name your mother used when you were a little boy and I think we should go back to your proper name, the one that appears on your birth certificate. If I remember correctly.’

         They shook hands, maintaining an affectionate delay before relinquishing contact. They parted at the unremarkable wrought iron gate that protected the entrance to the steeply terraced front garden.

         ‘Jack’s fine with me. You’re right it’s time to grow up.’

         He watched her climb the roughly hewn stone steps which led up to the front door and waited until she had turned the key in the lock and was safely inside. As he wandered slowly back down the hill in the fading light, he allowed his mind to gently turn over the events of that day. Would it be just another pleasant occasion, chatting to an old friend about some important matters of the heart, or would it open a door that he was convinced had been firmly closed several years ago? He felt much calmer and more contemplative about their time together and the significance of its content, but had promised himself that, while doing everything he could to reignite the friendship, he would proceed with great caution and care.

         ‘Yes, time to grow up and become Jack.’

         He was happy with the change. And then he had a sudden thought. She addressed me as Jack in that last letter she wrote, must be three years ago – something like, I wish you all the very best in the future. I’m sorry, I’m afraid I cannot come out Jack. Yours sincerely Joanna.

         He was desperately searching for meaning. Despite her relative youth, he was always aware of a modest wisdom that rested so close to the conscious surface which could leap into play with little provocation. Had she detected a reluctance to truly enter adulthood and leave the safety of his mother’s apron strings?

         The following morning, he was up early and his mother prepared the usual traditional English breakfast before he started on the return journey to Chichester. He had managed to see his elder brother, Stanley, who was serving in the Royal Army Service Corps, and sister, May, the evening before, both of whom were unmarried and still living at home with their mother. But before boarding his train in the early afternoon he had decided to make a trip to Foyles’ Bookshop in the Charing Cross Road to buy Joanna a Christmas present. He would look for a book on psychology and religion. These continued to be overriding interests of hers, and despite his inability to establish himself in a respectable career, was keen to demonstrate to her that his intellectual interests and abilities were not beyond the pale. He persuaded the sales assistant to wrap the book in strong brown parcel paper ready for posting. He hand-wrote Joanna’s address on the front of the parcel and having applied the appropriate stamps, deposited it in a neighbouring post office.
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         Within three days of arriving back at Camp in Chichester, he received a letter and a Christmas card from Joanna.

         
            Dear Jack, thank you very much for the book – I hadn’t opened it till today after I received your letter, then I couldn’t control myself but felt all my parcels till I found – the book! Yes, I know I shall enjoy reading it, Jack – psychology is one of my pets, you know.

         

         He had already written thanking her for a perfect day out and advising that a book was on its way.

         
            I don’t usually apologise for bad writing because it sounds so feeble but really this letter beats all records – let’s blame an early retreat to the shelter for it. I’m huddled in a corner with my writing pad on my knee and my large body shutting out most of the light! I am afraid that whenever I hear the sirens going off at the barracks in Hamilton Road, I have a huge rush of anxiety. I suppose it’s conditioning, like the rats in Skinner boxes. My interest in psychology, don’t you know! The only compensation is that mother bought a little black Valor paraffin heater for the shelter which warms the place up and projects a rather lovely warm, orange glow up on to the corrugated iron roof above the bunk.

            I’m just about to plan my fortnight’s holiday – I can’t bear to waste a minute and I’ve such heaps to do and so many people to see. Next Friday I hope to see a friend and lunch on sandwiches to enjoy a programme called ‘lunchtime Shakespeare’ then we hope to go to a matinee of the Anglo-Polish ballet. There is so little to do these days but I’m looking forward to  this. Enough of this chatter to you with your life of guarding and marching. Never mind Jack – the future is by no means hopeless. 

            Cheerio and God bless. 

            Yours, Joanna

         

         In the envelope there was a Christmas card with a sepia image of Birchgrove, on the border of Ashdown Forest. Silver birches growing intimately together, rising in straight lines out of a snow-covered forest floor. There was enough winter sunlight to cast sharp linear shadows on the snow-frosted path between the trees, which bifurcated, offering a choice of destination. It reminded him of a couple of well-known poems that Joanna had read to him several years ago by Robert Frost. Stopping by woods on a snowy evening, in which the narrator, a wagon driver, pauses on his journey home to watch the snow fall; it closes with the lines, And miles to go before I sleep. And an earlier poem, The road not taken, which opens with the line, Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, following which the narrator expresses frustration at not being able to take both, but eventually opts for the, one less travelled by, and that has made all the difference. He struggled to remember anything more, other than these few fragments, but believed that the card had been selected both for its aesthetics, and the spoken power of its imagery. He just knew it was not a chance event.

         After reading her letter, he realised that she must have returned back home to her mother’s house for the Christmas break. It emphasised again the nature of that narrow serendipitous interval that had allowed them to meet again after such a long time.

         On the morning of the 30 December, Johnnie heard the terrible news that London had been subjected to its heaviest bombing the previous night, since the start of the Blitz. There were more than a thousand fires, and some were already calling it the Second Great Fire of London. His immediate concern was for Joanna and their families, but he subsequently learned that the focus was the City of London, and trusted they were all safe. It would be several days before letters arrived confirming that all were alive, and their homes were not damaged.
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         1941

         The exchange of letters continued throughout the spring of 1941. The monthly missives were warm, restrained, but nevertheless starting to incorporate some shades of intimacy. In his January letter, Johnnie related his sadness at not being able to spend Christmas with his family but counterbalanced, to some extent, by the joyful experience of the carol service in Chichester Cathedral. In her response, Joanna likened it to her own recollection of a mesmerising service in Gloucester Cathedral several years previously, which left me breathless. She went on:

         
            Yes, there’s much to be said for Cathedral worship – it is so beautiful and therefore very near God.

            Despite the endless doom and gloom, I did discover in the newspaper this morning an ounce of optimism! Apparently, the new American Ambassador has arrived. He landed at Bristol Airport and was greeted by the Duke of Kent. He then travelled by train to Windsor where he was met by His Majesty the King, which I understand was an exceptional token of welcome. As he got off the plane in Bristol, he apparently said, ‘I haven’t much to say. I’m very glad to be here. There is no place I’d rather be at this time than in England.’

            He has two important attributes. He is very close to the American President, I would say a friend and confidant, and secondly, he adores England. I predict he will be an important go-between across the Atlantic. He will persuade FDR that the British are serious about this war and will not retreat, but at the same time, particularly after the defeat of France, we will need substantial support from the US. Jack, you must look out for him – his name is John Gilbert Winant, but the paper said, he responds warmly to being addressed as, ‘Gil’.

         

         Johnnie was always cautious about the information that he put in his letters because of war censoring, but he had started to express discontent at being on active infantry training with ‘A’ Company, rather than his previous deployment in the Quartermaster’s stores. Joanna had signed up as a fire warden and had completed three nights on ‘fire spotting’ duty. She went on, I ought not to talk about this in case someone overhears my thoughts, but things have been almost peaceful here – for about a month now we’ve hardly experienced any night raids. What a joy!

         In March they exchanged letters again, but Joanna had been seriously distracted by her mother’s recent illness which she described as ‘a very serious attack’ requiring major surgery in Charing Cross hospital. She did not give many details but thought it was a stomach operation, possibly a gastrectomy, but said the doctors were amazed with the speed of her recovery. The family were hoping that she would be able to spend a few months away from London to convalesce and rebuild her strength. With her mother’s illness, Joanna took over the role of running the house and doing most of the cooking; apparently her elder sister had declared that she ‘didn’t cook’.

         Johnnie failed to get drafted back to the Quartermaster’s stores and was transferred with ‘A’ Company up to Hull. It had been one of the coldest winters on record for some years, including plenty of snow in London. Joanna had recounted with some poetic flare, the details of the beautiful winter scenes on Wimbledon common that they both knew so well. In mid-April she reported that, ‘there had been no raids for a month’.

         And then the world changed. A seismic change, something greater than ten on the ‘emotional’ Richter Scale, a change so significant that it would take them both by storm. During just two days, their lives would be reinvented and transformed irrevocably, through a process that could not be satisfactorily explained in words. There were words that could be used but only when assembled in clichés.

         After nearly six months since their last meeting in December and an exchange of about six letters in each direction, Johnnie was notified that he had been granted a week’s leave in May. He conceived a plan which he sent in skeleton form, by letter, to Joanna. Firstly, on arrival in London, he would go home to see his mother and brothers and sister, then on Friday the two of them would spend the weekend together in a quiet spot in Surrey or West Sussex (he would do some preparatory planning and update her in due course) and then back to London on Sunday evening so that he could return to Hull the following day.

         When Joanna received the letter, she immediately said ‘yes’ and told her mother and sisters that they would be away for the weekend. After an intensive and unnecessarily prolonged internal deliberation, Johnnie decided that they should go to West Sussex and explore the area from where his father’s family had originated. There would be plenty of wonderful walks and interesting places to visit, but most of all it would be a quiet time just for them. A precious moment, he thought, to explore whether they might have a future together.

         During the weeks before his leave started, Johnnie made plans to book accommodation for them at the Crown Hotel in Chiddingfold. He remembered the village from previous visits with his mother when he was still at school. He knew Joanna would adore its English beauty and authenticity. But he faced a dilemma. A massive moral dilemma. Should he book two single rooms, or a double room with twin beds, or….? He did not waste time procrastinating on a question to which he knew the answer. There was only one respectful position to take, and that was to book two single rooms. This was a moment to build on the progress they had made at Christmas, and it should not be blown away with an ill-conceived, clumsy, error of judgement. He made the booking by telephone, each room reserved in their own individual names. The idea of booking in as the euphemistic ‘Mr and Mrs Smith’, filled him with complete horror and an option which he would have found profoundly embarrassing on arrival at the reception desk. He decided not to discuss this with Joanna beforehand, unless she raised it with him, but to allow the dénouement to declare itself on arrival.

         So, when the day came, Johnnie was ecstatic to be getting away from an environment that he was finding increasingly distressing and producing internal turmoil of the first order. He knew one of the first things that Joanna would ask him would be whether he had spoken to a senior officer about a change of direction in his training. He spent most of the train journey to London planning an answer. By the time he arrived at Euston he had formulated his response.

         He spent the night with his mother at the family home, realising rapidly that she was struggling with the relentless but unpredictable bombardment of London by the Luftwaffe. She had been shaken badly by the bombs that had fallen so close to their home but at the same time was reluctant to leave; a sense of duty to her neighbours and a stubbornness to resist Nazi harassment at all costs. Johnnie was truly shocked when he saw the bomb damage in an adjacent street so close to their house. Fortunately, his sister May had been a calming influence, but he could see that his mother was not faring well and seemed both thinner and older. She had lost interest in life. Perhaps it was his departure, her youngest child, that had created a gap in her life that she no longer knew how to fill. Before their evening meal Johnnie walked around the garden with her. It had been neglected. Now completely devoid of the usual spring bulbs and other flowering plants which she had always been so keen to plant. A rite of spring. The garden had never been quite the same since his father died, now more than ten years ago. His elder sister had no interest whatsoever and his brother, Stanley, had more important matters to do when he got back from work, namely his regular pilgrimage to the Park Tavern on Merton Road, just a ten-minute walk from home.

         As Johnnie left the following morning, knowing that it was likely that he would be sent overseas in the coming months, he wondered whether he would see his mother again. Despite his innate propensity for bleak thoughts, he had pressed these gloomy ideas to the back of his mind and did his best to raise her spirits by speaking positively about the progress of the war and the likelihood that the Blitz seemed to be moving towards closure. But for women like his mother, who had lost their husband and whose children had left home, and who had no new role to play in the war effort, the future did not look bright. Perhaps her loss of sense of purpose was indeed an understandable response in these troubled times and at this later stage in her life.

         Johnnie took the train and bus to Joanna’s home, timing his arrival to coincide with her return from school. As always, the house was full, but arrangements had been made for him to spend the night with a neighbour. They had not seen each other for nearly six months and he was worried that it might feel as if they were starting all over again, from the beginning. But when she saw him waiting by the front gate, she ran towards him and wound her arms around his neck, pulling him close, and giving the clearest of signals that he had been greatly missed. They stood there holding onto each other silently, allowing unspoken words to permeate the space between them. With a potentially difficult moment passed, Joanna released her grip and looked him full in the face.

         ‘Jack, you must be exhausted. Come on, let’s go in and have some tea.’

         She took his hand and led him boldly along the paved path, through the Lilliputian but neatly cultivated front garden. She opened the front door and deposited him in the hallway on the front door mat.

         ‘Wait here for a minute.’

         She adopted a gently authoritative tone, softened by delivery in a stage whisper. She called loudly along the hallway, not knowing where anybody was in the house.

         ‘Mother. We’re back! Shall we have some tea together? Jack’s here with me, he’s on leave.’

         Joanna’s mother emerged slowly from her bed-sitting room through a door at the end of the hallway. Johnnie had not seen her for nearly five years. She looked older, fragile, and physically overpowered by a heavy, wool tartan dressing gown and slippers that looked at least a size too big for her. But her eyes were bright, her long silver-grey hair pulled tightly back from her forehead and neatly wound up into a bun, meticulously positioned at the back of her head. On seeing him she released the most welcoming of smiles.

         ‘How lovely that you are here. It must be years since we’ve seen you. We moved here in October 1937, so it was certainly before that. Well, how are you?’

         She beckoned to him to follow her back into her sitting room and settled him into an elderly, spacious armchair on the opposite side of her fire which was, as convention would dictate, protected by a faded chintz cover.

         ‘Please excuse my scruffy appearance. You probably know from Joanna that I had major surgery a couple of months ago and am still officially recuperating and in convalescence. And before you make any comments, yes, I am very thin. They took away three quarters of my stomach, so that makes eating very difficult – the mantra is “little and often”. So, don’t think me rude if I suddenly start nibbling a biscuit or sipping a glass of milk.’

         ‘Mummy is amazing. She had a serious condition which required major surgery and she’s almost back to normal.’

         ‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous, darling. They told me at the hospital that I shall never get back to normal, not after that mutilating surgery. And who knows how long I am going to live anyway. It was cancer!’

         There was a startled silence in the room with no one quite knowing how to respond. Mother just charged on. ‘Of course, they didn’t say exactly what it was. Doctors love euphemisms – I think they called it a “nasty ulcer” or an “ulcerating growth”, but I cannot believe that they would take out your whole stomach just for an ulcer. I am adamant that I am going to live forever, and even if I don’t, I want a lot more grandchildren before I go. So, there’s something for you all to think about!’

         She seemed rather pleased with her performance and Johnnie could immediately see where Joanna had acquired her spirited, forthright approach to life.

         ‘Darling, did they tell you or George what the diagnosis was? I can’t remember.’

         ‘Well sort of.’

         She paused not knowing quite what to say next.

         ‘The young doctor, who you saw most often after the operation, didn’t appear to have much of a clue as to what was going on and your surgeon seemed to spend most of his time in Harley Street.’

         Her mother momentarily lost interest, and soon revealed that she had something else on her mind.

         ‘Talking of “little and often”, I suggest we go into the dining room and have our tea. I’m ready for something to eat. And so nice to see you again Jack, after all this time. Now young man, you follow me.’

         She grabbed Johnnie’s left elbow. The courageous elderly lady, although probably not as old as she looked, shuffled through the door into the dining room and took her place at the head of the table. There was a splendid array of freshly cut sandwiches and home-baked fairy cakes and, as a special treat, tinned peaches with condensed milk. Johnnie felt truly welcomed and was secretly pleased that it was time to eat.

         Partway through the meal, Joanna’s elder sister, the one ‘that doesn’t cook’, arrived back from her job as a children’s nurse in the local hospital in Kingston and was jubilant that her fiancé, Gerry, a Company Sergeant Major, was also going to be on leave from tomorrow. Johnnie and she exchanged a few words about army life, although it became clear very quickly that Gerry, a committed regular serviceman, formerly serving in the military police in Palestine, was delighted that he was going to finally see some action. Johnnie was uncertain as to whether they would have anything in common and was not overwhelmed at the thought of engaging in a discussion about the rights or wrongs of the war.
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         Johnnie spent the night at a neighbour’s house but was awake with the dawn and as prearranged, met Joanna outside her front gate so as not to disturb the rest of the family. They set off hand in hand to find the Greenline bus which would start them on the journey to Chiddingfold. On arrival at the reception of the Crown Hotel, allocation of rooms proceeded unnoticed and certainly without comment.

         ‘Let’s take the bags upstairs and leave them in our rooms, and then walk up to the tearooms next door. I’ll treat you to a late breakfast.’

         Johnnie picked up both bags and delivered them to their respective rooms across the corridor. Joanna was delighted with Johnnie’s plan and was pleased that he was taking the lead. After breakfast they took the bus to Lurgashall, just six miles south, and explored Johnnie’s family roots. The village post office and shop that his grandparents had operated for many years from the 1870s and into the 1930s and where his father had grown up. The archetypal English village green which seemed to retain the echoing, sonorous tones of leather striking willow even in the absence of a cricket match, and the old Saxon St Laurence’s Church, with its heavily shaded churchyard and the algae, lichen and moss impregnated headstones. Some were so aged that the chiselled inscriptions had been worn away by wind and rain, freezing and thawing, such that some had become almost illegible, many leaning well away from the perpendicular, looking almost as tired as the occupants of the graves they marked. They made a brief but respectful visit to the church’s interior and knew immediately that this would be a place they would return to repeatedly. They found a wooden bench on the northern perimeter of the green, sat down, leaning gently against each other for comfort and began to talk.

         And then something magical happened. It was as if they had stepped aside from this world and together moved into another place. A private, secret dominion that they had constructed which was devoid of the eyes and ears of others and which fostered the capacity for intimacy that neither of them alone had ever witnessed. They spoke to each other about thoughts, feelings and philosophies that had never surfaced before with such clarity and truth. Yes, she did ask him about whether he had made progress with his desire to transfer to a non-combat unit – he said he felt hopeful this would happen within the next three months – there was nothing more to say. But what drew them closer and closer together was an emergent shared sense of their hopes and fears for the future. Of the need to survive together, to struggle through the remainder of this terrible war and come out the other side to play their part in creating a better world.

         Together they began to script a new life. Indulging in the freedom of an evanescent metaphysical world, allowed them to engage with situations that would otherwise have been denied. They shared their love of poetry, belief in a higher being and the importance of Christian values as a fulcrum for world peace and long-term, non-violent human coexistence. It was as if they had entered a world of spirits, past and present, whose immediate objective was to liberate thinking and understanding from the mundane and take it to a higher level. They agreed, it was a Damascene moment.

         They took their evening meal in the pokey hotel dining room that retained the odours of stale fat, boiled cabbage, and tobacco smoke and then while it was still light, they walked all three sides of the village green, arm in arm, almost without exchanging a word. Then as the chill of the evening became more apparent and twilight took its hold, they returned to the hotel for an early night. They checked in with hotel reception to let them know they were back and walked quietly up the antiquated polished wooden staircase, realising that each step had a unique creak which heralded the arrival of the returning traveller. A disordered cacophony of complaining, old wooden parts moving against each other. At the top of the stairs, they wished each other good night and then fell into each other’s arms for a final loving embrace, to mark the end of a perfect and memorable day, before retreating into their respective bedrooms.

         The following day, Saturday, they took the bus to Petworth and then walked on through the town in the direction of Petworth House. Petworth is larger than Chiddingfold, more like a small town, but another exquisite example of a beautiful, West Sussex rural community. It celebrates an elegant commercial centre, with a range of stylish shops assembled tightly along narrow streets, with a preponderance of those selling antiques and other collectibles intermingled with attractive 18th-century residential accommodation of all shapes and sizes. But it was Petworth House that would grasp their imagination. Although Johnnie’s family had had links with Lurgashall since the mid-19th century, Petworth House had been a home for more than nine centuries. They were enchanted by the idea that a house, although rebuilt and redesigned on several occasions, which is the existing Baroque manor set in 700 glorious acres of parkland, lived on in glorious splendour. The park was now home to one of the largest herds of fallow deer in England and had been captured in the sights of the great landscape designer Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown. They walked towards the house but just before reaching the entrance they discovered the Parish Church of St Mary the Virgin and decided to look inside. The church had manifestly benefitted from being in the curtilage of the main House, as the owners, wealthy families that spanned many generations, notably the Percys and the Egremonts, had invested in the church’s upkeep. Unlike many grand houses, this one had its rear entrance close to Church Street which ran back over a short distance directly into the town.

         Eventually, they managed to find their way through a maze of narrow paths and alleyways, some protected by rusty creaking gates and, to their surprise, found they had discovered a way into the gardens of the stately home. They were astonished by the grandeur of the park which flowed away from the house into the distant horizon without impediment, interrupted only by a serpentine lake which reflected the late morning light like a giant mirror. This was the magic of Capability Brown. But in truth, their overriding passion was not the house or even the gardens or the park, it was the contents of the house and the overriding influence of romanticism and the romantics on much of the work contained therein. Johnnie’s interest in romanticism had been awakened by the poems of William Wordsworth. He loved the idea of taking his inspiration from nature and using it to reveal human emotional sensitivity. Similarly, the romantic artists, Turner and Constable had inspired Joanna, both of whom had painted at Petworth, sometimes together. Joanna and Johnnie had seen reproductions of many of Turner’s paintings, some of which had been commissioned and created during his many residencies at Petworth House and remained there in the private collection of the Earls of Egremont.

         ‘If only it were possible to be able to see the wonderful collection inside the house. It is a tragedy that these treasures are locked up in private ownership without easy access to the public.’

         Joanna looked at the distant lake and imagined Turner working at an easel on a virgin canvas, situated on its far bank, gazing back at her across the lake, with the fishermen and their boats in the foreground and the majestic pale, palatial house across the parkland rising in splendour in the distance. A painting that he completed in 1810 and called, Dewy Morning. It would be nearly a decade before she would see that original painting face-to-face.

         ‘I agree. These are national treasures that should be available to all of us, not just the wealthy who can afford to buy them for their own pleasure. Who knows, perhaps when the world has righted itself again, Petworth’s paintings, sculptures and other works of art might be available to us all.’

         Joanna nodded in agreement but added, ‘We should reflect perhaps, that if the 3rd Earl of Egremont had not commissioned these works and paid Turner to make them, they may never have existed.’

         The house appeared inert and without any signs of life. After all, it was wartime. No one seemed to be concerned by their presence, so they walked on and indulged their senses in the exquisite art of nature, in the tapestry of the natural world. This was where they were at their happiest, at their most content and in truth, where they felt the greatest proximity to their maker.

         They retraced their steps back to Chiddingfold and chose the Swan Inn on Petworth Road for their supper. Tomorrow they would leave and return to London, and the following day Johnnie would be taking the train back to Hull. They started to share these thoughts which had begun to emerge from the shadows at the end of the day. Again they circumnavigated the triangular village green, arm-in-arm, walking unhurriedly, as if attempting to resist what they perceived as the quickening passage of time. There was no forward plan. Of course, they would write, exchange letters frequently, share what they could within the constraints of censorship about the events of the day, but the uncertainty was almost indescribable.

         Would it be another six months before Johnnie had a further week’s leave? The Blitz really did seem to be ending, but it could start again at any minute. Joanna could be evacuated with her class to a safe, but probably remote place outside London and that would pose added difficulties for meeting up. They paused at the apex of the green, the point furthest from their hotel and shared with some delight the rising crescent moon against the background of a star-studded sky, the entire arrangement resembling a giant diamanté tiara. Throughout the day they had talked incessantly about the predicament they found themselves in together, their frail but still powerful mothers struggling to keep their families together with limited resources. They shared concerns about their respective siblings, some of whom had married and moved away, living independently, and others less fortunate who had failed to find a life partner and so remained at home.

         As they progressed their discussions through the day, they found many more similarities than differences. They struggled to find a pathway which might allow their future to evolve together but were sanguine that there was little chance they would experience anything other than ongoing separation. But they were determined not to give up. Better together than not, almost whatever the circumstances.

         They would leave early the following morning, the Sunday, and made a sensible decision that it would be good to get some rest. They walked back to the hotel, but by now the ‘blackout’ was in place, and other than the diamanté sky, there was not a light to be seen. And it was deathly quiet. No traffic sounds, no human sounds, just a loan, muted dog barking at the night. The front door of the hotel was still open and having quietly acknowledged the porter at reception, they set out on their journey up the creaky flight of stairs.

         ‘Good job there are no Germans flying overhead tonight, they might hear the squeaking stairs and drop one of their bombs on us!’

         Joanna released a muffled giggle as they reached the top of the flight of stairs. Without a sound they wrapped their arms around each other and simultaneously whispered words of gratitude for yet another perfect day. Joanna was concerned that Johnnie’s voice might be heard by other guests who had retired early to bed, and raised an index finger over her lips signalling to him to turn down the volume. Then quite spontaneously she took his hand and led him through the door into her bedroom. Again, she raised a finger to indicate that he should not say a word. She took off her shoes and sat gently on the edge of the single bed which immediately signalled her arrival to the world with a chorus of chiming, squeaky bed springs. She signalled to Johnnie to join her and somehow with her weight already on the bed, the jangle from the springs was much muted.

         ‘I’m so sad that these few days together are coming to an end.’ Joanna held him tightly.

         ‘The thought of going back to Hull fills me with complete dismay. With you, I escape the nonsense of war, we dream of a better world and together in those magical moments, we skilfully create that place. I shall be devastated to leave you tomorrow with no idea as to when we will see each other again.’

         Johnnie started to weep silently, without uttering a sound. Joanna pulled him down onto the bed and kissed him in a way that she had not done previously. She rolled into the middle of the bed and lying on her back pulled him closer and allowed him to move into the emergent space between her legs. While kissing him so softly and feeling his body was aroused, she pulled him firmly against her, moving gently and rhythmically beneath him until they found that moment of intense pleasure.

         ‘Oh, my darling, you are just the most beautiful person in the world. I shall never forget these days which I know will irrevocably change our lives together.’

         ‘I love you, Jack. I shall love you always.’

         They stayed in each other’s arms for an unmeasured interval of time, before finally deciding it was time to sleep.

         ‘I should go to my room now. We need to sleep; we have an early start in the morning. Sleep well my love.’

         He kissed her gently on her forehead and helped her back up on to the edge of the bed. He kissed her again then walked carefully to the door trying hard not to activate the squeals of the wooden floorboards, opened her bedroom door, checked that the corridor was clear, turned and blew her a final farewell kiss and slipped unnoticed and silently into the dark corridor and into his own room.
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         Once the cataclysmic events of that weekend had subsided, they both knew that their lives would take a different course. They did not know what it would be or when it would start, but there was no question that change was imminent. Letters were exchanged almost every day, Joanna’s starting now with, My dear Jack and then, My dearest Jack and signing off, I am your very own… or with all my love. A sign of changed times. Letters flew in both directions, fast and furious, loaded with optimism, passion and promises for the future.

         In her first letter after getting home, she reaffirmed many of the words that passed between them over the weekend.

         
            Of course, I feel terribly tired, and I know you do to – so much happened in such a short space of time didn’t it, Jack? Enjoying oneself takes a host of energy but really living and loving just drains every bit of reserve. I know you feel this too. But oh, how tremendously happy I feel – how bright and good the world seems – how the sun shines everywhere.

            Dear Jack, you have given me so very much – so much that I do not deserve. God knows how I need you and how I mean to love and love you. I feel I shall never give you enough for all you have given me – but I mean to try, for I must never betray that tremendous trust you have in me. It is a wonderful feeling to have someone to whom you can just say anything, and you know they want to hear what you say and are not listening to be polite.

            I have thought and thought and thought about you; you know that don’t you? Every minute I am reminded of something you have said or done. I see you always, everywhere.

            Jack, won’t we enjoy your next leave? You see, we will start right from the beginning, enjoying every minute of it. But the number of times that we will live through this last weekend will be countless. It was really, very wonderful – so perfectly planned, yet so absolutely natural and spontaneous.
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         During the first few months of 1941, after that unexpected meeting during Johnnie’s period of leave just before Christmas, they exchanged letters every month or two. Following the weekend together in May, they were writing to each other every one or two days, sometimes more than one letter a day. Initially Johnnie was very cautious about describing details of his day-to-day training activities, aware that his letters could be censored and so he restricted the content to mundane events like guard duty, square bashing, parade, route marches in the wind and rain, bayonet training and target practice on the shooting range. However, he became more confident in expressing his feelings, often with major outflows about his love for and dependency on Joanna, interspersed with his special brand of philosophising which Joanna often referred to as his ‘little sermons’.

         Joanna, by contrast, assumed an intense responsibility for supporting Johnnie through what was a painfully grim time, and made a point of regularly trying to make him smile or even laugh, through her letters. She would repeatedly describe the powerful feelings that she had for him and kept him up-to-date with developments at school, the ups and downs of life of ‘the three sisters’ and mother at home, amateur dramatics and Guides, Brownies and other church work, her regular outings to cultural events in central London and an update on the books she was reading, often making recommendations that Johnnie should read them when he had more time. Between May and the first few days of September 1941 nearly 200 letters passed between them.

         
            It must be wretched for you to have to spend any length of time firing shots at imaginary (?) targets! I often think about the many things you are compelled to do each day which you hate doing, because they mean so little. As I sit at the table writing, I can see two brilliant patches of Alpine wallflowers, a small, but steady bunch of anemones and a few valiant violas. The lilies of the valley are lovely now. They are such charming, modest little flowers, I always think.
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            I felt quite angry today when I arrived home to find Gerry, Vera’s fiancé. He wangled a pass to get up to London, knowing it to be Vera’s day off – so, once again his promise to be away for two months is broken. How he manages his CO, I really do not know. I think he makes his own rules and regulations, for I’ve never heard of anyone having so much leave, at so many odd times.
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            When you have such beastly things to do, just think hard, dearest and think of that Saturday in May – ‘our Saturday’ we must call it, when I knew for the first time that it was you whom I really loved and needed. Bless you Jack, my dear, how do you understand me? – I still marvel and wonder how it is that you love me.

         

         During the ensuing weeks their lives continued as before, Johnnie immersed in his training as an infantryman with ‘A’ Company in Hull, spending time in a meadow under canvas, all part of the hardening up process, surrounded by muddy fields and repeatedly baptised by the driving wind and rain, and Joanna travelling every day, up and down to Hornsey by bus and underground to her primary school, and doing more than her share of running the home, cooking and cleaning, gardening and keeping an eye on her younger sister. Joanna’s mother had been away for several weeks staying with George, her son, the eldest sibling, and daughter-in-law at their home in Gloucester. It was part of her convalescence but would be back soon, relieving Joanna of some of her domestic responsibilities; it would all make the family feel whole again.

         
            Mother is home and very excited, and so are we all. She really looks beautiful – blue eyes, bluer than ever, and her pale face faintly flushed. Jack, she really is a marvellous person. Mother asked about you and sends her very best wishes.
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         Towards the end of May the nightly London bombings subsided substantially, enabling Joanna and her friends to go to the ballet and theatre, both of which remained irrepressibly active in London and overtly defiant of the Nazi aerial aggression. She wrote to Jack about a new production, Orpheus and Eurydice at Sadler’s Wells, knowing how much he would have adored it. But food and clothes were in short supply and the deprivation resulting from the rationing of essential commodities was now painfully evident to ordinary people. Joanna’s mother was a glove maker and seamstress and had taught her three daughters how to make clothes – skirts, dresses, blouses and even tailored jackets. But these skills were often frustrated by the lack of essential materials.

         Despite the distraction of war, Joanna indulged her cultural interests and would tell Johnnie about the books she was reading, which in early June was, Lust for life by Irving Stone, a biographical account of Vincent van Gogh’s life and work. Just three weeks earlier she had received a print of his painting Sunflowers as a birthday gift which was now proudly displayed on her bedroom wall.

         After the Whitsun holiday, Joanna returned to school. She had three new admissions making ‘her troubles’ up to forty-three. The children had produced numerous pictures of ‘me out shopping with mum’, ‘me fishing with dad’ and ‘me playing marbles in the gutter’.

         
            I don’t know whether I told you anything about Gerry, Vera’s fiancé, but he’s a rare talker – in effect, he just never stops. Vera had a letter from him today saying that he was formally presented by the Sergeant’s mess with a medal for being the ‘Sergeant with the tallest yarn’! The medal was made of metal and cut in the shape of a star measuring ten inches from the furthest points – it was pinned to his uniform by means of a large strip of striped deckchair cover, I suppose to make it look like a medal ribbon. Gosh, I bet he felt an idiot. But, you know, he has a hide like a rhinoceros and probably thinks the whole affair is a sweet joke, quite free from sarcasm.

         

         In early June, Johnnie was moved from Hull with The Queen’s to RAF Eastchurch, on the Isle of Sheppey in Kent. Although primarily an RAF flying station it was being used as a training centre, probably because of extensive bomb damage to the runways during the Battle of Britain which made it now inoperable as an airfield. He was never quite sure why they had made the move, but he was delighted. It had an extraordinary spirit-lifting effect. Accommodation was better, the weather was better, with less wind and rain, but most importantly there was no requirement to camp in an adjacent farmer’s field. Weather in the south-east of England was beginning to look more like a perfect English summer, and manifestly the proximity to London made meetings with Joanna, theoretically, but only theoretically, easier.

         Towards the end of June, Johnnie’s weekend-leave finally came through, which they spent walking together in Surrey. They walked and talked; and talked and walked. In truth, it was probably only about six weeks since that life-changing weekend, but it felt much longer, an eternity, because of the enforced separation, the inhospitable and sometimes hostile environment to which Johnnie could only partially adapt and the mundane routine to which both were subjected, which created an illusion that the clocks were running slower and slower.

         The uncertainty about his future in the army remained an active irritant and sapped his emotional and spiritual energies. But the weekend was a success, partly as they chose to stay close to home, taking the Greenline coach to Dorking, walking the hills of the North Downs, Box Hill and Leith Hill, adopting the environment and making it their own. Quite unconsciously, they had discovered a method of creating a world within a world, which gave them privacy, intimacy and instilled a sense of personal safety in which to be themselves.

         
            I’ve not quite recovered from the rather depressing reaction that I suffered after the weekend.

         

         He wrote in his first letter. Somehow, Joanna had greater powers of recovery and was able to find a vitality which enabled her to move on when gloom drifted across the horizon. But ink continued to flow freely out of their pens (except of course when Joanna’s ink ran out and she was forced to resort to a pencil). It swirled across sheets of paper, usually in words and sentences loaded with emotional gusto, which were then folded, sealed, stamped and placed in the safe hands of the post office. Both usually sent a letter every day.

         
            I’ve just finished reading a biography of Oscar Wilde by Boris Brasol, published a couple of years ago – I seem to make a point of reading about the lives of queer people – he was quite out of the usual pattern. I like reading about such people. They are so much more interesting than those who live day by day in the conventional style.

            Vera is getting very excited about her holiday. Gerry has written to a place in Bognor for Vera and him to spend time together. Vera does not really seem too keen about this – she doesn’t much want to form the reception party if Hitler invades! However, I believe she will go to the  end of the earth with him.

         

         Johnnie was never convinced that Gerry was a solid citizen. He also doubted Vera’s judgement. As far as he knew, her experience of making relationships was limited and he felt that she had leapt headlong into something that she did not fully understand but was flattered by the attention of someone who was confident, amusing, comfortably off and seemed to really understand the way of the world. When Johnnie had discussed their relationship with Joanna during the weekend, he was surprised how little anybody knew about him. After all it was the war, what did it matter if it was just one of those transient affairs that injected some fun and fantasy into an otherwise dull phase of one’s life?

         
            As I sit here in the train, I often glance up and the expression on some of these people’s faces is priceless – knit, knit, knit, – Oh preserve me from becoming a knitter, if it brings with it such blank, meaningless expressions. I’m sure some of these women are in an absolute coma with minds just as blank as an endless stone pavement.

         

         Life at RAF Eastchurch rumbled on in its institutionalised tedium, like a heavy steam locomotive moving relentlessly forward on its tracks, hauling its heavy load of goods wagons to some distant outpost. As Johnnie related it, training was just a series of repetitive tasks, lightened only in this location by frequent outings with his pals to swim in the chilly Thames Estuary.

         
            I expect you felt like screaming by the time you’ve finished filling machine gun belts – but at least you could then plunge full length into the sea.
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            The things we love and hope for seem lasting or to increase in richness and beauty and meaning, you know, just as Keats said, ‘A thing of beauty is a joy forever, it’s loveliness increases’. This is so very true. Often the things that city people set such store by are transient – quite unreal and leave behind a feeling of dissatisfaction which calls out for more of the same dope.

         

         [image: ]

         
            I’m longing to talk to you about the Van Gogh book, in fact about books in general. You know I could live for months with just books as companions – actually, I had little other companionship during my eight months buried in Bedfordshire.
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            Dorothy and I, that’s Dorothy the lady draughtsman at Vickers, went to see ‘Love on the Dole’, a film with Deborah Kerr and Clifford Evans, about a young woman and an out-of-work labourer in a depressed northern mill town. She looked him straight in the eyes and says, ‘Let’s get married – it’s not where you live, but who you live with.’
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            I love reading your little sermons, Jack, really, I do, and often they’re the best sermons I’ve read or heard. You’re marvellous, Jack.

         

         Johnnie had developed a rather delightful way of transporting the Christian values, predominantly those emanating from the New Testament, into accessible philosophical vignettes. He had never studied philosophy in any formal sense but had enjoyed contributing to the discussion in Bible classes at the local Baptist Church, and had developed a clever way, certainly a way that was deeply attractive to Joanna, of turning these thoughts into a few sentences that might be euphemistically called, ‘guides to life’.

         
            I’ve not got very far with my book, ‘The Story of St Michele’. It is the autobiography of a Doctor Axel Munthe, set in beautiful Capri. I was amazed to discover that his family home was Southside House in Wood Hayes Road, on the edge of Wimbledon Common near the Crooked Billet. They’re neighbours! I seem to be doing other things in the tube, such as writing letters and reading takes a backseat.

         

         In a recent letter Johnnie had revealed a newly developed enthusiasm and some ability as a marksman. This caused alarm in Joanna’s mind, who wrote back promptly with some serious advice.

         
            By the way don’t hit any more targets or they will be sure to pick you for some deadly job. On the quiet, I think you’ve an amazingly accurate eye or whatever it is that enables you to be such a crack shot – however, keep it quiet!
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            I have to go to the Labour Exchange on Wednesday at 3.30pm for an interview in connection with this ‘calling up of women’ scheme. I suppose this is quite general, but I can’t imagine them releasing me from teaching because of the shortage of teachers, now that so many of the men have gone. However, when they see me, they will probably consider me best off their hands, anyway!
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            We had a letter from my brother today. He seems very optimistic that the war will end soon. He thinks that Russia will weaken Germany so considerably, that with intensive bombing, the Nazis will find themselves in a bad state by the Spring, which will see an invasion of our troops into France and at the same time a Russian move through Romania. Well, George certainly seems to have planned things pretty well. I hope it all works out accordingly.

         

         Johnnie was not at all sure that this was a likely scenario, at least on the timescale George was proposing. Everyone agreed that it was a pugnacious and arrogant intervention by the Germans to take on an Eastern front, but unlike the rest of Europe, they had been preparing for nearly a decade.

         
            I just returned from my interview at the Labour Exchange. Gosh, don’t some people waste their time? I think I was in the Exchange for ten minutes – during which the woman asked me the self-same things I was asked when I was registered. Then she murmured something about teachers being reserved and rushed off to enquire. Yes, we are reserved. This ended my interview. By the way I was surrounded by hideous threatening posters yelling – Join the ATS! VAD! WRNS! WAAF! Etc, etc. The woman asked me if I’d like to join any of the Services – I said, no! She gaped a bit and said, well if you had to, which would you prefer? I ummed and ahhed and said, Nursing!
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            Betty Cowley, a teacher on the staff, who is teaching our evacuees in Cornwall – is getting married on Monday to an RAF chap. She was engaged at Christmas after having known him for a month – Oh dear, and how the heads of the old spinster’s nod! They think it almost scandalous.

         

         Johnnie wrote as soon as he heard the news that his anticipated leave had been postponed.

         ‘What a miserable institution the Army is!’ Joanna expressed abrupt disapproval.

         
            By the way, if you can’t get home during the second week in August, I’ve an idea I’ll be taking a train to Eastchurch! I could probably find a bed in the village pub or failing that there is always the churchyard!
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            Browning is a great philosopher. ‘Grow old along with me, the best is yet to be.’

            My grandparents came for the day yesterday. Grandfather and I get on awfully well. He’s an old army man of the north-west Frontier and Boer War and is really jolly interesting, when you can get him to talk. He needs much persuasion.
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            I really think it’s time you got a transfer – being on guard every third night is certainly no joke. I do hope you’ll be able to get moved soon but for goodness sake don’t disappear up to the Hebrides or anywhere off the map.
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         Early in August, Joanna took her mother away for a week’s holiday in Surrey, close to Dorking. They stayed in the Abinger Hatch Hotel in a well-appointed spacious suite consisting of a bedroom, separate bathroom and a beautiful sitting room overlooking a well-maintained garden, still in full bloom. Joanna enjoyed her mother’s company and of the three sisters, she offered a fine balance of care, enjoyable conversation and was certainly the least demanding of them all. Vera was confrontational, opinionated and sometimes aggressive and Marion was young, flirty and petulant.

         They took their meals together in the dining room, would plan a scenic walk in the morning and explore nearby villages and especially their churches. In the afternoon mother would rest while Joanna went off on an adventure on her own. She wrote to Johnnie every day and most days received a letter from him directly to the hotel. After lunch on the first day, they ventured out into the garden and took their coffee at a shady table on the veranda just where the lawns began and before they stretched out towards the mature jungle of azaleas, rhododendrons and other acid-loving shrubs at the edges of the estate. In her first letter to Johnnie, she related an experience which they had surprised them both.

         
            A young officer and a maiden (I have yet to discover the nature of the relationship, if any?) are resident here and have been sprawling on the lawn some yards from us – suddenly we were disturbed by a loud sounding kiss.

            We had our meal of soup, chicken and strawberry tart – after this mother and I thought we’d better have a walk before going to bed. I want to walk and walk – to climb very high and to drink in all the loveliness of this place. I want you with me – really, darling – and I can honestly say this is truly perfect happiness. I never think of myself now without you – believe me.

            I will tell you a secret that I have never breathed before. You know, my father was very, very affectionate, and always made a great fuss of us all – well, I do not know how or whether the others have felt it, but it’s just sometimes I miss this. I am a terrible babe and probably Marion and Vera have never felt like I have – I’ve missed his friendly, sincere affection and nothing seems ever quite to have made up for it. Oh Jack – I never meant to tell you all of this, it does seem so silly, so very trivial but you will forgive me, I know. Mother thinks and talks much of you.

         

         Johnnie’s mother had continued to demonstrate profound anxiety during the air raids but remained resistant to moving out of London. This was a shared experience for Joanna and Johnnie and something that they discussed frequently.

         
            Yes, mothers are difficult to manage at times. I tried hard to get mother to stay in Gloucester and so spare herself the worry and nerve strain of raids, but no – she must come home as soon as she is fit – she insists that her place is at home with us – this sense of duty seems to be common among mothers.

            I went off soon after breakfast for a walk. It was a bit disappointing to find so much of the woods and paths wired off by the military. However, I managed to get to Friday Street then on to Wootton Hatch and through fields and woods back to Abinger Hatch.

            All the yokels round here, when asked for directions, always say, ‘straight on’. I arrived back just in time to hear the gong sounding for lunch. I had some delicious cider with my lunch – it was grand.

            Now mother and I are sitting in the woods quite near the hotel. It is glorious. We are sitting on a travel blanket under a beautiful larch tree with its long, tapering branches almost sweeping our heads. Although there are clouds overhead – the sun suddenly strikes through – hot and brilliant. These woods are thick and as the sun shines, the ground is chequered with light and shade; we’ve chosen one of the sunny spots in which to sit.

            You say you don’t know what you’d do without me – well – please don’t try will you?

            I walked up on Holmbury Hill. It is a grand hill to the right of Leith Hill, facing south. All the paths on this hill are so much alike that it is the easiest thing in the world to get lost. Once on the highest point the view is perfectly wonderful. It was clear enough to see the South Downs gently rising from a blue haze on the horizon. On either side of me, the hill dipped into woodland and up again with Leith Hill on one side with its castle ruin showing through the trees, and with other hills folding like giant waves on the other side. All these land rises are wooded with fir, spruce and splashes of purple ling and heather growing beneath them amongst the bracken. I came to a WD Area, and a very young pink-faced sentry. I chatted for a few moments and then walked on for about a mile and found myself in Holmbury St Mary – marvellous luck.

            Grantchester is a nice little house – but how I’d love to pick it up and put it amongst trees away from main roads and the neighbours and tube stations.

         

         Johnnie finally heard that he would be transferred to the Royal Army Medical Corps and stationed at Boyce Barracks in Crookham, Hampshire. There would be an additional assessment before he could be recommended for training as a nursing orderly, but suddenly after an excruciating wait, there was now real hope of a new life ahead.

         
            I do hope it will be an interesting course and prove a bit of a rest cure after the gruelling time you’ve been having. But darling, do keep away from regiments which favour the East. Apart from going as a whole regiment, I know in some cases that if individuals are sent, it’s the single men who go first. Oh – I am silly to meet trouble halfway like this, especially as you’re keen to   get a transfer, and I know you will do what you believe to be right and that’s what matters most.

            My darling Jack, don’t worry about me, will you? I think you do sometimes. Try not to think too, too hard about the state of things which is pretty hard – we must – and then we love each other and will do unto eternity.

         

         Eventually, in the middle of August, the long-awaited transfer came, and Johnnie moved physically from RAF Eastchurch to the Royal Army Medical Corps main establishment at Boyce Barracks. He found himself in a different crowd. Young men who would serve their country but in a unique way without engaging directly in combat. Some had had previous formal training in First-Aid or St John’s Ambulance, there were a couple of pharmacy assistants, but others like Johnnie had none, except the introduction to First Aid that he had received in the Boys’ Brigade.

         
            I am so glad you think that life will be good at Crookham – it certainly sounds as though there’s a little more in the way of comfort there than at Eastchurch.

            Now Vera has a letter each day because the selfish brute is so lonely! She seems happy enough, so I guess I should not worry. Gerry is very unhappy in Glasgow – it’s just a bit too far and another thing is that the next time he comes on leave he’ll have to pay his fare as he has used all his passes!

            You sound as though you’re ready to enjoy life at Crookham. You are certainly having a marvellous opportunity of getting to know fellows with very different ideas and from different occupations – but of course this is the only asset I can find in favour of the army. Darling, I am awfully glad you have found a good pal. What a difference it makes to life to have someone like that.

         

         One month after transferring to the RAMC at Boyce Barracks, Johnnie formerly began training as a Nursing Orderly. The emphasis was now on a different sort of training. It was the time to learn the skills necessary to relieve the suffering of injured colleagues, either to get them patched up and back into action or to stabilise their condition, to enable transfer for advanced treatment and then recuperation outside the theatre of war. Almost without exception, these young men were pleased to align themselves with the values that would dominate the next few months of their training. They were mainly Privates on the road to becoming Nursing Orderlies. The Officers were generally fully trained doctors and senior nurses, already serving as regular soldiers, although some were civilian clinicians, recruited specifically to support the war effort; their training would come from this senior group of professionals. Johnnie was especially pleased because he had transferred with, Sam, his pal from Hull, who had also been accepted on to the same training course.

         Within a few days of being accepted for training as a Nursing Orderly, Johnnie received notice that he had been granted forty-eight hours leave. Because of the accommodation constraints of both family homes, they decided to spend Saturday night together at the Abinger Hatch Hotel, where Joanna and her mother had stayed a few weeks previously. During those two days they were never out of each other’s sight, talking incessantly about the events of the last three months and how they might plan a life together. In many ways, Johnnie was a different person. He was ecstatic about his new training opportunity and was certain that he would make a go of it. He was so enthusiastic that he even brought his RAMC Training Pamphlet No. 2 with him to show Joanna. On the outside it was a rather dull appearing document with a soft buff cover, produced ‘By command of the Army Council’ and published by the War Office. Inside, the manual took a systematic approach describing in basic terms the structure and function of the human body and the relatively simple interventions that might start an injured or sick person back to recovery, but the text itself was far from exciting. There were moments, however, when it seemed to come to life, assisted by several colour illustrations, particularly the one showing the chest and abdomen, in which the lungs were duck egg blue, the liver, heart and spleen were red and the intestines, a cheerful yellow. It was nearly five years since he had taken part in a formal education process, and somehow learning the basics of human anatomy and physiology had started a new spiritual and intellectual reawakening.

         He was enthusiastic about building relationships with his colleagues on the course who he felt were much more like him than his former companions in the infantry. He was so keen that Joanna should really understand the course and decided to take her step-by-step through the manual. He started right at the beginning with the Junior Course, with an introduction to anatomy and physiology, moving on to First Aid, bandaging and resuscitation after battle injury, and then the complete range of other disorders that soldiers encounter at war such as infections and other non-battle injury. He seemed much calmer and more committed to his role as a serviceman in the British Army. Both realised the consequences of completing this training, however, namely, the increasing likelihood that he would be required to serve overseas in a combat zone. While they accepted that and recognised that he would be protected to some extent by the insignia of the Red Cross as he was serving in the Medical Corps, this was not a panacea for escaping injury or a guarantee of survival.

         Joanna decided to tell Johnnie about a recent, distressing piece of news from home. Vera, her sister, was pregnant. She finally shared with Joanna that she had not had a period for several months. She also had breast and other changes confirming a pregnancy, but had refused to see a doctor. This was not an easy situation for the family, as Vera was unmarried, the house was already replete with occupants, and they lived in a relatively intimate and closely observed local community. Joanna was aware that neighbours were already talking, and if they were not by this time, they soon would be.

         Gerry had shown no signs of declaring undying love or offering to make an honest woman of her. He blamed his distant posting in Glasgow and the likelihood that he would be sent overseas at a moment’s notice. This was not the moment, he said, to plan a wedding. According to Joanna, Vera appeared unconcerned. Almost on the contrary, she seemed delighted with her new acquisition and found the concern, and indeed the obsession as to whether she would or would not marry Gerry, completely irrelevant. Frankly, the more it was discussed the more bullish she became. As far as the neighbours were concerned, she had no interest whatsoever in their views, and would deal with any criticism or offensive remarks, front on. ‘Let the curtains, twitch!’ She said in her customary sharp, acerbic tone.

         The family of course were deeply distressed, particularly their mother, but they all recognised that Vera had her own life to lead, and nothing would stop her pressing ahead in her characteristic bullish, independent style, with or without a husband. And so, the die was cast. After the very brief weekend break, they parted company on a rather sad and soulful note. As soon as she left Waterloo, Joanna rushed home and wrote Johnnie a letter.

         
            I just loved seeing you again darling – life is very good now and I have you to live for. I’m really glad I told you about Vera, though I had not intended to mention it till I felt it really necessary, but now that I have told you, I feel better about it all and know that it will never make any difference to your love for me or my family. Vera admires you very much and found you so understanding to talk to. I am sure your attitude to this affair will help tremendously. George is terribly peeved and tells Vera how dreadfully selfish she has been. Mother is still marvellous about things, although I know she feels terribly hurt about it and in a way, responsible – this is quite wrong of her but really what can I say? I’m afraid mother will always feel like this about us; we will always be her little girls, I’m sure! Although Vera is rather vague about her dates, my best guess is that the baby will arrive in five or six months, probably in February next year.

         

         With the new course as a distraction, time appeared to pass more rapidly. Johnnie studied hard and knew that by the end of the year he needed to be ready to pass the exams. Late in November he was posted to 214 Field Ambulance which involved another move, this time to Shorncliffe, Ipswich. Johnnie for the first time in almost ten years was beginning to feel that his life was finding a course over which he seemed to have a modicum of influence.
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         Serendipity. Yes, there are times when we must believe in magic. It was a blessing, that amidst the furore of death and destruction during the Battle of Britain, that they should find love in war. At least something good came out of the Blitz. Another transformation occurred during those last few months together; she became ‘Snowy’. He was never sure where the name came from, nor whether it had any deeper symbolic meaning, but she remained Snowy for the rest of the war. She rather liked the name. Soft and feminine, she thought, and would frequently use it herself when signing off a letter to Jack, as he became. Maybe special names, above all those that have elements of obscurity attached to them, are a way of indicating that there is something unique in the relationship, something that excludes others and maintains a secret privacy. Strangely, as soon as he left England to serve overseas, she reverted to calling him Johnnie, and he used the same when signing letters to her throughout the next four years of his overseas service. Growing up, yes, but perhaps the full transformation into the mature form would have to wait until the next phase of his life, and their lives together.
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            TRANSIENTLY TOGETHER, 1942

         

         
            ‘Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end.’

             

            Lucius Annaeus Seneca, 4–65 bce

         

         Joanna and Johnnie married in April, on Easter Saturday. In essence, they had decided that it was better to be together and apart, than not to have each other at all. They declared that they were in love, perhaps without really knowing quite what they meant. They had a physical love and were enchanted by each other’s physical beauty, but more important to them was that they loved to talk. They talked love. They spoke their love in words. She fell in love with his words. She loved his sculpted face, the perfect line of his jaw, his crafted nose, his butterfly blue eyes and his floppy, flaxen hair that fell forward at the slightest provocation. She had visited Germany just the year before the war began and in a bizarre way, she might have recognised his distinctive and defining Aryan physiognomy which the Nazis so revered, and in later years would aim to promote by unnatural selection. But she loved his words even more. There was a sincerity in the way that he assembled and spoke those words.

         He thought deeply about the world and his place in it. He was an intuitive student of philosophy. Untrained, uneducated but bold and ready to think. He felt a constant disquiet in his breast and a longing for a private peace that never came. There were days when he wanted to escape his constant questioning and to stop caring about those aspects of life that he could not direct. Some days there were dark suppressive thoughts that paralysed progress. They stopped him moving on. He could escape this world but only briefly. Sometimes in the cold solitude of a grand cathedral or walking freely across the green open spaces of south-west London. But this would bring only a transitory respite.

         They had opened their emotional and intellectual hearts and shown them to each other. They placed their naked selves, in front of each other without reservation, as before a mirror. There was nothing to hide, no duplicity; a position which they imagined was also shared by people preparing to die. They did not think for one moment that they were alone in taking this decision. They knew others who were making similar promises to each other before parting company, almost certainly for years. People just did this; these were strange times.
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         The decision to marry had been made just three months previously, in early January. Johnnie was on seven days leave. The Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor on 7 December just three weeks before, an act which was countered by the United States declaring war on Japan, Germany and Italy. Joanna and Johnnie had decided to take a day out together in the Surrey Hills and after lunch in Dorking they raced up Box Hill and whilst resting at the summit, they made the first draft of their joint life plan.

         They lay on their backs side-by-side, looking up to the sky, watching the billowy cumulus clouds sail past like vast spinnakers filled by the prevailing wind. The grass beneath them was warm and dry, surprisingly so for early January, and the air on the hill had a freshness and purity that was not found in the city. Slowly they caught their breath and were ready to speak.

         ‘Well, aren’t you going to ask me?’

         Joanna started off, in a calmly coquettish, argumentative tone. She had reverted to a former self.

         ‘What do you mean? Ask you what?’ He was genuinely caught off-guard and puzzled.

         ‘Well, you could ask me if I enjoyed the lunch, to which the answer would be an indubitable, yes! But I don’t think that is the question. Why don’t you have another go?’

         Johnnie turned his head to the right and caught a glimpse of her lovely face as she began to smile. She wriggled her bottom across the grass and pressed herself against him, obliterating the gap between them.

         ‘You mean.’ He paused. ‘You mean, the question? No! No, you don’t mean…?’

         She smiled again took his right hand and swaddled then squeezed it between both of hers.

         ‘Yes, I do mean the question. We have swerved around it for months and that’s enough. Enough for me, anyway.’

         ‘Right!’ Johnnie was completely taken aback. ‘Right…Well, will you?’

         ‘Will I what?’

         She was beginning to enjoy teasing him. She knew exactly what she was doing. Her mind was made up.

         ‘Well, will you marry me?’

         She took several deep breaths, became visibly pensive and reflective, gently furrowed her brow, all part of the performance, and finally wound both her arms around him delivering a long and lasting embrace while whispering in his right ear,

         ‘I might!’

         She stopped and let silence be in control and waited for his response.

         ‘You mean you will… or you won’t?’ Johnnie was losing his sense of humour.

         ‘Yes, yes, yes, my love; yes of course I will.’

         She gave him a long, loving kiss. And that is how it was signed and sealed. The deal was done and their lives could move forward.

         On the journey home, they discussed how and when they would tell their respective families. The following day was Sunday. After the morning church service in Southfields they had lunch with Johnnie’s family. Then a walk in the afternoon to the Queensmere, their beloved pond on Wimbledon common, after which they spent the evening in North Cheam sharing their news with Joanna’s mother and sisters.

         ‘Life is grand!’ Joanna said to herself quietly, as she slipped under the covers into sleep after a very special day.

         The following morning, Joanna left home at the normal time to travel to school for a day with her class. They met up again in the evening at Joanna’s home for tea and then out to the cinema to see George Formby in Turned Out Nice Again, a charming story about a women’s underwear factory, peppered with Formby’s songs but strangely, and sadly, not with the title song – it was unquestionably light relief. They had such fun.

         The following day, after Joanna’s day at school, they met at Lyons Corner House in the Strand for a simple meal. That evening they talked incessantly about the progress of the war. The balance of power had changed since America joined the Allies and were committed to defeating the Germans and the Japanese.

         ‘My brother George always said that Hitler could not control his appetite for territorial acquisition. Always looking for lebensraum! With the German offensive now stretched by its invasion of Russia, it could all be over quite quickly, particularly with heavy, joint aerial bombardment with the Americans.’

         Johnnie’s nursing orderly course was going well but if the war was accelerating towards closure, then perhaps he might not have to serve abroad. The sudden buzz of optimism launched them into an evening at the ballet. Joanna had secured tickets for the New Theatre, St Martin’s Lane, where the Vic Wells Company was performing Wise Virgins based on the parable of the Ten Virgins from the New Testament Book of Matthew. Choreography was by Frederick Ashton, the music by J.S. Bach and starred Margot Fonteyn and Michael Somes. They both agreed that it was a triumph. For the remainder of his leave, they met up with family, made plans for an Easter wedding but before they had time to think further, Joanna was seeing Johnnie off at Liverpool Street station for the return journey to his training camp in Ipswich. Within a few days of re-joining his unit, he was graded and mustered Nursing Orderly group C, Class III, indicating that he was ready for active service in a theatre of war.

         Since re-establishing their relationship just before Christmas 1940, now just over a year ago, they had spent no more than thirty days together before deciding to marry. Joanna had looked back through her diary and totalled up the days, although was reassured that they had taken a little more time before deciding to take the plunge than her colleague at school, who decided to marry after a month. There were probably as many words in the letters that they had exchanged, as had been spoken face-to-face.
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         The wedding took place in North Cheam Baptist Church on Easter Saturday, 4 April 1942. It was a small, modest family wedding with traditional vows led by a solid, honest minister who had served overseas in India for many years with the Baptist Missionary Society. They chose familiar hymns so that everyone in the congregation could join in and devised a ceremony devoid of any of the pomp and circumstance of the established Anglican Church. But most importantly for them, it had a plain intimacy that suited the happy couple and the moment.

         ‘It gives me immense pleasure to welcome you all to this most special occasion. I am Henry Parry, Pastor of North Cheam Baptist Church. I have got to know Joanna and her family well since they moved into the locality five years ago and have been overwhelmed with their commitment to many aspects of church life. I have got to know Jack more recently but have been pleased to welcome him to our congregation on many occasions, when weekend leave permits.’

         Smiles and muted chuckles rippled around the pews on both sides of the central aisle. This diffused any remaining anxiety among the congregation after the bride, on the arm of her brother George, had satisfactorily negotiated their way through the church to be delivered to the side of her future husband who was waiting calmly on the front pew. They sang a couple of hymns, there was a reading and a prayer and then a psalm, The Lord is my Shepherd.

         The Reverend Parry then completed the formalities with speed and great economy of words.

          

         The Reverend Parry: ‘Will you, Joanna Margaret Godley, have Denis Jack Faraday to be your husband? Will you love him, comfort and keep him, and forsaking all others remain true to him, as long as you both shall live?’

          

         Joanna: ‘I will.’

          

         The Reverend Parry: ‘Will you, Denis Jack Faraday, have Joanna Margaret Godley to be your wife? Will you love her, comfort and keep her, and forsaking all others remain true to her, as long as you both shall live?’

          

         Jack: ‘I will.’

          

         She had grown into an empowered, independent young woman and he respected her autonomy, but neither of them wanted the ‘honour and obey’ included in the vows. They exchanged rings, Joanna had a simple understated, inexpensive gold ring and Johnnie had a broader, flatter, gold band which for some reason he had decided to wear on the fourth finger of the right, rather than the left hand.

         Joanna wore a full-length white wedding dress, with a petite, but emphatic train, managed diligently by her two bridesmaids, sisters Vera and Marion. She wore an elegant head-dress and veil and was inseparable from a generous cascading cortège of magnificent white roses. Johnnie wore a mid-grey, three-piece chalk striped suit, single-breasted jacket with the mandatory ‘Oxford bags’ and Oxford toe-capped black shoes. This was the closest he ever got to Oxford. The best man, his elder brother, Ralph, also wore a grey three-piece, almost certainly the one in which he got married in 1937 and had selected wisely so he also blended comfortably into the greater sartorial scene. The mothers were there, Frances and Martha, usually sitting when it came to the photographs, sombrely dressed in mid-calf length dresses and dark broad-brimmed hats, winter coats and ‘heavy’ shoes. After all, it was still April. Both fathers had died some years before but were drawn into the day and acknowledged warmly in the best man’s speech and informally by all during the modest reception.

         The church hall had a Protestant Free Church contemporary starkness that was not immediately welcoming, but Joanna and her sisters had filled the room with spring flowers – yellow, white and blue. The food that found its way into the lunchtime buffet was modest and consistent with wartime rationing. Bridge rolls containing various diaphanous fillings of potted meat, tinned salmon, accompanied by egg and cress, and ham and mustard sandwiches with trifle for the pudding. Joanna’s mother had hoarded the necessary ingredients from the family ration books and had baked, iced and decorated a small, rich fruitcake. And there was enough after the bride and groom had made the first cut to provide everyone with a petite portion wrapped meticulously in a white paper doily and placed in traditional white and silver cardboard boxes. There were no alcoholic beverages, it was a Baptist Church after all, but orange squash, lemon barley water and unlimited cups of tea were available to wash it all down.

         There were a few short speeches starting with Joanna’s elder brother, George, who gave her away. He said a few kind words about his sister and the groom, his new brother-in-law, but struggled to find anything else very interesting to say. He was under instruction to be brief and reminded everybody that the bride and groom had to catch a train at 2.50 pm from Paddington to get them to their honeymoon destination, the identity of which was not revealed, in line with convention.

         Johnnie said they were sad that neither of their fathers were alive and able to see them wed. He told everyone the now well-known story of how he had pursued Joanna since childhood, waited outside the school gates for her at the end of the day, and had never attended Southfields Baptist Church so regularly when in pursuit. He made his feelings clear to everyone that he could not be more jubilant that his indefatigable passion and perseverance had finally won through. The best man, his elder brother Ralph, was even less accomplished than George at speechmaking, although he did manage to read out the telegrams with a sprinkling of humour.

         
            ‘Best wishes and Happy Thoughts. Marie, Margaret and Jackie.’

             

            ‘Lifelong Happiness to you both. Apologies for absence. No leave. Too many Red Caps. Frank.’

         

         Thanks to Frank this was the highlight of the telegrams.

         
            ‘Happiness all the way. The Bouchers.’

             

            ‘Now you are married, we wish you joy. The three Bears.’

         

         A titter rippled around the room, but nobody had a clue who had sent the telegram.

         
            ‘Hearty congratulations and best wishes for the future from all at Sudbury.’

         

         ‘Where is Sudbury?’ Ralph asked. That got a ripple of laughter.

         
            ‘Happy days, best wishes. Christine and Bob.’

         

         And he finished by thanking a few people, including the bridesmaids, one of whom had produced a beautiful daughter out of wedlock two months earlier. He was, however, under strict instruction not to mention the new arrival. He sensitively resisted the temptation to talk about Joanne’s infant niece, the second newest addition to the family, Johnnie being the latest.

         The newly-weds acknowledged that marriages like this were common at the time and had been since the beginning of the war. There was a modest financial advantage to being married because the wife of a serviceman received a personal allowance, about fifty shillings, equivalent to roughly a third of his weekly pay. But it was much more than that. With the promises made and the bond that followed, came hope for the future. Something to survive for; to live for. There was someone to write to and from whom letters would come back, often daily, sometimes accompanied by a black and white, head-and-shoulders Polyfoto. And that postcard-sized photograph of the loved one to keep close, maybe kept secure in a slim, silver-plated cigarette box slipped into a left breast pocket; a line of defence that might deflect a bullet from piercing the heart?

         Joanna thought back across the journey of the last few years. Their early lives were similar but different. They were born five years apart, he as the Great War began and she just after it finished. They were raised within a mile of each other in suburban south London. He grew up in a rented, tiny, dark, terraced town cottage consisting of four rooms, an outside toilet, no bath and no hot water, with three brothers and two sisters. She, in a grander, late Victorian terraced house in a better part of the locality, with a proper bathroom, a small front and a larger back garden with four bedrooms. There were five of them, the parents, an older brother and two sisters. Joanna shared a bedroom with her younger sister. Her father had had an excellent job at the Imperial Institute in Kensington and there was more money around, at least while he was alive and working. These were not easy days, not widely discussed at the time nor brooded upon in future years. But the past remained with them. Remembered and reflected upon, private and personalised. Joanna could not dissociate herself from the memory of Mrs Rutherford and her short marriage to Charlie.

         Soon after midday, the modest wedding party began to disperse. The bride and groom walked back arm-in-arm to Joanna’s family house, which was no more than a ten-minute walk away, where they changed into their travelling clothes, put a few final items into their pre-packed suitcases and awaited the booked hire car that would take them to Morden station at the end of the Northern line. A small residue of the wedding party, the mothers, her two sisters and brother and Johnnie’s older brother, Ralph, waved them off, having swiftly tied an empty Heinz Baked Beans tin on to the rear bumper on a couple of yards of strong twine to let all the neighbours know they were leaving. The taxi driver played the game and waited till he had turned the corner before stopping to detach the trailing, sonorous object. After departing Morden underground station, it was just twelve stops to Waterloo and an easy transfer to its mainline station, where they would board the train that would take them on the final phase of the journey to Lyme Regis, their honeymoon destination. The London Underground had taken on a special significance for Londoners during the Blitz. There was still evidence that it was in regular use as a place of safety during bombing raids. Johnnie had seen little of the bombardment of London as, like most British servicemen, whether a regular, a volunteer or a conscript, they were garrisoned in training camps in relatively safe rural areas of Britain. They had allowed two hours to get Waterloo and arrived ahead of time to board the 2.50pm departure to Lyme which was waiting for them on Platform 11. Their next task was to locate the ‘through carriage’ which would take them all the way to Lyme Regis.

         They found a cheerful stationmaster and asked for his help.

         ‘Normally we have two or three “through carriages” but only in the summer months. You are lucky because it’s Easter and there are plenty of passengers, so the railway company decided to put on some “through carriages” over the weekend. When are you coming back?’

         ‘Oh, not till next Wednesday.’ Joanna had already anticipated what was coming next.

         ‘Sadly, there won’t be any for your return journey, but you just take the light railway back up to Axminster, cross over the footbridge with your bags and join the connecting train to Waterloo. Enjoy your holiday.’

         He pointed them in the direction of the station indicator board which showed the distinctive enamel sign, Lyme Regis Through Carriage and then they easily located their carriage displaying the sign… Waterloo –Lyme Regis. They stood there, holding hands, looking down the length of the train admiring the engineering masterpiece at its head, the steam locomotive, which had already started billowing steam and smoke, agitating to get on its way. That pause before departure fired a romantic moment in both of their hearts. This was not just a spontaneous, random excursion, it was the beginning of a new life together.

         Although the morning had been cloudy but bright, it was beginning to rain. The rain stayed with them throughout the journey and continued after their arrival. They found their compartment and were pleased to find it empty. Although it was a Saturday and the Easter holidays, they guessed that many fellow travellers to the West Country had left earlier in the day.

         ‘What does it matter? The weather is irrelevant. Today we made the decision of a lifetime, for a lifetime, and I’m so, so very happy.’

         Joanna looked up at the man to whom she had just made the most serious promises she could ever make. She had not experienced a moment of uncertainty. It was right to do it now, whatever the future might hold. Johnnie could still not quite believe it. Nor could he have imagined that today could have become a reality when he looked back over the ups and downs of the last six years. But secretly he agonised about the circumstances that had caused this change of heart. He was not ready to talk about it yet, but he knew that eventually the moment would come. Or maybe it was something that he did not need to know? Perhaps best unsaid? At least not yet?

         ‘Thank you, my love. Thank you for believing in me. There are times when I thought this would be an impossibility, but we change, the world changes and revolves around us so that we can see horizons, new horizons that we have never seen before. We must always keep our eyes open, be prepared to take a chance and when the decision is made, we must make it work. We have to make it work.’

         Johnnie became overwhelmed – partly with joy but there was a lining of sadness as he wondered how it could possibly work.

         ‘It was a lovely simple service, just as we planned.’

         Joanna spotted his sinking towards melancholy and wanted to bring it to a halt.

         ‘Yes, I agree. Everyone seemed to get on well at the reception. The speeches were short and even Ralph managed to make them giggle when he read out the telegrams. Our mothers got on well, but then they always do.’

         ‘Relieved to have moved us on!’

         Joanna smiled at her new life partner and squeezed his hand.

         They were both exhausted. As soon as the train sounded its shrill whistle and they felt the first familiar judders as the locomotive pulled the carriages sequentially against their couplings, Joanna was contented to place her head on Johnnie’s shoulder and sleep. They took a small pack of sandwiches left over from the wedding, a couple of apples from home and a thermos of tea. The journey would be about five hours and they were not at all sure as to what would be available at their destination. The train changed locomotives in Axminster but they stayed in their designated Through Carriage, transferring to the quaint branch line down to Lyme. This was serviced by, as they were told by the guard of the mainline express, two rather special ‘toy’ locomotives, also known as ‘the old ladies’. They were a limited edition; Adams Radial Tank engines painted in green livery but more importantly selected for their ability to negotiate tight corners. They never exceeded 25mph and went even slower when it traversed the 100 foot high, Cannington Viaduct, which a fellow passenger had reassuringly told them was always on the point of collapse.

         Their taste in accommodation was modest. They had booked into a homely guesthouse in Woodmead Road run by a widow, Mrs E.M. Burtenshaw, who they had never met but had grown to like through several cycles of correspondence. The late 19th-century, double-fronted house was located on a quiet road about half a mile back from the seashore. It was in an idyllic position no more than a fifteen-minute walk to one of Lyme’s greatest landmarks, The Cobb, a man-made curvilinear construction of stone, set originally around massive oak piles, gently curling round into the sea, providing both a pier-like projection for line fishing and promenading visitors and some protection from the elements for both inward and outward going sea craft and bathers. They took a short taxi ride to the guesthouse, knocked gently on the door which, as it was already unlatched was sufficient to push it open. They put their suitcases in the hallway next to a mahogany console table on which was a vase of freshly cut garden flowers and a small brown envelope addressed to Mr and Mrs Faraday. Inside was the landlady’s visiting card and on the back was written,

         
            Best wishes for much happiness. Please help yourself to tea and cake in the parlour. I have put you in Room 3, which is at the top of the stairs at the back of the house.

         

         They had only a few days together, so rose early and were greeted by Mrs Burtenshaw in the breakfast room.

         ‘You must be exhausted. I do hope you both slept well.’

         ‘Yesterday was a long day. We were so glad to get an early night. I can’t wait to go down to the sea.’

         Joanna was so pleased to be alone with Johnnie in a place where no one knew them.

         ‘Make sure you have a good breakfast before you set off. How about eggs, bacon, tomatoes and fried bread? We are so lucky being out here in the country where fresh food is still available.’

         Mrs Burtenshaw adopted a warm motherly role for the young newlyweds.

         ‘Sounds grand.’

         Johnnie had missed a proper evening meal the night before and was starving.

         ‘Oh yes, and the same for me please,’ Joanna chimed in.

         ‘Toast, butter and marmalade is over there on the side table. Susan will bring you a pot of tea straight away.’

         The landlady left them to their own devices. Their hopes of having a quiet breakfast alone were soon dashed as the room became rapidly filled by the other guests, all anxious to make their mark on the day.

         The breakfast arrived with unexpected speed, which they devoured with polite enthusiasm.

         ‘Well, have a wonderful day and we look forward to welcoming you back for supper this evening.’

         Mrs Burtenshaw sashayed around the breakfast room like a ballroom dancer, greeting her guests with flamboyant intent, almost as if they were her dancing partners.

         Joanna had a plan for the day which had to start with the sea – the sea!

         ‘First, we must go to The Cobb. I think of it as Jane Austen’s Cobb’. Joanna’s plan for the day was beginning to unfold.

         ‘What on earth do you mean? It has nothing to do with Jane Austen. Apparently, it’s been there in one form or another for over a thousand years!’

         ‘Oh, don’t be so daft. Come, follow me and I’ll show you.’

         They walked the length of The Cobb. There were no fishermen at work and only empty lobster pots loitered in a disorderly heap because it was Sunday, a day of rest. It had been a squally night and the cloudy, turbulent waters were still crashing against the immutable Portland stone structure. A few fellow travellers were beginning to find their way onto the beach but for most it was too early; happy to take a prolonged leisurely breakfast with the Sunday papers before facing the day.

         ‘Joanna, this is ridiculous what are we doing?’

         ‘I’m looking for the steps.’

         ‘Well, we’ve just passed three sets of stairs, how many do you want?’

         ‘I’m looking for one unique set of steps and it must be the right set. I’m searching for the stairs that Louisa Musgrove fell down when she was showing off to Captain Wentworth.’

         She rotated around through 360°, scanning the ancient stone structure for clues.

         ‘It must be this flight of steps right in front of us.’

         The steps were just exposed blocks of stone descending one by one from The Cobb’s upper to its lower level, and were somehow securely embedded in The Cobb wall, but without a handrail to help control the descent.

         ‘I can see that these stairs would be particularly difficult to negotiate for a woman dressed fashionably in the early 19th century.’

         Johnnie was rather pleased with himself by unearthing this key challenge.

         ‘Exactly. You have finally got it! There is a scene about halfway through her novel Persuasion when the ladies, including Louisa Musgrove, finding the wind too strong on the upper level, wished to descend to benefit from the protection of the level below. Louisa decides that she needs to jump down, and of course to jump passionately into the arms of a Captain Wentworth. Everything goes smoothly the first time, but then she decides, in a rather childish way, that she needs to do it again and of course this time it does not go well. She jumps early, before Captain Wentworth is quite ready to catch her. She falls unprotected on to the flag stones below, striking her head. It is such a fiery, hot-blooded scene, but at the same time rather silly.’

         They stood at the end of The Cobb, huddled together, feeling the cool ozone-scented air swerve around them with an ethereal, almost baptismal quality. Easter Sunday had a special place in their hearts. The Lord is risen. Hallelujah! The cornerstone of Christian belief played out in real life. For true believers like Joanna and Johnnie, a forensic analysis followed by a robust explanation of the physical details of that event, was irrelevant to them. This was belief, metaphysics, in all its glory.

         ‘If we’re going to church, then we should go now.’

         Joanna was keen that they kept to her pre-planned schedule, something which would slowly unravel for Johnnie in the hours and days to come. They had only four days together before returning to London, enabling Johnnie to get back to training camp at the end of his leave. They set off by bus in an easterly direction for Bridport, and then walked for a mile or so, pacing hard against the prevailing wind down to West Bay, often called, Bridport Harbour by the locals. They had read about this iconic church, sometimes referred to as ‘the chapel on the beach’. They found the charming, curiously idiosyncratic Methodist Church perched on the edge of a sandy beach. They crept in silently, hoping that no one would notice their arrival as the service had already started, but shuddered as the heavy door creaked loudly and brutally announced their arrival. Johnnie immediately recalled the night of the ‘creaking boards’ and ‘singing springs’ in the Crown Hotel. The diminutive congregation was evidently accustomed to the ‘alleluia’ let out by the ancient weather-beaten door and took no notice. They stayed for the simple and mercifully short morning service and were the first to leave through the already open door, which they had been too frightened to close for fear of further auditory proclamations.

         ‘I’m so glad we made the effort to come here. What a special place!’ Joanna was quite exhilarated.

         ‘I’m surprised it manages to keep going with so few worshippers.’

         ‘Probably better attended when there were more fishermen and their families working these waters and living in the vicinity,’ Joanna added.

         ‘And when Lyme was a busy port, forty or fifty years ago.’ Johnnie was less captivated by the experience.

         Joanna’s plan was to spend the rest of the day in Uplyme, a small village with a long history, about three miles north of Lyme and just inside the Devon border. They took the first bus back to Lyme and by the time they arrived, the early morning fine rain shower had passed over, the wind had lessened, and a hazy sun began forcing through the clouds at irregular intervals. A perfect morning for a leisurely walk along the river Lim to Uplyme. This is what they loved most. Walking in tranquil places, talking about themselves and their place in the world and breathing fresh country air. Joanna had selected this trip because of the uniqueness of the Lim Valley. About four or five miles north of Lyme, the river Lim spouted out of the ground some 600 feet above sea level which created a rapid but narrow river, charged with vitality as it raced the relatively short distance to the sea at Lyme.

         ‘You can see why I was so keen to do this walk. This fast-flowing current has been used for centuries as a source of energy to drive watermills from top to bottom; there were seven of them. And hopefully we will find at least some on the walk to Uplyme.’

         ‘How do know all this stuff? I thought we were just coming for a short break by the seaside!’

         ‘Of course, we are. It’s our time together. Being together is all I want, nothing more. But we might as well see something while we are here.’ She paused. ‘Well, while you were square bashing and learning how to fix bayonets and being on guard at night, I did some research. Some history and geography, don’t you know! It’s top-secret but I have planned similar trips for Easter Monday and the Tuesday.’

         ‘Joanna, you’re wonderful. I would never have done all that. But we’re different; and thank goodness we are.’

         They set off at a brisk pace, passing Town Mill and then across Woodmead Road, where they were staying. They followed the course of the river along the eastern boundary of Slopes Farm, past Middle Mill Farm and up to the Old Mill, just before the Glenn, which was a beautiful historic thatched building, sadly in a state of considerable disrepair. By now, Joanna had unveiled the river’s long history of involvement with the wool and cloth trade dating back to the 17th century. It was a locus of the industrial revolution. They walked on through the tree-lined Glenn and finally found themselves in the village of Uplyme.

         ‘Johnnie before we do anything else, we must visit the churchyard. I want to find the gravestone of John Ames, a wealthy man from a very prosperous family who bought and then developed Pinhay House in the first half of the 19th century. We need to see his grave before we see where he lived. We’ll do that during our travels tomorrow.’

         St Peter and St Paul’s Church nestled on a prominent corner of the village, had a graveyard with headstones dating back to the early 18th century. Joanna set off a great speed and in no time at all she found John Ames’ headstone. Johnnie followed closely behind and was content that this quest had to be one of the important goals of the visit.

         ‘There it is! I find it rather touching that he chose to be buried in his local churchyard rather than some massive family vault in the City of Bristol. I can’t wait to see his house up there on the cliffs.’

         ‘What a wonderful tour guide you are! But before we go any further, can we take a break and have something to eat?’

         Johnnie had worked off breakfast and had become conscious of the inner workings of complaining intestines.

         Joanna had negotiated with Mrs Burtenshaw to provide a simple packed lunch on the understanding that she would ‘add a small sum to the bill at the end of their stay’.

         They sat on one of the benches in the garden of the Talbot Arms, ate their sandwiches and drank cool water which are they had bought with them in a traveller’s water bottle. They had found a moment of shared tranquillity and a time for contemplation. This was a place in life where they both wanted to be. They did not talk much about the future but recognised the uncertainties of the times. Both genuinely believed that a limited life together was better than no life together. They agreed that existence without each other, was no life. They had their faith and a belief in a benevolent God, who they trusted would watch over them. This was not a blind faith, but they were content to place their lives together in his hands.

         They agreed, however, on something that was important to them both. They would not try for a family until Johnnie was back from wherever he was going to be sent, and most importantly not until the war was over. Joanna had a full-time job and needed her salary to help with the expenses of running the family home, and the idea of bringing up a child on her own in a war-torn London suburb, was not what they wanted. They abhorred the possibility that a child could be born and never see his or her father. They were prepared for the eventuality that Johnnie would be sent abroad during the next few months, and once they had survived that separation and the world had started to put itself back together again, a family would be their first consideration.

         They retraced their steps back to Lyme and lingered for a moment outside The Old Mill. The wooden water wheel was disintegrating relentlessly and no longer turned on its spindle, although the Lim still flowed briskly along its downward channel towards the sea. The leat, the man-made diversion which funnelled a fast flowing, high-volume torrent of water to the mill’s waterwheel, was blocked because of years of neglect and poor maintenance. The thatch was disintegrating, and through the gaping holes it was evident that many of the roof timbers were in urgent need of repair. Perhaps one day some kind philanthropist would restore it to its former glory. They were back in their lodgings by 4.30pm, had tea and rock cakes in the breakfast room and retired briefly to their room to wash and change before the evening meal at 6pm.

         After dinner, they walked along Marine Parade and then back to The Cobb where they spent the evening by the sea, watching the sun slip away under the horizon and a crystal sharp night sky come to life. Looking south-west Johnnie identified what he thought must be Venus and in the same field of vision he spotted, what he guessed was the Pleiades. To the south-east there was another bright star, probably Jupiter and a constellation which he hoped might be Sagittarius.

         ‘Now, look over there.’ He pointed in a south-westerly direction at the sparkling, star-studded night sky.

         ‘I think that must be Venus. The Roman goddess of love. Even here, in a little coastal outpost, sitting on this ancient stone seawall together, the gods are with us.’

         ‘I’m not sure I can see it. Are you certain?’

         ‘It must be Venus. Such a bright star in the right place for this time of year. Venus is equivalent to the Greek goddess, Aphrodite, but Venus is better. In addition to love, she is responsible for sex, beauty and fertility!’

         ‘That sounds quite appalling. I’m surprised at you.’

         She dropped her musical hall voice and gave him a massive hug.

         ‘I think it’s time to go back to bed.’

         She slipped her arm through his and pulled him homeward at a brisk pace, leaving the night sky and the sea’s iridescent moonlit ripples to their own devices.

         They rose with the dawn the next morning having advised Mrs Burtenshaw that they would like an early breakfast before setting out on their day excursion to Pinhay House, the former home of the wealthy gentleman, James Ames. It was Easter Monday and their time together was accelerating away from them. Again, Joanna had planned the day meticulously, starting with a magnificent westerly coastal walk up to Ware Cliff. It was a gentle climb out of Lyme along the coastal path, often through lush woodland lifted by bombastic rhododendrons and shy, discreet wild orchids seeking the shade of the vivacious undergrowth, which sometimes obscured the panoramic sea views. After about an hour they reached the highest point of the cliff, nearly 500 feet above the sea and from which they had an unimpeded view of Lyme Bay, the harbour and the majestic Cobb sweeping around across the bay; like a mother’s arm protecting its precious child.

         They pressed on towards Pinhay House on a heavily overgrown and poorly maintained path. The house was a solid construction on two floors, built of ashlar, beautifully cut and finished blocks of stone, probably limestone and set in an exquisitely designed clifftop garden. The point of the visit was to experience James Ames’ Crimean Seat. They eventually found the seat perched high on the cliff with spectacular views as far away as Portland. A simple description of the construction, fashioned principally from flint, presumably harvested from the material of the chalk cliffs, was that it was like a gigantic scallop shell, curving around the sides and then again over the top to provide protection for those sitting on the curved bench which ran around inside.

         ‘I feel like Venus in Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus, standing naked in her seashell!’

         Joanna stood on the bench and pretended she was naked, coyly shielding her modesty with a scarf.

         ‘Perhaps Ames was ever hopeful that a beautiful, young, scantily-clothed Venus would emerge from the sea in Pinhay Bay and join him up here in his secret place on the cliffs.’

         She released a discreet giggle.

         ‘What sort of man would construct a stone-covered bench on a clifftop overlooking the English Channel?’

         ‘Well, it takes all sorts.’ Joanna was enjoying the guessing game.

         ‘He must have been someone with money to spare. Maybe he was addicted to the view?’

         Johnnie was struggling to get into the scene.

         ‘That’s not how the story goes.’

         By now Joanna had concluded the theatricals and was sitting on the bench looking across the sea.

         ‘He became obsessed, at some point during the Crimean war, with the notion that the Russians were planning to invade England, so he constructed this lookout post to enable him to keep sentinel and to give early warning of an imminent threat.’

         ‘I suppose you could say it was a worthy cause. I would have thought that he could have sat out on an ordinary wooden bench without the need for this elaborate monolith. Do you know how he got his money?’ Johnnie was happy to re-engage.

         ‘I told you; I went to the library before we came away. The family started out as yeoman farmers in the south-west of England, but the money came when old Levi Ames, James’ great-grandfather, found his way into the “Triangular Atlantic trade”; guns and gunpowder from England to West Africa, slaves from Africa to the West Indies and the American colonies, and then sugar, coffee, tobacco and other commodities back across the Atlantic to England. Yes, like so many wealthy Englishmen of that period, they were slave traders.’

         It was only a short walk down to Pinhay Bay and for an hour or so they immersed themselves in the Jurassic seashore, scanning the stony terrain for fossils of creatures which had inhabited these waters nearly 200 million years ago. They took their lunch on a large, flat stone, gazing in some wonderment at the place they had chosen to spend these special days together. It endorsed their wish for their relationship to have both longevity and permanency, bound to an intimacy with the natural world.

         The following day took on a more leisurely demeanour. A late breakfast, shopping in Broad Street for local pottery and coffee in the Tudor Café. Then a short bus ride just north of Uplyme for lunch at the Hunters Lodge Inn. Over the meal they talked about many things, but they almost never talked about the war. In September, it would be three years since the war started, long enough to have normalised the routine, to adjust to the limitations and deprivations, the threats to life and more, much more. They had accepted that by the end of the summer, Johnnie would be on his way with thousands of others to some far-off destination to fight for King and Country. Johnnie of course would not be in combat as a nursing orderly in the Royal Army Medical Corps, but he would be supporting those who were; closely following the advancing frontline of infantrymen and tanks. Theoretically, not in the line of fire and protected by the red cross on a white armband that he wore on his left arm. There would be larger versions of the same emblem displayed on their vehicles, dressing stations and casualty clearing stations. Not directly in the line of fire, but dangerously close by.

         Joanna was preparing herself for a protracted period without Johnnie. She would propel herself into her work at school and her class. She had the church, Sunday School and the Guides and, the air raids permitting – there had been no attacks on London for a year – she would get to London theatres and ballet whenever she could. She had her family, a mother who had survived major surgery for a stomach cancer, her sisters, one of whom had produced a beautiful daughter just two months previously but had not yet successfully secured the child’s father as a husband, and she would indulge her love of the theatre with her glamorous, slightly younger cousin, Derek, by introducing him to lunchtime Shakespeare at the Old Vic. Neither knew at the time that, after the war, he would go on to be a distinguished Shakespearean actor with the Royal Shakespeare Company in London and Stratford.

         Johnnie was struggling to imagine how he was going to deal with being separated from the woman he had been awaiting, for the last six years. He had an even deeper fear as to how he was going to cope with the exigencies of war. He had rehearsed battle scenario after scenario in his mind, based on information he had gleaned during his training. Although he no longer had to contemplate killing another human being, he was fearful of being totally devastated by exposure to colossal human injury and death. The idea of it filled him with complete horror. He thought he would be fine, providing he had one or two other like-minded chums to keep him going. He had Frank, who was a great pal but sadly he was unable to get to the wedding because he had run out of leave. There was Sam, also in the same Field Ambulance, who had similar beliefs and joined the RAMC for the same reasons. Sam was also recently married to a lovely woman called Hilda, who Joanna had met; they had promised to stay in contact if, and when, the boys went away.

         Johnnie ruminated over these anxieties but spoke little about them. He knew it would cause distress for Joanna and be likely to spoil the remaining time they had together. Talking about them he thought, would not change anything. These were matters that were outside their control – what would be would be.

         They returned to Woodmead Road in time for the evening meal. A home-made steak and kidney pudding followed by rhubarb and custard. Then as was their habit, they strolled arm in arm, sometimes holding hands, down to the sea to watch the show of light as the sun moved on to another world. Sitting on the sand, they had a spectacular hemispherical field of view of beach, sea and sky and reimagined the arc the sun had drawn during the day. As they looked east, they were almost certain they could see Golden Cap, the highest cliff on the coast of England, recognisable by its deep golden colour attributable to a broad seam of greensand which lay on the bed of chalk below. They found a profound peace together in what was becoming a special place for them both.

         The following afternoon they would leave and return to London to find a different kind of reality. Johnnie would report back to camp in Lavenham, and Joanna would pick up the threads of family, church and work. But they decided to enjoy that last morning, walking for a couple of hours through wind and rain over the cliffs above Lyme. Even though it was still early in the year they managed to pick some lilac-coloured wild thyme and yellow horseshoe vetch which Joanna had decided to press and keep under the front board of her journal. Something to mark the occasion and spark good memories. They said their farewells to Mrs Burtenshaw, paid their bill, which incidentally contained no additional supplement for their packed lunches, and promised they would return to Woodmead Road at the earliest opportunity. There was, however, an unspoken understanding that not a soul knew when that might be.

         They gave themselves plenty of time to get the taxi to Lyme Regis station where they boarded the ‘toy train’, on this occasion consisting of just two carriages, scheduled to leave at 2.13pm. This would take them up the branch line and back over the ‘collapsing’ Cannington viaduct, to Axminster where they changed on to the mainline train back to Waterloo.

         They had a final day together in London which they spent visiting their mothers and re-counting stories of the last few days. Their memories were vivid and joyous and brought intense pleasure to the two elderly ladies. After leaving Johnnie’s mother, they took one of their customary walks on Wimbledon Common encompassing the old Windmill and their favourite stretch of natural water, the Queensmere pond, which on this occasion was bursting with seasonal activities. Endless new broods of ducklings being schooled in the water by their parents in the artful skill of fishing. A pair of swans, bonded for life, watching proudly over their five cygnets and scores of newly hatched moorhens. Neither Joanna nor Johnnie missed the poignancy of these moving scenes of new life.

         That evening Johnnie took the train back to Ipswich. They both returned to their routines and the new reality. Johnnie was deployed to Chelmsford Hospital, for further training to put theory into practice. Their respective life patterns were broken briefly by a night in the White Swan Hotel in Wickford, a lovely Essex village about ten miles south of Chelmsford. Johnnie had managed to wangle an all-night pass. There was a further seven days leave during the second week of June when Johnnie came back to London. Soon after this break was over, he was moved again with the Field Ambulance to Lavenham in Suffolk.
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         Within a few weeks of the move, he got notice of embarkation leave in July. After this he would board a troopship in Liverpool, bound for a distant slaughterhouse. He would be gone by August for sure. They had no idea as to where he was being sent, although almost certainly a warmer place than autumnal London. And they did not know if they would ever see each other again. They had no expectations that they would, although deep down they believed they would survive. Joanna did have a sad moment when she remembered yet again Mrs Rutherford’s story of the loss of her young husband, Charlie, in northern France early in World War I. But they were reconciled to the realities that they had each other at that moment and could only hope for a better future. But their pact was not with the devil but with God, with whom they would live for the moment.

         [image: ]

         In early July, the fourth to be exact, Johnnie started embarkation leave. They both agreed that this was the beginning of the end. Not the end of life, hopefully, but the end of training and the final stage in the conversion of a raw, but now trained conscript made ready for active military service abroad. Joanna planned their precious time together with great care and with meticulous attention to every conceivable detail. The sojourn was a mix – a smorgasbord of the familiar, the familial and some flights of fancy.

         They visited their mothers and saw other family members. They revived their precious walks on Wimbledon Common and revisited the magical haunts which had become part of the fabric of their relationship and provided quiet time away from others. They started to read poetry together. Joanna introduced Johnnie to her great love, Rupert Brooke and Johnnie would read to her from William Wordsworth. Works of these poets would always be close and gain increasing significance for them during the coming four years.

         But the flight of fancy, concocted over several weeks by Joanna with military precision, was a whistle-stop tour of the Cotswolds. A couple of nights in Chipping Campden at the Golden Cockerel, a visit to her brother George and his family in Gloucester, then on to Broadway and finally, Stratford and the village of Shottery, the home of Anne Hathaway.

         One of Joanna’s great loves was the English theatre. As a member of the audience, as an amateur actor and latterly as an increasingly confident amateur director. Amateur dramatics would be one of the activities that would sustain her during their impending separation.

         But there was a broader significance. She saw the subtler aspects of life, love and relationships through a theatrical lens. She sought to create significance, and impact and dramatic tension in all aspects of everyday life. It helped imprint memory and rapid recall, without resorting to sentimentality. It would be the facts that generated the feelings in the future, not the other way round. So, the next two or three days together might be viewed as a series of theatrical scenes, carefully thought through, well planned, plotted and scripted, which would hold meaning for them both, forever.

         Chipping Campden is one of many traditional Cotswold villages, many dating back to the Domesday book. She found an advertisement in a magazine for the Golden Cockerel, run by a Miss Helen Hargreave, the proprietor, and well positioned on the High Street – it looked ideal. The advertisement read:

         
            When visiting the Cotswolds, an obvious stop for Luncheons, Dinners and Accommodation is THE GOLDEN COCKEREL. In this charming Cotswold Inn, you will find the best of food served in an old-world atmosphere.

         

         Immediately opposite, on the other side of the High Street was the 300-year-old Guild House, at present employed as a butcher’s shop.

         Johnnie trusted her judgement implicitly and was willing to subjugate all responsibility for selecting the accommodation and the making of the daily plan. Gloucester was close by and near where George, her older brother, was stationed in the RAF, currently serving as a PE instructor at the local WAAF camp.

         ‘Goodness knows how he copes with a bunch of screaming young women, jumping about in shorts and loose tops. Good job he is married with children!’

         Secretly, Joanna could not wait to interrogate him about the job. In some ways she was surprised that he had joined up, having got an excellent degree at University College, he was all set for a distinguished career as a teacher. He rationalised his appointment as a Physical Education instructor because he was a high performing athlete while at university and had represented British universities at major international events during the 1930s. They met up at his in-law’s home in Cheltenham where his wife, Phyllis, and their two young sons, David and John, were living whilst he was away at RAF Innsworth, a training base, just outside Gloucester. Previously he had been stationed at an RAF station in Yorkshire which had provided bomber support during the Battle of Britain.

         ‘How wonderful to see you both, and thanks for coming all this way. It seems no time at all since we were all together at your lovely wedding.’

         They greeted each other warmly and followed George into the sitting room, where tea was ready to be served. George summoned Phyllis and the boys.

         ‘It’s more than three months now. Time has just flown. And how marvellous to see your two wonderfully grown-up young men.’

         Joanna embraced Phyllis warmly. Joanna and Johnnie settled onto the sofa while Phyllis and George served tea and sandwiches.

         ‘You shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble. And that beautiful Victoria sponge.’

         ‘It is my pleasure. Just remember that what you don’t eat the lads will finish up, I can assure you.’

         Phyllis seemed very much at home as a mother and a wife, now well established in the role since their wedding a few years ago.

         ‘So, old man, it sounds as if they’re going to send you off to some filthy far-flung place in the not-too-distant future?’

         George took on the demeanour of an older and wiser man, with both wider military and general life experience.

         ‘Yes, it certainly looks that way. This is embarkation leave, so I suppose we must believe that embarkation must follow.’

         Johnnie and George chuckled quietly at Johnnie’s quip.

         ‘Anyway, we’re making the best of our time together and it is wonderful to have this opportunity to see you and the family.’

         ‘Good of you to take the time to call by.’

         George poured another round of tea, while Joanna was unable to resist asking her prepared question.

         ‘So, how are you all? I understand George, that you’re responsible for the health and fitness of hundreds of young women!’

         Joanna took a sip of tea and beamed a smile towards George over the top of her cup. She could not resist teasing her elder brother who was always positioned on the serious side of life.

         ‘Well, it’s not quite like that.’

         George was mildly perturbed by this somewhat childish remark from his ‘baby sister’, particularly in front of his rather proper and sometimes frosty wife.

         ‘I rather miss not being on an active flying station. I was at RAF Linton, Linton-on-Ouse in Yorkshire, eighteen months ago when we were flying bombers out to support the Battle of Britain effort. I was devastated to lose a good friend over Germany in October 1940.’

         ‘Do you know what happened?’

         Johnnie looked rather shaken to hear such bad news so soon after arriving.

         ‘Well, not exactly. He was a sergeant wireless operator on a Whitely night bomber. In early October they took off from Linton with a crew of five on board, together with a lot of other bombers – Lancasters, Blenheims, Hampdens, and others from around the country, all with strategic targets in Germany. I learned afterwards that the aim was to take out infrastructure to hamper Hitler’s ability to progress the war. As you would expect. Ernie’s target was Finkenheerd, near Frankfurt an der Oder, not far from Berlin, in the east of Germany – a major power plant. Sadly, they never came back, missing presumed dead.’

         ‘That’s terrible.’ Johnnie was genuinely taken aback.

         ‘Yes, but people have been saying a lot of bad things about Whitleys. Once they were properly assessed in combat it was realised that if one of their two engines failed, for whatever reason, it immediately loses height and of course that makes it exquisitely vulnerable to alien anti-aircraft defences. The other concern was that the operation round trip was close to the aircraft’s range – certainly, no room for navigational errors or other mishaps.’

         ‘Isn’t it possible that they could have landed and were taken prisoner?’

         ‘It is always possible, but there was good intelligence after the event which did not support that analysis. The really depressing part of the story is that the Whitley was taken out of service earlier this year, presumably as its shortcomings were now recognised and fully acknowledged.’

         It was a sad note on which to end the evening. They said their farewells and wished each other safe returns.

         After a surprisingly good night’s sleep in their well-travelled bed at the Golden Cockerel and sufficient time had elapsed to enable Johnnie to recover from the sad tale of loss the evening before, they walked to what was probably the most famous of the Cotswold villages, Broadway, and did an exhilarating circular tour to encompass Broadway Tower, a Gothic folly, constructed of Cotswold stone, a yellow limestone, at the end of the 18th century.

         As expected Joanna had done some research on the idiosyncratic structure. It had a central hexagonal tower surrounded by three peripheral cylindrical towers, all made of the same material and crenelated to endorse its functional relevance as a hill fort.

         ‘Don’t you think this is an extraordinary place? Sitting on the top of the hill it takes it to just over 1,000 feet above sea level; thus, technically a mountain.’

         ‘Yes, it’s very idiosyncratic. Strange how some people just crave to create these oddities.’

         ‘Yes. I agree. It has been linked with many famous names from the world of art and culture such as William Morris, Burne-Jones and Rosetti, who apparently used it as a country retreat.’

         They were mesmerised by the spectacular panoramic views which, they guessed, extended at least sixty or seventy miles to the horizon, enriched by the clarity of the day. In the afternoon, after a Ploughman’s lunch in the Lygon Arms, a solid 14th-century coaching inn on the High Street, they went on to the neighbouring picturesque village of Snowshill, which took them on a wonderful walk over hilltops, through valleys and shady woodland, and provided a glimpse of Snowshill Manor and along the way they had an encounter with a ‘kissing gate’. Johnnie insisted on recognising the true significance of the gate with a fulsome embrace of his beautiful young wife as she crossed the divide. Joanna played along with the game but, although she kept her counsel, was rather embarrassed by the prank.

         The following morning, they took a bus to Stratford-upon-Avon and found the half-timbered building in the centre of town widely acknowledged to be Shakespeare’s birthplace. Apparently, William’s father was renting the house at the time and only after some years, did he accrue the financial resources to purchase the building. Joanna had a deep love for the bard and had acted in many of his plays at school and later at college. For her, he was the foundation, the essence of the British theatrical tradition and culture. As they walked through the house, she thought she could feel his presence. During the past year they had enjoyed several of Shakespeare’s plays together, which had been performed in various London theatres, notably the Old Vic, which remained open and active despite the disruptions of the war and the Blitz.

         ‘I would love to take you to a lunchtime Shakespeare before you go away, but I just don’t think there will be time. I’m amazed that Donald Wolfit has been able to keep Shakespeare on the stage in London, despite the chaos of war.’

         ‘And we are so lucky to have been able to come here together and experience where it all began. You’ve been brilliant to have planned all of this, my love.’

         Johnnie took her in his arms and gave her an affectionate embrace, burying his face in her warm, fragrant neck.

         He quietly marvelled at the capable and driven young woman that was now his wife and with whom he would share the rest of his life. He had a moment’s anxiety when a thought rushed through his head as to what his contribution to the relationship would be. But he remembered that Joanna always said that all she wanted from him was his love, his wisdom about love and life, and the solidity of his belief in a higher power, wherever that might sit. They had often debated whether this force or being was located externally or within.

         Eventually, they reluctantly decided it was time to move on. After seeking directions from one of the burly stewards in the house, they made the mile or so walk across to Shottery, a village no longer distinctly separated from Stratford, to find Anne Hathaway’s cottage. It was a building of a similar period and style as Shakespeare’s birthplace, but Joanna could feel with great intensity the historical significance of the place. She had visited Stratford about five years previously during that Easter holiday that she spent with the family of George’s then fiancée. She was much younger and the significance of the town and the presence of greatness had failed to engage her in the same way.

         And so, the party was over. They returned to London and spent a day together, walking to some of their favoured, familiar haunts and paying final farewells to a few family members and friends; and then he was gone. Perhaps it should not have been thus, but that final parting was deeply distressing for them both. A wave of unreality had swept them through those last idyllic days, intentionally but unconsciously perhaps, to stop them dwelling too heavily on the months, possibly years ahead. A survival device that the human brain and its adherent spirit uses frequently. They spent the last evening at her mother’s home, but it was always difficult to find privacy and intimacy which inevitably made parting so much more difficult.

         The following morning, she accompanied Johnnie to Liverpool Street station. As the locomotive generated those now familiar sounds and smells heralding departure, the hissing steam and the soot and smoke emerging from its funnel, they held each other tight on the platform, their cheeks wet with a soft, silent flow of tears, a step away from the open door of the carriage that Johnnie would eventually have to walk through. On the sound of a strident blast from the guard’s whistle, without a word they parted and surrendered to the moment. She waved a last farewell as the train took him back to Lavenham, with all the uncertainties that place would hold for him. Almost as soon as Johnnie’s embarkation leave was over, Winston Churchill ordered the destruction of the German–Italian Army in North Africa, notably in Egypt, Tunisia and Libya.
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            LIFE APART, 1942-1945

         

         
            ‘Every moment is a fresh beginning.’

             

            T.S. Eliot, 1888–1965

         

         On the 25 August 1942, 214 Field Ambulance and the Queen’s Royal Regiment, 56 (London) Infantry Division, boarded a troop train at Lavenham railway station in Suffolk for the journey to the Liverpool Exchange station. The mood was sombre and conversation sparse. The young recruits used the journey as a period for adjustment. A move through space from one domain to the next. Perhaps a way of dealing with the uncertainties that lay ahead, by gazing aimlessly through the carriage window at England’s green and pleasant land or by snatching naps, head on a Kit Bag pillow. Most of the boys consumed endless cigarettes, rehearsing the habit for the months and years ahead. Johnnie had taken to smoking a pipe which he had been told was safer because you do not inhale. A complete myth and probably equally as dangerous because whatever they say, pipe smokers do inhale and there is a much higher risk of mouth cancer. However, there was something about a pipe. Something reassuring because it stayed with you after a smoke, a lasting friend and companion. There was the care and maintenance and the associated paraphernalia, which may have additional therapeutic value.

         The majority had said their ‘goodbyes’ during embarkation leave in the preceding weeks. They knew they were being sent abroad but were ignorant of the destination and most had no sense of real optimism that they would ever get back to England. They finally arrived at Liverpool Exchange in the city centre late that evening. The engine sheds had lost their roofs in the Liverpool Blitz, and the arriving troops saw other evidence of massive bomb damage in other parts of the city as they marched to the docks.

         Generally, army training camps were located outside London and other major cities during the Blitz, which meant that 214 Field Ambulance had seen little of the devastation, except perhaps during short periods of leave to visit family and loved ones. They had experienced almost nothing of the fear engendered by the whine of the air raid sirens, the blackout, then the thud and rumble of Nazi bombs, and the multiple fires that lit the skies as the aerial night visitors left for home.

         ‘So, we made it!’

         Sam sighed, partly due to exhaustion of having done nothing on that slow, slumbering steam train from Suffolk, and part in relief.

         ‘In a funny sort of way, I’m glad we’re finally here. The waiting and the not knowing, the uncertainty, was starting to get to me.’

         Sam dropped his Kit Bag, back-pack and side-pack on the dock pavement and took out a cigarette. He had not smoked before enlisting nearly eighteen months ago, but now recognised that the activity became a way of punctuating the boredom of army life. Cigarettes were part of daily rations and in this way, smoking was encouraged. It was a way of triggering social interaction and sharing.

         Johnnie heard Sam’s commentary but remained to be convinced.

         ‘I had no idea that Liverpool had taken such a battering in the Blitz. I suppose it helps to justify what we are about to go off and do!’

         ‘What do you mean? Get our own back on those war mongering bastards?’ Sam let out an unaccustomed expletive.

         ‘Yes, could be that.’

         Johnnie looked up at the black monster of a ship that was about to become their home for the coming weeks, maybe a few months. He knew that Liverpool had been a vital port for the reception of food, military supplies and other essential goods from America in recent years. It was also an active centre for shipbuilding. The Germans knew only too well its strategic value to the British. They had attacked it relentlessly.

         Under that late summer sky, Johnnie took out his pipe and began the ritual scraping, tapping out, refilling from his well-worn tobacco pouch, and then lighting the fresh tobacco. A gift from Snowy, Erinmore his favourite tobacco, as they parted at the end of embarkation leave. He engulfed the briar bowl in cupped hands to protect the flame from the onshore breeze, before indulging in the fragrance of the first draw while the smoke was still sweet and light.

         ‘You’re right Sam. At least there is no turning back now. And I am glad we are here together. Have you seen Frank yet? He must be following us on another train.’

         Frank was the ‘third musketeer’ with Johnnie and Sam. They had been together throughout training as nursing orderlies in the RAMC and had bonded firmly. They had similar temperaments and remarkably compatible beliefs and philosophies of life. Only Johnnie and Sam were married, but Frank had a steady girlfriend. Their other chum, Eric had exhibited a profound indifference to the opposite sex.

         Johnnie had always been sceptical of the rights and wrongs of this war, and had been deeply distressed by, what he regarded, as some early deep errors of judgement. In particular the circumstances around the disastrous British landings on the French coast that resulted in pointless loss of life during the ignominious retreat of a rather pathetic and underpowered British Expeditionary Force culminating in the deeply embarrassing Dunkirk rescue in 1940. He had been particularly angered by the unforgivable catastrophic and ill-conceived Operation Jubilee in 1942, The Dieppe Raid, just a week or so before they left Liverpool. Mountbatten’s aim was to ‘temporally’ take the Port of Dieppe and then to scramble back home to show the Germans what we were made of! Perhaps not us so much, as the Canadians, who were key members of the amphibious invasion force and were over-represented in the fallen. Nearly 5,000 troops left the south coast of England on August 19 and less than 2,000 returned. A sort of Sunday School outing that went terribly wrong.

         But rather more fundamentally, he felt armed conflict was immoral and a sin. He had realised many months before, whilst in training in Chichester and Hull, that he would never be able to shoot or bayonet another man, even in self-defence. It was contrary to everything he felt to be right and had been instilled in him since a child through his Free Church dominated upbringing.

         His memories went back to childhood, when family friends and relatives who had served in the Great War, talked about the horrors of the trenches and showed him their battle wounds. His brother-in-law, Ernie, who had married Madge, his very much older sister by at least fifteen years, had taken a bullet in the left thigh which then penetrated both legs leaving some ugly scars and a curious hobbling gait. Despite this, he worked hard, never complained and always refused to be interrogated about the full extent of his wartime experiences.

         They waited patiently as ever-increasing numbers of pack and Kit Bag-bearing uniformed, young, raw conscripts, joined the column to embark. Johnnie and Sam stood shoulder to shoulder, gently leaning on each other, experiencing an undisclosed intimacy while enjoying this interval smoke before boarding the massive troopship which dominated the Albert Dock. As he recreated the relationship with his pipe, Johnnie gazed up and took in the enormity of the ship. It had one tall red funnel, although the final section where it entered the ship was painted black, two masts and a hull painted deathly black, relieved only by a change to red just above the waterline. The black and the red were separated by a thin, desperately sharp white line, the plimsoll line, which ran continuously around the hull. An insufficient touch to lighten the gloomy behemoth.

         ‘One of the crew told me that His Majesty’s Troopship D5, our ship, was formerly Royal Mail Ship (RMS) Franconia, a Cunard luxury liner, usually deployed on the Atlantic route.’ Sam mentioned casually, as he dropped the last of his cigarette on the ground, gently placing his boot over it to extinguish residual life. He had learned that the Franconia had been commissioned and converted to carry troops, like many other similar ocean liners. Instead of its usual 1,700 passengers, it now could take 5,000 servicemen. In short, the ship had been gutted. Originally it was luxuriously appointed with a double height sports arena extending upwards through two decks, a swimming pool, a squash racquet court with spectators’ gallery and several gymnasia; now it was like an empty, vaulted cathedral – although mausoleum might be more apposite.

         HMT Franconia towered above them. Johnnie and Sam were just minor, insignificant Lowry-like figures on the quay. But Franconia would have been dwarfed by the Queen Mary or the Queen Elizabeth, which were about four times its size. Following the arrival of another train from Lavenham carrying more of their colleagues, the embarkation process began. The snake-like procession of oven-ready recruits continued to grow in their hundreds, winding its way along the quay, finally disappearing back into the city, as far as the Exchange Station. The Company Sergeant Major bellowed orders from the quayside, directing troops up a walkway which disappeared into a dark hole in the hull. Here they were picked up by another NCO who oversaw their orderly dispersal throughout the ship’s multiple decks.

         The talk between the troops was only, where and when. Where were we going and when would we get there? No one had a clue as to the answers, although North Africa was a popular proposition. Everyone was mindful of Churchill’s recent edict to eradicate and destroy Axis Forces in Egypt and Libya.

         Johnnie and his pal Sam found a place to sleep on the floor under one of the dining tables in a secluded position at the back of the mess hall. They rejected the option of a hammock on the basis that ‘hammocks were for sailors.’ At the time they arrived on board there was plenty of space but over the next two days the numbers swelled and soon every corner of the stripped-out vessel was occupied – ‘tinned sardines’ came to mind. As they organised their kit on the deck under and around the table, which they had staked out as their territory, Johnnie found a picture postcard, almost completely concealed between two planks of decking. He used the fork from his mess tin to prise out the bounty. The image on the card was RMS Franconia, making its way westward out of the Mersey, escorted by an attentive tug. The Liverpool pierhead stretched across the skyline had been chosen by the artist as the backdrop. Almost certainly there would have been a second tugboat on the other side of the ship but situated outside the artist’s sight line.

         ‘Hey, look chaps, see what I’ve found. Somebody must’ve stuffed it between the decking boards.’

         Johnnie held up the card showing the image of RMS Franconia and then turned it over and read out to them what was inscribed on the back of the card. The message was written in pencil, in capital letters.

         
            THE BOAT THAT SPOILED MY LIFE. 

            MAY IT GET SUNK.

         

         No one said a word. Each trying to work out who might have written this message and what it really meant. Between them they could not come up with a plausible explanation but thought it most likely that the communicant had acquired the postcard before, or on the outward journey, and then left this mawkish memorandum before he disembarked or possibly even on the return trip back to England. Johnnie said that he would try and find out where the ship had been in recent months.

         Over the next twenty-four hours, more fresh conscripts arrived on board including more of their RAMC chums, all congregating in the same part of the ship. Johnnie and Sam were pleased they had staked their territorial claim early in the embarkation process, for here they would eat, sleep, enjoy recreation and continue their training. As a group they socialised well and soon generated a sense of common purpose. They had chosen or been selected for a different path. Although they carried a rifle, they were not combat troops. The mantra was that they would play their part and support our boys in the infantry and the tank regiments but would never be required to directly engage in combat.

         The Franconia would be their home for some weeks, but perhaps longer. Johnnie and Sam spent three days wandering around the decks, adjusting to their new environment. Frank was a keen chess player and over the final forty-eight hours in the Port of Liverpool he taught his companions the rudiments of the game.

         There was plenty of time to lean over the handrail and contemplate life, watching the endless lines of young men just out of training, many of their faces hidden by a Kit Bag slumped over a shoulder, winding their way along the quay and then up the gangplank to find a hammock hook or a couple of yards of deck to adopt as their new home.

         ‘So, Sam, why did you and Sandra get married? You must have known that within a couple of months you’d be sent away to some far-flung part of the world with a reasonable chance you wouldn’t return.’

         ‘Well, it’s quite simple really. I found her irresistible and she wouldn’t let me take her to bed if we were not married.’

         ‘Gosh, was that really it?’

         ‘Well, perhaps not just that, but I didn’t think there was much to lose. If I didn’t come back then she’d just have to move on and like you we were very certain that we were not going to start a family at this point.’

         ‘I think it was a bit different for us. I’d been pursuing Joanna for about six years before we married, and I always regarded her as a prize worth waiting for. When we met she was at school and barely old enough for anything like that!’

         ‘You were a well-behaved young man!’

         Sam drew on his cigarette and gave Johnnie a smile. Johnnie continued.

         ‘I think we both felt there was a sense of safety and permanence in being married, even though we had spent most of the time that we had known each other apart.’

         Sam thought long and hard about Johnnie’s response.

         ‘Bizarre how relationships seem to be able to survive in these times, even with long periods of separation.’

         Sam wondered at that moment whether Sandra would still be there when he got home after the war. Johnnie immediately read what was going through Sam’s mind and jumped in without hesitation.

         ‘Well, it’s not just the blokes who go off the rails at times like these. There are plenty of good looking American and Canadian boys around who are only too happy to offer some respite care to bereft lonely English girls – married or not.’

         During those few last days of summer, the weather was fine. Intermittent passing clouds, a gentle southerly wind and occasional thundery rain. But on the day of departure, daytime temperatures increased, as did the humidity. Perhaps signalling a new climate over the horizon and a serendipitous moment to begin acclimatisation to the tropics. RMS Franconia’s six steam turbines had been gently turning over for several hours before the order came to steam ahead. With the skilled guidance of a couple of tugs and the local pilot, Franconia, fully loaded, with the plimsoll line now resting at sea level, was eased off its moorings and moved almost reluctantly out into the river Mersey to leave Liverpool’s dominant Victorian skyline to those that loved it most. Many of the lads were mesmerised by the warm moist air and the cosy glow of sunset that backlit Merseyside’s unique architectural offerings of Liverpool’s Pier Head, the Three Graces, the Goddesses of charm, beauty and creativity.

         Johnnie and Sam went up on deck and leaned over the rail to survey the passing skyline as Franconia made its magisterial departure from British shores. The first to arrive on the ‘diorama screen’ was the neo-classical Port of Liverpool Building with its St Peter’s-like dome, home to the Mersey Docks and Harbour Board. Then the Cunard Building entered the frame. Squat, rectangular and altogether more utilitarian, with vague architectural references to the Doges Palace in Venice, followed closely by the towering Royal Liver Building. This triumphant construction dominated the Pierhead with its two north- and south-facing clock towers, each crowned by a mythical Liver bird, standing tall and proud with wings outstretched over the ornate construction, which in the glistening sliding sun, took on some of the features of an intricately tiered and expertly iced, wedding cake. The Liver birds are said to have divided responsibilities; one overseeing the city and the other, the Mersey and the sea beyond. Perhaps fashioned after cormorants, the horizontal wings reminded Johnnie of the German Eagle, the insignia that flew across the right breast of every German serviceman’s uniform, with its echoes of ancient Rome.

         The Franconia pressed on in a northerly direction, gradually gaining speed and making its way between the Isle of Man and Ireland, and finally turning westward to gain access to the North Atlantic. From there, it was rumoured, that it would join a convoy somewhere off the coast near Glasgow. The word was about that there would be a second convoy which would include their sister ship, carrying vehicles, medical supplies and all the other material goods of war that would be required to support the activities of 214 Field Ambulance and the other units on board.

         ‘What do you think our chances are of being sunk by a U-boat?’

         Sam decided to draw Johnnie back into conversation, and at the same time was aware that a few others up on deck from 214 had perked up their ears.

         ‘No idea! I’ve heard the convoy will be sailing into the midst of the ‘Battle of the North Atlantic’ which must be a dangerous place to be. There will be a heavy escort provided by the Royal Navy, so that should help’. Johnnie paused for thought.

         ‘On the other hand, one of the lads told me that if you do get hit by a well-aimed torpedo, you’re on the bottom within minutes – so no time to worry!’

         At this point the others switched off and went back below deck to continue their card game.

         As they sailed south, temperatures increased such that by the time they had crossed the equator they were spending most of the time, day and night, on deck. There it was easier to find a quiet place for a private chat and at the same time enjoy the soporific, sometimes mesmerising effect of the Atlantic rollers. The nights were cooler, which attracted most of the ordinary ranks, ORs, to stay on deck and sleep head to toe, just like those sardines in the tin. The two lower main decks remained unbearably hot, and without doubt, too hot to sleep. 214 Field Ambulance stayed together as a group, learning together in preparation for working together. They continued their training: lectures, practical exercises such as control of bleeding and the dressing of wounds and preparatory talks on military tactics such as beach landings.

         When they arrived in Freetown, Sierra Leone, after almost two weeks at sea, they learned the bad news that their sister ship had been sunk by U-boats, taking their supplies and equipment with it. Suddenly the realities of war began to bite. This was not a playful excursion, it was about life and death, and survival and loss. No one was permitted to leave the ship while it refuelled and took on fresh supplies; there was no mood to explore a place that seemed to have little relevance to the current agenda. The main compensation was, however, that it was possible to send back the letters to England that the lads had written during the first leg of the voyage. By now everyone had guessed that the next stop would be Cape Town, just two weeks away, but encouraged by the promise that the temperature would fall as the southern hemisphere was still in the tail end of winter.

         Cruising in the South Atlantic became progressively more enjoyable, knowing they were out of reach of the German U-boats and without risk of attacks from the air. Tropical acclimatisation was beginning to demonstrate benefits. The routines of showering in seawater, washing and drying the laundry and enjoying the rough camaraderie of military mealtimes became the norm. England was becoming a distant place and progressively less relevant to life ahead. Johnnie sought comfort in Wordsworth, Frost and T.S. Eliot. He read something in the New Testament every day and secured distant love and reassurance from the Polyfoto of Snowy which he kept in that holy book between its board cover and the title page. There was the regular game of chess with Frank and Eric, and the ongoing training sessions were a constant reminder that there was dangerous work ahead in an unforgiving environment. Towards the end of the voyage, they were entertained by joyous schools of porpoises that playfully followed the ship. As they neared the end of the journey, larger predators appeared on the scene – even an occasional great white shark. RMS Franconia finally docked in Cape Town on 30 September. The boys were now well acclimatised to the tropics, tanned, reasonably fit, but with no idea whatsoever as to what would happen next.

         Within twenty-four hours of arrival in Cape Town, they were given shore leave which was welcomed by everyone. By then, South Africa had also entered the war, the new South African Prime Minister, Jan Smuts, had become an important military and political adviser to Winston Churchill, all of which translated into a hearty welcome by the locals. During the two weeks holding in Cape Town, many servicemen were received into white South African homes as guests for the day, returning to the ship at night. For Johnnie, Frank and Sam, the highlight of their stay was to get out of the port and to a vantage point where they could truly enjoy a magnificent sunrise over the iconic Table Mountain, a glorious asset in the natural environment that ‘sandwiched’ the city and the southern Atlantic.

         The 214th was then divided into two because of concerns about security, one half proceeding by sea and the other by land. Johnnie, Frank, Sam and Eric were selected to proceed by sea, leaving Cape Town on 13 October for Bombay, their destination only being revealed once they had put to sea.

         ‘Sam, I’ve decided that with all this travelling we’re doing, I should draw a map of where we’ve been. Obviously, I won’t send it home or anything stupid like that, but who knows, maybe someone in years to come might be interested.’

         Johnnie started making a few memoranda in the back of his notebook and began to create a simple outline map of Europe, Africa and Asia.

         ‘You’re right. Yes, good idea. You might even have some children at some point who will ask you what you did in the war. By then you will have forgotten, or can’t be bothered to remember or maybe it will be too painful to remember; perhaps better forgotten.’

         Sam looked across at Eric who was playing chess against himself. He thought privately that there was a fat chance, at this point, that Eric would ever sire any children.

         ‘Yes. All true. But I’ll do it anyway,’ Johnnie had made up his mind.

         And the ship sailed on in an easterly direction across the majestic Indian Ocean, to be embraced and calmed by another blissful sunset.
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         LONDON 1942

         For Joanna, the preceding year had spun by like a whirlwind. In January, they had decided to marry, in April it became a reality and then Johnnie came and went, depending on those precious periods of leave, which enabled them to have a honeymoon in Lyme in April and an extended weekend break together in the Cotswolds in June. They were fully prepared for Johnnie’s overseas posting, meaning they knew it was going to happen, but neither had dared to consider how they would respond when the moment finally came. In truth, the relationship from the beginning of 1941 had fairytale qualities.

         For most of the time they had lived apart. The build-up towards their wedding was based on short-term, sporadic, gloriously romantic occasions, which at times had dreamlike attributes. There was no time to get bored, argumentative, jealous, fractious or angry; the longest time they had spent together was less than two weeks. So mostly, they were ‘missing each other’. They were bereft, love-sick, and desperately awaiting their next brief meeting. It was much more like an affair, than a marriage; perhaps, some might say, almost idyllic. So, when the time came for Johnnie to board RMS Franconia with a few thousand men of a similar age, it was not fundamentally different from the pattern of their co-existence during the preceding twenty months, except for one aspect. Neither had any notion as to when, or if, he would return home.

         Joanna’s life was well structured, and in many ways, ready-made. She had designed it to have inescapable momentum. She had survived two periods of evacuation and regarded them as important periods of ‘service’ with unscheduled personal development, but secretly hoped that she had done her time and would not be called upon to repeat the exercise. So, now left to her own devices, and as Johnnie’s ship sailed out into the North Atlantic and beyond, she re-established her hectic life, divided between school, church, Brownies and Guides, relentless amateur dramatics and regular visits to London’s theatres, which despite the war, had flourished, ensuring a vibrant cultural life for the citizens of London, who throughout the war had remained stalwart supporters of London’s performing arts.

         On Sunday 27 September, Joanna reflected in her appointment’s diary, always minimal entries in fine propelling pencil of the most economic nature, that it was – Five weeks since I saw Johnnie. My life is fuller without him than years with him.

         She had spent the previous day with her close friend Sheila, an old schoolfriend and now also a teacher. In the evening they went to the Globe Theatre, Shaftesbury Avenue, where they saw a new play, The Morning Star by, a then unknown playwright, Emlyn Williams. She reflects in a letter to Johnnie that it was – A deep and lovely play, poignant and touchingly sentimental which, over a period of several weeks, deals with the harsh realities of war experienced by one family.

         She was surprised, however, when the play transferred to Broadway, almost immediately after it closed in London. She thought it was good, but perhaps not that good. During the first week of October, letters, telegrams and airgraphs, about fifteen in all arrived in floods, at unpredictable intervals, some posted from Freetown and others from Cape Town, and delivered in no defined order. Johnnie relayed, only in the most superficial way, the activities that they had undertaken during the sea voyages and during the week they spent in Cape Town, but the main recurring messages were, I miss you so much and I love you very dearly. With the letters, he would invariably include a Polyfoto portrait of himself, as did Joanna in her return correspondence.

         The last week of October was the half-term break which Joanna and her friend Sheila spent in Cambridge, staying with Sheila’s parents. The most important aspect of the trip was a pilgrimage to Grantchester where they had tea in the Red Lion Public House, an elegant, traditional thatched building in the centre of the village. But most importantly, after tea, they were able to check that the clock on the 11th- century church tower was still stuck at ‘ten to three’. Joanna ceremoniously stood in front of the Old Vicarage and solemnly recited Rupert Brooke’s romantic poem written in the Café des Westens, to which she had made a similar pilgrimage with Ursula four years previously. She repeated the last six lines to great dramatic effect:

         
            
               Say, is there Beauty yet to find? 

               And Certainty? and Quiet kind? 

               Deep meadows yet, for to forget 

               The lies, and truths and pain? … oh! yet 

               Stands the Church clock at ten to three? 

               And is there honey still for tea?

            

         

         Sheila was so moved by this visit to Grantchester that she decided there and then that she would unquestionably get married in that church.

         Johnnie’s airgraphs arrived sporadically throughout November and December, again usually in a deluge followed by a lull, and in chaotic, out of date order – no fault of his – but always received with joy, easily visible relief, and much expressed emotion. Some letters had been written in Cape Town almost two months previously, and the most recent, delivered at the end of November and early December, indicated that he had been in India and then Iraq. Joanna would get out the family’s world atlas and try to work out the route of his travels, as these were never made explicit in the letters.

         After Johnnie left England, Joanna followed the news closely. War stories dominated the BBC news on the radio and the daily newspapers. Earlier in the year she had been distressed by reports that European Jews were being moved around Europe and deposited in overcrowded ghettos particularly in Poland. On 17 December, she was alarmed to learn that the Foreign Minister, Anthony Eden, had reported to the House of Commons that information had been made available to him to indicate that Germany was ‘now carrying into effect Hitler’s oft-repeated intention to exterminate the Jewish people in Europe’. The implication being that Hitler had not only constructed concentration camps but was using them as a site for wilful, systematic extermination of the Jews.

         Joanna thought back to the conversation she had with Ursula before the war started, when this brutal endpoint had always been summarily dismissed. How could the German people condone such brutality by its leadership? This was nothing to do with relocation of the German-speaking peoples or lebensraum. This was premeditated murder on a grand scale. At the time, some people she knew in London, thought that the idea was ridiculous and totally unbelievable. Black rumours, invented to degrade the enemy. But she had experienced institutional hatred of the Jews in Germany during the time she had spent in Berlin and had no difficulty in accepting the credibility and validity of these accounts. She wondered whether Ursula and other ordinary Berliners had any idea that the Nuremberg Laws of the early thirties and the aftermath of Kristallnacht, had now moved into a new phase which sounded nothing short of genocide.

         During the run-up to Christmas there were airgraphs arriving from Johnnie almost every day, and on Christmas Day itself, a bundle of five air letters, some with photos, were delivered through the letterbox, all consistent with the now familiar sporadic waves of services mail.
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         BOMBAY, KIRKUK, AND EGYPT, 1942-43

         RMS Franconia finally docked in Bombay in mid-October. It was a beautiful sun-soaked day, glazed by a light wind rising off the Bay of Bengal to cool the city and its inhabitants. The intense summer heat was in decline. The troops disembarked, relieved, after those additional two weeks at sea, to be rid of their sea-legs and were marched across the city to a transit camp on the outskirts of Bombay. For a few days they were permitted to explore and hopefully capture the imperial delights of Queen Victoria’s ‘Jewel in the Crown’. They were sadly disappointed.

         ‘This place is a hellhole!’ Frank exclaimed boldly.

         Johnnie, Sam and Frank wandered through the streets of old Bombay experiencing the mixture of offensive smells generated by surface sewage, rotting vegetables and animals’ entrails, all wrapped up in a depressing display of abject poverty. The holy cows in the streets, the bullocks that pulled the carts of commercial transportation and their owners had one common feature – they were emaciated and hungry. Scrawny beggars populated the street corners, many disabled and some apparently deliberately mutilated to enhance sympathy and hopefully revenue, and what they thought looked like a modern slave market. Young girls in cages, up for sale, like chickens. Eric had opted to stay in the camp and continue his two-handed game of chess. Johnnie spoke slowly after reflection on what he had seen.

         ‘How can Britain be proud of its Empire if this is how it neglects it? It defeats me. Everything I have seen suggests that Gandhi and Nehru are right to call for the British to “Quit India”.’

         Frank and Eric nodded in accord. Just two weeks before they had left England for Africa and then India, the two Indian leaders had launched the ‘Quit India’ campaign to hasten the process of securing independence. Almost immediately, both were arrested, jailed and left to come to their senses for many months.

         ‘That all seems pretty unreasonable,’ Sam interceded but Johnnie rapidly picked up the thread.

         ’Yes, I agree to some extent, but don’t forget what will remain as a legacy, when we depart, as I am sure we shall. Everything I’ve read suggests that we shall leave a United India, the first time in the history of the subcontinent. I am pretty sure it will be a democracy and will leave the infrastructure that already underpins everyday life, such as the railways, steel manufacture, the well laid out ready-made capital city, New Delhi. Not to mention the civil service and legal system. Surely this massive investment will get an independent India off to a good start?’

         The lads weren’t quite sure how to deal with this round of Johnnie’s sermonising, but they nodded in acquiescence without developing the debate any further.

         As the day began to close, they walked down to Apollo Bunder to visit the Gateway to India, the massive stone triple-arch, built in recognition of King George V and Queen Mary’s visit to India in 1911, the first visit by a British monarch. The wealth and power implicit in the construction stood in such stark contrast to the fragility and poverty of the people that lived in its shadow. The three young men, in their khaki shorts and shirts, stood together looking out across the magnificent Bay of Bengal, lit by the golden light of the setting sun which had created a shimmering mirror that reflected its beauty back to the shore. Nevertheless, they felt a sense of great sadness for the people who would remain long after they had gone.

         However, maybe there was a glimmer of hope. When this war was done, a great nation would emerge that would finally do themselves justice. But Johnnie became briefly overtaken by a moment of deeper melancholy. Suddenly the well worked, sometimes arrogant, imperialistic aphorism which aimed to capture the magnitude of British global influence at the time, The sun never sets over the British Empire, dominated his thoughts.

         Two days later they received instructions that they were leaving the city by train for a military cantonment called Deolali, about 100 miles north-east of the city, which had been established as a training camp since the end of the 19th century for acclimatisation and fitness training.

         Soon after arriving, Johnnie wrote an airgraph to Joanna.

         
            My Dearest Snowy,

            I wrote to you from Bombay, and for the moment we are still in India, but we have now moved on to a camp, about five hours away by train, in the middle of nowhere. It seems to be the most boring place in the world but thank goodness I am still with Sam, Frank and Eric. There is a large bazaar which we sometimes visit in the late afternoon, but other than endless route marches, there is almost nothing to do. We have been told that it’s a good place to acclimatise to the tropics!

            There are, however, two compensatory reasons to continue our stay here. The barber, who visits every morning before dawn to shave us with a cut-throat razor, and the chaiwallah who visits in the afternoon and provides strong tea for almost nothing. We all seem to be keeping  well, but I do miss you so terribly.

            With all my love, 

            Your Johnnie

         

         The following day they were back on the train heading towards Bombay. On arrival they transferred immediately to the harbour and embarked a troopship, HMT Lancashire. Once they were underway, on what they guessed was a northerly heading, but only when out of sight of land did they learn that their destination was the British Port of Basra, in southern Iraq. Johnnie and Sam stood together leaning over the handrail, viewing the vivid phosphorescence generated by the ship’s hull as it intersected the seawater below. Directly above them was a clear starlit night sky, creating a light show beyond belief.

         ‘Well, at least we’re not going to Burma.’

         Frank had heard some unattractive stories about the Burma conflict and was pleased to be heading in the opposite direction.

         ‘The weather is terrible there. You can only fight for six months of the year because of the prolonged monsoon season. Apparently it’s a mud bath most of the time.’

         Johnnie took a pensive puff on his pipe.

         ‘I heard in Bombay that the Japs were planning to invade Burma from the south within three weeks. Apparently the plan is to take Rangoon and then to cut off the Burma Road – the supply line to China. That will mean a massive campaign, probably a bloodbath.’

         Sam emerged from his phosphorescence-induced trance.

         ‘So where do you think they’re taking us? Feels as if we are going round the bloody houses.’

         ‘Remember Churchill’s edict just before we left Liverpool – annihilate the Axis Forces in North Africa. I put my money on a long road trip across the desert to Egypt and then onwards, to be part of the final push to get them out of North Africa.’

         Frank and Eric nodded in agreement with Johnnie’s considered analysis. Then Eric changed the subject completely.

         ‘Deolali was an odd place, wasn’t it?’

         ‘What do you mean?’ Johnnie was puzzled as to what he was getting at.

         ‘I found it extraordinary that they kept the “regulars” away from us new conscripts. It was nice having the local Indian bearers and servants, and the evening entertainment wasn’t bad – I suppose you would call it “music hall” burlesque. Pretty daft those young lads putting on wigs and dressing up as a bunch of flighty call girls!’

         Frank chimed in, ‘I agree. I can see some of them trying to make it as professionals once they’re back in Civvy Street! To be honest, I enjoyed the football best, particularly when we whipped the 167th Field Ambulance. You did a great job, Johnnie, on the right wing.’

         ‘Coming back to Deolali,’ Eric interjected.

         ‘You know it’s where the word, “doolally” came from. Apparently, Doolally Tap, “tap” means fever in Hindustani, was irrational or crazy behaviour associated with malaria. Yet another example of the British Army, in this case, the British Indian Army, contributing words to the Oxford English Dictionary!’

         HMT Lancashire docked in Margil Port, Basra on 11 November. The 167th and the 214th Field Ambulances were again separated for security reasons. The 214th proceeded onward to Baghdad, transported by an ageing, decrepit steam locomotive pulling multiple crumbling carriages, all packed tight with servicemen. From Baghdad they continued by train to Kirkuk arriving just over a week later. Here they were reconnected with their infantry partners, the ‘Black Cats’, the 56th (London) Division of the Queen’s Royal Regiment.

         And it was here that Johnnie’s war was about to start. Of course, they had guessed correctly, that they were on their way to join, and hopefully to bring closure to the North African Campaign. Johnnie and his colleagues were aware from the routine news bulletins that the Axis Forces had been challenged in the West by the Americans and from the East by the British and Empire forces. There had been heavy losses on both sides during the thirty-month conflict.

         Kirkuk had become a major assembly point. Each regiment constructed a conurbation of tents in the desert, for sleeping, stores and mess area, with the necessary support facilities such as latrines. By the last week of December, the Field Ambulances were training with their infantry colleagues from the Queen’s. Formal instruction continued in the management of battle injury scenarios in the desert but also in non-battle acquired infections such as malaria and other infectious diseases. The Field Ambulance teams collaborated closely with their infantry associates, on the establishment of Advanced and Main Dressing Stations (ADS and MDS) and on casualty evacuations from the battlefield.

         Spring in Kirkuk passed at snail speed. Once the chores of the day were complete, the daily training agenda met and recreational time expended, there was nothing to do but chat about nothing, smoke a pipe, read a poem and write a letter or two. In addition to chess, Johnnie, Frank and Eric also shared a common interest in drawing. At the end of the day, when the time was their own, they might sit in the half light, sometimes in their tent in the glow of a Tilley lamp and at other times outside in the moonlight, with paper and pencil making head and shoulders sketches of each other. Johnnie kept two of these drawings of him, both made in Kirkuk, the first on 27 December by Frank which he sent to Joanna, with a note in the top right-hand corner, Darling, this is Frank’s work – what do you think of it? All my love, Johnnie and the second on 6 March, again annotated – Drawn in very bad light by Eric, which he sent to his mother, both through the Military Airgraph Service.

         Johnnie enjoyed writing letters. It was a way of fixing Snowy in his mind. While looking at her portrait photo, he would run-off line after line of sweet words in a neat, slanting hand, as a way of releasing his imprisoned thoughts upon the world. The Air Letter would be folded and sealed, but before doing so he would make a copy of its contents adding additional comments which he knew should not be included in the letter, as it would be likely to be edited out by the censors.
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         Extract from Johnnie’s notebook:

         
            April 1943

            Christmas slipped by almost unnoticed and when January arrived, we found ourselves in the same desert camp that we had arrived in almost two months previously. We were suspended in time. Then there were plans for amphibious operations, which seemed some way off from our present location in the middle of the desert, but despite this, training on assault courses and ropes and ladders proceeded, nonetheless. I wrote to Snowy on 4 April, our first wedding anniversary.

            And then, more than two months later we finally found ourselves on the move; the entire Division, about 16,000 men, I think, were to move as one in a westerly direction across the desert to join the 8th Army in Tunisia. Rumours were racing that this would be the final drive against the Axis Forces after the Allies’ victory in the previous November at the 2nd Battle of El Alamein. Departure was hindered by many days of heavy rain which had rendered the Road to Baghdad impassable, but eventually the entire Division was on the move. The 214th was with that part of the Division that would travel overland, but another group would set off by rail. I, Sam, Frank and Eric were crammed together in one of hundreds of three-tonner trucks, often as many as thirty-six men in a truck, travelling three vehicles abreast in a westerly direction across sand and stone desert tracks, being constantly bumped and jolted for hours – days on end. These rough roads were marked with disused, rusting oil drums, and the scenery was repetitive with almost no variation. Every fifty minutes the trucks would stop for a ten-minute rest which allowed the lads to stretch their legs, but they were soon reloaded and on their way through yet another tiresome sandstorm. Every day was the same. Reveille at 4.30 am, breakfast before sunrise, a forty-five minute break for lunch at midday and then the day ended at dusk, when bivouacs were pitched followed by an evening meal. The Divisional convoy must have stretched back over hundreds of miles. At this point we transferred from the Persia and Iraq Force, PAIFORCE, to the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force, MEF.

            After five or six days of relentless dry, dusty desert, covering about 120 miles each day, the scene changed as we entered the fertile, green Jordan Valley. Verdant grasses interspersed with exquisite colourful wildflowers – poppies, lilies and anemones – growing together like an endless bouquet which translated the countryside from one of depressing desiccation to a place of herbaceous joy. It made me get out Wordsworth and read ‘Daffodils’ for the umpteenth time! The land was being worked diligently by local farmers who went about their tasks with peaceful enthusiasm, not a care in the world and untouched by the ongoing raging conflict far to the west. Some evenings they would come to the camp and sell us oranges. We crossed the Jordan River by Allenby Bridge, set between the Dead Sea and the Sea of Galilee, and by the end of March we arrived in Tulkarm, where we were given a day off. Tulkarm is not far from Jerusalem, so Sam and I took a local bus and had a look round the city, seeing the famous Wailing Wall and Church of the Holy Sepulchre which is built on top of the Hill of Calvary. I tried to imagine those crosses firmly planted into its rocky soil supporting the bodies of the three men. We were both very moved by what we saw – history coming alive.

            The following day the convoy moved on, turning south along the coast road to Gaza and then across the Sinai desert. Sinai was a truly desolate place. It was a miracle that a tarmac road had been constructed across it, and amazingly, that it had not completely melted away in the heat. I was told that vehicles were not allowed to stop on this road for fear that if they did, they would sink into the soft tarmac surface and be unable to move on. During the first days of April, we crossed the Suez Canal and arrived in Egypt at El Tahag, near Ismailia, leaving the Sinai behind. The infantry battalions stopped here for several days, the only long halt in the entire journey, when they were ordered to draw complete war kits, including anti-tank guns, a sure sign that the front line was somewhere on the horizon.

            Back on the coast road, we travelled through the desert close to El Alamein, which was surrounded by a graveyard of disabled tanks, military vehicles and signed minefields. We then moved on towards Tobruk in Libya, which had undergone major destruction during the past two years of constant bombardment. On 22 April, about thirty days since leaving Kirkuk and with more than 3,000 road miles behind us, we arrived in Hergla in Tunisia, which we were informed was about 20 miles back from the front.

            Soon after arriving in Hergla, we were briefed on the current situation. The battle of Enfidaville had been raging for three days. It had been a most bloody battle with hand-to-hand fighting; knives and bayonets. The Allies had captured Enfidaville despite strong resistance, but 56 (London) Division was now required to help finish the operation once and for all and drive the last of the Axis Forces, nicely ‘boxed in’ a few miles away to the north-east around Tunis, back into the sea.
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         TUNISIA, 1943

         Finally, the moment arrived. They were about to see action. Two and a half years had elapsed since Johnnie had enlisted. First as an infantryman, then a Nursing Orderly and after travelling by sea, rail and road for about 20,000 miles, he would finally face the enemy, joining with Montgomery’s 8th Army for what was widely gazetted as the last battle of the North African Campaign.

         And ‘they were sore afraid’, like the shepherds who took audience with the Angel Gabriel, announcing the coming of the Lord to Palestine, nearly 2,000 years ago. The battle for Enfidaville, was still raging and despite heavy air and artillery bombardment by the Allies, the Axis Forces were resisting tenaciously. On 23 April, St George’s Day, the 56 Division left Hergla and travelled northward as a road convoy with the intention of moving through Enfidaville and clearing out any remaining Axis Forces. The plan was then to move on to Takrouna village, where the day before there had been intense fighting and the dead were still being recovered. The 214th and their ambulances followed behind.

         As the frightening sounds of Axis artillery became louder and louder, Johnnie and Sam looked out under the side flaps of their lorry and could see that the advancing ‘Black Cats’ had been identified by the enemy and were being met with a tirade of heavy artillery shells, mortars, machine gun fire and sporadic sniper attacks. Their heads were full of the sounds and light of uninterrupted massive explosions. Then disaster happened. Several of their ambulances had gone ahead too far and become entangled with the tail of the infantry column. Shrapnel from a shell which had exploded nearby, ripped into a nursing orderly from the 214th, almost severing him in half and killing him instantaneously. Within seconds the body was lying motionless on the road, as if floating in a rapidly expanding, glistening, crimson lake. Johnnie froze with fear and then vomited out of the back of the lorry.

         Sam tried to put a brave face on it.

         ‘A shard of shrapnel must have severed the abdominal aorta, to lose so much blood so quickly.’

         The other lads were dumbfounded. Speechless. Petrified.

         ‘And what the hell were those ambulances doing right up there in the line of fire? That was a crazy thing to do.’

         Frank recognised that this group of battle naïve soldiers was vulnerable and would have to rapidly wake up if they were going to survive the next few days.

         This was the unit’s first loss, less than an hour after entering the battlefield. The harsh reality of war struck home profoundly, but the worst was yet to come.

         The Company was ordered to fall back and set up a Casualty Collecting Post which would receive the injured brought in by regimental stretcher bearers from the forward Regimental Aid Post. Here they were assessed by a regimental doctor and given basic first-aid, morphine and a tourniquet if required.

         Slowly, step-by-step, the ‘Black Cats’ moved through Enfidaville, travelling north along the Bou Ficha Road. The aim was to liberate Tunis and Bizerte, two key ports on the supply chain for food, ammunition and reinforcements to the Axis Forces, which were now surrounded on three sides by the Allies, with their backs to the sea. As the ‘Black Cats’ made progress, the 214th moved their Advanced Dressing Station into an existing Casualty Collecting Post, following up closely on their infantry brigades; but progress was slow. Shelling continued during those last days of April and Johnnie and his companions in the 214th would spend much of their time cowering in shallow temporary slit trenches dug by themselves, wondering if they would be a target for the next incoming shell.

         During the darkness hours, the 169th Infantry Brigade of the ‘Black Cats’ moved forward again. There was intense fighting and over 130 casualties came through the Advanced Dressing Station in twenty-four hours. The injuries were hideous. The lucky ones had their heads blown off or were just vaporised in a tank that had been hit by an anti-tank missile, which then invariably triggered its own in-board shells to explode. There were never any survivors. But infantrymen did survive with severe head and facial injuries, mutilating loss of limbs and abdominal injuries that often left much of their abdominal contents on the ground. Johnnie could not cope with the sounds of severely damaged young men in excruciating pain and the sight of dismembered human bodies, surrounded by a penumbra of scattered body parts. Sometimes they would pick up the body of an injured survivor and find one or sometimes two of his limbs severed, still on the ground.

         The stretcher bearers and nursing orderlies experienced this horror with an unholy intimacy, realising after these first few days, that nothing they had learned during training had prepared them for this carnage. A and B Company of the 214th would rotate every twenty-four to forty-eight hours to avoid battle exhaustion, falling back, well behind the front line for physical and mental rest. But for Johnnie these days had been the most devastating he had ever known. His innate vulnerability and his propensity to develop deep, melancholic thoughts began to overwhelm every thinking moment of the day and night. He could see no way through it, only hoping that a shell might soon find him and conclusively, once and for all, stop the shaking, the thoughts, the visions and the pain.

         During one of the night raids, many injured ‘Black Cats’ had been stranded in no-man’s-land. The 214th put together a rescue party and then in the darkness moved forward in groups of six or eight men to retrieve the surviving injured, as a priority. Johnnie, Sam, Eric and Frank played their part in these recovery sorties. The dead would be reclaimed later when the risks had decreased. These were dangerous missions, as enemy forces could not see their Red Cross brassards at night and thus were unable to differentiate between nursing orderlies, stretcher bearers and advancing infantry. In practice, they would assume it was the latter – for them it was the safest option.

         During early May, the hostilities continued and there were further losses. An ambulance car was destroyed by shell fire, despite the bold Red Cross insignia that were displayed on all sides of the vehicle. Eventually the Allies, a combination of British and American forces took the Ports of Tunis and Bizerte, soon after which the Axis Forces –mainly Italian and German – surrendered on the 12 May. The Allies took at least 250,000 prisoners of war.

         Once this period of intense combat was over and the killing had finished, Johnnie felt less overwhelmed by profound fear and anxiety. During the pause in hostilities, the 214th was encamped in large Bell tents near the beach on the Gulf of Hammamet, which in the warm early summer months, surrounded by sea and sand, was an excellent energiser for recovery. Johnnie and Sam, Frank and Eric along with other nursing orderlies, joined forces with German medics, now prisoners of war, for a week or two and jointly ran an Advanced Dressing Station, picking up the remaining historic casualties – British, Germans, Italians – from the last days of the Tunisia Campaign.

         They were surprised to find that they were men just like themselves, who had no interest in war and were there because they had been sent. They were united regarding the madness and futility of this conflict and none of the German prisoners had a good word to say about the Führer. A few of the German doctors spoke some English, but language was not a barrier to friendship. For Johnnie it was almost one of the most civilising and hopeful phases of his dreadful war. He thought of Snowy’s German friend in Berlin and wondered whether she and her family had survived.

         He started to write home again, just short letters to Snowy and his mother. He wrote mainly to reassure them that he had survived, and that the North Africa campaign was over, although he knew that they would have seen the daily war reports in the London newspapers. He said nothing about the terrible events he had seen and heard. He was feeling better and optimistic that he would continue to make progress.

         Extract from Johnnie’s notebook:

         
            May 1943

            We have been in Tunisia for just about three weeks, and I have been to hell and back. The destruction is appalling. The power of modern weaponry is beyond comprehension. The damage it does to the soft, fragile human body makes me sick. I vomit, literally. Sam, Frank and Eric have done better than me, at least they are more able to hide their responses to the horrors they see. But so far, my body has held up and I am physically well. Although a few near misses. Our inexperience has led us too close to the front-line action at times.

            One of the most enjoyable aspects of the last two weeks has been to work with our German counterparts in the Medical Corps, sorting out the final casualties from both sides of the Tunisia campaign. I tried to think if we could have been better prepared to deal with consequences of war, but up to now, I have not produced anything. The Americans are preparing to invade Sicily and then on to Italy. The 214th expects to stay with the ‘Black Cats’, and I presume when the time is right, we will move in the same direction, although probably go straight to Italy. The famous pincer action ‘war game’.

            On 24 May we moved in a convoy of lorries to a new camp to the east of Tripoli. Our remaining casualties joined the convoy of ambulances and ambulance cars and headed for British Forces General Hospital No.2 where their care would continue until decisions about forward transfer had been made. Wrote to Snowy and mother but said nothing of all this, just let them know I was alive. Such a relief not to be surrounded by a soundscape of shells whistling through the air and the shudder and crash when they explode. Sam’s been marvellous. Without him I would have slit my wrists by now. I frighten myself sometimes. If I could just hold Snowy it would be better. No one seems to know where we are going next.

         

         [image: ]

         LONDON, 1943

         ‘Mummy! Mummy! An airgraph has just arrived from Johnnie. It contains a wonderful portrait sketch of him, head and shoulders, drawn by Eric, one of his chums in the Field Ambulance.’

         Joanna ran through the hallway and into her mother’s sitting room.

         ‘Darling, it is wonderful, and he looks so young and so well. How splendid! I love the disclaimer next to the artist’s signature – Drawn in very bad light.’

         Joanna’s mother was genuinely enchanted by the creative forces that had continued to ferment, even during the adversities of war.

         ‘And look at the address. PAIFORCE – Persia and Iraq Force. This must mean that he is still in Iraq.’

         They both sat quietly looking at Johnnie’s portrait and wondered how he was managing so far from home, friends and family. Such a strange existence they were all living and no sign of an end.

         The year had got off to a terrible start. Joanna had been deeply distressed by a daylight Luftwaffe bombing raid on London on 20 January, when Sandhurst Road Primary School in Catford was hit, resulting in the deaths of thirty-eight children and six teachers, thought to be a retaliatory strike following British bombing raids on Berlin two or three days before. She was sickened by the targeting of residential areas although was fully aware that the British were conducting similar strikes around the same time in major German cities such as Berlin and Hamburg. She was particularly regretful that children had lost their lives, partly due to a failure of the air raid warning system. She also struggled with the paradox that London had been attacked time and time again, The Battle of Britain, The Blitz, and now sporadic attacks which were unpredictable but resulted in rising civilian deaths, while her husband Johnnie, conscripted more than two years before, had not seen military action of any kind, as far as she knew. Of course, she was pleased that this was the case, but she was becoming increasingly aware that only a relatively small proportion of British servicemen including those overseas, would experience front-line warfare.

         Despite this tragedy early in the year, Joanna’s life in London continued much in the same vein, with a busy daily schedule at school, her regular commitments with the Guides and the church, and frequent visits to London’s Theatreland which was thriving better than ever with the diminution in the intensity of air raids. Early in February, Joanna and her friend Sheila arranged to see a Thornton Wilder play, Our Town, which was being put on by the Theatre Unit of the Special Service Section of the United States Army. Joanna was attracted to the play because it was contemporary, written just before the beginning of the war and had won the Pulitzer Prize for drama. An hour or so before the play they met up at Lyons Corner House in Coventry Street just off the Strand. Sheila had corned beef hash and Joanna had an omelette, both served with bread-and-butter and a cup of tea. After their meal, they walked down the Strand to the Playhouse Theatre in Northumberland Avenue.

         ‘Dear Sheila, I hope you’re going to enjoy this play. It was very successful on Broadway two or three years ago and although the Theatre Unit is not a professional company, everyone says they’re very good.’

         ‘I’m sure it will be most entertaining, and probably different from many of the plays we see on the London stage.’ Sheila was delighted to be having an evening out at the theatre.

         ‘I read a review somewhere, maybe in The Stage, where the critic called it “meta theatre”. I’m guessing, but I think it will be a play within a play. Maybe set in the theatre in which the drama is taking place, where the stage manager of that theatre acts as a narrator and addresses the audience directly.’ Joanna started to become concerned that the play was going to be a bit on the obscure, heavy side and thought she should give Sheila a preview. She continued, ‘Apparently Wilder had become disenchanted with the direction in which modern theatre was evolving and so has tried to do something different.’

         They arrived at the theatre and joined the queue of people waiting for the doors to open. Joanna was delving deep in her handbag to locate their tickets when she suddenly became aware of a rather tall, elegant gentleman in a long, dark overcoat, which partly concealed a well-cut, three-piece suit, crisp white shirt and sombre tie, the ensemble completed by a grey trilby hat. He was talking to an extremely attractive young woman just two or three persons ahead of them in the queue.

         ‘Sheila! You see that handsome couple just ahead of us? I am utterly certain that it’s the American Ambassador. He loves the theatre they say and likes nothing more than to wander through London’s streets mingling with the crowds and just being part of London life. I think that’s John Gilbert Winant, generally referred to as Gil Winant.’

         ‘Is that his wife with him? She’s very beautiful.’

         ‘Almost certainly not.’

         ‘How do you know?’

         ‘Let me tell you something. When he first arrived in London in March 1941, he said out loud very boldly, There’s no place I’d rather be than in England.’

         London was in the middle of the Blitz but despite that, Gil Winant rapidly assimilated and became a Londoner.

         ‘I’m not sure his wife has ever come to London. Maybe she has, but it is said she spends most of her time in the US.’

         ‘So, who’s that gorgeous woman?’

         ‘It’s a guess, but I think that’s Sarah Churchill, the actress. The Prime Minister’s youngest daughter.’

         ‘It can’t be! Are you sure?’

         ‘Yes, I am. Gil Winant has been treated like a member of the Churchill family ever since he arrived in London.’

         ‘They certainly seem to be enjoying one another’s company.’ Sheila interjected cheekily.

         The two girls shared a girlish giggle but otherwise remained discretely silent.

         ‘She is also married to a chap called Vic Oliver, a comic, who is much older than her. Everything I hear indicates that they live very separate lives. This war certainly seems to be helping women find their freedom; liberation is the word!’

         They never forgot that evening but immediately understood how so many Londoners had developed a strong affection for the man who had integrated as one of them during the height of The Blitz and become a vital go-between for Churchill and FDR.
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         February was a special month for the family as they celebrated Edith’s first birthday.

         ‘Now come on everybody, we need to assemble in the dining room for the formal cutting of the cake. Mother has done an amazing job and we shall all have a slice with a nice cup of tea’.

         Joanna herded her sisters into the dining room and allocated them places around the table.

         Edith was already settled and strapped into her highchair, smiling at everyone, and banging the tray in front of her with the back of her spoon. In the last couple of months, she had begun to vocalise almost continuously and had acquired quite a repertoire of favourite words, although most were completely undiscernible except for ‘mama’.

         Once everyone was settled, and Joanna had turned the lights down, mother entered the room through the kitchen door with an exquisitely decorated birthday cake, covered in smooth, glistening pink icing and bearing one single white candle in the centre, already alight. Edith yelped with joy and everybody cheered and clapped their hands and sang ‘Happy Birthday’. It was a joyous occasion and something the family remembered for many years. Even Edith swore she could remember that birthday party, although it is quite magical how photos of an event become translated into real living memories, without which it seems unlikely that it would have survived in such a young mind. Fortunately, Joanna’s treasured ‘Box Brownie’ had captured the moment.

         Vera had stopped working during that year and focused all her energies on bringing up her daughter. Gerry had disappeared almost as soon as she was born, serving overseas somewhere with the Royal Artillery. Or so he said.

         Vera received occasional brief communications but was fully adjusted to the situation that she was very unlikely to see him again until the war was over. For some reason or other, she guessed he was probably serving in North Africa in the 8th Army, although none of the rest of the family could understand on what this assumption was based. Edith was a lovely, spirited girl and brought great cheer to the family. Her arrival had softened some of Vera’s harsher tones and gave her a purpose in life which had been absent previously. Edith had started to walk just before her first birthday. Joanna’s mother was accustomed to being a granny, as her eldest son had already delivered two wonderful boys, one of whom was about to start school. These were some of the very few blessings that had arisen during this terrible war.

         In July, at the end of the school year, Joanna had successfully applied for and been appointed to a new job at Glastonbury Infant School, near Morden, which reduced her travelling time to less than half an hour. The proximity to home would enable her to provide additional care for her mother and some support to her elder sister and her active one-year-old, the father of whom, had failed to report for duty.
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         In November 1943, Joanna read an article in the London Times reporting that Oswald Mosley, former leader of the then banned British Union of Fascists, had been released from Holloway prison on grounds of ill-health and transferred with his wife Diana to their home, where they remained under house arrest for the remainder of the war. It reminded her of the story that Johnnie often recounted about his sighting of Mosely dressed as a Nazi-lookalike, leading a group of marching paramilitaries near Bognor in 1936, while he was away at a summer Boys’ Brigade camp. The Times article ploughed back into history arguing against the questionable use of the Emergency Powers Act to arrest and detain them without charge in 1940, after the fall of France. Diana met Hitler when she and her sister Unity visited Germany in 1935. Unity had a well-publicised relationship with Hitler, some said at the time that it was ‘dangerously close’, and she remained in Germany until well after the war had started. Diana and Oswald Mosely had married in Göbbels’ House on 6 October 1936, when Hitler was the guest of honour. The story went on to report that the marriage arrangements were kept quiet until after the birth of their first child in 1938. Joanna presumed the argument to detain, rested on one of national security in the light of Mosely’s fascist political affiliations, his widely expressed anti-Semitic views and his proximity and presumed connectivity to the leader of the Third Reich, our enemy in war.
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         Joanna’s thoughts rested on Göbbels. She suddenly remembered a conversation she’d had with Ursula in Berlin after their visit to the Olympic Stadium. It related to the football match in 1938 when England played Germany in Berlin, to which Hitler was expected but failed to attend and was represented by his second-in-command, Göbbels. It was speculated that Hitler had other things on his mind such as the invasion of Czechoslovakia. During her time in the Auswärtiges Amt, Ursula had seen and heard many of the Führer’s top team and experienced the company of endless foreign diplomats. She recalled Ursula’s story.

         ‘I once heard one of the ambassadors, I think from Asia or the Middle East, commenting on Göbbels’ attributes. He said that Göbbels was a brilliant man with a mind as sharp as a razor. And a fascinating conversationalist but completely devoid of morals.’

         Afterwards Ursula appeared somewhat embarrassed to be sharing these sensitive observations but trusted her relationship with Joanna, knowing that content of this nature would remain safe with her.
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         TRIPOLI, 1943

         On 24 May, the 214th moved in its entirety to Tripoli and once again created a military village of six-man bell tents close to the sea. Compared to the previous three weeks, these were times to relax, swim in the sea and enjoy the beautiful coastal retreat in the company of friends. By now all casualties had been moved on and the Field Ambulance was free to start training again for the next stage of the war. Everyone knew it meant the invasion of Italy and no one was surprised when formal preparation for beach landings commenced. This time it had significantly more credibility than when it was initiated several months ago in the desert around Kirkuk.

         ‘Sam, I’m not sure I’m up to this. I’m a good swimmer and all that, but the idea of jumping off a boat and running up the beach in full kit, carrying stretchers under enemy fire, fills me with the horrors. I think it will blow my nerves.’

         ‘You’ll be fine, Johnnie. Just remember when the Sergeant Major gives the order “get down”, you just fall flat on your face and as soon as there is a lull, you get out your trenching tool and dig a hole, and the moment it’s big enough, you jump in it.’

         Sam followed his remarks with a cheeky smile.

         ‘Yes, I know the theory, but it’s putting it into practice that worries me.’

         Sam had noticed that Johnnie had not properly recovered since the baptism of fire that was Enfidaville. In truth none of them had, but most of them had got over it or at least said they had.

         The days passed, each very much the same as the one before, but on 2 June everyone was ordered to smarten up for the King’s Birthday Parade. It had been a long time since 56 Division and the 214th had been on the parade ground, but nevertheless there was a shared enthusiasm to make the event a success. And indeed, it was, and much more than just a military birthday party, with an opportunity to celebrate the successes of the preceding months which had led to the expulsion of Axis Forces from North Africa.

         And then on the 20 June, British Forces in Tripoli had a very special visitor, initially ‘gazetted’ as ‘Lord Lyons’, presumably for security purposes, but it soon became apparent that it was His Majesty King George VI who had arrived to inspect the troops, accompanied by General Montgomery, in his familiar, understated battledress and customary tank beret. The King was also dressed comfortably in tropical kit and was driven through a cordon of cheering serviceman lining both sides of the road, waving their caps above their heads as he drove through their ranks in an open staff car. There were plans that the King would visit No.2 General Hospital and meet some of the ‘up’ patients and then, if there was time, he would walk through a few selected wards to greet the injured who were still in bed. Unfortunately, time was against him and at the last minute this phase of the visit was cancelled.

         Sam had noticed Johnnie was not himself. He seemed unnaturally anxious, sometimes tremulous, intermittently unable to sustain a meaningful conversation and constantly complaining of vague abdominal symptoms. He was away in some distant place, distracted and uncommunicative.

         ‘Come on old man eat up. You’ll fade away if you don’t eat your dinner.’

         Sam put his arm round Johnnie’s shoulder as a gesture of friendship and encouragement.

         ‘I… I… don’t seem to have any appetite. Maybe I’ve just had my fill of bully beef?’

         ‘You’re not yourself, are you? I think you ought to ask to see the M.O.’

         ‘I’m fine,’ Johnnie protested. ‘I just can’t clear my mind of the murder and mutilation that surrounded us in Enfidaville. It just stays with me every minute of the day.’

         ‘No harm in asking for advice, especially when it’s on your doorstep.’

         Johnnie knew Sam was right but had heard terrible stories from some of the ‘Black Cats’ who had been sent to the medical officer and then on to the psychiatrist, or ‘trick cyclist’, as he was affectionately known, only to be accused of malingering. The following day Johnnie went to see one of the RAMC medics, who referred him to Major Palmer, a specialist psychiatrist who had set up a unit for war psychoneuroses at the general hospital. He told Johnnie that Palmer was a real expert, down-to-earth and had no time for Freud and psychoanalysis, but had a remarkable record in getting men well, and most importantly, putting them back into action.

         Johnnie’s heart sank. That was the last thought in his mind but nevertheless he gratefully accepted the opportunity to try anything to get these frightening visions out of his head.

         The following day Johnnie presented himself at the allotted time to Palmer’s unit. He was warmly greeted at the reception desk by a rather attractive nurse from the Queen Alexandra’s, who asked him to take a seat in the waiting area along with thirty or forty other servicemen. He took out his pocket Wordsworth and settled in for a long wait. But within a few minutes the door bearing Major Palmer’s name opened, discharging what appeared to be a rather frightened and unhappy NCO, followed by a short burly little fellow with a bent nose looking something like a cross between a prize fighter and a rugby forward. In a loud and determined tone, wrapped in a broad Yorkshire accent, he bellowed out, ‘Faraday? Private Faraday?’

         Johnnie almost dropped his book with surprise but rose promptly to his feet and strode briskly across the room, almost marching, towards the open door. By the time he arrived Major Palmer’s white coat had spiralled into the room and he was sitting behind a large, completely empty desk.

         ‘Good morning.’

         Palmer did not look up, his eyes were fixed on the file, presumably Johnnie’s, that he had retrieved from a table behind him.

         ‘Good morning, sir.’ Johnnie sat down on a chair on the other side of the desk.

         ‘Captain Millward tells me you’ve been a bit tense and shaky after the Tunisia campaign. It was a tough battle, I hear, so I’m not surprised. We’ve had quite a few lads from the ‘Black Cats’ come through the unit.’

         ‘Yes, sir, it was pretty awful and I didn’t take it well.’

         ‘Well Private Faraday, or should I say, Nursing Orderly Faraday, as a fellow medic you’re very important to us and we need to get you back on the right track. That is why I didn’t keep you hanging about too long outside. Now firstly, can I assume that you are fully committed in your role to support the soldiers in your unit and the Division more widely?’

         ‘Yes sir. Without a doubt, sir. It’s just that…’

         ‘Just what I wanted to hear. So, here is what we’re going to do. I am going to get you in for a week, perhaps a little more, and I am 100 per cent certain that we’re going to get you right as rain. Just so you know, I don’t believe in any of that mumbo-jumbo like psychoanalysis. Here we practice forward psychiatry. We see a man as soon as we can after the intense combat experience which has tipped him over the top and support him through recovery. Simple, practical interventions like good food and plenty of sleep. It works in about 90 per cent of cases, and we need to get a good man like you back, caring for his colleagues, as soon as we can.’

         ‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’

         Palmer was not really interested in whether there was any previous evidence of psychiatric disorder or a family history of madness, or indeed any other possible predisposing factors, although he recognised that ‘breakdown’ was associated with the severity and proximity to the combat experience, especially the magnitude of human loss and injury.

         In the back of his mind, he always had the same three questions each waiting for an answer. Could this man return to active battlefield duty? Or was he finished as a fighting soldier but could continue in an auxiliary role? Or should he be sent home for further treatment and possibly discharge? Clearly his early assessment was that Johnnie fell into the first category.

         ‘We’ll take you on to the ward straightaway. I’ve got over one hundred beds here, so you’ll be with plenty of other men in a similar situation. We’ll get you cleaned up, properly fed and rested, and we usually give you something for the first two or three nights to make sure you get a good night’s sleep. I have a system here where you start on the left-hand side of the ward and as you progress you move down and then up the right-hand side as you get ready for discharge. I’ll be round most days to check on progress. Don’t you worry lad, we’ll get you on the mend within a few days.’

         Palmer led him to the door, opened it, shook his hand, simultaneously signalled to the nurse at the reception desk to escort him to the ward and called in the next patient. And as they say, that was that.

         Johnnie was surprised at the speed of the assessment and while wary of his overtly utilitarian and practical approach, he respected a man who seemed blessed with what you might call, front-line experience. As Johnnie entered the ward, he was met by the ward sister and shown to his bed, first on the left just where he expected. The ward seemed very busy, full of lads like himself, some in groups lurking in corners, others pacing monotonously up and down, others sitting on the chair by their bed gazing ahead without any apparent point of focus. A few were still in their pyjamas, some lying on their beds, but the majority were dressed in their army tropical kit, looking smarter than anyone he had seen on the battlefield in the last few months.

         ‘Welcome to the ward, Faraday. Give it a week or so and you’ll be right as rain.’

         As the Ward Sister led him over to his bed, he recalled hearing that same ‘right as rain’ jingle a few moments previously, during his interview with Major Palmer.

         ‘We like all patients to start the day with a shower and a shave and then straight into uniform. Major Palmer believes strongly that while you are with us you remember that you are serving in His Majesty’s Forces. I’ll give you something to make sure you sleep at night. Sometimes Dr Palmer uses ether therapy, but my guess is you’ll get through without needing that. So, off you go for a shower, get changed and then we’ll give you some lunch.’

         Johnnie took the Sodium Amytal at night and slept better than he had for months. He took daily showers, he started to eat better, smoked one or two pipes a day and chatted superficially to a few of the inmates. He could see that some of the boys were very disturbed and unable to engage in conversation or make any sort of relationship. Major Palmer made a theatrical entrance every two or three days, walked smartly around the ward with sister, stood at the end of each bed, nodded, waved at the occupant and usually said something encouraging like ’well done’, or ‘carry on’, moving from bed to bed with barely time to take a breath. He smoked a cigarette all the way round the ward and sister followed hot on his heals, holding a battle-worn Players aluminium ashtray. Sister would sometimes whisper a question or ask him to physically examine a patient.

         There was no privacy during the ward round, but their voices were low and only occasionally an audible word would emerge, like ‘ether’, the enabler for Palmer’s version of abreaction therapy. For Johnnie, the week passed quickly and by the time the second week arrived, Sister made a special visit to Johnnie’s bed during the afternoon rest period, which was now positioned on the right side of the ward, more than halfway to the door indicating that recovery was imminent.

         ‘Major Palmer is very pleased with your progress Private Faraday and I’m guessing that he will consider you ready for discharge when he sees you tomorrow.’

         ‘Thank you, Sister. I thought that might be the case. Is there anything else I should know or do before I leave?’

         ‘I will ask Major Palmer, but I don’t think so. Just a question of getting back to your job. It’s been a pleasure having you on the unit.’

         As Johnnie walked out of the hospital the following day, he paused at the noticeboard in the hallway, just inside the main front door. There was a poster advertising an upcoming lecture at No.48 General Hospital a mile or so down the road in Tripoli. It was entitled, Psychiatry in the Field, with a note on eligibility to attend – ‘for all available Medical Officers’.

         Johnnie returned to the 214th and formally transferred from the Middle East Force to the British North Africa Force and was awarded the Africa Star, his first military medal, along with many of his colleagues who had served at least a day in North Africa during the period of the campaign – 10 June 1940 to 12 May 1943.

         Within just a day or so, the 214th heard that they were on the move again. They would be part of the next phase of the war which would be driving the Germans out of Italy. No doubt assisted by the recent dispatching of Il Duce and the immediate surrender of the Italian forces.

         Sam and Frank were glad to see him back and both said how much better he looked and assumed it was the hospital food and maybe a good night’s sleep that had made the difference. Frank told Johnnie that they had been preparing for a beach landing and tomorrow would be their final day of training. The 214th boarded landing crafts in Tripoli, sailed out to sea for half a mile or so, and then predictably turned around and sailed back to the Tripoli beaches, dropping their landing ramps to allow the troops to billow out into the water up to their waists, with full kit, and wade their way back through the waves and on to the beach. They were then ordered to take out their trenching tools and rapidly dig a slit trench in the sand as protection against the predicted onslaught from defending German forces. As Johnnie left the waves and his boots sank into the soft wet sand, his head became filled with ear splitting sounds of heavy artillery, mortars and machine guns, the deafening squeals of low flying Stukas and Junkers, interspersed with ghostly screams of injured and dying men. There were no barriers to re-living the sounds and sights of Enfidaville, that filled the last hours of the Tunisia campaign.

         The following day the 214th embarked in the Port of Tripoli and joined other ships coming from Oran in Algeria, mainly US Forces and from Bizerte in Tunisia, to create a fleet of more than 400 ships. This powerful sea force would take the war to mainland Italy and bring to fruition, the joint American-British offensive – Operation Avalanche. British forces, the 46 and 56 Divisions were programmed to land on the northern beaches of the Bay of Salerno and American forces, the 36 US Division, the southern beaches. The weather had been harsh for the time of year, but during recent days it had improved. All were hoping that it would be kind to the invaders. Nightfall on 8 September provided some protection to the attacking forces which were contained within a spectacular array of warships, troopships and specialised beach landing craft. Landing Craft Infantry (LCI) which carried thousands of infantrymen and other support troops, and Landing Ship Tank (LST), which transported their tanks, lorries, heavy artillery and the full complement of support vehicles.

         A grim silence fell on the men being delivered into another foreign battle zone. All units had been briefed that they should expect some German resistance from the 16th Panzer Division and heavy artillery in gun emplacements left by the Italian forces, but should be reassured by the knowledge that there would be strong support from Navy guns at sea which would weaken the German defences before the landings, with the expectation that the Germans would withdraw without significant delay. Nothing could have been further from the truth.

         Following standard protocol, the 214th followed the 56 Division and its 167 and 168 Brigades, in landing craft from the lowering position in the Bay of Salerno, just outside the 100-fathom line. In the darkness of the early hours of the morning of 9 September, they moved towards Sugar Beach after the promised ‘softening up’ by a heavy artillery barrage from ships of the British and US Navy. And then, violating the silence, came the grinding, squealing sounds as the front ramp was lowered into the breaking waves, leaving the craft wide open. This haunting, orchestrated cacophony was followed almost immediately by the order, ‘Go’, which came from one of the officers of 168 Brigade, instructing his infantrymen to make for the beach. A multitude of dark shadowy, silhouetted figures leapt blindly into the dark water which, as predicted, reached waist level.

         ‘A’ Company of the 214th followed on behind with as much first-aid equipment as they could carry. Almost immediately they walked out of the sea and cleared the beachhead, another order came, ‘dig in and wait’. The advancing infantrymen were soon sought out by the German defences, with men falling dead or injured across this section of the beach like a collapsing pack of cards. It was too dark to see the details of the slaughter and the hidden cries and groans had a haunting quality. It was impossible to identify their points of origin. It was as the Americans say, a ‘Turkey shoot’.

         At the first inklings of sunrise, ‘B’ Company of the 214th joined up with ‘A’ Company the advance party, bringing the materials necessary to set up a Main Dressing Station. It was only now, at first light, that Johnnie and his colleagues appreciated the geography of the terrain into which they had been disgorged and effectively abandoned. They stood for a moment on the firm sand, still damp from the retreating tide, feeling as if marooned on a desert island. The Bay of Salerno extended north and south with the 214th positioned somewhere close to the midpoint of the bay’s shallow curve. They guessed the beach must have extended at least 10 miles, with British troops landing on the northern half and US troops to the south. Behind the coastline, the landscape reared upwards into hostile rocky hills which were providing almost perfect cover for the waiting German aggressors.

         Attending the injured was both dangerous and at times, unachievable because of the relentless onslaught from the German artillery defences in the hills behind and the continuing barrage coming in overhead from the Allied Navy ships in the bay. The first tank landing craft came close to the beach and delivered three tanks onto the beachhead, but these were taken out almost immediately by German anti-tank weaponry. Johnnie, Sam, Frank and Eric had managed to make the beach landing unharmed and had dug slit trenches for protection. They worked with colleagues from ‘A’ Company to do their best to treat the wounded and evacuated some of the more serious casualties back to the hospital ship by boat. The relentless shell and mortar fire was terrifying, with many hundreds of dead and injured men littered across the beach, including one of their own nursing orderlies. As soon as the sun was up and there was full light, they faced aerial bombardment from wave after wave of low-flying Stukas which strafed everything and anything that moved. Step-by-step the ‘Black Cats’ progressed slowly across the Salerno beaches, the Royal Engineers having first checked for mines with metal detectors and laid wire netting across the soft sand as a temporary road surface for vehicles exiting from landing craft. By the following day they had secured the territory behind them.

         167 Brigade and its associated 167th Field Ambulance had a much worse time following their landing on Roger Beach, just south of Sugar Beach. They were decimated by heavy German resistance, and then effectively surrounded in Battipaglia, less than 10 miles inland from their landing point. The losses of officers and men were truly shocking. The 8th Army was summoned to give assistance but before it arrived, to everyone’s relief, the Germans had begun to retreat.

         The 36 US Division had landed further South in Salerno Bay and again met fierce resistance. During the week of the Salerno landings there was talk that nearly 10,000 American and British soldiers were dead, injured or missing. The combination of the profound, relentless bombardment from the enemy by land and air, and their proximity to brutal physical injury and death in the infantry regiments, probably the two most mentally damaging aspects of warfare for participants, made it impossible for some combatants to continue fighting. The onslaught seriously sapped the morale of the Allied Forces, many of whom would have experienced similar daunting events in Tunisia.

         As Frank had anticipated, Johnnie did not fare well under the circumstances, but he survived it, such that he was able to do his job and was well supported by his colleagues, who by now recognised there was a problem. The word was out that the Germans were on the retreat, and this alone had an almost miraculous effect on morale as the Allied Forces moved north towards Naples. The advancing Allies were closely followed by a long column of impoverished, ragged Italian refugees from further south. The Germans had vindictively destroyed much of the infrastructure of the city in retribution for the resistance they experienced from the Italians, their former allies. The city was left without water, electricity and a functioning port. Many of its war-damaged buildings contained dead bodies, many booby-trapped to impede the advancement of the Allies.

         56 Division, supported by its Field Ambulances, also moved north on the drive to force the Germans out of Italy, but took a route to the east of Naples towards Caserta, where they took over the Caserta Military Hospital in which they encountered about 150 British and American prisoners of war, abandoned after the German withdrawal. The 214th set up its Main Dressing Station in the hospital. At last they were free of the constant, terrifying sounds of battle.

         Persistent exposure to the circumstances of conflict seemed not to have hardened the troops, but to the contrary, many found they were sensitised, being now more anxious when they were exposed to the sounds of incoming high velocity shells, machine-gun fire and mortars. Their response had been heightened, both their free-floating battle anxiety and the additional profound anxiety associated with combat-related events. Similarly, the recurrent images of dead and dying men and their mutilated bodies, was falling on the eyes of the sensitised, at least for the majority. There was little evidence that the ordinary conscripted soldier was becoming battle-hardened and progressively accustomed to these most unnatural experiences. Many would say that putting a civilian in a uniform and handing him a weapon, does not make him a battle-hardened professional soldier, even after many months of training.

         Within this group of ‘civilian soldiers’, many coped or just struggled through, while others cracked and broke down. Sam, Frank and Eric found themselves in the first category but again, Johnnie became overwhelmed by the horrors and was clearly in the second. By the end of October and certainly with the arrival of November, an aggressive winter had landed upon them, with displays of horizontal rain, sleet, sometimes snow, all compounding to make the terrain underfoot almost impassable, even by military vehicles built for the purpose. Part of 56 Division, the 167th Brigade, travelled on North towards Monte Cassino and then further, in the direction of the next key target acquisition, Rome, while sustaining devastatingly heavy losses, whereas the 169th Brigade was held in reserve in Caserta. Johnnie stayed with his ‘B’ Company in Caserta which to some extent limited further degradation in his mental state.

         At the end of the first week of December, No.2 General Hospital staff arrived in Caserta having been transferred from Tripoli. They set up a base hospital in the Military Hospital which included Major Palmer’s psychiatric service. Soon after their arrival, Johnnie was referred by the Commanding Officer of ‘B’ company of the 214th for another assessment. He waited patiently outside the reception tent in a line with many others, most of whom looked much worse off than himself, waiting to be called in for assessment by a Captain Phillips, who Johnnie presumed was one of Major Palmer’s junior colleagues. Finally, his name was called.

         ‘Faraday. Private Faraday RAMC.’

         Captain Phillips was seated behind a flimsy, folding campaign table and wrote brief notes in the large ledger in front of him.

         ‘Thank you for seeing me, sir.’

         ‘So, tell me what’s troubling you.’

         Philips seemed more interested in his scribblings in the ledger than the visibly anxious man before him.

         ‘It’s the same as before, sir. I broke down after Enfidaville and spent a week or so in Major Palmer’s unit in Tripoli. I was better after a week’s rest, clean clothes, some good food and proper sleep, helped by a sedative. But most important, I was away from the terrible sounds and sights of battle. But it all came back after Salerno.’

         ‘What came back, Faraday. What exactly was it?’

         At this point Phillips lifted his head and looked hard at the terrified specimen of humanity before him. Agitated, trembling, broken down.

         ‘The shaking, sir. As soon as I hear the guns, and the screeching voices of flying shells, and then the screams of injured men.’

         ‘I see.’ Phillips did not make any attempt to disguise his boredom.

         ‘I thought I would get used to it after Tunisia and the treatment I received by Major Palmer. But I was terrified by the onslaught on Sugar Beach and it just got worse in the weeks that followed.’

         ‘Yes, I see.’ Phillips scribbled a few notes in his ledger. ‘How did you get on with Major Palmer?’

         ‘Oh! Fine, yes fine. He said I’d be as “right as rain” in no time at all. The sleeping tablets helped, but I think it all comes back when the action comes back.’

         ‘I think we, by which I mean Major Palmer, would call this “anxiety state chronic”. I’ll give you some more of those sleeping tablets and put you on leave for a couple of weeks; time to get over this. I am sure we can get you through this episode and you’ll soon be right as rain. Chin up, Faraday.’

         This time Phillips kept his head down and finished drafting his brief report. Johnnie took this as a signal to leave and return to his billet.

         He was given four weeks rest on light duties, but it was evident by the first few weeks of 1944 that he was not yet fit to return to active service and most likely that he would require further treatment, whatever that might be.

         He was admitted again into one of the psychiatric beds in No.2 General Hospital in Caserta, the same hospital to which he was admitted in Tripoli, for another attempt to get him ready for action. Johnnie was sad to leave Sam and Frank who he knew would eventually be moved north following 56 Division and the other Allied Forces that were chasing the Germans out of Italy. All the reports coming back indicated that they were resisting tenaciously and there were rumours that a second beach landing was imminent before the final push to Rome.

         ‘Faraday, isn’t it? I remember you. RAMC. Tripoli. You got tangled up in the Enfidaville battle. Terrible business.’

         Major Palmer paused briefly at the end of Johnnie’s bed.

         ‘Yes, sir. You’ve got a cracking memory.’

         ‘Never forget a face.’ He turned towards his assistant.

         ‘Phillips, what are we doing with him this time?’

         ‘The usual. Rest, good nutrition, clean uniform. I was wondering whether we should try ether abreaction?’

         ‘When you left us in Tripoli, you were in fine fettle. When did it get bad again?’

         ‘Salerno. The 214th was part of the first assault on Sugar Beach. It was a bloodbath, sir. I can’t deal with the slaughter anymore. The screeching sounds. Shells showering overhead. Men screaming. All those terrible smells.’

         ‘Mm… I see.’

         He paused and looked penetratingly at Johnnie, who by now had parted company with Palmer’s entourage, at least metaphysically, and was distracting himself by watching a fly dancing on the ceiling above.

         ‘It is certainly worth a try, Phillips. Going to take longer this time, but we’ll get him back into action. Right as rain.’

         Johnnie had a planned admission for six weeks which included a couple of ‘ether sessions.’ Caserta Military Hospital, unlike the tented encampment in Tripoli, was a sturdy brick and stone construction with a neoclassical flavour, with proper wards and corridors with white walls. There were a multitude of beds, some standard hospital singles, others of the lightweight folding variety, more like camp beds, tightly packed along the walls. There were at least fifty patients in Johnnie’s ward, dressed identically in blue service pyjamas, the majority out for the count on sedative drugs. There was a second ward for psychiatric cases of the same size. Most of the men kept themselves to themselves. Apparently, they were not encouraged to interact with each other – there was always the fear that the psychiatric casualty might have a negative effect on other comrades, particularly the non-psychiatric variety, but the majority of those with war psychoneuroses were withdrawn and dissociated and had lost the desire for human interaction. With a ward full of similar souls suffering in unison, the chance of positive interaction became deeply unlikely.

         When they weren’t lying on their beds waiting for the next meal, they would write letters home or read the letters that they had received from loved ones, often again and again. Servicemen were accustomed not to write in any detail about the circumstances that had led to hospital admission. In the centre of the ward there were a few trestle tables piled with books and the occasional glass vase of flowers, though there was a paucity of cheerful blooms in late February. But towards the end of his days in Caserta, Johnnie was delighted to be one of the first to discover spring flowers as they began to emerge between the rocky hillside paths.

         Johnnie missed his close comrades and felt badly about his peaceful experience in the Caserta Military Hospital compared to what they must be exposed to on the way to Rome. But he knew they were more resilient, and he looked forward to hearing good news in due course.

         ‘What are you reading?’

         A young man was standing at the end of his bed. Johnnie guessed that he was four or five years younger than himself, but he looked bereft and totally exhausted.

         ‘Wordsworth. I take him everywhere.’

         After two or three weeks on the ward, when human contact had been limited to exchanges with the medical and nursing staff, Johnnie regarded this as a breakthrough.

         ‘I’m Johnnie or Jack or I suppose just plain John. I was christened Denis Jack but somehow things got into a bit of a muddle. I blame my mother! What’s your name?’

         ‘So, Jack the lad it shall be! Or maybe, I’m alright Jack… So, are you alright, Jack?’

         Johnnie wasn’t quite sure what was going on. Whoever he was he seemed as if he’d gone right off the rails. It was a moment of madness. Then when there was a pause, Johnnie tried again.

         ‘Come on. Tell me. What is your name?’

         ‘Yes. My name. I’ve only got two names! My parents call me Terry but I’m not going tell you my second name.’

         He gave an impish smile and allowed his eyes to twinkle just briefly. Johnnie could see that he was holding a book behind his back.

         ‘What are you reading?’

         ‘Byron. Another romantic. Dangerous stuff poetry. Probably what got us in here.’ Johnnie smiled. It was the first in weeks.

         ‘I’ve got this glorious Anthology of English Poets. I take it everywhere with me.’

         They struck up a brief conversation about their circumstances during the immediate past weeks but neither wanted to get into the detail, particularly about the psychiatric aspects. But Johnnie got Terry to talk about his posting. He was a Lance Bombardier in the Royal Artillery whose job as a radio operator required him to communicate with the front line where an assessment of the effects of artillery bombardment was being made and then get messages back to the boys aiming and firing the guns behind the line, presumably to improve their ability to hit the target. Once loosened up, Terry seemed happy to talk.

         ‘They sent one of those “I regret to inform you” letters to my parents, saying I had been wounded but gave no details. It was nothing serious, just a shard of shrapnel in my tail end and nothing about being banged up in the “funny farm”. They must have been frantic but at least I’m sending them letters now.’

         ‘Don’t you think that this is an extraordinary place. I heard there’s well over 1,000 beds, sometimes with more than 200 admissions in a day.’ Johnnie felt gloomy for a moment.

         ‘One of the “trick cyclists” told me that they had just increased the VD beds to 400. Some of the lads must be having a good time!’

         Terry sniggered quietly to himself and looked over to Johnnie for a reaction. But after the brief elevation of mood, Johnnie had sunk back into his more usual non-communicative mode, picked up Wordsworth and signalled that he’d had enough. They shook hands and wished each other good luck for a speedy recovery.

         Terry wondered off up the ward, chatting away to himself, intermittently reciting Byron’s words as he went on his way, seemingly oblivious to the world around him.

         After six weeks of rest, away from the dead and the dying and the excruciating rip-roaring sounds of battle, Johnnie had improved, as before, but found the idea of returning to his role as a nursing orderly in the RAMC totally unconscionable. Fortunately, Captain Phillips agreed with him and sent him off to a Reinforcement, Reallocation and Training Centre run by the Central Mediterranean Force somewhere near Naples. He was pleased to find Terry on the lorry, also heading towards the same destination.

         The week before Johnnie transferred to 98 General Hospital in Bari, while still recuperating in the Centre, he wrote a long letter to Joanna in which he shared the deep love that he had for her. He realised immediately that she might find the flow of emotion overwhelming and was in two minds whether to send the letter at all. Ultimately, he decided that it was a true account of his feelings at the time, and so decided to send it. He omitted any factual details about the psychological tribulations of the last few months but before letting it go, he made a copy in his notebook for future reference.

         At the end of this brief sojourn, Johnnie and Terry underwent a medical examination and were graded Medical Category B1, thus making them ‘unfit for active service’. Johnnie was puzzled. He was not sure what had changed since his last spell in hospital in Tripoli, when he was deemed fit to return to the front.

         ‘You’ll be fine. We’re not sending you back home as I’m sure that we can find something useful for you to do out here, at least until the war is over. Hopefully, that won’t be too long now, eh?’

         Johnnie was relieved to hear this from Captain Phillips as he was worried that he might get a different view from Major Palmer. He would have expected the usual, ‘you’ll be right as rain’ speech and ‘we’ll have you back in the front in no time’.

         ‘Milligan is in the same boat.’ Johnnie was confused.

         ‘Thank you, sir. I am much relieved. But sorry, sir, who is Milligan?’

         ‘You must remember that young lad I saw you chatting with on the ward. It was only the two of you that I have ever seen reading a book.’

         At this point they parted company. A couple of days before Johnnie was due to leave Caserta Military Hospital, he received some bad news. Both Sam and Frank had been caught in heavy fighting as they moved north with 214th and some of the Company had been killed. They were thought to have survived but it had been reported back that both had been taken prisoner of war. This came as a profound shock to Johnnie since there was an ‘understanding’ that ‘medics’ would be returned to their own side unless the circumstances of their capture made it impossible. The limited information available indicated that Frank had been probably sent to Stalag 7a, in Moosberg, Bavaria and Sam to Stalag 344 in Lamsdorf. Johnnie had never seriously considered the possibility of being taken prisoner and could see that they would certainly endure considerable suffering for the remainder of the war, however long that might be, although he was consoled by the news that at least they had survived. But he was cautious about the veracity of these reports, in that early information at this stage was at best unreliable. There was no report of the whereabouts of Eric.

         Soon after hearing this news, Johnnie found himself in a convoy of lorries, military ambulances, and a few staff cars, travelling east to 98 General Hospital now located in the coastal town of Bari, well clear of the northerly war zone, where he would remain in the RAMC but re-train as a clerk.
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         LONDON, 1944

         While Johnnie was in transit to India and then onwards to Iraq by way of Cape Town and Bombay, letters arrived in London, although it was irregular with gaps, followed by bursts of activity. Although he was meticulously careful about never revealing his location, Joanna was often able to piece the story together and make a calculated guess as to where he was. She read the newspapers and listened to the BBC and was aware of where the surges of military activity were taking place and the likely troop movements that had enabled those offensives. There was a period of silence during the long trek across the desert from Kirkuk to Tunisia, but once the action was over and the 214th had returned to Tripoli for a rest, the stream of letters started again.

         But Johnnie said little about the difficulties that he had encountered. The winter of 1943 after the Salerno landings was another quiet period and it was only when Johnnie finally arrived in Bari that his life began to stabilise and letter exchange returned to the regularity that they had enjoyed during their courtship in 1941 and up to and after their marriage in 1942 while he was still in England.

         As the New Year arrived a sense of cautious optimism had begun to grip Londoners. Although stories of the losses of military personnel in North Africa and then in Italy, tempered any desire for exuberant, riotous celebrations, there was a shared consciousness, that the Nazis were finally on the run.

         When Joanna became aware of the intensification of the Allies’ bombing raids on Berlin, she had exceedingly bad feelings. At the end of January nearly 700 British bombers were sent to attack Berlin and just two weeks later the cycle was repeated, this time with nearly 900 planes participating in the aerial bombardment. The Allies’ confidence began to rise dramatically and within just another two weeks, American B-17 bombers attacked the city, the first attack to take place during daylight hours. Joanna’s main concern was for the well-being of her dear friend Ursula, whom she assumed would have remained loyal to her beloved city and the job to which she had been appointed and was continuing to live in the family apartment in Schloẞstraẞe. Although all the reports indicated that the targets for destruction were military, vital infrastructure such as power stations and industrial production plants in support of the war effort, the collateral damage in adjoining residential areas had to be devastating. Aerial bombing was certainly not an exact science. Joanna recalled the proximity of the massive Siemens factory to the extensive housing complex for its workers, and just across the river from the Charlottenburg Palace. Just to the east of Berlin was the power station in Frankfurt en Oder. This had to be a target but so close to the homes of ordinary people.

         [image: ]

         Joanna’s Journal: January 1944

         
            My dear Ursula, I have been very distressed by what I read in our newspapers and hear on the BBC News. We have almost daily reports of the bomb attacks on Berlin during the past few weeks. I have been thinking about you every day and pray that you, your family and your fiancé, Dieter, are safe. These are truly terrible times, made so much worse by the knowledge that dear friends like yourselves are the targets of British aggression. Of course, when I was in Berlin just over five years ago, we often talked about the dangers of war between our two countries but hoping beyond hope, that it would never happen. You of course know how London suffered during the Blitzkrieg, a time when there were more civilian deaths than in our combat troops, but two wrongs never make a right and I am so sad for you and your family and friends and think about you every day, trying to understand the hurt and anxiety that these attacks must cause you. I also look for signs that this might all be coming to an end. We read last week that the Nazi forces had finally surrendered to the Russians on the Eastern front. I suppose on one side it is a blow for Germany but on the other it means that these men will become prisoners of war and no longer subjected to the dangers of warfare. As I read it, these are lives saved. At least, let us hope so.

            Mummy and my sisters are well and seem to have become ‘battle hardened’ as the years go on. George is in the RAF and has not been called upon to serve abroad yet. I last heard from Johnnie at the end of the North African campaign but at least he was alive, and I am assuming he is now somewhere in Italy as the British and American forces proceed northwards. I am writing this letter to you today as an aide memoir, or as we would say in German, Gedächtnisstütze, knowing that I will not be able to send it in the foreseeable future, but I shall keep it here safely for you to read one day. God bless you all.

            Your dear friend Joanna
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         In the cold, dry, frosty spring of 1944, life in London had settled and felt more peaceful, but was always marred by the daily visions of damaged homes. The bomb sites would eventually cease to be children’s playgrounds and become the green shoots of a regenerating London. The continuing shortages of food and clothing were never more apparent. American servicemen were everywhere, many obviously enjoying London life and other locations in England notably the American Air Force bases mainly to the north of London. These young men were happy to fill in for absent husbands, fiancés and boyfriends who were serving abroad. The threat to British shores was felt to have passed, German air attacks had subsided almost completely and there was an expectation that the time would soon come when British and American forces would once more cross the English Channel to push the Germans out of France, Belgium and the Netherlands, allowing those nations to regain their sovereignty. This would signal the entry of the final chapters of the war, putting the Nazis back in Germany, with the anticipation that unconditional surrender would soon follow.

         For Joanna and her life in London, it was a moment of respite and an opportunity to think positively about the future. She had every confidence that Johnnie was now in a safer place, and that it was even more likely that he would survive the war and return home, although she was always concerned how much would be left in place of the man she married. Through the years they had spent together, despite its hiatuses and leaps forward, she had gained an understanding of the inner person, of both his strengths and weaknesses. She respected and admired both, but worried frantically about his exposure to the elements of war, that she knew he had done everything to avoid. So close to becoming a conscientious objector and perhaps misinformed about the consequences of taking up a non-combatant role in the Royal Army Medical Corps. She knew now that being a non-combatant did not mean that you did not see action or suffer the tempestuous events of being a front-line serviceman. The experience was identical to an infantryman firing shots at the enemy on the ground or a tank commander blasting his way through an occupied town to clear the way for the advancing Allies. The death, injury, pain and destruction were there before their very eyes. There was no escape. No escape, no ‘sweetener’ to make it easier or acceptable.

         These moments of reflection came on most days as she rode home on the bus from her school and became some of the darker moments of life at this time. Her mind was able to run free without being inhibited by the distraction of her charges at school and the responsibility to be cheerful and always optimistic at home with her mother and sisters.
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         Joanna’s Journal:

         
            My Dearest Ushi 18 March 1944

             

            I am thinking about you today, as I do on most days, and hoping you are safe and well. For these past weeks, it has been quieter in London and we are all hoping for better times ahead. Mummy and the girls are fine and they all send their warmest love. I am now working much closer to home, just a relatively short bus ride which has made life much easier during the dark winter months.

            Last night Sheila and I went to a wonderful production at the Royal Adelphi Theatre in the Strand. It used to be just the Adelphi Theatre! You remember we walked along the Strand after we had visited Nelson’s Column and the lions in Trafalgar Square. We had a coffee in the Lyons Corner House. I recall that you were desperately keen to see the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden and to discover whether there was a Wagner opera playing at the time! I am afraid the Strand today is not what it was when you came to London in 1936. There are piles of rubble and bomb craters which still have not been properly cleared after the Blitz.

            Anyway, we went to the première, well actually it was the World Première of ‘A Child of our Time’, a contemporary oratorio with a classical structure, with references to the oratorios of  Handel and Bach, but 20th-century music by one of our up-and-coming composers, Michael Tippett. I think you would have enjoyed it. The ‘child’ in the libretto is based on the young Polish Jew, Herschel Grynzspan, who assassinated the German diplomat Ernst vom Rath in Paris in 1938 because of his anger at the way his family were being treated; the event, that I think is widely believed to have triggered Kristallnacht. I did not know until last night that Michael Tippett was an out and out pacifist and conscientious objector for which he was given a three-month prison sentence in 1943. He served two months in one of our London prisons, Wormwood Scrubs. He was offered non-combatant duties but refused on the grounds that it was still supporting the war effort, to which he was totally opposed. He would not compromise. Interestingly, it is not a triumphalist piece as it follows Tippett’s own philosophy that ‘bad acts, always lead to other bad acts’. It has been well reviewed by the music press here in London and I suspect his career as a composer will continue to advance.

            I know how much you love music, theatre and the opera. We have managed to keep some of our theatres and concert halls open during these last years as a way of demonstrating our ability to survive in adversity. I am sure Berliners are like Londoners and will do their best to normalise life as best they can even in the most difficult and threatening times. I still remember those wonderful evenings we spent at the Philharmonie and the Deutsche Oper. Berlin, like London, is a city that prides itself on its music and the other performing arts; exemplary cities of culture.

            I have of course followed the news very closely and continue to be concerned by the intensive bombing raids on German cities, particularly Berlin. I know it has been very difficult during these last three months and I am just hoping and praying that you and your parents are safe in these testing times. It is so hard for people like us who inhabit the capital cities, as these will always be prime targets during times of conflict. I am writing this today because I want you to know that I am thinking about you and longing for the moment when I can actually send these letters to you which contain some of my deepest thoughts.

            With much love to you and your family, 

            Your dear friend,

            Joanna
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         During early May, Joanna received the first letter from Johnnie from what appeared to be in some sort of rehabilitation centre, which she presumed was in the South of Italy. He had not mentioned this in previous letters, and it came without any additional explanation. He had completely forgotten their wedding anniversary the month before on 4 April and Joanna’s Birthday on 4 May.

         
            6098931 D.J. FARADAY (RAMC)

            ‘B’ Coy REINFORCEMENT, REALLOCATION, AND TRAINING CENTRE, CMF

             

            6 May 1944

            My Dear Snowy

            How are you Snowy my love – still love me? Darling, I do love you, and the more I think of you, the more I realise what a magnificent girl I have for a wife. Yes, I am very, very, fortunate and most happy. Darling, I never look upon you in the ordinary sense of ‘a wife’. No, I think of you as the dearest person I know and the greatest companion any man could wish for. I feel now how easy it will be for me to tell you everything – from my profound love – right through to the secret pains which life shares out to each of us. Yes, and I have some painful memories Snowy. Memories which are often hard to bear yet, with you, I can speak as I would to God. You do understand, don’t you?

            Darling, life can be extremely hard and sometimes the joy of Lyme seems a memory of a very old dream, a dream that was frightfully exciting! However, Snowy, we must love and live, thinking always of the very best things in life, despite the sadness which life can inflict upon us. My dear girl, life without you, would create nothing but a deathly numbness, but you, and every dear thought of Snowy, says be strong, God is sufficient, he remembers our weaknesses always.

            Dear Joanna, I need you now. I would love to speak to you and if this were possible how different life would be. Yes, I can see us together as we were in May ‘41, delving deep and deeper into our very core of our oneness; do you remember, Snowy?

            My dear girl, it is teatime, and I will close but never, never forget how much I love you.

            Of course, to a person who is really in search of truth, self-condemnation and unworthiness have a peculiar habit of striking hard and deep – do you feel this too, Snowy? Of course, it’s sometimes difficult to look back on past events (such as I’ve just mentioned) with a true perspective as we tend to judge the events with our present feelings. The feelings and atmosphere of more congenial surroundings away from the fears and pain of battle – that is true isn’t it, Snowy?

            After this little discourse I think I can hear you saying, ‘Well John – what’s done, can’t be undone’. Can I Snowy? However, it’s not quite so easy as that. No, not when you’re of an extremely sensitive nature – oh no!

            Snowy, beside me I have Wordsworth and it’s open at ‘Despondency Corrected’. I’ll quote the opening lines:

            
               One adequate support

               For the calamities of mortal life 

               Exists – one only; an assured belief

               That the procession of our fate, howe’er 

               Sad or disturbed, is ordered by a Being

               Of infinite benevolence and power; 

               Whose everlasting purposes embrace 

               All accidents, converting them to good.

            

            Snowy, we can only turn to God and his love and in so doing acknowledge our weakness. Yes, the only solution!

            Darling, I’ve written and written – I perhaps shouldn’t have done, but when I write to you, Snowy, I talk as I would to God – do you understand? The thought has just crossed my mind. Shall I send this letter, or should I destroy it? Snowy, I will send it because you must know me if you would love me – that’s imperative, isn’t it?

            Dear Joanna, I’ve often spoken of fortitude and at this time it looms before me, saying ‘Now what have you to say about fortitude – are you as sure as ever – are you?’

            Yes, I think so, despite the mind and its fluctuation.

            Dear Joanna, I suppose we must prepare ourselves for every onslaught encountered in life because life is dreadfully hard, and in living, one must suffer – always!

            Darling, but let me say right now that this love of ours is above and beyond all else. Yes, that’s God-given, unconquerable! My dear girl, I do hope I haven’t wearied you but sometimes I must talk to you, as I never speak to others. If we were together, alone, I should do the same as I’m doing now, so there’s nothing really extraordinary about it, is there, Snowy?

            Snowy, you may think, that this husband of yours isn’t exactly a strong, silent Man. I agree, all I do claim is a profound love, which remains unshaken, in spite of external and internal circumstances. Yes, it’s a possession which God has given, isn’t it?

            My dear girl – I’ll away now – but, in all things I see my Snowy, yes, through every word. 

            Good night sweetheart,

            Your very devoted, Johnnie

         

         Joanna was pleased to receive a letter and to know that Johnnie was safe. But she was concerned by the tone of some parts of his letter which were curious, fanciful and at times otherworldly. He had revealed a greater degree of vulnerability than she had seen before. She began to try and imagine what might have happened to produce this change. She knew how scrupulous he was in concealing any detailed description of his location and his experiences relating to the war, and decided that it was not worth spending any more time on speculation. The following week she received another brief note indicating that he had been posted to 98 (BR) General Hospital, now established in the city of Bari.

         It was as if he had sent a change of address card, for information.
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         ‘Joanna, I know you are about to leave for school but just stay for another couple of minutes. I have just heard that the BBC is about to make a momentous announcement.’

         ‘But, Mummy, I must go. I’m already late and if I don’t go now, I shall miss the bus.’

         ‘If you’re late, just tell them that your mother was unwell and had one of her turns, and that she insisted that you stay with her. They’ll understand.’

         Joanna’s mother took her hand as she was about to depart through the front door and led her into her sitting room, when after a few crackles from the speaker of her rather imposing 1930’s Murphy wireless, came a familiar voice. She looked up at the mantelpiece to get a glimpse of the time on her mother’s treasured 1930’s Art Deco mantel clock, which showed that it was precisely 9.32am. She took out her pocket appointments diary from her handbag and noted it was Tuesday, 6 June.

         
            ‘This is the BBC Home Service. Here is a news bulletin read by John Snagge. D-day has come. Early this morning the Allies began the assault on the north-western face of Hitler’s European fortress. Under the command of General Eisenhower, Allied naval forces supported by strong air forces, began landing Allied armies this morning on the northern coast of France.’

         

         Joanna’s mother released her hand and sat down in her armchair and steadied herself before looking up at the face of her favourite daughter, which of course she would never admit was the case.

         ‘Today, we must pray for the safety of those men. This will not be an easy task, but I feel that these young heroes are starting on a march which will bring final closure to the terrible events of the last five years. Such a waste. Such a terrible waste.’

         She released a few tears from watery eyes, but quickly found herself and sent Joanna on her way.

         ‘Go on, my girl, you must go. You have work to sort out, and I must think about something for us to eat this evening. And there will be more news later in the day, I am sure.’

         And indeed, there was. By the end of that day, more than 150,000 Allied troops had landed on the Normandy beaches and had established a fragile beachhead. The endgame was in sight with Hitler ultimately trapped between the British and Americans moving towards Germany from the west and the south and the Red Army from the East, its primary target being Berlin. It was speculated that within two to three weeks, General Eisenhower would have placed one million Allied troops on to the Normandy beaches to support the offensive.

         Although Hitler had initiated a retaliatory bombing campaign targeting the south-east of England in response to the strategic bombing of Berlin, the ‘Baby Blitz’, life in London changed dramatically on 13 June when Hitler launched the first flying bomb, the Vergeltungswaffen (revenge weapon), or V-1, known in England as the buzz bomb or doodlebug. It hit a strategically important railway bridge in Mile End, East London. These primitive guided weapons looked like small aircraft and were so named because of the distinctive sound of the jet engine that propelled them. They continued their journey until the fuel ran out, and then crashed and exploded. For the next three months V-1 flying bombs were launched every day in their hundreds from designated launch sites in Northern France, aimed predominantly at London and the South-East of England, causing massive damage to buildings and loss of life, mainly civilians. Anti-aircraft defence was intensified across the London area, aiming to shoot the bombs down before they arrived in residential areas; some were directly neutralised in the skies by fighter aircraft.

         The risk to the lives of South-West Londoners was not theoretical. Joanna and her family were fully aware of the proximity of the attacks. Throughout June and July, the V-1s targeted the Wimbledon, Merton and Morden area with a profound regularity causing destruction of factories such as the Vickers Armstrong Works in Mitcham, Bryant Cartons factory and St Helier Hospital, together with numerous private homes.

         The daily assaults were relentless. There was little option other than to initiate a third wave of evacuation of school children to get them out of danger.
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         BUILTH WELLS, WALES 1944

         It was not long before Joanna received an official letter indicating that yet again she and her class were to be evacuated, this time to Builth Wells, a small market town scenically located in mid Wales, on the glorious river Wye. So Joanna and one of her colleagues took their classes of six and seven-year-olds, nearly seventy children in all, by special coach to Paddington station, accompanied only by a change of clothes held in a small suitcase, some sandwiches for the journey and an identity label tied on to a jacket or coat, some would say ‘as if they were luggage or pets’. After fond, and sometimes tearful, farewells with anxious parents, they left London without any knowledge as to when they might return. For most of the children it would be the first occasion they had been separated from their parents, but at the same time, many were relieved to be escaping the new wave of London bombings, although most were too young to have had any memory of the Blitz in 1940. Joanna wrote home soon after she was settled.
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            29 June 1944

            Dear Mother

            Well, here I am again, evacuated with my little ones, hopefully safe from those dreadful doodlebugs. I was so sorry to have to leave you yet again, but I know Vera and Marion will be most attentive and make sure that you are well looked after. Everyone seems to think that the war must be nearly over, but Hitler is throwing everything at us again, trying to frighten Londoners who have always been so solid and determined to survive at the heart of the nation. Make sure you listen hard for the air raid sirens and get into the shelter in good time. I know you hate it, but they really do work.

            All our children are now billeted with local families, and I am staying in the Lamb Hotel with my colleague Emily. I have to say it is rather nice, and in some ways preferable to lodging in someone else’s home, where there is a constant demand to engage in conversation every evening – what one really wants to do is to get one’s head into a good book and then to bed for an early night. The Lamb is located very close to a sharp 90° bend in the river Wye, and within a few minutes’ walk of King Edward I’s Builth Castle, which is sadly now just a grassy mound. Once the castle lost its roof and rapidly became a ruin, the locals purloined the stone for their own purposes. Now that you have the address, please send on any letters that come from Johnnie. I think it will be easier for him to write more regularly now. This new posting in the General Hospital means that he is no longer constantly on the move, and I am sure that there are regular forces postal services which will get his letters home much more easily than before, particularly compared to last year when I know he had been all over the place.

            The children are amazingly well settled and don’t seem to miss their parents at all. This was not the case at the start of the war when I took that lovely group to Biggleswade nor in 1940 during the Blitz, when I was sent to Cornwall. Of course, they are different children, maybe a little older but they seem to have developed an impressive resilience, a determination to survive and perhaps a more robust approach to dealing with the hardships of war – food rationing, working mothers and absent fathers. Perhaps they have just got used to seeing less of their parents. They are certainly enjoying each other’s company at the moment.

            Builth is a funny place. Curiously provincial, almost 19th-century! But the children seem to love it. For the moment we are teaching in the crypt of St Mary’s church, which for some reason or other they find very exciting and it has surprisingly helped their learning. We go on country walks almost every day and the ‘nature table’ in our make-do classroom is bursting with interest. They’ve learned to catch ‘tiddlers’ in the shallows of the Wye using a jam jar on a string with bread pellets as bait. Sometimes we walk over to Pendre, which is on the west side of Builth, where there is a Prisoner of War camp, mainly Italians. They are rather sweet, and the children love to talk to them over the fence, although at this point the prisoners’ language skills are limited. I suppose they can only get better!

            They are seeing things they’ve never seen before, particularly on market day on a Monday when there are cows, sheep and pigs wandering all over the place. The farmers often come to the market with their wives in a pony and trap – quite another world. The children seem enchanted by the earthy farmyard smells which of course I get them to write about in their school diary! The farmers here seem to continue their work, apparently oblivious that World War II is still raging in Europe and the Far East. But I suppose that is why we have been sent here, to a place for which the war is almost irrelevant. Actually – that is not quite true as about two years ago in April 1942 a German bomber was shot down by an RAF fighter and crash-landed into a hill nearby in Aberedw. There was apparently quite an impressive fire which could be seen from Builth, and believe it or not, I have been told that the crew, some of whom survived, were captured and then sent off to a POW camp. This was the last time that Builth saw action! We do occasionally hear an air raid siren, but it’s just to check that they are still working!

            So, who knows how long I shall be here? But in truth, it is not so bad, and I am sure there are worse places to be. Of course, I miss you all terribly and constantly worry about your safety, particularly now we have these terrible rocket bombs. I say a prayer for you every day and can’t wait for all this to be over. And don’t forget to send on any letters from Johnnie.

            With much love, yours as ever Joanna
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         Joanna, Emily and their extended family of six and seven-year-olds passed a very pleasant summer in mid Wales with the normal balance of sun and rain, so typical of that part of the country. She had time to write to Johnnie, now well settled in his new job in Bari, with time to write home regularly. In early August she received a letter from him which had been forwarded from her mother’s home in Morden. It was the first time she had received a letter that had been redacted by the censors.
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            16.7.1944

            Darling,

            One of the lads took this snap of me XXXXXXXXXXXXX.

            It’s rather small – but he says excellent enlargements are possible – you see; it was a super camera that he used – he borrowed it from somebody he knew!

            Joanna – perhaps you’ll try an enlargement, and could you possibly send me one too – will you? I’m enclosing the negative – Hope you get them soon.

            Yours – lots of love, 

            Johnnie

         

         Joanna presumed that the words obliterated by the censor’s purple indelible ink pen, revealed the location as to where the photograph had been taken. She did everything possible to try and read the words that had been scribbled out, but even with trans-illumination it was impossible to decipher Johnnie’s original words.

         ‘Well, I have no idea where he thinks I’m going to get photographs printed in a small village in the middle of nowhere.’

         She grumbled to herself. She was irritated by what seemed to be a rather odd, non-urgent request in the middle of a war. That evening, she enquired in The Lamb as to whether there might be any possibility that she could get a photograph printed somewhere close by.

         ‘Of course, you can, my love.’

         She had got to know the landlord of The Lamb quite well during the past few weeks, to the point that his familiarity could at times become inappropriate and possibly unwanted. But Evan was a kind man and she knew he only meant well.

         ‘Go and see old Percy. To be honest, he’s the best in Wales!’

         ‘Now, you’re teasing me.’

         ‘No, I’m absolutely serious. The family came here from England years ago. Then he went back to Sandgate in Kent and came back with a lovely girl, Kat she was called. They married in St Mary’s Church and then set up home in Holly House in the High Street; must have been about 1900. Then ten years or so later they moved to The West End Studio where they’ve been ever since. They live above the shop. Number 4, West Street, you can’t miss it.’

         ‘West Street, you say. Can I mention that you recommended him?’

         ‘Course you can, my love. I’ll see you later.’

         Joanna checked her handbag to make sure that she had the envelope with the black and white negative and then made the short walk from Broad Street to West Street. She soon found the West End Studio with ‘P.B. ABERY’ boldly written in capital letters above the shop door. It was quite a large property arranged on three floors. There was a shop at street level with two display windows, one on either side of the front-door. The two floors above had typical late Victorian sash windows and there was a triple-gabled roof which must have given additional height to the bedrooms on the top floor. Over the left shop window was written ‘Photographic Artist’ and on the right, ‘Picture Frame Maker’.

         Joanna pushed open the shop door which triggered a rather loud brass bell to ring loudly right above her head. The sonorous emissions reverberated throughout the building. At the back of the shop was a white-haired gentleman with a brown apron, his shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows, probably she guessed in his late sixties, who was sorting through piles of negatives and prints putting them into pink envelopes ready for collection. He briefly looked up and acknowledged her but immediately returned to the task in hand, as if he would get into a muddle if he lost momentum.

         ‘I’m looking for a Mr Abery. Evan, the landlord at The Lamb suggested I come.’

         ‘Yes, that’s me. You can call me Percy, everyone else does. What can I do for you?’

         ‘Well!’

         She paused and took a breath, wondering how she could keep the story short and to the point.

         ‘My husband, Johnnie, is serving in Italy, and he sent me this negative which he’s asked me to get printed. He says it’s good quality. Are you able to do that sort of thing?’

         ‘Oh yes. We do everything here! I’ve got a darkroom in the basement and a studio for portraits and the like upstairs, and we live at the top on the third floor. All mod cons, you know! Show me the neg and I’ll tell you whether it’s worth a print.’

         He had a rather lovely lilting mid-Wales accent which indicated to her that he had immersed himself fully into the local community over what must be almost fifty years.

         She took the negative out of the envelope and handed it over to him. He handled the print with great care holding it by its edges between finger and thumb. He then took out a monocular magnifying glass from his jacket pocket, held it up to the light and examined the negative with great diligence.

         ‘He’s right, it’s excellent quality. Probably taken with a ‘Rollei’, I mean a Rolleiflex, or some other medium format camera of a similar quality. I would suggest a postcard size print, but I can go bigger if you wish. It’ll take it.’

         ‘Would you be kind enough to do two postcard size prints so I can send one back to him in Italy. I think he must have thought that he looked rather good on the day and was keen to get confirmation!’

         ‘Now, now. You don’t be too harsh on the lad. Remember, he’s winning the war for us. Look, it will be done by tomorrow afternoon and if you pay me now I’ll make sure it’s delivered to The Lamb by teatime. For the two prints it will be 1s 4d.’

         ‘Goodness, that sounds very reasonable.’

         Joanna opened her purse and immediately counted out the change on to the counter.

         ‘There!’

         ‘This is Builth, my love, not London!’

         Percy swept the coins away and dropped them by category into the designated compartments of his ancient cash register that sat up proudly on the end of the counter.

         ‘Thank you so much, that will be marvellous. Evan tells me that you’re a very famous photographer.’

         ‘That’s a bit of an over-statement but I love what I do, and people seem to like my work. I do most of the local weddings. I make sure that I take the proofs to the reception so they can tell me what they want straight away. I also get on well with George, editor of the Brecon and Radnor Express. He uses my pictures, so people have got to know me over the years. But you could say it’s not surprising, since I have spent most of my life in Builth Wells!’

         ‘I love your landscapes. Especially those dramatic photos of the dams in the Elan Valley.’

         She pointed to the display of his work in the shop window.

         ‘Yes, that was a terrific project. I was commissioned to do it by the Birmingham Water Works when they began construction of the dams more than fifty years ago. I got involved in the later phases of the work. I was surprised at the time that a public body like the waterworks should have such foresight as to want to document the project in pictures. But as you can see, the subject material is quite spectacular. They make strong images. Visitors to the town buy them by the hundreds to take away as souvenirs! They promised me an exhibition in the Birmingham Civic Centre at some point, but it won’t be until after this bloody war is over. Let’s hope I last that long!’

         Sure enough, at the said time, two postcard size prints were delivered in a sealed pink, Abery’s official envelope to The Lamb with Joanna’s name clearly hand-written on the front. At the top of the envelope in bold print it invites the recipient to….

         
            Visit: ABERY’S West End Studios, for the finest portraiture and the best local views.

         

         Joanna immediately loved the photograph. Johnnie must have known that it was a good day and a good camera. He was dressed in lightweight, summer khaki trousers supported by a leather belt loosely slung under the waistband in the absence of belt loops, a cotton khaki shirt, wide open at the neck and sleeves rolled up, and appropriately standing at ease. He was smiling and probably just had a haircut. Importantly, he seemed content, possibly even happy. But Joanna was puzzled by the location. Behind him there was a high brick wall on top of which was a forward-angled, barbed wire fence. Running in front of the wall there was a narrow-gauge railway line. She was struggling to find a way of asking him in a letter but assumed it was the perimeter wall surrounding the hospital in Bari, rather than a prisoner of war camp.

         On the morning of the 21 July, Joanna was having breakfast in The Lamb and listening to the BBC Home service in the background. There was an announcement that there had been an attempt on Hitler’s life the day before, which had killed some members of the group in the Wolfsschanze, the ‘Wolf’s Lair’, near Rastenburg in Poland, Hitler’s secret field headquarters where he spent much of the war, close to the Eastern front. But the Führer had escaped with only minor injuries. Hitler, however, took the opportunity to speak live to the German people on the radio that morning to confirm his enduring presence, his determination to punish the perpetrators of this heinous crime and to continue his work to secure a strong future for Germany. There had been several thousand suspected conspirators arrested and already some summary executions. She knew there had been previous assassination attempts, mainly by military men who knew the war was lost, a fact which seemed to have escaped the Führer; it was obvious to them that to continue would just mean further meaningless loss of life.

         As the story gradually unfolded it became clear that the architect of the plot was a thirty-six-year-old Colonel Claus von Stauffenberg, a professional soldier who had lost an eye and sustained other injuries fighting in Tunisia the year before. He was certain that his briefcase bomb had hit its target and immediately returned to Berlin in a waiting plane to join what he expected would be a major military coup. He was arrested and executed without trial soon after he arrived in the capital.

         Joanna took out her journal and wrote another letter to Ursula, not knowing of course when she would ever be able to send it to Berlin and if it would ever be received.
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            24 August 1944

Builth Wells 

            Dear Ushi 

            I was moved to write to you today because of the news on the BBC about the recent assassination attempt on the Führer. From outside it is difficult to understand what this means for yourselves and for the breadth of support that might be behind a challenge of this nature. It was reported here as an ‘abortive military coup’ but inevitably there are always serious questions raised when senior military chiefs challenge the political leadership of the day. I know we cannot have this discussion until we are together again. But perhaps that is not too far into the future.

            In England, we have become quite accustomed to taking our schoolchildren away from the major cities and into the relative safety of the countryside. This is my third evacuation which began in June following the start of the V-1 attacks, the previous ones were to Biggleswade which is just north of London, and then to a charming village close to the sea in North Cornwall, which was stunningly beautiful. This time I am in a beautiful, sleepy valley in mid Wales. You might say it has been one long holiday! The summer passed by almost unnoticed. The children had an idyllic time exploring the coves and caverns along the banks of the river Wye, watching salmon leap joyfully in the still pools carved out along its banks, and bathing in the shallows of Aber Pool, an expansion of the Wye, popular with the locals. They were enchanted by the life cycle of these great fish. They could not believe that after growing into huge adults out in the North Atlantic, they readjust their bodies to freshwater and return to spawn two or three years later to the place where they had hatched as fry.

            We took the children on visits to the majestic dams of the Elan Valley. They never lost the joy of wandering through the livestock market on a Monday and enjoying the long nature hikes over the hills and eating a packed lunch of a hard-boiled egg and luncheon meat sandwiches. Best of all, they loved to scoop up handfuls of water from the rivulets of fresh water that enter the river at every level. They still make regular visits to the Pendre, POW Camp to talk to the Italian prisoners of war who were always delighted to have a break from their toils as farm labourers and to make friendly conversation with their now familiar, young visitors. After each visit the children always remark how the prisoners’ spoken English had improved since their last visit.

            As you can imagine, the evenings are ghostly quiet once the children have finished school and have gone back to their ‘foster parents’. After we have had our evening meal, I do some preparation for classes the next day and usually read for an hour or two before going to sleep. One of the books that I have brought with me to Wales is a new book that was published last year called Darkness over Germany by Amy Buller, a British university academic who studied German at Birkbeck College London and spent two years in Germany before the First World War. And then she started going again regularly during the 1930s. She worked for the Student  Christian Movement and wanted to open discussions between English and German students. She worked sensitively and tirelessly to try and gain a better understanding of Nazi philosophy on race, religious faiths, and minorities and to create a forum for open discussion. She starts the preface of her book with a statement about its contents.

            
               ‘All the material in this book is founded on fact. Some of the stories are true even to minute detail, in others I have changed details to complete the disguise as the need for this will be obvious. Names of places and of people have all been altered and some incidents have been deliberately telescoped and confused though they remain substantially true.’

            

            The book is based entirely on a series of real-life meetings, I have to say, some feel like interviews, with a broad spectrum of people from across German society including teachers, representatives from the military, civil servants, students, academics, priests and pastors. In the first chapter, entitled ‘The dilemma of a German teacher’, she describes the challenges facing a schoolteacher who is conflicted by his responsibility to teach the Nazi view on race, which he disagreed completely. He talks through the options with the author. The first, apparently not favoured, would be to take up an opportunity to leave Germany and go to America. The second would be to resign his post and effectively retire to his garden and to writing books. The third would be to defy the headmaster, a committed Nazi, and refuse to give the required lessons on race. This would be totally unacceptable and if he publicised these views externally might end in imprisonment, possibly worse. Finally, there is the path that he has chosen, which is to remain in his post, pay ‘lip service’ to the Nazi school ceremonies but avoid open hostility on the basis that by remaining in his role he retains the opportunity to present a more balanced view to his students and prevents a card-carrying Nazi from being appointed in his place.

            As a teacher myself, it was not difficult to empathise with the challenge of being expected to deliver a totalitarian view on race when it is completely against one’s own education and beliefs. The book continues in a similar vein with many others from this cross-section of German society to whom she spoke, many expressing doubts about the central pillars of Nazi philosophy. I can’t believe how difficult it must be to be living in a situation in which it is impossible to be free to express views and ideas that may be contrary to the political thinking of the day. I am so impatient for the time when I can talk to you about these important matters that are going to continue to affect our lives long after this war is over. After all it is young people of our age and generation that will be picking up the pieces and setting the future agenda, not only for our individual nations but for the entire continent of Europe. The leaders who take over after the war is concluded, I imagine, will have to think deeply about how they will manage a peaceful future, remembering that out of the last three decades we will have endured ten years of European and World conflict.
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         Ursula and Joanna became closer during the war, perhaps in a way that neither expected, as they realised ever more that Hitler had seduced the upcoming generation of German youth, their peers, which might be difficult to undo. In the absence of letters or face-to-face conversations, it was not easy to see how this relationship could have been sustained or even enhanced, but through the deep roots of profound respect, affection and a sisterly love that was apparent to both. On most days they would think about each other’s struggle with the fundamental concept of their nations being still at war and responsible for massive death and destruction. However, both were totally committed to ensuring that their relationship survived after the cessation of hostilities and the establishment of a durable peace across the nations of Europe. They were at one. Neither of them attributed blame at a national level, but over the last five years they had both realised the fallibility and danger of totalitarian politics, the hazards of dictatorship without a viable political opposition and the sheer horror of the systematic premeditated elimination of unwanted elements of society that were judged to be hindering national advancement.
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         At any moment, Joanna was expecting a summons to return to London, but on 8 September, Hitler launched his latest invention, the V-2 guided rocket bomb mainly targeting London and Antwerp. The first V-2 rocket to land in England caused extensive damage in Chiswick, West London. In mid-November, another destroyed the Hazelhurst Estate on the border between Wimbledon and Tooting, killing more than thirty people. One of Joanna’s college friends lived on that estate. She immediately wrote home to her mother to find out whether Edith and her family were safe. There were other strikes in Streatham and Croydon. There was another that landed on target in central London, close to Holborn in Warwick Court, causing serious damage to buildings, a major gas leak and led to multiple deaths and serious injuries.

         The V-2s, unlike the V-1s, were silent as they advanced towards their target, travelling at greater than the speed of sound. You were only aware of their presence when they exploded, which for some poor souls would be too late to take avoidance action.

         Just before Joanna and her schoolchildren returned to London, there was an American Presidential election following which, on 7 November, FDR, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, was elected for an unprecedented fourth term in office. The British were warmly disposed towards FDR. Even before the Americans entered the war, with the encouragement of Gil Winant, the American Ambassador, he had initiated the Lend-Lease Scheme which provided money and materials to support Britain after the French were defeated. Immediately after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbour in December 1941, FDR worked well with Winston Churchill and latterly, developed a good working relationship with Stalin. Although FDR was not a fit man, it was widely regarded as a good decision by the American electorate to re-elect him thereby ensuring continuity and stability across the leadership of the Allies.

         Towards the end of 1944 a calm settled over south-west London, and it was decided that it would be good to get the children home and back with their parents for Christmas. And so Joanna found herself back in the family home with mother and sisters and her beautiful niece who in the coming spring would soon be celebrating her third birthday.

         Almost as soon as Joanna got back to London she arranged to meet her dear friend Sheila for tea in one of their favourite haunts on the Strand. She was close to Sheila in a way that was very different to the love that she had for her family. She was someone to whom she could empty her heart without fear of judgement. She felt when talking to her that it must be like spilling the contents of your mind on the psychiatrist’s couch. She was keen to update her on Johnnie’s letter from the rehabilitation centre.

         ‘I don’t think Johnnie is at all well.’ Sheila waited for Joanna to continue.

         ‘I got a letter from him a week or so ago from a rehabilitation centre somewhere in Italy. He did not mention any physical injury so I can only conclude that he has had some sort of mental collapse.’

         Sheila nodded in agreement.

         ‘The letter was full of gushing emotions, much more than usual. I am not sure what this means for him now and of course for us in the future.’

         Joanna was distressed as she spoke these words and took out a handkerchief to take away her tears.

         ‘Many of the boys suffer these reactions in combat. He’s obviously getting some care now. I am sure he will get over it. In reality, there’s not much you can do about it until you see how is when he gets back,’ Sheila provided a few comforting words.

         ‘Yes, of course you are right. But it makes me feel pretty gloomy about the future.’

         ‘It’s no good jumping to conclusions before you know the details. All the signs are that the war is entering its final stages, and it sounds as if Johnnie has been removed from the line of fire.’

         ‘Sheila, as always you are right. I must be patient and wait. Thanks for listening.’

         [image: ]

         But Joanna’s continuing frustration was that the war just continued, despite all the signs that Germany was soon to be defeated. Why was there no fundamental revolt from the German people? Yes, there had been attempts to assassinate the Führer, but these had missed by a mile, and he continued to dominate and terrorise the senior leadership. Yes, there was opposition expertly enunciated in Sebastien Hafner’s, Germany: Jekyll and Hyde, published in 1940, which Winston Churchill insisted should be read by all members of his war cabinet, and had become Joanna’s watchword. Hafner’s (the pseudonym of a German Jewish lawyer cum journalist, who escaped to England) eyewitness analysis of Nazi Germany running up to the declaration of war was most inciteful and would become her philosophical roadmap for the future.
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         BARI, 1944

         Bari, a coastal resort located to the south on Italy’s Adriatic coast, was an ideal refuge for broken young men of the Allied Forces. The climate was extremely agreeable, there were points of historic interest such as the ancient Bari Vecchio, which girdled the Basilica di San Nicola, a 12th- century Romanesque building more like a castle than a church, sited between the town’s two ports, and there was a wartime cultural offering of theatre, ballet and opera. Johnnie woke up one morning soon after his arrival and pronounced con gusto to his colleagues over breakfast in the hospital canteen that, ‘This is more like a bloody holiday than military service. Long may it continue!’

         His companions were rather surprised at this outburst and suggested resolutely that he should turn down the volume.

         The war was now far away and moving rapidly north. Johnnie and his chums would go alone, or in ones and twos and enjoy the cool tranquillity of the Basilica, often overwhelmed by the elegance of the internal stonework and the painted, gilded ceiling, and sit there patiently waiting for the Lord to heal their wounds. At this point in the war, Bari was populated by honest, plain folk almost exclusively local Italians, struggling hard to recover from the depredations of war.

         It was now the end of April. The spring flowers which graced the war-scarred landscape were soon followed by the emergent leaves on the indigenous deciduous trees, all of which brought hope to an otherwise damaged and distraught community. The British 98 (BR) General Hospital had been established at the end of October 1943 on the site of a civilian hospital, The Polyclinico, located in the centre of town, immediately recognisable by its grand neo-classical entrance building which occupied a dominant position on the Piazza Giulio Cesare, giving it the presence and accoutrements of a comprehensive, general hospital. The Polyclinico inhabited an extensive medical campus with numerous Pavilions representing most of the sub-divisions of medicine and surgery in the centre of new Bari. It also accommodated No.3 New Zealand General Hospital, other local medical services and a university medical school.

         The 98 (BR) General Hospital had been assembled as a full service medical unit in England in 1942 on the Goodwood Estate in West Sussex. In February 1943 the hospital personnel and their support equipment, embarked a troopship at Avonmouth docks, part of the Port of Bristol, and sailed to North Africa, initially to Algiers for a few weeks and then on to Sousse in Tunisia, to assist with the care of casualties generated by the final bloody battles of Enfidaville, which included the re-claiming of the ports of Tunis and Bizerte from the Axis Forces. Once the North African campaign was over, they sailed en bloc to Sicily and then on to Taranto, a coastal port located on the heel of Italy, before finally arriving in Bari by train at the end of October 1943. By the time Johnnie arrived in Bari in April 1944, the hospital was well-established and in full swing, receiving and discharging casualties by land, sea and air from across the Mediterranean war zone.

         Although the hospital was always full, usually around 2,000 inpatients, with multiple admissions and discharges every day of physically and mentally damaged men, mainly young men, the horrific sounds of war were no longer heard. They enjoyed the silence of peace. But just 200 miles to the north the war raged on, with German resistance at its most demonic. Although Johnnie had a good understanding of how a Field Ambulance and the other stations through which casualties would pass before arriving in a hospital bed worked, he knew much less about the workings of the General Hospital. There was no expectation that he would return to be a nursing orderly in 214 Field Ambulance, but he hoped beyond hope that he would be called to take up the role of an RAMC clerk, for which he would receive training and eventually mustered into this new role.

         The idea of being sent back home at this point in the war seemed strangely unpalatable to Johnnie. Anxious and confused thoughts turned around in his head, notions which he just could not fathom. Without obvious injury, he would have to explain why he had been sent back home while the war was still ongoing. He would have to think of some compelling reasons why he had left military service when there was no obvious role for him back home. His employment history would not suggest that he was vital to the civilian workforce in England.

         But first and foremost, he needed time to get over his mental commotion before having to face the inevitable duties of a family man, a husband and hopefully someday a father. He would need to find a job with sufficient income to support these newfound responsibilities. Yes, he needed the time away. Convalescence, recuperation, rehabilitation, call it what you like, and time to retrieve his former life. He wanted to feel better about himself. To regain his erstwhile emotional strength, such as it was, and try to find his old self. He needed to be something that Snowy would recognise as the man she fell in love with during that week in May 1941, just three years ago. He was sufficiently reflective to realise that he had been changed by the events of the last year and was seeking a pathway to find an identity that he recognised. But he was not ready to face up to all of this; at least not yet. Frankly, he was desperately fearful that he might now fall way below Snowy’s expectations and their hard-fought relationship would not survive.

         Johnnie landed softly in Bari and soon began to feel at home working in the administrative offices of 98 General Hospital. He enjoyed the new working environment and took quickly to the clerical and secretarial work. He mixed easily with the nurses and doctors and with the non-clinical staff. He was industrious, punctual, always presentable and popular with colleagues across the hospital. Most importantly he found some comrades with whom he could talk frankly, whose interests he shared, and he hoped, in whose company he could recover.

         Within the heart of this new environment, that still retained the smells, the stench and stains of the battlefield carried by the many thousands of young combatants from both sides that passed through the hospital beds, Johnnie found time, tranquillity and a new peace.

         He found his God again, by whom, for almost a year, he had felt abandoned. He did not miss the formality of church worship, in many ways he often felt more real without it, but he detested the anti-Christ of war, of this war. There had been wild moments when he thought ‘the light of the world’, his omnipotent Saviour, should have used the powers of the deity to intervene and bring the slaughter to a close. To somehow occupy the minds of the perpetrators of this evil and to say enough is enough.

         They had been at this for five years, five long years, with thousands and thousands of deaths on all sides along the way. It had been nothing less than a slaughterhouse, an abattoir. Now was the time to stop. Everyone had had enough. Sometimes these thoughts and messages seemed to be self-generated inside his head and at other times he appeared to be receiving them, like a wireless, from signals outside his head. But he indulged in the distractions of work and play in 98 General Hospital, impatiently awaiting the time when daily life patterns would return to normal.

         His new friends shared some of these beliefs. He would spend hours at the end of the day with Boniface, generally addressed as Bonny, and Cyril, both working in the RAMC as hospital administrators, talking through the constant turmoil of life as they found it in Italy, their friends, family and other loved ones at home, and the broader issues of having a Christian belief and a trust in something beyond the human frame. The RAMC Padre soon became a good companion and confidant to them all, as did the medical and nursing staff of the nearby New Zealand No.3 General Hospital.

         Bonny, Cyril and Johnnie would bond together and become the closest of friends. Aside from their philosophical views on life and Christian beliefs, they were very different. Bonny was a giant of a man at least 6ft 3in height, heavy framed with dark, wavy, riotous hair and totally dependent on thick lensed spectacles. He had a French mother who fought hard to bequeath him a distinctive name. Cyril was shorter, certainly less than 6 ft, slim and straight, dark hair always plastered firmly to his scalp with a heavy dose of Brylcreem, and quintessentially English in his approach, while Johnnie was the smallest of the trio, just 5ft 7in, slim and well-toned with a full head of blond hair, massively bleached now by more than two years of Mediterranean sunshine.

         But perhaps the most important benefit of this relocation, was the beginnings of a routine. After more than a year of rough travel, constantly on the move, never certain as to where he would spend the next night, or when a bath, a shower or a proper shave might be possible. Or whether he might be one of the lucky survivors of the next confrontation with the enemy. Now, sleeping in the same bed, working regular hours and feeling relatively safe, although still a potential target for an enemy that did not always respect the Geneva convention and acknowledge the protective significance of the ‘Red Cross’. He was working more regular office hours, started a personal appointments diary, began writing home again several times a week and unsurprisingly the flow of mail from England was restored. He took almost daily showers, swam off the Bari town beach several times a week, took an occasional beer with his friends and enjoyed a range of entertainments. There were regular opportunities to watch feature films in the makeshift hospital cinema and other local musical and drama groups performing in city theatres, making life much more recognisable to that back in Britain; except it was southern Italy, where the weather was much warmer.

         The substantial continuing military presence in Bari meant that it was richly supplied with cultural pursuits including those provided by the Entertainments National Service Association. Johnnie had taken the role of lead cultural coordinator.

         ‘Come on lads. Let’s finish supper and get off into town to see a show. ENSA are putting on a Music Hall Evening. All very light – you won’t need to concentrate!’

         ‘What the hell’s ENSA?’

         Bonny had drunk a beer or two and was feeling a bit frisky.

         ‘You know very well what it is – Every Night Something Awful !’
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         Although Johnnie was no longer involved in the direct clinical care of patients, now very much a backroom boy while still qualified and formally mustered as a Nursing Orderly, he was engaged in collecting information on the hospital’s bed state and monitoring the admissions and discharges from sources around the Mediterranean area, as part of his training as a clerk. Hospital ships arrived on a regular basis from North Africa, especially Egypt, and from Greece and Yugoslavia with injured partisans who were being supported by the British Army to resist occupying German forces. They would arrive in the Port of Bari, perhaps a hundred or so at a time. Bari was also a staging place for German prisoners of war who began to arrive in their hundreds towards the end of the year and were given health checks before they were sent on to an established POW camp.

         During the last months of 1944, hospital patient numbers started to decline although it was still caring for about 1,500 inpatients at any one time. But patient turnover was still high, despite the progress that British and American forces had made in driving the war north. By June, they had taken Rome and towards the end of 1944 they were in Tuscany, with the Germans unequivocally on the run.

         Johnnie’s mental state was much improved. He was enjoying the challenge of the new job and the acquisition of new clerical skills, particularly the conquering of the large table-top typewriter, a black British Olivetti domiciled in the Chief Clerk’s office, and the sensitive management of the predictably temperamental Gestetner duplicating machine. Johnnie was pleased to have the opportunity to learn to type, as he could see this was a skill that could be useful in the future. There was little instruction but great encouragement to, ‘go off and practise’. The momentous challenge was the taming of the Gestetner, the machine invented for ‘spirit duplication’. He felt immediate affection for the process of reproduction which he instantly saw was akin to his former incarnation as a printer’s assistant and made up his mind that it would become his baby. He found the operating manual, read it from cover to cover, and as soon as he saw anybody come into the office with a ‘wax’ and move tentatively towards that old Gestetner – he was always available. He had noticed there was an inevitable reluctance by the amateur to feed their beautifully created ‘wax’ into the machine because of the fear it might be devoured and then unceremoniously digested.

         Johnnie could still remember the day he created his first ‘wax’ – it was like the masterpiece produced at the end of a lengthy apprenticeship. Everyone seemed overwhelmed by fear that it might be damaged or destroyed before its job was done. He empathised with the novices without any difficulty whatsoever.

         ‘Leave that with me. I’ve got a method with this old brute. How many copies do you want?

         A rather attractive military secretary was hovering in the vicinity of the Gestetner, under pressure to get a pile of copies back to the commanding officer – ‘asap’.

         ‘Fifteen would be wonderful. He’s got a big meeting tomorrow morning and it would be good to have a few spare copies just in case there are some unexpected arrivals.’

         She really was very earnest and had quite a glint in her eye.

         ‘Your wish is my command. Are you sure that fifteen will be enough?’

         ‘Oh, yes.’ She paused to think. ‘Well, I think so.’

         She responded coyly, almost purring like a cat. Johnnie was sure that she blushed before looking away.

         ‘I’ll do twenty to be on the safe side. If you keep ‘the wax’ carefully, I can always run off a few more at short notice. You know where to find me.’

         She smiled but was forced to avert her gaze again out of shyness. As she picked up the pile of fresh copies, she put them to her nose and took a deep breath.

         ‘My goodness, they smell divine!’ She took another deep inhalation.

         ‘It’s the alcohol, you know. Gives you quite a hit.’ Johnnie exuded confidence.

         He bid her farewell, secretly hoping that she would be back soon for more copies and got back to typing up a mundane ‘signal’ for Major Reid, one of the senior RAMC officers.

         Every satisfied customer did the same ‘sniffing drill’ before leaving Johnnie’s office. He always smiled to himself as they left. It was the utter predictability of this facet of human behaviour.

         Usually, it was less than ten and certainly no more than twenty copies that were required. However, on a good day he could get up to 500 copies from a single wax. People were always delighted for Johnnie to relieve them of the task, the now widely acknowledged, ‘Führer of the Gestetner’. Johnnie was intrigued as to where the name Gestetner came from. The instruction manual included a potted history of the Gestetner company on the introductory page. The inventor was a David Gestetner, born in Hungary of Jewish descent. The family had moved to Vienna and then in the 1880s he emigrated to North London, where he set up a factory and lived until he died just six months before the war started.

         Was it possible that Johnnie had developed a liking for, even an addiction to, the pungent-smelling duplicating fluid? It was a mix of two alcohols, isopropanol and methanol, which was not ink, but a clear solvent which impregnated the paper which then became the vehicle to transport the aniline purple dye out of the waxed original onto paper. It reminded him of his days in the printing ink factory where the smell of volatile solvents penetrated every cubic centimetre of air in the building and sometimes had the ability to create a state of mild inebriation. Nevertheless, the Gestetner was one the vital elements of a successful military administration in wartime.
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         At the end of October, Johnnie developed a fever and felt generally unwell. He presented himself to the duty medical officer who decided to admit him to an isolation ward for observation and further tests. This would be his third admission to hospital since he left England in 1942. They ‘threw the book at him’ as medics often say, including tests for VD, malaria and the plague, but nothing was found and by the end of a week in bed, he was pretty much back to normal. Nevertheless, the episode became immortalised as an entry on his Army health record. Johnnie was always reluctant to talk about any of his health problems, physical or mental, in correspondence that he sent back to England.
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         A DIVIDED YEAR, 1945

         It would be a year of two halves, or if not halves, at least two parts. There would be the part up until the end of the war, and then the part during which hopefully the peace would be won and something like normal life would begin to resume. In those first few days of January, when the so-called New Year trickled in, most people, wherever they were in Europe, knew that this year would be different, certainly different from the last.

         The fatigue and deprivation, the hostile winter climate, even to some extent social decline in the native inhabitants of southern Italy, helped deliver the accustomed seasonal melancholy, despite the glimmer of peace which might be within grasp in a few months. Many thought that there could be closure of the whole sad affair within a matter of weeks. Others could see it dragging on for longer, while many were much more concerned about the complexities and dangers of a post-war settlement between the British, the Russians and the Americans. Politicians and historians were already creating scenarios that might avoid the unwanted consequences of another Versailles treaty, others were discussing the longer-term difficulties of failing to achieve détente with the Russians. Churchill was talking about an ‘Iron curtain’ separating East and West, and others were contemplating an incipient ongoing ‘cold war’.

         Joanna had settled back to life with the family in North Cheam, her mother seemed well and may have even gained a pound or two, Vera was her usual grumpy self and dear Edith was growing up rapidly, racing around on two legs and usually dancing to any musical rhythm that entered her auditory space. She would be celebrating her third birthday in three or four weeks. Her father was still only notable by his absence. Joanna’s younger sister, Marion, was overwhelmed by love for another absent soldier, desperate to marry him at the earliest opportunity.
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         Meanwhile, Johnnie was curiously content. Wintering in southern Italy was pleasant, the war had conveniently disappeared and moving even further away at galloping pace in a northerly direction. He had good company, he was enjoying the work, there was plenty to do when he had time off – films to watch, opera and music to listen to, other ENSA events, time to study and prepare for his clerks’ exams soon to arrive, and protected personal time for private study, in Johnnie’s case it was political theory.

         He would go to church on Sunday, sometimes twice, usually with one or two of his chums. Perhaps most importantly he was building several close friendships in the hospital and had reconnected with his personalised version of religion and his God. Somehow, he had managed to find his way into a small team led by the RAMC Padre, who produced a regular broadcast every two or three weeks on the local military radio station on religious matters, usually in the form of a round-table discussion. Johnnie was responsible for getting the script together, typing it out and rolling it slickly through his beloved ‘Gestetner’ to make multiple copies for the panel.
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         For Ursula these were terrible days. The bombing of Berlin had intensified towards the end of the previous year and continued through the early winter months of 1945. The city was all but destroyed, utilities – gas, electricity and water – were disrupted on a regular basis, food was scarce and there was almost no coal to heat their homes. She lived from day to day. Still going to work at the Foreign Ministry although there was so little to do. A state of passive aggression persisted across Wilhelmstraẞe, with distrust and paranoia reaching frantic highs. At the same time she was doing her best to support her mother who every day seemed weaker, frailer and more depressed. All reports from the Eastern front indicated that the Red Army would take Berlin within a few weeks.
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         These friends, loved ones, were separated and living in dislocated worlds, hanging on by threads hoping for the pain to stop, longing for the opportunity to start the world again but fearful that the future would be unrecognisable.
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         LONDON, 1945

         There was a growing sense in Londoners, and more widely across Britain, that the Allies were entering the endgame. But there were silences and gaps in the narrative. The story moved in fits and starts, with repeated words of caution about, ‘not raising expectations too high’.
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            ‘Grantchester’, 5 January

            My Dear Johnnie

            I am afraid the year has not got off to a very good start in London. Although there has been no aerial bombing to speak of, we seem to be a popular target for the new V-2 missiles. They apparently only take a few minutes to get here, being launched from hidden, probably mobile sites on the Dutch coast, or so we are told. Anyway, our boys do not seem to be able to spot them on the launch pad and by the time they are in the air, it’s too late – they’ve arrived on our doorstep.

            As you know, everyone was delighted that FDR was re-elected, and we heard short extracts of his State of the Union address on the wireless, one of which I wrote down, so I have included a snippet below. I am never quite sure how much news you get in Italy.

            ‘1945 can and must see the substantial beginning of the organization of world peace. This organization must be the fulfilment of the promise for which men have fought and died in this war. It must be the justification of all the sacrifices that have been made – of all the dreadful misery that this world has endured. We Americans of today, together with our Allies, are making history – and I hope it will be better history than ever has been made before. We pray that we may be worthy of the unlimited opportunities that God has given us.’

            Of course, he is right. We must now finish this war and win the peace.

            Thank you for your arty Christmas card, courtesy of 98 (BR) General Hospital. I thought the greeting inside the card was rather quaint – ‘Remembrance and all good wishes for a happy Christmas and a bright New Year’. But I loved the picture on the front of the card. Delightful etching of rows of spiky olive trees beneath La Spia d’Italia in Solferino, by Antonio Carbonati. I think ‘the Spy of Italy’ must refer to the watchtower on the top of the hill, don’t you? – I have kept your card so we can discuss it when you are back. I managed to track him down in a book of etchings in the library and found an image of the picture which revealed its location. You must admit, I am quite a sleuth!

            We are really looking forward to Edith’s birthday, which you will remember is coming up soon. You won’t believe this, but Gerry is threatening to be home on leave and will come to the party. I cannot imagine how that man gets away with so much. Apparently, he is coming back to sort out some of our prisoner of war camps. In his infrequent and cursory billets-doux to Vera, he talks as if the war is already over. It would be grand if you could be here as well.

            How wonderful it will be when we are all back together again. 

            Look after yourself. 

            With all my love

            Snowy

         

         [image: ]

         After she had finished the letter to Johnnie, she wrote down a few thoughts in her journal. During the time that Johnnie had been away, now in his third year of absence, The Journal had become a friend. Someone to talk to when she was alone and someone with whom to share those bygone days, an aide memoir. Some events are so easy to forget, and others are just too difficult to remember – accurately.

         
             

         

         Joanna’s Journal: 14 February

         
            February was a strange month. It was as if everyone was waiting for something to happen but then it never did. Except that Gerry arrived, unannounced, to celebrate Edith’s third birthday. What a lovely event and what a beautiful girl she is growing up to be, in spite of her parents! Mother had again baked a spectacular cake with pink icing and pink candles, and this time the dear girl was able to blow out all three candles completely unaided. She just laughed and laughed and laughed. Vera was in a good mood at the start but became irritated with Gerry’s perpetual evasion tactics about the future. Still no talk of a wedding, which does not seem to bother Vera one iota. And then just as we were clearing away the tea things, Gerry drops a bombshell and announces that they are all moving to central London, into a flat in Bayswater. Everybody’s jaw just fell to the floor.

            Vera pretended that she knew all about it, but it was the first she had heard of the plan. Nevertheless, she looked rather pleased, and we all thought that it could certainly be regarded as a step in the right direction. Our house was already full before Edith arrived and life became impossible when husbands and boyfriends came back on leave. I could see that mother was somewhat uncomfortable with the new arrangements but knew immediately that she had discerned that there would be some unquestionable benefits. But she would miss Edith dearly.

            The spotlight would come off the neighbourhood drama that there was an unmarried mother living in the street. She would be able to tell the neighbours that they were living as a family in London. Much more respectable – just modern living. Vera told me later that it was a basement flat that Gerry would take her to see the following day. He had also arranged a cleaning job for her in the building above. I suppose it means she will become a live-in housekeeper but maybe a good compromise. Able to work but while keeping a close watch on Edith. I suspected it was one of Gerry’s plots to keep her under control and out of trouble.

            Gerry remained extremely vague about where he had been during the last two or three years, but I suspect he did appear briefly in North Africa and Italy. He has been back in London for a few days, and after reporting to his base in Woolwich, he is now off to South Wales to inspect prisoner of war camps.

            A couple of days after Edith’s birthday we heard about the massive bombing raids on Dresden. The city was all but destroyed. I was so pleased it was not Berlin again. We were told it was justified because it would hasten the end of the war. To me, it felt like retaliation for the two recent V-2 attacks on London. They have not stopped but do seem to be decreasing.

            I read an account today, 14 February, in the Manchester Guardian about the Yalta Conference which started ten days ago when the ‘Big Three’ – President Roosevelt, Prime Minister Churchill and Marshall Stalin – met to plan the post-war settlements. I suppose we should all regard this as a positive step and a demonstration of their confidence that resolution of the conflict is imminent. Apart from the military plans, the statement falls naturally into three sections: The Declaration on Liberated Europe, the treatment of Germany and the organisation of a New League of Nations. The journalist continued, ‘If one were so rash to dissect the Trinity, one would guess that the first is a triumph of President Roosevelt, the second of Marshal Stalin and the third of Mr Churchill.’

            What a joy it is to see the daffodils appearing in the garden after such a dull and colourless winter. The short, dark days of December, January and February makes one feel so glum, made even worse by the continuing demands for a total blackout after dark.

            I was very shocked to learn today that there had been an escape of German POWs on 10 March. It was likened to the ‘Great Escape’ of British servicemen from the prisoner of war camp, Stalag Luft III (Main Camp, Air, III) on the night of 24 and 25 March just over a year ago. The report indicated that they had constructed a tunnel underground which led from their Nissen hut, extending approximately 100 yards until it surfaced just outside the perimeter fence. More than eighty prisoners escaped but all were recaptured quite quickly. I was amused by the episode until I noticed that the POW camp was at Island Farm, which is near Bridgend, South Wales. No doubt, sooner or later we will hear whether it was one of Gerry’s camps – I hope he doesn’t lose his stripes!
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         With spring firmly established, there was a growing sense that the war would soon be over. Once April arrived there were no more V-1 or V-2 attacks, Johnnie had sent some money to his brother, Stan, who was back home from Holland, to buy some flowers for Joanna to celebrate their third wedding anniversary, but Anglo-American spirits plummeted on the news that FDR had died on 12 April of a massive stroke, having only been re-elected the previous November. Joanna was interested to learn that it was Gil Winant who gave the tribute at his funeral and not his Vice President, now President Truman. On succession, however, Truman had made a rousing speech in the Congress, reaffirming that only unconditional surrender by the Germans would bring this war to an end.

         Prime Minister Winston Churchill wept at the memorial service for FDR at St Paul’s Cathedral on 17 April when he was accompanied by his daughter, Sarah, and joined after the service on the steps of the Cathedral by Gil Winant. In Memoriam was attended by at least 2,000 people.
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         BARI, 1945

         ‘Come on Johnnie. We need to leave, or we’ll miss the start of the film.’

         Bonny yelled impatiently through the open door of Johnnie’s office, having already finished his work for the day. He was ready and impatient to go.

         ‘Nearly done. Go ahead and I’ll catch you up.’

         Johnnie had developed some obsessional traits, or perhaps they had always been there but were now unmasked by new free-floating anxieties fuelled by war. At the end of the day, he always liked to clear his desk, put the cover on the typewriter to minimise overnight dust contamination, especially when he knew the cleaners were coming in with their mops and brushes, and make sure that his beloved Gestetner was spotless and ready to go the next morning. Once Johnnie had completed these end-of-the-day tasks, he turned out the lights, locked the office door and went hurtling off down the corridor to find Cyril and Boniface in the auditorium where the film was just about to begin.

         ‘You saved me a seat, you dear boys.’

         It was a full house that night, largely because it made a change for everyone to be watching a newly released film, rather than yet another old favourite, often from the thirties.

         ‘Just you remember this favour, old man. The theatre is full and if we hadn’t blocked this seat you’d be standing in the aisle!’

         As the lights went down there was a whispered, shooosh… probably from a devoted movie enthusiast, which silenced the lively babble. Johnnie became aware of a faint swirling, blue mist at head height across the auditorium which had been generated by a plague of cigarettes. But through the haze, the credits began to roll for the American fantasy movie – It Happened Tomorrow – released just about a year previously. Through the tricks of magical realism, tomorrow’s newspaper had been placed in the hands of a journalist which, among other news items, contained a report of his imminent demise. While far-fetched, the story presents the conundrum of having what for some might be, ‘too much information’.

         ‘Well boys, what did we think of that?’

         Bonny was smiling as he walked out of the theatre and into the cool January evening air.

         ‘I can’t think of a single day in the last three years that I would have wanted to know in advance what was going to happen the following day. It was bad enough finding out on the day, but to have had another day to think about it in advance would have been disastrous.’

         Johnnie, while entertained by the movie, had no time for what he regarded as rather ludicrous ‘science fiction’. Cyril just smiled at the two of them and remained agnostic.

         It was good to get out in the evening. There was no better way to escape the realities of prolonged separation from loved ones and the banality of the last throes of war. There was a film most weeks in the hospital. Johnnie was more enthusiastic about Buffalo Bill, another film released in 1944, a massive extravaganza, a cast of thousands, which recounted the battles for the South-West plains. But he particularly enjoyed Gaslight, again a film of that same year, an American remake of a 1940 British psychological drama derived from a play of the same name by Patrick Hamilton. It starred Ingrid Bergman and Charles Boyer and told the story of a husband who psychologically abuses his wife with the intent of driving her to doubt her own sanity. His diary entry for 14 April – Gaslight. Excellent. Although Johnnie was certain that Joanna, with her interest in psychology, would be fascinated by the film, it had many distressing elements. He decided not to mention it in a letter but would wait until he returned home to talk to her about it. He wondered whether Gerry was showing signs of coercive controlling behaviour towards Vera, although unlike Hamilton’s heroine, she was showing no signs of going under.

         Despite the ongoing war in Italy, and Bari having experienced a significant military presence, the theatres remained open and programmes continued. Bonny, Cyril and Johnnie had visited the Teatro Piccinni in the city centre on several occasions. At the end of the previous year, they saw The Barber of Seville and more recently La Traviata and La Bohème. Johnnie enjoyed the event, the night out, but never developed a passion for opera. While he found many of them fun and entertaining, he was put off by the constant drift towards melodrama, some frankly farcical, which he thought trivialised what should have been serious moments in the exploration of human co-existence.

         There were many moments during his time in Bari, when life felt so normal and so far away from war. Even the Ballet survived in wartime Bari at Teatro Petruzzelli, which temporarily became the ENSA Garrison Theatre, to which the three lads trooped off to see Kraków Wedding and Les Sylphides and the delightful, often companioned operas, Cavalleria Rusticana and Pagliacci. The Garrison Theatre also put on an assortment of other lighter performances – an entertainment by a troupe of Italian acrobats and a concert by a Russian Band. This curiously unreal existence to which Johnnie had now become comfortably accustomed, added to his anxieties about eventually needing to face up to re-establishing himself in post-war Britain. There were dream-like ingredients to his peaceful, protected and gentle cultural life in southern Italy.

         In addition to his newly acquired skill as a typist and his growing love affair with the Gestetner, his religious faith was on a progressive upward pathway of restoration. He attended church services on a Sunday with Bonny and Cyril, where he mixed with other like-minded British soldiers and New Zealanders. He built strong supportive relationships with the RAMC Anglican Padre and with the Roman Catholic Priest, and counterparts from other Allied Forces in the city such as Padre Barnett who looked after the New Zealanders. Johnnie enjoyed his sermons and always tried to attend services when he knew he was preaching.

         But what increasingly occupied his time was his role as administrator and secretary of the regular Friday religious broadcasts to the local troops from a makeshift sound studio in the administration block of the General Hospital. Each broadcast had a similar format. The Padre was in the Chair, coordinating a panel of lively, opinionated discussants which often included Bonny and Cyril, on the chosen topics of the day, all generated by their listeners – it was called ‘Any Questions’.

         About a week before the broadcast the Padre would host a meeting of the panel, decide on the questions to be discussed and then allocate them to several of the panel members to prepare an opinion. Johnnie would type up a draft script. This would be circulated before a final meeting, the day or so before the broadcast, for corrections and editing. Once the script was finalised, he would type up a new version as a wax and churn it through the Gestetner to provide a clean copy for everyone on the panel.

         ‘Good evening, everyone. We are going to dip into the hat again tonight – not to bring out your month’s leave ticket this time, but your questions.’

         The lads had a quiet giggle together around the table as the Padre took out a piece of paper from a bowl in the centre of the table.

         ‘Here is the first question: Why go to church? Colly, why don’t you start off the discussion.’

         ‘That’s a good question. Fellows with whom I come into contact every day, ask me that quite often. There are many answers. Firstly, there’s the chap who proudly and openly boasts that he’s only been inside a church twice in his life – once when he was baptised and then when he was married. And he goes on to say, ‘When I enter the church for the third time, I’ll be carried there in a box!’

         A chortle rolled its way through the panel members. Then Bonny joined the discussion.

         ‘I sometimes ask myself about this question of churchgoing and I find it hard to answer. What I am certain of, is that a man can be just as good a Christian as a regular churchgoer, even if he never goes to church. Now, Padre, I know you will want to say something here, for if my way of thinking becomes universal, Parsons will be queueing up at the Labour Exchange with the rest of us! (Sounds of raucous laughter across the panel). Then Cyril joined in.

         ‘You’re being frivolous now. To a true Christian, this question of churchgoing should never occur. We go to church to worship God, and worship is an integral part of the Christian life.’

         ‘Yes, yes. Obviously, you go to church to worship God and to get inspiration,’ Johnnie became quite animated. ‘That doesn’t mean that the church is the only place where this can be done and, personally, I haven’t much use for worship inside churches – apart from the singing. I say ‘personally’, because it is up to the individual, finally, to meet his own religious needs. And if you don’t feel that church worship is satisfying, it’s rather profitless going there. You must go in the right spirit and then, however monotonous and futile the sermon, however dreary the chanting or poor the singing, you’ll be worshipping off your own bat – and that’s all that matters anywhere.’

         Then Bob cut in, ‘It’s really a question of what an individual needs or desires.’

         The discussants continued sparring, but finally the Padre intervened.

         ‘Cyril hit the nail on the head. Of course we go primarily to worship God. Johnnie’s Christianity is far too individualistic. It’s all based on what helps or does not help him. The same might be said of Bob’s. They forget that we are a family of which God is the head. What would you think of the human family which never met together because some members preferred to take their meal under a haystack, instead of at the dining table with the family?’

         There were some noises of discontent, but the Padre had the last word.

         ‘I’m afraid we spent rather a long time over that question and so we shall only have time for one more: Are there any circumstances in which a Christian can conscientiously apply for divorce?’

         Bob interceded very quickly on this one.

         ‘Christ is very definite on this issue of divorce: “What God hath joined together, let no man put asunder.” Christ also tells us that all who break the union and marry again are committing adultery. Of course, in these times, there are many cases which seem to offer real breeding grounds for divorce, but I honestly believe that when Christ gave us this teaching he did so, not as if pronouncing someone’s doom, but in order that we might all profit. The Christian knows what is right and, with true Christian love, he or she should seek to forgive all the unfaithfulness that is so common in these times of separation. If we are honest, we’ll admit that every day we all of us fail, if not in our sexual behaviour, then in other directions. Let us be frank about this: the sin of unfaithfulness is like all other sins, against the will of God, and we should forgive as readily as we would have God forgive us. Let us remember what Christ said to those who would condemn the women taken in adultery: “Let him that is without sin cast the first stone”.’

         ‘Thanks Bob. I take it you’d say there were no circumstances in which a Christian should seek divorce.’

         The Padre was pleased to get off to such a good start but was prepared for other views.

         ‘What do you think, Colly?’

         ‘Well, I’m all in favour of divorce, given reasonable grounds. One has only to look around a bit to see the sort of thing that goes on when husbands are away from their wives and, of course, vice versa. Take, for instance, the husband who has been four years or more overseas and comes home on leave to find his wife with or expecting an infant… To me it appears that a divorce is by far the best and most satisfactory course to adopt.’

         ‘Yes, Colly, I thoroughly agree, we must be realists in these matters.’

         Johnnie spoke with some force, almost as if he had needed to rehearse these thoughts in the past.

         ‘If a marriage is already broken by one of the partners, there is little that can be done by the other partner. If a man is in love with his wife, you may try to mend the breach. That’s a very difficult thing these days, after, say, four years’ separation. It does seem to me that when love goes out of the marriage, it becomes a mockery. And if attempts at reconciliation fail, I see nothing for it but to weather separation or divorce.’

         Bonny, Cyril and Scotty all lined up together to take the robust, traditional Christian view that the marriage vows were forever and making it too easy to get a divorce could be most unhelpful and should only ever be used as the final resort.

         The Padre spotted that this was a good moment to bring the discussion to a close and unsurprisingly supported the traditional view.

         ‘Certainly, it is not the duty of the church to make divorce easier.’

         He looked up at the clock and realised that he must bring the evening to a conclusion.

         ‘Sorry, I’m afraid time is up now. Good night, everyone.’

         And so for the next few months the Padre and his team of spirited discussants, which latterly included one of the nursing sisters, Betty, supported by Johnnie’s emergent administrative skills, built up a successful broadcast series that many of their colleagues took the opportunity to tune in to. The topics were wide ranging, the panel responding willingly to the suggestions of their listeners. Organised religion – is it force or farce? Why do parsons wear dog collars? Why do the wicked prosper? Should religious knowledge be taught in state schools? Should not the clergy be paid by the state? Why are there so many denominations in the Christian church? Is it right to tell a lie for a good purpose? Is there a heaven and hell? Why are we placed in this life? Is the only good German a dead German? Can Christianity and communism co-exist? It must be said that there was usually more disagreement than agreement, demonstrating that open-mindedness and the search for truth, overrode any requirement to conform to a party line.

         As the spring of 1945 began to gain momentum, Johnnie’s experience as a clerk developed apace. He would serve as duty clerk usually one day a week and on his half-day off would be expected to prepare for the Clerks’ exam, which would include an assessment of his typing speed and accuracy, together with a written examination, all of which would soon be upon him. He was required to be interviewed by the Chief Clerk at irregular intervals to assess his progress, which he found deeply intimidating.

         But life was good. There was an agreeable balance between work and recreation. He had found some good friends, was writing home regularly and receiving letters from Joanna and the family. The entry in his small pocket diary, kept mainly for appointments, occasionally for exposition and aide memoire, on the 12 March stated – Typed letter to Joanna reaffirming my love.

         As the days lengthened, he spent time, usually with friends, on their favoured hospital roof terrace, enjoying the last two or three hours of sun before turning in to bed. They would often use it as an opportunity to rehearse the upcoming broadcast script and to explore in greater depth some of the topics chosen for debate and the conundrums they inevitably threw up.

         Johnnie’s office had a back entrance and a set of stone steps leading down to a hidden, paved courtyard that was a spectacular sun trap. After a few hours of morning sun, the surrounding walls and the stone floor would retain the warmth and become a glorious heat sink. He would often retreat there in the late afternoon, sit on the steps leaning against the closed door, with one of his books on political theory or world history, and contemplate the future of a more peaceful world. Although the hospital still had plenty of patients to justify its existence, the bed occupancy was decreasing and turnover was slower because of the change in the mix of cases from acute battle injury to more chronic problems requiring longer term rehabilitation. Everything signalled that the war in Italy was coming to an end. He had more time to think and was proud that he had remembered Edith’s birthday in February and their third wedding anniversary in April; to celebrate he sent Joanna a £15 postal order and some flowers, which he organised this time through his sister, May.

         And then one morning there was a massive explosion in the port. Everyone in Bari often talked about the previous disastrous German air attack on Allied ships in the Port of Bari in 1943 which resulted in a mysterious skin condition whose exact identity was not reported until many months later. One of the ships, an Allied vessel, was loaded with mustard gas – a chemical weapon forbidden by the Geneva convention.

         But this was different. The sound of the explosion could be heard everywhere. Flames leapt out of the hold of SS Charles Henderson, an American Liberty ship used for transporting cargo, accompanied by coils of dark grey and black smoke which issued from the vessel and spread eerily low across the city. News soon arrived at the hospital of several hundred fatalities and anything up to 1,000 or more injured. On that day, Monday, 9 April, Johnnie records discreetly in his diary: A busy day – I lifted the old woman from the cab of the truck.

         And indeed, it was an extremely busy day for all hospitals in Bari, which were soon overwhelmed, requiring some casualties to be sent to Caserta and beyond. It later transpired that the explosion occurred accidentally during the unloading, probably rushed to meet a performance target, of 500lb bombs to support the Allied offensive. But like most disasters in war, life moved on, at least for the survivors. Johnnie made no further mention of the event in his diary and because of the sensitive nature of the incident, never commented on it in any of the letters he wrote home, and never spoke of it again. The entry in his diary, on the 25 April records, San Francisco Conference – Clerk on duty!! – Answered Broadcast questions.

         Although Johnnie knew that Joanna was in frequent contact with his mother and would pass on his news with precision and punctuality he would, every few weeks, write to her directly. But there was a difficulty which created a profound sadness for him. Despite the enduring love he had for his mother, he never knew what to say. She was not accustomed to writing letters, and it was certainly not the medium that she used for any form of expressed emotion. To be frank, expressed emotion was always, certainly in later life, in short supply. Her main concern was that he was alive and well, and almost anything else was surplus to her needs. She did not share his interest in what might be called scholarly and cultural pursuits, notably his growing passion for politics and political history, love of the English romantic poets, film and the performing arts which had become such a dominant part of his life in Italy.

         Although she was a regular churchgoer and enjoyed the rituals of the morning service, she never discussed religion and belief, but willingly accepted the conventional dogma that was handed down without any notion or need for criticality. The unwillingness to challenge was partly to do with her upbringing, her early life in service, her limited education, and the consequences of a submissive life at home with her curiously unambitious and unfulfilled but nevertheless domineering husband. As these reflections travelled through his mind, he thought again about the protagonists in the film, Gaslight.

         Nevertheless, every few weeks Johnnie would assemble a selection of recreational activities to report on which hopefully would entertain her, laced with accounts of his excellent health and hearty appetite and tales of the jolly times that he spent with his close friends in the hospital. She was naturally proud of him and the work he was doing to help win the war and would relish the opportunity to relate these events to her neighbours whenever she encountered them in the street. But the thought that he might never see his mother again never left him. He was never sure whether it would be her or himself who would go first.
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         The Bari Polyclinico hosted a profusion of weddings in 1945. Spring was in the air and hope for the new future flowed freely. Everyone was falling in love, at least those who had not already done so. But maybe some of them as well! The main contenders were Queen Alexandra’s nurses who hooked up with a diverse group of servicemen, usually working in the local general hospitals and even sometimes with men they had treated in the hospital. There were no wedding dresses to be found so the girls wore a freshly laundered, starched white nurse’s uniform and the boys, the best dress uniform they could lay their hands on; there was a No.2 Service dress uniform that got handed around between the lads getting married, which on the warmest days in Puglia, was really too hot to wear.

         There was a sense of gay abandon; no reason to hold back. Nothing to lose. These new partnerships crossed continents, and none of the participants had any real idea as to whether it could possibly work out in the long term. It was not a thought that preoccupied them at that moment.

         Because of Johnnie’s pivotal role in running the Gestetner, many of the girls knew him, so he was often invited as a wedding guest, as was Bonny, who was also popular. In May that year there was an extravagant double wedding, to which Johnnie and many of the boys were invited. Two of the Queen Alexandra’s, Joan and Gwyn, married a couple of lads that no one knew. The girls were given away by the Commanding Officer Colonel Laird, and the service was conducted by the hospital Chaplain and a three-tier wedding cake was miraculously generated by the hospital chef. There was a reception in the Sisters’ Dining Room, after which everyone changed, went down into town and on to the beach for a swim.

         As the sun began to steal away, the newlyweds decided it was time to retire. Some of the lads got together and agreed they would go off for a beer and encouraged Johnnie, Bonny and Cyril to join them. One of the New Zealanders led them off the street into Luigi’s bar where they received a generous welcome with a round of free beers to get them started.

         It was to turn into a long night. Luigi had a few girls in the back which he politely called, ‘the light entertainment’, which as the night went on, most of the lads found impossible to resist. They all put a few hundred Lira in a jug and that seemed to keep everyone happy, including the girls.

         ‘Come on lads, it’s nothing. Everyone’s gotta join in!’

         Johnnie could see that the girls were very young and very beautiful, although also very thin and sad looking. Their soft olive complexions framed by the straightest of black hair gave them an ethereal appearance – quite different from any of the girls at home. He remembers them seeming to get more beautiful by the minute as the evening wore on.

         After a few drinks Johnnie lost the horizon and the world started to spin. He had no recollection of anything after that, only waking up on his bed next morning in full daylight, still in his uniform.

         ‘Well, you enjoyed yourself last night!’ Cyril was the first to greet the slowly surfacing Johnnie.

         ‘Did I? What do you mean?’

         ‘Once you’d got your teeth into those girls, you were unstoppable!’ Cyril couldn’t resist raising a broad smile in Johnnie’s direction.

         ‘What do you mean? I don’t remember a thing.’

         ‘Don’t you worry. Good to let ye hair down once in a while!’

         Johnnie was petrified. What on earth had he done? He was wracked with guilt without even knowing. It was Sunday morning. He went straight off to the Basilica without breakfast to beg for forgiveness for whatever he had or hadn’t done. And then he had to deal with the consequences.

         But the daily routine at the hospital continued without significant modification. Johnnie’s typing improved in both speed and accuracy and his confidence was boosted almost beyond recognition when he successfully passed the Clerks’ Examination at the first attempt.

         Johnnie and his pals never missed a film during April – special favourites were the Monkey’s Paw, a 1933 horror movie, the historical drama Abraham Lincoln and a controversial romantic spy drama, Flight for Freedom, thought to be based on the life of the woman aviator Amelia Earhart, widely believed to have been recruited by FDR to spy on the Japanese from the air. And of course, the broadcast debates continued relentlessly.

         And then the rising tide of war events just ran away like a torrent. The news of Hitler’s death ‘in action’ on the 29 April, whistled around the world and just three days later, the war in Italy ended with unconditional surrender, formally signed off by the Germans ceremoniously in the Caserta Palace. Within another week, the war in Europe was over and Johnnie and many of his hospital chums were sent off to Rome for ten days leave – mainly sightseeing.
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         LONDON, 1945

         When she was not at work, Joanna would spend every waking minute during April and May, listening to the BBC on mother’s radio. It became an obsession, almost an addiction to access the latest on the progress of the war. At last, the Allies were now speeding across Europe towards Berlin, the Russians from the East and the Americans and the British from the west.

         The Bergen Belsen concentration camp was liberated by the British on the 15 April and by 8 May, just nine days after Hitler’s ‘departure’, the war in Europe was over and there were VE Day celebrations across the continent. The daily newspapers and BBC Home Service news were full of it. ‘Triumphalist jingoism’, she could hear Johnnie saying to her, had he been there. But he had not experienced the terror of the Battle of Britain and the Blitz, and then the haunting horror of the V-1 bombs and the sinister silent assault by the V-2s. The people of Britain had something to celebrate and why shouldn’t they go wild for a few days before they faced up to the real struggle of putting England back together again?

         ‘Mummy, mummy! I have just met the postman on the front path on my way out but thought you would like to know that there’s a letter for you from George and a long letter for me from Johnnie. He’s never sent such a long letter with so many sheets of airmail paper crammed into an envelope.’

         As she spoke, she knocked gently on the door of her mother’s bed-sitting room door halfway down the hallway.

         ‘Come in darling and sit with me for just a minute. You can get the later bus today, just this once, can’t you?’

         Joanna hated to be late for work but thought to herself – well why not, just this once? Despite living in the same house, she did not spend much time with her mother on a normal working day, maybe this was the moment to pause on the present and say a prayer for the future. They sat together, opened their letters and began to read quietly to themselves.

         
            16 May 1945

            My Dearest Snowy,

            This letter comes to you from Rome. A few days after the war finished in Italy some of us from the hospital were given ten days leave in a ‘Rest Camp’ just outside the city with travel passes into the centre whenever we wished.

         

         She paused and looked across at her mother who had almost finished George’s letter. ‘Mummy you won’t believe this, but Johnnie is on leave in Rome.’

         ‘What a lucky boy. I hope he sees the Pope and sends him my love!’

         Joanna adored her mother when she unveiled this mischievous humour, usually well concealed within the carapace of a rather serious Victorian lady. Joanna returned to Johnnie’s ‘Great European novel’.

         
            We travelled on local trains which were crowded, slow and with very poor connections. Progress was not helped by a long wait at Bari Central because of mechanical problems with the locomotive. We had to change at Caserta – you remember I spent some time at the military hospital – where there was another long wait. Getting any serious sleep overnight was almost impossible as the train was packed and the wooden seats so uncomfortable. We finally arrived in Rome, dead tired, on VE Day, where, as you can imagine, everyone was going crazy. The bells of St Peter’s Basilica rang joyfully across the city – it felt like they were singing all day. Many of the lads went out on the town but for some reason I was not in the mood. We had been waiting for this day for several months but when it came finally, I had an overwhelming feeling of anti-climax. All these years, away from home, time wasted – nothing gained – wondering  how to find that road to recovery. Which of Robert Frost’s paths in the wood should I take? The path well-travelled or the one less travelled?

            At the Rest Camp, we had a Peace Thanksgiving Service the day after we arrived, which was well attended and generally appreciated. Divisional Shields were displayed on the walls in the chapel, I suppose to remind us that there had been a war fought on the ground by us soldiers. Afterwards we gathered in the canteen for a complimentary pint of beer and lunch. It felt quite celebratory. I really missed not being with Bonny and Cyril who will only go on leave after I get back. The following day I set off to see the city with a group of lads who I’d met at lunch the day before – we went everywhere! We started at the Forum – what an incredible relic of Roman civilisation – and then walked down to the Colosseum and finally took a break at the Arch of Constantine where a hoard of us – soldiers, sailors and airmen – assembled in front of the Arch for a group photo. When the prints arrive, I will send you a copy. For some reason or other I found myself in the centre of the front row, I have to say looking rather dapper, and unlike most of them, I was even wearing a tie. I think you will just be able to see the Colosseum which should appear on the right-hand side of the picture.

            Then we walked for a short distance along the Appian Way, starting from the Foro Romanum, and skirting around the Palatine Hill before it leaves the city in a southerly direction to Brindisi. Just amazing to think that this important construction was launched around 300  bc. We visited the catacombs, and I was overwhelmed by the scale of the monument to Vittorio Emanuele II, the first King of unified Italy – but although it followed the neo-classical architectural style, it was a ‘modern’ 19th-century creation. I went with one or two of the lads, one of whom was a catholic, to see the small basilica, St Peter in Chains (San Pietro in Vincoli) which is the home of Michelangelo’s famous statue of Moses. It is a beautiful pale, polished marble effigy, the old man is seated, looking wise and in deep contemplation, his long, wavy beard cascading down before him like a sheaf of freshly cooked spaghetti. He holds two stone tablets tucked under his right arm. But what is most extraordinary is that Michelangelo put two small horns on the top of Moses’ head – apparently the Hebrew word was mis-translated and is now believed to be referring to beams of radiant light emitting from his head, not horns! There is something about the elegance and the cool tranquillity of the minor Roman Catholic churches that makes our Baptist Church seem rather dull. You would just love the ancient centre of Rome, one of the hearts of European civilisation and the most important hub for the cultivation of the Christian church outside Palestine. We will go together when the world has settled down.

            We spent much of the next two days in Vatican City – on 10 May we stood in the square in front of St Peter’s, it was packed with people, thousands of us, but we saw the Pope at his general audience – Pope Pius XII. The following day, we went back to see the Sistine Chapel – I must have stood for an hour looking up at ‘The Last Judgement’, also by Michelangelo, a depiction of the second coming of Christ which covers the end wall of the chapel behind the altar. An extraordinary painting – the guidebook said it took him four years to paint – but apparently was immediately highly criticised by the church because of the abundance of nudity which at the time was felt to be disrespectful. At some point the exposed genitalia were painted over by another artist, probably after Michelangelo’s death! The following day, we went to an art gallery in the Vatican, the Pinacoteca which holds a spectacular collection, including Raphael’s last painting, ‘The Transfiguration’, which is just bursting with life and light and Leonardo’s, ‘St Jerome in the Wilderness’, his unfinished almost monochrome oil sketch of the man who translated the Bible into Latin.

            During these last days, I have felt as if I had been transported to another world. A world where once more I could find peace and creativity and reconnect with God, who on so many occasions during the past three or four years, I felt had retreated from this earth and left me alone with the stark harsh realities of life. In these last days, I have been surrounded by antiquity, great thinkers, visionaries, beautiful buildings and great works of art which will help me focus on new ways to re-establish myself and find that path, with you, that will once again bring fulfilment to our lives. I suppose I could go on and on, but it is probably wise for me to wait until we are finally back together and can talk with the proximity and proficiency that we learnt before I started on this journey back in 1942.

            We stayed in the Rest Camp for another two days, but I was done with sightseeing and pleased to enjoy some quieter times. We had a thanksgiving service on Sunday and then after endless waits in the Rest Camp and again at the station in Rome, we took a rather slow train back to Bari, this time changing trains in Naples in the early hours of the morning. We were lucky to get a day off before starting work – there were eleven letters waiting for me and I needed the time to read them. It was wonderful to get your news and I was so pleased to hear  that your birthday celebrations went well. I was given a hero’s welcome by Cyril and Bonny, and for some reason or other, we all decided to paint Cyril’s bed. Sheer madness!

            As soon as I got back to 98 (BR) General Hospital, there was talk of some more leave later in the year, and for those of us who have been abroad for several years it seems likely that there will be a possibility of getting back home provisionally, at least for a few weeks. No one has a clue as to when we will be finally allowed to pack our bags for the last time and get back to civvy street. You will be the first to know.

            With all my love,

            Yours as ever, Johnnie
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         ‘Mummy, you won’t believe this.’

         Joanna, barely able to control her excitement, continued folding carefully, along their original creases, the many blue airmail sheets of Johnnie’s letter and pushed them back into the envelope.

         ‘I am sure I shall. Try me!’

         Her mother had by now returned to her knitting but after a stagey hesitation, she raised her eyes so she could see over her reading glasses and looked hard at Joanna, fixing her with just the faintest twinkle in her eye. And waited.

         ‘Well. Johnny did see the Pope. But I’m not sure he got close enough to send him your love.’ Joanna had inherited some of her mother’s dry humour.

         ‘That’s wonderful news darling. The best we’ve heard since VE day.’

         ‘He has had a grand time in Rome and sounds much rested. He is hoping that he might even get back to England for a few weeks leave later in the year.’

         ‘That all sounds marvellous. Goodness, look at the time. You really must be off now to get that bus.’

         Joanna put the letter in her handbag, gave her mother a hug and set off at high speed for the bus stop.

         The house was quieter now that Vera and Edith had moved into their flat in Bayswater. Superficially it was a smart area, close to Hyde Park but the flat was dark and dank, one of those subterranean residences in which the lights always need to be switched on, and sadly no garden, just a paved area at the bottom of their front steps, which had become popular as a dog’s latrine. Edith didn’t really notice the gloominess, and Vera spent much of the day above ground, cleaning the spacious south facing upper floors, all flooded with natural light. When Vera was working, Edith seemed to find her way into the arms of endless willing carers, all with the title of ‘auntie’, who were scattered through the building. Mother and daughter would venture back home to see the family at irregular intervals, but latterly, never stayed the night, always seeming keen to get back to their own place. Nevertheless, mother or Joanna would always ask, ‘And how is Gerry, darling? We haven’t seen him for a while.’

         ‘You may well ask. Neither have we. He always seems too busy to get home much, even though the war is supposed to be over.’

         ‘Well, he is a regular soldier, so for him it’s just going to work as usual!’

         Mother took a rather pragmatic, simplistic approach to the interpretation of the behaviour of a person in whom, in truth, she had little interest.

         ‘I’m sure you are right mother. He still pays the rent and I suppose he feels he can come and go as he wishes. He usually quickly visits on a Thursday evening after he has been to the pub, stays the night and then rushes off again to get back to all the important jobs awaiting his attention. He has some interest in, but little patience with Edith, and we never see him at a weekend.’

         ‘Probably suits you quite nicely, darling! Nothing worse than having a man hanging on your apron strings all day and every day.’

         Mother could read Vera like an open book and could see immediately that her intentionally flippant remark had landed right on target.

         ‘You’re right mother. These brief comings and goings are probably all I could tolerate.’

         ‘You never were the most patient of women.’

         She said this with an invective that made it clear that she had made her final statement on the matter and effectively closed-down the conversation. There was always a limit as to how long she would want to go on talking about the man – who was not her favourite person.

         Vera and Edith seemed to be thriving on their newly found independence and were enjoying the bustle of London life. Edith adored the park and was content to spend endless hours rushing around like a spring lamb, socialising wildly with other children of her own age and enchanted by the beautifully groomed horses and their elegant riders, often uniformed guardsmen from the barracks on the south side of Hyde Park. It was the Lifeguards, in their red jackets and white plumed helmets and the Blues and Royals in their blue jackets with red plumes, that really caught her eye, such that red and blue were the first colours that she learnt to recognise and name, and her favourites when drawing and painting.

         Joanna and Marion rather disliked and distrusted Gerry altogether, and always had done, and were intensely disappointed that he did not lose his stripes over the ‘great escape’ from the POW camp in South Wales. At the same time they felt an intense sense of duty to support Vera and their adorable niece, despite the angularity of the relationship with their elder sister, so never criticised him in her presence while privately sharing a sense of doom about the longevity of the liaison. But now that Vera had left home, their own lives were much easier, each having their own bedroom, mother was calmer and relieved of her constant concern of what the neighbours were thinking, and mealtimes had regained a civility reminiscent of the times when their father was still alive.
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         BARI, 1945

         ‘You won’t believe this, lads but while you were away on leave, I got a letter from Sam.’

         ‘Didn’t you say he was banged up in a German POW camp? Wasn’t he captured in one of the battles running up to Anzio?’

         Cyril seemed genuinely very surprised. Bonny joined in.

         ‘And I’m even more astonished that he managed to get a letter out of a POW camp to a British Army hospital.’

         ‘Well as luck would have it, my dear friend Sam is sunning himself in Venice and he sent a photo to prove it.’

         Johnnie handed round a picture of Sam in a smart, clean summer uniform with sharp creased trousers, his Red Cross armband clearly displayed on his left upper arm, leaning on the open door of an RAMC ambulance.

         ‘That’s amazing!’ Cyril and Bonny chimed almost in unison. ‘So, what’s the story?’

         ‘On the back of the photo he writes, To dear Jack, Ever yours, Sam. Venice May 1945.

         Well, he’s rather sparing on the details, as you might imagine, but reading between the lines it seems that he was probably captured, along with another Nursing Orderly from 214 Field Ambulance, but due to heavy pressure from the Allied advance, the German unit then abandoned them in a deserted school, presumably because the POWs were slowing their retreat.’

         ‘What a lucky fella! I remember hearing that a bunch of Brits were found in a school building that the Germans had recently vacated as they ran away up north.’ Bonny seemed genuinely delighted.

         ‘He must then have found his way back to the 214th who I have heard were then shipped back to Cairo for a bit of a break, only to return to Italy to help finish the job off during the final couple of months before the war in Italy ended in April.’

         Johnnie paused and took another long look at the photograph.

         ‘Yes, I’m so pleased. I can’t wait to get the full story when we are all home.’

         Johnnie could not put the photo down, transfixed by the image of Sam looking so well, and overwhelmed that he was alive and safe, and presumably like the rest of them, would soon be on his way back to England. There was no address to which he could reply, and Johnnie could only assume that he was enjoying some leave in Venice after VE day and at that point uncertain as to where he would go next. Such are the vagaries of war.

         The daily routine in 98 (BR) General Hospital returned to pre-VE day ‘normal’, lifted briefly during Lady Mountbatten’s visit to the hospital at the end of May. Throughout June, patients continued to enter and leave with an accustomed regularity, with more than 1,000 beds still occupied. Johnnie was formally re-mustered as a Clerk in early July and simultaneously relinquished his position as a nursing orderly. He now had time to write to Joanna and other family every few days and enjoyed the flow of letters back to Bari that his correspondence generated.

         He tried on several occasions to petition his Commanding Officer for a compassionate posting back in England, but these requests fell on deaf ears. Although there was a broad awareness that the war was not over in south-east Asia, many servicemen found it difficult to understand why their presence was still required in Italy, especially as hospital inpatients decreased precipitously in July and were anticipated to fall even more rapidly in the months that followed. The only explanation could be the logistics of returning thousands of British servicemen back to England with the expectation that unemployment would sky-rocket. He thought that the newly elected Labour government under Clement Attlee was playing for time. This apparent stagnation in strategic and organisational thinking led to a sense of despair, and in some, deep pessimism about the future.

         Johnnie and his fellow servicemen became increasingly aware of the sad situation that many ordinary people in Bari were now facing. They had become the unintended consequences of a war that had now moved on. A war in which they had no interest, and now found the invasion of their formally peaceful lives quite unbearable. They had nothing to gain and almost everything to lose. Food was in short supply. Many men were unemployed, and many women took the opportunity to sell themselves on a grand scale to the large numbers of remaining Allied forces. Husbands would often be in the home, usually forlorn about the state of affairs, but nevertheless complicit with the arrangement, when his wife was entertaining foreign guests, accepting that this was one of a very limited number of prospects that they had to maximise their income and chance of survival.

         Alongside prostitution, criminality was rife and the ‘black market’ for even the most basic foods, was buoyant. Compared to the locals, the Allied Forces continued to live well. There was always enough to eat, still plenty of entertainment including a regular programme of British and American films, an increasing number of recreational half-days for swimming in the devastatingly clear blue Adriatic and for reading up on the roof. Some days it was even possible to take a swim before breakfast. However, a major drawback of the rising summer temperatures was the arrival of the highly undesirable Anopheles mosquito with the associated ongoing concerns about contracting malaria of which one of the more serious varieties, Plasmodium falciparum, thrived in abundance. During the summer months the previously regular Any Questions broadcasts had gone into abeyance and with the increasing amount of free time, Johnnie socialised more widely, finding other companions like Foster, Lemke and Challoner, with whom he could go to church, swim, enjoy a glass of beer and just pass what otherwise would have been an empty hour.

         Later that week, Johnnie had arranged a consultation with Captain Brown, one of the younger members of the RAMC clinical team in 98 (BR) General Hospital. He had agreed to arrive early before the main general clinic had started.

         ‘Come in. Faraday, isn’t it?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’ Johnnie made a move to pull over a chair and to sit down.

         ‘Don’t bother to sit down, this will only take a minute. You are one of the clerks in the hospital? Correct?’

         ‘Yes, sir. Before that I was a nursing orderly, sir.’

         ‘Yes. I’ve got your record here. So, what’s the problem?’ Captain Brown continued to scrutinise Johnnie’s service history and medical record without looking up.

         ‘I have developed some little spots or specks on my penis, sir.’

         ‘When did you first notice them?’

         ‘A few days ago.’

         ‘Painful?’

         ‘No, sir.’

         ‘Any discharge from the penis, or dysuria – pain on passing urine?’

         ‘No, sir.’

         ‘Any risky behaviour?’

         ‘No, sir, not that I’m aware of.’

         ‘Go into that cubicle and drop your trousers and your underpants.’

         As he got himself ready, he quickly thought back to that night at Luigi’s, but his memory remained blank. Captain Brown got Johnnie to retract his foreskin and took a cursory look at his penis.

         ‘I was worried that I might have picked up some sort of VD.’

         But looking down Johnnie struggled to identify the aforementioned, ‘spots or specks’.

         ‘There’s not much to show for it today, Faraday. Can you point out any of these lesions that you were worried about?’

         Captain Brown turned on an Anglepoise lamp and pulled it down closer to the target to improve the illumination.

         Johnnie peered down but failed to find anything that might impress Captain Brown.

         ‘Nothing to worry about there, Faraday. Probably a touch of Candida – sometimes called thrush – which you’ve sorted out yourself with soap and water. Keep it clean and dry and you’ll be fine.’

         ‘I was wondering whether I might apply for a compassionate posting?’

         ‘On the evidence of today, it’s a non-starter. My advice – do not apply for a compassionate posting.’ Captain Reed was unflinching in his advice.

         ‘Come back if you’re worried.’

         Johnnie quickly dressed himself, said a few brief words of thanks and departed. Despite the very clear advice from Captain Brown, Johnnie decided to make an application anyway and handed it in a few days later. Within a week, he heard that his application had been unsuccessful.

         But there was another matter that concerned Johnnie deeply. A tetchiness had developed in his relationship with Cyril. Johnnie was unsure as to what caused the rift, but he thought it might be related to some jealousy, possibly envy, on Cyril’s side for Johnnie’s passion and commitment to the study of political theory. But Johnnie was very fond of Cyril, they had much in common, and Johnnie had every intention of continuing the friendship after they had returned to England. Thus, he resolved to work on it, trying not to overreact to Cyril’s irritations, and remaining hopeful that whatever was gnawing at their friendship would lose traction and dissipate with the passage of time.

         On 25 July, Johnnie received a signal that he had been granted four weeks leave, so-called, LIAP, which would take him back to England in the middle of August for a month. LIAP, Leave In Addition to Python – Python being the codeword for a period of service abroad initially four years, but since VE day it had been reduced to two years and nine months, for which Johnnie would qualify. He immediately wrote home to Joanna with the news. Just three days before he boarded the train in Bari which would take him to the north of Italy and then back through Switzerland and France, the Japanese surrendered on 15 August after the atomic bomb attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki several days before; the day which became known as Victory over Japan day, VJ day.
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         BERLIN, 1945

         
            My Dear Joannachen 1 April 1945

             

            More than a letter

             

            I am sitting at my table in Schloẞstraẞe, telling you about my thoughts on this Easter Sunday. Although I shall write this letter, because I want to tell you about some of the terrible events that have taken place in Berlin during these past months, I do not know whether I shall ever be able to send it or that you will be able to read it, but I need to empty my heart to someone who I know will understand and feel our pain. Ever since the German Army was catastrophically defeated by the Russians in Stalingrad two years ago, I predicted the outcome of this futile war. The year after that, we were driven out of North Africa and, as you say in English, ‘the writing was on the wall’. I remember looking out of the window of our sitting room on New Year’s Eve and seeing the street covered in snow and the snow still falling, knowing how fearful I was of 1945, the year we were about to welcome, a time when we would traditionally drink some champagne to future happiness. The Führer gave his New Year speech from the new Reich Chancellery, confident that our proud nation would win through again and again.

            ‘German Volk! National Socialists! My Volksgenossen!’

            Only the turn of the year causes me to speak to you today, my German Volksgenossen. The times had demanded more than speeches from me. The events of the past twelve months, in particular the incident on 20 July, forced me to devote my attention and my capacity for work to a single task, for which I had lived for many years: the fateful struggle of my Volk. Although our enemies had proclaimed our collapse every New Year, they placed particular hopes on the year 1944. Never before did victory seem so close to them, as in those days of August of last year when one catastrophe had followed another.’

            He went on to thank his people for the sacrifices they had made in waging this war but reassured them that he would never submit to capitalism, Bolshevism, or the Jewish international movement. He proclaimed the benefits of his single-minded leadership and that he  would survive despite the challenges to his premiership as he did the assassination attempt led by some senior military leaders in July last year. He made a similar call to the Wehrmacht, appealing for even greater sacrifices to defeat the enemies of Germany. We knew by then, that children were being put into uniform and sent to the front and women civilians were being trained to use the Panzerschreck – I think it is a copy of the American bazooka – to defend Berlin.

            Now we know, finally, that the Nazis have been transporting Jews from Berlin to concentration camps in Poland and other places from which they do not return. The trains are loaded with adults and children at Berlin Grunewald, you remember the next station is Westkreutz. I never saw this myself, but a friend told me that they pack them into freight wagons ‘like pickled herrings in a barrel’. There are still many Jewish people surviving in Berlin, protected in German homes and living miserable lives confined in dark attics and cellars.

            British and American air attacks on Berlin began again in the first few days of January, continuing night after night. These nights are so frightening that I cannot believe we shall survive. Our beautiful city is broken into many pieces. You remember, Joannachen, our majestic capital full of historic and architectural beauty, now reduced to piles of stone and brick and rubble, everything coated with dust.

            By the end of January, we had heard that the Red Army had crossed the Oder and any sensible person would know that the weakened remains of our broken German Army could offer no obstacle to the advancing Soviet artillery and armour. Throughout February and March, the bombardment from the skies continued with many incendiary bombs turning parts of the city into fireballs. Four or five weeks ago, Alexanderplatz, you remember we went shopping in the department store, Wertheim, was hit from the air and then later bombarded by Soviet artillery. The fires burned there for many days. You will be particularly sad to know that your favourite Café des Westens, then Café Kranzler, was destroyed during the bombing this month. I think you felt it was a monument to your beloved poet, Rupert Brooke. For us also, it was a sacred place for German writers and artists. Now lost forever.

            There are days when we have no electricity or water, and food is very scarce. Like you in England we have food rationing, but it is becoming impossible to buy even the amounts of food for which we are rationed. For the last two years we have kept a cage of rabbits on our balcony, we call them ‘balkonschwein’, balcony pigs, and we grow a few potatoes in the backyard of our apartment building. Some people are growing potatoes and other vegetables in the Tiergarten. These are dark, dark days.Your loving friend,

            Ursula
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            Dearest Joannachen 20 April 1945

             

            For the past three weeks my first letter has stayed open on my table, waiting for inspiration as to how I might send it to you. But now I must write again because I have some terrible news. Two weeks ago, Dieter and I were out walking in Schloẞstraẞe one evening when we were caught in a surprise air raid. Dieter was killed outright in the blast, and I was injured and have spent the last ten days in hospital recovering. You know he was everything to me. I am completely lost. Devastated. Such a stupid death when the end of the war is so close. Why did that fool insist on making us fight to the death? Even now they are executing deserters by hanging in the streets, so-called traitors, who refuse to fight to the end, to the death, to save the city. It is just a matter of days. How many more must die in this foolishness?

            But at last, today there are no air raid sirens and no more bombs. During the previous three or four days there has been a major battle taking place at Seelo Heights, just 70 kilometres to the East of Berlin. Now there is nothing between us and the Red Army, it is an open road, and we can already hear the Russian cannons as they wipe away the remains of the German Army, now just young boys and old men.

            These days, we see and hear almost nothing of the Führer. But today is a big celebration as it is his fifty-sixth birthday. It is strange but there are no Nazi flags to be seen anywhere; normally the Chancellery would be covered in the traditional red banners bearing the swastika. But he has been out in the Chancellery Garden, awarding Iron Crosses to Hitlerjungen. Another of his popularity stunts! His second-in-command, Herr Göbbels, the Minister of Propaganda  has just delivered a long eulogy to the ‘great man’, praising his leadership, his love of Germany and his unremitting energy to ensure that the Motherland has a bright future. He has done this every year since 1933. The speech closed with ‘Deutschland uber Alles’. You remember how all Germany was singing this national song at every opportunity when you came in 1938. This is total madness. Could he not hear the cannons of the Red Army as they blasted their way towards Berlin? The houses on the east side of the city are shaking with the continuous onslaught. Is he deaf, as well as blind? Today we have no water, no gas and no electricity.

            Mutti is at home but is at a loss to know what to do, but glad to have me with her.

            I will try every way I can to get this letter to you, but I feel it will become even more difficult during the coming weeks and months. I feel sure life in Berlin will get much worse before it gets better, but at last I see the end of this terrible war. I so hope you are safe and have not been caught by one of our terrifying rocket bombs. I am hoping that any day now the death and destruction will come to an end.

            Your dear friend, Ursula
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         Now that the end of the war, for Berliners at least, was an undisputed reality, Ursula was desperate to connect with the outside world, especially with Joanna in England. Their friendship, starting in early 1936, initiated through correspondence, but it was Ursula’s visit to London in the summer of that year and Joanna’s reciprocal trip to Berlin in August 1938, had sealed that relationship. Ursula was an intensely practical person who intellectualised situations with great ease. She was not a romantic nor did she indulge in sentimentality. But she loved opera and somehow managed to leave those elements of life in the Berlin Opera House. She was a pragmatist and dealt with the issues of the day in a robust but sufficiently sensitive way to make her popular with friends.

         Somehow the relationship with Joanna now signified something much more important than she had ever envisaged. They were strong independent women, forging their own lives and taking responsibility for themselves, but it had become more than that, as they were now representing the youth of two warring nations which made it imperative that they find a future together within the continent of Europe. Surely, they must have some part to play in the reconstruction process. Ursula became obsessed with the idea of contacting Joanna and beginning, with some urgency, this conversation that was burning so hard and fast inside her.

         For several months, the March and the April letters remained out of sight in her desk drawer in the family apartment, but once the war was over, she folded the two letters and placed them in an envelope on which she wrote Joanna’s address in England. There was no point in putting a German stamp on the envelope because postal services to England had not been re-established, and there were further complexities because of the subdivision of Berlin between the Allies.

         Ursula often thought that it would have been easier if she had ended up in the British sector. Most days she would take a walk, sometimes with her mother, in Steglitz which was in the American sector, but would then cross over to the British sector making her way in a northerly direction along Bundesallee towards Wilmersdorf, hoping that she might be inspired and have a brilliant idea as to how to get those letters back to England. How could she get a British stamp on the envelope so that her their letters might find their way into one of those traditional Royal Mail red pillar boxes which she recalled were placed strategically and conveniently on every street corner in London?

         Prinzregentstraẞe in Wilmersdorf had a special significance for Ursula as it was where some of her Jewish friends attended synagogue. This was one of the many German synagogues that were destroyed by fire on Kristallnacht, and finally razed to the ground during an Allied bombing raid later in the war. Previously an attractive, wealthy residential suburb, now widely reduced to ruins like other parts of central Berlin.

         There were British servicemen visible throughout this part of the city and during these walks she would keep a keen eye open for someone who might be suitable to transport her letters back to London and forward them to Joanna. During the weeks after the American and British Forces had arrived in Berlin, she carried these letters in a single, addressed envelope in her handbag and took them everywhere she went, hoping for the occasion when she might find a suitable courier.
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            THE JOURNEY HOME

         

         
            ‘People should be changed by world wars,’ I said, ‘else what are world wars for?’

             

            Mother Night, by Kurt Vonnegut, 1962

         

         LONDON, 1945

         Johnnie arrived at Joanna’s family home in North Cheam at around 9.30 pm on Friday, 17 August. He was in uniform, unwashed, exhausted by the journey which had straddled seven or eight days, and feeling like a stranger in his own land.

         He had spent the week in transit camps and on trains. Initially travelling north along the exhilarating Adriatic coast, then inland to Bologna and across to Milan, where there was another pause in a transit camp and a concert – Italy Matrimony. Milan – he notes in his pocket diary – Very clean, people well-dressed, streets excellent. He proceeded northwards by train to Domodossola, then Iselli di Trasquera, the last station before entering the Simplon Tunnel, which took him through the Alps to Brig in Switzerland. From there he became almost oblivious of the unremitting, chocolate box Swiss landscapes and the less exhilarating French countryside, constantly distracted and ruminating on his concerns about readjustment. Finally, he crossed the English Channel on a tired, elderly rust-stained channel ferry, desperately in need of a coat of paint, followed by the boat train to London Victoria, which would be his journey’s end. It was three years almost to the day since he departed from the Port of Liverpool on his way to Cape Town, Bombay and eventually North Africa.

         Now, in retrospect, he would have given almost anything to have stayed home in England, working at something useful but avoiding the battle horrors of Enfidaville and Salerno beach. Even worse, were the demands that now might be made on him by Joanna, and their families and friends, to talk about these experiences. He spent much of the journey home, silently rehearsing clever mechanisms that would block recall and ideally exorcise any remnants of these memories that still inhabited his brain. He knew it was going to be difficult, but just the thought of those conversations, which he recognised would surface through legitimate interest in the substance of his life during the last three years, the critical events that could never have been included in a letter, his thoughts and feelings, his breakdowns, all generated within him the mental and physical manifestations of profound anxiety – in the words of Major Palmer – anxiety state chronic.

         The days were already getting shorter and as he stood on the pavement wondering when he should open the garden gate and announce his arrival, he became aware that dusk was on his doorstep. The sun was sliding surreptitiously behind the rooftops of the houses on the opposite side of the street. He remembered the same scene at his mother’s house in London. The air cooled. It had a pleasant calming effect, and miraculously dried the fine beaded sheen of sweat that had appeared on his forehead and upper lip, and for that moment he felt refreshed. As soon as the sun had passed behind the rooftops, he felt a chill, the signal to move.

         He lifted his Kit Bag by side handle, quietly slipped open the latch of the front gate and climbed slowly up the path to the front door. He wondered whether anyone was watching. He turned back and looked down the empty street. He rotated his head gently to the left to examine the rectangular Edwardian-type bay window which overlooked the front path and garden. The curtains were open, and there framed like a Mona Lisa, was Snowy, looking as beautiful as ever, smiling softly, her eyes all-seeing without needing to move, quietly assessing the man she had married nearly three and half years ago and barely seen since. He felt exposed, observed like a goldfish in a bowl, unable he thought to hide any of the ravages of war, despite his southern Italian sun-bleached hair and suntanned face which he thought must have hidden to some extent the thousand blows received and their ongoing disastrous results. He smiled back and tried to make it not look too sad. Within a second, she had opened the front door, he dropped the Kit Bag just inside the hallway and suddenly they were safe again in each other’s arms.

         But it was a sad meeting; no words were spoken. They just stood there on the front door mat, holding onto each other, as if clinging to a life raft, and unsure as to whether they would be rescued. It was easier than speaking. Simultaneously, their minds silently processed a myriad of flashing thoughts which reassured – yes, they had survived, and the war was over; time had been lost, damage had been done but the future was now theirs to play for. It was as if the same film was playing in both minds and at ten-times the normal speed, but silent, just moving images without voice, commentary or music. The future script was theirs to write – they would add the sound. They acknowledged this as the reality. Somehow the vision would become accessible, they would find the vision, and would cast it into something that would become their own.

         ‘Welcome home, darling. You have been so much missed.’

         She released him, but without letting go, to allow them to move a shade apart, so they could examine each other’s faces in the falling evening light, unseen for so long. Can one still remember another person’s features after a prolonged estrangement? The detail, the subtle facial movements that speak so loudly when familiar, but perhaps half forgotten when ‘absence’ has been the dominant mode of existence. Perhaps like knowing a language, that has fallen into disuse – just not being able to find the word from an atrophied lexicon.

         Joanna looked at him and wondered what was going on in his head behind those butterfly blue eyes.

         ‘Well, I made it. It seems such a long time ago that I was here. I almost walked past the house before realising I had arrived.’

         Johnnie took her face in both hands and kissed her lips, gently, so gently as he started to re-learn something almost forgotten.

         ‘Yes, I’ve missed you too. You can’t imagine just how much. It’s difficult to find the words. I’m not quite sure what to say – but I know it will all come back. Won’t it?’

         Johnnie struggled to find himself.

         ‘Yes, of course it will. Bring your bag inside so we can close the door, and we will find you something to eat.’

         Joanna helped him lift the Kit Bag into the house and then quietly closed the front door. By the time they were both inside, her mother had appeared in the doorway of her bed-sitting room at the far end of the hall.

         ‘Welcome home, dear boy. You look wonderful and so healthy – just like a film star!’

         They met halfway down the hall where she gave him a warm, motherly hug.

         ‘I expect you’ve had a terrible time. We tried to follow your travels on Joanna’s map, endeavouring to guess where you were, never quite sure that we were getting it right. But I know you will tell us where we got it wrong in due course. Let’s have some tea and Joanna will make you a sandwich.’

         Joanna skuttled off to the kitchen and set to work. At this point she was pleased to be busy and to leave the ice-breaking conversation to her mother, who just took these things in her stride. One of the benefits of being an older woman, she thought.

         ‘Yes, that would be wonderful. When you are travelling, it’s difficult to remember at what time you had your last meal. But a sandwich would be just the thing.’

         Johnnie was pleased to be on familiar territory, and to discover that the demands being placed on him so far were completely manageable, almost as if Joanna and her mother had a pre-prepared, well-rehearsed strategy.

         The house was unaccustomedly quiet. Johnnie soon learnt that Marion was already in bed, and he remembered that Vera and Edith had moved out to a flat in Bayswater. Mother took Johnnie into her sitting room and left Joanna to prepare the refreshments.

         ‘I’ve arranged for the two of you to stay with Mrs Faulkner just three doors along, on the same side of the road. She is on her own now and has plenty of space and you can sleep late, should you want to. But you’ll come back here for breakfast.’

         Mother sat still in her armchair and looked across the room at Johnnie, trying to read what was going on in his mind.

         ‘That’s kind. But not strictly necessary. I expect we shall both wake with the dawn.’

         Johnnie was exhausted after his journey, almost too tired to put a sentence together, but hungry and thirsty and when these basic desires had been satisfied, he would be ready for bed.

         ‘What is most important is that you are safe and the war is over. Too many others have lost sons and husbands, wives and daughters, but our two families have been very fortunate and have got through the war without loss – both at home and overseas.’

         Joanna’s mother took a small lace handkerchief from the sleeve of her dress and elegantly removed tears from both eyes.

         ‘These last years have not been easy, but you are right we should give thanks for the lives that have been spared. It is finding the new normality, making a new future, which frightens me most.’

         Johnnie unbuttoned his tunic and began to acclimatise to his surroundings.

         ‘I sometimes think that if we look after the present, then the future will look after itself – but I know that this is not a popular philosophy these days.’

         Mother paused and looked for any sign of a response from her son-in-law. She was a wise woman and gave Johnnie a sense of calm through her warm, undemanding presence and the simplicity of her words.

         ‘Yes, you are right.’ Johnnie couldn’t think of anything else to say. She paused and looked at him thoughtfully.

         ‘Yes, and you are not alone in needing to create something new, and it will take time. But you will do it together, I know you will.’

         ‘And how are you, mother? You seem very well to me.’

         ‘Yes, I am very well. My digestion is all over the place, but I eat carefully – little and often – and although I don’t put on any weight, I seem to be full of vim and vigour. And I am certainly not bad for my age, am I?’

         With that she heard Joanna’s footsteps coming along the hallway and immediately got up to open the door. As she anticipated correctly, Joanna was carrying a tray and without a free hand.

         ‘Tea for all, and a corned beef with mustard piccalilli sandwich for Johnnie. It’s mother’s home-made piccalilli, which is very special.’

         Johnnie focused on the sandwich and his tea, and once done he signalled to Joanna that it was time to retire. He could barely keep his eyes open. Mrs Faulkner had already gone to bed, but they had the front door key and quietly let themselves in. Within minutes they were undressed, in bed and in each other’s arms, and after a tender goodnight kiss, fell into the sleep of utter exhaustion.

         The following morning, they did indeed rise with the dawn and found themselves surrounded by a most glorious late summer’s day. After a special breakfast of eggs and bacon, they set off for Southfields to see Johnnie’s mother and hopefully his brother, Stanley and sister, May. The last he had heard was that Stanley had already been demobbed, having served in the Royal Army Service Corps, last deployed in Holland as it was liberated from German occupation. He was back home looking for a job. Johnnie was pleased to see them all but surprised to see his mother looking frail and now very elderly.

         He walked through the house alone, looking at each room in turn, most of which remained entirely unchanged from the day he left home five years ago. The garden had been neglected and his father’s cat had died. He took the opportunity to relieve himself in the outside toilet and then walked back through the scullery and kitchen, along the hall and into the front room. It was summer, so the dark green velvet curtains were drawn, closed to protect the pictures, photos and furnishings from the damaging effects of sunlight. He had left his mother in the kitchen boiling a kettle on the range for tea, so took the opportunity to pull back one of the curtains to let some daylight in so he could, once again, examine the contents. Nothing had changed. The musty smell which he had always thought must emanate from damp in the bay window and the museum-like interior, were just as he last saw it. As expected, the polished surfaces had been dusted and the antimacassars freshly laundered. He doubted whether the room had ever been used in the last three or four years. Out of respect, he restored the curtain to the closed position and re-joined Joanna and his mother in the kitchen.

         May, who had stayed at home awaiting their arrival, gave her apologies as she now needed to go to work, having been given compassionate dispensation for a late arrival. Stanley also politely took his leave on the basis that he would be off to ‘have a drink with a couple of mates’ before lunch. Stanley had always enjoyed a pint of bitter, but ever since he had been back, he would walk down to the Park Tavern for a drink before lunch, and then back there again after his evening meal. It was Stanley’s simple solution for survival.

         Johnnie’s brain was full of memories that he was trying to eradicate. Although he loved his mother dearly and still missed his father, he did not have good memories of the years that he spent in that house. His father had been a failure and died too young, his mother had struggled on and done the best she could but was now worn out. He was doubtful that she would live more than a year or so and concerned that she would not have any sight of the grandchildren that he and Joanna might bring into the world. During the walk from the station down the shallow hill of Replingham Road, he had become aware of the extensive damage to local houses and shops which were now abandoned. A combination of the effects of incendiaries and explosives. So far there was little sign that the bomb sites were being cleared in preparation for re-building or restoration. Many had been ‘converted’ into ad hoc children’s playgrounds. All in all, it was a dismal experience.

         Johnnie’s mother, however, was obviously pleased to see him alive and in her eyes, looking very well; he had survived, that was all that mattered. She seemed to have no interest whatsoever in what he had done or where he had been, and of course Johnnie was delighted not to have to put that story back together again for her. She invited them to stay for lunch, but they had already planned to take a long walk on Wimbledon Common, something they had not done together for more than three years. Johnnie explained to his mother that they would visit again soon but that he had to return to his posting in Italy in the middle of September and was uncertain as to when he would finally return home permanently.

         Although it was disheartening to see the damaging effects of the Blitz on the place of his childhood and early adult life, there was at the same time something reassuring about being back in a setting that he knew and felt some true sense of belonging.

         Wimbledon Common, however, seem to have escaped, unscathed. Although there had been gun placements on the Common as part of the anti-aircraft defence for London, it looked just as he remembered it. They followed the familiar paths, to the places they knew so well, the ponds, Caesar’s camp, Beverly Brook and the enigmatic motionless Windmill, all of which had become such an important part of their early lives together. Johnnie was still not ready to talk, so the conversation focused on the beauty of the natural environment – the profusion of wild summer flowers, he loved the Yellow Rattle which was still present in profusion and the Rosebay Willow herb which grew so vigorously, often wildly out of control at this time with both the trademark pink-purple flowers and incipient ‘cotton wool’ swathed seeds, and the abundance of birds, rabbits, the occasional fox, all seemingly untouched by the ravages of war. Nature recovers, he thought to himself.

         They stopped for a plain Ploughman’s lunch at one of their old haunts, the Crooked Billet when, over a glass of beer, they slowly began to pick up some of life’s threads which would help them both find something of the essence of that spiritual union that had brought them so close just a few years ago. Johnnie knew that he had been changed by his time overseas and Joanna recognised that he was not the man that she had seen off on the train from Liverpool Street station at the end of embarkation leave in August 1942. She was frustrated but not impatient and decided to tell him about what had happened to her during the intervening period. Her evacuations to Biggleswade, Cubert in North Cornwall and Builth Wells in mid Wales, the difficulties with Vera and her wonderful daughter, Mother’s progress and Marion’s desperation to marry, filling the gaps that were inevitable, despite regular letters. She avoided pressing him on details of the journeys across continents, his role in the conflicts in North Africa and Italy, and the details of horrendous sights and sounds of battle. She knew that during this early phase of his return and the journey towards normality, he could not entertain engaging in the unravelling process, even though she suspected and hoped, through her reading, that eventually it might be beneficial in the long run.

         After a pleasing lunch and that restorative glass of beer, they walked hand in hand into a more densely wooded part of the common, down towards Johnnie’s favourite old wooden bridge that spanned Beverley Brook, named several centuries ago after the European beaver which had inhabited this natural waterway in bygone times. The trees were in full leaf which interrupted the passage of sunlight that penetrated half-heartedly through the dense canopy, producing a spangled illumination of the moving water below. Often in the past there would be a dog, sometimes several, drinking from the brook further upstream with a patient owner looking on, but today there was a stillness, a moment of quietude, broken only by sporadic, melodious birdsong.

         ‘So, I have something more to tell you. I’m not quite sure what you will say.’

         Joanna turned towards Johnnie, who was still leaning on the wooden parapet that provided security on the bridge.

         ‘So, I suppose you will have to try me. It can’t be any worse than any of my stories of the last three years!’

         Johnnie’s mood had lightened. He was becoming re-accustomed to Joanna’s company, and beginning to enjoy a physical proximity, something that he had almost steeled himself against during the prolonged separation. He put his arms around her, pulling her gently towards him and buried his face into her soft neck where he found the familiar fragrance of 4711, the famous German Eau de Cologne that Joanna first discovered when she had visited Berlin five years previously and had worn ever since. For Johnnie it signalled intimacy, warmth, love and safety.

         ‘So come on, tell me the worst.’

         Johnnie had no idea whatsoever as to what news she was about to impart.

         ‘Well, I’m afraid it’s not good news.’ She paused and took a breath. ‘Oh, come on, out with it.’

         By now Johnnie was getting impatient.

         ‘Well. You know whenever we talk to Vera these days, we can’t resist asking her about Gerry and whether they have any plans to get married.’

         ‘Yes, and what’s the answer?’

         Joanna paused again as if waiting for the strength to make the next move.

         ‘Well, irritatingly, the bounder is married already. Pretty despicable I would say.’

         ‘That’s unbelievable. You know I never liked the chap and certainly never trusted him. That’s terrible news. Vera must be devastated.’

         ‘Well, not exactly. You know Vera. She will never admit she’s made a mistake and immediately after she told me the news, and simultaneously warning me not to say a word to mother, she told me how relieved she was and that she never liked him anyway.’

         ‘I suppose it explains why he was never available at weekends and only managed to squeeze her in on a Thursday night after an evening in the pub with the lads.’

         Johnnie was very upset about the news and felt it was a deeply unchristian act to behave in such a reckless way. He had no sympathy whatsoever with the view that there were many deviations from what might be regarded as ‘acceptable behaviour’ in wartime. Indeed, he was so shocked that the entry in his pocket diary on that day read – Joanna told me on Wimbledon Common. Unbelievable!

         Inevitably, this discovery left a dark stain on the day. They took each other’s hands again and walked slowly and thoughtfully off the bridge, almost unconsciously making their way home to North Cheam. Conversation came to a halt, but their minds were active. Quite unexpectedly this ‘bad news’ had brought them closer, something to share and something to work on together that was not about them.

         The following day they went to the morning service at the Baptist Church where they were married. They greeted the Vicar warmly who was delighted to see them both, and especially Johnnie who he was overjoyed had survived the war. He was exuberant in his praise for Joanna and her unstinting support of church activities during the past years. The following morning Joanna went to her school in Morden but for the next two weeks she had been given leave of absence because of the exceptional circumstances of Johnnie’s return to England. The headmistress had arranged for a supply teacher to take over Joanna’s class in her absence.

         Joanna had planned the next two weeks with meticulous care. They would spend three days in Abinger, then return home to North Cheam as her brother and sister-in-law, George and Phyllis, were visiting and then they would depart for the West Country, first to visit Johnnie’s old friends, Bert and Eadie, who had moved away from London at the beginning of the war. Bert had been transferred from the Admiralty Office in London to the new office in Bath. For the final week they would return to Lyme and retrace the steps first made during their honeymoon. Finally, they would return to North Cheam for a couple of nights where they would celebrate Johnnie’s 31st Birthday. The following morning, Johnnie would travel back to Victoria to get the boat train to Dover followed by the Channel crossing to Calais for an overnight stay, and then the long train journey back to Bari.

         The Abinger Hatch Hotel had survived the war unscathed and weathered the storm of business contraction during the war years. They stepped off the Green Line coach on the 22 August into bright sunshine. Joanna spun around 360° to orientate herself and eventually recalled the route to the hotel. Johnnie had no memory whatsoever as to where the hotel was located but was happy to leave it to Joanna.

         ‘The first time I came with mother, I remember asking a passing army sergeant, presumably from the local camp, for directions to the hotel. He pointed out the general direction of travel but just at that moment, an army lorry rounded the corner. He stepped out into the road, flagged down the driver and told him to deliver our bags to the hotel. With a broad smile he then waved us on our way.’

         ‘Well, I don’t think that’s going to happen this time. The military presence around here must have almost completely disappeared.’

         Johnnie picked up both bags and they set off on the short walk to the hotel, glad to get some exercise after sitting in the bus for at least an hour and half. It was a pleasant journey, but both were pleased to be standing in front of the hotel and having the opportunity to examine its rather quirky, eclectic structure with gabled windows in some parts, tall, towering brick chimneys rising out of the main building and then what appeared to be one, or maybe two more ancient cottages to which the larger structure had been tacked on, probably at around the turn-of-the-century. There were a few cars parked in the courtyard at the front of the hotel, but the overriding first impression was that of profound tranquillity. Johnnie’s memory of their first visit was seriously compromised. Lost in the mists of time. Joanna had skilfully managed to book the suite – bedroom, their own bathroom and a sitting room overlooking the garden – that she and her mother had occupied the first time they had visited. Johnnie was glad to be away from London, and pleased it was just the two of them; he knew it was time to talk.

         Joanna could see that Johnnie was struggling and displaying some reticence to engage, so she suggested they had a snack lunch in the hotel and then take one of the familiar walks, of which there were many, in the immediate countryside around the hotel. They agreed to walk over to Holmbury St Mary, just less than two miles away, as a gentle start to their stay in Abinger. Joanna knew the way, so they set off for what would be no more than a pleasant stroll.

         ‘So, tell me about the election. I was astounded at the outcome, but you were here throughout and would have been party to the campaign commentary.’

         Johnnie’s growing interest in political theory had increased his awareness of the democratic process and the behaviour of both the parliamentary candidates and the electorate more widely.

         ‘I think we were all surprised. But in retrospect, Churchill made some serious errors and underestimated the mood of the British people, who wanted to put the war behind them to build a new future and a better life for all. They were just not interested in, Vote National – help him finish the job, as the campaign banners put it. They were not going to go to the ballot box and vote for him just because we were still fighting a war in the Pacific.’

         ‘He certainly didn’t get my vote, as you know. It was pure arrogance to expect people to just “roll over” and vote just, Confirming their confidence in Churchill.’ Johnnie still sounded angry.

         He was aware that many servicemen were livid that despite the war being over, they had still not been allowed home and had chosen not to vote for him. Johnnie continued, ‘But perhaps most importantly, he failed to produce a compelling post-war vision for Britain. At the same time, he was unnecessarily, in my view, disrespectful of his Labour colleague in the National Government, Clement Attlee, when he said Attlee would need a “Gestapo” to implement the recommendations of the Beveridge Report and establish a welfare state with a free National Health Service and nationalisation of some industries. Public ownership was the way to prosperity. Prosperity. And that’s what people wanted to hear.’

         Joanna had not seen Johnnie as comfortable with himself since his return on leave. He was talking again. Talking about a world that interested him but at that moment it was not his personal world, his internal world. This remained locked away, still sequestered in an annexe of his soul. Nevertheless, she just loved to see an early glimmer of the man that she had given herself to those years ago, which on first appearances she had thought might have been lost forever.

         Holmbury St Mary was a charming village nestled in the Surrey Hills and carrying within its boundaries the fascination of something that had been inhabited for several centuries. They adjourned briefly to St Mary’s Church, a late 19th-century addition to the village and then on into the centre where they stopped for a drink at the Royal Oak pub, its origins going back to the 17th century. Johnnie began to remember their first trip to Abinger Common four years, before they were married and gave himself permission to allow some of these appropriated memories to rise back to the surface. He looked across at Joanna as she took a sip of her cider and remembered what a jewel she was and privately acknowledging that she would be his salvation as he started to contemplate re-entry into Civvy Street. Indeed, it was a perfect, safe setting to think about the future.

         That evening they sat in the hotel garden and enjoyed an early supper together, cottage pie followed by strawberry tart, floating on something that bore little resemblance to the ‘fresh cream’ that was billed on the menu. Johnnie talked about his new friends in Bari, especially Bonny and Cyril and reflected on some of the films, operas, music and other cultural events that he had seen during the last year or so, but decided he was not ready for the Gaslight discussion until he felt stronger. Joanna knew nothing about his starring role in the religious broadcasts to the troops on the military radio service. He briefly sparkled when he gave her a flavour of how the discussions would go, intermittently using a touch of dramatic flair to bring them to life, especially on – Why we go to Church, Marriage and Divorce, and Heaven and Hell. At this point he checked his enthusiasm and decided not to talk about the broadcast when they discussed, Was the only good German a dead German, knowing Joanna’s deep affection for Ursula.

         Before going to bed, Joanna suggested that they take a walk to St James’s Church which was only five minutes away on the other side of Abinger Common Lane. As soon as they had arrived in the hotel reception, they had been given the bad news. Just over a year ago a V-1 flying bomb had exploded in the air very close to the church, reducing the historic 13th-century building to a shell with complete destruction of the west wall of the nave including the spire and belfry, major damage to the south wall and stripping off the roof completely. There was also severe damage to the war memorial from the Great War which was among twenty or so others around the country designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens, the renowned British architect. The site had been made safe and they were able to view the extent of the destruction without difficulty. Some enabling works had been started, led by an Army officer and a group of about forty Italian prisoners of war, mainly clearing away damaged timbers and sorting through the debris to find stone that could be salvaged for use in the reconstruction.

         ‘This is so sad. What a terrible loss. Mummy and I went to several services when we came here before on holiday, and you’ll remember our brief visit later the same year.’

         ‘It’s miraculous that no one was injured. Thank goodness the church was empty, but the landlord said it would only have been another fifteen or twenty minutes before the Vicar was serving communion to a church full of parishioners. A miracle!’

         There were many occasions in the last few years that Johnnie had questioned whether God was on their side. He thought on this occasion that he probably was.

         ‘I would guess it will be some years before the church will be rebuilt – and goodness knows who will pay?’

         ‘I think it’s time for bed, my love.’

         Johnnie put his arm around Joanna, held her close and lead her back across the lane to the hotel.

         That night they made love, the first time in more than three years. It was an unrehearsed, poorly prepared, slightly clumsy event due to a mixture of unfamiliarity, fear of failure and the bizarre mental aberration on Johnnie’s part, which had reached the point of an obsessive compulsion to avoid pregnancy and the transmission of VD. Both had become serious, pathological phobias while he had been away, probably linked to his underlying anxiety disorder. As they lay there together, looking through the open bedroom window, awaiting the arrival of a rosy summer moon, there was a magical sense of calm and realignment which had made an inestimable contribution to the re-finding and possibly the re-building of the relationship. They were beginning to shape something for the future. The planets were starting to align.

         The following morning, they got up early and after a traditional English breakfast of kippers, toast and marmalade, set off for Leith Hill with a spring in their step. They were rested, relaxed and enjoying the extended private time they were spending together.

         ‘The beauty of staying in Abinger Common is that there is immediate access to glorious countryside and places of interest, all within easy walking distance.’

         Johnnie nodded in agreement.

         ‘Just a couple of miles down Leith Hill Road and after a gentle climb, we will have spectacular views from the top of Leith Hill.’

         Joanna was in high spirits and progressively gaining confidence that Johnnie would soon find his old self.

         ‘I agree. And, almost more important now, because I love the familiarity. At this point, I don’t want to see anything new. I like it that we have been here before and it’s part of our treasured history. For now, it’s quite enough.’

         Joanna of course had planned it all, with just those thoughts in mind.

         The final part of the journey was the climb to the top of the hill, about a mile, where visitors are immediately aware of the 18th-century Leith Hill Tower, a ‘functional folly’, and the magnificent truly panoramic views. To the north lay the great conurbation of London and the easily identifiable clock face of Big Ben and to the south, the majestic, flowing Downs, and beyond, far into the distance, the English Channel.

         ‘That was quite a walk, but the views are extraordinary. I shall never tire of coming here. The Vicar, who was sitting behind us on the coach, told me that this is the highest point in the south-east of England, and with the tower it rises to over 1,000 feet, making it a mountain!’ Johnnie laid down on the grass, closed his eyes and took a rest.

         They spent another relaxed evening together in the hotel garden, Joanna enjoying a glass of dry cider and Johnnie a pint of the local bitter. Joanna reflected on her plan, while Johnnie walked around the garden alone, inspecting the summer colour. She was pleased that it seemed to have worked so well, even better than expected.

         The following morning, they returned to North Cheam just for a night, so that they could see Joanna’s brother, George and his wife, Phyllis, before continuing their travels west to Bath and then on to Lyme Regis. As soon as they crossed the threshold, and after the customary exchange of salutations and brief embraces, Joanna’s mother immediately took her into her sitting room and handed her a letter which had arrived in the mail, still sealed in its envelope.

         ‘Joanna this is for you. It arrived just the day after you had left for Abinger. I think you should open it immediately. If I am not mistaken, the handwriting is familiar.’

         She handed the envelope to Joanna who immediately sat down to examine the writing which she recognised instantly, the stamp which was British and the day on which it was franked, 18 August 1945. She passed Joanna her silver letter knife.

         ‘It’s from Ursula. I can’t believe it. But it has a British stamp on it. That’s impossible!’

         While she was carefully opening the envelope with the letter knife, Johnnie, who had overheard the conversation from the hallway, appeared at Mother’s door.

         ‘There’s only one way it could have got here. The domestic postal service between Germany and England has not been re-established, so someone must have physically brought the letter in its addressed envelope to England and then put a British stamp on it and put it in a postbox. Can you read the location on the postmark indicating where the letter was posted?’

         ‘Mother, can I borrow your magnifying glass please? Thank you. It’s not terribly clear, but it looks to be Westminster.’

         By now Johnnie was intrigued. His mind was racing, and he felt compelled to make a guess.

         ‘Bearing in mind the date on the postmark and the place in London where it was posted I would like to suggest that the letter came to London in the luggage of a British official, possibly, now I’m really guessing, someone who had just returned from Berlin after the Potsdam Conference – maybe even Churchill himself!’

         Johnnie managed to generate a mischievous smile, and everyone giggled.

         ‘You may laugh, but didn’t he come back from Potsdam for the results of the general election sometime during the last week of July?’ Johnnie flicked through the relevant pages of his diary to check the dates.

         ‘Although much more likely to be someone lower down in the hierarchy. But you need to read it – that’s much more important.’

         He walked over to one of the chairs in the bay window and waited for Joanna to read the letter.

         ‘There are two letters. One dated 1 April and the other 20 April.’ Joanna left the second letter in the envelope and started to read the first.

         ‘It seems she is alive but gives a bleak description of the last few months in Berlin. They keep rabbits in a cage on the balcony for food and have been growing potatoes in the backyard. By then she knew that the end of the war was imminent, and says it was widely known at that point, probably for a long time before, that Jews were being transported to camps, some in Poland, from which they would not return. As she wrote, it was clear that the Russians had Berlin already in their sights and were moving forward rapidly to take control.’

         She carefully folded the letter, placed it on the inlaid mahogany Victorian side table by her chair and took out the second letter. Within a few lines she came to the terrible news that Ushi’s fiancé, Dieter was dead, and that she had been injured alongside him during the same air raid – it must have happened within days of completing her first letter. By then the war was almost over and the Russians would have arrived in Berlin within days.

         ‘That is just too awful. Poor Ushi, poor Dieter. And so unfair. What is even worse – it must have been a British or an American bomb.’

         Joanna was heartbroken and began to cry. Johnnie went and sat beside her and took her hand but could find no words with which to console her. Her mother announced quietly that she would make some tea.

         At that point, the evening came to a grinding halt. They ate a simple supper together around the family dining table. The conversation was functional but minimal. Joanna wanted to be alone and immediately started to write a letter to Ursula informing her that she had received the two letters and was devastated by the news, especially that included in the second letter. She talked about Johnnie’s homecoming and the changes in him that she had seen take place during the last three years, but without wanting to detract in any way from her friend’s deep sorrow, remained optimistic about his eventual restoration. Of course, she had no idea as to how she would get a letter back to her although hoped desperately that within months the postal service between their two countries would be restored, although understood completely that this might not be the Allies’ top priority as they worked to restore order and basic services – water, gas and electricity – in war-torn Germany.

         The arrival of this distressing news changed the mood and meaning of the coming days. She wrote something to Ursula every day adding to the previous day’s missive, and then started another letter. Sometimes she would write in her journal, when she considered privacy to be the best option, especially when her thoughts might not be helpful to others. Over the next two or three days she became more accustomed to Ursula’s plight, helped significantly by Johnnie’s support and sympathetic ear. He just let her talk, which certainly helped to unwind the spring of despair. But the days were passing, and they still had commitments ahead of them before Johnnie must return to Italy. They spent a day at their home with Johnnie’s older brother, Ralph and his wife, Marie and their two young daughters, Jackie and Margaret, both growing up rapidly into beautiful young girls and apparently untouched by the divisions of war.

         Just before the war started, in the summer of 1939, Ralph had suddenly announced that they were moving to Stanmore in North London, having previously lived throughout childhood and his early adult years in South London, at the family home and then after they married, in a flat near Wandsworth Common. For several years he had worked as a middle-ranking civil servant in the Admiralty but as soon as war was declared, he was ‘called up’ and joined the RAF. He stayed in Stanmore throughout the war and never served abroad. Johnnie had no idea what Ralph had been up to, and strangely had never found an opportunity to ask him, although during the last five years he had spent almost no time in London and so there was almost no prospect of having that kind of conversation.

         But over a cup of tea and a slice of Marie’s delicious Victoria sponge, Johnnie asked the question.

         ‘Well, I’m surprised you never asked before, but it’s quite understandable as we really haven’t seen each other for years. Mind you, if you had asked the question, I think I would have been quite economical in my answer.’

         He was a serious sort of chap, and never talked much to anybody. But on this occasion he managed to raise a smile and seemed quite pleased to talk. He lit a pipe and started to tell the story.

         ‘I was working as a civilian at the Admiralty before the war, as you know, and doing quite well. One morning in June or July in ’39, I was called in by my boss who told me in the strictest confidence – I didn’t quite have to sign the Official Secrets Act at that moment – that all the Armed Services were now preparing for a war, probably starting in September. He gave me two choices. I could transfer down to Bath where the Admiralty was developing some of its intelligence functions or stay close to London and when called up, join the RAF and move to RAF Bentley Priory in Stanmore, the headquarters of RAF Flight Command where I would join a team of intelligence and logistics officers. Somehow the latter option seemed more interesting and had the advantage that we’d all be able to stay together in London.’

         ‘Well, I would never have guessed. I expect you must have picked up the odd medal!’

         ‘Yes, one or two, but then so did you. As you can imagine we were in the thick of it during the Blitz and the Battle of Britain and always preparing for the possibility that the Germans might try and invade Britain. I must say, we were kept pretty busy.’

         Ralph stood up and poured everybody a second cup of tea, as a way of punctuating the conversation, perhaps indicating that he had already said enough. Marie, the perfect hostess, cut more slices of the cake and made sure everybody’s plate was full. Ralph sat down again, looked across at Johnnie and changed the direction of the conversation.

         ‘You must have had a pretty horrid time of it in North Africa and then Italy, wasn’t it? Did you get tangled up with the Anzio landings?’

         ‘You’re right. It was awful. Enfidaville and then Salerno. I managed to miss Anzio. I thought it would be all right in the RAMC, but we were always just behind the front line, right in the middle of the carnage, at least, that is the way it felt. I didn’t take to it at all well, but I survived and that’s the main thing.’

         Joanna could see that Johnnie had momentarily dropped his guard, and made a small positive step, but intentionally left him to his own devices.

         ‘Yes, of course. And you look so well. You have obviously found the sun in southern Italy. For us, being out of the centre of London was a real bonus. We had a bunker at The Priory from which we could continue to work if there was an air raid, but I think that any German bombs that fell round here were dropped in error or as part of an escape manoeuvre when they were being chased away by the RAF. From time to time, I had to drive over to Trent House in Cockfosters about ten miles away to pick up papers and reports. We were never told what was going on over there but whatever it was, it was certainly hush-hush!’

         ‘We are off to see Bert and Eadie tomorrow. We will stay a couple of nights in Bath before going on to Lyme. Lyme has become a very special place for us.’

         Johnnie was beginning to tire and felt he had done enough talking for one day. But he’d enjoyed reconnecting with his elder brother and thinking what a very different war he’d had in verdant, leafy Stanmore. It certainly seemed as if he had been using his brain in a relatively safe but stimulating environment. Ralph and Bert had been colleagues and became friends during their time in Admiralty House together in the mid-thirties, but following staffing rearrangements in anticipation of war, Bert opted to transfer with his section to Bath where he would continue his work on warship development in what was judged to be a safer setting and one that would be less likely to attract the attention of the Germans.

         Early in September, Joanna and Johnnie set off from Paddington Station on the train to Bath. Bert met them at the station and drove them home in a rather dilapidated Morris Ten which he had borrowed from a friend at the office. He seemed untouched by the war and spoke warmly of Eadie who he had met through work and married during the latter stages of the war, after just a three-month courtship. For most of the war, before they married, he had lived in a room in the Empire Hotel on the Orange Grove which had been requisitioned by the Admiralty to become its Operations Centre in Bath.

         ‘We’re nearly there!’

         His commentary came with a sense of relief and almost surprise, as he turned the car into the grandiose, Georgian Royal Crescent constructed in local Bath sandstone. So different from the rows of comparatively plain London Stock terraced, late Victorian and early Edwardian houses that Johnnie had grown up with in South London.

         ‘Bert, I don’t believe it. You can’t possibly live here?’

         Johnnie had never seen such grandeur and could not believe that Bert was able to afford such a home on his Admiralty salary.

         ‘Beautiful isn’t it? Well, we were very fortunate. Once the war was over, they had to decide what they were going to do with us. The Admiralty was keen to retain a group of essential workers in Bath. For some reason or other, I was one of them. So, we were given the opportunity to rent one of the council owned flats in the Crescent. You cannot do better than that, can you? Before that we had a small top floor flat in Sydney Place just next to Sydney Gardens – locals called them the Bath Vauxhall Gardens after the pleasure gardens in Vauxhall.’

         Joanna and Johnnie had never seen such a beautiful building. The added bonus – it was blessed with exquisite views across the city. Bert took them inside to find that Eadie had just boiled the kettle for tea. The flat did not have much furniture and they were obviously living a simple life, but nevertheless it was a beautiful place to be.

         ‘Well, you certainly seem to have fallen on your feet in the move to Bath. Oh, by the way we saw Ralph and Marie last week, both send their best.’

         ‘I seem to remember that he ended up a bit like me and served on the home front throughout the war.’

         Bert took out his pipe and went through the protracted scraping, filling and lighting theatricals before he finally began to puff away contentedly.

         ‘Yes, he seems to have had a good time. Like you, they moved out of the centre of London to Stanmore, and he has clearly been doing some interesting work for the RAF. What have you been up to in Bath, or can’t you say?’

         As he spoke Johnnie became quietly envious of what a very different war his brother and Bert had experienced.

         ‘There has always been a bit of “smoke and mirrors” about the Bath operation. The official story was that the Admiralty transferred a few senior officers out of London to do a bit of clever thinking on logistics and longer-term planning but, in truth, the Admiralty moved the entire warship design operation down here, which is why I came along with the other naval architects. It was both a strategic and a tactical move. There was also a group making maps so that British shipping could identify where the Navy had positioned mines at sea as part of our defence against U-boats in the North Atlantic and other activity hostile to the homeland. Most of us had to sign the Official Secrets Act.’

         Bert fiddled with his pipe and gathered his thoughts. Johnnie’s reflections shot back briefly to the soundtrack of the last days of Enfidaville.

         ‘Bath was chosen as a location outside the standard German sight lines, so you never saw the usual tell-tale defences like barrage balloons or anti-aircraft gun placements. We got bombed badly in April 1942 – the “Bath Blitz” – although it was nothing like London and the more obvious target cities like Bristol, Liverpool and Birmingham. Bath got caught up in the retaliatory raids after the Allies had decided to have a serious “go” at some of the major German cities!’

         While Johnnie and Bert shared a few war stories, Joanna and Eadie prepared supper in the modest but functional galley kitchen.

         Johnnie appeared to unwind in Bert’s company. Bert was an intelligent man with a charming, bumbling exterior which concealed much of his sharp intellect and well-honed technical skills. They also both shared a love of drawing. Bert was never happier than when he was sitting in his chair in front of the fire with a pad and pencil, sketching the face of a guest across the other side of his drawing room. He also had an intensely playful side and enjoyed creating magical animals for young children, often to satisfy and perhaps even to feed the child’s fantasies about the natural world.

         ‘Bert, I can’t wait until we have children who you can teach to draw. You manage to inject your images with such imaginative humour.’

         Joanna overheard Johnnie’s comment from the kitchen. He had never mentioned ‘children’ in the last three years and certainly not since he had got back from Italy. She made no comment but filed it away in the back of her mind, regarding it as a positive step forward, although sad that he had not thought about sharing the idea with her. In truth, she remembered that he did say on that memorable day on Box Hill when they decided to get married, that he’d never met anyone else with whom he would wish to have a family.

         Bert and Johnnie, in true naval tradition, took a shot of rum as a nightcap, sitting together either side of the fading coal fire. Bert was comforted by his pipe and slippers and anchored in place by his elderly, malodorous boxer dog, Bruno, neatly wrapped around his feet.

         ‘Why don’t we get up early tomorrow and take a walk over to Hampton Rocks before breakfast. I’d love to show you the views before you leave for Lyme. We’ll take the car part of the way and then walk up to Bathampton Down, which is a Mesolithic limestone plateau rising up to over 600 feet. Bruno will love an outing. He likes nothing better than to hurtle around up there chasing rabbits.’

         ‘That sounds wonderful. You tell me when we should leave, so there’s still time for some breakfast before we get the train to Lyme.’

         Johnnie liked the idea of a trip out with the dog. Perhaps he and Joanna should get one when he was back for good, although he was not sure he could deal with the smell.

         ‘Eadie! Maybe you could take Joanna to have a look at the local church while we’re at Hampton Rocks?’

         Eadie heard the request but decided not to reply. She would talk to Joanna later.

         By then, they had finished in the kitchen and everyone was keen to turn in for the night in preparation for Bert and Johnnie’s foray to Hampton Rocks before breakfast.
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         ‘So how about that for a view? Not bad eh!’

         Bert was puffing and blowing after the sharp assent up to the Bathampton plateau, while Johnnie managed it without a break. The difference between a fit, ‘battle-hardened’ squaddie and a sedentary naval architect. They stood together and relished the endless receding landscape which was the countryside surrounding that beautiful Georgian city.

         ‘Quite stunning.’ Johnnie was overwhelmed by the open, untouched beauty of Somerset, a county that he had seen very little of in his life so far.

         ‘Come over here, I want to show you something.’

         Bert took him by the elbow and led him to an unimpressive copse created by a thick outcrop of restless bushes and indigenous deciduous trees, wild and out-of-control, hanging onto the rocky terrain tenaciously with every available root.

         ‘Here, look down there!’

         ‘Just looks like a hole in the rocks – am I missing something?’

         Johnnie was struggling to see what the fuss was about.

         ‘That dear boy is the entrance to what was an Operational Base, otherwise known as an OB. That mean anything to you?’ Bert lit up his pipe as if anticipating a long haul.

         ‘Not a clue.’

         Johnnie thought it looked more like a rabbit hole and could not imagine anything important like an ‘operation’ – whatever that might be – going on down there.

         ‘I’ll give you a clue. It was the OB of the Bathampton Auxiliary Unit, which was led by a chap with your name, Jack. I met him in one of our local watering holes in the city. He used to like to drink with us Admiralty boys. When he realised that we’d both signed the Official Secrets Act he told me what he was up to, of course in the most superficial of detail, at least initially. Once they were disbanded during the final stages of the war, he told me a bit more.’

         ‘Sounds fascinating. Can you tell me the rest of the story or is that as far as you can go?’

         ‘That hole leads into a tunnel which expands to become an underground chamber, originally created during the days when there was active rock mining in the area. The boys in the unit would have fixed up the chamber with bunks, limited stores and food rations and a selection of weapons. They were able to close the entrance with a large stone which they would roll across to conceal it from passers-by. These Units were all over the place, always strategically located and staffed by uniformed members of the Home Guard, who were highly trained in guerrilla warfare as a final line of defence against a German invasion of Britain. They were built up during 1941 as we started preparing for a German arrival on our shores and then largely disbanded by the end of 1944. And, most importantly, it was top secret. All that their families knew was that they were a member of the Home Guard and would have to go off from time to time for training. But these chaps were highly skilled with respect to the use of weapons, explosives, close combat and silent killing and accustomed to operating in small, isolated units of about eight to ten men, usually led by a Sergeant, the rest being Privates. They were instructed to allow a German invasion force to pass across their territory and then to follow behind their lines and retard their progress by guerrilla techniques. Licensed to kill.’

         ‘What an incredible story. I had no idea of the existence of these Auxiliary Units.’ Johnnie wondered how many other secret stories Bert had up his sleeve.

         ‘But that was the whole point. A secret, last-ditch defence force. Come on, I think we should get back for some breakfast before you take off for Lyme.’

         Bruno took a few sniffs around the top of the hole and decided enough was enough.
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         Lyme Regis appeared unchanged since their last visit in April 1942. The town was full of visitors enjoying the last days of summer, even though most children had returned to school after the summer holidays. In all they stayed about six days largely repeating their honeymoon agenda, reliving and sometimes reinventing the memories of those idyllic days. They talked often about Ralph’s and Bert’s experiences of the war and the relative protection they had enjoyed by making their contribution to the war effort without being drafted overseas. Their good fortune of being in situations which avoided the main onslaught of the Battle of Britain, the Blitz and the later attacks by the V-1 and V-2 bombs. But Johnnie drew no stark comparisons with his own experiences and Joanna did nothing to provoke the surfacing of these memories on the basis that he would begin to talk in the fullness of time – or maybe not. She found it difficult that he was apparently more able to interact freely with Ralph and Bert than he was with herself. While he craved her presence and emotional proximity, he withdrew, his mood fell and he became unnervingly contemplative, which intermittently she found deeply distressing. She was desperate to find him again but felt locked out.

         But the days passed without incident. They walked and talked and shared their love of the joyously familiar countryside and would spend hours walking on The Cobb watching the waves, churning and rolling with random unpredictability at all times of day. They revisited the steps from which Jane Austen’s, Louisa Musgrave, had propelled herself into the arms of Captain Wentworth. In the evening, they would sit at the end of the stony promontory, enjoying the sunset, waiting for God to turn out the lights. They had taken Full Board at Mrs Burtenshaw’s guesthouse, so on most days she would prepare a packed lunch for them, usually taken in an open space high on the cliffs with a spectacular view of the sea, or in a peaceful protected spot on the River Lim, perhaps in the environs of one of the many ancient water mills or at other special places which they knew so well, like Uplyme.

         ‘It was such a good idea to visit Bert and Eadie before we came to Lyme. You chaps get on so well.’

         Joanna unpacked their lunch and set it out between them on the grass. Every day it followed a standard formula of hard-boiled egg, a buttered soft bap roll containing a slice of spam sometimes moistened with a couple of leaves of limp lettuce, a piece of cake, usually fruitcake and an English apple. She would also give them a thermos of tea, milk but no sugar.

         ‘Yes, it was good, and they are such nice people. Bert has warmth and friendliness but at the same time is not intrusive. We should see them again.’

         Johnnie returned to his lunch and scanned the horizon from their perfect position, high on the cliffs to the west of Lyme harbour.

         ‘Johnnie, be careful there’s a wasp on the bap – you’re about to take a bite from him!’ He immediately took the roll away from his mouth and swished the wasp away.

         ‘Persistent little beasts, aren’t they?’

         Once it was clear that the invader had left for good, he resumed his lunch.

         ‘What did you think about Ursula’s letter? We seem to have had no time at all to talk about it.’

         Joanna opened the thermos and poured them each a mug of tea.

         ‘Well, I think it confirms everything I have always said about the futility of war. But Ursula’s story brings it right up close. Sharp focus as they say. It was our bombs that killed Dieter and damaged her. There is no other way of looking at it. Goodness knows what sort of injury she sustained; she’s almost too polite to say!’

         Johnnie drank his tea. Joanna hated to hear those words but knew they were true.

         ‘I can’t wait to see her…’ She started to cry…

         ‘And say sorry. When do you think it will be possible to travel between our countries again?’

         ‘Years, I would guess. There will be no money to travel, and no one will know what to say. There will be endless trials to deal with the war crimes, which will go on and on. And who knows when the full story of the horror of those concentration camps and the scale of the genocide of Jews and other groups become more widely known.’

         Johnnie was beginning to feel angry and have thoughts of regret that he did not follow his true spirit and be a conscientious objector. He should have followed the example of the composer, Michael Tippett and, if necessary, to have served a prison sentence instead of being seduced into accepting a non-combatant role which both supported the war effort and had been responsible for the ruinous effect on his mental well-being.

         Joanna was pleased to see Johnnie express some of his anguish but as soon as the burst of emotion was over, he withdrew again. She longed for a time when these flows of emotional turbulence were not always associated with a retreat from the external environment, which inevitably included herself. There was a pause in the conversation as they finished the remains of their lunch. Johnnie collected the waste packaging, placed it in a brown paper bag and walked over to the wastepaper basket located close by a heavy oak bench nicely positioned for the panorama. The short walk refreshed and relaxed his mind. On arriving back at their picnic spot, he lay down on the grass and considered whether he should have a nap. Joanna had been turning over some anxious thoughts in his absence.

         ‘Ursula mentioned nothing about her father in the letters. I can only assume that his job in military intelligence in Berlin kept him out of sight of the enemy and that he would have surrendered along with other senior officials. If that is the case, then I’m sure he will be seen as an important target to interrogate and debrief after the war. And who knows whether they will consider pursuing him for war crimes? I don’t think the time-honoured approach of saying, I was doing what I was told to do – I was just obeying orders, will work this time,’ Joanna had some serious concerns.

         ‘These must be very worrying days for Ursula. It’s such a shame that there is no way of being able to speak to her.’

         With that, Johnnie closed his eyes for a few minutes and then slipped into a brief sleep.

         The day before they left Lyme, Joanna thought deeply about the days they had spent together and wrote an entry in her journal which she titled, Thoughts on leaving Lyme – September 1945. Some of the content covered the discussions they’d had during their days together and was supplemented with other memories, dreams and reflections, which Johnnie would have been aware of and would be able to recall, but other parts covered her own private thoughts and ruminations, which at this point she had not shared with him.
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         Joanna’s Journal:

         
            Thoughts on leaving Lyme: 14 September 1945.

             

            We love Lyme. It has become part of our archetypal consciousness and, should we have any children, I am sure it will be passed to them in true Jungian fashion – inherited archetypes. Neither of us had been there before we made that memorable visit after the wedding. It had everything we could have dreamed of. A magical collision of the natural, cultural and spiritual world. A place that could trace its origins back through the centuries and people so loyal to their roots it was difficult to find the equivalent in most other parts of Britain. We made our promises during the ceremony in church, but they only became real when we were alone in Lyme. Nothing could change those few glorious days or erode the memories that remain so bright despite the dark clouds of war.

            I have become very apprehensive about how we shall manage Johnnie’s return from Italy. He has shared very little of his experiences by letter, although we were always mindful of the scrupulous approach he took to the selection of material he chose to pass back to us. But I was never sure as to whether he was protecting us or protecting himself from the purple pen of the censors or using it to evade the surfacing of painful memories. Nevertheless, there was often untethered expressed emotion in his letters which sometimes concerned me; it revealed a frailty, a loss of resilience and a fear of how he would cope with the future.

            Nevertheless, our days together have been wonderful and the choice of adhering to familiar haunts was absolutely the right thing to do. He did not want to be anywhere strange or unknown, nor did he wish to be with people that he did not know, people who might wish to delve insensitively into the vulnerable parts of his being. But all this aside, he was not the same man that boarded the troopship in Liverpool three years ago and effectively disappeared into previously unknown parts of the world where there was little joy and where hardship, death and destruction predominated. We found some love again and I feel certain that eventually we will find some more.

            When I thought about our times together during these past weeks, I likened it to walking through the rooms of an otherwise empty house. A house which I had visited previously on many occasions, a house whose rooms I knew and recognised but was never quite sure who I would be talking to in any of them. Most of the time the doors were closed, some being easier to open than others. We, Johnnie and I, were most comfortable in the ‘library’. Here we would talk about books, historical events, politics, plays we had seen and poetry. This was the safest place to be in the house. Here intellectual life was preserved, knowledge exchanged and a love of literature, especially Wordsworth and Brooke, were shared. It was like a book club in which discourse about content was the order of the day and the self remained an observer on the perimeter.

            Eating together in the ‘dining room’ was similarly a pleasure; the presence and sharing of food a welcome distraction. But life became difficult again in the ‘drawing room’ with its empty chairs, where the distractions were limited and suddenly the potential for exposure loomed  large. The door was often difficult to open. Making conversation in the absence of props, problematic. He would seize up and struggle to move forward, like an engine that has plenty of petrol but has run out of oil, the critical lubricant.

            And then there was the bedroom. He had lost nothing of his physical drives and interests and his need for physical closeness remained unaltered, but he had developed some irritating and curious phobias about the spread of venereal disease and a deep fear of pregnancy at a time when he felt his own personal future was still precarious. It detracted massively from the re-establishment of our own true intimacy. He found it difficult to explain his behaviour but said it would all come right in the fullness of time and although disconcerted by his irrationality, he discouraged any deeper discussion.

            I record these thoughts, strange as they may be, as a way of easing my own mind, of discharging potentially erosive ideas from myself as there is nowhere else for them to go. These are not the thoughts of someone who is about to give up the fight for we have promised each other a future together and I recognise that I have a duty to see it through, but I can see that, at this time, the struggle is far from over for either of us.

            I was about to close the journal this evening but before I did, I looked back through my diaries from the day we first met again at the end of 1940 and tallied up the time that we had spent together, physically in each other’s company. In what will soon be approaching our five-year anniversary, we will have spent just forty-nine days together, and twenty-eight of those have been since we married in April 1942.     So perhaps there is still much to learn and I should be more patient. I am certain that mother would concur, that this is the appropriate position to take, but I shall not share these thoughts with her, at least not till I see some progress on the horizon.
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         They left Lyme and travelled back to London on 14 September, then celebrated Johnnie’s birthday at North Cheam on the 16th. Joanna’s mother had produced, almost out of nothing, another memorable creation, she called it, ‘Johnnie’s Birthday Gateau’ – this time a fruitcake – she thought it would keep better and Johnnie would be able to take some with him for the journey in a small cake tin. The following day he started back to Italy – the only diary annotation he made was – Felt terrible leaving Joanna.

         Johnnie joined a group of servicemen all of whom were returning to Italy after LIAP, nearly everyone having spent almost a month in England. They were a mixed bunch but shared a few common features. They were angry about going back without having a demob date, they had almost nothing to say to each other and no one wanted to discuss their leave experiences and almost all withdrew into themselves and tried to sleep as much as possible to erase the journey. In common with his fellow travellers, Johnnie found no ‘like minds’ or anyone that he wished to talk to at any length. Brief daily diary entries over the next three days tell the story – Crossed channel, very calm. Spent night in Calais. Started on train journey somewhere about noon. Fairly good sleep on train. Through Switzerland, Lake Geneva. Then three days without entries and finally on the 23 September – Arrived back at 98th after LIAP.
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         BARI, 1945

         Johnnie hated the idea of being back in uniform, away from Joanna and unavoidably complicit with what he considered was ‘a completely fruitless endeavour’.

         ‘The British Army should just pack up everything and give the Bari Polyclinic back to the Italians, re-open the medical school and leave them in peace to reconstruct their lives and the city around them.’

         Johnnie was impatient for resolution.

         ‘After all they had entered the war voluntarily, presumably with the view that the outcome would be in their favour and that they would be a material beneficiary. I don’t think we owe them anything.’

         Johnnie’s stance of course was that there were never any beneficiaries from a war – everyone was a loser. But he knew there were others who held the view that the Allies had a responsibility to start the process of rebuilding the country as a way of offering some reparation for the damage wrought by the war in which the Allies certainly had a share. But as the conqueror, he recognised reluctantly that there was an opportunity to gain political capital through post-conflict occupation, even on a temporary basis. The Allies had divvied up Germany four ways, and its capital city, Berlin, had its British, American, French and Russian sectors, as a continuing reminder to Germany, the initiator, the aggressor, that it was not going to be able to bounce back into a business-as-usual modus operandi with the turn of a switch. Why not sit on the Italians for a bit longer just in case they had any misdirected ideas of launching back into action? But no one in their right sense saw this as a remote possibility – they were a completely dismembered force.

         During the month that Johnnie had been away, the city of Bari had lost its energy; the pace of life was snail-like. It had become a sad place without a purpose. Autumn was drifting into winter, which further depressed the municipal mood. People stayed in their homes and struggled to put food on the table, and the economy decayed further as foreign troop numbers declined. The Canadians and the New Zealanders were on the move; they could not wait to go. When Johnnie first arrived in Bari in Spring 1944, the hospital had 2,000 beds open and usually full, clinical activity being further enhanced by a rapid throughput. But when he returned at the end of September, bed numbers were down to 690 and projected to fall to 200 by the end of the year. With that downward trajectory, he predicted that the 98 (BR) General Hospital would close in May or June the following year. There was nothing that Johnnie did not know about the ‘bed state’. As a clerk in the Central Administration, he was required to monitor bed occupancy and complete a daily bed-state return for the entire hospital. The decrease in clinical activity had been further hastened by an order received while Johnnie was away in England, which was to end any new admissions of Italian civilians to the hospital.

         Johnnie’s other great disappointment on arriving back at the hospital was the Gestetner. His beloved Gestetner! Early on the first day in the office, he was shocked to see that his cherished colossus had been left to the mercy of neglectful amateurs, who had abandoned it in an unspeakably poor state. Left uncovered, it was full of dust and running in solvent sufficient to add its intoxicating fragrance to the room air. There was a partially destroyed wax stuck in the machine. He spent most of the first morning bringing it back into working order.

         ‘I don’t know why you’re bothering with that old brute. Complete waste of bloody time. Once we’re gone, it will be melted down for scrap metal.’ Bonny was totally dismissive.

         ‘It’s only been used once since you have been away. Major Reid sent his secretary, Sally, down to make some copies of a document soon after you’d left, but frankly she hadn’t got a clue and in her frustration walked off the job in disgust.’

         ‘And she left it in an appalling mess… But you’re right. Who is going to use it now? It’s certainly done its best work.’

         Johnnie recognised the need to move on. The ‘Any Questions’ broadcasts had stopped and thus there was no longer any need for multiple copies of scripts. The war was over, almost everything else had stopped. Nevertheless, Johnnie was sad to let it go. However stupid it may sound, the beloved Gestetner had provided him with a skill that others did not have and thereby gave him a small but special role, something that set him apart and inevitably was good for rebuilding self-confidence.

         ‘Anyway, it’s good to have you back. There will be life after Gestetner! Let’s find Cyril and have a swim before the day is out. We’ve missed you.’

         Bonny gave him a friendly shove towards the door and the two of them walked down the empty corridor, past a row of abandoned offices, to pick up Cyril for a stroll down to the town beach and a leisurely swim before the day was out. It was a perfect evening to re-engage with Bari old town. Although the streets were mainly devoid of human activity and most of the shops closed, there were a few bars patiently awaiting the meagre passing trade. A small crowd had gathered down on the southern port to watch the line fishermen bringing in their evening catch. Johnnie now longed to be back home in England, confident that he would be able to find his way back to a fulfilling life with Joanna, hopefully children and a job that would at least pay the bills.

         ‘So how was Blighty, old man? Must have felt strange being back amongst normal people.’ Cyril was about to return to England on LIAP and was beginning to think how he would manage being back in the bosom of his family.

         ‘It was wonderful to see Joanna again. But it was more than three years since we’d been together in the flesh, as we say. I feel embarrassed to tell you this, but… it was almost like starting again.’

         ‘What you mean, starting again? That sounds a bit melodramatic!’

         ‘I didn’t mean it to be, but it is a long time not to talk to somebody or have any form of physical intimacy whatsoever. I’d forgotten how to kiss her. Sometimes it felt as if we were complete strangers.’

         Johnnie became uncomfortable with the conversation and wished it would stop.

         ‘I suppose we should be grateful that it was only three years. Agamemnon spent ten years fighting in Troy and had to dispatch his wife’s lover immediately on return, before he could take her to bed and get back to normal life.’

         Cyril smiled and almost took a bow from his small audience, proud at having introduced a moment of erudition with a touch of humour, but Bonny and Johnnie did not have his deep understanding of the classic stories of ancient Greece and were unsure of the point he was trying to make.

         They took their swim and decided to dry off in the warm breeze as they walked back to the hospital. Despite the decline in clinical activity, there was still a regular entertainment schedule, and that evening they were looking forward to a music recital organised by the New Zealanders. It would be their swansong. On returning to the hospital, they had a shower, changed into clean clothes, took a light supper in the canteen and got ready for the concert. At the end of the week there was the usual film, the programme for which could be found on the main noticeboard in the hospital entrance hall, usually covering the next three or four weeks. On the immediate horizon there was, Three is a Family, Keys of the Kingdom and Lady Hamilton which was released back in 1941, starring Vivien Leigh and Laurence Olivier.

         The following morning, he had a prearranged interview with the Officer Commanding the hospital, Colonel GT Gimlette. Johnnie never quite understood the purpose of the meeting, but it felt like a general chat that he guessed would enable him to write a few comments in a report. Johnnie hoped that this was the beginning of the demob process. Colonel Gimlette filled in some entries to a form on the desk in front of him, which Johnnie was unable to read upside down:

         
            Military conduct – very good. This man has done excellent work as a clerk in this hospital. He is hard-working, steady, willing…? intelligent and always clean, sober and tidy.

         

         After the return to Bari, Johnnie and Joanna exchanged letters regularly, often several times a week. Mostly there was not much to say as both had slipped back into moderately dreary routines. Joanna, however, had two important pieces of news for Johnnie – despite his four weeks leave in England she was not pregnant, and on Sunday, 28 October she had been baptised by full immersion in the local Baptist Church. Johnnie was somewhat surprised that she had not discussed this with him during his leave and assumed that it must have come to her as a surprise afterthought. But he was pleased that she felt sufficiently confident in her faith to take this important step. He was embarrassed to admit to himself that he was relieved that she was not pregnant.

         As autumn progressed and the days became cooler, sea swimming became less attractive, so the lads redirected attention to improving their table tennis skills. They set up a table tennis ‘ladder’ which included Brits, Kiwis and anyone else on the hospital campus who wanted to join in. Johnnie and Bonny teamed up as doubles’ partners. They looked a strange pair with Bonny towering above his partner, with long ape-like arms and Johnnie rushing around him ducking and diving like a fly, to pick up the fast, long balls. But as it turned out they were a perfect duo. Slowly they worked their way up to the top of the ladder, to the point when they were practically insuperable. It was not just the fun of game, the exercise or the competition that attracted them, but on the margin of the games, there were opportunities to talk about the issues of the day, notably their hopes and fears of returning to civilian life. Mainly, it was the frustration of not knowing when it was all going to happen but also the uncertainty of how long it was going to take to get through that period of adjustment.

         Hospital bed numbers continued to decrease throughout November to less than 500. The decline appeared to be relentless. Hospital staff numbers also diminished during this period because many medics, nurses and nursing orderlies, and a variety of administrative staff had been released on LIAP and were back home in Britain. For no apparent reason, Johnnie ceased making entries in his diary after the third week of November. Perhaps a turn in his thinking towards the future, with less interest in recording the here and now. Or perhaps there was just less to say?

         Johnnie began to prepare for Christmas and went shopping in the town on several occasions, sometimes alone, but often with one or other of his hospital chums, to buy Eau de Cologne 4711, when available, some inexpensive Coty cosmetics and a few packets of traditional local biscuits. There was also going to be a need to purchase some

98 (BR) GH Christmas cards for Joanna and their families. He remembered how well last year’s card had gone down, the etching by Carbonati, of La Spia d’Italia, with the rather odd greeting inside the card, Remembrance and all good wishes for a Happy Christmas and a bright New Year, and so decided to buy a couple of packs of a companion card by the same artist, this time with an image of what looked like the Bay of Salerno. He elected to overcome those lingering horrors of the days and nights that he spent on that beach among the mutilated, the dead and the dying. He signed off the card to Joanna – All my love Snowy, John.

         By the middle of December, he became aware of a convergence of trend-lines, all suggesting that he might be home in the early spring of the following year. Hospital numbers had plummeted again to around 200, about half medical and half surgical, there were no psychiatric inpatients left at all, although the VD Ward still had about seventy patients undergoing tests and treatment. Then there was that possible ‘exit interview’ with the Officer in Command. Finally, a signal came to all service personnel in his unit that they should begin to prepare for a release date sometime in early February. The inevitable unrelenting decline in clinical activity continued and there was increasing hope and optimism that final closure was at hand.

         Several days after Christmas – which was celebrated with a few cards and presents from home, the most welcome being a pouch of his preferred pipe tobacco, and what passed for a Christmas lunch accompanied by a bottle of beer – Johnnie, Bonny and Cyril took a walk through the old town. Anything to get out of the fading hospital. It was becoming like a ‘ghost town’.

         They were keen to discover whether there had been any progress in the recovery of the city and its people. It was more than six months since the war had ended in Italy which carried an expectation that change should be on the way. With the decline in numbers of the Allied troops, the theatres in the centre of town had closed. A few more cafés and bars had reopened for the locals, some vegetables, eggs, cheese, even a few skinned rabbits ready for the pot, began to filter into the market from farms and smallholdings in the countryside, but doorways and street corners were still inhabited by undernourished, sad, but often quite beautiful women, ready to sell themselves for almost nothing to any foreign serviceman who had time on his hands. A few unshod, poorly clothed children played together in the street, but there was no joy of youth in their voices. It was a daunting, tragic environment without reprieve. There were no spoils from this war.
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            My Dear Joanna Berlin

            8 December 1945

             

            Catholics are celebrating the Feast of the Immaculate Conception today. I suppose when everything else has gone, perhaps it is only religious belief that gives some hope for the future. Berlin is full of snow and bitterly cold. Somehow this broken city looks better covered in snow. The sad, sharp edges of our once beautiful buildings now in collapse, look better with a white ‘frosting’, as the Americans would say. Like a coat of shimmering white, purifying paint. The Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, which lost its spire in 1943, has a particular haunting quality. The harshness of the widespread destruction is transformed into a fairy tale of loveliness, with the reality partially lost, perhaps making it more like a dream – Ein traum, as we say in German, you remember? But sadly, this is no dream.

            It is difficult to see how life in a divided Berlin, and in a fractured Germany, will ever be worth living. I saw today that the temperature next week is predicted to fall to -20°C. Although the Americans did a good job in restoring utilities to much of the city, there is not enough coal to heat even the smallest apartment. People are saying that Berliners are ageing more rapidly in response to the lack of food and warmth.

            I have been moved to write to you today as the Nuremberg Trials began in the International Courts of Justice about two weeks ago. The indictments filled seven pages of our national newspaper. The trials are expected to last at least a year. I do not think the full truth will come out of these hearings but certainly some will. Apparently, the International Military Court chose Nuremberg because it was the place where National Socialism, the Nazi party, was created, and I suppose now symbolic as the site where it should be put to death.

            Although in ’33, many Germans were enthusiastic about Hitler’s rise to power as he offered a future for failing post-war Germany with a plan to make it great again, you will not find these voices in today’s Berlin nor in most other parts of the country. Many of these men, I am sure, will be found guilty and served with the death sentence, and end their days hanging from a rope, and not even be given the dignity of a firing squad, as a military man would expect.

            Only now, barely six months after the end of the war, can I dare to tell you about the hardships we have endured since the Red Army arrived in our city. In the last days we witnessed terrible fighting in the streets, bodies left to decay unattended, injured and dead animals in the Zoological Gardens and horses being butchered in the street by starving Berliners for their meat. On 1 May, a National German holiday, Grand Admiral Doenitz, who the Führer had appointed as his successor, announced that the Führer had fallen, ‘killed in action’. It did not take long for the news of his suicide in the Führerbunker to become known, alongside Eva Braun, who he had married just the day before. Strange, for a man of such practicality who rarely showed any emotion other than explosions of anger. Göbbels, his wife and six children died the following day, again we presume it was suicide; they said, ‘by the Führer’s side’. We found out later that Göbbels and his family all died in the Vorbunker (the forward bunker), which was adjoined to the Führer’s bunker. The British arrested an inadequately disguised Heinrich Himmler, former Chief of the SS, trying to escape at a checkpoint on 23 May, but he committed suicide soon after using a concealed cyanide pill whilst detained under interrogation, thereby avoiding trial and punishment. In the last three months there were so many reported suicides in Germany. Hitler and Göbbels had both consistently advocated selbstmord – suicide – as the honourable way out of defeat. Without doubt they will also have reflected on their activities over many years and must have feared retaliation by the Allies, especially the Russians.

            The Russians refused to deal with German corpses, many just left lying in the streets, so for days the city smelt heavily of decaying human bodies. Until the Americans arrived in early July, the Russians behaved extremely badly. They looted shops, took watches, jewellery and other valuables from passers-by in the street and felt it their right to rape any woman that took their fancy, and then expected her to cook a meal and serve it to them at the family dining table. But there was not enough food and the Russians had no plan as to how they would feed the city they now occupied. As you would expect, the little food that there was available was bartered, trafficked and sold at outrageous prices.

            It was two months before the Americans arrived in Berlin, and we were pleased naturally, that the British followed soon after. Slowly they helped to restore some sort of order in the city especially re-establishing the water and electricity supplies. The American leaders must have been aware of the crimes that the Red Army had committed since its arrival in Berlin, and possibly in response, American soldiers were forbidden to fraternize with German women. But to be honest, our girls were so pleased to see them, and I remember watching parties of G.I.s with young Berliner women, walking together arm in arm, enjoying the summer days in Wannsee. Somehow their presence gave us hope and there were even talks about plans to reopen the theatres and the Philharmonie, and maybe to put on some lectures and exhibitions. Despite the deprivation, I suddenly felt a wave of optimism that perhaps there was a future. Refugees from Germany and Poland, and other neighbouring countries, flooded into our city in their thousands, with just the clothes they stood up in, and maybe a handcart containing a few possessions. Some had walked all the way from distant concentration camps. This Germany was now unrecognisable compared to what we had six or seven years ago.

            Within a month of the arrival of the British and the Americans, Stalin, Churchill and Truman met in Potsdam to decide our future as a city and as a nation. The Conference ran from 17 July until 2 August and in the middle, on the Saturday, there was the three-nation Victory Parade in the centre of Berlin. I managed to meet some English girls, one was called Joy and there were two others, who were part of the British Delegation at the Conference.

            Administrative secretaries, I think. They were very charming and interested to hear about our long-standing friendship. They were extremely helpful and agreed to do me a great favour; you will see, I hope. Perhaps you will have seen already? Maybe someday we will all be able to meet up.

            Now we feel like a colony – occupied and controlled by its masters. It is a very sad place to be. Then, it will be another year, I am sure, until we will have to face the public disgrace when the crimes being explored at the International Court of Justice in Nuremberg and the judgements on the twenty or more defendants are revealed and made public for all the world to see. I know it will be bad news. All Germany is mortified by the revelations of the concentration and death camps. Many, maybe most Germans, underestimated the scale of the murderous programme to remove Jews and other ‘undesirables’ from Germany, all conceived by Adolf Eichmann and others at the secret conference in January 1942 in Wannsee. I must admit that I knew about this meeting, as there were some officials present from the Foreign Ministry, I think as observers. Of course, the Führer was not in the room. He was protected by being physically absent, but for certain, he knew everything. And what shall we tell our children? When shall we emerge from these ruins and be able to hold our heads high again with the other great nations of this world? Maybe never.

            We shall try and celebrate Christmas again this year and will think about you and your family who, I am sure, are also recovering from the devastation of this war. I hope Johnnie and yourself, and your family are safe and beginning to rebuild a new future.

            I am not sure whether you have received my first letter which I sent by a rather devious route because as you know there is no direct postal service between countries at war. I was very upset when I wrote about Dieter’s death and decided not to tell you about my own injury. Just to say at the end of this letter, that I have written it with my left hand, something I have learnt to do quite well in the past few months, because I lost my right arm in the same blast that took my dear Dieter. I can do most things, including to light and smoke a cigarette, although I am still learning to wash the left side of my body in the bath with my left hand! But most important I am alive.

            I also did not tell you about my father. He died two years ago in November 1943. It is too terrible for me to even contemplate writing the words that would describe what happened. It will have to wait until we meet. The only good thing was that he did not get tangled up with the downfall of his boss at the Abwehr, Admiral Canaris, who was sacked in February 1944 as they broke up his ‘intelligence empire’ but he was arrested later that year after the 20 July assassination plot against the Führer and sent to Flossenbürg. But he was no traitor, even though he detested many of the Nazi philosophies. It is said that Canaris was stripped naked and hanged and re-hanged several times, to ensure that he fully appreciated the experience. Of course, he was a special case – having been found guilty of disloyalty to the Führer.

            Mother is frail, not eating and seeming rather old, but we are both looking forward to starting life again. I think mother and I shall stay together, looking after the tobacco shop along the street. We shall try to open again after Christmas. Since we last met and especially after the war started, I, like Mutti, have never stopped smoking.

            At some point, I know we will meet again, either in London or Berlin, or perhaps both, when we have all undergone that process of repair and regeneration and found forgiveness in our hearts that will allow us to start again together, as a new generation of young Europeans with partnership and peace in our hearts.

            From your dear friend, 

            Ursula
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         LONDON, 1945

         Joanna spent Christmas with the family in North Cheam, her mother, her younger sister, Marion, and all were delighted to welcome home the eldest sister and their delightful niece Edith, who in the following February would be four years old. Food rationing was still in full swing and so it was a modest fayre. Everyone was talking about when Johnnie and Marion’s fiancé, Neville, would be home from the war. Nothing had been heard of Gerry for some months and he didn’t even get a mention. Most of the talk was about the future and where everyone was going to live when the men came back. Mother enjoyed being surrounded by her girls and found it difficult to contemplate life on her own. Marion had plans to marry at the earliest opportunity and find a place of their own, probably down in Devon, where Neville had been brought up and was at his happiest.

         Joanna had divided loyalties and was ambivalent about the possible future arrangements, although she recognised it would be only a matter of time before she and Johnnie needed to move out and live independently. Vera on the other hand detested her cleaning job and had no love whatsoever for her dark, dank basement flat in expensive central London. She was not a cleaner but a trained children’s nurse and wanted to get back to a more useful and purposeful life.

         ‘So, girls, what are we going to do when these young men of yours get back home?’

         Mother had already thought it through and had cooked up her plan for them all but felt she should let each of her daughters have their say.

         ‘Marion, you go first. You have usually thought things through well in advance.’ Mother sat back in her armchair and nodded gently in Marion’s direction.

         ‘We all know that I’m desperate to marry Neville and will do that the moment he steps on terra firma. He is a country boy at heart and wants to get back into farming or at least one of the industries that supports farmers, such as cattle feed. So not to put too fine a point on it, I shall be off pretty much as soon as he is back.’

         ‘Well, I am sure that’s no surprise to any of us, my dear. We shall all wish you well and enjoy your lovely wedding. And Joanna, what about you?’

         ‘I think we will want our own place pretty soon after Johnnie gets back, probably a flat somewhere near to where we are both working, maybe something in south-west London.’

         ‘You are most welcome, both of you, to stay here until you’re properly settled but I’m sure you will want your own place fairly soon and who knows at some point you may start a family.’

         ‘Thank you, mother, that is a very kind offer. I will of course discuss all of this with Johnnie as soon as he gets back.’

         ‘And so, Vera, last but certainly not least, what are your thoughts?’

         ‘Well, you two seem to have got your lives well planned out!’

         She spoke sharply with some resentment in her voice. Vera made no attempt to conceal the acerbic side to her personality which lay so close to the surface and so easily realisable. She went on without taking a breath. ‘I wish I could say the same. I’ve had enough of cleaning and life underground in that dank, dark basement flat and so plan to get back into nursing. I have even thought that while we are staying here over Christmas, I might make a visit to Kingston Hospital and see whether I can get my old job back. I am not expecting anything from Gerry and frankly I shall be glad to see the back of him, once and for all. A complete waster.’

         ‘So, my dear. Would you and Edith like to come back and live with me once the other girls have gone?’

         Mother looked across at her angry, disgruntled and disappointed daughter, and thought that life had not gone well for. She had to take some responsibility for her position in the world, but not all of it.

         ‘Mummy, that would be really nice. I know Edith would love to come back here and be with you. But only when Joanna and Marion are settled.’

         It was a Jekyll and Hyde moment, as she allowed her softer side to respond to her mother’s generous gesture.

         ‘It’s never easy coming home after you’ve left, but I shall make you both most welcome.’

         Mother’s plan, carefully scripted, had rolled out entirely as planned but with empathy and efficiency. It would just be a question of time before the final pieces of the puzzle could be put in place.
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            Dear Johnnie 5 January 1946

             

            Thank you so much for the lovely gifts. You certainly know my favourites particularly the ‘4711’ which is so evocative and brings back wonderful memories of my time in Berlin with Ursula before the war. Thank you also for the Christmas card which now stands proudly next to its partner from last year – I note that the same unusual Christmas and New Year message has been run for a second year. I think it must be a wobbly translation of a traditional Italian Christmas greeting that wasn’t checked properly and ‘Englished’ at the hospital before it was printed. The image on the card is rather haunting in character – an open, serpentine bay backed by a featureless coastal plain. You must tell me where it is when you’re back. I was also aware that you signed off again as, John, the same as last year. Is this just for Christmas or is it indicative of things to come?

            We had a lovely quiet time together at home with mother over the Christmas days. Everyone was in good spirits and Edith was showered with presents to which she responded with great enthusiasm and admirable grace. Mother has skilfully planned everyone’s future lives in the gentlest possible way, but it looks as if Vera and Edith will return to live with her, once Marion and I are settled. I’m sure it will be good for both mother and Vera, providing they don’t spend all day and every day at each other’s throats! Mother is too sensible for that and is quite capable of dealing with Vera’s outbursts. She has had many years of practise.

            London is slowly getting back to normal but there are still major shortages of food and clothing and our lives remain dominated by the ration book! It’s easier for those living in the country in more rural environments as they have easier access to meat, eggs and fresh vegetables, all the items we crave. I can’t quite imagine what it must be like for you living in a small Italian town with the war over with no longer much to do. I suspect it’s both frustrating and depressing. Never mind, we’re all longing to see you again to help us restart our lives.

            Just before Christmas, Sheila and I went to see a wonderful new film called ‘Brief Encounter’, based on Noel Coward’s play ‘Still Lives’, starring Trevor Howard and Celia Johnson. Goodness it really took my breath away. A man and woman, both married, meeting initially on a railway station, probably not consummated but the script keeps you guessing, with Rachmaninov’s Second Piano Concerto racing away in the background. I am sure you would love it and I’d be more than happy to see it again with you.

            Do let us know as soon as you have any news as to when they might be letting you go free. I really can’t imagine it can be much longer, but the politicians are clearly planning a staged return because of the acknowledged difficulties of suddenly returning so many men, some of whom have been destabilised by their war experiences, back to civilian life and at the same time trying to re-engage with the workforce. All very difficult.

            With much love, 

            Yours as ever, Snowy
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         Joanna’s Journal: January 7, 1946

         
            So now he is calling himself John. He will probably be deeply upset about my comment in the letter, but I do find it rather odd. He was christened Denis Jack, but has never been called Denis, only occasionally Jack and usually Johnnie because that is what his mother called him. I remember the conversation we had when he left me at the gate of Uncle Fred’s house in Skeena Hill – we agreed that he had grown up and would now be Jack, his proper, given name – because he’d grown up. And then everything changes, so that most of the war he is back to being Johnnie, the maternal diminutive. But then on the Christmas cards he is John. So, as I sit here thinking to myself, trying to make sense of his world with this pageant of names, I wonder whether I’ve married more than one person – maybe as many as three! But which one is he? Perhaps he is all of them, which gives him the freedom to change according to the day, the mood or the situation or who he is talking to. Does he toil in this world as a flexible persona? I remember reading about multiple personality disorder in the psychology book that Johnnie gave me several Christmas’s ago. First described by Dr Charcot in Paris at the end of the last century. He thought it might have evolved as a mechanism for dealing with, or attempting to obliterate, painful memories of childhood trauma?

            I can’t stop thinking about ‘Brief Encounter’. Maybe that is how our relationship should have been? Passionate, risky but time-limited! Perhaps it was not meant to survive? Now we have survived, maybe we are struggling to find a future that was never part of the divine vision? These are dangerous meanderings, which I should discontinue forthwith.

            I read an article in the Tribune a few weeks ago by George Orwell – ‘You and the atomic bomb’. Following Hiroshima and Nagasaki last August, I pushed it to the back of my mind but for Orwell it remained a deeply worrying and relevant issue for the present and immediate future. He had made a somewhat fanciful prediction that such a weapon could have disposed of all of us within the next five years. Orwell warned about ‘a peace that is no peace’ and invented the concept of a permanent ‘cold war’ with Russia. Only a few months ago we had been Allies against Nazi Germany, but this would be an ideological and a political confrontation between East and West which Orwell believed could have profound implications and damaging to the chances of enduring peace in Europe. I will discuss with Johnnie when he gets home, but I have no idea as to whether he will agree with Orwell. It seems terribly sad, that having journeyed through six years of devastating war, we seem to have learnt little about the benefits of peaceful coexistence. I can anticipate that the first question that Johnnie will have will relate to George Orwell’s contribution – was he just sitting on his backside drafting clever essays and newspaper columns while the rest of us were risking our lives doing real work and defending the nation? Well as it happens, I have managed to find the answer. Orwell was keen to join the regular army right at the beginning of the war but was turned down on grounds of poor health, presumably his tuberculosis. He soon became a Sergeant in the Home Guard and was based in St John’s Wood, a role which he continued throughout the war. It certainly seems that he did his bit, in addition to editing the Tribune!

         

         [image: ]

         ‘Mother, the post has arrived.’

         Joanna ran down the hall to collect a few letters that had landed on the doormat.

         ’There’s a letter for you from George, there’s one from Johnnie and another for me with foreign stamps on it which I do not recognise.’

         She took all the letters into her mother’s sitting room where they sat and read them together.

         ‘George sounds full of beans and very much enjoying his new teaching job in Canon Frome. My delightful grandchildren are evidently flourishing, both David and John doing well at school and Mary about to start any moment now.’

         Mother put George’s letter down and looked expectantly across at Joanna for an update from Johnnie.

         ‘Johnnie seems certain that he will be back in mid-February, he says around the 16th or 17th – that will be just grand. Though no chance of any compassionate leave or special posting back in England, so he will just have to wait his turn.’

         Joanna opened the second letter with foreign stamps.

         ‘I have no idea where this other letter comes from – the stamp has Helvetia on it – the writing on the envelope looks suspiciously like Ursula’s, but almost as if she’s trying to disguise her handwriting.’

         ‘What does the postmark tell you about where it comes from and when it was posted?’ Mother remembered Johnnie’s approach to detective work when the first two letters arrived from Ursula a few months ago. She handed Joanna a magnifying glass.

         ‘Zürich, and dated, 22.12.1945. Of course, Helvetia is the original Latin name for Switzerland. So, who could have posted this letter on 22 December in Zürich? It can’t possibly have been Ursula, as I’m sure it would be too difficult for her to leave Berlin at this time.’

         Joanna proceeded to open the letter and immediately went to the last page to find a signature and salutation – ‘From your dear friend, Ursula.’ She read it out loud to her mother and then proceeded to slowly read through the seven-page letter. She looked exhausted by the time she had got to the end and then folded the pages along their original creases and placed it neatly on the arm of the chair. She was too shocked to begin to relate its contents to her mother and too protective to hand over the entire letter before she had time to fully apprehend its contents.

         ‘Please tell me, darling, is it from Ursula? Did she escape to Switzerland?’

         ‘Yes, it is from Ursula, and I don’t know whether she’s escaped to Switzerland, but it seems the letter was written in Berlin on 8 December. I will give you a short summary of what she has to say and then when you feel strong enough you should read the entire letter which is a moving account of her life in Berlin over the last few months.’

         ‘Thank you, darling. I’ll do just as you say.’

         ‘She opens with a description of a partially destroyed Berlin now covered in snow. She regrets that Berlin has been divided into sectors, each supervised by a different Ally. Berliners spent several horrifying weeks during the early Russian occupation but following the arrival of the Americans and the British, some order was restored. She is now following the Nuremberg trials at the International Courts of Justice and anticipates that the outcome will be very difficult for Germans to manage.

         ‘She mentions the suicides of Hitler and Eva Braun and Göbbels and his family – there is obviously no love lost there! She talks about the Potsdam Conference last summer with Stalin, Churchill and Truman and the Victory Parade that took place in the middle where she met some English girls, secretaries at the conference, one of whom must have been the London courier of those first two letters that we received in September. And then, she acknowledges with real sadness, the exposés around the systematic murder of Jews and others in the death camps.

         Lastly, two terrible revelations. In the air raid in which Dieter died, she lost her right arm – that was her injury – and the reason why her handwriting has changed, is because she now writes with her left hand. And secondly, she revealed that her father had died two years ago in November 1943, but she says the circumstances are, in her words, “too terrible for me to even contemplate writing the words that would describe what happened”.’

         Joanna stopped there, emotionally and physically exhausted.

         ‘Thank you darling. I will read Ursula’s letter, but I shall leave it for another day. Do you have any idea as to how the letter travelled from Berlin to Zürich and then to London?’

         When Joanna had first taken the letter out of the envelope, she had noticed that there was an additional ‘traveller’ accompanying the letter, what looked like a business card, which she now took out and read out loud for the first time.

         
            My dear Joanna, I thought I should add a brief word of explanation. Ursula sent this letter in an envelope addressed to you in London, to my home in Zürich, inside a second envelope which was of course addressed to me. It is possible to send letters from Berlin to Zürich because we are a neutral country. It was then easy for me to attach a Swiss stamp and send the letter on to you in London. Please find my address on the other side of this card and be free to use it should you wish to respond to Ursula. With love and very best wishes, Ilush

            Perhaps you will remember me, Ursula’s cousin, when we met in Berlin in 1938.
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         BARI TO LONDON 1946

         So finally, the day came. Johnnie received the Notification of Impending Release on the 29 January 1946 which included the short testimonial from Colonel Gimlette, signed off on the same day. Within a week he attended the Assembly Centre at 98 (BR) General Hospital and was formerly Struck Off Strength (SOS) from the Central Mediterranean Force on

13 February and was sent on his way back to England on a train with fellow demob returners, where he was formally given the Notification of Release in Aldershot on 16 February 1946. The document confirmed that he had served a total of five years and 312 days in the British Army. The following day he proceeded on Terminal Leave which continued until 24 May, following which he was relegated to the Reserves.

         He was given the SOLDIERS RELEASE BOOK, which allowed him to claim weekly pay entitlements in the local Post Office up until the end of his terminal leave and contained a brief summary of his service record. He would also receive a war gratuity paid into his Post Office Savings Bank which was calculated at the rate of ten shillings per month of service, which for Johnnie this would be seventy months amounting to a sum of £35. The last page in the book, page thirteen, was a form entitled, CLAIM FOR DISABILITY PENSION – OTHER RANKS – MEN, with the following instructions.

         
            This form is to be used only if you claim to be suffering from a disability attributable to or aggravated by  WAR SERVICE. You may complete it at any time  WITHIN SIX MONTHS  after the date you ceased to draw service pay.

         

         The form was never completed and remained untouched at the back of the release book.

         The RELEASE LEAVE CERTIFICATE (Army Form X 202/A), also included the testimonial from Colonel Gimlette, again dated 29 January and written with a fountain pen in his fine hand but with two modifications – the final words in his sentence ending with ‘sober and tidy’ had been reversed to ‘tidy and sober’, and the question mark before the word ‘intelligent’ had been deleted. Johnnie had not seen the earlier version so would have been totally unaware that any editing had taken place. He would probably have been quite pleased to know that he had been upgraded – moved from the category of being possibly to definitely intelligent.

         And so that was it. Nothing more. No thanks, no debrief, no advice as to how to re-enter the real world – just goodbye and good luck! Bonny and Cyril were both set to follow on in Johnnie’s footsteps during the next few weeks and, after exchanging addresses and other contact details, they arranged to meet up at an appropriate time once they had settled back in Blighty and what might have begun to look more like normal life. But all agreed that these were strange times.
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         LONDON, 1946

         Johnnie arrived back in England in uniform, with a backpack, a side-pack and was carrying his Kit Bag, his trusty companions for more than five years and all showing wear and other signs of being well travelled, just like himself. He had given no warning as to exactly when he expected to be home and had made up his mind that he wanted to avoid any sort of welcoming party until he had fully dissociated himself from his former life as a serviceman.

         He had it all planned. He would arrive at Joanna’s home in North Cheam at precisely the time that he expected her to be returning from a day at school, and most importantly would have by then adopted his new post-war, civilian persona. It was part of his strategy, well thought through during the journey home from Bari. The plan would allow him to move forward discretely, yet optimistically, into a new future.

         Like all returning servicemen from abroad he presented himself at a Military Disembarkation Camp Unit and then through a Military Dispersal Unit (MDU), which for Johnnie were both located in Aldershot, the military garrison town, known universally as ‘Home to the British Army’. Release from military service involved the return of his service uniform, a cursory medical examination and receipt of a set of civilian clothes, namely the much-derided ‘demob suit’, in Johnnie’s case a grey two-piece pinstripe, together with underpants, two shirts and two collars, a tie, socks and a pair of black Oxford shoes. In addition, there were outer garments which included a raincoat and dark grey, felt trilby hat. Johnnie parted company with all other military issued possessions but decided, with permission, to take his old Kit Bag for which he had developed some affection – he persuaded the Corporal who had helped with the suit fitting at the MDU, to let him take a medium size, green canvas suitcase with rather elegant brown leather corners (he recognised the label inside naming Papworth Industries as its manufacturer – a working sanatorium for TB sufferers near Cambridge) so that he could transport the smaller articles of clothing and his folded flattened Kit Bag back home, although he wore the other main items of clothing to support the new persona.

         With the Release Documents signed and sealed, his Soldier’s Release Book placed safely in the inside pocket of his suit jacket and a train ticket to London, he left the MDU and formally started on a period of about ninety days demobilisation paid leave. Why the Kit Bag you may ask? As a young boy growing up after the Great War, he had been surrounded by older brothers and sisters, none of whom had served in the war except Ernie, the husband of his eldest sister, Madge, who was at least fifteen or twenty years older than himself. Ernie, shot through both thighs in the war, created a legend around himself as the most charismatic, singing milkman in south-west London. Ernie would sing to Johnnie, even before he started school, usually songs from the trenches, a favourite being, Pack up your troubles.

         
            
               Pack up your troubles in your old Kit Bag 

               And smile, smile, smile,

               While you’ve a lucifer to light your fag, 

               Smile, boys, that’s the style.

               What’s the use of worrying? It never was worthwhile,

               So, pack up your troubles in your old Kit Bag 

               And smile, smile, smile.

            

         

         By the time Johnnie was conscripted in 1940, the song was deeply embedded in his consciousness. It not only evoked memories of his childhood, sitting on Ernie’s lap in the scullery at home, but the song had been reinstated already as an anthem for those serving in World War II. But more than that, he was attracted by the moral of the story that troubles could be packaged, buried and sealed away in an inert space such that the burden would be lightened, and smiles would immediately spring to the face of the bearer.

         As he walked unhurriedly along Lynmouth Avenue towards Joanna’s house, he thought about the last five or six years of his life and wondered where they had gone. He felt good about losing his identity as a serviceman, the ill-fitting demob suit and hat helped, but as he travelled on the train to London from Aldershot, along with hundreds of other ex-servicemen wearing similar outfits, it occurred to him that he had just exchanged one uniform for another. It was either a grey suit, a blue suit or a brown suit.

         He would spend the evening at home with Joanna and her mother and then the following day he planned to travel to his own former home and visit his mother and hopefully see May and Stanley, who he assumed were still living with her. But he was frightened. Despite his abhorrence of war and the mental and physical discomfort he had experienced during his time in the Queen’s and the RAMC, he realised that the inherent safe structure of that life was no longer there, and it was very much ‘over to you, old boy’, to make yourself a new life. He had Joanna and he knew, at least he thought he knew, he could rely on her to get him through the next few months. Once he had a job, he would regain confidence and self-esteem, and they would be able to afford to get their own place, initially a rented flat, he thought. It would be the foundations of a new structure.

         It was a mid-February wintry evening and dusk was already sweeping away the end of the day when Johnnie turned the final bend in the Avenue. He looked down towards Joanna’s house and was surprised to see a lone figure looking out over the garden gate. Still some distance away, he was not certain who it was, so just kept walking at the same pace and until he was sure it was Joanna.

         ‘It can’t be Joanna,’ he thought to himself. ‘It’s too early. She should still be on her way home from school.’

         She looked in his direction. It was definitely Joanna, but it was obvious that she did not recognise him. He struggled to work out what was going on. And then he realised that it was not a school day – it was Saturday. He had lost count of the days during his journey home.

         His pace quickened and was soon standing before her in front of the gate. It was only when he removed his hat that she realised who it was. He felt like a foreigner, an impostor, almost an intruder.

         ‘Goodness Johnnie, it’s you. I didn’t recognise you. I was looking out for someone in army uniform with a Kit Bag and packs, but all that has gone.’

         She flung her arms around him across the gate and gave him a warm, loving embrace. ‘You’re home darling. At last, you are home. I shall never let you go again. Promise!’ These were not random words. She had prepared herself for this greeting.

         ‘You can’t believe how relieved I am to be out – and never going back. It’ll be a new start.’

         She took the suitcase from him, surprised that it was not heavier, and together they climbed the path up to the front door which she had left half-open. Johnnie did not replace his hat, keeping it discreetly by his side.

         ‘Mummy, mummy, look who’s here. Johnnie’s back.’

         Joanna’s mother left her chair and immediately came into the hallway to greet her long lost son-in-law.

         ‘My dear boy. How are you? You look well, but heavens above, I would never have recognised you in that suit.’

         She turned him around to make a complete inspection and immediately noted the sagging shoulders and the ever so slightly long sleeves.

         ‘This jacket is thirty-eight Long – you must be thirty-eight Reg, I’m sure. Or maybe closer to thirty-seven? I’ll have that sorted out in no time.’

         ‘That’s unbelievably kind of you. But the Corporal in the MDU thought it was fine.’

         ‘What does he know? I have spent the last thirty years as a seamstress and tailor. If you take off your jacket and leave it with me, I’ll do it this evening, so it’ll be ready and pressed for you in the morning.’

         She did a few quick measurements across his shoulders, pinned the sleeves to the correct length and then told him to take off his jacket. Johnnie inspected her sitting room through the open door and reminded himself of the bookshelves, sideboard, side tables and other surfaces that were home to so many beloved items of memory. Endless photographs of children, grandchildren, great aunts and uncles and parents and grandparents extending back for at least two or three generations. The framed reproduction on blue paper of Durer’s Praying Hands and the walnut-cased Art Deco mantel clock that sat proudly above the open coal fire. Nothing had changed. He stood there transfixed waiting for the hour hand to reach twelve and for the clock to strike out. He waited for one, maybe two minutes, but still the clock was silent.

         ‘What has happened to the clock, mother? It seems to have lost its voice.’

         Johnnie seemed perturbed.

         ‘Oh, yes! Goodness! I disabled the chimes a couple of years ago – it must have been while you were away – I realised that I was getting old and the time was passing quickly, and that was something I no longer needed to be reminded about.’

         Johnnie understood immediately – he had lost the last five years. If only he could have stopped the clock chiming.

         ‘You two go next door and find something to eat. I’ve had my supper and I’m sure you’ve got a lot to talk about.’

         It was strange to be back. The house was ghostly quiet. Marion had moved out just a couple of weeks back and was now with Neville in Devon, planning their wedding in the local village church, which was imminent. The family would be invited to the Devon wedding, but she had said goodbye to London for ever. Joanna updated Johnnie on the arrangements at home and relayed her mother’s decision about the staged return of Vera and Edith, once they were settled in their own place.

         ‘So tomorrow we will have a quiet day. Let’s go to church in the morning so everyone can see that you’re back safe and sound, and then maybe we’ll take a walk in the afternoon, perhaps over to Richmond Park.’

         Joanna had correctly assessed that Johnnie would want to re-acclimatise gently with the least amount of personal perturbation and resultant stress.

         ‘That sounds fine. I imagine you’re back at school on Monday, so I thought I would go over to Southfields and visit mother and hopefully see May and Stanley.’

         ‘That sounds a grand idea. And maybe we could meet up in the West End later in the day and have something to eat in our favourite spot in the Strand?’

         ‘That would be nice.’

         Johnnie had not done anything like that with Joanna for years. London had become a foreign territory.

         ‘I’ll see if I can get some tickets for a show.’

         She was doing everything she could to normalise their lives.

         They ate supper together and assembled a rough working agenda for their discussions over the next two or three days. They agreed that they should move out as soon as possible, probably somewhere in south-west London like Putney, which would be close to where Joanna was working and give Johnnie a focus when looking for a job. They looked through the pamphlet that Johnnie had been given as he was processed in Aldershot, Release and Resettlement – An explanation of your position and rights, which was issued by His Majesty’s Government to all serving members of HM forces. Joanna was fascinated by the table that occupied two pages in the centre of the booklet, which enabled servicemen to compute the Age and Service Group Number, based on date of birth and the date when the individual joined up. The order of release ranged between one and seventy-five, the lower the number the earlier the release – Johnnie’s number was twenty-six which they could see from the table was computed from his date of birth, 1914, on the vertical axis and the month of commencement of service, July 1940, on the horizontal, which accounted for his relatively early release in 1946, as others would be delayed until much later that year. They also read through the section on the Reinstatement in Civil Employment Act, 1944 which explained a soldier’s rights to go back to a former employer and ask for his job back. At this point Johnnie had an idea which he kept himself.

         ‘And once all that is settled, then maybe we should talk about children?’

         Joanna said this with a loving smile on her face and then took his hand and gave it a squeeze. She was optimistic that Johnnie was embracing change and beginning to demonstrate a willingness to move on.

         They talked away the evening, just as they would have done before Johnnie was sent to war. He was gradually finding his voice, a different voice than the one that he used in North Africa and Italy and providing the topic of conversation focused on the future, not the past, he was content. Joanna told him about Ursula’s letter that had arrived recently through a circuitous route and gave him the bare bones of its content.

         He took the facts as presented and showed little outward sign of surprise, although was profoundly shocked by the unveiling of her dreadful injury and the loss of her father earlier in the war. He could almost hear the explosion, feel the pulse of the pressure wave and could smell the mix of spent explosives, the burning and the ballooning clouds of smoke. A shudder of intense fear rushed through him. He had seen it all before. And then he remembered that she had lost her beloved Dieter as well.

         Sunday was a peaceful day. A day of peace. Johnnie opened his demob suitcase, removed his trusty old Kit Bag, placed the unused items of clothing in one of the ‘tallboy’ drawers in the bedroom at the front of the house that he was now sharing with Joanna, and then one by one took out the small number of possessions, many of which had been his companions from the day he sailed away from the Port of Liverpool on RMS Franconia. He thumbed through some of the early pages of his notebook, but stopped when he came to Tunisia and Enfidaville, and decided to leave it for another day.

         His leather-bound Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, frustratingly devoid of a publication date, but if asked would always say it was a version from around 1870. It had travelled with him throughout and at times of despair had given him great strength. Bundled up together were Joanna’s many letters that had remained with him throughout his travels, at least six piles of letters and aerogrammes, each secured by a cruciate retainer of knotted string and methodically assembled in date order. He was tempted to sample them again but resisted. That would be for another day.

         There was an envelope of photographs which he had picked up during his travels, mainly gifts from RAMC chums but also the portrait of himself outside the hospital in Bari of which he was most fond. There was a second envelope which he had sealed and written the word Eagle, where you would normally write the address. He had no intention whatsoever of revisiting its contents at that time. He had also kept most of the broadcast scripts which he had typed and then copied on the Gestetner. He thought there might be a moment when he would show them to Joanna. But currently, they ceased to hold any interest. He took a cursory glance at the New Testament, bound in a polished olive wood cover, that he had acquired in Tripoli, but was curiously surprised to rediscover the red and indigo Afrika Corps logo stamped on the flyleaf as he opened the book.

         In the week running up to Christmas, he had taken a trip alone into Bari Vecchio to search for a Christmas present for Joanna. He went to a jewellers that he had visited on several occasions in the past but had never ventured further than the shop window. This might be his last opportunity before leaving Bari for ever. He bought a cameo brooch, which the shop owner said convincingly was from the great centre in Naples, Torre del Greco and a polished, glassy, red coral necklace. Both were wrapped in tissue paper, undisturbed since the day of purchase. He had not decided when to present Joanna with these gifts, since Christmas was long gone.

         He went back to his Wordsworth, many of the pages being marked with a slip of newspaper as a signpost to favourites. He opened the book at the introductory page to a section entitled, Poems on the Naming of Places. The second poem in this section was, To Joanna. Johnnie read out the opening lines quietly to himself:

         
            
               Amid the smoke of cities did you pass

               The time of early youth; and there you learned, 

               From years of quiet industry, to love

               The living Beings by your own fireside,

               With such a strong devotion that your heart 

               Is slow to meet the sympathies of them 

               Who look upon the hills with tenderness, 

               And make dear friendships with the streams and groves.

            

         

         Johnnie saw some similarities between Wordsworth’s rural leanings, his birthplace in Cumberland, and his own family origins in West Sussex, and the two versions of Joanna who had more evident urban backgrounds. There was a longing in Wordsworth’s words which also appealed, although Johnnie recognised that Wordsworth’s Joanna was his wife’s youngest sister, Joanna Hutchinson and in all senses, way beyond his reach. There were times, perhaps since the very beginning, when Johnnie had similar feelings that his Joanna, may at times be beyond his.

         As planned, they attended the Sunday morning service at Joanna’s local Baptist church, walked through a wintry afternoon in Richmond Park and were early to bed in preparation for school on Monday for Joanna, and Johnnie’s return home as the prodigal son to find his mother. Wisely, or unwisely, Johnnie had sent no notice of his imminent arrival.
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         ‘Hello, who is it?’

         Johnnie recognised his mother’s voice which sounded coarser than he remembered and lacking in power.

         ‘It’s me, mother, Johnnie. I’m back. Home for good!’

         Johnnie had knelt down on the doorstep and was speaking directly through the open letterbox to make sure she could hear him.

         ‘Is that you, Johnnie? My hearing is not so good.’

         ‘Yes mother, it’s me. Take your time, there is no rush.’

         Johnnie was anxious that her recently acquired frailty might lead to a fall and his background in the RAMC had made him aware of the consequences that such an event could have for an elderly person.

         Johnnie could see through the open letterbox that she was struggling to get along the hallway and realised that she had aged markedly since he had seen her just six months ago. He immediately suspected that her health was deteriorating, and true to form, just like his father, that she had neglected to seek help. Eventually the door opened, and she immediately revealed her delight in seeing him and finding him looking so well. She took him through to the kitchen where she made a pot of tea and offered to provide some breakfast, but he reassured her that he had already eaten well. She gave him a brief account of May and Stanley, both of whom were still living at home, and said he would be able to see them when they returned from work later in the day.

         Once they had finished their tea, conversation seemed to run out of steam and eventually dried up. Johnnie explained that he had to do some errands later that morning for which he would require his bicycle, hopefully still in the garden shed. Mother denied all knowledge of the bicycle, but Johnnie knew where to look and soon found it. It was in a rather dilapidated state. It had become the epicentre of an active community of spiders, cloaked in cobwebs that were peppered with desiccated half-eaten flies. The tyres were flat, the chain was off and there was a rich sprinkling of rust on the exposed metal surfaces. It was more than five years since he had touched it.

         He managed to manoeuvre the ancient beast out of the shed, dusted off the cobwebs, and then he flipped the bicycle over so that it was balanced at three points on the handlebars and the saddle. He found the pump, inflated the tyres, which magically held their pressure, and then loosened the rear spindle nuts, removed the chain case and repositioned the chain, dousing it with copious amounts of oil. Finally, he dripped more oil into the access points in the front and rear axles. With some pride he stood back, turned the pedals by hand and watched the rear wheel spin effortlessly into sublime motion.

         Lastly, he turned the bike back on its wheels with a view to assessing the brakes. He remembered that he had changed the rubbers on the brake callipers almost immediately before he was called up, so there was almost no wear whatsoever, and with some relief they functioned perfectly. The last part of the service process was to wipe over the handlebars and saddle with a damp cloth and remove the last traces of cobwebs from the frame. Johnnie gained a deep sense of satisfaction from the restoration of his traditional classic black Raleigh Roadster which he had brought back to life and would become a dependable friend again over the coming months.

         Johnnie didn’t tell his mother where he was going and she didn’t enquire. As he left, he reassured her that he would be back before the afternoon was out and that there would be more time for them to talk before May and Stanley came back. He knew he had to talk to her about health issues, but that would come later. He set off on his bike, which under the circumstances was performing extremely well, speeding along the Merton Road, cutting through Penwith Street, where Madge and Ernie lived, to Garratt Lane and then along Burntwood Lane to the hospital, less than two miles from his home in Astonville Street. The journey was completed in about fifteen minutes. He knew the route like the back of his hand and the destination was alarmingly familiar territory.

         He did not have an appointment but speculated that his former boss would be about to take his lunch break and might be able to find a moment to speak with him. Johnnie cycled right up to the hospital stores and leaned his bike against one of the storage sheds outside. A young lad, probably about fifteen, he thought, came out smoking a roll-up cigarette and set off in the direction of the canteen.

         ‘Excuse me, I wonder if you could help me?’

         ‘Yeah, sure mate. What’s your problem?’

         He talked while still on the move, obviously keen to get where he was going.

         ‘I’m looking for Mr Butterfield. Charlie Butterfield. He used to be the boss around here.’

         ‘Lunch. Charlie’s gone to lunch, mate. Back in about ’alf an hour.’

         ‘I’d like to have a quick word with him. Do you think that would be possible?’

         ‘Why don’t you go and sit in the waiting room, some people call it “the library”, just inside the door of the main admin building, over there.’

         He pointed to the austere Tudor-styled red brick construction across the grass.

         ‘I’ll tell him you’re there. Who shall I say it is?’

         ‘Johnnie. Johnnie Faraday. And thanks, you’ve been very kind.’

         Johnnie walked slowly across the grass, planning what he would say to Charlie when they met. The domineering, almost Gothic, dark oak doors reminded him of Wandsworth Prison. He turned the doorknob of the right-hand door, but it was firmly closed. Seeing a bell push on the side wall, he thought he would give it a try. After a minute or so the door opened, and he was invited to explain himself by an elderly gentleman who Johnnie thought must be part of the maintenance team as defined by his navy-blue boiler suit and flat hat.

         ‘So, you are here to see Mr Butterfield? Name?’

         ‘Faraday. Johnnie Faraday.’

         ‘Right take a seat in there and I’ll let you know when he’s back.’

         Johnnie walked around the dingy airless room which contained a random assortment of chairs, a low table covered with magazines of general interest, mostly weeks out of date, and a dozen or so rows of bookshelves containing, somewhat to his surprise, a selection of medical journals including the British Medical Journal, The Lancet and the British Journal of Psychiatry. Mostly they were in date order, although some of the more recent issues were spread randomly on a desk which was conveniently located near the bookshelves. This must be what the young lad had referred to as, ‘the library’.

         Johnnie picked up a recent issue of the British Journal of Psychiatry but having looked down the table of contents felt rather overwhelmed by the subject matter, unable to understand even the titles of many of the articles. He went on to look at a recent issue of The Lancet, dated 13 October 1945, just three or four months old, which was lying on top of a pile of other journals on the desk. He was immediately attracted to an article entitled, On Nothing in Particular, by Lord Moran MC, MD, obviously a distinguished physician and billed as current President of the Royal College of Physicians. Johnnie recognised the name. Who on earth was Lord Moran, he asked himself? He tortured and tested his powers of recollection.

         Of course, Lord Moran was Churchill’s doctor. Churchill had made a flying visit to Tunisia in December 1943, after the defeat of the Axis Forces at the end of the North African Campaign, by which time Johnnie had seen Salerno and was in hospital again in Caserta. The Prime Minister contracted a nasty bout of pneumonia which had caused great concern for Lord Moran and his other medical advisers, including the distinguished chest physician, Dr Guy Scadding who was serving in the RAMC.

         Johnnie was losing interest in what he judged was a somewhat supercilious address by Moran to a group of female medical students just starting out at The London School of Medicine for Women, but as he turned the page over to read the final paragraph, Johnnie’s eyes fell on the title of the next article in the journal, MILITARY PSYCHIATRIC CASUALTIES: EXPERIENCE WITH 12,000 CASES. HAROLD PALMER, MD, MRCP, DPM, Lt Col RAMC. He immediately recognised the name of the author – it was his ‘trick cyclist’, first in Tripoli and then again in Caserta. Johnnie immediately assumed that he must have been one of the 12,000 cases but was reassured to find that there was no attempt in the article to identify or to discuss individuals. But how could it be exactly 12,000 cases – it seemed most unlikely – had he made it up? Johnnie wouldn’t have put it past him.

         The paper began – Two-thirds of psychiatric battle casualties are due to impaired or broken morale. The successful rehabilitation of morale follows the principles of good ‘man management’.

         He skimmed the article to see whether it made any sense to him but soon got lost in Palmer’s detailed classification of battle reactions into nine syndromes although he was interested to see that panic reactions constituted 65% and anguish reactions 35% of the cases he reported. Palmer listed some of the physical and mental symptoms that he had witnessed, some of which resonated with Johnnie’s own experiences, but not all. And then he started to feel intense discomfort which tortured his soul. The bursts and the blasts came rushing back in a mental storm that caused him to physically vibrate. Just reading the words had triggered the memories. He had to stop this tirade of thoughts, otherwise he feared complete disintegration.

         While lost in a world of torpid recollections, Johnnie’s turmoil was suddenly interrupted, and then halted by the sound of a latch lifting and the soft squeal of an opening door, followed immediately by the entrance of his former boss, Charlie Butterfield, grinning from ear to ear.

         ‘Johnnie Faraday! Well blow me down, what are you doing here? Not looking for your old job back by any chance?’

         Johnnie warmed to his hospitable Yorkshire tones and snapped out of his nightmare.

         ‘Mr Butterfield, it’s a pleasure to see you. So, we both survived the war!’

         Charlie seemed to have developed a rather fuller profile during the past five or six years which, combined with his glowing ruddy cheeks, and an unusually loud, yellow-brown check suit, he had unwittingly taken on the persona of Billy Bunter, the schoolboy star of the magazine, The Magnet. Charlie must have had a good war, Johnnie thought to himself.

         ‘Indeed lad, we did. Now, I don’t want you quoting the Reinstatement in Civil Employment Act or whatever it’s called, at me. As it happens, we may have some opportunities coming up. But you’re too good to be a stores porter. Tell me what you did in the war.’

         ‘Started in the infantry – Queen’s Royal Regiment, then trained as a nursing orderly in the RAMC and served in North Africa and Italy – ended up as a clerk in the administration of a large military hospital in Bari.’

         ‘My God lad, you’ll be wanting my job before we know where we are!’

         He gave Johnnie another broad smile.

         ‘Look, I’d love to have yeh back, in one form or another, and if you present yourself at this building on Monday week, at 9 o’clock sharp, we will do a bit of an interview and see what might suit you best. I can’t say more than that. But no promises though!’ He gave Johnnie a reassuring wink.

         ‘Thank you very much Mr Butterfield. I am most grateful.’

         ‘Charlie is the name. I’ll see you Monday week then.’

         Johnnie cycled back home to have tea with his mother and did his best to understand what had happened to her health. She had lost weight, was not eating, and was just fading away. He was not sure of her age, something she never discussed, but thought she was probably born in 1877, which would make her about sixty-nine. Certainly not the time to give up. He did everything he could to coax her to visit the local doctor, but she refused all attempts at reasonable persuasion. Before long, his brother and sister returned from work, both of whom were pleased to see him but shared his concern about their mother’s health and were exasperated by their repeated attempts to encourage her to get help.

         May was progressing her career in the Civil Service, Stanley was working as a bus conductor on the 39 Bus Route, which started its journey close by, near Southfields Station. From what Johnnie could gather, he was also still working hard to support the profitability of his ‘local’, the Park Tavern. Johnnie returned his newly refurbished bicycle to the garden shed, said his farewells, and took the District Line train to central London to meet Joanna in the Strand, as arranged.

         And so, the days passed without incident. Johnnie wrote some letters to his erstwhile army pals, but except for Cyril, with whom he continued a friendship during those early months of demobilisation, the others ceased to generate a sustained interest and the lines of communication just faded away. Although Joanna was fully engaged with her job as a primary school teacher in Putney, she began to search for a flat where they could start married life properly together. Johnnie eventually told her about his visit to Springfield Hospital and the upcoming ’interview’. She was not overwhelmed by the idea of him going back to being a stores porter, but Johnnie had been cautiously optimistic that he thought his old boss might be able to find him something more interesting as a springboard to even greater things. He had also explored the possibility of getting some more basic qualifications in English and Arithmetic, as increasingly he felt this was becoming a barrier to getting any sort of reasonable administrative job. The training he had received in Bari – typing and other office skills, managing the bed state, some financial experience, and other administrative tasks – might begin to make him into a more attractive employment prospect as say, a hospital administrator.

         After several weeks at home Johnnie took himself off to the local barbers in Morden for a haircut. Nearly six years in the Army had persuaded him that short back and sides was not only a good look in the military but was essential for the modern man about town, particularly the business professional. As he sat in the barber’s chair, shrouded from the neck in the traditional cotton cape, he watched his flaxen locks fall to the floor as the barber worked quickly on the back and sides with electric clippers and finally finishing the job with scissors, trimming around the edges and cutting back the front fringe to prevent it from falling in his eyes. He liked the sharp look but regretted the loss of his fine floppy, gilded hair.
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            28 February 1946

            Dearest Ushi,

            I am writing to let you know that I have now received three letters from you, the first of which I believe must have been brought to England by one of the girls you met at the Victory Parade during the Potsdam Conference and then two arrived later via Zürich with an explanatory note from your cousin, Ilush.

            I am so sorry that you have had such a terrible time. Your life in Berlin during the last years sounds impossible. I am amazed that you and your mother have endured this assault on your lives. We were so sad to hear about your loss of Dieter, which must have been devastating and about the earlier death of your father, but we were also desperately upset about your own serious injury. We all of us thank God that you have survived, and I am so looking forward to being able to see you once again in person. To talk about the horrors of these last years. As you will no doubt have seen, I accepted Ilush’s generous offer and have sent these letters to you by way of her home in Zürich. I only hope it works as well from England to Germany, as it did in the opposite direction. Even before I knew about this opportunity of connecting with you, I wrote three letters to you in 1944, one of which I wrote in my journal but have now copied out again for you, and two others which I wrote in March and August, hoping to find a way of getting them to Berlin.

            Johnnie finally got home from Italy just two weeks ago. He is out of uniform, physically unharmed, actively looking for a job and we are planning to find a flat together which will be convenient both for my school in Putney and for his work, wherever that might be, hopefully close by. Wonderful as it is to have him back, it does feel strange and we are both trying hard to rebuild a future together, but it is not easy and the war has changed him, I fear – not for the better.

            Mother seems to be doing well and there is no sign of any recurrence of her previous stomach problem. Marion has left home and will be getting married in Devon soon and Vera and her beautiful daughter Edith, now just four years old, will move back in with mummy as soon as Johnnie and I have left. Edith’s father seems to have disappeared off the face of the earth, and we know now that he never had any intention of marrying Vera.

            I’m optimistic that we will be able to write to each other more often, initially through the Zürich connection but hopefully through the direct postal system, which I have been told may be back in place sometime next year.

            Please send our warmest love to your dear mother, and I am so looking forward to seeing you again, my dearest friend,

            With much love, Joanna

         

         When Joanna had finished writing this most recent letter, she placed it along with the other three into an envelope and addressed this to Ursula’s home in Berlin. She then put this envelope, into a slightly larger one addressed to Ilush in Zürich, and wrote a brief note thanking her for acting as an intermediary. The following morning, she would take it to the post office to get it weighed to ensure that she purchased the appropriate stamps for Switzerland.
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         Joanna was drinking tea in her mother’s sitting room, when she heard the front door open and then close again.

         ‘Johnnie, is that you? I am having a cup of tea with mother. Come and join us.’

         Joanna called out loudly to him, having only arrived back from school about twenty minutes previously and was keen to share her news. Johnnie presented himself at the door and was obviously pleased to be home.

         ‘My goodness, you look smart. I had forgotten that you were going for a haircut. Mind you, it is a shame you’ve lost most of that lovely blond hair. Let’s hope for a good summer.’

         Joanna poured him a cup of tea and he joined them in an armchair around the fire, which was burning gently providing a welcoming warmth and a soft orange glow. When Joanna took a closer look, she realised that he had a white flash of hair in his forelock which was now more evident because of the sharper contrast with the darker tones of the new growth. It reminded her of a badger. Mother did not seem to have noticed and Joanna decided not to mention it, but she did just wonder whether it could have arisen as a reaction to stress. She remembered from her studies in psychology and the physical responses to stress, that it was said that Queen Marie Antoinette’s hair went white the night before she went to the guillotine – hence the Marie Antoinette Syndrome. Probably just a fable that had trickled down the centuries, she thought.

         ‘So, I have some good news for us.’

         Johnnie could see that Joanna was looking extremely excited but was mystified as to what this good news might be.

         ‘Well, come on. Spill the beans.’

         ‘After school today, I had a look at a flat in Putney. I thought it was grand. It’s on the ground floor of a beautiful house, has two bedrooms and a sitting room which overlooks a beautiful, well kept, garden – and we would have our own private patio, so we could sit outside.’

         ‘You don’t think it is a bit premature until we know where I shall be working? Where is it anyway?’

         ‘Gwendolen Avenue. It is only about a ten-minute walk to St Mary’s Primary School, so it would be perfect for me. But you’re right, we do need to know where you will be, and I have asked the Estate Agent to hold it for a week or so before we need to make up our minds. Fortunately, he has two children at the school, so I think he will be very helpful to us.’

         Joanna gave Johnnie a knowing smile.

         ‘That sounds fine. I hope it’s not too expensive.’

         Johnnie was not quite ready for future financial planning.

         ‘I think we’ll manage. You will have your demob pay for another couple of months and you’ve got the war gratuity which will keep us ticking over, and of course I have my salary. And there is a delightful man living next door who welcomed me like a long-lost friend. He is absolutely tiny – his name is Gordon and he said he was a jockey – I believe he is quite famous.’

         Johnnie recovered from his initial panic response to change and thought about his interview next week. Charlie did seem quite keen to get him back and he could certainly cycle from that flat to the hospital in less than half an hour. He started to mentally plot the route he would take.

         ‘Well, perhaps we should go over in the next day or so and have a look at it together.’

         He decided not to mention his upcoming interview but to wait until closer to the date or even after he knew the result.

         At that moment Johnnie was beginning to get a glimmer of some sort of future. They would find a place where they could live independently, perhaps a job with some prospects and finally, he felt he was beginning to generate the energy to engage again with education. Perhaps this time doing something that would be really making a difference to his future. He knew he wasn’t stupid – his commanding officer thought he might be intelligent, and Charlie seemed willing to give him a chance, and even his old boss to the ink factory, Mr Leonard, had constantly encouraged him to push himself and be more ambitious. May and Ralph, his elder sister and brother, had flourished both in school and work, and Joanna seemed never to have had the doubts about herself with which he was constantly burdened.

         And he hadn’t failed to notice that Joanna was proposing a two-bedroomed flat – it was not difficult to understand how her mind was working. Curiously, despite the terrible burden of recent memories and their inherent stories of death and destruction, he felt strangely restored, at least at that moment. Once they had seen the flat and his interview was behind him, he would register for some basic City and Guilds courses; certainly, English and Arithmetic in the first instance.

      
   


   
      
         
            EPILOGUE

            LONDON, 4 MARCH 1946

         

         Before leaving home that Monday morning, Joanna took from her desk drawer the only letter of Johnnie’s that she had retained. When he went back to Italy the previous September, she had destroyed all his letters – but this one. Why she had burnt them in the open grate at home that afternoon after seeing him off from Victoria Station to return to Bari, having watched the vaulted roof of the station fill with a swirling mix of smoke and steam, she did not know. Maybe she did not want to be reminded of the damage that she knew had occurred during the last four years. After all, those letters were frenetic outpourings from the heart, driven by a damaged inner self and filtered through a persistently troubled mind. He could not, would not, talk about the events that had finally disabled him and made him unfit for active service. She felt intuitively that it was the right thing to do.

         She knew about the ‘talking therapy’ pioneered by the renowned Dr Rivers during the Great War, but she was fearful of pushing too hard. So maybe the burning of letters, like the burning of books, was a naive attempt to extinguish the past; like the Nazis had burnt books, especially those written by Jews. Burning Johnnie’s letters might remove the hurt, sweep aside the horror and the misery and create a new substrate, a ‘black earth’, from which there could be vivacious growth, fresh thoughts and a brighter spirit. In a way it was easier not to enter those dark, dank caves of desperation. It was like starting again, almost as if nothing had happened during the intervening four years, as if they had never existed. Like painting over a finished canvas, to start a new work. By doing this they would be able to find each other again, to reclaim the deep warmth of their relationship and to normalise the bizarre existence that had been the last four years. And then she was worried that he might ask to see them. She was unsure whether that would be helpful or counter-productive and impede progress. She would say they were lost. But in her heart, she knew the strategy was fundamentally flawed.

         The heavy doors of the main building remained firmly closed. She looked up at the clock set high on the front wall above the imposing doors. There was still some time to wait, so she put the notebook back in her handbag, stood up and walked down the stone steps, back to the path and made her way across the grass to a garden bench located in an exposed position in the middle of a meticulously maintained lawn. The pointed daffodil leaves pushed through the closely cut turf, sheathed at their bases by a short, pale, fibrous scabbard, soon she thought to be bearing the characteristic golden trumpet-like blooms, announcing the veritable arrival of spring. Inevitably she thought again of Johnnie and his love of Wordsworth and the strength that it brought him at those moments of despair. But now, only the green bladed leaves were above ground. As the sun sluggishly penetrated the residual low-lying mist, she thought that she could see the spiked leaves lengthen. She fixed on two imposing cedars, almost certainly planted soon after the building had been erected. An elderly man was raking up leaves and other garden debris from the area beneath the majestic trees.

         ‘Of course,’ she thought to herself, ‘it is not just the farm where the patients work, but they must also deal with the gardens.’

         She would have liked to walk over and talk to the gardener and discover his story, but was cautious and decided against it.
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         Comfortably seated on the garden bench, handbag on her lap, she flipped open the clasp and took out the sole surviving flimsy, blue airmail letter. It was the letter he wrote immediately after leaving hospital in Italy, in May 1944, when he knew it was over. An examination by a military doctor re-classified him B1 – unfit for active service. No longer a nursing orderly, he had re-trained as a clerk in the General Hospital. He had not disclosed in any of his letters the circumstances which had led to this reclassification last autumn or during their conversations when he was on leave. And strangely Joanna had not asked for any further information, although she strongly suspected what the reasons were. The corners of the envelope had frayed but the inky blue writing, delivered with a firm hand from his treasured Parker fountain pen, remained clear and bright. He had sent the pen home on one occasion during the war for Joanna to arrange a repair and then return. It was and would remain his preferred writing implement. She started to read the letter again to herself:

         
            
        My Dear Snowy
      

            
        Darling – I do love you, and the more I think of you, the more I realise what a magnificent girl I have for a wife – yes, I’m very fortunate – and most happy.
      

            
        I never look upon you in the ordinary sense of ‘a wife’ – no, I think of you as the dearest person I know, and the greatest companion any man could wish for.
      

            
        I feel now – how easy it will be for me to tell you everything – from my profound love – right through, to the secret pains which life shares out to each of us. Yes, and I have some painful memories Snowy – memories, which are often hard to bear – yet, with you, I can speak as I would to God – you do understand – don’t you?
      

            
        We must live and live, thinking always the very best things in life – despite the sadness, which life can inflict upon us.
      

            
        My dear girl – life without you, would create nothing but a deathly numbness – but – you, and every dear thought of Snowy – says – be strong. God is sufficient – he remembers our weaknesses – always!
      

            
        Dear Snowy – I need you now – I’d love to speak to you, and, if this was possible how different life would be – Yes, I can see us together, as we were in May 41 – delving deep, and deeper, into the very core of our oneness – you remember Snowy?
      

            
        Of course, to a person who is really in search of truth – self condemnation and unworthiness have a peculiar habit of striking hard and deep – do you find this too Snowy? – Do you?
      

            
        Of course, it’s sometimes difficult to look back on past events with a true perspective – as we tend to judge the event with our present feelings – the feelings and atmosphere of more congenial surroundings – away from the fears and pain of battle – That’s so true isn’t it, Joanna?
      

            
        Snowy – after this little discourse I think I can hear you saying – ‘Well John – what’s done can’t be undone’ – Can I Snowy? However, it’s not quite so easy as all that – no, not when you’re of an extremely sensitive nature – Oh no!
      

            
        Beside me I have Wordsworth – and I’ve opened it at ‘Despondency Corrected’ – I’ll quote the opening lines:
      

            
               
          One adequate support
        

               
          For the calamities of mortal life 
        

               
          Exists – one only; an assured belief
        

               
          That the procession of our fate, howe’er 
        

               
          Sad and disturbed, is ordered by a 
        

               
          Being of infinite benevolence and power 
        

               
          Whose everlasting purposes embrace 
        

               
          All accidents, converting them to good.
        

            

         

         She read the words to herself, reassured that Johnnie’s faith appeared to have been rekindled, and hopefully was having a sustaining effect on stabilising his otherwise fragile mental state. She read on…

         
            
        Snowy – we can only turn to God and his love – and in so doing, acknowledge our weakness – Yes, the only solution.
      

            
        Darling – I’ve written and written – I perhaps I shouldn’t have done – but when I write to you Snowy, I talk as I would to God – do you understand? A thought that just crossed my mind – shall I send this letter, or should I destroy it?
      

            
        Darling – but let me say right now – that this love of ours, is above and beyond all else – yes; that’s God-given – unconquerable! My dear girl – I do hope I haven’t wearied you – but sometimes I must talk to you, as I never speak to others – see? If we were together alone – I should do the same as I’m doing now, as there’s nothing really extraordinary about it – is there Snowy?
      

            
        Snowy – you may think that this husband of yours, isn’t exactly a strong, silent man – no I agree – all I do claim is a profound love, which remains unshaken despite external and internal circumstances – yes, it’s a possession which God has given – isn’t it?
      

            
        Good night sweetheart, 
      

            
        Your very devoted, Johnnie
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         ‘When he came back, he was a different man from the one I married.’ She had not said this to herself or to anyone else before. The thought distressed her. She felt disloyal but fretted about the future. How would he be? How would they be? Could they ever find again that spirit that had driven them together?

         Then a most devastating thought followed. Perhaps they were not meant to have survived and then their love would have been lost with them? Dissipated in the dust. She fought with herself to reassemble a better vision of the future. She remembered the film, Brief Encounter – a celebration of transience.

         Joanna refolded the flimsy sheets of blue airmail paper, placed them back carefully in the envelope and returned it to her handbag, longing for a sign that this interminable waiting and watching might come to an end. He must have written this letter while he was still in the rehabilitation centre, she thought. She had no idea of the sort of care that he had received but guessed it could have been better. He had mentioned in passing, back in September, that the local Army psychiatrist had taken a robust opinionated stance on soldiers with mental problems – along the lines of, ‘pull yourself together young man and get back to the job in hand’. It was easy to see behind the mask, and maybe even hear words whispered, like ‘malingerer’. There must have been a fear that once ‘battle exhaustion’ was converted into something more serious, more enduring, and fully medicalised, then the entire esprit de corps of frontline troops might unravel. The danger of giving ‘shell shock’ a clinical legitimacy, an affliction that could have affected maybe half of those in active front-line combat and could have sent thousands of young men home at a time when the fog of war was beginning to lift, was judged to have the potential to be the most ludicrous ‘own goal’ ever entertained by the British Armed Services during active conflict.

         And then her thoughts flipped back several years back when Johnnie first told her about his job in the stores. Of all the possible places he could have worked – why at the Asylum? Was it chance or was there some other connection?

         The bold, weighty minute hand of the clock continued to describe its cyclical arc, punctuated by regular judders, as each minute was accomplished. Sometimes the judders generated an audible sound, a soft thudding sound, like a rodent gnawing rhythmically at a floorboard. There was something frightening about measured time. It was always time lost. Time which could never be reclaimed.

         Joanna left her thoughts and looked up again across to the great cedar, searching once more for the gardener. But he had finished his work, she remembered, and had departed. She gazed back across the lawn and saw that the host of daffodil spears were leaning off the vertical towards the rising sun which would soon flood the grass in golden abundance. She could have sworn that they had grown at least another half inch while she was distracted by Johnnie’s letter. And now the shallow angle of the morning sun was casting a long shadow for each leaf, which moved just a fraction in the light breeze. She was not sure what to do next. And then two events occurred together, a collision and then an explosion.

         She heard the heavy iron latch of the dark Gothic door open, followed by an early sighting of Johnnie smiling and shaking hands with a bulky middle-aged gentleman who she assumed must be Charlie Butterfield. But then, as the door closed behind him, he looked up and appeared to be blinded by the brilliant rising sun which blasted across the lawn throwing even darker and longer shadows of the multitude of leaning daffodil leaves, like blades cutting through the grass to reach the light.

         Johnnie raised both hands clutching his head and then covered his eyes to exclude glare. Once he had accommodated to the bright penetrating sunlight, he dropped his hands, shaking to see what had created the illusion of a battlefield of bayonets, pointing towards him. And then the sounds of street fighting in Enfidaville flooded back – the screams of men on the wrong end of a bayonet – wrapped in billows of black smoke and awful battle smells of death and destruction. The shaking lessened. He opened his eyes to find that a cloud had mercifully glided across like a lace curtain in front of the dazzling sun and brought temporary relief to his distorted vision. He turned and started running back up the stairs.

         ‘Johnnie, Johnnie, what are you doing? It’s me Joanna, I’ve been waiting for you. Come and sit with me on the bench.’

         He stopped when he heard her voice. Where was he? What was he doing? Lost again in the smoke of battle. She called again.

         He returned to the bottom of the steps and ran across the lawn avoiding the daffodil leaves but with the sounds of battle still ringing in his ears.

         ‘Johnnie. It’s me Joanna, I’ve been waiting for you. Come here and sit with me.’

         And with her voice, suddenly all was quiet again.

         ‘Joanna, darling. Thank goodness you came to find me. For those moments I was lost, trapped in memories and ridiculous visions. I think it must have been the brilliance of the sun just caught me at the wrong angle as I emerged from that dark, gloomy old building.’

         Joanna put her arms around him and held him tight while he readjusted to the material world. He sat down on the bench beside her and she waited until he had gathered his thoughts and was ready to speak.

         ‘I am so sorry about that. I can’t imagine what came over me. There is no light in that building. My pupils must have been so dilated that my eyes couldn’t cope with the intense glare of the low-angled sun when I came out.’

         He spoke with a strange sense of urgency – not quite in control. Eventually he began to recover.

         ‘So, how did it go?’

         ‘How did what go?’

         ‘I saw you smile at Mr Bunter… sorry I mean Butterfield.’

         Joanna delighted in the tease.

         Johnnie seemed fully returned to the present.

         ‘Well, I think…’ He paused. ‘He says he’ll take me back as his deputy. So, it is not perfect but it’s a job and a promotion.’

         ‘Well done, Johnnie. I am so pleased for you. When will you start?’

         ‘Right away. Next Monday if we can get organised.’

         ‘Then, shall I say “yes” to the flat in Putney? It’s very nice. You’ll love it.’

         ‘Yes, let’s take it. I shall probably be able to do the journey in about half an hour on the bike – which is fine.’

         They sat together for some more minutes enjoying the warmth of the fast-rising spring sun. Johnnie was pleased to be free of a demon, but knew there were others waiting, lurking, ready to pounce. But he was calm. There was a glimmer of a future. They could start to plan.

         ‘These are not perfect days, and I know I have a way to go – but we are alive.’

          

          

         FINIS
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