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WHEN HE CAME THROUGH Checkpoint Charlie that night in November I was hard pushed to recognise Derek Twilling as the man we'd sent across five years before. Much has changed in that time; back in London we'd joined the Beatles in going from suits and mop tops to beards and paisley shirts although I drew the line at a Kaftan. Derek on the other hand had been in a place untouched by mania and melodies. 

The last time I'd seen him in the late summer of '62 had been at his briefing which was short and sweet; head over to East Germany, get a job in government, report back what you can. There was the usual bollocks about drop boxes and tradecraft but both Derek and I were old hands, both of us from the recruitment class of '56—we knew the score.

I hadn't expected to see him again; deep cover operatives tend to stay that way for life, or death if they're uncovered. Having one walk back out seemingly of his own volition and with nobody on his tail was unheard of. That's why I was here; the message had come in to HQ last night that somebody was coming across. It gave Derek's old codename and set the alarm bells ringing loud and clear. The Boss got me out of a bar in the Strand, didn't ask me any questions, couldn't give me any answers and had me on the next plane out to Berlin. 

The CIA guys were on the same flight. They weren't happy but when are they ever; tight suit and tight arse is a way of life with them. They were there to take Derek back to Langley, give him the drugs and bruises treatment and drain all that was good out of him in search of the bad. Again, that's why I was here. If I could verify it was indeed Derek and not a plant then the Boss had first dibs, even when up against the Yanks. 

Grey rules for a grey business.

Derek walked through the checks and patrols like a man without a care in the world. The CIA guys raised their eyebrows at that but if Derek Twilling had gone darkside and joined the opposition there wasn't much hope for any of us, including me, so I was looking closely for signs of my old friend.

As I've said, at first I wasn't even sure it was him; he'd got older than five years should have made him, thinner, greying at the temples and with deep set eyes that had seen too much of something. But as he came through to our side and looked up he saw me standing there, smiled, and I knew my pal was back in the land of the living.

He strode over and shook my hand.

"Bill, as I live and breathe. You got fat."

"And you got old. I can always go on a diet though."

Then we were laughing together as if five years were nothing and the CIA guys were giving us their tight-arsed frowns.

*
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THERE WAS SOME TRADECRAFT after that; false names, fresh passports, all of that old nonsense and a couple of hours later we were in the air on the way to London and sampling some of the cheap scotch to be had on the flight.

Derek hadn't said much up till then; he'd been taking everything in as if the world was all new to him. I supposed it was. Back home we'd gone from a black and white world to a colour one since he'd left; he had several shades of grey to shed before he got all the way back.

"There'll be a debriefing," he said. "Will you be doing it?"

"That's up to the Boss. I'm to get you to a safe house. That's as far as they've let me see so far."

"I hope it's you," he said and took a pull at the whisky that had me thinking, for my pal Derek had never been that much of a drinker. "I really hope it's you. I've got a story to tell and it'll be easier if it's you."

"Just relax and ease into it slow," I replied. "The world has turned a few times. You need to catch up."

He had been rubbing at his left forearm through his shirt and took to scratching it. I saw old blood stains there, several of them. When I turned to ask about them he looked up at me. There were tears in his eyes that embarrassed us both into silence.

"I'm glad to be out," he said softly after a time.

None of us are ever out; he knew that as well as I did but now wasn't the time to remind him. I tried to get some of the old cheer into him with anecdotes of our younger years but he scarcely reacted to it; it was as if he'd left his youth behind when he'd gone East, discarded it like an old coat that someone else now wore. 

Once I got all talked out to no avail he spoke, softly and quietly, of loneliness and despair, of grey walls, greyer streets and a darkness of the soul.

I'd been wrong. A moment's jocularity at the checkpoint had got me fooled. 

My old pal, Derek Twilling, was barely there at all.

I didn't know this man.

*
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THE BOSS DID INDEED want me to do the debriefing; I got the gen from our driver on the way in from the airport that the team was already waiting with their gear. We headed for the Lewisham house painfully slowly through a steady droning rain that washed London in streaks of thin colour. Derek peered out the window all the way as if reassuring himself that this was home.

The terraced house in a quiet suburban street near Ladywell Railway station was pretty much the same as all of our houses across the city; non-descript, slightly run down and with a general feeling of a place nobody really lives in. It was comfortable enough though and somebody had stocked us up with the essentials. It wasn't too long before I got Derek settled in an armchair with coffee and smokes to hand, a pie and chips inside him and a bottle of scotch on the table between us for when the questions got tougher. The mikes were hidden in the light fittings and the guys with the headphones on upstairs were as quiet as church-mice.

We were ready to go.

That first night I only intended to toss him some easy ones to get his eye in.

We'd got him a bath and a change of clothes so his shirt was clean on but he was back scratching at his left arm again. I knew that soon, probably the next morning, I'd need to get a doc in to give him a once over but for now we were just two old pals catching up; that was the plan anyway. 

Derek put the mockers on it by talking before I got round to asking him anything.

"You've never been across, Bill," he began. "You don't know what it's like." He waved his coffee in one hand and his cigarette in the other, showing them to me. "Decent coffee and smokes, neither tasting of tar and pie with identifiable meat in it with chips that don't taste of pork fat. Next you'll be telling me there's beer that's bitter and that toothpaste is actually a real thing.

"I had a hard time those first months. My accent sounded off to the locals in East Berlin. I tried to convince them it was because I was Polish; some bought it, most didn't. 'Head on over and get a job in government' – you remember telling me that at the briefing? Sounds so simple put like that but I nearly starved before I found work, despite the papers the Boss provided me with. 

"I slowly found my feet, not in government, but working as a journalist for what passed as a newspaper over there. Towing the party line in everything was the order of the day – not that it was difficult, given that I was mostly covering the openings of factories by minor functionaries in The Party."

I knew all this already; his reports, in the early years at least, had been extensive but now that he was talking I sat and let him go at it. Specifics could wait; besides, he might get to something important without even knowing it himself.

"I kept my head down all of that first year. I had a flat near work, I spent my non-working hours there apart from a Saturday night when I went to the bar on the corner, sat at a quiet table and drank vodka. I'd guess I was thought of a quiet man; certainly I never bothered anybody and nobody bothered me. But I was always aware that my reports would be making pretty dry reading for you lot over here; I wasn't exactly uncovering nuclear secrets or details of troop movements, was I?
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