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Epigraph



To the readers for their generous reception to the first of my World War Two books. I hope they will enjoy this one as much.

Annie Groves







PART ONE

Liverpool 1942











ONE




My stations coming up next, and then itll be Lime Street, luv, tek it from me. Done this ruddy train journey that many times, I have, since this bloomin war began, I can tell the stops practically in me sleep. That is, of course, if a person could manage to get any sleep with the trains being that full and noisy. Not that Im complaining, like, not about the overcrowding nor about all the place names being teken down from the stations so as to confuse any of Hitlers spies wot manage to land. Aye, and if I were your age, Id be in uniform too. WAAF isnt it? Diane Wilsons new-found friend said knowingly, referring to the Womens Auxiliary Air Force, studying Dianes airforce-blue-clad frame admiringly.

Thats right. Diane smiled politely enough to be pleasant but not so warmly that she would be encouraging the woman to ask her too many questions.

A right andsome lot them fly boys are. By, if I had me time again the older woman chuckled.


Now it was harder for Diane to force a responsive smile. Automatically, and despite the fact that she was wearing gloves, she placed her right hand over the bare place on her ring finger. The pain she thought she had under control could sneak up on her to catch her unawares and stab her with such agonising sharpness. She ought to be over it by now. After all, it had been three months. Three months, two days and ten hours, an inner voice tormented her. Resolutely Diane ignored it. She had known other girls, any number of them, who had been stationed with her at Upwood, Cambridgeshire, who had gone from being desperately in love with one chap to clinging happily to the arm of another when they had lost him. So there was no reason why she shouldnt be doing the same. Only she wouldnt be clinging  not to any man  not ever again. There was no danger of her repeating that mistake. Sometimes, when she was at her lowest ebb, the horrid thought wouldnt go away, the thought that it might have been easier to accept things if Kit had been killed instead of

Youll be heading for that Derby House, then, like as not? the woman leaned towards her to whisper, interrupting her reverie. Saw Mr Churchill himself standing outside of it one morning, I did. Smiled at me, an all. Hitler might have is ruddy SS but just so long as weve got our Mr Churchill well be sound, mark my words, she added stoutly.

She was a good sort, Diane recognised, a bit shabbily dressed, but then who wasnt these days, with the war in its third year and new clothes only available if one had enough coupons with which to purchase them. Luckily she had joined the WAAF before clothing coupons had come in, and so she had not had to part with any of her own precious coupons in exchange for her obligatory WAAF uniform of black lace-up shoes, grey lisle stockings, which none of the girls wore during the summer months if they could help it, a skirt, a tunic, a peaked cap  which the girls loved as much as they hated the lisle stockings an overcoat, which came in jolly useful in the winter, and even regulation underwear, with its horrid bubble-gum-pink foundation garments, although none of the girls wore these either if they could get away with wearing their own underwear instead.

More seriously, the whole country was now feeling the effect of the food rationing that had been brought in at the beginning of the war, but if Hitler had hoped to destroy the fighting spirit of the British by attempting to sink the ships struggling across the Atlantic to bring in the supplies on which the country depended, he had omitted to take into account the sturdiness of the nations spirit, Diane recognised proudly.

Her recent request for a transfer was responsible for Dianes presence on this train to Liverpool and her new post at Derby House, the headquarters of the combined forces protecting the convoys coming into the port. Her life in Liverpool would be very different from that in Cambridgeshire, she knew. Several of the pals she had been leaving behind had expressed doubts about the wisdom of what she was doing.

Liverpool! more than one of them had exclaimed, pulling a face. You wouldnt catch me wanting to transfer up there. Not for anything.

Diane had affected not to notice the sharp nudge another of her friends had given the speaker, knowing that the warning was kindly meant and intended to protect her feelings. Her broken heart.

She could feel the burning threat of tears at the back of her eyes, and was thankful for the diversion of the sudden hiss of the trains brakes and the noise of escaping steam, plus the bustle of her travelling companion getting ready to leave the train.

Well, heres my station.

Diane forced herself to return the womans smile.

Good luck, lass, the older woman said, giving Diane a grateful look as she helped her out of the compartment with her bags. Youll like Liverpool once you get to know it. Of course, its not the place it was, not since that ruddy May bombing back in forty-one. A whole week of it, we had, and it ripped the heart out of the city, and no mistake. There was hardly a family in the city that didnt lose someone, and there were thousands evacuated who didnt come back. But it takes more than a few bombs to knock the stuffing out of Liverpudlians, as youll soon find out.

The bright summer sunshine was surely enough of an excuse for her to blink, Diane reassured herself as the train pulled out of the station. And if she was also blinking away those threatening tears then who was to know but her? No one here knew anything about her or her situation. That alone was enough to make her glad that the transfer she had begged for had brought her here.

HQ Western Approaches wont be what youre used to here, Wilson, she had been warned when she had been called to the office to receive her new orders from her commanding officer.

But Ill still be working as a teleprinter operator, wont I, maam? she had asked, uncertainly.

Well, as to that, I dare say that yes, you will. But Derby House is a joint effort run principally by the Senior Service, she told Diane, referring to the British Navy, unlike here, where its all RAF. It will be part of your duty as a WAAF to make sure that you create the right impression on those youll be working with. When her CO had added, straight-faced, The Senior Service takes a pretty dim view of flighty behaviour, Diane hadnt known whether or not she was cracking a joke.

The CO joke? one of her pals had scoffed when she had related the incident to her. Thatll be the day!

Diane hadnt really needed her COs warning. Everyone in uniform knew about the rivalries between the various services, and that the Senior Service in particular tended to look down somewhat on the upstart RAF.

She could practically hear Kits voice now -strong and filled with good humour as he laughed, The trouble with those Senior Service lot is that theyre jealous of our success.


You mean because of the Battle of Britain? Diane had asked, thinking he had meant that the navy men envied the victory the RAF had had over the Luftwaffe in the summer of 1940, when men like Kit had driven back the incoming German fighters.

No, she remembered Kit had told her, his eyes  fighter pilots far-seeing eyes  crinkling up at the corners with amusement as he had leaned forward and told her boldly, I meant because of our success with the fairer sex.

She had pretended to be dismissive, tossing her head as they stood together at the small bar of the packed Cambridgeshire pub on that breathlessly hot summer night, but when a careless airman, overeager to get to the bar before the beer ran out, had accidentally bumped into her, she hadnt complained when Kit had made a grab for her waist. To protect you, he had assured her guilelessly, but he hadnt been in any hurry to release her, and the truth was that by that stage she had been too entranced by him to want him to. With Kit, over six foot tall, broad-shouldered, with a shock of thick wavy dark hair, and the kind of good looks and easy charm that had already got him a nine out of ten rating in the WAAF canteen, there was barely a girl Diane knew who wouldnt have fallen for his charms.

But there had been another side to him, or so she had believed. A side that

The sudden jerk of the trains brakes brought her back to the present. Already the corridor outside her carriage was packed with passengers wanting to get off. Diane reached up to the overhead luggage rack to remove her kitbag, ready to join the stream of people disembarking at Lime Street.



So this was Liverpool. The voices she could hear all around her certainly had very different accents from those in Cambridgeshire, although the Liverpool accent wasnt the only one swelling the noise in the busy station, and Dianes eyes widened a little when she saw  and heard  how many Americans there were clustered around in large groups.

They would, of course, be the Yanks from the American base at Burtonwood, which her fellow traveller had mentioned. American bases were being established in Lincolnshire, and at Bomber Command, in High Wycombe, and there had been American personnel at the Cambridgeshire base as well. Diane had heard from some of the other girls about the attractions of the American male and the American PX  as the stores on the newly established American supply bases were named -both generous providers of much that was unavailable or rationed, including chocolate and stockings.

The station platforms were busy with men in uniform, with the distinctively dressed women of the Womens Voluntary Service also very much in evidence with their tea urns. Diane would not have said no to a cuppa herself, but it had already gone five in the evening and she still had to find her way to her billet near Wavertree.

One of the friendly WVS women was happy to explain to Diane how to get to her billet on Chestnut Close, which was in what she described approvingly as a respectable part of the city.

Its a fair walk, but you could take the bus.

No, Id prefer the walk, Diane assured her.

The summer sunshine had enough warmth in it to make her walk a pleasant one, and to allow her to pause to stare in shocked compassion at the blitzed and bombed-out centre of the city. She could see huge gaps where it looked as though whole streets had disappeared, and smaller ones, where only a single house had gone, leaving the rest of the street intact.

The city was very different from the pretty Hertfordshire village where she had grown up, Diane acknowledged. Her parents were far from well off, but their semi was one of several on a quiet leafy lane opposite the village green and duck pond. Diane had grown up knowing virtually everyone else who lived in the village. She couldnt help contrasting the pretty comfortable calm of her home village with the devastation of this powerful northern port city. Her parents had been proud but anxious when she had announced her intention of doing her bit and joining up, and they had been even more anxious when she had told them that she was seeing an airman, insisting that she took him home with her so that they could meet him. Although at first they had been cool towards him, by the time Diane and Kits forty-eight-hour pass was up, Kit had completely charmed them. Diane had been so thrilled and proud, both of him and her parents. Of course, the minute her mother had discovered that he was virtually an orphan, having lost his mother shortly after his birth, she had taken to fussing over him. They had laughed about it together later, Kit teasing Diane that once they were married she would never be able to run home to her mother because she would always take his side. She had laughed too, telling him with the assurance that falling in love brought that she would never ever want to run anywhere other than to him.

She had been so deliriously happy, living in a world coloured by her hopes and dreams for the future, even if her heart had been in her mouth during every mission Kit flew, her fear always that he might not make it back. Too happy, she knew now. And her fear should not just have been for Kits survival but for the survival of their love.

She had been so busy with her own thoughts whilst she was walking that she hadnt really observed very much of her surroundings, and it came as a surprise when she realised that she must have passed the hospital she had been told to look out for and that she could now see the Picton Clock landmark she had been warned meant that she had gone too far and missed her turning.

An elderly woman, obviously having noticed her looking around, came over to her.

Lost your way, have you? she enquired.


Ive been billeted to Chestnut Close, Diane explained, but I think Ive missed my turning.

Well, as to that, the other woman sniffed, you have, yes. This is Wavertree, not Edge Hill. The way she stressed what she obviously considered to be the superiority of Wavertree would normally have made Diane smile. A similarly petty type of snobbery existed in Melham on the Green, the village where she had grown up, with one end of it being considered better than the other. Kit had enjoyed teasing her about her mothers pride in the fact that their well-cared-for semi was just over the invisible border that separated the better end of the village from the other end. And, of course, we arent supposed to give out directions to strangers, the elderly lady added pompously.

No, indeed, Diane responded with suitable gravity. Actually, I do have the directions, but Ive wandered off track. I believe that I should have turned off left for Chestnut Close before I got here.

Theres some folks that live there that like to claim that its in Wavertree, on account of it being on the border, but even if they are right, the better part of Wavertree is further up the road, past the tennis club and that. I expect you play tennis, do you? I used to play myself when I was younger.

Diane made her excuses as tactfully as she could. The older womans question had brought a fresh wave of painful memories. The previous summer she and Kit had just managed to snatch the mixed doubles trophy from the previous years winners at the Cambridgeshire courts where they and other members of the RAF squadrons based locally played.

It had been at the tennis club, on a warm September night just after the Battle of Britain, not yet two years ago, that Kit had proposed to her.

If they had got married straight away then, instead of deciding to wait, would things have been any different?

It didnt take Diane long to retrace her steps and find the turning into Chestnut Close, which turned out to be a neat collection of small semidetached homes and terraces of four interlinked red-brick houses, with low red-brick front garden walls and privet hedges.

Number 24 was about a quarter of the way down Chestnut Close, and Diane suspected that she saw several sets of net curtains twitching as she walked up its tidy gravel path.

The front door was opened the moment she knocked.

Come in, dear, she was instructed by the small, plump woman in her fifties who greeted her, whom Diane assumed to be her landlady. Ive bin expecting you. Tired, are you, and parched too, Im sure? Ill put the kettle on and then Ill take you up and show you the room. Youll be sharing, did they tell you that? Another young lady whos working at Derby House. I told them when they asked me if Id have some lodgers that with me being a widow and liking things just so, Id only take young ladies. Not that some of them Ive had have been what Id call ladies, but then I can tell that youre a decent sort. Im Mrs Lawson, by the way. Its a good-size room, the largest in the house. It was me and my Herberts room but seein as Im on me own now I moved out of it, like, and I got rid of the double, had a pair of single beds put in  there was that many young couples wanting to have it, what with the furniture shortage an all, and theres much more space in the back room now with only a single in it. Its funny, isnt it, some folks dont like sleeping in a single after theyve shared, but me, I dont mind at all. I like me own space, you see, and men and marriage -well, they arent allus what theyre made out to be, take it from me. Its this way, she continued without pausing for breath, as she started up the stairs, leaving Diane to follow her.

Now Im very fussy about the state of me bathroom  I wont have no makeup nor any of that fake leg stuff all over everything. Baths are once a week, unless you want to pay for extra. Youll get your breakfast, and a meal before you go out when you do your night shift. But theres to be no food taken upstairs to your room. And no followers neither, she added firmly. I wont have no truck with any of that kind of goings-on.

They had reached the landing and Diane reflected ruefully that beneath Mrs Lawsons soft outer plumpness lay a core of pure steel.

The lady wot youll be sharing with is married. Only bin here a couple of weeks herself, she has.

This is the room. She gave a small knock on the door and called out, Its only me, Mrs Stone, duck, bringing up the new lady.

Diane heard the sound of the door lock being pulled back, and then the door opened.

Ill leave you two to get to know one another whilst I make you both a cuppa, Mrs Lawson announced.

Not for me, thanks, Mrs L. Ive got to go soon, said the rooms occupant.

Right you are, duck, said the landlady, leaving Diane and the girl now seated on one of the rooms two narrow single beds to study one another surreptitiously in the slightly awkward silence that followed her exit.

Im Diane  Di, Diane introduced herself.

Myra Stone, the other girl responded.

Diane had never seen a more stunningly beautiful nor sensuously voluptuous-looking young woman. She had the kind of looks that would have turned mens heads in the street. She had glossy brown curls, and brown eyes that should have looked warm but which instead held an expression of cynical brittleness that both shocked Diane and made her feel wary. Somehow that voluptuous body and those cold eyes just did not match up with one another.

Youd better come in and shut the door. Ive already bagsied this bed, Myra told her, indicating the better positioned of the two beds. And Id better warn you now that theres next to no wardrobe or drawer space left.

I dare say Ill be able to manage, Diane responded lightly. It cant be worse than we had at camp. I havent lived out before.

Well, you wont have to bother about curfews or anything like that, Myra told her, and the social lifes pretty good up here, especially now that the Yanks have arrived. Have you dated any Yanks yet?

Diane stiffened. Already a certain amount of competitive hostility had developed between the RAF flyers and the newly arrived Americans. The readiness of some girls to accept dates, as the Americans called them, from the newcomers had resulted in them being branded as disloyal, and there had even been incidents of outright hostility, with them being accused of favouring the Americans because of the luxuries they could provide.

Youll be working at Derby House, I expect?

Yes, Diane agreed, as she removed her gloves and her jacket, and then lifted her hand to make sure that her blonde hair was still smoothed neatly into its chignon. Her fingers were slender and fine-boned, her wrist blue-veined under creamy skin. Her colouring was more Nordic than English rose, and her father had always teased her that her blonde hair and blue eyes, together with her height and slender frame, were a throwback to some Viking ancestor on her mothers side of the family. Diane had learned young that her looks made her stand out from the crowd and that sometimes other girls could be wary of her because of them. That in turn had led to her developing an initial defensive calm coolness of manner with people. My Ice Princess, Kit had called her. Diane knew that she did tend to hide her own shyness away behind a protective front with new people.

So what happened to him, then?

Myras question caught her off guard, causing the colour to rise in her face. What happened to who? she responded as soon as she had recovered her equilibrium.

The chap who gave you the ring youve taken off. Myra gestured towards Dianes left hand and then waggled her own ring finger. See, Ive got the same telltale white mark. I always check out other girls ring fingers. It takes one to know one, she told Diane drily. Husbands, eh

We werent married, only engaged, Diane told her sharply.

Lucky you, Myra drawled. I just wish I could say the same. But, more fool me, I went and married mine, and you know what they say about marrying in haste? Well, take it from me its true. She paused and gave Diane a speculative look before demanding, So what happened to him, then? Bought it, did he?

Diane could hardly believe her ears. For sheer callousness Myras question couldnt be beaten. If Kit had lost his life  or bought it, as Myra had so casually enquired  Diane knew she would have been overwhelmed with grief by Myras nosy probing. She looked angrily across and saw that Myra was waiting almost eagerly for her response. Diane had met women like Myra before, women who were so unhappy in their own lives that they fed off the misery of others. She had always taken care to avoid such types and her heart sank at the realisation that being billeted here meant she was not going to be able to now. Well, she might have to share a room with her, but she certainly wasnt going to play along and give Myra the satisfaction of seeing her upset, Diane decided firmly.

Lifting her head she told her crisply, No, actually, if anything, it was our relationship that bought it. Diane forced herself to give a small dismissive shrug. These things happen in wartime. Not for the world was she going to allow Myra to guess at the pain that lay beneath her casual dismissal of her broken engagement.

Even so, she was surprised when Myra immediately pounced on her words and told her openly, Dont they just. Like I said, you want to be thankful that all you did was get engaged. An engagements easily got out of, not like marriage. I cant believe now that I was such a fool. If I had my time over again, Id know better. Three years Ive been married, and I knew within three months Id made a mistake. I told him last time he was on leave that I wanted to end it, but he wouldnt agree, so it looks like Im going to have to hope that the war does the job for me.

Diane couldnt conceal her shocked revulsion.

You neednt look at me like that, Myra told her sharply. You dont know what its like. Worst mistake Ive ever made  not that it doesnt come in handy sometimes, like when a chap at a dance gets a bit too forward. I just tell him Im married and that my hubby is serving abroad, and nine times out of ten thats enough to make em back off. Not of course that I always want to say no. Not now weve got all these Yanks over here. Really know how to treat a girl, they do, not like our own lads. You should see them  tall, they are, and that handsome in those uniforms of theirsWhats wrong? she demanded, obviously sensing Dianes disapproval.

Nothing, Diane lied, and then admitted, Well, if you must know, I think its a pretty poor thing for you to be praising American men. It seems disloyal to our own boys.

Oh, I see, youre one of them, are you? Have you ever met any Yanks? she challenged Diane.

As a matter of fact, yes I have, Diane told her coolly. It didnt do to give away information, even to a colleague in uniform, so she wasnt going to tell Myra that she had been based in Cambridgeshire and so had had any amount of opportunity to observe Yanks.

Oh, hoity-toity now, is it! Myra mocked her. Well, you can do as you please because I certainly intend to, and when it comes to a handsome chap wanting to take me dancing and offering me nylons and other little treats, I know where my loyalty is going to lie, and that is to meself! You can disapprove all you like, she added determinedly. Ive had enough of this ruddy war, and I want to have a bit of a good time whilst I still can. If you had any sense youd do the same. After all, what have you got to lose? Anyway, Im going now. Im on duty at eight. She pulled on her jacket and crammed her cap down onto her curls, then headed for the door.

Diane watched her go, relieved but feeling sorry that they had not got off to a better start. How many weeks of Myras carping could she stand?

When she reached the door, Myra stopped and turned round. Look, theres no sense in you and me not getting on, she announced, making Diane warm to her more. Theres a dance on at the Grafton Ballroom Saturday night. Its the best ballroom in Liverpool and they have some smashing bands playing there. Why dont you come along with me and see for yourself how much fun you can have?

Diane was about to refuse when Myra added perceptively, If this chap of yours has broken things off, then theres no sense in coming here and moping about, if you want my opinion. What you should do is show him what youre made of and have a darn good time. Thats certainly what Id do. Theres no point looking back over your shoulder for a chap who doesnt want you when theres plenty around who would.

What make you think that he was the one who broke the engagement? Diane demanded, her pride stung by Myras caustic words. As a matter of fact, having a good time is exactly what I do intend to do, she added nonchalantly.

Good. Youll be on for the dance, then?

Of course. The acceptance was out of her mouth before Diane could summon the good sense to refuse.

Wait until you see them Yanks. You wont be moping over your chap then, I can tell you, not if youve any sense, Myra told her enthusiastically as she opened the door.

Im not moping Diane began but it was too late, Myra had gone, clattering down the stairs.



Half an hour later, having thanked Mrs Lawson for her cup of tea and the Spam sandwiches she had made her, Diane dutifully listened whilst her landlady went through her house rules.

Youll be well fed, or as good as I can manage, Mrs Lawson assured her. All the chaps round here have allotments and, knowing Im widowed and that Im doing me bit having you girls here, they mek sure that I get me fresh veggies and fruit. Mind you, youll get some of your meals at the Derby House canteen, as well, so you wont be going without. She gave a small sniff that wasnt quite a criticism, but Diane took the hint.

If theres anything going spare, Ill make sure I bring it back with me, Mrs Lawson.

She was rewarded with an approving smile.

Youre a sensible type, I can see that, the landlady told her. Now, Ill give you a key, cos I know youll be working shifts. Im off out in a few minutes, once Ive washed up, as its me WVS meeting night.

Ill give you a hand with the washing-up, shall I? Diane offered dutifully, earning herself another approving smile. She realised she would have to adapt so that she could get on well with both Mrs Lawson and Myra Stone if she was going to cope with life at number 24.










TWO




Left to her own devices, Diane decided that she might as well explore her new surroundings rather than stay cooped up in the room she was sharing with Myra.

She changed out of her uniform, taking care to hang it up neatly, before unpinning her hair. The trouble with being a natural blonde was that there were so many unnatural blondes around who had taken the maxim that blondes have more fun so enthusiastically to heart that one was judged automatically as being the same. It was part of the reason why she preferred to wear her hair up instead of down. But only part, Diane admitted. The other part was the fact that Kit had loved to smooth her hair back off her face and run his fingers through it, and now she just couldnt bear to look in the mirror and see it falling softly down onto her shoulders. It was horrid to love someone so much when they no longer loved you back. Diane had never imagined she would feel like this. She had grown up in a happy loving environment, with parents married nearly thirty years now, and from the moment Kit had proposed to her she had simply accepted that he loved her and that he always would do.

She wasnt to think about him any more, she reminded herself fiercely. He wasnt worthy of her tears or her thoughts, and she had had a lucky escape. Better to have found out now what he was really like

She had said these words to herself so often these last few weeks that they had become a litany that ran ceaselessly through her head. It had been very hard to maintain the pretence of their deciding on a mutual end to their engagement in front of her colleagues, especially those young women who, like her, had RAF boyfriends and with whom she and Kit had often socialised.

Not letting the side down had become not letting herself down, just as keeping a stiff upper lip in the face of the hardships of war had become making sure that she didnt let others see how she really felt.

It wasnt unknown for engagements to be broken, and though the ending of hers had been greeted with a few raised eyebrows, the camp was a large one and everyone there knew young women who had lost fiancs and husbands to the war, and who because of that were far more deserving of sympathy than Diane.

Out of Kits squadron only just over half of the original young pilots were still flying. One of Kits closest pals in the squadron had been shot down and killed, leaving a distraught young widow, so distraught in fact that she had tried to take her own life. Diane shivered, remembering poor little Amy. But it didnt do to dwell on such things -the war taught everyone that. Amongst those pilots who werent flying were the dead, the injured and those who were presumed to be prisoners of war. Diane gave another shiver. She must not think about that now, nor about the nights she had lain awake, wondering if Kit would make it back safely. That life was over now. This was meant to be a fresh start for her here in Liverpool, where no one knew her or her history.

She looked down at her left hand and her bare ring finger. When Kit had broken their engagement she had taken off her ring and handed it back to him. He had shrugged dismissively, telling her that she might as well keep it, plainly unconcerned about either it or her any more. The following weekend, having given in to a friends suggestion that she join them at a dance, she had had the heart-stopping experience of seeing Kit dancing with another girl, holding her close as he crooned in her ear. But she couldnt think about that again. The familiar pain was building up. She must not let it take hold of her. And she would not. Girls like Myra, with her cynical determination to make the most of the opportunities the war offered, had a far better time of it than girls like her, and if she had any sense she would model herself on Myra and have a good time herself. What, after all, had she got to lose now that she had lost Kit? He plainly was enjoying himself without her, and now that she had no heart left to break she would not be in any danger of having hers broken a second time, would she? It was all very well being good and loyal, and loving one man and one alone, but when that man said he didnt want you any more where did that leave you? Diane took a deep breath. After all, hadnt she already told herself that from now on things were going to be different and that she herself was going to be different? Sharing with someone like Myra was going to make it easy for her to keep that promise to herself. From now on she was going to go out and dance and laugh, and take all the fun that life was prepared to offer her. She reached up and tugged the pins out of her hair

Ten minutes later, freshly dressed in mufti, as those in the forces referred to their non-uniform clothes, she let herself out of the house.

She might as well walk back into the city and find out the best way to reach Derby House, she decided when she had walked as far as Edge Hill Road. It was a light evening with a pleasant breeze, and she set off briskly in the direction she had come earlier.

The bombed buildings looked no less shocking this time than they had done earlier. Instinctively she wanted to look away. People had lived in those houses and worked in those buildings. Where were they now? Rehoused safely somewhere else, or had their lives been destroyed along with their homes, Diane wondered sadly, standing uncertainly at the crossroads she had come to and wondering which way she should take.

Summat up, is there, lass? a woman with a chirpy Liverpudlian accent asked her.

Im just trying to get my bearings, Diane told her. Ive only just arrived

Aye, well, with that blonde hair of yours youd better take care no one mistakes you for a German spy, the woman told her forthrightly. I dont hold wi bleaching, I dont

Diane forced herself to smile, rather than correct her.

So what is it yer looking for then? If its them Yanks, yer wont have to go far; theyll find you soon enough. Not that Id let any daughters of mine tek up wi one, not for all the fags and nylons in the world, the woman avowed firmly.

Actually, I was trying to make my way to Derby House, Diane told her.

Derby House, is it? Got business there, have yer?

Diane had had enough. Out of the corner of her eye she could see a policeman walking towards her. Excusing herself, she hurried over to him, asking him determinedly, I wonder if you could point me in the right direction for Derby House. Im in the WAAF and Im on duty there tomorrow.

Got your papers with you, have you? he asked her.

Diane dutifully produced her identity documents for him to see.

Come with me. Ill show you the way, he told her once he had studied them and handed them back to her.

Derby House turned out to be a disappointingly dull-looking new office block behind the town hall, but as Diane had learned from her briefing before leaving Cambridgeshire, the government knew that Hitler would seek to target the place that was the headquarters of the Western Approaches Command, so they had protected the real heart of the operation by building it underground.

The policeman had returned to his duties, leaving Diane to study the building on her own. Liverpool was so very different from the airfield where she had worked before, but then her whole life was going to be different from now on, without Kit and their plans for the future. A huge lump formed in her throat as desolation swept over her. She forced herself to swallow back the threatening emotions. There was no point feeling sorry for herself. She had to meet this head on and stiffen her spine against her own weakness. After all, she had asked for her transfer so that she could have a fresh start away from people who had known her and Kit, away from the whispered conversations and sidelong looks to which she had become so sensitive.

She took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. On the other side of the road she could see and hear a group of girls giggling as they linked arms. Diane watched them, envying their happiness as they strolled out of sight.

And then, just as she was about to cross the road and make her way back to her billet, out of nowhere  or so it seemed  an army Jeep filled with American soldiers came roaring down the road.

Hey, guys, Diane heard one of them, who was hanging out of the window, yell, I see dames

The girls Diane had been watching made their escape, breaking ranks to run off up an alleyway, laughing and squealing, whilst the Jeep skidded to a halt, then did an abrupt U-turn. Immediately Diane stepped back into the shadows. She had seen enough of the kind of high-spirited behaviour indulged in by young servicemen desperate for female company in their off-duty hours, and did not want to draw attention to herself. But it was too late: they had seen her and, deprived of their original prey, the driver of the Jeep pulled it up across the pavement, blocking off Dianes exit.

Hey, pretty girl, how about we have some fun together? one of the men called out to her. We got nylons, we got chocolate, we got gum

Yeah, and we got jackass hard ons like youve never seen

Somehow Diane managed to stop herself from going bright red as she heard the explicit description yelled out by one of the other men.

Hey, Polanski, leave it out, will ya? another voice joined in, before its owner urged Diane, Come on, blondie, we could have a good time together. What dya say?

Things were threatening to get out of hand, Diane recognised. She could smell the alcohol on their breath from where she was standing, and she was now alone in the street with them.

She forced herself to remain calm as she said as firmly as she could, I say that you boys are going to get in big trouble if your military police find you in this state.

Hey, will ya listen to that? another of the men drawled admiringly. A ballsy dame. I like that

But not as much as youd like it if it was your balls she was playing with, eh, Dwight? another man laughed.

Whilst it wasnt true to say that she was scared, Diane knew she was feeling apprehensive. She was a sensible young woman who had no intention of reacting in the kind of silly way that would cause the situation to escalate but she was also aware that she was out of uniform and thus could not command the same kind of respect wearing it would have gained her. She decided she had to get away from these men.

If youll excuse me she told them, stepping forward so that she could skirt past them.

But they wouldnt let her go, and to her shock one of them jumped down from the Jeep and started to walk towards her.

Now she was scared, Diane admitted as another GI jumped down onto the road.

Come on, sweet stuff, the first one coaxed. All we want is a bit of fun. We wont hurt you, will we, guys? As he spoke he was reaching out to grab hold of her arm.

It was foolish to panic, Diane knew, but she couldnt help it. Backing off from them, her voice high-pitched with tension, she demanded, Stop this and let me go.

Sure well let you go, honey, once weve had our fun

She could hear them laughing as they started to crowd her, her fear giving them the power to be more insolent. Anger and shocked disbelief fought for supremacy inside her. This could not be happening. Not in broad daylight in the middle of the city.

Come on, blondie. Youll enjoy it

What the hells going on here? The authoritative voice of the uniformed officer who had suddenly appeared out of nowhere acted on them like a physical barrage, making them fall back and suddenly look more like scared boys than young men.

Sorry, Major

Gee, Major

Muttering apologies and excuses, the men piled back into the Jeep, leaving Diane facing the tall, broad-shouldered and obviously furious officer.

Now, I dont know who you are, but if youll take my advice, youll think yourself lucky that I came by when I did, and maybe next time youll think twice about encouraging my men to

Dianes self-control snapped. Encouraging them? Ill have you know, Major, that I was doing no such thing. Your men were behaving in a way that would have got them court-martialled had they been British, Diane told him bitingly.


You must have encouraged them

I did no such thing! Their behaviour was inexcusable and its no wonder that parents are telling their daughters to keep away from Americans. Your men were behaving more like some kind of occupying force than allies. Diane had the bit between her teeth now and all the bitterness and misery of the last few weeks, as well as the fright she had had, were fuelling her fury.

The major was equally incensed. He took a step towards her, and Diane had a momentary impression of reined-in temper and sheer male physical strength as he towered over her. His hair was thick and very dark, and his eyes, she noticed, were a brilliantly intense shade of blue.

He could quite easily have been a film star, and the uniform he was wearing, so much smarter than the uniforms of the British forces, only served to add to that impression. For some reason that infuriated Diane almost as much as his accusations had done.

My men

Your men behaved like wild animals and you should be ashamed of them, not defending them. All I was doing was simply standing here.

Oh, yeah? Then you cant blame them for thinking you were waiting for business, can you?

It took several seconds for his meaning to sink in through her anger, but once it had she drew herself up to her full height and told him icily, I suppose I shouldnt be shocked in view of the behaviour of your men, but somehow I am. You see, in this country, Major, we expect our officers to know better. Now if youll excuse me I need to return to my billet. Im on duty at eight, and by on duty, she told him pointedly, I mean that I shall be serving my country  in uniform, just so there isnt any misunderstanding.

Diane had the satisfaction of seeing the slow burn of colour creeping up under his skin.

OK, my boys may have made a mistake he began grudgingly.

There was no may about it, Major. Perhaps you should invite them to tell you about the group of girls they were pursuing and lost when they charged down here in their Jeep  or maybe thats acceptable behaviour for American servicemen?

Without giving him the opportunity to respond, Diane stepped past him, keeping her head held high as she virtually marched up the street, away from him. Outwardly she might look fully in control but inwardly she was quaking in her shoes, she admitted, as she refused to give in to the temptation to turn round and see if he was watching her. It made her feel physically sick to think of what could have happened to her if he hadnt turned up when he had, and it made her feel even more nauseous to recognise what he had thought of her and how he had condemned her without bothering to check his facts. She knew that there was already a lot of antagonism in some quarters towards the American soldiers who had arrived in the country, but until now she had felt that they were being treated a bit unfairly. Feeling superior because they had better uniforms and equipment was one thing, but behaving as they had towards her was something else again, Diane decided angrily. Did they really think they were so important that they could get away with treating decent British women like that? By the time she had reached Edge Hill Road, she had walked off some of her temper and was feeling calmer, but it wasnt until she had closed the door of her bedroom behind her and dropped down onto her narrow bed that she realised how shaky the incident had left her feeling.

Oh, Kit, she whispered, wishing he could take her in his arms and comfort her. But it was no use crying for her ex-fianc. He had made it plain that she meant nothing to him any more. 
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