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Romance in 1941 was not easy for anyone, and yet the passions of maturing teenagers were as powerful and vibrant as at any time, before or since. Rebelling against the conventional morality of the 1940s, Tommy and Mary’s discovery of their passion for each other took them on a journey of exploration of their powerful sensuality.
This is the story of the development of their love and their relationship, leaving little to the imagination, set against the background of the war and the fear not only of the almost nightly bombing of their town but also the likelihood that Tommy will be called up into the Armed Forces. Living for the day, each passionate moment they had together was precious…
PART ONE
FRANCE. JUNE 1944
I looked around at the flat landscape as we drove through the countryside. At any other time and in any other circumstances, I do not doubt that driving through France would have been very pleasant. Now it was not. Sitting behind the wheel of a lorry specially designed to carry a forty millimeter anti-tank anti-aircraft gun was not where I wanted to be, particularly when at any time we might have to put it into action.
This S P gun had a six man of crew of which I was one. I was driver, bombardier and general dog’s body, someone who could be called on to take over any one of the positions of any crew member who was injured. There was only one man with us who ranked higher than me in that respect, and that was Sergeant Willis who knew everything about everything. The firing rate of our gun was one hundred and twenty rounds a minute, so if you hit a moving target like an airplane with one shell then you would hit it with at least another ten plus. Or, at least, that was the theory. Mounted on the back of lorries, these guns were called Self Propelled, ‘S P’ for short, and as we were driving along we were totally lost. I followed the two S Ps and a jeep that led the way with its two officers, a radio man and a driver.
Our object was to reach battery headquarters in the field and defend it from anything or anyone that felt inclined to take a pop at it, but it looked as though neither officer nor anyone else had the slightest idea where we were. After driving for some time, we were coming up to an area which had woods on the right of us and on the left a hedgerow of light leafy bushes with sapling trees.
So here I was driving along admiring the French country side when everything in front of me stopped abruptly. Not being too alert, I had to slam on my brakes, skidding to a halt with the barrel of the gun in front only inches from my windscreen. Sergeant Willis jumped down from the passenger seat giving me the evil eye.
“Watch it, Kearns,” he said looking past the S Ps in front to the head of our small convoy. “I’m going up front to see what’s happening.”
“Half asleep, were you?” asked Jimmy, who sat in one of the four seats immediately behind me.
“I was thinking of my beautiful Mary,” I lied.
“Yes you lucky sod. I wish I had a girl like Mary.”
“There is nothing wrong with Alice,” I told him. “She would be daft enough to swap with you and sit where you are right now, if she were let.”
“Yeah, tough too. She had that shopkeeper running scared for months, didn’t she?”
“Yes I remember it was his own fault. He should not have framed you,” I said.
“Right, and we ended up here anyway,” Jimmy said just as Sergeant Willis came back to the S P.
“We are right up by the front line,” he informed us. “We have to move up the road some more and turn around. The two S Ps in front will park with the woods as a backstop, and we will park along the hedge. When you move, don’t waste any time. Two German tanks and three lorries were spotted up ahead by the crossroads, but the spotters have lost track of them for the moment.
“Bloody great,” I said to Jimmy. “A crossroads in front of us and a crossroads behind us, and we had to come this way.”
We drove to our selected spot and turned to park close to the hedge, unclamping the barrel of the gun.
“How many rounds have you clipped?” Sergeant Willis asked me.
“I’m not sure. About two hundred, and we’ve no more clips to rack any more,” I told him
“All right. Break it out, and one man up on the gun as lookout.”
Jimmy gave me a hand to open up the ammo stored in boxes along each side S P and rack it next to the loader.
“You want to be careful,” I told Jimmy, knowing him from way back. “You’re going to get your hands dirty.”
“I’d sooner do this than stand up there waiting to get my bloody head shot off.”
“Oh, you can be motivated then?” I commented.
“That’s not motivation, it’s self preservation, and you know me, Tommy, I never volunteer for anything.”
“What amazes me is that you’re still getting away with the same stuff you did in Civvy Street. They didn’t call you Jimmy the Spiv for nothing.”
The officers had parked their jeep in the woods and gone further in to see the commander of the groups who were sitting inside the hedgerow and woods, watching what we were doing.
“Glad you’re here, mate. We can’t sort out those tanks with what we’ve got.”
“Well don’t let the sight of this peashooter fool you. If there are tanks out there, you’d best hope they are made out of tin because this ain’t a lot of good up against the latest ones.”
“Oh, thanks a lot, mate. You’re not one to inspire confidence, are you?”
“Just telling you how it is,” I told him. “If those tanks do show up, don’t just sit back. We are going to need every bit of help we can get.”
“In what way?” he asked.
“Got any bazookas?”
“That’s the section further up the road,” he answered.
“Well don’t take a lot of notice of me; I’m only the bombardier-come-driver,” I told him. “The sergeant is the guy with all the answers.”
“Didn’t I hear someone say you were lost?” he asked.
“Exactly,” I said. “But don’t blame my sergeant. He, like me, was just following the jeep.”
“You all ready Kearns?” Sergeant Willis quietly barked.
“Yes, Sergeant. Any chance of a brew?”
“Not until we find out where those tanks and lorries are, but we might have to pull out anyway. Just be ready.”
We checked the shells that we had racked, and then checked them again. ‘We could have had a brew up by now,’ I thought. ‘I wonder….?’
“Oh my god,” I heard Jimmy exclaim. We all looked to where Jimmy pointed, and saw the two German tanks that had broken cover and were coming across the field towards us.
“Get to your positions and keep low,” Sergeant Willis ordered.
I looked about us, and it seemed everyone had spotted the tanks at the same time as we did. They were all scrambling their own positions.
The tanks were in no hurry as they approached us, seemingly unaware of our presence as they had their gun turrets pointing at the road to the left of us and were running parallel with it, straight at us. Everyone had scrambled to their guns and sighted on the tanks. There was a series of gun layers shouting, “On, On, On,” as the tanks came to bear.
“New target left,” someone shouted as the three missing lorries came up the same road as we were on.
“Damn and blast it,” I heard Captain Harvey swear. “We’ll have to split the firepower.”
He went a little way towards the gun nearest the oncoming lorries.
“Sergeant Maxwell, you deal with the lorries and then turn back onto the tanks.”
By now the tanks were perilously close. My job with Jimmy, now that action was imminent, was to keep filling the clips with shells, alternating one of solid steel with one of high explosive, and pass them to the loader/shooter. Also, as I was in charge of the ordnance, keep a record of rounds spent.
“Fire.”
The noise was deafening as I watched, fascinated, as two hundred and forty shells a minute from two guns started to strike the first tank. It looked as though they were right on target as the shells struck between the turret and the body of the tank, which was believed to be the tank’s weakest part. The second tank was obscured by the first, so this tank took the full fury of the attack, but even so I was surprised to see the only way you could tell the tank was out of action was the turret lifted pretty much like a boiling kettle lifts the lid when boiling with steam emitting from it. It was over for that tank in seconds because, with a mighty explosion which shot skywards, the turret of the tank lifted into the air and tumbled over the side. Seconds later there was a mighty blast from the right of us, up the road from where the German lorries were. They had to be carrying ammo or petrol. The blast from them caught everyone.
Suddenly, for a moment, everything went totally quiet. A searing pain ripped through my head and I saw the ground coming up to meet me.
I cannot remember whether I felt Jimmy pick me up or heard something he said, but I do remember thinking, ‘This is stupid. Why is Jimmy running around carrying me over his shoulder?’
“Put me down, Jimmy. This is no time to be playing games. I’ll put you on a charge if you don’t cut it out.”
I was aware now that I was lying on the ground. Jimmy had hold of my lapels and was pulling me towards his face. I felt like a rag doll as he pulled me about.
“Shut up, Tommy. Shut up. I can’t make out what you’re saying anyway. Stay here and stay quiet until I come back for you. Do you hear me? Don’t move.”
Then he was gone and everything went black.
I woke to find I was lying behind a fallen tree trunk, my head pressed against it and half turned skywards. I was looking up through the trees at the way the sun glinted between the branches as they swayed in the wind. What am I doing here? I wondered, and as if in answer, an artillery shell exploded a short distance away. The ground shook, and dirt, grass, leaves and twigs rained down on me. I crouched closer into the tree trunk, which was only three or four inches higher than myself, as a stream of bullets rapidly stitched its way across the top of the tree trunk. Bark and wood splinters pitted my helmet and hit my face and hands as I covered my face for protection. Ow! Ow! Ow! I heard myself shouting. There was more automatic small arms fire ringing in my ears. I felt very confused and struggled to think what was going on and what I should do, but not a single coherent thought would come into my head. The racket of explosions, the lead buzzing and zipping through the leaves and branches of the trees around me, more dull whacks and thuds against the fallen tree trunk that I cowered behind went on for what seemed to be an eternity. In fact, it went on for so long that when it did stop I did not realise for a while what was happening.
All had gone quiet. I had no idea of how long I had been there, and no inclination to move. After a while, I heard something rustling and then the soft foot padding coming towards me. Something clicked in my ear, but my hearing had been badly affected by the explosions and I could not distinguish any sounds properly. Whoever it was that crept up on me sat somewhere above my head and lit up a cigarette. I looked up to see a soldier sitting hunched down behind the nearest tree to me.
He looked to be very much out of breath, panting as he leaned across and stuck the cigarette between my lips.
“Are you Ok?” he asked.
I pointed to my ears. “I can’t hear you. I think I’ve gone deaf, but I understand you,” I answered. I was watching his lips move, trying to work out the words, and I was having trouble talking as well, mumbling to myself.
“I don’t smoke,” I mumbled again, taking deep drags on the cigarette.
“No, it doesn’t look like,” he shouted. “What was all the ‘ow, ow’ shouting about then?”
“Those splinters hurt,” I answered easing myself up. “Where am I? What the hell happened?” He pushed down on my helmet, and as he did my jaw hurt like the very devil.
“Don’t show yourself,” he said and pointed past me at a mangled heap of metal on the road.
“You see that mess there? That’s what you and your crew were firing before it got hit. I didn’t think anyone survived. At least, I did not see anyone after a guy picked you up and carried you over here then went back to help some others. The Germans attacked through the woods and almost caught us off guard. I didn’t see any of your lot after that.”
I looked at the mess that was once a gun.
“I was on that? Was I? I don’t remember.”
“We can’t hang around here much longer,” he said, still shouting. “That attack might be over, but there could be another one any time.” He pointed back into the thick woods. “When I say, keep low and run dodging between the trees. Keep going until you come out the other side. Our lot should be there.”
“Do you think the krauts are still nearby then?” I asked, a little nervous to say the least.
“Probably just the other side of that log your hiding behind.”
“Bloody hell, mate,” I said waving my hands at the cigarette smoke. “And we’re sitting and lying here blowing smoke into the air” ‘Oh god,’ I thought. My face felt as though it were like a football on one side, and it hurt very much to talk or even swallow.
“Make your move when you’re ready,” he said.
I crawled out a little, pointing my head towards the woods, crawled a little further, and then I was up like a shot, running and zig-zagging for all I was worth.
Well, that was what I thought I was going to do, but it felt like I was running through treacle. It was like a bad dream. Invisible bonds were pulling me back. It took me forever to reach the first tree, and although the second only looked a foot from me, the invisible bonds were holding up my progress. I could hear loud, slow rustling in my ears; twigs boomed as they snapped under my feet. I started to yell loudly in my frustration, and I was grabbing at anything: tree trunks, branches, twigs, leaves, trying to heave myself forwards faster and faster, but my progress still seemed slow and sluggish until everything became blurred. I could no longer see or feel anything except swirls of a great whirlpool dragging me down, down into an ever-narrowing funnel. And then I just floated on the air in a blackness which seemed to last… forever.
There was a bright light shining onto my closed eyelids. For moment I thought I was at home in bed, until hands shook my shoulder, not roughly but enough to shake me awake. I felt as though I had just slept for hours.
“Ere, you all right, mate? Where were you running to then? Back to Blighty?” The voice sounded very distant.
I opened my eyes to stare up at the sun, which was shining warmly onto my face.
A medic knelt next to me. “How are you feeling?” he asked.
“You’ll have to speak up. He’s gone bloody deaf,” a familiar voice shouted.
I ran my hands over my body. Everything felt as though it was where it should be, undamaged. “Am I shot?” I asked.
“No, but your face is a bit of a mess. You’ve got wood splinters in your face and neck, and some blood coming from your ear. Don’t worry. It’s not too bad. We’ll get you back to the field hospital and we’ll fix you up as good as new.”
The medic wrote something on a scrap of paper and held it up for me to see. It read: Splinter injury. Loss of hearing. He then pinned it onto the lapel on my coat, and left.
I did not feel like getting up as I was quite comfortable where I was, just lying in the grass. I was aware of, even if I did not actually see them from my position flat on my back, other soldiers in trenches facing the way I just ran from. Someone nearby had opened their ‘A’ rations and was heating up bacon and sausages on a small tablet stove. The aroma was very distinctive, streaky bacon and bangers out of tins, which never failed to amaze me that such produce could be stored in a tin. The thought occurred to me that my girlfriend could have packed that tin. It was too much of an effort to say it out loud, although somehow I wanted to tell whoever it was doing the cooking.
“Come on, up you get.” The medic helped lift me by my arm and shoulders, and now I knew why I did not feel like moving. As I stood up, my knees buckled and I was one mass of nerves shaking from head to toe. I puked and puked a number of times, but felt better for it even though I saw and tasted blood. With another soldier’s help, I made it as far as a jeep, was loaded on, and then bumped up and down as it roared along a rough country road or path and away from what was known as the front line.
It was on this bumpy road that I started to realise that there was indeed something wrong with my face and mouth. Maybe by then the shock of what I had just been through was starting to wear off. I began to feel ill again. My gums and teeth on the right side of my jaw really hurt and smarted. I started to explore my mouth with my tongue and regretted it immediately as sharp points tore at my tongue. It felt as if I had an hedgehog stuffed between my teeth and gums, and I also felt that I had lost some molars from the bottom and top gums. When the medic had mentioned the splinters in my face, I had not realised it was as bad as that. I was tempted to put my hand up to my face and feel how bad it actually was, but I restrained myself. The bumping of the jeep would not help if I jolted whatever it was sticking out of my face. I felt really low, and more than a little scared.
* * * * *
I lay on a stretcher while a medic noted down my particulars.
“It will be some time before we can get to you, but I’ll give you something to help you relax. Try and get some sleep.”
I did fall into a sleep, a deep heavy sleep, and I struggled hard to come out of it as I heard a deep hollow echoing voice calling my name over and over.
“Tom Kearns,” the voice said. “Tommy Kearns,” the voice still persisted, until I opened my eyes to see my Captain leaning over me.
“Sir?” I asked. “What?”
He looked at me for a second or two. “I did not know if anyone had got out of that mess back there. Have you seen anyone else from your crew?”
“I haven’t seen any of my crew,” I answered, “But then I don’t remember anything that happened. I did see what was left of the Bofors gun. It was unrecognisable.”
“You all did all right: two tanks, an armoured car, and by the way they blew up it must have been three ammo lorries. Sergeants Wells and Maxwell got out of there with their guns and crews, but I can’t find any of your detachment. I caught a bang on the head and was out of it for hours, so I’m not in contact with anyone at the moment.”
Actually, I was not having that much contact with the captain as my jaw and ear were bandaged up and the inside of my mouth felt full of thick cobwebs. The ends of the stitches inside moved about every time I swallowed or talked. I must have been operated on while I was out, because I cannot remember anyone coming for me.
“I’m sorry, sir. I’ve seen no one,” I told him, realizing I might have been the only one to have survived this battle. Jimmy, I went to school with, and he was a friend, and all five of the people I had got to know and like over the last three months could be gone.
“All right. You get some rest; it looks like you will be out of it for a while, so if we don’t meet again, good luck.”
Captain Harvey went out. The building where I was lying appeared to be a church or a school hall; it could even have been a barn. It was difficult to tell from where I was. Captain Harvey, our battery commander, was not a bad officer as officers went; blue blood definitely, but, as some put it, down to earth and sympathetic with his men. He must have been in his thirties, cool and level-headed in all situations, not like some who claimed to be from the same stable. There were a few, like some second lieutenants, who from day one did not know their backsides from a hole in the ground, and that included some who knew almost nothing about the weapons they were supposed to be commanding and giving us lectures about it knowing just about as much as most of us did when we first joined the army. Many times I saw them point at someone like me to demonstrate the weapon, pretending they wanted to see if the crew knew what they needed to know.
If it was not for the people they call “the backbone of the army” - the RSMs, CSMs and sergeants and all, there would hardly be an army at all.
Now that I was awake, I sat up, swung my legs out of the bed and tried to stand up. It did not work. It sat back down again more quickly than I had tried to stand.
“Whoa, don’t take it too fast.” A medic who was passing eased me back onto the bed. “Feeling better now?”
“How long have I been here?” I asked as I drank some water he gave me.
“Three days, but you’ve been out of your head a bit. The doctors are going to send you back to a military hospital. They are a bit concerned about your ear.”
“Send me back? Back where? England?”
“No such luck; at least, not yet. It depends on what they find, but don’t go building your hopes up, because with a lot of these doctors if the injuries are not visible, like no legs or head, then they’ll deem you fit and send you back to your unit.”
The next day I sat in the front of an army ambulance and waited while the stretcher cases were loaded into the back, and we were driven back to a hospital which was sited with a view of the English Channel. ‘Blighty is just over there. It’s so near, yet so far if they send anyone back to the front from here,’ I thought. ‘It would be cruel.’
I kicked my heels around the place for quite a few days before the bandages came off my face and ear. I sat on the doctor’s couch as the doctor looked at my face.
“Do you know the medic that first attended you?” the doctor asked. “Did he come from your unit?”
“No sir, I never met him before then,” I answered, wondering what he was talking about.
“Well, if you ever meet him again, you should thank him. There will hardly be a mark on your face when it’s healed right up. Now, open wide, I’m going to take out your stitches, and then we’ll have a look at your ear.”
He prodded an instrument into my ear, one that he looked through, and then he just did a repeat of what I had done many times, before he went and sat back in his chair, looking at his notes.
“There is not much information here. What’s been the problem? I believe it started when you were, what? fourteen?”
“Yes, that’s right,” I said and went through it all, remembering to mention that I started have trouble again when I began training on the guns.
“The problem is that all I can see is a little scar tissue on the ear drum. It could cause a certain amount of deafness as the tissue thickens up and stops the eardrum vibrating properly. That would give you some deafness. I’ll get another doctor to have a look at it and see what he recommends. In the meantime, you don’t have to stay indoors. Feel free to walk in the grounds.”
I went down to the NAAFI and borrowed some paper and an envelope to write to Mary. I only told her part of what had happened. I did not want to build her hopes up that I was going to be discharged, even if those same hopes were in my prayers every night.
Two days passed, and then another doctor, a more military type, came and read through my notes. He did a lot of prodding, then produced an ear plug which he fitted into my ear and bade me put my finger in my other ear. This cut out all sounds around me and I could not hear anything. The doctor stood behind me. I could not see what he did, but I could dimly hear a noise like someone banging on the desk. He moved around to the front of me and I lip-read more than heard when he asked, “Did you hear that?”
“Faintly,” I said.
He took my finger away from my ear. “If you are deaf and having problems with your ears, how did you hear what I said to you?”
“I lip-read what you said,” I told him.
He looked at me very sceptically. “And the banging? Did you lip-read that also?”
“No sir. I heard that very faintly.”
“All right. We will let you know our decision later. Just keep the earplug in at all times from now on, except when you wash. Your other ear has one hundred percent hearing, of course?”
“I’ve never had any problems with that one, no.”
“All right. You can go,” he said, waving me out the door with his hand.
Another day passed, and then I found myself back in the office with the doctor I saw first.
“The army tells me it needs to send all the men it can get back into the front line, especially men with experience. You are a borderline case, and the decision is that you go back to your unit. However, we are going to recommend that you are withdrawn from action and put in a training position. After all, you are a bombardier, so you must know what it is all about. I have written an order that you should only work in a supporting role and stay out of action until your new orders, if our recommendations are accepted, come through.”
This was no surprise to me. He was the sort of person who would go on and on talking rubbish just to make you think what a good guy he was.
“When will I go then?” I asked. There was no disappointment to hide, as I was more or less expecting this. ‘But,’ I thought, ‘Why all the bullshit?’
He gave me a slip of paper that I had to hand in at the Provo sergeant’s office. I was taken from there to a camp further down the road from the hospital and into the stores where I was kitted out with a small pack and ground sheet, new socks and other essentials, and then I waited for transportation in the guardroom with a number of other men. None of the men who waited with me looked very happy, and one said to me, “Join the club, mate. I know how you feel. This is the second time they’ve sent me back.”
* * * * *
It looked like Captain Harvey had found his long lost guns, and had got a replacement for the one destroyed. He was in a house where they had set up battery headquarters, and so were his lieutenants. It seemed the only ones that did not get out of the battle with the tanks was my crew.
“Ar! Kearns, you’re back. Have you a briefing for me?” I handed him the brown folder I had been given in the guardroom and told to pass to him.
“Have none of my crew been found, sir?” I asked.
“All but your friend Jimmy. The rest are dead, but we don’t know what happened to Jimmy Boyd. If he is ever found, he will be decorated on my recommendation. He not only saved you, but went back and helped other wounded personnel on the other SPs before he disappeared after the Germans launched an attack through the woods.”
He studied the papers I had brought with me. “It says here, supporting roll only for you on account you have ear trouble and are waiting to go back to England to work as an ordnance trainer.”
He sat thinking for less than a minute. “I think I have just the thing for you.” He turned to the officer who sat at a table. “Lieutenant, we need a driver for the observation truck, don’t we?”
“Yes, sir. It’s waiting to go, but we have no one.”
“We have now,” Captain Harvey said, and to me: “Have you eaten? If not, find the cook and get something. After that, come back here and I’ll give you your orders.”
While I ate, I sat with some of the men I knew and trained with from the gun crews.
“What happened to you?” one of the men asked. “I mean, were you shot or was it the explosion when your gun blew up that got you?”
“Neither, as far as I can tell, but apparently the blast from the lorries exploding burst my ear drum and knocked me out. I went down a second before the gun was hit, and I copped a load of splinters in my face at some time as well, but I’m more interested in what happened to Jimmy. Does anyone know?”
“We all know. We were busy, like, but we saw what he did,” the bombardier from Sergeant Maxwell’s gun said. “The second tank only got one shot off and it hit your gun. You were falling down, and as Jimmy stooped over you the gun was hit. I think that saved you both. Jimmy picked you up and ran into the woods with you, and then came back. There was bullets zipping all around him, but he picked up another bloke who went down from German gunfire. It looked like he was trying to put him with you, but the gunfire was too fierce and he put him and another man on the seats of Sergeant Wells’ SP. The Germans had started an attack from the woods to the side of us, and we started spraying the woods with gunfire as were ordered out. That kept the Germans’ heads down for a bit, but Jimmy went to pick up another man and put him on our gun shouting go, go, as he was going back for you. He just kept firing a stengun as he moved, shooting at the nearest Germans when they came out of the thicket, and I afraid that’s the last we saw of him.”
I pondered on what they had told me for a moment. I could never have imagined Jimmy doing something like that, but on the other hand it did not seem like something he could not do if he put his mind to it. He was always ready to have a go, and I was very thankful he was and for what he did.
“Well, thanks for telling me. Jimmy was a mate from way back,” I said. “Did you know that the Captain is recommending him for an award?”
“No more than he deserves,” the bombardier agreed. “But knowing your mate, Tommy, I’m half expecting him to show up any minute.”
“Now that would not surprise me one bit,” I said. “He always had the bad habit of doing that.”
“Bombardier Kearns,” Sergeant Wells shouted, “Get over to Headquarters. Captain Harvey wants you.”
At headquarters, I was joined by a soldier from the Royal Signals Corps and given a map case and the map showed a reference to a ridge of a hill among a number of smaller hills and a wooded valley that stretched some two miles long. Captain Harvey waited only for a moment while I studied the map.
“I think we have found you that quiet job in support of us, Bombardier,” he said. “With the knowledge you have of enemy aircraft, I want everything reported, in the air and on the ground. This valley, for instance, is so wooded you could hide an army in there, so keep your eyes peeled and stay there for as long as you can or until you are ordered out. Right, off you go. It should only take you about thirty minutes to get there, so get yourself set up as soon as possible.”
We saluted and left. One good thing about a job like this was that I did not have anyone breathing down my neck, and if nothing was happening I could have an easy time.
“My name’s Tommy,” I told the signals man.
“I’m Billy,” he said as we got into a fifteen hundred weight Chevrolet truck and drove off down the road into, for all I knew, no man’s land.
“Have you had a lot of experience of this type of thing?” I asked him.
“No none. Have you?”
“Blimey, talk about the blind leading the blind!” I said. “You can read a map?”
“That I can do,” he said, taking the map case and opening it.
“All right. Navigate me to this ridge, and then we will have to find good cover with the best all-round view.”
Once on the ridge, there was a track of sorts and plenty of cover. It was a bit tricky in places. With all the tall grass and thicket along the ridge, you could easily drive off it. Finding a flat grassy area with good cover, I turned the truck around to face the way we came, and then we decided to set up the post within a group of trees, the lip of the ridge being only about twelve feet across the track to the edge of the ridge.
Nothing was happening, and we broke out a box of B rations and passed away time talking about home while keeping a sharp lookout. We cooked a can of beans and sausages over a tablet stove. I told Billy about how I used to convoy these boxes to different camps and warehouses, and it was because that job ended that I finished up in the army. Billy picked out a piece of paper with two lipstick stains on it, and someone had written: ‘Good luck, boys. All the packers send their love.’
All was quiet that day, and we kept a listening watch that night. Every thirty minutes we checked in with command, and it seemed there was not a lot happening where they were either. The next day we reported two enemy aircraft within two hours of each other, their flight path going across our front and down the length of the valley, but not going turning in the direction of our frontline. “Maybe they are checking to see if there are any of our troops in the area,” came back the reply. “Keep alert. Out.”
We kept alert, but there was nothing again all that day or night as far as we could see. The next day, I lay on the edge of the ridge and under a bush while scanning the tree line in the valley. A shiver of excitement went through me when suddenly everything burst into life. I focused through my binoculars on German tanks that emerged from out of the trees, and lorries along with hundreds of soldiers all seemed to be milling around like a disturbed ants’ nest. I scrambled backwards and ran. Billy looked startled as I burst into the back of the truck.
“I’m like a bloody magnet for German tanks,” I said. “Give the valley map reference and report at least ten German tanks, support vehicles and estimated two hundred troops. Call for artillery and then keep the line air clear so I can call the range.”
Some minutes later Captain Harvey came on the air. “Kearns, is this a positive sighting?”
“Yes, sir, and I’m calling for artillery, sir.” I was also thinking, ‘Waste anymore time, and they will be gone.’
“Right. Stand by. Over.”
“I’m going back to the ridge. Keep the line open and listen to my shouted instructions,” I told Billy, “And relay them back. Ok?”
The first salvo of five shells landed beyond the tanks. They must have hit something because there were some mighty explosions, but the tanks were out in the open and I wanted those tanks.
“Down fifteen.” I waited, another salvo exploded, spot on two tanks. “On target. Request more artillery. Blitz area five hundred north and south of centre valley. Very soon, all that could be seen of the valley was explosions and smoke as more artillery joined in. I watched for some time, thinking there was nothing more I could relay. I had no idea when or if I should call a halt, but before I could decide what to do, my decision was made for me. A mortar round landed behind me.
“We’ve been spotted,” I shouted, and started to crawl back from the ridge just as another mortar shell hit the side of the ridge where I had been lying. “We’re pulling out,” I shouted to Billy as I ran around to the cab. As I stepped on the running board, a mortar shell landed a few yards away from the truck and something struck me in the back. It stopped me in my tracks for a moment, and I more fell into the driving seat than climbed. My right arm felt as though it did not belong to me, and the pain was tearing into my back. It was without any conscious thought about what I was doing that I got the truck going, and I was careering down the hill away from the ridge on the road back to headquarters. I kept driving and I knew I was not keeping a straight line.
“Billy, can you drive? I keep blacking out. I can’t do it anymore.”
“No, you know I can’t. Hang on, Tommy. It’s not much further.”
“I can’t. Take over will you,” I told him. I seemed to be getting a chest cough and I felt so tired. I hurt so much there was a darkness that kept clouding over me.
“Tommy, Tommy, hang on. Look, there is the town up ahead, not much further. I’ll radio in that you’re in a bit of a bad way.”
It felt as though I drove forever, trying to see the road through watery eyes and pain. The only way I could stop the truck was by scraping it along the length of a building, and after dodging my uncontrolled driving people came running. Medics lifted me out of the cab and laid me on a stretcher.
“Tell them you didn’t get them all. Tell them you didn’t get them all,” I kept saying, until I heard Captain Harvey’s voice say, “It’s Ok, bombardier. You did a good job. We are on to it.”
“We smacked those tanks, but good. One for Jimmy and my crew,” I said, and then blacked out.
* * * * *
I awoke lying on my back and staring at the ceiling. I put my left hand up to feel my face and found I had an oxygen mask on. ‘I’ve been here before,’ I thought, but where it was I could not think. I closed my eyes again, and some time later I felt someone pick up my wrist, holding it a moment or two. I knew it was a nurse, of course.
“Back with us again, Tommy?” the ginger haired nurse asked. “How are you feeling?”
“Thirsty,” I croaked, and the nurse lifted my mask and gave me a drink, which I took through a straw. “How long have I been here?” I asked.
“Three days. The doctor will be along later to speak to you shortly. Just try and relax until then.”
I closed my eyes, wondering what I had had done to myself. This time, I remembered almost all of what had happened before I blacked out. Lying half asleep, half awake, I did not notice the time go by. When I awoke fully the next time, the lights were on and a doctor stood by my bed.
“Hello, Tommy. How are you feeling, now?” he asked.
“All right laying here on my back, but I can’t imagine standing up though,” I told him.
“You won’t have to; not for a while. I will explain why, and what we have done, and what we will have to do. You were very weak when you were brought in, so the consequences were that we could not do very much then. We put you on a drip feed and kept you comfortable, letting you rest to build your strength up and you seem to be doing fine. Also, we’ve carried out some tests on your back and chest where most of the damage was done. Now that you’re fitter, we can take you to theatre tomorrow and have another look at you. Get a good night’s rest and we will see you tomorrow. Don’t worry too much, as there is something you can look forward to when you are well again. When we’ve done with you, you will be going home. Your war is over.”
He was starting to walk away from the side of my bed when I thought of something. “Wait. Where are we? Are we in England now?”
He stopped. “No, but you are in one of the best hospitals in France.”
I lay on my back. Everything was dream-like. Even though the doctor had said I was going home, I was still worried. I stared at the wooden beams of the ceiling. ‘How the hell did I ever get here?’ I thought. ‘Pall Mall’ came to my mind, that building had old wooden beams like this place as well. Do all structures have to be the same, here as well as in England? Maybe I’m rambling. Maybe this is all a dream. No! It was not a dream, any more than the day I found myself standing in front of a building like this in Pall Mall Square was a dream. The Army Recruiting Centre was situated inside it, and well protected it was too. One could hardly see it for sandbags.
PART TWO
ONCE UPON A TIME IN 1941
Once upon a time, I had a job that I really enjoyed, in a garage. I had worked there ever since I had left school, never did any apprenticeship, just learned it as I went along. The old man who owned the business seemed happy enough. I know I was. The wages left a lot to be desired, but I did a lot of work on cars for myself after work hours, so I was happy enough also.
It was no surprise when Jerry dropped a ton of bombs on top of the garage one night. In fact, it was only to be expected. Nothing that good could have lasted. That is the way life is. It put an end to my comfortable, happy little life. If and when the insurance paid out for the business, the old man said he was going to retire and move to the country. It probably did not matter anyway, as I was sure to be called up to the forces myself around that time. I tried to dodge getting another permanent job by doing the odd jobs I liked, mostly servicing cars, mending punchers, and in fact anything that came to hand. It all kept me away from the labour office, which was good, because there were a few stories coming out of there that I really did not like.
Therefore, it was no surprise when one morning there was a letter on the mat from these very people, stating that they noticed I had been unemployed for some time and had not reported to their office. An appointment had been arranged for me the next day, at no particular time: I just had to be there.
My father, who seemed to know the way of these things, had told me that until my call-up papers came, he could arrange it for me to have a job with him on the docks. I did not know what kind of job my Dad was offering me; he never said.
He himself did not work on the dockside unloading ships or anything like that. He was on the administration side of it at the shipping lines office, which was situated nearer to the city end of the harbour. He advised me that I did not want to fall into the grips of those nibs down at the labour office, telling me that they would only offer work down the mines or some other horror job that I would not be happy with, and in those days they had the powers to make me do it. Like all teenagers, I took little notice of my father’s advice, and went on doing things my own way.
If officiousness is what you expect when you go to places of some authority like the labour exchanges, then officiousness is what you get. More to the point, it was exactly what I got when I kept my appointment around two-o-clock in the afternoon.
“Ah! Yes, we sent you a letter to come in today and see us. Is this the earliest you could get here?” This was from a man sitting behind the trestle table, which I supposed stood in for a desk. He seemed typical of the type that would be in this kind of job. A job with a shovel would kill him. He was very thin, bald, a large Adam’s apple, wore a pinstriped suit and round eyeglasses. He looked as though he relished this supposed very important position.
“Nobody said there was any hurry,” I replied. “The letter just said come in, so I’m here.”
“Yes. So what have you been doing since you lost your last job?”
“I didn’t lose it. It was bombed. Since then I’ve been looking around.”
“You shouldn’t look around. We are here now, and we have plenty of work opportunities for anyone who really wants it.”
I was getting a bit peeved before I got here. I was narked that I had been ‘invited to attend’ at all, and the look of this smart-arse did not help any. I wanted to be out of there. It might have been me, but he looked and sounded as though he was talking down at me. He kept flicking through the cards in the cardboard box, but somehow it looked like he was not really looking for anything in particular.
After a minute, he said, “No, nothing there in your line. I have another sheet of paper here somewhere.” And put his hand right on it. “Ever thought of becoming one of worker down the mines?”
Well, I cannot say I was not warned.
“No, and I’m not interested,” I told him.
“People can’t pick and choose these days,” he told me. “There is a war on, you know.”
“Is there?” I asked looking and sounding astonished. “And here’s me thinking the RAF was just practising when the garage and other places around here was being bombed.”
“Sarcasm will get you nowhere. If people are out of work, willing or not we have to get them into essential work. For you, it’s the mines, farm work or munitions, but I’ve one other opening that may suit you. That’s for a motor mechanic at Ashwood RAF base. They are looking for skilled workers up there. Does that suit you then?”
“If only,” I replied. “I am not what you people called skilled; that is, I didn’t do any apprenticeship, but I am as good as anyone who has.” And I added, “The first man to fly an airplane or drive a car did not do five years’ apprenticeship, did he?”
“No good. You have to have certificates to qualify for the job, and we cannot be doing things higgledy-piggledy these days. We will have to find you something else.”
‘Proper little Hitler, this one,’ I thought.
“Don’t bother,” I told him, as I stood up. “I’ve been offered an opening on the docks. I’m going to take that.”
I started to head for the door.
“Wait, wait, you just can’t leave like that. I need the details.”
“Then you’ll just have to write me c/o the docks, Tim-Buck-Too!”
As I left the building, it did occur to me that there seemed to be very few people out of work, or everyone else had just ignored their summons, (if any). There were only two people at other tables in the room, and a number of clerks sat around, apparently doing nothing at all. I stood outside and thought about what the clerk had said, and I had to admit that besides the mechanic’s job there was nothing I wanted to do. He had offered me nothing; certainly I was not going down the mines. To be truthful, I was very upset at the garage being bombed out and ‘Jerry’ shattering my happy little world. I had no intention of taking the job on the docks, or anywhere else for that matter.
It was now about two-thirty. I started walking back towards home, cutting through side streets. The idea of taking a holiday had occurred to me a number of times since the job had been bombed out. It was probably not much more than a subconscious excuse to avoid looking for another job. I just could not see myself settling down to anything else. I was, however, also toying with the idea of taking my girlfriend on holiday with me, but at the same time I was certain that it would not be an option.
* * * * *
The air raid siren sounded with that up and down wailing noise. I watched the street ahead of me empty of people, everyone disappearing into the Anderson air raid shelters that were built to withstand more of a pasting than the city’s buildings.
I could not hear any airplanes or guns going off. There had been so many false alarms lately as well as the real thing that sometimes I took a chance and braved it out. I started to walk home. I had made it to within a couple of streets of my house when someone pushed hard into my back.
“Get in there!” a voice shouted, just as a very loud explosion and blast of hot air helped to propel me into a shelter I was passing at that very moment.
“Out for a stroll, were we?” asked the same voice.
“I was lost in my own thoughts,” I said feeling very hot and dusting myself down, but I was talking to myself as he had gone back out. Everyone in the shelter was looking at me, not saying anything, and I said to no one in particular, “Next time I see that guy, I’ll buy him a pint.”
Everyone ignored me after that, and I found a seat as I looked around the shelter.
There was a girl in there I knew slightly. She was at a party I had been invited to one weekend, although she had said very little to me that night and nothing since. With her was another girl, Mary. I had known Mary Jane Moore and her mother since our school days, but this night was the first time I had noticed her as someone who really attracted me. As I watched her, I realised that she had turned out to be something of a beauty. Certainly I had liked her previously, but now she was the focus of all my attention all that night. Her friend became very annoyed at my constant interruptions and at the attention I was piling on Mary. There was, as so often these days and nights, an air raid, and this gave me the chance to steal Mary away and into an air raid shelter away from the others. Many streets had more than one shelter, and what struck me most that night was that Mary had no objection to coming with me.
We sat and talked. I really cannot remember what we said, but what I do remember is that she was nervous of all the noise from outside. She was snuggled up to me, and with my arms around her I could smell her fragrance. She jumped at one or two big bangs and rumblings, and of course I used this as an excuse to hold her tighter and start kissing her. To my great surprise, she responded, but still I thought this would probably be the only night she would let me see her.
The kissing became more passionate, and she hardly seemed to notice the ‘All Clear’ sounding and the shelter emptying.
Finally, she roused herself out of my arms. “We had better be going. Pat will be worried.
Pat was her elder sister – except that she was not really Mary’s elder sister at all. Mary was right, of course, but as any young man would have done in those circumstances, I wanted to stay right where we were. It would have been a beautiful clear night if it were not for all the smoke, the red glow across the sky and the fire bells ringing. It was always a relief in those days to turn the corner to see your house still standing.
Mary used her own key to go into the house, and she invited me in for a cup of cocoa. Her house that was familiar to me, as I had been a frequent visitor years ago first as a child and then as a youth, and it had not changed much.
Mary’s ‘sister’, Pat, was sitting by the fire listening to the light music being played on the radio.
Pat looked very much like Mary, and for many years Pat was only thought of as Mary’s elder sister. Anyone seeing them together ago would not have thought twice about it. In fact, as I knew, Pat was Mary’s mother. When Pat’s mother, Mary’s grandmother, had lived in this house, the neighbours had always believed that Mary and Pat were her two daughters, their father having died years ago. The years between them appeared very few, and indeed they played and acted very much the part. Pat’s mother passed away not too many years ago, and because of the Will and house their true relationship became known, although I am not sure how it became public knowledge. Various rumours circulated for a while, until other things occupied their neighbours’ minds.
Still, looking at the both of them now, I find it hard to see them as anything other than sisters. I look at other mothers - my friends’, my own, and others, and they all dress and look like mothers should look. Not Pat. At least, not to my eyes.
I sat at the table accepting a cup of cocoa, watching them both. Even then, knowing that they were mother and daughter, Pat looked almost as young as Mary. They both had long, blond hair, worn loosely, long and flowing, reminding me of film stars like Veronica Lake and Virginia Mayo. Was I putting them on a pedestal as any young man might have placed such women? Perhaps. I did not mean to do it, but they were so different from all the others. Their hair was never worn up; they never wore hats; their shoes were what was known as three-quarter heels rather than high heels. In those days, to wear slacks was frowned upon unless work demanded it, but not by Pat who wore them often. It was not uncommon for her “Derry Air” to be attract admiring glances. If Mary and Pat reminded me of film stars, I should have remembered that film stars, according, to all the magazines and film critics, have a side to them you do not see, and Pat, at least, had her secrets as well.
I was drinking the last of my cocoa. Mary said she was hungry and went into the kitchen to make a Spam sandwich. Pat was looking at me for a minute.
“Are you going to be dating Mary from now on?” she asked.
“Given the chance, I can think of nothing better,” I answered. “Over the years I’ve thought about it often. Tonight it seems like it’s come together, so I’m hanging on here waiting to ask her before I go.” This was not quite the truth, but it seemed the best thing to say.
“She will say yes,” Pat said. “But I doubt she’ll say she is looking for anything serious; not with the way things are.”
“That’s Ok. I’ll work on it,” I answered.
“If you give her the same attention you give your motors, it might work.”
“Yes,” I said. “I’m saving up to buy an MG sports car. Which comes first, the girl or the car? I suppose it’s too soon to tell for either!”
* * * * *
It was a Saturday night, and we had spent the evening at the town hall dance. There was not supposed to be any drink on the premises, but you could always get a few bottles of stout or brown if you wanted it. We had had a few and a good night dancing. For once, there had been no air raids, and as Mary’s home was about a mile and a half from the town hall on the same main road that I lived, we decided to walk home.
We strolled more than hurried, arms around each other’s waists, my hand slipping from her waist onto her hip a few times, and even the slightest feel of her movements as we walked made me want to touch and feel more.
We were standing in the vestibule of Mary’s home. We could have gone in, but with Pat being home we would not be able to kiss and cuddle inside. We stood there for a while.
I had been dating Mary for over four months by this time, and I had been good – by which I mean that I had not tried any hanky panky. It was difficult to resist. This girl was very beautiful, her body sensational and the sensations she sent through my own body were indescribable. I was just eighteen years old, as randy as any eighteen year old and feeling so lucky to have a girl like Mary pressing her body up against me nearly every night. Those giddy sensations I felt are almost indescribable, certainly far beyond my descriptive powers.
It was getting more than I could stand, but this night I was not such a good boy. My hand started wandering in certain directions, upward at first, but in between those long passionate kisses Mary was quick to control my hand.
“No. No we can’t do that,” she said firmly.
“Why not?” I asked, my hand moving downwards and around to her bottom. “We don’t have to go too far.”
“That’s far enough,” she said, removing my hand from her bottom. “What’s got into you, Tommy? You’re not usually doing things like this.”
“We have been going steady for months now,” I answered, resting my hands on her waist. “And for all I know, you might think I don’t really fancy you because I have not tried it on with you.”
“I don’t think anything of the sort. I know you want to be with me, and I want to be with you, but I’m not sure about what you’ve just been trying to do.”
“Can’t help feeling the way I do about that. There are stirrings in me that are sometimes very hard to control. I just want to get a bit closer to you.”
“More than a bit,” she replied. “My leg’s not numb. I can feel things, but that’s natural, isn’t it? That… er, that. You know?” she stammered a bit.
“It’s not like that all the time,” I told her. “Only when I’m with you, or think about you sometimes when I’m elsewhere. I reckon you are the most beautiful girl in the world and I’m the luckiest guy with the utmost respect for you, but that still doesn’t stop me wanting all of you.”
Mary shut me up by kissing me on the mouth, a long clinging kiss with her arms around me pretty tight. I thought for some moments that she was never going to stop, and then after a while she moved her lips a fraction away from my mouth and whispered, “Don’t stop kissing me.”
I did not stop kissing her as she took my hands in hers, moved them around the back of her and placed them on her bottom. “Just there,” she whispered. “Hold me just there.”
Her arms were back around me holding tight and kissing hard. I explored the rounded softness, gently squeezed, patted, massaged her bottom, pressed and pulled her body ever tighter to me and my pelvis. Tight as it was that I held her to me I realised that she was not resisting, and to confirm it, as it were, I released the pressure on her bottom to find her pelvis still firmly pressed into mine. Her kissing became a little urgent: long ones short ones, hot ones. We were breathless and panting together, almost going through the mostions of actually having sex. It was not just me; Mary’s response was to act the same way, just as urgently and frantically as we clashed, wriggled and squirmed together.
I could not say for how long it went on, but then Mary collapsed with a big sigh, as though her knees had given way. I held her up against me, my hands still grasping her bottom. She became very quiet as she held me, snuggled in close, her cheek resting on my shoulder. She seemed happy and content with what had just happened, although I cannot say I got what I wanted out of it though. Something had turned around here, and it was that Mary who seemed to have achieved the pleasure I needed, while I was still in my state of frustration.
I had something in my head telling me that all I wanted from Mary was sex. It was hardly surprising, because like most young men of that age I thought about sex every night, but I know it was not true that was all I wanted. We did kiss and cuddle every night, and this was just the one night when my urges got the better of me. Looking back on it, I think it was probably the first of a natural progression. The problem was that I still had my urges, while Mary seemed as happy as a little purring kitten.
* * * * *
Over the months we had known each other, Mary and I did everything that young couples normally do. We went to dances, to the cinema, and often went to China town for a meal, always to the same restaurant though where Wang Long would repeat our order of Plornie-Mushloomy-Flydie-Licey, better known as prawns, mushrooms and fried rice. We also went to the theatres in the nearby towns and cities where there were sometimes big stars appearing. When the weather was good, we went on bike rides into the country or to the seaside, frequently to our favourite little village of Hoek on the river’s estuary.
Sometimes in those days, the scenery around the seaside could be more depressing than the town, with barbed wire and pillboxes appearing everywhere. It reminded us of what might be to come as the war continued. I was saving up to buy a nice little sports car, a Morris MG, and I had seen a couple that I could well have afforded. Many people decided to sell them when they were a little older, but for me, just an eighteen-year-old, it was the ideal car for me. I had some money saved up, putting away part of my wages every week and having some private jobs too. Somehow it seemed wrong to leave all that money just sitting there, when maybe it would be me who was the next to end up with a bullet in me, and then I would have never had the chance to enjoy all that money. Of course, I would not begrudge my Mum and Dad ending up with it all, but the urge to spend it and enjoy it was very strong. Even so, I really could not make up my mind.
And now I had lost track of time while I had been sitting in that air raid shelter thinking about it.
Someone said, “The all clear has gone. You can go about your business now.” I looked up to see the shelter emptying, and the warden who pushed me in there at the moment of the bomb blast was looking under seats and bunk beds to see if anybody had left anything behind. He nodded to me as I went passed him. “Keep your head down mate. Good luck.” I went outside, and for a moment could not recognize the place. This was only two or three streets from my own house, and a number of houses had been bombed to the ground. I feared for my own house and hurried for home, half walking, half running, going that fast I could not keep up with myself and broke into a fast run. It was with great relief when I reached the street where I lived to see it still standing and not touch by the bombing. I did not understand any of it. Why was Jerry bombing houses? The docks were two miles south of here and the factories way over to the east. Maybe the RAF should go over there and show them how its done.
I stood at the corner, a little breathless. Mary’s ‘sister’ Pat was further up the road walking towards me. Blimey, she’s lovely, I thought. It was remarkable how much she looked like Mary. She had a way about her just as Mary did, something of a carefree swing in the way she walked. There was a slight breeze blowing, and as it blew against her, the thin dress revealing an impression of her body and limbs which would turn any man’s head, and did. I could see some men watching her even as I did.
“Hello,” She greeted me. “You look like you’ve been in the middle of that lot. Are you all right?”
“Yes, thanks. I’ve just been running to get back here. I thought our street had caught it; it’s a worry, isn’t it? I can’t help thinking about that factory where Mary works, but if that,” I said pointing towards the bombed out houses, “Is anything to go by, the Germans are never hit what they aim at, are they? Unless of course they are aiming at the houses on purpose, which would not surprise me.”
“Mary’s on two till ten today,” Pat said. “I’ve not long seen her off and the buses are all running late. She will be late getting there, so that makes her late getting home tonight.”
“I know,” I told her. “I wasn’t seeing Mary tonight anyway. I was going to get a jug of beer in and read a book or listen to the radio or something real exciting like that. It can get really boring at times, can’t it?”
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