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  The Forgotten War




  In September 2004 Richard & Judy’s Executive Producer, Amanda Ross, approached Pan Macmillan: her production company, Cactus TV, wanted to launch a major

  writing competition, ‘How to Get Published’, on the Channel 4 show. Unpublished authors would be invited to send in the first chapter and a synopsis of their novel and would have the

  chance of winning a publishing contract.




  Five months, 46,000 entries and a lot of reading later, the five shortlisted authors appeared live on the show and the winner was announced. But there was a surprise in store for the other four

  finalists.




  On air Richard Madeley said, ‘The standard of the finalists is staggeringly high. All are more than worthy of a publishing contract.’ Pan Macmillan agreed and published all five.




  The winning books were The Olive Readers by Christine Aziz, Tuesday’s War by David Fiddimore, Housewife Down by Alison Penton Harper, Journeys in the Dead

  Season by Spencer Jordan and Gem Squash Tokoloshe by Rachel Zadok.




  

     

  




  DAVID FIDDIMORE was born in 1944 in Yorkshire and is married with two children. He worked for five years

  at the Royal Veterinary College before joining HM Customs and Excise, where his work included postings to the investigation and intelligence divisions. The Forgotten War is the third novel

  in the Charlie Bassett series following Tuesday’s War and Charlie’s War.
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  PART ONE




  Welcome Home, Charlie




  

     

  




  1. Doin’ My Time




  Someone once told me that policemen are trained to deliver the bad news.




  The sergeant in front of me had obviously failed that part of his course. I had been waiting for about five hours to be arrested anyway, so I just wished that he would get on with it. He

  fingered my fibre name-tag a last time. I noticed that the leather bootlace I wore it on was cracking: I’d need another one. He laid it down on a file cover on which he had recently printed

  my name in thick blue pencil.




  ‘I have bad news for you, Mr Bassett.’




  ‘OK.’




  ‘Someone should have told you before this.’




  ‘What should they have told me?’




  ‘That you’re dead.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You’re dead, son. Deceased. You got the chop. Kaput. Finito. Charles Aidan Bassett, RAF service number 22602108, died of injuries sustained in an air crash at Tempsford in December

  1944. Tempsford’s near here.’ The cop had a fruity old Bedfordshire accent, and spoke slowly.




  ‘I know where it is. I was stationed there.’




  ‘You are buried in the graveyard at Everton. That’s near here too.’




  I smiled. I couldn’t help myself.




  The copper frowned at me. ‘Why are you laughing, son?’ Men often called me ‘son’ or ‘titch’ on account of my size. It teed me off no end.




  ‘Someone I know is buried there. We called him Black Francie. He would have found this funny. Are you telling me that you don’t believe me?’ I had walked into his police

  station to tell him that I was AWOL. I was embarrassed to have missed the end of the war by nearly two years. The cop sighed before he replied.




  ‘I’m glad you’re so quick on the uptake.’




  ‘So can I go? Just like that.’




  ‘I don’t think so, son. I think that I’ll have to invite you to sit in a small room with bars on its windows, while I ask myself some questions.’




  ‘What questions, sergeant?’




  ‘I’ll start by asking myself just who you really are, and, seeing as you’re reluctant to tell me, how I can find that out by myself.’




  He looked so depressed at the prospect that I had to make an effort to stop myself from feeling sorry for him.




  How the hell had I got into this mess?




  Now, I’m going to run this past you quite quickly, and just the once; so pay attention. In 1944 I completed a tour of operations as a wireless operator with a

  Lancaster squadron at Bawne, west of Cambridge – it sits a cough and a spit from the Bedfordshire border. You may recall that a few years ago I wrote a book about that. In the course of that

  tour I met, and sort of fell in love with – well, we all did, actually – an ATA pilot named Grace Baker. Grace became pregnant, but I’m not holding my hands, or anything else, up

  to that. I asked her to marry me because that’s what I was like when I was twenty. I know it was a mistake. She had said ‘Yes,’ but added, ‘if you can find me.’ Then

  she ran away. Cow. So I tried anyway.




  This is where it all becomes a bit tricky.




  My next posting, at Tempsford, was the airfield that the cop had mentioned. It was the airfield used by squadrons that flew clandestine missions in and out of wartime Europe, and my job was

  to keep their radio operators straight. Sheer boredom put me in one of their old Stirlings, and it served me right when the old bitch buried herself in a local field a couple of minutes after

  take-off. The old guys in the service always warned me never to volunteer for anything. I should have listened. I woke up days later in a hospital ward in Bedford. That’s where my story and

  the cop’s diverged. In the copper’s account I emerged from hospital in time for my own burial. Play the slow march, and carry him along. Pity about that.




  In my story my escape from the butcher’s shop was for the purpose of finding Grace; which didn’t work out, of course. It was like this: I had recovered to find myself with

  the patronage of a clever sod who appeared to be a squadron intelligence officer. The word ‘appeared’ is a very important one in this context. He pointed out that the squadron no longer

  wanted a slightly charred radio officer: anyway, they had replaced me already, with one in more or less pristine condition. However, he had put in a word for me, and found me a nice job for the

  last few weeks of the war: finding Grace. Sorry about the pun, but that was me; tagged onto a culinary intelligence mission, careering across Europe in a big old Humber staff car at the fag end of

  the war, chasing a girl who had once agreed to marry me.




  Love’s not always what it’s cracked up to be, you know.




  My companions had been a frighteningly resourceful driver, Les Finnegan, and his boss Major James England. I never did believe that those were their real names. Their job was to follow the

  advancing British army, assess the food needed to supply it, and call that back to something like a large stores depot that sent forward the needful. Their job became complicated if they found

  themselves ahead of the Allied advance, rather than behind it. That’s when Jerry shot at them.




  Grace had joined up with a commie group – French, and Eyetie doctors and nurses who shared the bizarre notion that medical care should be offered freely to anyone who needed it,

  regardless of which side they were on – they were always a step ahead of us. Somewhere along her journey she produced a spiffing little baby boy, who she spoiled by giving an Eyetie name. I

  never caught up with her during the war. The nearest I got was catching up with a makeshift hospital in Bremen, where she left me the boy, and a sarky letter. By that time he was my second boy: I

  already had a five-year-old German lad, who I had found on a battlefield.




  I think that a lot of us were behaving oddly by the end of the war. That’s my excuse for what I did next. I left the German boy with a German woman I had just proposed

  to . . . yeah, I know: you don’t have to tell me . . . and carried on blundering across Europe with Les, Maggs, an old lady I had met in Paris, and Grace’s

  kid. It took us more than a year to catch up with Grace, in a small town south-west of Siena.




  The square was too bloody hot.




  Les and I found some shade thrown over the cobbles by the small church, and leaned against the wall. I recognize now what it felt like, although it was new to me then. It felt like the setting

  for the last gunfight in one of those dreadful spaghetti westerns my son and his wife watch in the Curzon at South End Green.




  The sun came off the buffed stones like daggers. Even the swallows were fed up. They sat on shady ledges and gaped with exhaustion. There were olive groves all around the place, but the village

  baker Ludovico said that the future was in the vine.




  A small church stood with its door open. The priest had told me that the door had stayed open since before the war, and all through it. It had been open to anyone who had need of it, he told me.

  Even for the Jews. Then he spat near his feet, and observed that he couldn’t actually remember the last time he had seen one of those. I had also been inside his church a few times in the

  last few days: most frequently to escape the searing sun, but once, at least, to pray to a God I’d never believed in.




  Les pulled off his grubby black beret, and lifted a roll-up from it. I noticed that he had a few grey hairs in his curly thatch that hadn’t been there a year ago. He couldn’t get rid

  of the beret, even though the war had been over for more than a year. I wondered if he ever would. The rest of his clothing was still uniform bits and pieces. Most of it had come from dead men in

  other services – and other races, come to that: his laced Jerry desert boots had lasted the distance for him. He offered me a fag which I took without thinking, because my pipe had gone

  stale. Like all of Les’s fags it burned through as quick as the match that lit it.




  There was an old authority administration building inside the humped walls, behind the town square, only there was no council to use it any more. It sat near the stumpy, squat castle keep, by

  one of the fortified gates. We had left Kate, our old Humber, outside the walls a few days ago, parked up in an empty barn at the foot of the hill. Les had jacked it up on bricks, let the

  tyres down, removed the rotor arm and disconnected the battery. The walk up the hill to an arranged meeting with the baker had taken more than thirty minutes in the company of Maggs and the child.

  We weren’t hiding the car from the war any more, merely from thieves. Europe was full of them. Anyway, this was an Italian place again: I wanted to leave England on the other side of its

  walls.




  You wouldn’t have expected Grace to think like that.




  She rode the right-hand seat of a jeep that roared in through the fortified gate, one booted foot on the dashboard in front of her. The jeep had been liberated, just like the Italians. Its

  divisional badges and number had been daubed over in grey, and the bonnet star painted out. You could see hundreds like that. Her driver, without a shirt, had grimy skin the colour of a chestnut

  cabinet, and wore flying goggles over slicked-back black hair. He looked light and fast and muscular . . . albeit dusty. He wore a pair of fatigue pants stolen from the Americans.

  She wore old KDs, too, and a khaki vest with quarter sleeves. Her hair was shorter than I remembered: a black brush yellowed by road dust. She reminded me of Lee Miller’s style and look, all

  those months ago. They slid the jeep fancily to a stop in front of the bar. Ludo told us they hit the bar the same day, most weeks, and stayed for a couple of hours. She stood up, stretched

  indecorously, and looked lazily around the square. That was when she saw me. Me and Les in the shadow of the church. She didn’t mess about, of course. It wasn’t her style. Les stepped

  away.




  He disappeared. He was good at disappearing. Now you see him; now you don’t. When Grace walked up to me my heart lurched. Up close she was small: my size. I always forgot that. Her vest

  stretched tight over her breasts, which were also still as small as I recalled. There was a sweat mark between them. Nipples like twin Bofors. I wished I couldn’t remember. Her face was

  tight, too. Tight and angry.




  ‘What the fuck are you doing here? Still following me?’ she asked.




  I made one false start, then answered her.




  ‘I came to see you. You once said that if I could find you after the war finished, you’d marry me.’ Pause, Charlie. Make it count, even if you don’t mean it.

  ‘It’s finished: so marry me.’ There was a heart-stop for a three-beat. I swear the world stopped moving. It was as if Grace and I were totally alone: as if every other sound and

  motion had been frozen. Then she laughed. It was a dry, short little sound. She shook her head and looked me in the eyes.




  ‘I lied,’ she said. ‘Now bugger off.’




  She walked over to her driver and didn’t look back. I felt immediately that I’d probably never see her again. It wouldn’t have mattered so much, except she had given me that

  I win smile before she had spoken. When she reached the jeep she berated the driver, calling him a corno, which a nurse in Siena had told me was the local slang for a homo, and

  gabinetto, which I translated as toilet. Her voice was deliberately pitched so that the entire square could hear her, and she slapped him viciously on the shoulder raising a sudden

  pink splash on his tanned skin. No vino-for-Gino today. No Grace, either. Minutes later the only sign of their existence was the dust cloud their jeep had left in the air.




  Inside the bar a small lady with a lined, dark brown face served me beer, which she brewed from potato skins and flavoured with vine leaves. She named it Fausto, which I took to mean

  happy, or lucky. I needed some luck. One of the three free-flowing springs that had led to the siting of the village ran under her floor, in a narrow stone channel put there by the

  Romans. I guess that she was lucky. She had lifted a row of floor tiles in her brewing room, and sat dozens of the screw-top bottles in the flowing stream. They emerged icy cold. She pulled out

  four bottles. Two for me, and two for Les. I gave her dollars, and a stolen family ration book that had come Les’s way. I wondered what Grace paid for her drinks with these days? Were her

  family secretly getting money out to her?




  Les slouched in half an hour later and sat beside me. He wiped his forearm across his brow to spread the sweat.




  ‘What happened to you?’ I asked him.




  ‘I went down to check Kate.’




  ‘OK?’




  ‘No problem. There was a farmer’s boy guarding it. I think he’s been there since we left it. I think that Ludo arranged it.’




  I gestured towards the bottles. ‘Beer?’




  ‘Thanks, guv’nor.’




  ‘Charlie,’ I told him firmly. ‘This job’s over, and so is the fucking war.’




  You had to admit that Grace had been explosively superb when we had met face to face for the first time in eighteen months: expecting me to bugger off. It’s the sort of

  phrase that has an unmistakable meaning. So I did. It had left me, Maggs and Les in a small village in Italy without a purpose. Just like the three musketeers: all for one, one for all, and all for

  bloody nothing. Time to go home, Charlie. Time to face the music.




  One last thing. Les had got hold of an old Italian Mannlicher-Carcano rifle that had caught his eye, but we gave that and most of our Italian cash to our host before we left. When he handed over

  the gun Les told us that he had used one in Spain in the 1930s, and had fond memories of it. Then he said, ‘A head shot from a Mannlicher doesn’t leave much to the imagination, if you

  know what I mean . . .’




  It was one of those conversations that come back to haunt you years later.




  I crossed the Channel in a borrowed Austin Tilley, on a shuttle landing craft that dumped us off at Deal. I sat in the front. Maggs kept the kid quiet in the canvas box behind

  me. We weren’t even asked for our papers. Two days later I settled Maggs and the kid into a guest house in St Neots, gave her some money, a couple of emergency addresses, and turned myself in

  at the local nick. I made sure she knew how to find Les or the Major if anything went wrong. Les fancied his chances with his old unit, so made for London alone in our old car. When I walked into

  the police station and told them that I was a bit late for the end of the war, they treated me like an everyday occurrence. You never know: perhaps by then I was.




  

     

  




  2. Nobody Knows You When You’re Down and Out




  I had been locked up in a cell in Paris by the Americans in 1945. The difference between the Paris and Bedfordshire cells was that although the volume of food they offered me

  in Paris had been greater than that in Bedfordshire, the quality was worse. For some reason that surprised me. I was the only person locked up in the small police station, and the sergeant and his

  wife must have felt some sort of responsibility for me because they fished me out of the cell to eat with them. My first supper in England was strips of braised liver and kidneys, under a thin

  crust of pastry. The sergeant’s wife was improbably plump – there had been a war on, you know – and still had a dab of flour on her forehead. The sergeant didn’t talk shop

  at table, and when he returned me to the cell I still didn’t know what the future held.




  The next morning when the sergeant moved me out of the cell and back up to his small tiled interrogation room, he looked shifty. He served me aircrew breakfast – bacon, real eggs and a

  couple of slices of fried Spam. He produced his notebook, and wrote in it as he asked me questions.




  ‘You said that there were people who could vouch for you. Give me their names again.’




  I told him about my dad and my uncle – and the address I last had for them near sunny Glasgow. I told him about the Tempsford Intelligence Officer – David Clifford – who was a

  bastard who had turned up surprisingly in Germany in 1945 and then nicked a girl I thought I loved – but that’s another story. I told him about the Lancaster crew I had flown my tour

  with – he already had my service number. I told him about racing through the Low Countries to Germany with Les Finnegan and James England. Any one of those people would have told him I

  wasn’t dead, although it did occur to me between the Spam fritters and the tea that maybe I was, and that this was purgatory.




  Finally I said, ‘If you can’t find any of those, try the Ralph-Baker lot at Crifton. It was them who had me chasing their daughter Grace all over Europe. It wasn’t my fault

  that when I eventually found her she told me to piss off.’




  The sergeant snapped his little black book shut and sprung the black knicker-elastic strip around it. I suspected he liked his number too much to risk approaching the Ralph-Bakers, but it was

  always worth a try. Then he started to collect up the breakfast things. I would have got up and stretched my legs if he hadn’t cuffed one of my ankles to the chair. I was fed up. He looked at

  me, and said seriously, ‘I’ll do my best for you, son.’




  ‘You don’t believe me, do you?’ I said, challenging him.




  ‘I don’t believe many people these days. I think that I stopped believing people the day Chamberlain waved that silly piece of paper, said “Peace in our time”, and my

  eldest boy started sharpening his bayonet. He was in the TA.’




  ‘Did you get your boy back?’




  ‘Most of him. Lost his brother, though: DLI. Mother still hasn’t got over it.’




  ‘Sorry.’




  ‘No reason why you should be.’ Then he said it again, ‘I’ll do my best for you.’




  I started to get concerned. ‘I’m sure you will, sarge, but I don’t quite know what you’re getting at.’




  ‘Two policemen from London are coming to fetch you away. They’ll be here by dinner time.’




  Then he locked me in. Get used to being locked in, Charlie, I told myself.




  According to my RAF documents I’m five feet four. Although I kid the girls I’m taller than that, they never believe me. The two London coppers were at least a foot taller, and they

  had dark brown felt trilbies on top of that. Giants. They both wore fawn raincoats that stretched almost to their shoes and were as friendly as timber wolves. They weren’t best pleased when

  my old sergeant insisted that they sign for me before they took me away to the railway station in a local taxi. They didn’t speak directly to me, either at the police station or in the

  car.




  Something about England had bothered me for a couple of days and on the journey I realized what it was. There were road signs. During the war they had all been taken down to confuse Nazi

  parachutists. The Nazi parachutists had missed their cues, but we had succeeded in confusing each other and the Americans. We sat outside the station in the car until the train drew in. They took

  me onto the platform after the Bedford passengers had embarked, into a compartment at the back with a ‘reserved’ notice in the window. The first time a train had ever been held for

  me.




  After the train had started moving the bold boyos pulled down the window blinds, put their hats and raincoats on the netting luggage rack, and gave me bit of a doing-over. It wasn’t much

  of a doing-over because it was finished quickly, and I could still speak afterwards. My face was unmarked. I slumped in a corner as far from them as I could get.




  ‘I suppose you’re wondering what that was for?’ Tweedledee asked me. I nodded. Tweedledum smirked at me: ‘Education.’




  ‘We’re taking you to an old aircrew interrogation centre in High Holborn, where they’ll sort out who you are. Until then we are prepared to be your

  friends . . .’ Tweedledum told me. ‘But we want you to believe that if you try to escape, or embarrass us in any other way—’




  Tweedledee interrupted: ‘We’ll beat the living shit out of you. Understood?’




  I nodded again. My ribs ached, but I’d live.




  ‘Good. Let’s all sit back and enjoy the trip. My missus made us up some sandwiches.’




  They took me off the train at a small London station before the main terminus. I was bundled into the back of an old Bedford ambulance whose stretchers had been replaced by two wooden benches

  that had brackets for handcuffs. Neither Tweedles spoke to me, and when the back door was opened it was onto the courtyard of a high old building. We might have been in London. I could hear heavy

  traffic from somewhere. There was a small reception room with a big reception officer dressed like a city copper – where did they get all these big guys from? The thing was that neither the

  Tweedles in their civvies, nor this uniformed copper, looked like coppers. They looked . . . sort of military. The uniform had a book and papers to complete. When I gave him my name

  and service number he consulted a black-bound loose-leaf booklet, sighed, and told me, ‘We’ll write you down as A. N. Other.’ He consulted another black-bound volume:

  ‘Number 4741. Until you tell us who you really are. Then we’ll update them. OK?’




  I shrugged. All I had to do was wait until somebody came forward to bear witness for me. Then the real trouble could start. Maybe I was better off as A. N. Other 4741. Albert Norman, maybe. I

  always liked the name Norman: there was something dependable about it.




  I had a cell of my own, and a dirty blue-and-white-striped suit they said had come from Germany. There was an enamelled bucket with a lid in the corner, for life’s little

  inconveniences, a bed with a hard flock mattress, a Gideon Bible and a single dingy warehouse wall-light that went off soon after dark. I don’t know at what time because they had taken my

  wristwatch – treasured war booty – but I estimated that they switched the time around to disorientate us. ‘Us’ were me and a thin German named Gunther Schlicht. We met for

  an hour each day in the exercise yard – a small enclosed space overlooked by other cells and offices. I never saw or heard any other prisoners. For all we knew we were the only two. Gunther

  spoke fair English. He seemed shy at first, and accused me of being set to spy on him. That was exactly what I had thought about him. When we unwound he told me that Schlicht meant

  ‘honest’ in German. I told him that Bassett was a kind of dog. Hund. He smiled when I told him that. He had a better name than me. I asked him what he was there for – the

  war had been over for a couple of years.




  ‘I didn’t go home when I was supposed to.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘I worked on a farm in Somerset. Fell in love with the daughter. Nobody wanted me to go back to Germany when the time arrived, so they hid me. Eventually the police found

  me . . . it was like being rounded up by the Nazis.’




  ‘Weren’t you a Nazi, then? Back home.’




  ‘I had a letter from my brother last month. He lives near Hanover. He says that no one was a Nazi in Germany. Even people who can remember the Nazis are difficult to find these

  days.’




  ‘Like Chelsea supporters,’ I told him.




  ‘I don’t understand you.’




  ‘Don’t worry – English joke.’




  ‘Ah – comedian. I told you: you must be working for the police.’




  Days before we’d agreed that all policemen were comedians, but the trouble was that he was almost right. I’d been interrogated twice by then: no rubber truncheons, but they

  didn’t need them when they woke you in the early hours of the morning and then shouted at you until your head felt like it would burst. The odd thing was that no one seemed interested in me.

  All they asked me about was my conversations with Gunther. I wondered whether or not to tell him. Best not. Look out for yourself, Charlie, because it looks as if no one else is looking out for

  you. On one occasion Gunther told me, ‘They think I’m a spy. Fuhl! Idiots. What do I spy? How many cabbages it is possible to grow in a field?’




  ‘You’d be surprised: I knew someone in the war who spied like that.’




  ‘This is peacetime, Charlie.’




  ‘Is it? Can’t say that I’ve noticed.’




  ‘Why have they captured you?’




  ‘They didn’t: I walked in. I didn’t go home when I was supposed to either. They don’t believe I’m who I told them I was. I told them I was a deserter. I’m

  supposed to be dead.’




  ‘So they think you must be a spy.’




  ‘Idiots,’ I told him. The conversation had run full circle.




  It seems daft now, but I soon lost track of the days so I don’t know how long I was there, or when a couple of superior types stopped asking me questions about Gunther. Maybe two or three

  weeks. One afternoon I was taken back up to the interrogation room to find Tweedledee and Tweedledum sitting there. Each of them had a small suitcase, and the clothes I had walked in with,

  including my American flying jacket, were neatly folded on a side table. It looked like someone had cleaned them.




  ‘Get changed,’ Tweedledee said. ‘You’re moving.’




  ‘Where to this time?’ I asked.




  He ignored me, and read from a typed sheet on the table in front of him. He read aloud, ‘Prison number 4741. You have been tried by courts martial and found guilty as charged. You will

  serve a period of imprisonment with labour in a civilian penal establishment. Your transfer to civilian authorities will be effected today. Do you understand that?’




  I looked at him with astonishment. ‘No. There was no trial. What was I charged with? What did I do?’




  Tweedledee didn’t answer me directly. He read the paper slowly. Then he turned it over and read something that was preprinted on its reverse. I could see a blurred round stamp, and an

  untidy signature. Finally he looked up at me. He had watery blue eyes. He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Buggered if I know. It doesn’t say. I’ve never seen one of these

  before.’




  ‘How much did I get?’ I asked him. ‘How long?’




  ‘It doesn’t say that, either. I told you to get dressed. We’ve a plane to catch.’




  Welcome home, Charlie. At least I didn’t have to worry about where my next meal was coming from – unlike about twenty per cent of the population.




  I recognized the airfield when we got there: Croydon Airport. I was back where my chase across Europe in 1945 had started. We were admitted through a side gate on Purley Road, and driven away

  from the main areas of the terminal. Most of the scattered aircraft were converted ex-services jobs, although I noticed a lovely tubby BEA Vickers Viking airliner, which reminded me of the old

  Wellington bomber that I had done some of my early training on. There was also a huge American job that looked like a pregnant Boeing Superfortress. I wondered if they could get across the pond in

  that. What was waiting for us was a drab Airspeed Oxford with its engines ticking over. Even its fuselage number had been painted over. It had lost its identity, like me. In happier times Grace had

  once flown me from Manchester to Twinwood in one of those.




  I think that that was the worst moment, because they handcuffed me to the wireless operator’s table – my old seat behind the pilot. I could see the back of his head, which rolled

  with his jaw movement, and the gum that moved around in his mouth. The cops strapped themselves into the seats for VIP passengers about ten feet behind me. Tweedledee pulled his hat over his eyes,

  leaned back and feigned sleep. Tweedledum stared at me. Every time I turned to look at them, he was staring. He didn’t look as if he harboured particularly friendly feelings towards me.

  Glancing at the back of the pilot’s head, I got the feeling that I had seen him before. When he threw back, ‘OK, bud?’ over his shoulder, I knew I had. It completed the circle of

  jokes really, because – if he was who I thought he was – he actually was supposed to be a dead man.




  He made a good take-off over the bumpy grass at the back of the airfield. I could see the terminal laid out beneath me as he banked us back over it. There were maybe twenty aircraft scattered

  about the terminal building, all in distinctive different liveries. The Tweedles didn’t seem to object when the pilot continued to talk to me.




  ‘You see all them crates?’ he asked me. ‘All private. Half the RAF has started up its own bitty airlines with their demob money.’




  ‘They’ll lose it,’ I told him. ‘The government will muscle in.’




  ‘Happen we will.’ Then he said, ‘Sit back and enjoy the flight . . . boy. It looks like the last you’ll get in some while.’ For a moment there I

  could have sworn he was going to say ‘Charlie’, rather than ‘boy’. I might have been wrong. The weather thickened a bit after Birmingham; I heard Dum and Dee getting a bit

  restless, and then the sound of one of them throwing up. It gave me a great surge of delight. The pilot spoke to me again, his soft American accent flowing back like honey.




  ‘Don’t I know you, son? Ain’t we met before?’




  In 1944 I had hitched a lift to Ringway with him, and Glenn Miller had been strapped in behind us. If he’d been Glenn Miller’s pilot, then he was supposed to be dead – like the

  band leader. I could have answered truthfully, but my instinct kicked in. I could feel a pair of Tweedle eyes boring into my back.




  ‘No. Sorry, I don’t think so.’ I answered with a lie. ‘I would have remembered you if we’d met.’




  ‘Yeah. That’s what I thought.’ The pilot made a noise that sounded like a sigh, and then he turned his attention away from me and spoke to a traffic controller a mile or so

  underneath us. When I turned to look, Tweedledum was no longer staring at me. He had a small notebook on one knee and was writing in it. I’d either just failed or passed a test. I asked the

  driver what his flight plan was. Neither Tweedle vetoed the answer.




  ‘Charterhall. That’s just inside Scotland; we’ll refuel there and fly on to Evanton. That’s north of Inverness. You know Charter-hall?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Your Richard Hillary killed himself there. Night flying. You heard o’ Richard Hillary?’




  ‘No.’ I had an urge to look back. I was sure that Dum was scribbling in his little book again. I asked, ‘What’s at Evanton?’




  ‘Fuck knows. Nothing good as far as you’re concerned, if those ’cuffs are anything to go by. Easy let-down over the sea and the Cromarty Firth. That’s good enough for

  me.’




  North of bloody Inverness. A girl I had once known called that area the Forbidden Zone. What the hell was up there that was worth flying me to?




  A prison was.




  A prison at Inverness. It was small and discreet as prisons go, but a prison nevertheless. Porterfield. The most northerly prison on the British mainland. Bastards.




  The most northerly prison on the British mainland was, in a word, cold. They took away the service clothes and the flying jacket I had surrendered in, and gave me a summer-weight battledress

  blouse and trousers in navy blue and a couple of pairs of black socks, one pair of boots, a few vests and rough shirts, pants with slack elastic and a grey pullover that had seen better days. I

  figured that the only way to stay warm, unless I was working, was to wear it all at once – I looked as if I was pregnant.




  After I had been kitted out and written into the records of the dismal place, I had a one-sided interview with the governor. A short fat prison officer stood alongside me. He

  had a hefty black wooden truncheon, and an old .38-calibre service pistol on a lanyard. Maybe I was considered to be dangerous. The governor didn’t look at me – he looked out of his

  office window towards a distant sea sparkling in the evening light. He was a skeletal man with thinning black hair and a small square moustache – moustaches like that were creeping back into

  fashion now that the Dark One had snuffed it. He sniffed dolefully and then stated, ‘4741 . . .’




  ‘Yes.’ I yawned. Not because I was tired or ignorant, but because I was scared.




  ‘Yes, sir . . .’ the warder corrected me, but the governor ignored him and ran on.




  ‘. . . 4741, we live in a fair country; a just country. I’ve always believed that that’s why we won the war.’ He had a gentle voice – and an

  unrealistic view of the world. I thought we’d won because we’d dropped their own weight in bombs on the German civilian population, and killed half a million of them.




  All I said was, ‘Sir.’




  ‘. . . And part of that fairness dictates that all prisoners are told precisely how long their sentences will be. You’re expected to have a release date to aim for, unless

  you’re in for life – or condemned to death, of course.’




  ‘I haven’t been told mine yet, sir.’




  ‘And I can’t tell you, because I do not know it. Only once before have I received a military detention order conveying as little information as yours. The name on that one was

  Rudolf Hess. Yours hasn’t even a name on it. You’re not German, by any chance?’




  I shook my head emphatically. ‘No, but they don’t believe I am who I tell them.’




  The warder smiled wryly at me, and shook his head.




  The governor continued, ‘Neither do I, laddie; neither do I. But I’m certain you’ll tell us one day. Keep your nose clean, and do what you’re told. That will suit

  us. I’ll try to get a release date for you.’




  ‘Can I write letters, or see a lawyer?’




  ‘Why?’ the Governor asked. ‘If you haven’t a name then you don’t exist. People who don’t exist don’t have anyone to write to, do they? You can see the

  padre. Apart from that you can break up stones. It will keep you fit.’




  I had arrived after the evening meal that first day. I went to sleep hungry, in a cold cell that stank of disinfectant. It was their way of telling me something.




  My passivity might worry you. It worried me when I realized it about a week later. The truth is that if you had seen Germany in the last month of the war, like I had,

  then you’d have seen worse places than prison. Not only did I not know what I had been sentenced for, I didn’t know what I had done to be kept in solitary. I even got to look forward to

  the arrival of my own private prison guard. I wonder what he’d done to deserve me. Apart from being Welsh.




  My food was delivered to my cell. Porridge, tea and a wad each morning. Meat – usually Spam or corned beef – and potatoes for dinner. Tea and wads before lights out. At half past

  eight each morning, rain or shine, I was taken into a small yard enclosed by high brick walls and invited to break up stones with a small sledgehammer. The same happened in the afternoon. Each

  morning when I went out to the yard my previous day’s work had been cleared away, and fresh stones awaited me. The stone was limestone: not the hardest rock but dusty. Nicknamed Taffy by me,

  my prison guard (who I learned subsequently was called Officer Hughes) told me later that it was taken away to add to runway beds at refurbished airfields. Another little irony. After a week my

  hands were peppered with small cuts from stone chippings, and my stilted conversations with Taffy were punctuated by the noise of rocks being pounded. The muscles in my arms and shoulders came on

  nicely, though. I didn’t get any ideas about the sledgehammer because of the .38 on the lanyard around his neck – I knew instinctively that he’d use it.




  I paused from the constant motion. Taffy asked, ‘Want a breather?’ He gave me a cup of water, while he drank tea from a flask. I could smell the sugar in it from ten feet away.




  He asked me, ‘So what do I call you? You’re in the books as 4741; nothing else. I looked you up. It’s very irregular. We’ve only got two specials; you’re one of

  them.’




  I didn’t feel particularly special just then but I told him, ‘When they were interrogating me they booked me in as A. N. Other 4741. I thought that the A stood for Albert. You can

  call me Al.’




  ‘But that’s not your real name?’




  ‘No – my real name’s Charlie.’




  ‘What you here for, Charlie?’ He pulled himself a thin fag from a packet of five. Player’s Weights. He noticed me looking, but didn’t offer me one.




  ‘I walked into a police station two years late for the end of the war. I was in the RAF, and got lost in Germany. Germany and Italy. Germany and Italy and Belgium and Holland and

  France.’




  ‘What you’d call well travelled?’




  ‘I suppose so. I told them who I was, and gave them my identity disc. That’s when the trouble began.’




  ‘What kind of trouble, boy?’




  ‘They said that the man who owned the disc was dead. Ergo, I must be someone else . . .’




  ‘ “Ergo”. I like that. You must be an educated man.’ Patronizing git.




  ‘. . . And because I can’t tell them who that someone else is, they’ve locked me up.’




  ‘You won’t mind my saying that that sounds a trifle Irish: thin and somewhat harsh?’




  ‘No. I wondered about it myself, Prison Officer . . .?’




  ‘Hughes. Edward Hughes. You can call me Prison Officer Hughes.’




  ‘OK. Prison Officer Hughes.’




  Hughes shook his head at me in disbelief. ‘You won’t mind my asking, but since you’ve been shut up for an unlimited period of time, without remission and with hard labour, for

  what appears to be the not uncommon crime of deserting in time of war, why aren’t you kicking up all sorts of hell, and shouting “Unfair, unfair” into the long dark

  nights?’




  ‘I wondered about that myself.’ I was bloody repeating myself. But at least the bastard’s question gave me pause. I turned away from him and savagely battered another small

  boulder into submission. I realized that it had all started with the beating I had been given on the train. After that if someone said jump, I jumped . . . albeit wearily. It was as

  if my brain had stopped completely. It’s what happens if you lose the concept of future. Why had I believed that the bloody RAF would sort me out and come galloping to the rescue? I

  suddenly realized that there was no man in a white hat, just Prison Officer Hughes. He’d have to do. When I swung back he was grinning. He said, ‘Good boy. Got to you, didn’t

  I?’




  ‘Yes. I don’t care whether you believe me or not, but I don’t know why I’m being treated like this.’




  ‘Nor do we . . .’




  ‘What can I do about it?’




  ‘Maybe you should see the chaplain. The company would do you good.’




  ‘How do I do that?’




  ‘You ask me. Time you was back at work, anyway.’




  I asked him the next day. As I was led along a stone corridor to the sky pilot’s office another man left it. I thought I recognized him.




  The chaplain had an amazing Adam’s apple. It had a life of its own. It roamed from side to side along his collar as he spoke. His voice was a sibilant hiss, and his hands, white and long,

  looked as soft as a girl’s. He too asked me what I was in for. Either no sod knew, or they were trying to trip me up all the time. He rephrased it, and asked me what my sins were. I told him

  I had too many to list. He shook his head; I was obviously a hopeless case.




  ‘You really should start telling the truth. God can’t find you in here unless you do.’




  I shrugged. Like I told you: I’d seen Germany. God hadn’t helped much there, either. I remembered that I had driven across Europe wearing a padre’s battledress blouse

  – second-hand. Maybe this was God’s payback. It had had two neat repair patches where the bullets had gone through. This parson wouldn’t have understood that; he didn’t look

  like one of your active-service types. I asked him what denomination he served. He smiled apologetically. ‘Sorry. I should have made that clear at the start. I’m a Catholic priest; is

  that a problem?’




  ‘No. I was in a Lancaster in 1944: our engineer was a Catholic too. He was from Newcastle: the one in Northern Ireland. After we’d finished our tour he went off to some

  priests’ school to become a padre. If I told you his name, could you get a message to him?’




  ‘Confidentially?’




  ‘Yes. I always trusted him, you see.’




  ‘I’ll see what I can do. What was his name?’ So I told him about Fergal.




  The chaplain asked me to pray with him. I didn’t mind that as long as he stayed on his own side of the room. The fact that someone wanted to pray for me at all, whether he believed me or

  not, moved me in some obscure way.




  When I went back to my cell there was my old pipe, an ounce of Erinmore and a box of matches on my bed. A present for cooperating, I supposed. Grace had given me the pipe. I sat down on the bed

  and nearly wept. It was a close-run thing. Stupid.




  It was a long couple of weeks before I was called up to the governor’s office. He looked embarrassed, while Prison Officer Hughes looked rather pleased with himself.




  Fergal was there too, standing in the centre of the room. He looked magnificent, only younger . . . and he’d let his hair grow. He also looked bloody angry: like an avenging

  bloody angel. In all the time we flew together – me as radio operator and him as flight engineer – I had never known him properly angry; not even at the Germans. I had heard shouting

  just before I entered the room. Now I realized that Fergal had been doing it. He looked back over his shoulder at me, and said, ‘Hi, Charlie. Your things are in the car. I’ve signed all

  the papers, and you’ve accepted the War Office’s apology for their mistake. OK?’




  I nodded.




  ‘Do you need to collect anything else before we leave?’




  I shook my head. I didn’t trust myself to speak.




  The governor looked at me for the first time since I’d entered the room and said testily, ‘He’ll have to return his prison-issue clothes before he goes.’




  Fergal leaned over the man’s desk and said quietly, ‘We’re three floors up, governor. If you just so much as touch him again, I’ll throw you out of the fucking window,

  and apologize to the Good Fella later on.’




  The governor kept quiet after that, and didn’t even look up from his desk as we left the office. It looked as if I’d never happened.




  When they opened the gate for me nobody said anything. There were no signatures. No formalities. I expected a voice to call me back at any minute, but it didn’t happen. On the street

  outside Fergal hugged me, and didn’t say a word. I’m not big on being hugged by other men, and Fergal’s bigger than me, so it was a bit like being suffocated. There was a big

  khaki Humber saloon with the word Kate painted in careful italics on its scuttle: it was the car I had driven across Europe, and I’d last seen it in France. The regimental and unit

  flashes had been carelessly crossed through with green paint: it had been demobilized. A familiar smiling figure was behind the wheel. Les turned to shake my hand once I was settled. ‘Hello,

  guv’nor,’ he said, ‘I wondered where you’d got to. Can’t you stay out of trouble for a minute?’




  I couldn’t reply because there was something the matter with my voice. There was something the matter with my eyes as well, because my cheeks were wet. Les asked, ‘How long you been

  inside?’




  ‘Not quite sure.’ I sniffed; then I explained. ‘More than a few weeks. I lost count in the middle for a while.’




  ‘Fancy a wet, anyone? The pubs are open.’ Les was always good at getting things back on track. He added, ‘There’s half a dozen papers in the back I got for you. Thought

  you might want to get up to date.’ I opened the Mirror to find that someone had cut out the Jane cartoon. Always the bloody same. I suddenly realized that I had forgotten what

  year it was, and had to look at the masthead. How the hell had that happened? 1947.




  The barman at the Station Hotel was Czech, obviously one of those who’d managed to stay behind after the war. He told us that he could mix any cocktail we’d care to name. I

  didn’t know any. Les said, ‘How about a got-out-of-jail-free cocktail for this unfortunate young man here?’ He touched my shoulder. ‘Something that will make him very drunk,

  very quickly.’




  The barman put four large whisky tumblers on the bar, and added three fingers of an amber liquid to each. The bottle was unlabelled and greasy but the peaty whisky smell from it was

  unmistakable. On top of that, from a bottle he produced from under the bar, he poured three fingers of something brown and sticky-looking. Then he put a small iceberg in each. Les said, ‘I

  drank this before: it’s somethin’ Canadian.’




  ‘Cheers, Charlie,’ Fergal said and raised his glass.




  I was slowly coming out of the daze in which I’d felt since being put in the slammer. It was like surfacing into the sunlight after a particularly deep dive. I looked at Fergal.




  ‘Have I said thank you yet?’




  ‘We’ll take it as read. Thank the barman for pouring us these lovely drinks, and ask for four more.’




  I did. Then I realized that the smile that had been on Les’s face since we’d driven away had been an anxious one, and that it had gone. The old Les grin had come back. We sat

  at a small round table in a corner where Les could see the door. The barman polished glasses and kept his eye on us.




  I asked Les, ‘What happened to Maggs and the kids?’




  ‘The Major’s got them. He did what he told us. He bought a little pub down on the South Coast, and is adding an eatery and tea shop. I hope that the locals have strong stomachs; his

  cooking was . . .’




  ‘Experimental . . .’ I remembered.




  ‘The German kid is in the local school, and the nipper’s toddling. They live over the bar with Maggs. She runs the bar for the Major; he’d better keep an eye on her or

  she’ll turn it into a knocking shop.’




  That’s what Maggs had been doing when I met her. That was after she had woken up in her house in Paris one morning, found a Lancaster full of dead men in her garden, murdered her husband,

  and had an affair with the German salvage officer who came to take the aircraft scrap away. Her story is better than mine.




  I smiled as I thought of her. ‘Good old Maggs. How’s Carlo?’ Grace’s kid.




  ‘I told you. He’s a late mover; toddling, but he’s a wicked way with the ladies already.’




  ‘What about Dieter?’




  Dieter was the other kid I’d inherited. We found him when he was five on a battlefield just over the German border. He was sitting holding the hand of his dead elder brother; a little boy

  soldier all of fourteen years old . . . as old as he was ever going to get. I don’t need to tell you there are worse places than prisons.




  ‘The kids in the school gave him a hard time at first; him being a German. They were in Doodlebug Alley down there. Then Maggs told the teachers how you found him, and that seemed to

  change things. Some of the teachers told some of the parents an’ of course it got back to the kids. Things were different after that; he’s got a lot of pals. I think that the Major

  would like you to contribute to their keep when you’re mindful. A visit wouldn’t be out of order. The boys keep asking where their father is.’ The Major had been our boss across

  Europe, of course. I felt bad about the kids. I felt bad because I didn’t want to be tied to someone else’s children: it was just something that had crept up on me. Or perhaps I’d

  just been plain stupid.




  ‘Yeah. I’ve got a fair bit of money somewhere.’




  ‘. . . And we got those houses in Germany we bought from Tommo. He’s rented them out to the Yanks, and is depositing the rents for us.’




  ‘Is that legal?’




  ‘Seems to be. I invested some o’ mine with the Major. That’s already paying off, too.’




  Another glass. Fergal seemed to be getting the hang of it. I felt drunk. I asked Les what had happened to him after I’d handed myself in.




  ‘I went back to the house in Highgate. The unit still has it, although I think they got no use for it now: the Army’s going all regular again. My brother Stan is housekeeping it for

  them – moved in with his wife and kids when he got demobbed. He’s got a nice little window-cleaning round on the side, so he’s doing OK.’




  ‘I’m pleased.’




  ‘He told me that the Major had got out, too, and where I could find him.’




  ‘So you went to . . . Bosham, wasn’t it?’




  ‘Nah; the Major’s club in London. He goes all round the country buying up food for his restaurant. He spoke to the Army an’ told them I’d returned from the last mission

  he had sent me on – which was stretching the truth, I thought, because as I recall it was you and me who decided to follow your Grace off to Italy when the armistice was

  signed . . . the Major was out of it by then; he stopped thinking for a few days, remember?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘. . . And he tells them that I’m pretty beat up, and suffering from battle fatigue, and won’t be fit to be interviewed for a while, but that he’ll keep an eye

  on me for them. The interview ain’t happened yet, but me demob papers came through, and so did my back pay.’




  ‘Jammy bugger.’




  ‘Eventually I went to Maggs to find out what had happened to you. She said that she hadn’t heard from you since you walked into a cop shop in Bedford and did the proper thing.

  You’d disappeared, she said, and she was running short of money. She couldn’t go to the cop shop herself, because she only has a French passport, and if they had taken against her the

  kids would have ended up split up in care. She knew that you wouldn’t want that.’ He paused for breath, and a gulp at one of the beers that the Czech had conjured up, then finished his

  bit of the story. ‘So I went to the police station, didn’t I? Flashed our old pass at the sergeant who told me that you’d been nicked back by the military – he obviously

  wasn’t happy about it, because he’d been asking questions about a list of names and addresses you’d given him. Caused so much of a fuss that his Chief Constable told him to back

  off or lose his pension. He gave me his stuff, and I followed up on some of it until I met the same sort of threats. So I went back to the Major.’




  Fergal interrupted: ‘About then I received a letter from your prison chaplain – seems a reasonable chap despite being English. Eventually there was me making daily phone calls to my

  Member of Parliament, and the War Office, and me bishop . . . and Les and the Major were still stirring things up, and then someone told your dad, and that was that.’




  ‘My dad?’




  ‘He went straight down the Legion, and kicked up shit. Did you know that he was big in the Legion?’




  ‘I knew that he was a member. Armistice Day and all that.’




  ‘He’s a Grand Wizard, or whatever they calls themselves. Anyway, your British Legion started rattling the War Office’s cage, and the War Office quickly threw in the towel. No

  contest. It was simple in the end. It’s nice to think that soldiers can still be trumped by old soldiers, isn’t it? Apparently you’re now a misunderstood war hero. I got a

  phone call from me archbishop, I did, telling me to come and extract you discreetly from the pokey – here we are.’




  ‘How did you meet Les?’




  Fergal raised his eyes piously towards the ceiling, with a grin. ‘God moves in mysterious ways. He was on the end of a telephone number the archbishop gave me. Les and I decided to spring

  you together.’




  ‘Thank you, Fergal. Thank you, Les.’ They both smiled. It was good that they didn’t feel they had to say anything. I added, ‘I still don’t know what I did wrong,

  apart from going a bit AWOL, that is.’




  Les shook his head and said, ‘You’re a bit of a tit, Charlie: you did it the proper way; that’s what you did. Bound to end in tears. Didn’t you learn a thing from

  me and the Major?’




  ‘What yer gonna do, then?’ Les asked me. ‘I can’t afford to hang around here for the rest of the year. Stan has offered me a partnership.’




  ‘Cleaning windows?’




  ‘Cleaning windows, chimneys an’ a nice little contract, driving gang-mowers for the council parks offices.’




  ‘What are gang-mowers?’




  ‘Six or seven grass-mowers all linked up behind a tractor. That’ll do me.’




  My response had been all about delaying answering his first question. I was suddenly unused to making decisions for myself. They have a word for that these days: institutionalized, only

  it shouldn’t have happened that quickly. After a further delay Les asked, more kindly this time, ‘Still hard, is it?’




  ‘As the actress said to the bishop.’




  ‘Just bloody answer my bloody question, Charlie.’




  We were sitting on a long railway seat on platform one at Inverness station; less than thirty yards from the hotel and the bar. Watching passengers. We had been at the hotel for three days now.

  Fergal had slipped away to practise taking confessions in the Big House – he relieved the local priest, who usually ended up in one of the small harbour-side bars. I thought that I could get

  the hang of being a Catholic. I told Les, ‘Yes, Les. It’s still hard. I can’t seem to make my mind up about anything.’




  ‘Don’t be surprised. You’ve just spent weeks doing nothing unless you were told to. Besides; maybe you were sort of ill at the same time, but didn’t know it.’




  ‘How do you mean, ill?’




  ‘When I got back to the big house in Highgate there was no one there, just my brother Stan and his family living in the basement. He gave me the address and telephone number of the

  Major’s club. I phoned, and he was there . . . so I went round to him to report. He said for me to go home, an’ wait till I hears from him. To take a rest. Maybe he

  thought we were dead.’




  ‘Did you? Rest?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘. . . And you never heard anything from the Army?’




  ‘No. I told you. What the Yanks would call a home run.’




  ‘Where’s home?’




  ‘Belmont in Surrey, out on the edge of the heath. Didn’t I ever tell you that?’




  ‘I think you did, once. Where’s all this leading, Les?’




  ‘So I went home to Kate and my kids, and my old man and mum, an’ most of my brothers . . . and was drunk for three weeks solid. I can’t remember any of that. I

  can remember waking up late one morning; the sun was comin’ in through the curtain. For some reason I touched my chin – I couldn’t have shaved for days, and there were a couple of

  fighting scabs. You listening?’ I nodded. Les continued. ‘Kate looked around the door. She looked tired: sort of pinched. She came back with a big cup of tea, just like we used to do on

  Sundays before the war. I asked her what happened? She just said, “You were ill for a couple of weeks, but I think that you’re all right now.” That’s all she said:

  “You were ill for a couple of weeks . . .” ’




  He had my attention, although I couldn’t quite make out what he was getting at. He was obviously uncomfortable talking about it at all, so I wondered why he was trying.




  ‘What do you mean, Les? How were you ill?’




  ‘Off my bloody head. Drunk . . . and raving most of the time. You remember that trench in Germany with all them dead boy soldiers in it?’




  ‘Yes. I try not to.’




  ‘I told my kids about it one afternoon. Scared them half to death. They don’t want to talk to me much now; I can see it in their eyes.’




  ‘They’ll come back; you’ll have to give it some time.’




  ‘That’s what I wanted to say to you, Charlie. It happened to the Major at the end, didn’t it? He suddenly stopped giving orders. I think that it happened to us as well. I went

  to see my local doctor that evening, and all he said was, “Exhaustion.” Does that sound about right to you?’




  My mate Les was a very subtle man. It was what had kept him alive and only marginally damaged over nearly six years of war. So I said reassuringly, ‘Yeah. That sounds about right, Les. You

  all right now?’




  ‘Yeah. Next day we took a picnic down into the bluebell woods at Woodmanstern. I made the kids bows and arrers, and Kate and I started to talk about what we’ll do now. Panic

  over.’




  ‘Panic over,’ I told him. I meant for me as well. ‘I think I’ll go and see the old man in Glasgow now I’m up here, then go south again, find out if I’m still

  in the RAF and what happened to my back pay. Then I suppose I’d better find a job. Haven’t even begun to think about it, Les – but at least I have a starting plan, haven’t

  I?’




  ‘Yeah. Fergal will be pleased. He wants to get back to his parish.’




  ‘He has a parish?’




  ‘Yeah. Liverpool. Poor kids and an orphanage.’




  Fergal and I took the train south together – as far as Edinburgh. I slept most of the way with the sun on my face. I remember that there was a long set of stone steps

  from the station to Princes Street. I was out of breath before I reached the top. I needed some exercise, and healthy living. The last thing I asked Fergal was who had paid for the hotel at

  Inverness, and our bar bill. He told me that it had all been arranged for us, and that it was probably best not to ask too many questions.




  ‘I don’t know how to thank you for what you did, Fergal.’




  ‘Then don’t. I’m supposed to ask you to go to church on Sundays, but you’d backslide sooner or later and feel guilty about it. That wouldn’t do anyone any good. Go

  to the Armistice Parade whenever you remember, and say a prayer for Tuesday and Brookie: they didn’t deserve what they did to each other.’




  Tuesday had been Tuesday’s Child. She was the Lancaster we had flown into Germany. Brookie was Brookman, the pilot who’d taken her after us. Tuesday hadn’t

  liked Brookman, and things hadn’t worked out for them. They’d burned.




  Les was practical – that was probably why the Major had chosen him to drive around Europe at the fag end of the war. He’d brought me my cheque book and bank papers: he’d found

  them in the car I’d left at Highgate before our trip. I went up to the Royal Bank of Scotland building in St Andrew’s Square. In a counting-house room so beautiful that I couldn’t

  take my eyes off it, a girl so beautiful that I couldn’t take my eyes off her either talked to me about how to get my money. She was slim, and her nose was as straight as the blonde hair that

  fell below her shoulders. She had a problem when I asked her how much money I had. Her small mouth made an upside-down smile, and she asked me to wait whilst she consulted. She consulted a very

  tall man in a baggy grey demob suit. He looked about thirty, although his hair was thinning already. He asked me to join him in an interview room.




  ‘Just need to ask you a few questions. Formality.’ His voice was clipped. Definitely ex-services. ‘Do you have any identity other than your bank book, old boy?’

  They’d given me back my fibre tag and pay book. I gave them to him. When I think about it, I must have worried them, dressed as I was like a scarecrow in a ragtag of service-issue clothes and

  an old US flying jacket. All my other possessions were in a small pack at my feet. Grey Suit came to a decision. He stuck out his hand for a shake. ‘Allan Fraser,’ he said by way of

  introduction.




  He already knew who I was, didn’t he?




  ‘What’s the problem with my bank account?’




  ‘I don’t know if there is one. It isn’t our bank, of course, and yours doesn’t have a branch in Edinburgh, so I’m allowed to help you if we feel inclined. We have

  to check, because bods turn up from time to time with bank books they’ve half-inched from the honoured dead and then try to draw the cash out. They always ask how much they’ve got

  first. You understand? You mind sitting here while I call your branch – it may take a few minutes?’




  ‘I’ve got nothing else to do,’ I told him, and shrugged.




  He gave me a newspaper named the Scotsman. It was very optimistic about Scottish independence. I remembered a copper telling me that a bunch of Scottish Nationalists had tried to make a

  separate peace with Germany and let the Nazis in through the back door. That seemed a bit rich to me, so maybe Scottish independence would have benefits for the neighbours as well. That’s

  what I was thinking about when Fraser came back in.




  He brought a piece of paper with him but kept it under his hand, face down on the small table between us. He asked me a variety of security questions including my mother’s maiden name, the

  same questions I’d been asked when I’d set the account up in a little bank near Bedford. I seemed to pass the test because he smiled at me and told me, ‘You’re worth more

  than three thousand pounds. What was it? Pools win?’




  ‘A family property I inherited,’ I lied. ‘I rented it out to the Yanks.’ I didn’t feel good about lying to him, because he seemed to be a good-natured

  straightforward sort of chap, but it was the lie I had set the account up with. I would have felt worse if I had said ‘It was black market money from goods we inherited from our gunner

  when he was killed.’




  ‘How much do you want?’




  ‘Fifty quid will do for the present. Thanks.’ I wrote out a cheque for him. It was my first, but I didn’t tell him that. We didn’t have bank accounts in my family, just

  pay packets and cash.




  ‘Could you do with some investment advice? A sum like that could be making you some money, you know.’




  ‘Life’s too short.’ A girl named Grace had taught me those words.




  He shook his head. ‘Not any longer, but you can always come back.’ Then he gave me a shrewd sort of look which told me that he’d been an officer, and asked, ‘Before we go

  back out there is there anything else the bank can help you with?’




  It was my turn to shake my head, and I answered the question he hadn’t asked me.




  ‘No, but thanks all the same. I’m all right now; I’ll get by. You’re right: it’s hard to get used to being back home.’




  I spent two days in a bed-and-breakfast place on Calton Hill, saw the sights, and drank my way along Rose Street with some sailors from an aircraft carrier. I saw the girl from

  the bank in a Rose Street bar. She sat with her arm through that of a craggy-looking older fellow. She looked in love. They heedered and hodered away about how the world would be saved by the Reds

  and poetry, once the perfidious English had stopped running it. It wasn’t an argument I knew enough about to join, so I moved on to another pub that had an accordionist and a couple of

  singers. Life was too short.




  I smoked my pipe on a bench in Princes Street Gardens, and chatted up a pretty young nanny looking after two children in a huge Tansad pram. That didn’t go anywhere, and I found that I

  didn’t care, so I spent three bob on a bus ticket to Glasgow, and wondered if the old man would be pleased to see me. He’d moved to Hamilton to be near his brother’s family after

  we had been bombed out down south. I wondered if he would ever move south again.




  My mood lifted once I was on the bus; it was a single-deck Bedford that still smelled new inside. There weren’t many passengers, and across the aisle from me a small boy of about six read

  all of the notices displayed in the passenger area, mouthing the words silently. One was headed Diphtheria and Tuberculosis Regulations (1947) and read Spitting in this vehicle is

  prohibited. The kid suddenly looked up at the woman with him, and announced solemnly, ‘Hey, mam – you can’t spit in here!’




  The blush it brought to her cheeks was worthy of a music-hall turn. She didn’t look like a spitter to me, but you never can tell.




  I had to get another bus to Hamilton. My father had moved out of the red sandstone tenement my mum and little sister had died in and into another one, half a mile away. Part of me understood

  why, but another part wondered why he’d bothered: they looked identical. I arrived about half past five in the afternoon. Most of the doors on the tiled common stair stood open, and level by

  level I could smell what his neighbours were having for supper. Mostly cabbage.




  Dad’s door was open. I walked in and found him sitting in the kitchen, with the remains of a fish supper. He pulled off a new pair of glasses, put down his paper, and said, ‘You took

  your time.’




  ‘What are the licensing hours round here?’




  ‘That’s the best thing about Scotland, son . . . there aren’t any, not so’s you’d notice.’ That meant we were pleased to see each other, and

  that I’d said thank you. The truth was that I found it galling still to be got out of trouble by my dad when I was nearly twenty-three.




  There was a three-day-old letter from the War Department (RAF Records Branch) inviting me to go down for an interview at an address in Kingsway in London. They would welcome the opportunity to

  explain the problem that had occurred with my personal record, it said. Somehow I thought that I already knew the building from the back.




  I stayed with Dad for a couple of weeks, and let the bastards wait. What I noticed in that fortnight was that I didn’t look out of place. There were large numbers of men still wearing out

  the bits and pieces of uniform that we had fought across Europe in. It wasn’t the fabled Scottish frugality on display; it was just a reluctance to let go of the men we once were. Then the

  demob suits came out at the weekends.




  Dad said that you could see a few flash types now, up around Glasgow Green – but they were mainly gang members. They fought with knives and bicycle chains and bottles most Saturday nights,

  so succeeded in keeping their own numbers in check. We were in a pub named the Greenmantle one night when one of them walked in and shoved an older fellow off a bar stool. Three guys in khaki tops

  that had had their badges removed quietly took him out through a back door and came back without him five minutes later. They hadn’t even broken a sweat. The barmaid was a pretty

  twenty-year-old who had a nice smile for me, and didn’t seem to be with anyone. Dad said he was living in an area where, if you fancied a girl, you still asked her old man, or an elder

  brother, if you could take her out. It was good of him to give me the gypsy’s warning, so I decided to pass up on that one.




  Bloody London. Even in my eighties I still don’t know whether I love or hate the damned place. The train was a streamliner with corridor carriages, and took six hours. It

  was still painted wartime matt, and I slept most of the way. I was getting good at sleeping on trains. My pack was over my head on the luggage net. When I woke up there was a boy standing on the

  seat trying to get at it. My slap rolled him into the corridor, and he ran off crying. I don’t know what I’d expected. The Old Man had come home from Europe in 1919 to find the country

  wasn’t quite the ‘home fit for heroes’ he’d been promised, either. I couldn’t say that I hadn’t been warned. I hoped that the kid would take a lesson from being

  caught stealing. Or there again, maybe the lesson he’d take from it would be to start carrying a knife in case he met people like me again. I wasn’t exactly feeling like Captain

  Sunshine when I left the train, anyway.




  There were men in cast-off military-uniform clothes in London as well. What shook me was that many of them were begging. Some of them had their families sitting beside them in the drizzle. Mute.

  Shivering. You couldn’t pay them all off. What the hell had happened to the country in the last few years? I took the Tube to Highgate, and then hoofed it to the big safe house that the

  Intelligence Corps had run there during the war. I hadn’t met Les’s brother Stan, but he was expecting me.
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