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Working My Ticket



It was 1955 – the year I turned sixteen – when I first experienced that Proustian thing when the smell of something instantly evokes a memory. Puts pictures in your mind. Of course, in those days I’d never heard of Marcel Proust. During that same year I found there was something else just as effective at stirring up memories – music; old records. Proust had maybe got the ‘smell thing’ all to himself, but it was Noel Coward who pointed out that hearing a few bars from a once favourite song could do the same. ‘The potency of cheap music’ he called it. By ‘cheap’ he meant popular.


During my first fifteen years I’d had no experience of this phenomenon. I’d had no need of it. I was too busy living my young life – and storing away the memories; good and bad. It was from sixteen onwards, after I’d lost my ma, then was taken away from everything I’d known, that, unbidden, sounds and smells began to regularly flash pictures from my childhood into my head. They were nearly always welcome. Perhaps I’d catch a few bars of the Glenn Miller Orchestra playing ‘American Patrol’ … immediately I’m four years old and Ma’s dancing me round our tenement single-end. If it’s not a song, it’s a smell. Just a whiff of carbolic soap … I’m up at the Steamie (public wash house) sitting on the draining board reading the Beano as Ma does her weekly wash. The merest hint of Jeyes Fluid … I’m standing in the small toilet in the Blythswood Cinema, short trousers pulled to the side as I have a wee-wee.


*     *     *


Even now, aged sixty-seven, the stimulus of some song, smell – or sometimes a taste – is enough to open a little door and bring forth a memory so fresh you’d think it was new-minted. Three cheers for Marcel and Noel!


The Tannoy in the hut blares into life. It’s always tuned to the Light Programme. Eddie Fisher’s singing ‘I Need You Now’. At the same instant the lights are snapped on. I screw my eyes tight shut. Ma’s always doing that. For a delicious second I’m in my bed-chair in our house in Maryhill and she’s starting her morning routine for getting me up. Then Corporal Graham goes and spoils it. ‘HANDS OFF COCKS AND ON WITH SOCKS! C’mon, let’s be ’aving you, rise and shine!’ It was funny when I first heard it two weeks ago. Not now. It just reminds me where I am – and how I got here. Ma’s dead and my father’s unloaded me into the RAF Boys Service so he’s free to go off with his fancy woman. Everything’s gone. Ma, our house, my pals, Glasgow. I’ve just turned sixteen and the life I’ve known has been taken away. All I have is Ma’s wedding ring and a few photos. And my memories. Lots of them. All locked up in my head. I’m NEVER going to let them go.


Ahead of me is twelve years in the RAF. I don’t want to be here. Each new morning is a repeat of the one before; the lights go on and I always think I’m back in Glasgow. Then I realise where I am and I’m instantly depressed.


The covers are snatched off me. My willy is ‘piss proud’ so I scrabble to tuck it into my pyjamas. At least part of me is standing to attention.


‘UP! NOW!’


Some of the lads laugh as they hurry by, anxious to get into the washroom before the hot water runs out. It’s the end of February 1955. I’ve been at RAF Cosford since the 16th. How can I get out of here? If I get out, where can I go? I won’t go and live with my father’s fancy bit. I hate the mornings most of all. I grab soap, towel and razor and head for ‘the bogs’.


Boys are standing two and three deep at the inadequate number of basins. There are just twenty to serve two huts – over fifty lads. I’m shaving three times a week now. Today is a shaving day. Someone has opened a bottle of Drene shampoo, the smell is unmistakable … Ma is washing her hair in our sink by the window. She always gives me a threepenny bit to go down to Lizzie’s shop and buy the small bottle with its ribbed sides for her. Lyn Thomas lets me share his basin. We both try to see in the small mirror at the same time. Now and then I glance at his face. Lucky bastard! He has unblemished, lightly tanned skin. I look at mine; pale and covered in acne. I’ve already nicked two of the angry, red spots. They bleed profusely. I’m near to tears. My life is nothing but a misery. God, why don’t you just give me cancer like my ma and finish the fucking job?


I thought I’d been unhappy during the two months from Ma’s death until coming into the Boys’ Service. But at least I was still living in our house, could see my two pals, Sammy Johnston and John Purden, all the time, go to see a film at the Blythswood, sit in Cocozza’s Café. Not now. My father is also in the RAF. He’s given our house up. I’m hundreds of miles from where I want to be. The two spots still bleed. I fetch a couple of pieces of totally non-absorbent toilet paper from a cubicle, I don’t want to stain the water in the basin. I wonder if I’d be as good-natured as Taff, sharing my shaving water with someone who’s bleeding all over the place?


‘I’ll let you finish, Lyn.’


‘Okay, Boyo. Won’t be long.’


We all skitter back into the billet on tiptoes, chittering and chattering with the cold. The hut is only marginally warmer than the washroom.


‘Why didn’t I join in the summer?’ complains a Scouse accent.


‘They think they’re toughening us up,’ says a Jock.


‘I’ll be fahking dead soon if it dahn’t warm up,’ states a Londoner.


‘Southern softy.’


‘Get fahked, Jock!’


‘Ah’m a Geordie!’


‘Same fing.’


Everybody laughs.


Minutes later we trot over to the mess for breakfast. We never do anything at a leisurely pace. As Corporal Graham informed us on our first day, ‘For the next two months you’ll be chased from arsehole to breakfast time.’ It was the first time I’d heard that. I didn’t quite understand it, yet knew EXACTLY what it meant.


There is a warm fug in the mess hall. It seems to enhance that smell which, I’ll eventually find, is peculiar to all mess halls; a mixture of meals past and present with a permanent background of greasy washing-up water. There is always a long queue. Almost every day someone drops their china mug. At the sound of it smashing on the concrete floor, a cheer goes up. It costs a shilling to get a new one from the quartermaster’s stores. I decide to have porridge. I’ve been brought up to put salt on mine. And milk. The RAF doesn’t cater for this. The lukewarm milk in the large aluminium bowl has sugar in it. I have to take the sweetened stuff. It breaks me of the habit of eating it salted. For the rest of my life I’ll put sugar on my porridge.


I sit beside Ian Douglas, an Edinburgh boy. Lyn Thomas, my shaving companion, joins us. During the last couple of weeks the three of us have ‘palled-up’ in the billet. Lyn is from Camarthen and is quite happy to be called Taff. He doesn’t like ‘Lyn’ because it sounds like a girl’s name. We are all to be trained in various electronic trades. I am to be a Ground Wireless Mechanic. I’m totally uninterested. As we eat our over-cooked, lukewarm breakfasts, Lyn and Ian blether away to one another. Now and again I force myself to join in. Every couple of minutes I dab my face with a hankie; the two spots are still weeping. Other boys from our billet sit nearby. They are all nice lads. Just like Ian and Lyn they actually WANT to be in the RAF. From listening to conversations over the last few weeks I find that they almost all could hardly wait to leave school and join up. I, on the other hand, didn’t even know the Boys’ Service existed until three months ago when my father pressured me into signing on.


After breakfast we just have time to brush our teeth before the shout goes up, ‘GET ON PARADE!’ The D.I.s (drill instructors) chase us out onto the parade ground and we line up in three ranks. A biting cold wind blows and there is an occasional flurry of snow. Jeez! I really do NOT want to be here. I watch as Corporal Graham, with much crunching of tackety boots, takes up position in front of us, brings us to attention, then slowly walks up and down our ranks, inspecting us. The good corporal is in his thirties; a regular. He has the hoarse voice, bristling moustache and stern persona that D.I.s are supposed to have – according to British films of the last thirty years. We are his squad and he is always around; morning, noon and night. He often wanders into the billet late in the evening just to see what’s going on. He walks along the rear of my rank and stops behind a gangly youth called Ryder, who hails from the Isle of Wight. Ryder has had his hair cut really short; ‘into the wood’, as they say. Unfortunately it has accentuated his very thin neck and large, knobbly head. Below the leather rim of his beret there is no hair to be seen, just stubble. Corporal Graham has been standing behind Ryder for a minute or more. Just staring. He utters, ’Back of your ‘ead fascinates me, lad. Like a fucking duck’s arse at Christmas time!’


We usually have two forty-five-minute drill sessions a day. After a fortnight, the majority of us are beginning to ‘get it together.’


Alas, there are two or three who aren’t picking it up as quickly as the rest. They are normally referred to as ‘the awkward squad’ by the corporal. Then there is Depenning, who is in a class of his own. Depenning – nicknamed ‘Tuppenny’ – is Asian. Small and slim, he is consistently good-natured, excels in all aspects of his trade training, but is a disaster on parade. He is totally uncoordinated. He will turn left when the rest of us turn right. It always takes him an extra second, at least, to react to the word of command. This makes him stick out like the proverbial sore thumb. It also makes him a D.I.s nightmare. Corporal Graham appears to be on the verge of a nervous breakdown …


‘SQUAD! Wait for it. SQUAD! Right turNN! I said RIGHT, Depenning. Cor, do you think you’re ever, EVER going to learn your right from your left?’


‘Sorry, Corporal. I am trying very, very hard.’ This is said in Depenning’s melodious Asian accent. The corporal marches over and, with a crescendo of crunching boots, halts in front of the diminutive, ever-smiling Depenning. He is greeted by flashing white teeth.


‘I’ve just ’ad an idea that’ll ’elp you tell your right from your left, lad. What hand do you use when you ’ave a J. Arthur Rank?’ Graham is actually serious. We stifle giggles.


The rhyming slang is lost on Tuppenny. ‘Jarther Ank? What is that, Corporal?’


Graham looks heavenwards. ‘What hand do you use when you’re playing wiv’ yourself?’


‘Oh, goodness me, Corporal. I do not do such a terrible thing.’ I can hear one or two moans as a couple of guys in the rear rank take a stitch. The corporal persists.


‘Well all right then. Just say you DID ’ave a bit of a toss – which hand would you use?’


‘Oh please, Corporal,’ Tuppenny nods his head continually, ‘I cannot contemplate such a question.’


Graham gives up. ‘Are you telling me you’ve never ’ad any kind of sexual experiences in your life, Depenning?’


Tuppenny puts on his best Peter Sellers accent ‘Well, sometimes I waken up in the morning, sir, and find that during the night I have been visited by a damp dream!’ From the corner of my eye I see somebody fall, helpless, onto the tarmac. Corporal Graham shakes his head.


‘It’s a WET dream! WET dream, not fucking damp dream.’ He smartly about turns and marches back to his usual position on the square, muttering to himself as he does.


Tommy Green leans toward Tuppenny and speaks out of the side of his mouth ‘Ah could have sworn blind ah heard you having a wank after “lights out” last night.’


‘Sorry,’ says Tuppenny. ‘I shall be extra quiet tonight.’


After our drill sessions the rest of the day is taken up with trade training, lectures and PT (Physical Training). Like all growing lads we are always hungry. Twice a day, Monday to Friday, the NAAFI (Navy, Army and Air Force Institute) van comes round. We only get ten shillings a week. This isn’t enough to cover two NAAFI breaks per day AND buy me a snack at night in the canteen before I go to bed. I’m always hungry by late evening and would prefer to keep my few precious shillings for some supper. But, when the van comes round during the day and I see others buying mugs of tea and thick slices of ‘fly cemetery’ (Sly Cake), I can never resist. Consequently, I’m usually skint by Monday evening and go to bed three nights a week on an empty stomach. Just about every boy gets regular postal orders from parents or indulgent aunts and uncles. My father sends bugger all. About once a month I might get a letter in his hard to read hand. Ma isn’t quite three months dead when he informs me that he and Beenie – now I know her name – are to be married when he finishes with the RAF later this year. There is no mention of me being asked. He knows I wouldn’t go.


The last weekend in February we are allowed out of camp for the first time. On the notice board I spot that the film White Christmas is on at the Queen’s Cinema in Wolverhampton. It seems ages since I was last at the pictures. I used to go two and three times a week with either John Purden or Sammy Johnston. From my locker drawer I take out the programme for the Blythswood Cinema on the Maryhill Road. I took it as a keepsake when I left. There’s an illustration of the main entrance on the front. Jeez, how many times did Ma and I pass through those doors. It’s still the current programme. Just. February 1955. I sit on my bed and look at the films I’ve missed … Frank Sinatra in Suddenly, Elizabeth Taylor in Elephant Walk. Sammy will have gone to see the Sinatra one. We both like him. So much has happened since I took this from the pile by the pay kiosk at the end of January. White Christmas has already been on at the Blythsie. As I look at the entry in the so familiar programme I have to fight back tears. Ma and I would have been queuing up for it, we loved movies like that, ‘Cheery pictures’ she called them. I know: When I’m allowed out that weekend I’ll get the bus into Wolverhampton and go and see it by myself.


The Queen’s Cinema is located in the main square in the centre of town. Wearing my uniform, I stand on the pavement and look up at the colourful poster. I love movie posters … ‘Bing Crosby, Danny Kaye, – Rosemary Clooney and Vera Ellen in Irving Berlin’s “WHITE CHRISTMAS” in VISTAVISION!’ Once I’m seated and the lights go down I can imagine I’m back in the Blythsie. I take a seat next to an older woman. If I don’t look at her I can pretend it’s Ma. The lights dim and the programme starts. Within minutes my pretence falls to bits. Even in the dark it’s nothing like the Blythswood. The hall is too big; the proscenium arch surrounding the screen is a different style, the exit lights along the walls differ in shape and colour. The woman wears a nicer perfume than Ma ever had. If she’d been using California Poppy or Evening in Paris it might just have worked. I decide to give up trying to imagine I’m somewhere else and just enjoy the film. It’s very sentimental and finishes up with an all-singing, happy-ever-after ending. As the smiling audience and I leave, I wonder if I’m the only one sadder than when he came in.


After four months at Cosford I realise I’ll never settle in the RAF. Sometimes I toy with the idea of making a go of it, but not for long. The main reason I want out is because of the way my father pressured me into signing on. The day after Ma’s funeral he’d given me a ‘choice’ – I can go and live with his fancy woman or join the Boys’ Service. He knows that out of loyalty to Ma I’ll choose the RAF. Within two days he has buried his wife and set the wheels in motion to unload his son. I remembered how he’d gone about the house whistling to himself. Another reason I want out is the fact I’ve signed on for ten years; the minimum. The ten years doesn’t start until I’m eighteen. As I joined up just a week after my sixteenth birthday this means that, in reality, I’m doing a total of twelve years! It’s too big a commitment. A third reason I want out is simply because it’ll piss him off. It’ll show he no longer controls me, I’ve broken away. But how do I go about it? I don’t know what to do. Where to start. My salvation is called Ron Mason.


Everybody knows Mason because he’s always on ‘jankers’ (punishment). He’s only a few months older than me, but wise for his years. Early one evening he’s trudging back to his billet weighed down, as usual, with his full kit, the FSMO (full service marching order). He is, yet again, on jankers. When you are serving this punishment, usually for a period of three, seven or fourteen days, you have to pack all your kit into various heavy webbing packs, strap them on to yourself and, after the day’s work, report to the guardhouse at six p.m. There, the Orderly Officer and Sergeant inspect you. If your webbing isn’t ‘blancoed’ and your brass buckles not highly polished, you might finish up getting put on a ‘charge’ – and receive a few more days jankers! After the six p.m. parade you have to ‘double away’ back to your billet, change into your denims (working overalls) and report back to the Orderly Sergeant for an hour or more fatigues. When that task is done you have to return to your billet, put all your kit on once more and be on parade back at the guardhouse for nine p.m. and final inspection. All this is designed to take up what little leisure time you have of an evening and make you mend your ways.


I know Mason only by sight. In fact, Mason IS a sight. When you are on punishment you’re supposed to keep your kit immaculate. Mason doesn’t. I stop as he approaches.


‘Can ah ask ye something?’


He halts, half bent under the weight of webbing. He has a long, saturnine face, dark hair and looks like a young John Le Mesurier. He gives a tired smile. ‘If I can understand a bloody word you’re saying, Jock.’


‘Can ah ask why you’re always oan jankers?’


‘S’easy. ’Cause I’m wanting to get to fuck out of this lot! The only way to do it is by working your ticket, refusing to obey orders. Eventually they’ll realise you mean business – and chuck you out. I hope!’ He looks closely at me with his intense, black-button eyes. ‘Why you asking? Do you want out?’


‘Aye.’


‘How old are you?’ He leans back against the wall to ease the weight he’s carrying. We’re standing in a long, empty corridor between huts.


‘Nearly sixteen and a half.’


‘That’s good, you’ve still got time. If you’re over seventeen there’s no good starting. The bastards just put up with you ’til you turn seventeen and a half, then they transfer you into the adult RAF and that’s you stuck in that for your ten years – without a trade. If you keep causing trouble in the men’s service it won’t be jankers anymore – it’ll be the Glasshouse!’


‘Whit’s that?’


‘Military prison, me old Jock. Makes jankers look like a fuckin’ picnic!’ He unleans himself from the wall. ‘So, if you’re going to do it, you’ll have to start now.’ He shrugs the large pack on his back up higher and hooks his thumbs through the shoulder straps. ‘It’s hard work, mind. See yah!’ He staggers off in the direction of his billet.


That evening I lie on my bed, my mind full of the conversation I’ve had with Mason. At last I can see a way out. I feel better than I’ve done for months. The Tannoy, as usual, is tuned into the Light Programme; Sandy McPherson is knocking seven bells out of the BBC organ. Ian has finished with this week’s Rover and passed it over; poor old Alf Tupper. ‘The Tough of the Track’, every time he has an important race to run next day he ALWAYS gets an urgent repair job into his workshop under the railway arch. I bet he’ll just have a fish supper for dinner, the job’ll take him ’til two in the morning … eventually I’m distracted by the furtive actions of a little Scots lad called Forsyth, who hails from Dalkeith. He’s a real dour little bugger, doesn’t seem interested in making friends with anybody. As Ian says, ‘He wouldn’t give you a nod in the desert!’ He receives parcels from home on a weekly basis. Unlike most of the lads, he never shares. Now and again someone will cut up a home-made cake and pass some slices round. Not Forsyth. Often, an hour or so after ‘lights out’ he can be found sitting up in bed guzzling Dundee cake in the dark. I pretend to read the Rover but watch him from behind it. He has a hand in his pocket and there is a certain amount of movement. I don’t think he’s having a stand up wank. Whenever the hand stops he looks slowly around, then, if he thinks no one’s watching, the hand makes a quick visit to his mouth. He then slowly, almost imperceptibly, chews. After fifteen minutes of this he ambles past the waste bin and deposits something in it from his pocket. A few minutes later I go over and look; there’s a dozen or more toffee papers on top. I look at him. He never seems to be short of money. What a greedy little git. Watching him has made me feel quite annoyed. ‘Hey lads!’ Everyone turns to look at me. ‘You’ll not believe it. I’ve been clocking Forsyth for the last twenty minutes. He’s unwrapping caramels IN HIS POCKET and slippin’ them intae his gob when he thinks naebody’s looking.’ Forsyth goes bright red.


‘Huh! That’s nowt,’ says ‘Red’ Skelton, ‘I watched him peel an orange in his pocket the other night and slip …’


‘Did not!’ says Forsyth, ‘It was already peel …’ he goes even redder as everybody laughs.


‘No wonder us Jocks get a bad name,’ Tommy Green shakes his head in mock sorrow.


‘Howay then, pass them round.’


‘There’s only three left.’


‘Well, you’ve had your share. Pass the buggers round.’


Reluctantly, he distributes them. I don’t get one.


At last it’s ‘lights out’. I lie in the dark, my mind buzzing yet again as I think of my conversation with Mason earlier in the evening. All round the hut guys are talking, laughing, playing tricks on one another. Jeez! I feel really good. My mind is quite clear about what I have to do. Simply refuse to cooperate. I don’t think I’ll be any more miserable on continual jankers than I am now. No need to cry myself to sleep tonight. Tomorrow I start working my ticket.





Anywhere But Here



It’s next morning and, as usual, Taff, Ian and me sit together at breakfast.


‘Ah’ve got something tae tell ye’s, boys. Ah’m gonny start working ma ticket just like yon lad, Mason.’


Taff looks at Ian. ‘What’s he saying? He’s speaking too fast again.’


‘Tell you later.’ Ian turns to me, ‘It’ll be tough, ye know.’


‘Ah don’t mind it tough for a couple of months, as long as ah know ah’m gonny get oot.’


Forty minutes later we file into the large workshop. Our instructor is J/T (Junior Technician) English, a good-natured Geordie with red hair. He’s doing his two years’ National Service. After a while he notices I’m drawing a German tank in my notebook. Even though I know what I have to do, I feel somewhat embarrassed about it all. He comes over and leans on my desk. He keeps his voice low. ‘What are you doing? What’s going on?’ He’s a nice bloke; I don’t want to hurt his feelings. I also speak quietly, ‘It’s nothing against you, Mr English. Ah’ve decided ah want oot of the RAF, ma father forced me intae it. Between you and me, can ye put me on a charge for deliberately no’ taking part in the class – or something like that?’


‘Are you sure that’s what you want?’ He looks quite concerned. I wouldn’t be surprised if this’ll be the first time he’s put somebody on a ‘fizzer’.


‘Aye, definitely.’


*     *     *


The following evening Ian and Taff help me on with my webbing. That morning I’ve been given seven days jankers by the C.O. I’ve made a start. I can’t help wondering how long it will take me. Even more important, and worrying, will I be able to keep it up? These thoughts fill my head as I trudge down to the guardhouse and line up with the other miscreants for the first of the evening’s two parades.


‘Hello, me old Jock. Hasn’t taken you long.’ Mason leans out from the front rank. ‘Welcome to the Land of the Sane!’


‘QUIET, YOU LOT!’ screams the Orderly Sergeant.


‘Dear me!’ mutters Mason.


It’s a few weeks later. Mason, I and another three janker-wallahs line up side by side at one end of an enormous hangar. Various guys come and go on punishment. Mason and I are a constant. The five of us hold broad sweeping brushes. They’ve recently started using this hangar for indoor athletics, so it has to be kept clean.


‘Right,’ says the corporal in charge, ‘sweep up to the other end, keeping your brushes together as you go, move to the side a bit, then come back down again. You won’t get it all done tonight,’ he gives us his version of an evil grin, ‘but there’s always tomorrow.’


Earlier we had lined up for the first of the two evening parades, wearing our full kit. After being inspected by the Orderly Officer we’d been told to ‘Double away!’ back to our billets, change into denims and report back for fatigues. We begin sweeping.


‘I wrote an essay today,’ says Mason, ‘a minor masterpiece, even though I say so myself.’


‘What about?’


‘I was in the educational class. The sergeant said, “Write a piece about something in your life, past or present, that you love.” So I did.’


‘Whit wiz it?’


‘Pardon?’


‘What was it?’


‘Ah! It was called “I Love My Webbing”. Somehow I don’t think he was best pleased.’


I start to laugh at the thought of it. Mason, as usual, is deadpan. I manage to ask, ‘What did ye say?’


‘Oh, it went something like … The reason I keep getting myself put on jankers is because it gives me the opportunity to regularly blanco my webbing and polish my brasses …’


I interrupt him. ‘But you never blanco your webbing, you lying hound. Half the time you’re put on a charge is because you’ve turned up for jankers wi’ manky kit!’


Mason looks hurt. ‘You’ve cut me to the quick, Jock. I always TRY to have immaculate kit. It’s just that I’ve never mastered the noble art of blancoing.’


‘You don’t even own a tin of blanco.’ I begin to kill myself laughing at the hurt look on Mason’s face and have to stop sweeping. My fellow sweepers halt to await my recovery. At the far end of the hangar, the corporal is going ‘light’. ‘GET A MOVE ON. YOU’RE AN ABSOLUTE BLOODY SHOWER!’ Terry-Thomas has recently become very popular on TV and in the cinema. His catch-phrase is, ‘You’re a shower, an absolute shower!’ Every NCO in the RAF seems to have adopted it as his own.


After an hour of pushing brooms up and down the giant hangar we are sweaty and dusty. At last we’re allowed to go back to our billets. We still have to parade again, in FSMO, at nine p.m. I’m no longer in the wooden huts, ‘the Lines’, as they’re called. Along with my intake I’ve moved up to Fulton Block, an enormous Art Deco barracks built just before the Second World War. I grab my towel and head for the ablutions – as everybody, wrongly, calls the washroom and toilets. Corporal Graham patiently explains to us one day that, ‘You go to the washroom to carry out your ablutions.’ It makes no difference. The facilities in the block are far superior to the old huts. I love being able to take a shower whenever I want. As I stand, eyes shut, and luxuriate under the constant stream of hot water I think back to all the ‘head to toe’ washes I used to take, with just a face cloth, standing at the sink back in Glasgow after I’d boiled a kettle. Or going up to the Steamie once a week, threepenny bit in hand; towel and soap under my arm, to take a bath or a ‘spray’, as we called a shower. Since moving up to Fulton Block I often take a couple of showers a day. Maybe I’m trying to make up for all the ones I missed. I let the hot water run down my spotty back. How nice it would be, one day, to have a house with a bathroom like they have in the movies. Hah! It’ll never happen. Only Toffs have houses like that.


There’s a long weekend coming up. Easter. Everybody, even those on jankers, is allowed a ninety-six hour pass. Sammy Johnston’s parents, Lottie and Frank, told me I can come on my leaves to them.


Although I get a railway warrant, I feel Glasgow is a long way to go for such a short break. Half the time will be spent travelling. Another reason I don’t want to go is because I feel that, once I’m in Maryhill, I might not want to come back. If I didn’t, how would I live? I’d soon run out of money, wouldn’t be able to take a job. No. I decide I’ll stay in camp. It’ll be lovely having the billet to myself, read and sleep to my heart’s content. After a solid month’s jankers, I’m tired. Anyway, it’ll annoy the authorities. Nobody refuses the chance to go home, even Mason’s taking his ninety-six. I’ll tell them I’ve nowhere to go. It’s true. I don’t have a bloody home anymore.


Lyn Thomas has other ideas. To save making big explanations I’ve also told him and Ian I’m staying in camp because I’ve nowhere to go. Lyn has taken me at my word. A few days later he comes and sits beside me on my bunk. ‘I’ve written to Mam and Dada. They say you can come home with me to Camarthen for Easter.’ He knows my father is in the RAF and has given up our house. I don’t want to spoil his kind gesture by saying that there are folks I could go to if I wanted. I feel a lump in my throat at his kindness.


‘That would be lovely, Taff. I’d like to come.’


‘There’s grand. Oh, and I must warn you, my family normally speak Welsh. English is their second language. Though mind, I don’t think they’ll understand a blind word you’ll say all weekend anyway!’


We travel to Cardiff by train, then take the slow local branch line to Camarthen. The coaches look as if they probably saw service transporting troops on their way to the Western Front in 1914. They are non-corridor. Lyn and I travel in uniform. On joining up you have to send your civvies home. Mine are at my father’s fancy woman’s in Portpatrick. I’ve never been there. Lyn’s mam and dad are quiet, reserved folk, but make me feel very welcome. His dad drives a petrol tanker for Regent Oil. They are great friends with their next door neighbours, Mr and Mrs Morris; they too are pleased to see me. The first full day after our arrival, Lyn announces, ‘We shall go round to see my grandma. Don’t think she’s being awkward, but she’ll only speak Welsh to my sister Anne and me. She’ll speak to you in English, but she wants us to keep our Welsh up. She is very strict about it.’


Grandma, of course, is dressed in black even though there hasn’t been a death in the family for years. Grannies always wear black. She welcomes me in what is almost broken English: ‘Ah, so you are the friend to Lyn. The Scotch boy. I’m very pleased to be meeting you.’ She has great difficulty understanding most of what I say. Lyn translates when needed. I listen with great interest as she converses with Lyn and Anne. They’ve been brought up speaking Welsh every day. It’s strange to think these are British people – but English is just their second language. As I listen, I realise that I don’t know anyone who speaks Scots Gaelic. I’ve never heard it spoken.


The couple of days in Camarthen are spent walking about the town, sitting in the local café, and going to the pictures one evening. Lyn wears his uniform all the time even though he has access to civvies. He’s proud of it. We regularly bump into folk who know him and want to know how he’s getting on.


It seems no time at all until we’re back at the station, boarding a train. As I watch the countryside slip past I sometimes glance at Taff. He has a nice home, loving parents and sister, yet he’s keen to get back to Cosford. All I have to look forward to is continual disobeying of orders followed by endless jankers and fatigues. But I have to do it. I DON’T want to be at Cosford.


I’m back just three days when I get myself on punishment, again. The brush and the big hangar await my pleasure. Mason has wasted even less time. He started another seven days yesterday.


‘What kept you, Jock? I felt quite lonely yesterday.’


The Orderly Sergeant gives us dirty looks. ‘QUIET IN THE RANKS!’


We have been joined by Tommy Green who’s in my billet. Tommy’s from Parkhead, Glasgow.


He has decided he’s also going to work his ticket. He soon falls by the wayside. After his three days’ jankers are up he begins to conform again.


A few days later Mason comes into my billet at lunchtime. ‘I’VE DONE IT! They’re going to chuck me out!’


‘You lucky bastard!’


‘Just had me up in front of the C.O. I’ll be away next Wednesday morning. The jankers I’m on at the minute are suspended. I don’t have to go on parade or to workshops anymore. I’ve just to stay in the billet and keep me head down. I’VE BLOODY WELL DONE IT!’


I’m pleased for him, but realise I’m going to miss him. All this time we’ve been a good support for one another, keeping ourselves laughing when most guys wouldn’t find anything to even smile at. I’ll have to go it alone from now on.


As Mason’s last few days dwindle away, I often come back from the evening parades, weighed down with my kit, and glance through the open door of his billet. He’s usually lying on his bed reading or sleeping. Jammy bugger! He still comes round to see me. I get the feeling he actually MISSES jankers! Then comes his last evening in camp.


‘Well, I’m back to civilisation tomorrow, Jock. I can’t believe it’s here.’ The black-button eyes look intently at me. ‘You won’t give up, will you?’


‘Ah’m bloody sure I won’t. Ah canny do eleven years or more in this lot. Ah’ve nae option but tae keep going.’


‘Good man. You’ll do it.’ We’ve both been sitting on my bed. As he rises, I stand up too.


‘Well, it’s awright for you, Ron, but I’ll have tae get ma kit on. It’s nearly nine o’clock.’


‘Tell you what, me old Jock. I’ll give you a hand with it.’ In silence he holds up the heavy ‘large pack’ with both hands. By taking the weight, he makes it easier for me to slip first one arm, then the other, through the shoulder straps. He adjusts a buckle here, a strap there, then stands back and looks at me. ‘Mmmm, you’re like a bag of shit! I’m glad to see you still have no intention of blancoing or polishing.’


‘There’s nae point, is there? If they want tae put me oan another charge, that’s fine by me.’


‘That’s the spirit. I’ve taught you well.’ We laugh, but it’s sort of sad. ‘Well’, he sticks his hand out and, somewhat embarrassed, we shake.


‘All the best, Ron.’


‘Cheerio, Jock. Get stuck in!’


Next morning, after breakfast, he’s gone.





Summer Camp



Every summer all the boys are transported to RAF Woodvale near Southport for two weeks. Jankers are suspended for the duration. We live under canvas, six to a tent, sleeping on complicated wooden-framed camp beds that appear to be deck chairs which have suffered a nervous breakdown. The weather is glorious for the entire fortnight, the sort that memories are made of. There is lots going on to occupy and entertain us; sports, games, films and firing on the rifle range. One extra attraction for me and many others is the Spitfire – the last operational one on the strength of the RAF. Fitted with meteorological instruments, it takes off twice a day to take readings for the RAF’s Met. Department. The front-line fighters are now all jets. The Meteor is on its way out, the twin-boom Vampire has replaced it and the Hawker Hunter is coming into service. It’s sad to think that, just ten years after the war, this legendary piston-engined fighter is now obsolete. A small consolation is that it continues to fly in the pages of my weekly comics, the Hotspur, Rover, Wizard and Adventure.


Around ten a.m. every morning I join the regular line of enthusiastic boys at the edge of the runway. As the Spitfire starts up with a series of sharp cracks and puffs of blue smoke from its exhaust, I have a strong feeling I’m back in wartime RAF Woodvale. Dotted along the grassy areas which border the runway are large three-sided ‘blast pens’, built from sandbags, where aircraft were parked to gain some protection from marauding, low-flying German fighters. The planes have long gone, the pens lain empty for years. The canvas has rotted away on many bags but the sand has petrified and kept its original shape. The shape of 1940.


We watch avidly as the Spit taxies to the end of the tarmac, then – for our benefit – the pilot guns the Rolls Royce Merlin engine, accelerates rapidly, lifts off, retracts the wheels when just feet off the ground and with a beautiful growl soars up and away in a power climb. Man-made perfection! The hair on the back of my neck tingles. A boy next to me, whom I don’t know, says, ‘I’ll bet if it came to it, a Spitfire could beat a jet.’


Still watching the disappearing speck in the sky, I nod my head ‘Nae bother!’


To one side of the runway, on a concrete ‘hard’, stand ten Seafires, the naval version of the Spitfire. Fitted with 4-blade propellers, which give extra ‘bite’ to get them off the short decks of aircraft carriers, these forlorn ex-Fleet Air Arm planes have their engine cowlings and cockpit hoods cocooned with an early form of polystyrene to protect them from the weather. They are for sale for £150 each. If only I was a rich man’s son, I’d get my father to buy me one, then spend hours every week sitting in the cockpit reading the latest exploits of Sergeant Pilot Matt Braddock VC, in the Rover, ever ready to ‘scramble’ at a moment’s notice when the Ops Room reported a swarm of bandits over the Channel. Always, in the back of my mind, would be the warning Braddock gives to all new pilots … ‘Beware the Hun in the sun!’


Another treat available – and in great demand – is a flight in an old Anson, twin-engine transport. The ‘Annie’ is slow and nigh obsolete, but still a very exciting prospect for boys who haven’t flown. Ian Douglas and I join four other boys and clamber abroad. It’s a first flight for all of us. From where the pilot and navigator sit, the large Perspex canopy spreads all the way back and over us too. It’s like sitting in a greenhouse. A flying greenhouse. We taxi to the end of the runway, the engines’ note increases, and with a noise like six broken cement mixers we begin to trundle down the tarmac, slowly but surely gaining speed until – the ground just falls away. For the first time in our lives we are airborne! Ian and I look at one another, bursting with excitement. The Anson gains height and makes a turn; but WE aren’t turning, it’s the ground that’s tilting. The pilot takes us up the sunny coast at around 2,000 feet. We look down on what seem to be model towns with toy cars moving slowly along their streets. Blackpool looms out of the haze and we fly close by the famous tower. Next thing we’re over Liverpool, looking down on the docks and the overhead railway that runs alongside them. After forty-five minutes we return to Woodvale, where another half dozen boys wait impatiently to have the thrill of a lifetime. For a split-second the thought comes into my head – wait ‘til I tell Ma.


As we disembark we shout our thanks to the leather helmeted pilot and navigator. They look fed-up. How can anyone who flies a plane be bored?


On the Sunday in the middle of our two weeks Ian and I don our boilersuit-like denims, slip through a hole in the fence at a remote corner of the camp, and set off to walk the five miles or so into Southport. The sun beats down and the heat makes it seem twice as far. As usual we’re broke. At long last, tired and thirsty, we enter the edge of town and begin strolling along the promenade, trying not to think of the long walk back. A car pulls up beside us and a window is wound down.


‘IAN!’


Four adults, two couples, hurriedly climb out of the saloon. Ian can’t believe it ‘Uncle Bill! Aunty May! What are you doing here?’ All four smother him with hugs and kisses, he’s near to tears. The other couple, Tom and Betty, are close friends of Ian’s family and have known him since childhood. Jeez! Imagine having relatives who own a car AND who’d come looking for you. I can’t help being envious. Some boys are dead lucky. Nobody in my family has a car.




‘Oh, this is my pal, Robert Douglas. He’s from Glasgow.’


‘Hello son. Another Douglas? And from Glasgow.’ Uncle Bill smiles, ‘Och well, we’ll no hold that against him.’ He offers his hand. I wish I wouldn’t go red when someone wants to shake hands.


‘How did ye know ah was here?’ asks Ian.


‘We’re doon at Blackpool for ten days. I happened to ring your Mum and she said you were at summer camp near Southport. We drove to Woodvale to ask if we could see you, but they said they’d never find you, the camp’s so big and the boys scattered everywhere. So, we thought, och well, we’ll just have a wee run into Southport – and we spotted you!’


‘Oh, it’s really great to see ye,’ Ian’s eyes glisten with tears again.


Aunty May looks hard at us. ‘Are you boys hungry?’


Ian and I look at each other, then reply in unison, ‘STARVIN!’


One hour, two fish suppers and a couple of ice-creams later it’s time for the adults to go on their way. Before they do, each of the men slip Ian a nice red, ten shilling note. Uncle Bill presses a half-crown into my hand. ‘Well, boys, it’s time we were heading back to Blackpool.’ Ian is plied with more kisses and hugs and, minutes later, we wave them off. Fortified, we decide we’ve had enough walking, and excitement, for one day and might as well head back to camp. By bus. En route we still can’t get over our good luck. It’s the sole topic of conversation. ‘If your uncle and aunty had’nae found us ah think ah’d huv died halfway back tae Woodvale.’


‘Me too.’


We get off the bus one stop before the camp. After some worrying moments we eventually find the hole in the fence. No one has missed us.


Later that evening a corporal comes into the tent looking for Ian. ‘There was an aunt and uncle of yours called at the gate today. We had to tell them that you could be anywhere in the camp and would be almost impossible to find.’


‘Oh, that’s a pity,’ says Ian, ‘still, can’t be helped.’ As he speaks we avoid looking at one another. When the corporal leaves, we allow about thirty seconds to make sure he’s out of earshot. At last I turn toward him. He’s already looking at me – whilst biting his knuckle. We collapse onto our beds, totally helpless. The rest of the evening I just have to say, in a silly voice, ‘Oh! that’s a pity!’ and we go into fits of laughter for another five minutes.


I’d really enjoyed my two weeks at Woodvale. For the first time since Ma died I’d had some pleasure out of life. But summer camp isn’t the RAF. Especially the adult service. It’s tempting to think, should I give it a go? Start toeing the line? There’d be no more jankers for a start. But what happens if, say four years from now, I decide I’ve had enough of the RAF? I’d be just twenty, with eight years still to do – and no way out. No, it’s too big a commitment. I still want out. When I get back to Cosford I intend to step up my efforts to convince them I’m never going to settle. But this time I’m going to try something new. I’m going to go further than Mason ever did.





King of the Road



‘Where are you off to?’ Ian watches as I put on my uniform jacket, greatcoat and peaked hat.


‘Ah’ve decided tae grant maself a spot o’ leave.’


‘You’re not!’


‘I am. Ah’m gonny go AWOL for a few days. They think they’ll sicken me with continual jankers, so ah might as well get punished for something.’


Taff puts down his book. ‘He could be right. It’ll let them see he’s determined.’ He turns to me, ‘I hope you’re not going to somebody whose address is on your leave sheet. That’s the first place they’ll look.’


‘Ah’ve already thought of that, Taff. Ah’m going tae an uncle who lives in West Lothian. They don’t know aboot him.’


‘How are you getting there, train or bus?’


I laugh out loud ‘Taff! Where would ah get the money for that? Ah’m going by this …’ I hold up my thumb.‘Ah’m gonny hitchike.’


‘It’s a long way, mind you. How far is it?’


I shrug my shoulders ‘Huv’nae a clue. Maybe 300 miles?’


‘It’s mad you are. Have you hitchhiked before?’


‘Nope.’


They look at one another. ‘How much dosh have you got?’ asks Ian.


‘Aboot six bob.’


‘Here!’ A two shilling piece bounces on the tightly stretched blanket covering my bed. Seconds later a half-crown from Taff joins it. There’s a lump in my throat. I cough to try and clear it. ‘Thanks a lot, boys. You’re really good pals.’


‘Can’t ’ave you collapsing from hunger halfway to Scotland, boyo.’


Just as at RAF Woodvale, Cosford also has its hole in the fence. Up behind the married quarters. It’s mostly used by adult servicemen as a short-cut to a nearby pub. The early part of my journey is the slowest. In 1955 there are no motorways. Stretches of dual-carriageway are few and far between. The road system of Great Britain is almost exclusively single-carriageway.


I set off around one p.m. I have to cover almost a hundred miles to get to my first target – the A1. During the first part of my journey I quickly find out that, when you’re in uniform, getting lifts is not a problem. I also experience the exhilaration of being on my own and heading, literally, into the unknown. Until coming to Cosford I’d hardly ever been out of Maryhill, let alone Glasgow. Now here I am, at sixteen, setting off to journey 300 miles along the highways and byways of middle England with just a few pencilled notes to guide me on my way to Scotland.


In a combination of short lifts and frequent walks I skirt Wolverhampton and Birmingham and head for Nottingham. From there I take the A52 until, near Grantham, I step onto the A1 – the Great North Road. I love the name. Even I have heard of it. This is the road on which, 200 years ago, travellers and mail coaches made their way from London to Edinburgh. It still follows the same route, ploughing straight through town and village.


One of the lads in the billet, Harry Dougan, has primed me about my trip. ‘Up until ten o’clock thumb only private cars, you’ll make better time. After the pubs shut, the cars peter out. That’s when you start on lorries.’


Most heavy goods vehicles in the fifties are slow, the majority fitted with a ‘governor’. This limits them to 50 mph to save fuel. In reality, most of the older wagons would be hard put to reach 50 even if going downhill – with a following wind.


I make a good start on the A1. A private car going to Doncaster. The driver obligingly goes out of his way and lets me off on the north side of the town centre. ‘Joost tha keep straight on, son. You’ll pass Doncaster Rovers football ground on t’ one side of road and racecourse on t’other. Good luck, lad!’


Even though I’m still in the suburbs, I keep my thumb out. I’ve hardly gone two hundred yards when a Ford Dormobile pulls in ahead, sounding his horn as he does. I trot up to him. The driver leans over the broad bench seat and slides the passenger door open ‘I’m just going a few miles up t’road to Adwick Le Street, but it’ll get tha clear of Donny.’


I assume ‘Donny’ is the locals’ name for the town. ‘That’ll be great. Thanks a lot.’


‘Nowt’s a bother. Ah never pass a lad in uniform. Used to hitch a lot when ah were in t’army.’


As it slowly grows dark, towns and villages I’ve never heard of slip by into the night; Ferrybridge, Wetherby, Boroughbridge. I’m left with snapshots of similar main streets, stone terraces, pubs and pedestrians. In between towns it becomes hypnotic as I sit in the dark cabs of a succession of lorries. Our world is bound by how far we can see with the headlights. The Cat’s-eyes in the middle of the carriageway always look as if they’re about to peter out. But they never do. As our headlights sweep the road in front, one by one they seem to switch on just in time, always the same fixed distance in front of us.


Some time after eleven p.m. I’m being driven straight through the middle of Newcastle upon Tyne. It reminds me of Glasgow city centre, all shops and department stores with their lights on, and couples strolling along the pavements. The driver turns to me. ‘Ah’ll drop yee alang here a bit. Just keep thumbing. With yee being in uniform they’ll kna’ yer gannin’ north. At this time o’ night there’s plenty ‘trunk’ drivers heading for Edinburgh and Glasgow. They ahll want tae get there for six or seven in the morning when the markets open.’ He gives a hand signal out of his window and begins to slow down. ‘Ah’ll let yee off here. And another thing, hinny. It’ll gan quiet aroond three or four in the morning. Some o’them park up for a few hours kip, or get themselves into an all-night cafe for summat tae eat. Ah hope it keeps dry for tha. Cheerio.’


By two a.m., just as he’d forecast, it has become really quiet. I’m somewhere between Morpeth and Alnwick. I keep on walking into the darkness and have a strong feeling of being in the middle of nowhere. Yet I’m enjoying myself. It’s dry, I’m warmly clad, and I’ve never been in the countryside at night. I’ve hardly been in it during the day. It’s full of strange noises, most of them unidentifiable. I stand still and listen. From out of the blackness comes the distant lowing of cattle and the bleating of sheep. Birds flutter in bushes now and again. At least I think it’s birds. Hope it’s birds. There are regular scurryings and rustlings. There’s not a light to be seen, only a thin crescent moon. I must be miles from anywhere. Sometimes one of the few clouds in the sky covers the slice of moon and it becomes so dark I have to stop walking. Almost pitch black. For no particular reason I look up – and catch my breath! The sky is a mass of bright stars. Millions of them. Because the peak of my skipped hat is pulled low over my eyes I hadn’t noticed them. I never knew they could be as bright as this, nor that there were so many. Sometimes, in the comparative darkness of the tenement back courts, I would look up, see some stars, and wonder. But never at this intensity. There was always light spilling out from dozens of windows, putting a haze between them and me.


This is the second time in my life when something has made me catch my breath. The first was on walking into the Bluebell Woods at Milngavie. I take off my hat – and almost catch my breath again. The moon has obligingly stayed behind a cloud. The sky is the blackest of black velvet strewn with brilliant-cut diamonds. The night now seems to be silent.


After a while my neck begins to ache with the continual craning upwards. I can’t get enough of this splendour. I stamp my feet on the ground to frighten off any horrible beasties then, feeling a bit silly, I lie down on the grass verge and put both hands behind my head. There are no nearby trees or buildings to encroach on my view. I can see nothing but star-filled sky. It is dazzling. Occasionally, lying there with my thoughts, the immensity of it makes me a little frightened. I’m alone in the night. Isolated. Floating in space.


Ten minutes later. Or is it an hour? A flicker of light catches my eye. Reluctantly, and feeling a little tipsy with the wonder of it all, I get back on my feet. To my right there are occasional flashes of light on the horizon as a vehicle, still a few miles away, follows the undulations of the road. Sometimes its headlights shine up into the sky like searchlights then abruptly vanish as it drives into a dip. It takes ages to get to me but I don’t mind, I just keep looking up, drinking in the heavens until my neck aches again. I’m filled with a sense of well-being. It’s good to be alive.


Eventually the lorry turns onto the stretch of road I’m on. I stand facing it, left arm out, thumb up, as it trundles toward me. The driver flashes his lights; he’s seen me. He pulls up just short and I run forward, reach up, and open the passenger door. He looks down. ‘Ah’m going tae near Edinburgh, bonny lad.’ The warmth spills out from the cab and makes me realise I’m a bit chilled.


‘That’s great!’


‘Climb in. Ah’m only going as far as Haddington, that’s aboot 18 miles frae the toon.’


‘That’ll be smashin’. Thanks very much.’


We’ve been driving for about quarter of an hour when he turns to me. ‘Are ye hungry?’


‘Starvin’!’


He laughs. ‘There’s an all-night café a few miles up the road. We’ll stoap an’ huv a wee bite.’


Thirty minutes later we pull off the road onto a cinder-covered parking area. Another six or seven lorries are already there. Welcoming lights shine out from the one-storey, jerry-built café. As we enter this makeshift building the smell of bacon and eggs goes round my heart. Suddenly it’s the most inviting place, probably on a par with The Ritz. I’ve had nothing to eat since a couple of cold meat pies many hours ago. I can hardly wait for the woman to fry my late supper. Or is it an early breakfast? My driver nods to the others. A soldier in uniform sits with one of the drivers. We smile at one another, instantly connected by our shared experience. For a second I wonder if he marvelled at the stars tonight while between lifts.


We take a seat in the far corner of the large room. There are three women amongst the customers. All wear too much make-up. One is in deep conversation with two of the drivers. Where can they be going at this time of night? Her friends sit at a table. My driver nudges me


‘Ye can hae one o’ them for afters if ye want!’


‘Eh?’ I’m busy watching the cook, willing her to hurry up.


‘The weemin. They’re oan the game. They’re here maist nights o’ the week, doing business.’


‘Jeez! Are they?’ I look at them with interest. It’s the first time I’ve seen prostitutes. I’ve never been with a woman. Never even been with a girl. Had the odd feel now and again in the back court. I wonder what it would be like to go with one of them? They look a bit … hard. I find that makes them EXTRA sexy. I recall what my pal, Sammy, used to say if we passed a woman who looked a bit brazen; over made-up …


‘Did ye see her? She’d suck ye in and blaw ye oot in bubbles!’ Then we’d go into fits of laughter.


At last the woman brings me my meal. As I try not to guzzle it – it’s one of the finest fry-ups ever cooked – I find I can’t take my eyes off the women. They’re probably all in their thirties. I spend most of my time looking at their legs. And tits. Their skirts are quite short. Two of them have real good legs, and one of them wears black stockings. Jeez, I bet she’d let you put your hand up her skirt. In fact I bet she’d let you see it. For as long as you want. Even if you have to pay her, so what? It would still be nice. I feel myself getting aroused. So hard it’s throbbing. The three of them don’t seem to have a care in the world, laughing and joking with their potential customers. One of the trio rises … MAMMY, DADDY! She’s coming over to us. I stop in mid-chew, my face goes red, the hard-on vanishes. Jeez! Does she know what I’ve been thinking? If she says ‘What are you staring at?’ I’ll crap maself.


‘Any of you boys looking for a short-time?’


‘No thanks, flower,’ says the driver, ‘Ah’m sorry tae say, ah have’nae got the time or the money.’ I can feel my face is still red.


She looks at me. ‘What about you, Squadron Leader?’


I go back onto ‘full red’. ‘Eh, no thanks,’ I manage to squeak, ‘I’m skint tae.’


She sighs. ‘That’s the story of my life.’


As she clip-clops back to her friends the driver and I watch her go. He leans toward me and speaks out the side of his mouth, ‘She probably huz a hole in her knee for laddies like you!’


Twenty minutes after setting off I can’t keep my eyes open. The driver notices me nodding.


‘Lean tae the side and coorie doon on top o’ the engine cowling. Use the blankets.’


Nearly all lorries are the ‘flat-nosed’ type. The engine is in the cab, between the two seats. Almost every driver carries two or three ex-army blankets, folded up and lying on the metal cowling covering the engine. I half lie-on my side and use the blankets as a pillow. The warmth and vibration percolate up from the engine and, within minutes, I’m asleep.


Moments later – so it seems – I’m shaken awake. ‘It’s the parting of the ways, son.’


Bleary-eyed, I sit up. Jeez-oh! It’s daylight! I yawn, stretching my arms and legs out in front of me, trying to shake off the tiredness. ‘Ohhhh! That was a good wee sleep. I really needed it.’ We fork to the left for Haddington then pull up. I open the door. Crisp morning air breezes in. I climb down onto the verge then look back up into the snug cab. ‘Thanks a lot, that was a great lift.’


‘Nae bother. The traffic will pick up, shortly. All the best, son.’


As I watch him drive off I pull up the collar of my greatcoat against the breeze. I look up at the sky. It’s a solid gray. The stars have long gone. But I know they’re still there.


I get a lift into Edinburgh then walk west for a while through the suburbs to get onto the A8. I’m beginning to feel weary, I could do with my bed.


One hour and two lifts later finds me, at last, in Blackburn, West Lothian, knocking on my Uncle Jim’s door. I look at the familiar aluminium handle and letterbox. The last time I stood here was with Ma. Jim, oldest of her three brothers, opens the door. He looks for a moment at the bedraggled figure in RAF uniform, not recognising me, then, ‘In the name o’ the wee man! Whit urr you daeing here?’


‘Ah got the chance of some leave, so ah’ve hitchhiked up the road. Can ye put me up for a few days?’ I hate lying to him. Jim and Jenny have four kids, all younger than me. Will they have room? He gives me the smile I’ve known since I was a bairn.


‘Och, ah suppose we’ll squeeze ye in somewhere.’





Services No Longer Required



The Wing Commander looks me in the eye. It’s plain he doesn’t like what’s in front of him. I look at what’s above his left breast pocket. Underneath his pilot’s wings are two rows of medal ribbons. From the colourful poster hanging up in the NAAFI I recognise the first two as the Air Force Cross and the Distinguished Flying Cross. He speaks: ‘Obviously the previous punishments you’ve received haven’t worked, so let’s try something new. Seven days’ close confinement. March him out.’


I swallow hard. Well, you’ve done it now. Seven days’ cells. I’m marched out of his office at the double. ‘LEFT RIGHT LEFT RIGHT!’


After four days at my Uncle Jim’s, I’d hitched my way back to camp. Once more I really enjoy being ‘on the road’. The wonderful feeling of freedom. Travelling hundreds of miles with just a few bob in my pocket. The certainty of UNcertainty. When someone drops me off I watch them drive away, then turn and face the oncoming traffic KNOWING I’ll get another lift. I never have a moment’s doubt. My uniform is my ticket.


Just before one p.m. the following day I approach the camp’s main gate. The window of the guardroom is slid back. ‘I’m Boy Entrant Douglas. I’ve been absent without leave since last Thursday.’


The Duty Corporal looks at me. ‘Oh, you have, have you? Right, what billet are you in?’ I tell him. ‘Just go back to your room. The Orderly Officer will come and see you later.’


I’m a bit disappointed. Is that it? At the very least they might have turned out the guard; grabbed hold of me; something.


The billet is almost empty as I walk in. The midday meal is being served. There are two or three ‘Hello, Jock’s’. I get my mug and eating irons from my locker and, in great anticipation, slip into the mess. Ian and Taff are at our usual table. I’m feeling tired after my overnight journey, but the thought of surprising my two mates buoys me up for the moment. I manage to approach without being seen. ‘Awright, boys?’


‘Yah bugger!’


For the next quarter of an hour I regale them with ‘Tales From the Highway’. But behind the bravado, there’s the nagging thought of what will happen to me tomorrow. Up on another ‘fizzer’ – this time for the more serious offence of being AWOL. Well, I’ve done it, so I’ll have to take the consequences …
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