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It's odd to be sitting here
in the Florida sunshine as a great grandmother and to remember that
I never even met my first American until I was almost eighteen.
That was when the big war was being fought in Europe. I'm an old,
old lady now but I still remember that windy April afternoon when I
ran an errand to Mill Cottage and everything that happened to me
there.

My home was in a small rural
village in England and I was waiting to be drafted by the
government for work in a munitions factory. It was something I was
looking forward to because the factories were in the cities, and
I'd never been to a city. My father was a farm laborer who'd spent
his entire life in our village. The only break in his dawn to dusk
chores was when he acted as warden the village church every
Sunday.

Perhaps it was because he
was such a well respected member of the Vicar's flock that I became
a Sunday School teacher. Not that I minded, as there was very
little else to do while I waited to be sent away. There were no
more dances, no more church socials, not with all the young men
away fighting Hitler and all the older people having to work twice
as hard to keep things going. The village had become a stagnant
little backwater and now even my girl friends were leaving to help
make tanks and rifles.

I sometimes wonder how long
it would have taken me to wake up to real life if I hadn't run that
errand for the Vicar. Anyway, I did, and Mill Cottage turned out to
be an instant education because of our American allies and a pair
of English courtesans. And all because the Vicar wanted to
ingratiate himself with Mrs Harrington by sending her a bottle of
home made dandelion wine!

Mrs Harrington wasn't a
villager at all, nor her friend who lived with her, Mrs Walsh. They
were a couple of snobby upper class London wives who'd only moved
to the countryside to escape the blitz. They were far richer and
more sophisticated than any of us, they wore fancy clothes, their
children were in private boarding schools and their husbands were
stockbrokers or something.

Whatever they did for a
living, Mr Harrington and Mr Walsh only came down about once a
month to visit their wives. I think perhaps they were quite
enjoying the war as temporary bachelors.

Mrs Harrington and Mrs
Walsh, on the other hand, were clearly pining for London and were
only kept away by fear of the bombing. Which all seemed like good
reasons to me why they didn't deserve anything as a gift, not even
a bottle of dandelion wine. Another good reason was that I was the
one who was going to have to pedal out with it to their home at
Mill Cottage, three miles away from the village.

Transport was always a
problem in the war. Very few people owned cars, and in any case
civilian fuel supplies were so tightly rationed there was none to
spare except for the most necessary journeys, so anybody with a
bicycle and a pair of strong young legs was always being asked to
run errands.

Mostly I didn't mind, but I
knew just as well as the Vicar that the only reason he was asking
me to run this errand was to curry favor with our local ladies of
substance. Perhaps he was hoping there might be a handsome
subscription from them eventually for his church restoration fund.
Yet, young and naive as I was, I didn't think he had much chance of
getting any cash from either of those two women, no matter how deep
their purses. Not that I knew any more about them than the local
gossip, though there was plenty of that.

In a village as small as
ours a couple of women living on their own caused a lot of loose
talk, most of it nonsense, I thought. Mrs Harrington and Mrs Walsh
were good looking women though, that was true enough. They were
much of an age, in their early thirties I suppose. Mrs Harrington
had brilliant red hair, which she let grow in a long pony tail all
the way down to her waist and always wore rather flamboyant
earrings. She was tall and trim and apparently played tennis and
golf very well. The dashing air of self confidence in the way she
walked around the village always had the men looking after her
swishing skirt and the long legs underneath it.

As for Mrs Walsh, she was a
little shorter and fuller figured who wore her blonde hair in a
high combed style. Both of them dressed like models, even in
wartime, even nylon stockings, an almost unheard of luxury then.
Perhaps there was some truth in those rumors about fancy cars
belonging to black market crooks being seen parked near the
cottage.

Which was really why I
decided to deliver that bottle of wine. Because I was curious about
whether anything out of the ordinary did go on at Mill Cottage. Not
that I was likely to be any the wiser after I'd been there of
course, but at least it was an excuse to go and knock on the
door.

The back door, of course. I
knew the ladies wouldn't want a farm worker's daughter coming to
the front door as if I were their social equal.

Having agreed to do the job,
I found myself heading out of the village on a blowy April
afternoon with tree branches flouncing around in a cold wind which
was blowing straight into my face. By the time I got to Mill
Cottage I was so fed up with the whole stupid business that I just
wanted to turn around and get an easy ride home before the wind
changed direction. I wheeled my bike down the small gravel drive at
the side of the cottage and then stopped in surprise at what I
saw.

Parked up behind the
cottage, completely out of sight of the road, was a small car quite
unlike anything I'd ever seen before. It was square at the front
and back, painted green, with a folded canvas hood and a long radio
aerial sticking up at the back. Obviously it was an army vehicle of
some kind and I realised it must belong to the Americans because
the steering wheel was on the wrong side.

Then I remembered something
I’d seen in a newspaper, with General Montgomery riding in a car
that looked like this. A joop, or a jeep, or something like that
was what it had been called. I didn't know anything about American
cars. In fact I didn't know anything at all about Americans, except
from the films and newsreels at the cinema. All I'd ever seen of
them in real life were a few big planes flying overhead with white
star badges on the wings.

Of course I was very curious
about what the joop was doing at Mill Cottage. A large metal box
with yellow lettering and numbers on it was wedged in between the
two front seats. I thought perhaps it might contain bullets, which
seemed even more likely when I saw that the lid was closed with a
padlock. Then I took a second look and realized that the hasp was
hanging free. Anybody who wanted to could lift up the lid and look
inside the box.

There was nobody in the back
yard, nobody at the closed back door, no flutter of movement at any
of the cottage's curtains. All that was needed was for me to lean
forward and ease open the top of the box, and if anybody came out I
could say I was just wanted to see the inside of the joop. So I
leaned in and opened the lid, to find that what I was prying into
was a treasure chest of off the ration luxuries.

There were packets and
packets of cigarettes in strange soft packets which had a picture
of a camel on them. I wondered why, because I didn't think there
were any camels in America -- I'd never seen any on the films in
the cinema, anyway. There were also bars of chocolate, jars of
coffee, the protruding necks of four bottles.

I lifted one of them out far
enough to read the label -- genuine Haig whiskey!

So much for the Vicar's
dandelion wine as a home front comfort. Yet the most impressive
thing of all to me were the cellophane wrappings with nylon
stockings in them. Now I knew how Mrs Harrington and Mrs Walsh were
able to wear real nylons whilst the rest of us had to make do with
seams painted on the backs of our legs! And perhaps the three boxes
of contraceptive sheaths mixed in amongst all these luxury goods
supplied a clue as to why they were getting such treats.

Even in my remote little
village we'd heard stories about how US serviceman were incredibly
rich, with access to all kinds of fancy supplies, and how
successful they'd been in spreading them out amongst the lower sort
of girls in return for . . . well, in return. But this was the home
of two respectable married women. It couldn't be that they were
playing fast and loose with the Americans, surely?

And just as I was turning
that question over in my mind I heard a woman laugh from somewhere
nearby. Bewildered, I looked around and realised that the sound was
coming from the wash house on the other side of the small yard.
Smoke was rising out of the chimney, which suddenly seemed very
odd, because I knew that Mrs Harrington and Mrs Walsh had a woman
from the village who came in every Monday to do their washing and
that day wasn't a Monday.

This is were I suppose I
have to give everybody a little bit of an history lesson in how
domestic chores were done in the old days. Before electricity and
washing machines came along the usual thing in most English houses
was to do the laundry in a 'copper'. A copper was a very large
circular sink - made of copper coated metal - big enough to hold a
week's household laundry and gallons of water. Coppers were usually
built into the top of a large square brick fireplace about waist
height. Except in the larger houses it was always put into an
outside building, with a hand operated water pump next to
it.

The housewife's job was to
keep working the handle on the pump to fill the copper up with
water, with occasional breaks to tend to the fire underneath it,
until there was enough water in it and the water was as hot as
possible. Then the dirty laundry went in and the whole lot was
stirred around many times with a big stick until it was considered
washed. Afterwards it was taken out and everything rinsed in a
wooden cask. And after that -- well, I'll tell you about those
arrangements presently.
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