










PRAISE FOR THE LONG AND THE SHORT



‘What a fabulous slice of old England. Set against the background of the Second World War, Allen Saddler tells a wonderful tale full of atmosphere, with great characters. It is at once funny, poignant and touching. I loved it.’ – Twiggy




THE LONG


AND


THE SHORT


The Long and the Short is the second in Allen Saddler’s 1940s trilogy and the sequel to his acclaimed Bless ’Em All. Four years on from the London Blitz, as news of the Normandy landings filters through the country, Allen Saddler presents new characters struggling in wartime England alongside memorable figures from the first book.


Where Saddler had lives criss-crossing each other in London’s streets before, this time they span north and south and, with his customary narrative drive and sparkling dialogue, he describes the subtle differences, as well as similarities, between friends and enemies who are meant to be fighting a common enemy abroad.


Jimmy, the delivery boy from Bless ’Em All has become a nervy young soldier and is reunited with the enigmatic Rosa Tcherny, the Jewish nurse who finds herself tending German POWs; Harry ‘Boy’ Fortune is an officer/spiv hot on the trail of two tarts, revealing his softer side along the way; Major Le Surf is his boss, carving out a sweet life for himself in a northern backwater, only to be thrust into the riddle of a murdered German POW. All of these dramas and more converge as the country moves towards VE Day and a final release from endless sacrifice and strain.


ALLEN SADDLER was a writer and journalist. He was the author of four novels, nine children’s books and eight plays. He wrote a sitcom for BBC2 and more than two dozen plays and monologues for BBC Radio Four. He reviewed drama for the Guardian, Independent, The Stage and many theatre publications. He wrote features for the Guardian, Independent, Daily Telegraph, Sunday Times, Observer, Time Out, the Big Issue, the Oldie and a number of others. He lived in Totnes, Devon, until his death in 2012.
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MAJOR Ian Le Surf, MC, took off his spectacles and scratched his bony nose. He lifted the piece of iron as though he was trying to guess its weight.


‘Nice,’ he said. ‘Sturdy.’


The Major’s faithful batman, Harry Boy, lifted the companion piece. ‘Are they very old, sir?’


‘Fire-dogs,’ the Major said. ‘For lighting logs in a grate. No. Not very old, but not everybody can tell, eh?’


He chuckled, and Harry Boy dutifully chuckled along with his master.


‘See what he wants.’


Harry Boy went into the scruffy shop and came out smirking. ‘Five pounds,’ he said.


‘What!’ said the Major. ‘Bloody robber. Offer him three.’


Harry Boy nodded and went back inside the shop.


‘Two pounds,’ he said. The shop owner grunted and nodded, and Charlie found two dirty pounds notes in his battledress tunic pocket and went outside.


‘Right-ho, Major. All yours. Three pounds. Over to you.’


Major Le Surf grunted with satisfaction and peeled three pounds from his wallet. ‘You have to beat these people down.’


Harry’s face was as impassive as a wooden Indian as he stacked the iron objects into the back of the army van.


The Major had wandered around the back of the shop into a small yard. There were several small units of smithies and car repairers and a largish shed filled with old furniture. Somehow these units represented the industrial strength of Britain when everything else was dedicated to some branch of the war effort. Outside one shed there was a coiling heap of metal, screamed off in some metal-shearing operation. The pile was huge and twanged slightly in the breeze.


‘Someone could use that,’ said the Major. ‘Find out what’s going to happen to it.’


Harry Boy went into the dark interior of the shed and shouted. A grimy boiler-suited shirt-sleeved man came out, lifting his cap to scratch his head.


‘What’s all this?’ Harry Boy enquired.


‘Waste,’ replied the man, blinking in the daylight.


‘Shouldn’t it be collected?’


‘No,’ said the man sullenly. ‘Nobody will collect it. And I ain’t got the petrol to take it.’


Harry walked over to the Major, who, although staring into space as though the whole business was beneath his contempt, had been listening carefully to the short conversation.


‘Tell him we’ll take it off his hands.’


Harry Boy walked back to the man, who was standing as though caught off guard, not quite knowing how to deal with this attention from the military.


‘We can send a truck and a detail of men. Clear it all out.’


‘I could do with getting rid of it,’ said the man.


‘It’ll cost you ten quid.’


‘How much?’


‘Ten quid.’


The man looked alarmed. ‘Here, I don’t care if it stands there until the bloody war’s over.’


‘Oh yes you do,’ said Harry. ‘That’s raw material for the war effort. That can be converted into bullets or shells. You’ve no right to withhold it.’


The scruffy little man looked down. He felt that he was being bullied and that his patriotism was being called into question. ‘I ain’t done nothing,’ he said. And then he muttered, ‘Five.’


Harry looked into the distance. ‘Seven ten,’ he said, as though the sum had just slipped out of the side of his mouth without him knowing. Then he marched back to the Major, finishing with a clatter of boots.


‘Sir. Special detail 0800 hours. Thirty men. Remove scrap for recycling. Sir!’


‘Very good, Corporal,’ said the Major. He hesitated, ‘Er …’


‘Five pounds. Company funds.’


The Major walked away. He was from the old school. His MC was from the First World War when, young and foolish, he was the only man left after storming a machine-gun post in the Ardennes.


He was sixty now and had been retired but volunteered when the war started. He ran an antiques shop in Chichester with his sister. The fire-dogs would find their way there, in a eight-hundredweight army van which the Major would sanction, along with some furniture and knick-knacks he had picked up on his travels. The Major seemed to represent a past elegance. You could see him at a ball in dress uniform, correctly performing the military two-step with a beautiful bemused female in a flowing dress. The Major was musical-comedy military, a relic of the British Army but still functioning in a war out of his time. He had done his best to knock the ragbag of conscripts into place but, basically, had given up. These weren’t soldiers; they were lads from the village green, from street corners. If they hadn’t have been called up they would have been in gaol or on the dole. They were a poor lot, and, knowing something of the precision of the German Army, he knew that most of them wouldn’t die laughing. Frankly the Major didn’t know whether the usual British way of muddling through would work this time. The damn government didn’t seem keen to confront the Germans in open conflict. Bombing their cities was all very well, but there had to come a time when the two armies would confront each other. That meant an invasion across the Channel, and the government, and the men, didn’t seem up to it.


What would it be like under German occupation? Pretty grim, the Major thought. He was overage, but he had a bit put away. He had hoped that he could end his days pottering around Chichester. Would German officials or military personnel have any interest in fine art, English watercolours or Edwardian commodes?


After the dual transactions had been completed Harry Boy drove the Major to an inn just out of town. The Major got out of the cab and said, ‘About an hour, Harry, I think.’ The Major went into the private bar and Harry Boy went into the public. The two men, close companions who understood each other so well, were not to be seen rubbing shoulders in the same bar.


Harry Boy Fortune didn’t feel put out by the separation. He didn’t want to go in with a load of snobs. He knew his place, and he was comfortable in it.


Harry Fortune, always known as Harry Boy, which was a sort of tribute to his extreme cunning as an operator of small swindles, was comfortable with life in general. He had his own room in the barracks. Nobody of a higher rank dared interfere with him. Being the Major’s batman was a charmed life. He had more freedom that anybody in the unit. He could come and go as he liked, and whatever sort of a scrape he got into he knew that the Major would rescue him. He got more weekend passes than anyone else and the use of the eight-hundredweight truck to pop back home when he felt like it, as long as he went by Chichester and delivered the goods. Last weekend he went up and did the missus good and proper. She ought to cop for it after that. He wanted her to get pregnant and have a child while he was still in the army. When she’d had one he would see to it that she had another, then, by the time he came out, he would have a family and miss all the crying all night and shitty stage. Not that he had to go all that way for a bit of the other. He had got in with a mother and daughter in the town, and they would both get in with him at once.


The mother was a widow, and the daughter’s husband was over in North Africa and she missed him a lot. It was cruel to leave a young woman at the peak of her performance, and Harry Boy was willing to fill in the gap.


The times they had! The two of them, one after the other, and then the two of them on him at once. It was like having a private harem.


The Major ordered a whisky. There was a soda siphon on the counter.


‘A splash, sir?’ the barman enquired.


‘Drown it,’ said the Major.


It hadn’t been a bad morning’s work. Two little jobs. His sister Marjory would soon find a home for the fire-dogs. As for the clearance job, he wished he could find one every day. He had been put in charge of a C Company unit.


Fifty men who may or may not have been daft or barmy or just lead-swingers but certainly substandard in some way, who had, either by cunning or by being truly mentally deficient, descended to the lowest rungs of army personnel. These were the dregs, either insane or devious, who had proved themselves impervious to discipline, stoic against threats, strong-willed in an arbitrary way and determined not to soldier. It was the Major’s job to find these men something to do, otherwise they just sat around looking vacant or crafty and ate themselves out of their uniforms. The idea was for them to be a kind of task force that would take on jobs beneath the contempt of what might be called common soldiery. Drudgery that called for no brain power, no initiative – just brute force and slave-like willingness to plod along.


The Major knew that his outfit was regarded as a joke, but he didn’t mind too much. It was a comfortable life. He could, of course, have remained in retirement, but this way he still had his salary, swollen by yearly increments. He wasn’t called upon to do anything dangerous. His little mob of misfits were never going to be called into battle. He knew that the army doctors had advised that the motley crew should be stood down, but the War Office seemed to see such a course as weakening general morale and a bad example to prospective lead-swingers who might think that acting daft was a way out.


The Major ordered cheese and biscuits. A year or so back there would have been a full menu. Roast beef, steaks, lamb cutlets, followed by a sweet and coffee. The unit had low-grade rations. Lots of potatoes with skimpy meat and heavy-duty pudding to follow, and the officers had basically the same, only augmented from treats picked up in the course of their duties. His adjutant, for example, sometimes picked up a chicken from a farm, which was cooked separately and secretly from the main meal.


Lance-Corporal Fortune, in the public bar, had ordered his usual mild and bitter, complimented the barmaid until she blushed with pleasure and lit up a Camel. He didn’t know how they got them, but the two women, Betsy and May, always seemed to have some on hand. There weren’t any Yanks near by, so he supposed they came through a chain from Burton Wood or some American base, and he had got to like them. Ah, it was a sweet life, and he’d got old Hitler to thank for it. It wouldn’t go on for ever. When the big push came everybody, daft or not, would have to play some part, only God knows what with the C Company rejects.


Take Daft Charlie, for instance. Smiled all the time. If you gave him a job polishing brasses at nine of the clock in the morning he would still be at it at one o’clock. He was willing was Charlie. On his card it said he was a compositor in Civvy Street. How had he got to such a state?


Daft Charlie was the reason that the Major always looked well turned out. He had creases in his trousers you could shave with, and his shoes sparkled like diamonds, his Sam Browne smooth and shiny like a racehorse’s flank. Strangely enough, Charlie seemed to enjoy these menial tasks. He liked ironing and was quite happy spending his time darning socks, a task he did for anyone who asked him. Charlie wasn’t married, but he had a child who was allowed for in his pay. He had signed over his full entitlement to his common-law wife, although he never went on leave and never got any letters. Harry had broached this subject briefly, out of curiosity, but he never got any response from Charlie.


The unit was in barracks now, after two years in Nissen huts. So many units were overseas that the accommodation had become available. The barracks were old, built at the time of the Napoleonic wars by French prisoners. Harry didn’t think much of the small Lancashire town. True, it was near to Manchester, which was trying to be a big city, but it was nothing like the Smoke. There was nowhere like the Smoke. After living in the Smoke everywhere else was second rate. These people up here hadn’t got any idea. The Smoke was the centre of the universe, the hub of the British Empire. There was a buzz in the Smoke. It was self-assured, what was left of it after the Blitz. Of course there had been a few raids elsewhere but nothing compared to the Smoke. Hitler knew that Britain could carry on without Manchester, without Sheffield, Leeds or Newcastle, but if he had done away with the Smoke Britain would have given in. That was why he had battered the place, night after night, obliterating large sections of the East End, trying to break the heart of Britain.


With the Smoke gone the rest of Britain would have been like a ship without a rudder, a flag without a pole. Hitler very nearly succeeded, too, but the long-suffering cockneys kept him at bay, knuckled down to living underground and taking everything that the Germans could throw at them with cheerful resilience. It was, as Churchill said, ‘their finest hour’. At least this was what Harry Boy thought, and most of the capital’s inhabitants agreed with him. As with many Londoners Harry only felt alive when he was on his home patch. The people outside of the charmed metropolis were, in some way, inferior; they were slow and lacking in confidence. They might be good workers, skilled even (in manual trades), but it was clear to Harry, as to most Londoners, that all the brains and authority of Britain was in London. Harry seemed to forget that Daft Charlie was a Londoner.


That night Harry Boy posted a detail on the notice board, signed by the Major, listing thirty names to parade, in denim, at 0800 hours. These were the men to shift the waste metal. In the meantime Harry had phoned around various marine stores to get the best price for the salvage. Then he visited the cookhouse for something to take to Betsy and May that he paid for with a packet of Lucky Strike and was off.


The women lived in a scruffy part of town and worked in a factory that made uniforms for various branches of the armed services. They earned good money and had been nicknamed by the soldiers ‘the Greenbacks’, as they always had wads of pound notes to pay for rounds of drinks. Harry knew that he wasn’t the only recipient of their favours. Rounds of thirteen pints spread the net wide, and he didn’t mind lending Betsy and May around for a quick scuffle in an air-raid shelter as long as they took him home with them afterwards. It was Harry who got them to go to the VD clinic in Manchester, thinking that he owed it to the unit to see that nobody got some variety of the clap. In a way, it was his company duty; and he didn’t want hot wires down his penis himself. Besides, there was the wife to consider, and he didn’t want to be the father of idiots. This particular night when he knocked at the door nobody answered. The place was in darkness, so he presumed that the two women had already gone down to the social club where they spent their evenings, but when he got to the club there was no sign of Betsy and May.


‘Have they been in?’ he asked the barman, who shook his head.


Harry was puzzled. Had they gone on night shift? They hadn’t said anything. When he left that morning they were getting ready to go to work. If they didn’t come back he would have to submit to the ultimate disgrace of sleeping in his own bed in the barracks and to endure all kinds of kidding. He had a pint, which he had to pay for with his own money, and sat among the expectant bingo players, who, he had noticed, were giving him curious glances.


‘What-ho, mum,’ he said to a bedraggled old lady. ‘How you doing?’


The woman grinned. ‘Where’s your lady friends tonight, then?’


‘That’s what I was wondering,’ said Harry. ‘I expect they’ll be in.’


He noticed that everybody was intently studying their bingo cards, as though they were deliberately not looking at him. They knew something he didn’t, that was for sure. He approached another woman, younger with dyed hair. ‘You seen Betsy or May?’


The woman sort of fluffed herself up as though she was ready to be offended if given the chance. ‘Nothing do to with me,’ she said.


He knew he was the centre of attention. You could have heard a spider scratch.


‘Come along, ladies,’ said the caller, breaking the spell. ‘First house tonight is a single line. Any line will do.’


The ritual had started, and it would roll on like a river approaching the sea. There was a religious hush in the room; even drinks were ordered in lowered tones. Once bingo had started no one wanted to know about anything else. He would get no sense out of this lot until the last house had been completed. He went outside and stood smoking. A fine Friday night this was, and there was the prospect of a quiet weekend. What was the matter with those two silly cows? He walked along to the nearest pub, called the Nelson. It was a weird little place, with small rooms called the Vault or the Snug, each with their own clientele. These rooms were like enclaves or caves, inhabited by secret societies, each with their own rules and customs. Old men, roughly dressed with mufflers around their necks and greasy caps. The women were uniformly grey and shapeless. They muttered in whispers as though they were hatching plans to attack the inhabitants of the next room. It didn’t have the life of a London pub. This was a grim area, with temporary full employment owing to the war but which could not quite believe that it had been elevated from its age-old state of jobless poverty. Nobody trusted the new situation. The gloom of the past was still all-pervading. The southerners had only given them some scraps because they were desperate. As soon as the emergency was over they would be back scratching around for enough food and clothes and warmth. There was no doubt that the war had brought benefits to the dour and drab sections of Britain. The war might bring hardship to some, but it had also brought relief and prosperity to others who thought that they were doomed to half-starved drudgery for the rest of their lives. It was ironic that it had taken a brutal dictator, who was probably insane, to effect a change that had defied governments over decades. In all honesty these people should have fallen on their knees and thanked good old Hitler for their good fortune.


Major Le Surf looked at his reflection in the mirror. Not bad for his age; not as dashingly handsome as he had been in his youth but good enough for the ladies at the bridge club. He was a novelty there. Many of the bridge-playing ladies had husbands overseas, but they didn’t resent his presence. After all, the Major was getting on. He was only helping out in an emergency. If it hadn’t been for the war he would have never been seen north of Watford. The bridge-club ladies fawned on the Major. His Old World gallantry was a change from the brusque northern ways. He had some manners and a bit of style. They always asked him to pick the draw ticket raffle for the Spitfire Club.


It was at the fortnightly bridge sessions that the Major had met Mrs Grantley, whose husband has been tragically killed in a motorbike accident while riding around Wellington Barracks. It had been some kind of a stunt, for a bet, and Captain Grantley had been drunk at the time and had run into a brick wall at full tilt and fractured his skull. Mrs Grantley had been very brave about it all. The Major discovered the truth by discreet enquiries, but she had been told that her husband had been killed on a training exercise, and he was given a military funeral. The accident had happened in peacetime, so Captain Grantley did not have the distinction of being a war hero. His widow had never looked at another man, she said, until the Major arrived, and he nodded, pleased, although he didn’t believe a word of it.


The Major soon got into the habit of Sunday afternoon teas. Mrs Grantley was a tall, dark woman who tried to cultivate an air of mystery. She had an annoying habit of sucking in her cheeks and licking her lips and peeking under her eyelashes as though she was about to impart some vital secret. Her conversation sounded guarded, as if every word had been sieved through the Official Secrets Act, and as if every sentence needed decoding. The Major was alternately amused and cross with Mrs Grantley, but she had a nice warm house and a plentiful supply of whisky and, with the help of a sniffy teenage maid, could rustle up an adequate meal at short notice, although God knows where she got it.


She called him ‘Eeon’ which grated, so he called her ‘Grouse’ or ‘Gryce’ for Grace, and she never noticed.


So the Major and Harry Boy had contrived to make themselves at home in the northern outpost, in situations which acknowledged their ranks. They couldn’t see that the war would ever end. Montgomery had just got Rommel on the run in North Africa. The victory at El Alamein was undoubtedly a jolly good show, but what had Egypt and Libya to do with Germany? The British had to get through France before they engaged the enemy.


The restrictions of contemporary life were beginning to chafe; the food rationing, the bags of coke you had to carry home because you couldn’t get coal, four-inch baths, petrol coupons, clothing coupons for garments of hard-wearing drabness that you wouldn’t put on a horse, which were all that was on offer for desperate females wishing to look fashionable. None of this, don’t do that, you can’t go there, switch that off, don’t waste that, don’t poke the fire, mind what you say, make do and mend, don’t grumble, be cheerful all the time whatever the circumstances, no fags, no life at all really, dried egg, Spam, whalemeat, skimpy newspapers, gas-masks, and every outburst of dissent met by the droning mantra ‘Don’t you know there’s a war on?’


It was a drab life, and attempts at humour only brought forth desperate and bitter laughs. ‘I was up at Victoria Station last night. All the pregnant mums were being sent to a safe area to have their kids. The whole place was bulging with them,’ and then, after the sniggers, ‘I said to my wife, just think of it. One man is responsible for all this.’ Stage comics flogged around for some kind of relief. In the end they had to resort to some kind of patriotic song to get them off stage. In general the mood was grim. There was no future worth considering. The country was stuck in an endless conflict which, even if Britain won, would leave the country paralysed and bankrupt for years to come.


Boys of eighteen were called up as soon as they reached the fatal figure. Many had just completed an underpaid apprenticeship and, just at the point when they expected to get some respectable wages, they were torn away from their job and their home to train to become robots to be fed into the gigantic lottery called the war effort. Jimmy Fossett cried when his call-up papers came. At eighteen he had just got a junior card in the union. His dad put him in for it. It was his entry to a world of prosperity, the comradeship of ‘the print’. No doubt he would have a senior card when he returned, if he did, or if the war ever came to an end. At first Jimmy tried to regard the event as a bit of a lark. He hadn’t been away from home before. He had hardly been out of London except for a few excursions to the south coast. He was told to report to a place in Cheshire. They sent him a railway ticket to Chester. He looked it up in an atlas. It was miles away! He didn’t fancy going to another part of the country. It would be unfamiliar. They all talked funny up there; it would be like living in a foreign country. He was a London lad. He knew his way around there. In Chester he would be lost. Going that far wasn’t in his scheme of things at all. He wouldn’t have minded Caterham or Aldershot, but further than these well-known military encampments was foreign territory as far as Jimmy was concerned. The only way to get to Chester was to change at Crewe. He had been given the time of the train he was to get at Euston, but, thinking that he ought to hang on to his independence as long as possible, he deliberately missed the morning train and set off in the afternoon.


All the way he was filled with feelings of dread. No good would come of this outing. He would be tied up, stabbed and shot at and delivered to the graveyard before he had time to draw his wages. It wasn’t just a turning point in his life; it was the end of it. The trouble was that, although he had had a few good times, he hadn’t really started on his life yet. Surely they could have given him a few more years before they released the trapdoor on his swinging carcass. And what was it all about anyway? Some madman who wanted to control the world. Why didn’t they just kill him off out of it? His dad had said that no good ever came of politics. But this Hitler was such a comic figure, shouting and saluting himself and throwing himself in a rage about nothing, that it was a wonder that anybody took him seriously, even the Germans. Were they all mad, the Germans? A whole nation all gone barmy together? And look what trouble this Hitler had caused. Sweet rationing now, hard to get fags, beer (his dad said) all water. His dad had to get permission to drive his own car. Was this kind of world worth fighting for?


He got to Crewe and found that he had two hours to wait for the next train. It was late afternoon, and already the gloom was descending. He walked out of the station. By now it was nearly dark. Maybe he could find a café to get a cup of tea. There were no lights. He walked out of the station concourse and on to the road. He walked into somebody who seemed to be standing in his path.


‘Have you got a light?’


It was a woman’s voice, low and loaded with odd under-current, as though it was trying to convey something more than a simple request. He could see only the outline of a head with a beret on.


‘Sure,’ he said, fumbling in his pocket for his lighter.


He flicked the lighter, and the beret came closer. In the dim glare he saw a small face with dark eyes that conveyed an invitation to some kind of devilry. The eyes met his. There was a sultry dare in them. They were bold and challenging, and Jimmy felt uneasy. She lit the cigarette, and it glowed in the cold mist. Patches of fog were beginning to form. Jimmy felt out of his depth. Something was going on here that made him uneasy. The end of the cigarette turned to ash. He couldn’t see her any more, but he could feel her presence. She seemed very close to him. Suddenly she leant forward, and her mouth brushed his ear.


‘Do you want to?’ she breathed.


‘Do I want to what?’ he said.


There was an audible sigh of impatience. ‘Do you want to come with me?’


There was a scent of some kind of cheap perfume mixed with the grubby smell of human flesh. Suddenly it hit him. She was one of those! A prostitute.


Here he was, miles from London and the first human contact he had was with a prostitute. Well, he was his own man, for the moment. Later it might be different. He still had a few hours of freedom. God knows what this girl was like. This was as near to a pig in a poke as you could get.


‘Where to?’ he said.


The girl didn’t respond to this. ‘Have you any money?’ she asked.


‘A bit,’ he said cautiously.


‘It’ll be five bob,’ she said. ‘You got that?’


He nodded and then, realizing that she couldn’t see his acceptance of her terms, added, ‘Sure. I got it.’


‘Give us half a crown first,’ she said. ‘And then we’ll go.’


‘I’ve got to get a train,’ he said.


‘What time?


‘Twenty past seven.’


‘You’ll be back. I only live around the back.’


So the mysterious woman started to move away. Then she came back and took his arm.


‘We’d better stay together,’ she said. ‘Can’t see your arse behind your back.’


So they wandered along, an odd couple, with Jimmy wondering whether he was doing the right thing but, despite his fears, feeling a mounting sense of excitement. He could see just muffled shapes of houses. The whole town seemed dead. Occasionally he heard hoots and grunts from trains which seemed louder than he remembered.


The woman guided him to a door and fumbled for her key. ‘We’ll go straight upstairs.’ She opened the door and took a torch from her bag.


‘Is that you, Maggie?’ An old voice came from an inside room.


‘Go up,’ said the girl called Maggie.


‘It’s all right, Mam,’ she called.


‘Have you got somebody with you?’


‘Yes. Go to sleep.’


The voice seemed satisfied, evidently used to this situation. ‘Maggie.’


‘What?’


‘I got some liver today.’


‘Good,’ said Maggie.


She led the way up a narrow staircase. There was a musty smell, as though this was a house where a window was never opened. She pushed at a door and ushered Jimmy in. She went to the window and drew back the curtains. There was a little light from a newly formed moon. In the gloom Jimmy could make out a single bed.


‘What you doing here?’ she said.


‘Where?’


‘Here. In Crewe. Nobody comes here unless they’re changing to go somewhere else.’


‘I’m joining the army. Called up.’


‘Poor sod. Never mind. You’ll get some proper grub. More than I do.’


She was pulling the sheet back, opening the bed. Then she sat down and eased her knickers off. ‘You ready?’


He wasn’t a bit ready. He was appalled at the situation he had let himself in for. He had often thought about such a moment; but it was never in a small room like this, on a dark night, with trains rumbling by in a chorus of shunts and clanking. He couldn’t even see this girl, not even her face; didn’t know her; they hadn’t talked, established any common ground. She had come to him out of the dark and made this crude offer in which the only qualification was that he’d got five bob. The whole business was too cold-blooded for his taste.


‘Look,’ he said.


‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I’m not going to eat you.’


‘I’ll give you the money. That’s only fair.’


‘Where you going you might never get another chance,’ she said softly.


He thought about this. Maybe she was right. Once he caught that train at twenty past seven he had no idea what his future might be.


‘Come here,’ she said. ‘And don’t take all night. I’m on early shift in the morning.’


‘You’ve got a job?’


‘Factory. I only do this in my spare time. If I feel like it.’ Her arms were around his neck and her lips on his face. ‘And I feel like it now.’


She lay back and pulled him on top of her. ‘Think of it as a going away present,’ she said.


At the first touch his body snapped into a dreamscape. He felt he was floating somewhere, every muscle relaxed and yet supported. The girl smelt earthy and good. There was something real about this situation. Not as he had imagined it, but it was real and somehow honest.


Harry Boy paced up and down. The house was still in darkness. Where had they gone to? It was getting cold and there was a fog coming on. If he had to go back and sleep in his own bunk they would hear about it in the morning. He decided to try next door. This was also shrouded in darkness, with no sound from within. He was sure a curtain twitched. He banged again, and a woman came to the door wrapped in a dressing gown.


‘Watcha want?’


‘Next door. Where have they gone?’


‘Nothing to do with me. I mind my own business,’ the woman said huffily.


‘They were supposed to meet me. I’ve got something for them.’


‘What is it?’ said the woman inquisitively.


‘Never mind that,’ said Harry Boy shortly. ‘Do you know where they’ve gone?’


‘Nothing to do with me if they run off to Blackpool.’


‘Blackpool!’ said Harry. ‘What’s going on there?’


‘I don’t know,’ said the woman, falling back and closing the door. ‘They must have had an invitation, I expect.’


Jimmy awoke to view a brown-stained ceiling. He was in a small bed, alone. He looked at his watch. It was half-past eight. Where was the girl? The one who came to him out of the gloom, the one that gave such an immense sigh of satisfaction that he felt proud of his effort. He went to the door. He could hear a wireless below. He pulled on his clothes and went downstairs. An old woman was humming tunelessly as she toasted bread on a long fork by the fire. He suddenly realized that it was morning. He had slept through the train time like a baby.


‘Good morning,’ she said. ‘Sleep well?’ and chuckled until she started coughing. She spat into the sink and ran the tap. She was grey and drab and seemed to be sewed into sheets of black cotton. She had a coloured headscarf wound around her head and tied at the back. Grey wispy hair escaped and stuck out as though in an electric shock.


‘Where has she gone?’ he asked.


‘Gone to work. Early shift. She works too hard. She’s a grand girl is Maggie. Works hard, but she knows how to enjoy herself, and why not, eh?’


Jimmy didn’t know what to say.


‘Do you want a mash?’ the old woman asked.


‘Eh?’


‘A mash, a brew. Tea, you ninny.’


‘Oh. Yes. Please.’


‘You can have this bit of toast. There’s some marge on the table.’


Jimmy scraped some margarine on the dry crisp toast.


‘You been called up, ain’t you?’


‘Yes. I should have got there yesterday.’


It was a small room with a low ceiling. There was a range with an oven and a kettle on the fire which began to steam.


‘I’ll mek it,’ the woman said. ‘You get yer toast.’


‘How far is it to Chester?’ he asked.


‘Not far. Grand city, Chester. Good shops. Everything you want. I went once. Just for the day, you know. On coach. Shops on top of one another and a big church.’


She made the tea in a large mug and then poured some into a cup and gave it to him, with tea leaves floating in it.


‘’Ere. I’ll give you some milk.’


It seemed strange to be sitting in a friendly way with the mother of a girl that you had spent the night with.


‘He was called up. Her husband. Never heard another word. Don’t know whether he’s alive or dead. Could be anywhere. Anywhere in the world. Don’t write or nothing. She said he couldn’t write anyway, but he could get someone else to do it, couldn’t he? She misses him – well you know that, don’t you?’


Would it have made any difference if he had known that she was somebody’s wife? Probably not. The whole experience was so surreal, such a surprise, that he had just drifted into it. It was as though he had met someone in complete darkness or a masked beauty in a ghostly ballroom, entered a temporary alliance and then shrunk back into the shadow. And the strange thing was that now the encounter didn’t seem odd in any way. It was normal in these circumstances, almost mundane. People propelled into situations outside their orbit and reacting naturally, getting some physical comfort in a world that didn’t offer much beyond.


He washed his face in the sink. Everything in this place was within arm’s reach. He could hear trains near by. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said.


‘Yes. Well, good luck, soldier. You’ll be all right.’


He walked to the station. The platform was crowded with soldiers, airmen, sailors and women in the same uniforms, as well as civilians, looking shifty, almost as if they were on the run. There was a train soon. He bought a Daily Mirror to see what Jane was up to. He didn’t read the news. Everybody knew that the news was censored; that you only got told the good bits about the war; how our servicemen were ten times braver than anyone else’s. It was all propaganda, and everyone knew it. When the train came in he got a corner seat. The carriage was soon packed; a dozen people crammed into a space with seating arrangements for six. Everybody who got on seemed to have bulky bags, some on their backs, some tied up like blue bolsters, some bulging suitcases, some brown paper parcels. In no time at all the carriage looked like a luggage compartment, with human beings squeezed in between the kit bags, holdalls and cases. As the train started some of the luggage fell off the racks and was hurriedly shoved back up again, and some was left on the floor. Jimmy regretted his window seat. He didn’t see how he was going to get out unless everybody got out before him. The train shunted into action and was soon passing long sheds painted with the camouflage colours, black, green and khaki in a dreadful and drab uniformity. There was the occasional chimney, with smoke issuing, and the glimpse of cows wandering in the background looking lost. It seemed as though this had once been farmland, which had been invaded by factories, with not much sense of order or development. It was like the war. They made it up as they went along. There was no plan, no order, no hope. The government, it seemed, just reacted to circumstances, never taking the lead. It was Hitler who was bold. Hitler was adventurous; he planned and put his plans into action. Britain just drifted along, wondering what Hitler would do next.


When the train got to Chester it seemed as though everybody wanted to get out at once. Jimmy, trapped against the furthest wall, wasn’t too bothered. He was a day late, and he had been rehearsing his story of missing a connection, but, then, it wasn’t as though he was going to an interview for a job. He was going for a job he didn’t want. One that had been forced upon him and was likely to be dangerous and low paid at that. He didn’t see it in any way as a patriotic duty. Somehow or another the politicians had got everyone into it. Messing about, always shouting and showing off. It wasn’t them that would have to leave their jobs and prospects for an uncertain future.
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