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         For Mr Plumpton
 An excellent man and an extraordinary teacher
         
 
         
               

         
 
         To be ignorant of what occurred before you were
 born is to remain always a child.
 Marcus Tullius Cicero
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            On the Beach
 
            AD79

         
 
         Drenched in grey ash, grazed by a rain of rock, Gaius Justinius Aquila staggered along the beach, eyes wide at all the horrors.
         
 
         Boiling sea. Savage sky. Burning mountain.
 
         Children stood and screamed.
 
         Fingers clawed his arm, a slave girl with a baby, crying, ‘I don’t want to die! Tell me what to do!’
         
 
         ‘How can I know? Get away from me!’
 
         He limped to an ash-grey shape at the water’s edge. Praise the gods – a slender wooden boat with one oar still inside.
         
 
         Now he was seized by a woman in a saffron yellow gown.
         
 
          
         ‘Help me, soldier! I’ll give you everything, my jewels, the rings on my fingers, here, take them now … Just row me across the bay, I’m begging you!’
         
 
         ‘Hush, woman! There’s only one boat and no room for all these hundreds …’
         
 
         Too late. A crowd closed round him. Desperate men and women with wild eyes. No time to draw his sword. They tore the oar from his hands and launched the boat without him, flinging themselves inside at the last moment.
         
 
         One surge later it was hurled back on shore. Empty.
 
         Still the children screamed.
 
         He turned his back on their pale faces. He was one man, they were many. How could he help?
         
 
         The sky collapsed into thick, choking darkness.
 
         Did he turn again at the moment of death?
 
         When the blast came his life burned away and his body was stamped flat on the sand.
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Unexpectedly Criminal
            

         
 
         All old people are loons. They can’t help it. Nice but nuts, that’s what I think.
         
 
         Take the old lady next door. We only went round because it was an emergency. I knocked. A light came on. A spindly shadow showed behind the door glass. Craig wanted to wimp out but I yanked him back to my side. Safety in numbers.
         
 
         She was tall, with clouds of white hair floating round her face, and sharp, dark eyes. She kept the chain on the door, as if we were about to shove our way in and rob her blind. At a glance there didn’t seem to be anything worth nabbing in her kitchen, just margarine-tub towers and yellowy magazines. Oh, and the eight shiny bullets lined up on the spice rack next to the door. By the time I spotted those it was too late to escape so I smiled and  said, ‘Sorry to bother you, Miss.’
         
 
         ‘It is Doctor, not Miss. Doctor Shepherd.’
         
 
         ‘Sorry … Doctor. I’m Denise Cooper from next door. This is my little brother Craig.’
         
 
         ‘You appear wet.’
 
         ‘It’s raining.’
 
         ‘Then you are silly to stand in the rain with no coats. What a shame when you catch pneumonia and drop dead.’
         
 
         ‘Look,’ I said slowly. ‘I’ve left my key at school and Craig’s lost his again, and we just need to borrow a phone to call our mum at—’
         
 
         ‘At the hospital, where she works. Yes, I saw her go in her nurse’s uniform. You young people have those mobile things, yes? No?’
         
 
         Me and Craig swapped looks. We both got phones last Christmas. We’re both out of credit. The door closed. I slumped.
         
 
         Plan B was to go shelter at the bus stop on the end of the street and hope we didn’t freeze to death, but then the chain rattled, the door opened again and Dr Shepherd came out wearing a waterproof tent-coat-thing and a hat with a ten-mile brim. She dived straight into the hedge struggling to grow between her house (sixty-four Willow Garth) and ours (sixty-two). She explained  that she always took this short cut when Winnie escaped into our garden.
         
 
         Craig pulled at my sleeve. ‘Who’s Winnie?’
 
         No idea.
 
         Like idiots we tried the short cut too, getting wet twigs stuck in our jumpers, our hair, our faces … Dr Shepherd didn’t take the blindest bit of notice. She put an odd piece of metal in the keyhole of our back door and wiggled it gently.
         
 
         ‘Your mother gives me no key so I cannot even feed your fish when you are away. Stupidity when people do not help each other!’
         
 
         Craig said, ‘We don’t know any of our neighbours. This street’s just boring.’
         
 
         ‘What do you want?’ she snapped. ‘A war in your back garden, or a volcano perhaps? Now, sss! I concentrate. Once I could do this with closed eyes, but now, look! It is impossible – already there is a key in the lock, inside.’
         
 
         He confessed, ‘I must’ve left it there this morning so I wouldn’t forget it.’
         
 
         Dr Shepherd carried on jiggling at the keyhole but the key wouldn’t fall out. She tried reaching up through the cat flap, but it was locked because we don’t have a cat. She asked if we had a key to the front door instead,  which made sense. So much sense I would’ve thought of it myself. Eventually. Except there was no key to the front door.
         
 
         And that’s when she did it. The old bat wrapped her fist in her woolly scarf and smashed the door glass. Actually broke into our house! She just reached through the jagged hole and turned the key, saying, ‘You may go in now. Please, don’t believe neighbours will telephone the police. They are all watching bad programmes on television. Everyone busy busy with their lives.’
         
 
         Oh well that’s all right then. My hands itched for a phone. Who would I call if I could – the cops or the docs at the mental hospital?
         
 
         She warned, ‘Watch your step.’
 
         Too late for my klutz-R-us brother. He pushed into the hall and skidded on a large shard of broken glass. His arms flailed, just like on the cartoons, as he reached for something other than thin air to hold on to, only there wasn’t anything except old phone books and photos and the big fish tank. To be fair, he did try and catch the fish, tricky at the best of times, more so when you’re falling backwards under a flood of water and weed. He slashed his skin. Swore. Apologised for swearing.
         
 
         I reached in to flick the light switch. The bulb sparked once and went out. It was a perfectly natural reaction  to shriek aloud. Anyone would’ve done the same in my position.
         
 
         Dr Shepherd told me to use her torch and get the washing-up bowl, quickly. I worked out for myself it needed filling with water. Running the tap at top gush I could still hear her chattering on.
         
 
         ‘Fish are funny animals, flap flap flap out of water. Enough for a mouthful. Nice with chips. Here is the last one – swimming in a shoe. Craig, stop bleeding on the carpet!’
         
 
         He wailed, ‘It hurts!’ and that nearly made me forget the fish and call an ambulance to rush him to A&E.
         
 
         What Dr Shepherd said next left me speechless. Real speechless, when you don’t actually say anything, not when you gabble on and on like actors winning an award. Here’s what she said: ‘Hurts? Not as much as when your leg is blown off by a landmine.’ These were her exact words.
         
 
         I thought of Richard. Stopped thinking of Richard. Went looking for a first-aid kit. Remembered Mum had it in the car from when we last went on a trip to the seaside – in the days when she still had time for trips. The car was at the hospital. Should I rip my school shirt up to make a bandage? Better idea – use a tea towel.
         
 
          
         Craig brushed me off. ‘It’s all right. Just a scratch. I’m going down the garden.’
         
 
         ‘Why?’
 
         ‘Miss … I mean, Dr Shepherd wants to know if we’ve got a hammer. There’s Rich’s tool kit in the shed.’
         
 
         You could practically see the old lady’s ears sit up and beg for gossip. ‘Richard – your brother? The paratrooper?’
         
 
         How did she know that?
         
 
         Next thing, she’d picked the lock on the shed door and was merrily nailing a square of wood into place over the broken glass of our back door. I had to admit I was impressed with her DIY skills – something we don’t see a lot of at our place – so when she told me to put the fish down and come to her place to get dry I sort of found myself being meek and going, ‘If it’s really no trouble …’
         
 
         To be fair I did take a nanosecond to review the situation: 
         
 
         
            Item 1. Cold, dark, autumn afternoon? Check 

            Item 2. Central heating still bust, fridge empty and
house freezing? Check
            

            Item 3. Feel like have been flushed down a toilet? Check

            Item 4. Great excuse to avoid doing homework?
Absolutely Check. 
            

         
   
          
         Then I noticed Craig going bright red like he was choking only he didn’t thank God, but his eyes said no no no. I couldn’t exactly ask him outright what was wrong in case he said something embarrassing, like the time he was five and I was eight and we were in the newsagent’s and he asked, Mum, why does that hairy lady smell of wee? So I backtracked a bit with, ‘Er perhaps we can just get Mum’s key if we walk to the hospital.’ Which was miiiiles away.
         
 
         Dr Shepherd stared at me. ‘Stupidity! Get some dry clothes and visit me for hot chocolate, pronto.’
         
 
         As soon as she’d gone Craig pulled me to one side and hissed, ‘What about the skull?’
         
 
         ‘What skull?’
 
         ‘The one on her kitchen table.’
 
         ‘A real one?’
 
         ‘I just saw it through the open door. Do you think we’re gonna get buried under the patio and murdered?’
         
 
         ‘Don’t you mean murdered then buried under the patio?’
         
 
         ‘It’s bad either way.’
 
         That was true, though it didn’t mean Craig was making sense. ‘Rain’s got in your brain,’ I said. ‘You’re hallucinating. Or mad. Or both. Come on, we never do anything dangerous. Let’s give it a go. What’s the worst that can happen?’
         
 
          
         So we shoved ourselves through the hedge again back to number sixty-four. I suppose that makes both of us loons too.
         
 
         The old lady was already whisking hot chocolate in a saucepan.
         
 
         I blurted out, ‘There really is a skull on your table!’
 
         She said, ‘Ssh! Don’t wake Winnie!’
 
         ‘The skull’s called Winnie?’
 
         ‘No no! But it is a marvellous specimen, yes?’
 
         ‘It’s not real. Is it?’
 
         ‘Of course it’s real. Touch it.’
 
         ‘No thanks.’
 
         ‘Was it one of your patients?’ Craig asked.
 
         She stared at him as if he was the nutter. ‘Patience?’
         
 
         ‘You being a doctor …’
 
         ‘Oh! Not that sort of doctor. Once I was a lecturer at Cambridge University. Now I am old and can never find teaspoons.’
         
 
         Apart from the skull, and that easily overlooked row of eight unshot bullets, the kitchen at number sixty-four was pretty much like ours, only warm, dry and light. There was one of those rainbow-coloured plastic strip curtains over the door to the lounge. I could just about see through to a couple of squashy armchairs, a music stand and tons of books.
         
 
          
         Dr Shepherd ordered, ‘Open the cake tin. Eat, eat! Those round ones, they are almond and marzipan biscuits from Italy. Go on – sit down. I will show you something.’
         
 
         More skulls? Severed ears? Trophies from former kills?
 
         Nothing so gruesome – just a load of junk wrapped in an old newspaper. I spotted a shabby strip of green cloth embroidered with silver words – an insignia.
         
 
         ‘Army stuff,’ I said. ‘At least, that woolly green thing is.’
 
         Craig perked up. ‘Army stuff? The writing’s not English. How ’d’you say it, Fall Sherm Jagger?’
         
 
         ‘Duh! It’s German. You say the “J” as a “Y” and the “a” with dots on the top makes it sound like our capital “A”.’
         
 
         ‘Smart ar— I mean, sorry Dr Shepherd.’
 
         The old lady tutted at him. ‘A great philosopher from Roman times said, Knowledge itself is power. It is good to know things.’
         
 
         I told her I was learning German at school and she was impressed. She read out the writing – Fallschirmjäger Regiment 3 – and explained that Fallschirmjäger meant ‘parachute hunter’, or paratrooper.
         
 
         ‘Cool,’ said Craig. ‘That’s what our brother Rich is, except he’s not German.’
         
 
         ‘The insignia looks old,’ I interrupted quickly.
 
         Dr Shepherd touched the silver words gently. ‘Oh it certainly is. It was worn in the war.’
         
 
          
         ‘Which one?’ asked Craig. I knew why. He was thinking of our dad.
         
 
         Dr Shepherd just snorted and said, ‘The Second World War, of course!’ as if there hadn’t been any others. She added, ‘Sadly, the boy who wore this died.’
         
 
         That was quite enough. You don’t talk about soldiers dying in front of two people who’ve got a big brother serving in a wild part of Afghanistan.
         
 
         ‘Ta for the chocolate and thanks for mending our broken door. We’re going now. Craig, put the biscuit tin down.’
         
 
         Old people get emotional sometimes. They can’t help it. I was almost at the door when, without warning, she gripped my arm really hard. Her words fired out like bullets.
         
 
         ‘You must come back soon. You’re the only one who can help. Time is running out. Something was taken. It must be returned!’
         
 
         Like I said, old ladies are loons, only this one looked straight into me when she spoke. If I hadn’t known better I’d’ve said she wasn’t mad but desperate.
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Audaces Fortuna Iuvat
            

         
 
         Craig’s science homework was making soda volcanoes, otherwise known as Making A Mess.
         
 
         ‘Look!’ he squeaked as the whole revolting concoction fizzed out on to the kitchen table, splattering my notebooks. ‘It’s Vesuvius erupting!’
         
 
         ‘I’ll erupt you in a minute! Can’t you see I’m trying to revise?’
         
 
         It was a lost cause. I gathered everything up and retreated to my bedroom. Even then I couldn’t concentrate, not when I had the old lady’s words running round my head.
         
 
         Time is running out. Something was taken. It must be returned. What exactly did that mean?
         
 
         It bugged me all evening and all the next day, from when we finally escaped from number sixty-four, through  Mum’s late-night explosion over the broken door glass, through the grisly episode at breakfast where I poured sour milk all over the last of the cereal, right up to the middle of the afternoon German class when Gavin Parker leaned back in his chair and asked me, Kommst du mit ins Kino? and all I could blurt out was – Fallschirmjäger!
         
 
         There wasn’t a whole lot of recovery possible after that, not when my face was sizzling pink with embarrassment. Why am I such I washout? I never manage to do anything. I tried to shrug it off, thinking, who’d want to go to the movies with Gavin Parker anyway? The answer: me and just about every other girl in my year.
         
 
         Cue sick feeling in stomach.
 
         More sick feelings when I twigged it must be the torch Dr Shepherd was on about being taken. I’d left it in our kitchen by accident. Fine, I’d go over to sixty-four and give it back.
         
 
         First I had to give myself a virtual kiss-of-life after the shock of getting home and finding our back door had glass in it again, and there was a light bulb in the hall – one of those curly ‘green’ ones. Aliens had obviously kidnapped Mum and replaced her with someone useful. Or … (further sick feelings) … the mad lady next door had been do-gooding again.
         
 
         It must be returned.
         
 
          
         I postponed hair-tearing-out and shoved through the hedge at top speed.
         
 
         ‘Hello. I brought your torch back!’
 
         Dr Shepherd looked confused. ‘Oh – keep it, keep it.’
 
         ‘I thought you …’
 
         ‘Will you come in? Already your brother is here.’
 
         Soundless goldfish impression from me. What was Craig doing there?
         
 
         Lying stretched out on the lounge floor with a plate of hot toast at his side, that’s what. Helping him lick crumbs off the plate was a wheezing mutt of a dog so creaky it made Dr Shepherd look pre-teen.
         
 
         ‘Look, this is Winnie,’ Craig said, with love-hearts in his eyes. ‘She likes me!’
         
 
         The old dog did in fact slobber affectionately on my brother’s school jumper. We’re not allowed pets, apart from the fish. Mum says we’ve got to Prove Ourselves Responsible first, which is hardly fair considering we only killed two fish so far, through neglect (or was it overfeeding? Hard to tell without an autopsy). Anyway, the other three were doing fine in the washing-up bowl … a great excuse for not doing the dishes.
         
 
         Winnie thumped her tail on the carpet. Dr Shepherd cleared a space for me on one of the squashy chairs and fetched over a massive slice of chocolate cake. I sat down.  Piles of sheet music slithered off the chair arm on to the carpet.
         
 
         She said, ‘Your brother wanted to see the insignia again.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah, it’s neat,’ he gushed. ‘Dr Shepherd says in World War Two German paratroopers had screaming eagles as their symbol, with big claws, like this.’ He bent his fingers and dive-bombed Winnie’s belly. She yipped with happiness.
         
 
         Dr Shepherd ran her fingers along a row of books and pulled one out. Just to be polite I looked at the picture she showed us. It was a poster showing Craig’s eagle hurtling down to grab the slogan, Mit Unsern Fahren Ist Der Sieg! Roughly translated by Yours Truly as, With us goes the something something or other, or, as the old lady explained: Victory Follows Our Banners.
         
 
         ‘It is a good picture for recruitment, yes?’ she said. ‘Many boys wanted to be a Fallschirmjäger in those days but only the best were selected. They trained hard. Any sign of weakness, any test failed – out!’
         
 
         ‘Just like now,’ said Craig. ‘My brother Rich says paras are the best of the best.’
         
 
         She gave him a funny look and nodded. When she spoke next she was … I don’t know. Relentless? Like she wanted to challenge him.
         
 
          
         ‘But these German soldiers were the bad guys, you would say. As boys they played in the Hitler Youth, yes, and had Hitler’s picture on the wall of their houses. They listened to Josef Goebbels on the radio. That man was a demon for propaganda – at Hitler’s side till the very end. He would inflame an army of Nazis screaming, screaming for Total War. Only Germany can save Europe! Resist the corruption of Jews! Kill the Communists! Und Sturm brich los! LET THE STORM BREAK LOOSE!’
         
 
         For a moment I was caught up in the horror and power of the growly words, then I saw the contempt twisting her face. I took comfort from the fact she was wearing a sweater decorated in fluffy sheep, not Nazi swastikas. She softened a bit.
         
 
         ‘The Fallschirmjäger boys were strong and confident, no weakness, no uncertainty. They wanted to conquer the world! They believed in Germany so much. They were young, of course, so young. One new recruit in 1943, he was only fifteen …’
         
 
         Craig practically hit the ceiling. ‘No way!’
 
         I calmly pointed out fifteen was way too early to sign up. Craig bragged he was going to join Richard’s regiment as soon as he was old enough. Dr Shepherd raised one eyebrow – a trick I’ve always envied.
         
 
         ‘How old are you, Craig? Ten? Eleven?’

          
         ‘Thirteen.’
 
         I kicked him. Lying is a vice.
 
         ‘Thirteen in two months,’ he muttered.
 
         She said, ‘You don’t look so old. When I was a girl we would call you a runt. However, being short is useful when avoiding sniper fire.’
         
 
         ‘Rich says Afghanistan’s crawling with snipers.’
 
         ‘A hazard of war, yes?’
 
         Then, just when I was revving up to say Enough Talk Of War, Dr Shepherd had the nerve to go and be reasonable, saying war was no place for young people, that even back in Hitler’s Germany you were supposed to be seventeen to sign up, and only then with parental permission.
         
 
         ‘So how could anyone do it at fifteen?’ Craig asked.
 
         ‘If you want something as much as Peter Schäfer did, you find a way. Have you never forged a signature? Is it difficult? His mother did not object when she knew. She boasted, “My son, fighting for the Fatherland!” He was big, quite mature, not playing computer games all the time.’
         
 
         ‘Because they didn’t have computers in those days.’
 
         ‘Because he was doing sport! Always he was running fast, climbing – best at running. Good enough for the Olympics, they said. He came from Bad Kohlgrub, a town  in Bavaria, the south of Germany. A nice place if you like beer and mountains and cows with bells on. Boys from Berlin made fun of his accent and his farm life, but he was strong, never lazy. Turnip, they called him, especially his best friend Erich.’
         
 
         ‘So this boy just went along and joined …?’
 
         Don’t even think it, kiddo.
         
 
         ‘Yes he did. As the poet Virgil once said, Audaces fortuna iuvat.’
         
 
         Craig giggled. ‘I don’t speak Italian except pizza.’
         
 
         ‘You can hardly manage English,’ I said.
 
         ‘It is not Italian, but Latin,’ said Dr Shepherd. ‘Fortune favours the bold. The war was almost three years old when Peter joined, thousands of men had died, thousands more were needed because Hitler was fighting on many fronts. Peter had luck in the recruitment office. Good luck, bad luck – difficult to say. No knowing where he’d be sent of course, not till he arrived. Russia, Greece, France … so many countries crawling with Germans! Italy was different. Ciao, Hitler, welcome to my country; said Mussolini. What? You haven’t heard of Mussolini?’
         
 
         Were our faces so obviously blank?
 
         ‘Mussolini was the fascist leader of Italy. Believe! Obey! Fight! This was his … how do you say … propaganda?’
         
 
         ‘Slogan?’ I suggested.

          
         ‘Yes, his slogan. And he was greedy for countries to conquer too. That man and Hitler, they were cutting up the world like a cake. Would you like some more?’
         
 
         Cake or conquests? I wondered. Ah. Cake. I couldn’t say no.
         
 
         ‘Now listen. The Germans were starting to lose battles in 1943, so Hitler wasn’t happy.’
         
 
         ‘Hitler was evil,’ said Craig helpfully.
 
         I groaned, ‘Tell us something we don’t know!’
 
         Dr Shepherd took me a bit too seriously. ‘Something you don’t know? Let me see, did you know the volcano Vesuvius erupted during the war? Most spectacular! Very terrible. But! Look at the time. You will have homework, yes?’
         
 
         ‘Done it,’ we both lied in unison.
 
         ‘Good students! Your mother works late and my husband is out so I will make us hot dinner and tell you about the paratrooper, if you like.’
         
 
         I didn’t ‘like’. Well, I did and I didn’t. It felt odd being in her house, surrounded by towering bookcases and photos of black-and-white people. Days aren’t supposed to be odd. They’re supposed to go one after the other with nothing much happening, except some days it rains and some days it doesn’t. Mum works; Mum’s at home tired. I go to school, I come home, I watch TV, go to bed, get  up … What did my life have to do with mad ladies, scruffy dogs and scrappy old insignias?
         
 
         She started talking again before I could work up the effort to leave. Trouble was, she had the sort of voice that made you listen, especially when you had time-is-running-out-something-was-taken-it-must-be-returned running through your head.
         
 
         ‘As I said, there was a boy of fifteen years, Peter Robert Schäfer. He was sent to Italy in 1943, to defend it in case the Allies invaded.’
         
 
         ‘That’s us, right?’ asked Craig. ‘The English.’
 
         ‘British,’ she countered. ‘And Americans, and Australians and Indians and New Zealanders and Canadians and Poles and …’
         
 
         ‘Hold on!’ I said, thinking this was getting way out of hand. ‘Can I just get this straight? Didn’t the Allies invade France, not Italy? We did it at school. D-Day and Normandy, Winston Churchill’s fight them on the beaches and all that? I never heard about Italy being in the war.’
         
 
         ‘Always the television is showing programmes about D-Day! But think of the Mediterranean sea …’ Dr Shepherd happily knelt on the floor and mussed up a rug into a vague sea shape. ‘Look, Europe at the top, Africa at the bottom. Craig, fetch one of my husband’s boots from the kitchen. Here, this boot lying on its side is now Italy.  At the toe of Italy I put a teacup – the island of Sicily. The Allies pushed the Germans out of North Africa first, then captured Sicily. What can happen next?’
         
 
         ‘They can just hop across to Italy from there!’
 
         ‘Thank you, Craig. The Allies had to break into Fortress Europe, as it was called. Here, on this curve of the boot here, this is where they were going to land, in the bay of Salerno. Not far north of Salerno are the old Roman towns of Herculaneum and Pompeii …’
         
 
         ‘Next to Vesuvius!’
 
         Her voice darkened. ‘Next to Vesuvius, as you say. Here is Naples, north of Salerno, also along the coast. This is where Peter came first, in July 1943.’
         
 
         ‘Is Venice near Naples?’ I asked, dredging up the name of another Italian place.
         
 
         Her look could’ve cracked concrete.
 
         ‘Have you been to Italy? No? Nowhere but England? Peter, too, was ignorant like you. It was his first time to leave Germany when they flew, the Fallschirmjäger. Of course, no surprise, where there is a boy there is usually a girl not very far away …’
         
 
         ‘Oh, this isn’t going to be a love story, is it?’ moaned Craig.
         
 
         Dr Shepherd laughed.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            
 
            Glory
 
            July 1943

         
 
         Erich Bergen said, ‘Someone climb up on the roof and tie a swastika round that statue!’ So up went Peter Schäfer, bottle of wine in his belt, Nazi flag between his teeth.
         
 
         Out of the attic window he went, on to the parapet of the old Italian palazzo. Ancient stone crumbled. A couple of tiles jostled. Lead guttering cracked a little more.
         
 
         ‘Can you make it?’ Erich called.
 
         Stupid question!
 
         Trees, mountains, he could climb anything, do anything. He was a paratrooper. One of the men, right? A proper soldier – gun cleaned, checked, loaded. Knife  stowed. Uniform stiff, new, dusty, smart. Eagle on lapels. Hair cropped. Chin nicked – not much to shave yet.
         
 
         ‘Does Naples look any better from up there?’
 
         ‘It could hardly look any worse. Whoa!’
 
         One boot slipped. Peter steadied himself against one of the stone statues posturing on the parapet. He wasn’t afraid of falling, or heights, or anything in fact, but it was a long way down to the ground, if someone did fall – someone not so strong and surefooted.
         
 
         The city spread along the shore of the Mediterranean, streets sinking in darkness, rooftops grazed by the light of a near-full moon. Bomber’s Moon they called it, when it was so ripe and white and bright. Domes, towers, tiles, everything looked less derelict at night. Almost impressive. Like being two thousand years back in time, looking out over the once grand Roman town …
         
 
         His neck prickled. He whipped round. Was someone on the roof with him? Eyes and ears keened the shadows. Slowly his gaze was drawn away from Naples to the curve of the bay, dim in the wartime blackout. There the stars had been swallowed by a lump of shadow in the shape of a mountain. Vesuvius! Dormant. Nothing to be afraid of. Not that he was afraid. He wasn’t shivering, it was too hot for that.
         
 
         He jumped as the air growled … but it was only an  angry rumble of German tank destroyers passing along the nearby marina, heading south towards where the war would be if the Allies dared invade.
         
 
         ‘Save some action for us!’ he yelled to the convoy.
 
         The city swallowed his words and their echo.
 
         With one hand he took the wine bottle and prised the cork out with his teeth; with the other he hugged his statue. It was a Roman soldier with thick legs and a shield crusted with dirt. The soldier’s face was eroded to a featureless blank.
         
 
         ‘Ave, Centurion. Hail and well met! You should be glad you have no nose, my friend, because Naples stinks. Smell that rancid olive oil. You can taste the sewerage on your tongue. Not much of a seaside paradise for Caesars now, hey? Look at the place! Except you can’t – no eyes. You called us Germans barbarians. Your empire was great but it’s long gone. Our turn for glory now.’
         
 
         He took a swig of wine and laughed to think how angry his father used to get when he sneaked a beer at home. You smell like a brewery! his little sister Sophie would screech. Back then one sip would’ve been enough to earn him a cuff round the ear and a lecture on the evils of alcohol.
         
 
         Erich’s voice broke his memories.
 
         ‘What are you messing about at, Schäfer? Tie  the flag and come down!’
         
 
         Peter dutifully wrapped the flag round the statue’s neck.
 
         The swastika rippled in a breeze that carried the smell of salt water and the sound of planes approaching, a dull slow drone that made his head throb, or was that the wine? How many bottles had they gone through already? What did it matter? It was their first night abroad. They had every right to celebrate. Corporal Mahler said the regiment could be held in Naples for a week at least, unless fresh orders came. Then maybe they would fight, actually get into the war properly.
         
 
         ‘Schäfer, you turnip, get back down here! Hey – Peter!’
 
         Who was that calling his name? Didn’t they realise he could hardly hear over the engine noise?
         
 
         He peered over the parapet and spotted Erich’s ruff of red-brown hair. ‘You look like a squirrel.’
         
 
         Erich choked. ‘Are you deaf?’
 
         ‘A squirrel with a good aim, I’ll give you that. A better shot than me but not as fit and definitely not as fast.’
         
 
         ‘Deaf and dumb?’
         
 
         ‘Just toasting our future glories here in Italy!’
 
         ‘Yes, yes, medals and honours and as many girls as we can manage before breakfast,’ shouted Erich, ‘but stop spilling wine everywhere and get down here!’
         
 
         ‘You sound like an old woman, scolding.’
 
          
         A peal of church bells broke the air. Peter checked his watch. Nine o’clock. After nine, in fact. The chimes were wrong. Back home, nine was about the hour Father would say, That’s enough books for one evening, son, and Mother would put her knitting down and present a powder-floury cheek for the goodnight kiss. Off you go to bed, school tomorrow.
         
 
         Not any more! No school tomorrow!
 
         Clang! Clang! New bells took up the refrain. He blinked some of the wine from his mind and understood. It was an air raid. That’s what all the fuss was about. He knew what to expect. Although his home town hadn’t been hit, he’d seen raids on the flickering news reels at the cinema – cities in Russia and England pulverised by the might of the German air force. Soon there would be searchlights, explosions, fires, ruins … But no school, no school ever again!
         
 
         He’d gone back to school once, when training was over and he was a fully-fledged paratrooper. He went sauntering by his old classroom to show off his uniform to the one teacher who’d been worth listening to.
         
 
         Professor Meyer was a short man who had to look up at the bigger lads in the class, Peter especially. He said, ‘So this is where you’ve been all this time. I heard you had signed up. All those extra Latin lessons, all that  effort cramming words and wisdom into your head and now one bullet will finish it for ever.’
         
 
         ‘I am not going to get shot!’ Peter tapped the eagle on his lapel. ‘See the eagle. In hoc signo vinces. You taught me that. In this sign victorious.’
         
 
         Prof Meyer felt around for his spectacles as if cleaning them would help him understand the war better – stupid old man, didn’t he realise there would be supreme victory? That all the land lost to the Allies so far would be clawed back and the soldiers would march home singing?
         
 
         ‘I am pleased you have remembered something from my lessons, Schäfer. Didn’t I also teach you a line from Erasmus? Dulce bellum inexpertis. Can you translate that, perhaps, now you know so much?’
         
 
         Peter shrugged. What use was Latin when you’re capable of killing a man with your bare hands?
         
 
         ‘Forgotten already? Allow me to remind you: War is sweet to those who have no experience of it.’
         
 
         Experience? What did Meyer know? The war he’d fought in, the Great War, that was old news. This was experience, this rooftop in Naples. This was living!
         
 
         ‘Don’t you want me to do my duty, to fight for the Fatherland?’ he asked Prof Meyer that time, all the while thinking, how small this classroom is, how shabby, how  pointless all the lines on the blackboard are when your head is full of combat tactics and battle commands …
         
 
         ‘For the Fatherland, yes,’ Meyer answered slowly, ‘I want ultimate victory – but you are fifteen, Schäfer. A schoolboy, not a soldier. To die so young!’
         
 
         ‘I have a helmet.’
 
         ‘You have a death wish!’
 
         Enough talk about dying!
 
         Peter drank in wine and night air, though his ears were ringing from the dang, dang, clang, clang, ring, chime, rhyme of the bells.
         
 
         Let them ring!
 
         Erich’s voice blended with the clamour. ‘I’m serious, Schäfer! Get down before I drag you down!’
         
 
         ‘In a minute!’
 
         ‘Not in a minute – now!’
         
 
         Bang, bang, bang, his head was thumping. Were there demons on the ropes of every bell in the city?
         
 
         He raised the bottle to the heavens.
 
         ‘In this sign victorious!’ he shouted.
 
         As before his words were lost. More was lost with them – a battered red-backed book fell from his pocket and tumbled past the parapet, the attic, the tall windows of dirty glass and further down into the darkness of the narrow street. Squares of paper blew  loose from its pages. Faces. Photographs. Loved ones smiling. Pieces of home.
         
 
         Like a lunatic he forgot everything except the need to catch his diary, reaching down as if he could pluck it out of nowhere, boots slipping, hand slipping, all of him slipping from the parapet … He clutched at night air. Seized something. The flag. Heard it rip. Someone grabbed him. Shook him. Swore at him. Fondly compared him to every aspect of idiocy since the dawn of time. For a moment he thought it was the Roman soldier stretching out a stone hand to help, then he realised it was Erich, always Erich, ever since the day their scalps were shaved and training began. Utter friends. Mates to the death.
         
 
         ‘He’s pickled,’ said Erich once Peter had been hauled back into the attic.
         
 
         ‘He’s brought the bottle down in one piece,’ said ‘Lanky’ Lutz Dullman. ‘Sit on his chest, Bergen, so I can prise it from his hand.’
         
 
         ‘You’ll all be sitting on the end of my gun in a minute!’ shouted a new voice.
         
 
         Instant sobriety. Instant attention. Peter was up off the floor and ramrod straight as Corporal Mahler stormed into the attic, slamming the window shutters to hide the glare from their kerosene lamp.
         
 
          
         ‘You know the rules on blackout! We may be billeted in a dump last fit for human habitation in the sixteenth century or God knows when – that doesn’t mean I want it demolishing while I’m still in it! Enough schoolboy pranks. Get down to the cellars!’
         
 
         Not a schoolboy, a soldier, the voice in Peter’s head insisted.
         
 
         Then the first bombs fell.
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