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They were at their most together there, at their most together then. This he thought, or something like it, sitting in the field between the farmhouse and his neighbour’s property. It had been a seventies summer, one of the hot ones, and in much the same spot as he now sat, he and his elder sister had perched on a black plastic silo, sharing a pair of binoculars to spy on the Carters. It was the perfect vantage; the ideal elevation to see into their garden, their trampoline and fishpond, their rockery and patio. They did not comment on what they saw, there were no arguments as to how long they could hold the binoculars. They just sat and watched, Nate’s legs sticking to the plastic sheeting; his sister’s heels beating the compacted grass beneath.


He remembered what they’d seen. What he’d seen at least. The father smoke-blown at a tiny Hibachi grill; the mother carrying a large bowl of salad; the shirtless boy and summer-dressed girl, sun-blonde both, setting the table. Uncle Jim, Auntie Daph, Tommy and Tasha.


Busked by flies, they’d thought themselves secret agents, covert operatives watching the Carters conduct their foreign customs. Nate would have been about eight, so Anneka twelve or thirteen. Her in a brown dress, long hair like burned wheat, an elastic band on her wrist for luck; him with a scab on his knee, an imaginary island eroded through picking. He remembered this as he held the same pair of binoculars. The dress. The scab. The magnified garden, the magnified family. The coveting of Tommy’s Dunlop tennis racquet.


How tall the silo had felt, how high, and it was not so high, just that he was so small. Small then, and slight. Ha ha. To think that. So small and his father’s voice so big, so hoarse and so loud, shouting at them from the farmhouse.


‘Get down from up on there, you two!’ their father had shouted. ‘What have I told you about the silos?’


Nate had put down the binoculars and looked to his sister.


‘Hand them over,’ Anneka had said.


‘But Dad—’


‘Hand them over, Nate,’ she’d said.


And so he’d passed her the binoculars and later they’d both been in trouble. But at least they’d been in trouble together: equally miscreant, equally punished.


He held the same binoculars now; it was late in the day, the heat of the afternoon clinging still. He picked up the binoculars and focused them on the Carters’ garden. A recent interest, this: one started when the casual rentals began a few years before. On weekends and school holidays he watched families and friends, small children and teenagers, hen parties and stag dos, sometimes catching a furtive glimpse of breast or buttock. The Carters had installed a hot tub where the old patio had been and Nate liked to see the trunkless men and bikini-stripped women hopping in and out of the water, lamp-lit at night, sun-blushed in the day. Once he’d seen some sex. Some oral too. He’d meant to put down the binoculars, but hadn’t.


The garden was hoed and manicured, better appointed: a wood-burning oven where the Hibachi had once been; an eight-seater table on a grey slate patio; blue-matted sun-loungers stacked beside the hot tub. There were two cars parked out front, but no one in the garden. They’d come outside soon, though, before the sun downed, he was sure of that. He wanted to see Carter and Tommy first; wanted to see them before Anneka arrived. Brotherly, that.


He checked his phone and it was fully charged and fully barred; there were no missed calls and no messages. From the sack at his feet, he took a can of beer and offered it up in toast to the dusking sun.


‘I remember,’ Nate said, ‘when all this was nought but fields.’


It was Carter’s joke. Carter now, Uncle Jim then. His big hands on Nate’s slope shoulders; Carter’s laugh booming like a storybook giant. Nought but fields, ha!


Just two fields, in fact; the land divided by a dirt track and a parched hedge of hawthorn and blackthorn. The Carters’ land on one side, his on the other. Down the hill, the grass on his side – thistle turf and clod, tinder dry – led to a tree-crowded dell. He’d not been down there in years. A check with the binoculars. Nothing. No car coming through the leaves. No sign of Anneka. Not there, nor by the cowsheds that huddled close to the farmhouse.


He drank from the can and the beer was cool. He checked the phone, replaced it in the cup-holder. Anneka had never called him, not once. He no longer knew her voice. When he called her number, it rang out until the call was caught by another woman’s voice, one owned by a telephone network. At first he left messages; later, he simply rang off as the once-real woman answered his call.


Hers was one of many voices he could no longer remember. In his head, when Anneka said, ‘Hand them over,’ he didn’t hear her voice, just something generically female, generically young. Same with lovers, school-friends, teachers: they all sounded underwater and muted. He remembered his father’s voice though. The dead have insistent voices; they cut and jab. His father’s especially.


He checked his phone, still fully barred, still fully charged, and picked up the binoculars. As though this a new idea; one just alighted upon.


There was no movement in the garden save for the drowse of the tarp on the hot tub, the shiver of olive tree fronds. Inside though, there was the suggestion of occupancy: shadows in the windows; figures behind the glass. He watched them gather, then the outside lights came on, casting bright over the patio, the French doors; the doors opened by a woman he didn’t recognize. The woman was followed outside by Tommy. Certainly Tommy. So close through the lenses he could spit and reach him.


They walked out onto the patio, Tommy pointing, the woman, his new wife, Nate assumed, following the line of his arm. Nate watched them sit at the table, drink from tumblers, talk, laugh, clasp hands, kiss. No one joined them. He watched Tommy and his wife stand and take in the view, loosely linked by arms, smiling, their tumblers abandoned on the table as they walked back inside.


The first time he remembered seeing the Carter house he was four or so. They’d driven for what had felt like the whole day and it was not quite dark, but all the windows burned bright, burned in golds and silvers. They pulled up outside the gabled facade, the date 1848 carved into a white stone surrounded by umber brickwork, the ground-floor windows framed with lush red velvet curtains; the bedroom windows sashed with blue gingham. The size of the door and its lionhead knocker; the smoothness of the parquet on entering; the size of the room he was to sleep in, the hugeness of the bath, the glitter of chandeliers as they ate. He couldn’t believe any of it quite existed.


‘Am I dreaming?’ he’d asked Anneka.


‘No,’ she’d said, ‘It’s real.’


A few years later, when his father told them they were moving north, Nate had assumed they would live with the Carters. That he would become part of the household, share Tommy’s toys, run riot through the garden. He’d tried not to look disappointed when they were shown to a stone cottage not much bigger than their house back home. It was cold and austere, a look of furious utilitarianism, but with a stout front door that seemed loaned from a medieval keep. When the lights were on, it would be fine. When the fire was lit, it would be home. And it was. Remained so.


He finished his can, crushed it under his shoe, folded up the chair. Dark had come, fleet as rabbits, and he used the phone’s torch to guide him up to the farmhouse, its kitchen window now unlit, though he knew he’d left the lights on. Bulb gone. Fuse blown, most likely. The electrics were shot and had been for years, another chore he’d left to fester.


In the bulb-blown kitchen he opened doors and cupboards looking for candles. In the third drawer down he found them, along with some matches. He lit one, let the wax drip onto a saucer and set it down. The light haloed, a golden caul. He went to light another candle and saw something reflected in the window. A glass half full, an open bottle of wine. He didn’t turn, but looked into the window, the glass and bottle in the candlelight, blurred and sketched in the pitch. He heard the sound of water from upstairs, the sound of feet on the stairs, saw the light of a phone dance through the open doors, then stop as it entered the kitchen.


‘Hello, Nate,’ she said.


What to say to that. How to speak, how to form words. Forty years or so, and her voice again. Her face again. What to say to that.


‘I assumed this was for my benefit –’ she pointed to the wine – ‘I know I should’ve waited, but it’s been such a long drive. And then the lights went out. Almost as soon as I poured it.’


A smile in the window pane. To turn now. First thing to do. To turn. And he turned, but pinned himself to the lip of the counter. Wanted to say hello but could not say anything. Fuses blown up and down the body.


‘What’s wrong?’ she said. ‘Cows got your tongue?’


She laughed and it was her laugh, immediately her laugh. Same laugh at the same joke she used to make. A private joke. Something he’d said once, getting the idiom all wrong, and her never letting him forget it. 


‘Sorry about the lights,’ he said. ‘I need to look at the fuses.’


‘I like the candles,’ she said. ‘Look at the fuses later.’


He nodded. She sat down and sipped the wine.


She looked changed and unchanged: the same thin nose and cleft chin, but sharper around the cheekbones, lined at her seaboard eyes. Hair the same muddy brown, but dusted with ash and tin, cut short and boyish; her hands blue-veined now, thin-skinned. The same sprung vigilance to her posture, though; like she was ready to dodge an oncoming hazard.


‘How did you get in?’ he said. ‘All the doors were locked.’


He remembered her shrug – Where’s my ball? Shrug. Have you seen my jacket? Shrug. When are you coming back? Shrug – a slight movement, little more; not quite disdain and not quite not.


‘The spare key,’ Anneka said, holding up a Yale. ‘All those years and you keep it in the same place. Lax security, Nate. Very lax.’


She wagged her finger, an old impersonation. Their father warning of something, a danger or a threat.


‘I didn’t see your car,’ he said.


‘I parked it around the back,’ she said. ‘Didn’t want to announce my presence too soon.’


The times he’d imagined it, this reunion: where it would happen, how. Sometimes hugging her in a house she owned; sometimes sitting beside her in a cafe or bar; sometimes here, in the kitchen, slapping her across the cheek. All the rehearsals, their drama and their intrigue, and her now here, in their childhood home, as he asked her about door keys and car parking.


Her face clenched, then softened, her eyes inching over his face, something invasive about it, as though forty years would be revealed in a few seconds’ staring.


‘Are you not going to hug me?’ she said, approaching him, her arms slightly splayed, inviting without encouragement. Nate held her limply, like he was transporting a body or an imbecile. Anneka kept her arms by her sides at first, then tightened them around him. She smelled of nothing. Not a thing. Like the scent of fresh water, the scent of cold.


‘You haven’t changed,’ he said, whispering into her ear. ‘Not at all.’


Anneka pulled back and put her hands on his biceps, kissed him on the cheek, faint lips grazing his beard.


‘I wouldn’t have recognized you,’ she said. ‘I could’ve walked past you a hundred times and I’d never have known it was you. Maybe I did once. Imagine that.’


She studied his face, seeking him out beneath the broken nose, the weather-etched skin, the sag beneath his jaw.


‘Time moves different when you’re up with the dawn,’ he said. ‘It beats at you. That’s what Dad always said.’


‘You don’t look like him,’ she said. ‘I thought you’d grow into him. I thought I’d open the door and see him here as clear as you are now.’


She left him by the sink and sat at table, taking their father’s seat. Straight to it without thinking. He wondered whether she remembered or not.


‘You don’t look like Mam either,’ she said, picking up her glass. ‘You ever consider you were adopted?’


They both laughed. Another old joke, one Nate had forgotten until then. She seemed to know exactly what to say, when to say it, when to run through the old routines.


‘Sometimes,’ he said, taking his own seat at the table, ‘I feel like I’m standing just like him. Saying the same things as him. The exact same things. Does that happen to you?’


She sipped her wine. Her face clenched again. The softness of the light, the gutter of the flame, softened nothing, cosied nothing.


‘Let’s not talk of him, Nate,’ she said. ‘Please let’s not.’


She looked to where the clock had once been, an old ticker that had given out years before, never to be replaced.


‘This house stinks, you know that?’ she said. ‘I noticed it as soon as I came through the door. The stink. Like something rotten.’


Her thin-skinned hands, the blue veins. Hands like their mother’s, delicately fingered, resting on the table as though ready to play piano.


‘I thought maybe you were dead. You know’ – she made a pistol with her right hand and put it to her temple – ‘bang, bang to the head. Farmers do that a lot, so I’ve heard. I read about it once. It’s an epidemic, apparently.’


‘It’s a farm,’ he said. ‘Things stink.’


She shook her head.


‘But that’s just it. It doesn’t smell of farm. I was prepared for the smell of shit, but this . . . this just stinks.’


‘It smells the same as it ever did,’ he said. ‘You’ve just forgotten.’


‘I haven’t forgotten anything, Nate,’ she said. ‘Not a thing.’


She looked back towards the missing clock.


‘Or maybe I have,’ she said.


Her eyes lit for a moment. Something suddenly recalled.


‘I remember spying on the Carters,’ she said. ‘You remember that? We’d take the binoculars and sit on the silos, thinking we were secret agents.’


She was smiling, encouraging a response, an engagement, something confederate in her eyes. It felt cruel. Why that of all things? No accident, no accident at all. Like she’d been snooping, like she could pluck his most recent thoughts from his head. He felt her there, kicking around, looking at junk, sifting through rubbish.


‘Secret agents?’ he said.


‘You must remember,’ she said. ‘We used to sit on the silos and watch the Carters eat dinner and play in the garden. You wanted their paddling pool and you wanted their tennis racquets even though you couldn’t play. You don’t remember?’


‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘It sounds like something we might have done at least.’


She looked at the walls, the stone flags, the stove. She drank her wine. After four decades, you are a different body; different cells, different biology, let alone different character. And yet Anneka was so much the same; the same slight judder as she inhaled, the same skittishness as the weeks before her A-levels. Welcome home, Anneka. You have been missed. Hated sometimes, but always missed.


‘You cooked?’ she said, pointing to the pan on the hob.


‘I thought you might be hungry.’


Anneka carried her wine glass to the oven and stirred the pot, held up the spoon and let the liquor fall, the sauce slapping as it hit the surface.


‘You know,’ she said, ‘I’ve not eaten meat in twenty years.’


‘Really?’


She looked back at him from the stove, as though cooking there a long-standing chore.


‘No,’ she said. ‘But it’s possible, isn’t it? You should have done a ratatouille or something.’


‘I don’t think I’ve ever had ratatouille, let alone made it.’


‘I don’t care for it much myself,’ she said. ‘I’ve never liked aubergines. Don’t think I’d even seen one before we had that moussaka at the Carters.’


‘That I remember,’ he said. ‘Mam gave us that face that meant we had to eat whatever it was on our plates. And you looked up all innocent, and said, “What’s all this purple stuff?”’


‘They had a good old laugh at us, didn’t they?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘A good old laugh.’


Nate lit the gas ring under the casserole and took the wooden spoon from Anneka. The two of them, side by side, her getting down bowls from the shelf above the stove, placing them on the table, like they did this every Friday night. Once it was hot enough, he brought the pan to the table, set it on a trivet, got them a ladle. Anneka filled the bowls; Nate cut them slices of bread.


Steam from the bowls, from the casserole, and all the things to say and nothing right to say. He could not quite look at her; she could not quite look at him. He picked up a slice of bread and buttered it to the very edge of the crust, dipped it into the sauce. She did not move and did not eat; the clock did not tick.


‘They’re here, you know,’ he said at last, looking down into his bowl. ‘They’re both here. Carter and Tommy.’


‘You’ve seen them?’


‘Yes. I saw them out in the garden. Tommy at least.’


They looked at each other then, met eyes across the table, suddenly so much to say, but neither knowing how to start.


‘We don’t have to do this, you know,’ he said.


She shook her head.


‘We have a deal,’ she said. ‘You agreed. I have the emails to prove it.’


‘But—’


‘No buts, Nate.’


He looked at his sister, his sister older than he could have ever imagined, yet still the girl with the lucky elastic band.


‘You agreed too,’ he said eventually, going back to his bowl. ‘Mum’s looking forward to seeing you tomorrow. You promised, so no welching.’


She put down her spoon.


‘You sounded like him then,’ she said. ‘Such a Dad word, welching.’


Nate smiled. A big chip-tooth smile.


‘As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew you’d say that.’


He put his hand across the table, and she accepted it, squeezed it.


Her there, definitely her. In that face, looking back. He smiled and drained his wine glass. She did the same and Nate passed her the bottle. Anneka poured for them both. At their most together there, at their most together then.
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Floodlights pool at the western edge of the civil defence base; their beams hazed with low-lying fog. They are lit but are usually dark in the mornings, no matter how bad the visibility. From the stoop of a Nissen hut, Drummond watches his former comrades dance the last steps to the parade ground; the waiting transports idling there, ready to take them to railway stations and bus depots. They are a ragtag rush of men, youths really; like him all just shy of majority, all reacquainting themselves with the lightness of shoes, the thinness of suits. He hears their chatter, their whoops and hollers, their fetterless joy. It is the joy of men who are alive. The joy of men who have survived. The joy of those who have earned their liberation. No joy like it, that joy. The fools that they are.


Two years of enclosure; two years and now no longer prisoner or protectorate. He is free to leave. Expected to leave. To take a wagon with the lads, board a southbound train, ride a Tube carriage, walk the last stretch to home, open the door to backslaps from his grandpa, kisses from his great-aunt, something rustled up in the kitchen, never mind the hour. He looks at his wristwatch – a quarter to eleven – and calculates the distance, the time it would take to reach home. From Cumbria to Essex. North-west to south-east. Home for midnight. Midnight latest.


A transport drives off, another quickly follows it. The grind of tyre on pebbledash, the hammer of accelerating engines, the cheers of men, the opening of a gate, the closing of a gate, and then nothing. No voices, no bootsteps, no shouted orders. The windows of the surrounding Nissen huts are unlit; the study block, the mess room, the kitchens are similarly dark. Drum stands, the last man alive. That’s how it feels, upright in the chill wind: the only survivor, kit bag in hand, alone in a deserted coastal town.


He could leave. He could stay. He has, for once, options. Two years of being told, of being instructed, of obeyance, and now expected to make a decision alone. Sometimes it’s better just to be told; it’s easier that way. Heard it’s the same with criminals. His Uncle Nudge, the black sheep never out of prison for long before being sent back, said he preferred it inside. ‘Four square and a bed every night, no one mithering,’ he’d say. ‘Who’s going to argue with that?’


Drum walks towards the parade ground, eyes left, distracted by the floodlights on the training ground, their beams glinting from wire and strut and mesh. There are no exercises planned – all men are to be off site by midday – so why the floodlights? No such light was ever afforded the servicemen ordered there; they were never even given torches. Must be for the benefit of others. Ministry men, government officials, field marshals. Likes of them. Dignitaries given a short tour of the civil defence training ground: its reconstruction of a town in the aftermath of an atomic strike. Look! The bombed-out houses. Look! The stricken roads. Look! The fallen church. A slow shuffle around, floodlights picking out authentic touches. A shoe burned into a floorboard. A dead-body dummy behind the wheel of a Ford Anglia. The melted keys of a Remington typewriter.


Or perhaps this is when they add those details, when the sergeants and staff add more provocations, more images to harrow, more smashed glass to the asphalt streets. Maybe this happens every time the men leave, Drum never noticing because usually he’d be prepping dinner in the kitchens by now. Perhaps that, yes. Preparations for the next show.


The lights are a distraction, one welcomed, open-armed. His eyes are on the floodlights as he makes his way towards the parade ground. A walk to Millom. A walk to Gwen. Walked it many times, takes no longer than half an hour. Or wait for another transport. Cadge a lift to the railway station. One of two things. To stay or to go. A binary option. He looks at the lights. There’s time enough to make a decision. Plenty of time. No rush. He can go to Doom Town for a final time, take a last look, to fix it fast in the memory. He has the time to do that.


The pathway between the study block and the mess hall is cinder and stone; it scuffs boots, let alone shoes. He’s wearing his good shoes, the oxblood brogues, the pair Carter bought him. He does not look down to the damage done; he does not want to be reminded of Carter. In the hospital, in the infirmary, Carter. Not to think of him. Nor think of Gwen. Concentrate on the lights instead. 


Between the main campus of the base and the civil defence training ground, an open stretch of scrub and turf; an untended no-man’s-land. He walks across it and does not think of Carter or of Gwen, of staying or leaving. He does not mine the past, though it weighs on him; does not consider the present, though it is pressing; does not look to the future, though he knows he might glimpse it. He concentrates only on walking; the eating up of time and of distance, the distant light.


At school he was told if he found himself stuck on a question he should move on to another. His mind, without him realizing, would still be working on a solution, and on revisiting the problem, he’d be more likely to know the answer. A kindly tip from his mathematics teacher, but one that sat uneasy. How can you trust yourself if the mind works without your consent?


Reaching the outskirts of the town, the first ghast houses behind the fence, he remembers something from a book Carter lent him, a poetry collection: the words grimly gay. His face, he imagines, is that: grimly gay. He says the words as he walks – grimly gay grimly gay grimly gay – until they are white noise and companionable gibberish.


The gate to the training ground is open; its padlock and chain coiled inside the fence. The roofless houses and brick-strewn streets are boldly lit despite the fog. On his unauthorized visits, so many of them over the last three months, he’s seen it only by torchlight, by thin sunlight at dawn. The lamps make it seem stage-set, ready for cameras; actors waiting somewhere for their scene. It is no less terrifying for that. No less real. No less choking.


On the street, close enough to kick, amongst the masonry and glass, he spies a rusted washboard, its frame cracked, but still recognizable as a washboard. He does not think of Gwen, of Carter. Instead he is reminded of a washboard strummed percussively; a skiffle band from back home playing a song in a room underneath a pub. The sweat on the washboardist’s brow, the tubthump in the heat, the rolled shirtsleeves, the loose strings of the guitars. In the silence, he hears the song they played. ‘The Rock Island Line’. You’re gonna miss me when I’m gone.
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The pub has a thick-beamed door and three solid locks; it is a job to open: the bolts requiring guile and power; the mortice an unhurried coaxing. Gwen is practised, but it still takes longer than she’d like. Once it is unlocked, she sets her mouth, touches her hair, checks the clock. On the stroke of eleven, a half-hour earlier than most other pubs, she opens the door, its gaoler clank, its whine and scrape. Always on the stroke. Pride herself on it.


She opens up onto pale winter light, sky a shade of cinderblock; so dull an illumination. So dull and no one there to darken it. She fastens the door to the latch and someone is swiftly behind her, his smell familiar.


‘Morning, Nick,’ she says, turning around. Old Nick smiles between demented side-whiskers, below hood-lipped eyes. He shakes his head and from the hip pocket of his tattered herringbone jacket takes out a fob watch.


‘Late this morning, my dear,’ he says.


‘No,’ she says, hands across the door, barring his entry. ‘On the stroke, as always.’


‘No,’ he says. ‘Late. Late by five minutes . . . six now.’ He taps the dial. ‘I wound it this morning and set it to the pips.’


He smiles, gently forgiving, a pastoral look; an aged, reverend face.


‘I’m sorry,’ she says, accusing eyes on the smug clock.


She releases her arm and he walks into the bar, a ream of paper under his arm. He brings his smell gusting inside: clothes half-laundered; cooling sweat, woodsy almost. He hangs his overcoat on the hatstand, drapes his white-fringed scarf on top: just so. Eleven in the morning and his cheeks red from rambling hills, from the salt-spite of the coastal pathways. Always mud on his boots, always mud on his trousers. Like he’s missing a dog. Like he’s lost one out in the fields.


Gwen lifts the hatch and starts pouring his black and tan, layering stout on pale. Old Nick sits at his table, the biggest of the barroom, closest to the fire, and organizes his work into three neat stacks.


With a pencil, he scores through a line of text. He licks the pencil tip afterwards, quickly, as though tasting his words. The pumps gutter beneath Gwen’s feet; Nick’s black and tan settles, the stout floating, still miraculous. With care, she carries it to his table and sets the jug down on the beer mat. Same as every day. Exactly the same.


She remains there, but he does not look up; one hand on the page, the other absently filling his pipe. Such thin and filthy fingers, long nails luned with tar and dirt. He says he can’t work without slag under his nails, without earth on his palms. It’s never looked like work to her.


‘There you go,’ she says.


‘Ta,’ he says. She looks down at his pages; he covers them with his arm. He glances up and there is a cold blue in his eyes, like the gas burner on full blast.


‘Let me finish with this,’ he says. ‘And then we’ll talk. I think that’s best, don’t you?’
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The frosted turf on either side of the path gives way to the beginnings of the terrace. The first house he comes to he enters; its front gashed open, like a wrecking ball has been taken to it. The houses are like those on the estate on which he grew up; smaller, but similarly proportioned. The kind of properties everyone lives in, familiar to all.


Entering the town that first time, three months before, he noticed the church most of all, its absent spire, a small flock of seagulls on its still-standing archway. Ordered in through the gate on the south side of town, and there it was in front of them. Deliberate, this. To remind them that the bomb respects no god, no society, no man nor ideal. A true leveller. They were made to stand to attention, to look straight ahead, to take it all in. The exploded terraces, the paneless windows, the motor-car husks, the church. The town smelled of smoke and something malty, a brewery stink. The sergeant walked behind them for a time, then marched them to the makeshift field hospital for instructions.


The inside of the house is typical: dust and brick and reminders of the lives once lived there. The upstairs is obliterated, there is no roof or ceiling. In what once was the kitchen, a stove is partially melted. Above it, on the last remaining plasterwork, somebody has scored their name. Chazzer. Underneath, somebody has added Spud. Underneath that, just three letters, b-o-n; the graffito unfinished, its author clearly interrupted.


*


At Ford’s they’d called him Tin; at Ford’s they’d called him Kettle. Sometimes they’d called him Kit; sometimes Bass. So many names for the same Drum: so many names for the tall young man with the chestnut-coloured curls who riveted doors in silent shifts, who always kept pace with production line speed, who listened and nodded and never complained when the men went out on strike. Unassuming, shy, but a good bloke. Agreed by all. Told that all the time. A good lad. A good worker. Two good years at Ford’s; two good years of being a good comrade, of being called Roll, or Stick, or Oil. Then service. Where they called him Horse.


The first morning of his initial training, at the National Service base in Shropshire, they were called to the shower block. The first time he had been seen naked by anyone since boyhood. The other servicemen saw his cock. They did all but point. Even in the cold, so much bigger than everyone else’s. He looked down and it appeared grotesque. Animal. He hid himself. It did not matter. From then on he was Horse. Even to the sergeants.


Newly named, he undertook the first days of training, days of blade-sharp trouser creases; boots shining like fresh paint on bonnets; sergeants’ voices loud and close. Nissen hut and drill ground, Nissen hut and mess hall. At night there was light bullying: some lads mocked for prayers; some for wanking once the lights were out; some for quietly crying. At dawn, the sergeant banged a copper kettle to hasten them from bed. Wakey, wakey, girls!


Drum talked only when spoken to, same as when he’d started at the factory, advice from his grandpa. Listen as much as you can, say as little as you can muster. There were other factory lads there; they seemed to take to it easier than the others. Understood routine. Understood to do what was necessary and no more. He wrote to his grandpa and told him he was taking his advice. That he was showing no fear, and all was well.


Before lights out on the fourth night, a card school opened at the end of their hut: a small group involved, the rest of the thirty watching. Drum saw the con by the fifth hand, had seen the same scam at the factory: new lads taken for their first pay packet. There were six in, four skates and a pair of marks. The posh lad was called Carter, was up by a lot. He would be dealt an enticing hand, one almost unbeatable, then be soundly beaten.


Over his cards, Carter looked up to the assembled servicemen. A small, satisfied smile. Drum could have watched him lose; could have looked away, could have quietly predicted the hand Carter would be given as incitement. But their eyes met and Drum tipped him the slightest of winks. A suggestion of a wink, nothing more. Enough though. Enough for Carter to go back to his cards, study them again as the skates hurried him up. After reconsidering his cards three times, Carter folded. He took his winnings as the skates cleaned out the other mark. Factory smarts. Always have someone else to fleece.


The following night, Carter stopped Drum midway between Nissen hut and mess hall.


‘Not tonight, Josephine,’ Carter said. ‘Tonight we eat with the officers. My treat.’


‘You’re an officer?’ Drum said.


Carter smiled. Drum had never seen a smile like it. A smile of intense pleasure, one derived from providing something another man could not.


‘No,’ Carter said. ‘But tonight we’ll eat as officers. My way of thanks.’


In the officers’ mess, they were sat at a table for two. Drum looked around, expecting to be turned out, sprung from the room; something that seemed to amuse Carter.


‘Don’t worry, we’re all friends here,’ Carter said. ‘Thank you for bailing me out last night. That showed some guts.’


It hadn’t felt like courage. It hadn’t felt like valour. It had felt like a dumb risk, stupidly taken.


‘That’s all right,’ Drum said. ‘Thanks for all this.’


‘You are more than welcome. More than welcome.’


Carter nodded, bringing his thanks to an end as a bottle of wine arrived at their table, two plates of meat in sauce and potatoes with it.


Carter poured the wine and picked up his glass. Drum did the same. They chinked glasses and Drum tasted the first wine of his life, thin and sour on his lips. He looked down to his food and began to eat, the meal appreciably better than in the mess. He ate and he drank and he listened. Listened perhaps most of all.


Unbidden, Carter began his grandstand and spiel, the stories of his short life. How he’d been sent down from Oxford; how his ‘rather important and powerful’ father had insisted he take his National Service; his erotic adventures undertaken in foreign climes. His tales came at speed: exaggerated, tall, and without restraint in language or imagination. Drum had met men like him at Ford’s, full of themselves and full of shit; but no one who seemed to believe it quite the way Carter did.


At the conclusion of an almost certainly untrue story of a gypsy woman who’d loved him but given him the clap, Carter put his hands on the table. He didn’t say anything, didn’t eat anything, didn’t reach for the wine; just looked at Drum from a series of angles, as though what he saw might quickly change.


‘You don’t say much, do you?’ Carter said. ‘I thought cockneys all talked twenty to the dozen.’


‘I’m not a cockney,’ Drum said. ‘I’m miles from being a cockney.’


‘But still,’ he said. ‘You’ve said no more than ten words all night, and I’ve given you chapter and verse on yours truly. So, your turn. Tell me about you, Moore.’


To be called Moore was already a kindness. It was appreciated. More than the wine and the food. The consideration of that.


‘There’s nothing to tell,’ Drum said.


‘You have a girl?’


‘No.’


‘We’ll have to fix that. Especially since . . .’


Carter lowered his eyes to Drummond’s crotch, then quickly back to his reddening face.


‘Come now,’ Carter said. ‘Tell me something you’ve never told anyone before. I told you the gypsy woman story, after all. Fair’s fair.’


He leaned in to Drummond, rested himself on his elbows. The intimacy of it, the proximity of his face: there was no chance of saying nothing now. Not with a wine-loosed tongue and a sense of owing; the keen of Carter’s face, his elbows on the table. The closeness of him.


‘There’s nothing to tell,’ Drum said.


‘Indulge me.’ Carter said. ‘If we’re to be friends, we need to share our stories, do we not?’


Drum looked down, closed his eyes. No chance to demure. No chance of escape.


‘I almost killed a man,’ Drum said. 


That face. That face looking back.


‘Go on,’ Carter said.


‘We were at a dance,’ Drum said. ‘A skiffle group was playing and this bloke said something to a girl I liked. He touched her. He said things to her. And something just went snap. I don’t know. Something just snapped inside of me. Barry and Danny had to hold me back. If they hadn’t, I swear I’d have kicked his head clean off.’


The effect he’d expected. Carter’s face glowing, a locus between horror and deep admiration. The same look he’d seen on the faces in the canteen at Ford’s as O’Driscoll had told the same story. That rushed disbelief, the sweet nip of the violence, the quickening of the pulse.


‘Well, well,’ Carter said. ‘Still waters and all that. Still waters indeed. I think you’ll be a very useful friend to have, Moore.’


A useful friend. Yes. Useful.


*


Drum walks through the blasted house, out of its open back rooms, into a collapsed ginnel. The cobblestones are rucked, displaced, skittled around like shot. The three cobbles he arranged into a pyramid on his last visit are still there. They are approaching permanence now; surviving intact for over a month. Three stones, laid and placed, ready to be kicked.
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Nick works in silence, kitten licks of the pencil, kitten sips of beer. He is a published poet, a memoirist, playwright, professional wildsman, approved of by London society, a society he disdains. Once a year he goes there, providing him with a year’s worth of reasons never to leave home again. He claims to have never spent more than one single night away from his flat in the town, and all of those under sufferance.


In a letter, stowed inside a loaned copy of Women in Love, Nick once asked Gwen what it was like to be raised in a public house. She never replied to his letters or his questions – casual enquiries included amongst digressions on birds, on the turning of the seasons – but this one had troubled her time.


‘There is, I believe,’ the letter said, ‘a certain kinship between those who live above places of business, as I have these last sixty-odd years. The divided kingdom: the public space below; the private realm above. The stairwell a kind of purgatorio, a portal between our exterior selves and our interior existence. I wonder, though, whether this is different in a tavern. A shop is a space of quick interaction, of expedited process; an inn, on the other hand, is a place of contemplation: an intermediary between private and public. How does that affect one, I wonder? What happens to the public space when the last patron has ambled from the fire and the doors have been bolted on the world?’


Over the course of that week, she mentally drafted and redrafted a response. Point is. (She would start.) The thing is. When you think about it. What you don’t understand is. What it comes down to is. She would meander this course, wishing her brother were back from Service, wishing her mother were back from the dead, both around to add some pepper to the pot. Her father was no use; if she asked about the past, he embarked solely upon his own fool nostalgia, stories that were never her own.


Point is, the bar was forbidden when we were young. Mam and Da would be downstairs, but might as well have been in Barrow or Berlin. We always had breakfast with them before school, the two of them walking us to the gates when we were young; doing the dishes and kissing us goodbye when we were older.


The thing is, the pub was just home, nothing more. John and I used to fight a bit, him being the younger and things to prove and all that, but we were close. We all were. Mam smelled wonderful; Da did too. Mam like a fairground; Da like new shoes. Tea every night in the kitchen, watching Mam putting on her make-up, Da combing his hair. At just before six, even when we were of age, we’d kiss them goodnight and watch them walk down the stairs together, their clothes starched and their hands together, ready for the night ahead.


When you think of it, pub hours are good for kids. Mam and Da would take us out after school walking, rambling in the afternoons, no matter the weather. We’d look for birds’ eggs and rabbits, walk the dog. Out in the fields, we’d talk Welsh, scare pigeons and magpies. Gill and Patty, they never saw their das. My da was always around when you needed him. Just don’t go down to the bar. That was the only rule.


What you don’t understand is that we were a little frightened of the bar. Just enough. When I was little, I used to hear singing coming up from the saloon. Men off to war, those coming back, those who became names on the plaque behind the pumps. I thought singing in the pub only happened when people had died or were going off to die. I hated to hear Da sing downstairs. I thought maybe he was going to war too.


What it comes down to is that the pub is less of a home now. Da rots upstairs, not long for the world, or so he says. John will be home in a few months to take his true position behind the bar. He will play Da to a T. His wife, that shrew of a woman, will be a hire-purchase Mam. And what shall I do, Nick? What will become of me? What shall I now call home?


This well before she met Drum, but those last thoughts – what shall I now call home? – have come back strong over recent weeks. Is this merely expedience? Would it have mattered who it was, so long as they could offer a home far from here? These the thoughts too tender to press for too long, so she lets them settle like the stout on the pale. Do not agitate. Just pour the drinks, just tend the bar, just wait until Jessie comes to relieve you. Just another handover, just another change of shift.
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It is easier being in Doom Town than outside it. Over the months, he has come to believe this. When walking the blasted streets, you become inured to it, you take in the destruction, kick at things on the pavements, and it’s a salve, it’s safe. It has happened; these are the facts. This he wants to feel once more, the surprising coddle of it, the specificity of it. Away from the town, the details become amorphous, a swim of memories roiling around, confusing themselves, a kind of holistic terror (Carter’s words). Drum is determined to remember correctly. To look as a camera, to imprint the town exactly as is, not as he might later reassemble it.


He turns back from the ginnel, back through the house and out onto the street. The next three houses he skips, but enters the fourth, one that has the shell of a television set in the sitting room, charred scraps of playing cards on the floorboards. Behind the TV, he notices a dead-body dummy, one unfound by the last teams, or recently added. It is a child dummy. It has a face. Crosses for eyes, a running stitch for a mouth.


*


On the fifth day of initial training in Shropshire they were marched to the parade ground. On the nearby lawn, sack-men dangled from a series of wooden gallows. The sergeant gave the servicemen their instructions. Approach. Stick. Twist. Remove. Drum charged his sack-man. Approach. Stick. Twist. Remove. He paced back and saw blood on his hands. Blood on his boots and on his tunic. Fine spray and huge gouts. He charged the sack-man again. Approach. Stick. Twist. Remove. The blade inside the sacking. The blade inside the man.


That night, he slept covered in blood; that night, he slept with offal spilling from his guts; that night, he slept seeing all the men he would kill, their faces, flanks and sternums; that night, he slept as a murderer, as a soldier, and thought of his father. His smile. The photograph of him and Drum’s mother holding their infant boy, neither to reach the age of twenty-five. 


At the end of the two weeks of initial training, they received their postings, the places they would serve. Some off to Korea, Ireland, Cyprus; others stuck back home, made useful for the remainder of their tariff. Drummond had expressed a preference for the Royal Engineers but was given the Catering Corps: the Catering Corps on the training base at which he was already stationed. He came out of the assignment meeting and Carter was there, smiling his wolf’s smile.


‘You can thank me later,’ he said.


Carter had organized it. Or more specifically, Carter Snr had organized it, along with a cushy two-man berth over the quiet side of the base. When Drum moved in that afternoon, their small billet had already been furnished with Carter’s gramophone and wireless.


‘In my village, there’s a church,’ Carter said that night as Drum polished boots and Carter drank beer. ‘As you walk in, there’s a plaque that reads, “This church was built in thanks by the Earl of Derbyshire, on the safe arrival of his three sons back from the Boer War.” Imagine. Three sons and not a single scratch! No wonder he thanked the Lord with land and stone. He built the church as he would a mausoleum, no expense spared.’


Carter sat down in the armchair. Drum picked up another boot, began to buff it, hands black as factory.


‘And that’s why we’re here, Drum. Had I fought and died, that plaque would have chafed my father every Sunday. To have been so careless as to lose one boy when three of Derbyshire’s all made it home! It’d chafe him every day of his life. It’d chafe him so much I’m almost annoyed it isn’t going to happen.’


As he started on Carter’s boots, Drum thought of where he could have been stationed; the countries he might have seen, the places he might have been slaughtered. All the countries of the world where he could have met his end. All the people he could have met, all the sights he could have seen.


‘I’ve never been abroad,’ Drum said. ‘Part of me wishes they’d sent me off like Curwin.’


‘Plenty of time for all that afterwards,’ Carter said. ‘And without people shooting at you. And without Curwin. I’d rather be shot at than have to bunk with that.’


Carter laughed, picked up a book, began to read. The sound of the brush on the boot, the sound of pages turning. Drum looked up every now and again, saw Carter cross and recross his legs at the ankle. It was the certainty Drum could not quite grasp, the certainty and the fluidity. Carter was sure of himself in all situations, but slippery: different with officers than with the men; different when on the parade ground than when in the mess; different with Drum than with all others; and yet always himself, always surely, certainly Carter.


With Drum’s friends at home, the ones made at school, the ones made at Ford’s, each of them knew their place: who was the joker, who was the fighter, who was the dreamer. Carter would know his place immediately amongst Drum’s friends at the plant. Would ingratiate himself, hold his own with Mikey and Don and Pat and Teddy and Jack. They would ask him more questions in an afternoon than they’d ever asked Drum. He could see them all in the pub after shift, Carter at their centre, telling a story, Drum on the outside of the group, listening in as everyone laughed.


The weeks passed. In the kitchens from morning until night; potatoes drowning in metal vats, the curve of their peel, the dog-whiff of bully beef. The patterns of shift were familiar, the jobs repetitive, the noise surprising, the results often edible. It was blank work, undreaming work; each day starting and ending the same as the day before.


They began to talk of Leave; of what they might do. Drum wanted to see his grandpa, his great-aunt Vi, meet up with the factory lads, but Carter had other plans. A fishing trip, an hour or so’s drive south, down to a place he knew in Wales. A bivouac to share, an abundance of carp, eating like kings over a fire he said he knew how to build.


‘It will be pure gravy,’ Carter said. ‘You and me and the fish on the fire.’


Drum wrote a difficult letter to his grandpa. His grandpa wrote back that he understood and to have fun, to be safe. Always to keep himself safe.


A week before Leave, Carter was called to the telephone. He returned to the billet and got out the Scotch, poured one for Drum, just the one, at least initially.


‘I’m not cancelling, you understand,’ Carter said, handing Drum the glass. ‘Just postponing. Next time, I promise.’


Drum shouldn’t have been surprised, shouldn’t have felt slighted. He looked down at the Scotch, did not trust the face he’d show his friend.


‘Daphne’s back from Switzerland, you see, and has demanded my presence. Nothing I can do.’


‘Daphne?’ Drum said. ‘Is that your mother?’


‘My mother’s name is Phyllis,’ Carter said. ‘And since when do people call their parents by their first name? Daphne’s my fiancée, Drum. Do keep up.’


In all the stories, all the chatter, Drum was sure he’d never heard the name Daphne. Carter looked at him like he was stupid; Drum tried to look apologetic rather than betrayed. Failed, sure of that.


‘I don’t recall you ever—’


‘I’ve told you about her several times, Moore,’ he said. ‘Just last week I told you about her old bag of a mother, and then I told you about that time we went to Manchester and how we had to pretend to be married to stay at some flea-trap hotel. Do you forget everything I tell you? Does it just go in one ear and out the other?’


Carter was smiling, but it didn’t seem like a joke. Had the delivery of a joke, but not the intent.


‘I remember now,’ Drum said. ‘I’m sorry, mind like a sieve. Daphne, of course.’


‘Daphne,’ he said. ‘Yes. Daphne. Poor girl. Stuck with me forever. Makes you wonder what she did in a past life.’


Carter smiled and took the easy chair, began to pull off his boots, then stopped.


‘You know I’d rather be fishing with you,’ Carter said. ‘Any day of the week.’


That weekend, Carter said his goodbyes and Drum stayed behind at the base, sleeping mainly. In the evenings, he drank the brown ale left in the crate and wrote letters to his grandfather, telling him of the wonderful time he was having. How good it felt to cook carp over a woodfire, to have fish skin under his fingernails; how good it felt to be out in the fresh country air.


*


Drum picks up the sacking-child, its footless legs, its handless arms, and carries him out of the house. He lays him gently down outside on the pavement, neatly by the kerb. He assumes it is a boy child, it looks like a boy to Drum. Someone will find him. Someone will come. Sleep now, boy. Sleep well.









EARLY MORNING OPENING


I have never been one for taverns and bars; but over the last few years, I have found myself rising early, walking through the town to the coastal pathways and back again, trampling grass and pasture, graveyards and industrial estates, down ginnels and snickets, ending, eventually, at an inn which has become the last staging post of my morning ritual.


You will, perhaps, have read the essay by Orwell in which he describes the Moon Under Water, his gentle, teasing description of the ideal English pub: its three bars and liver-sausage sandwiches, its stuffed bull’s head over the mantle. The inn in which I reside most late mornings to read through poems and work on this town portrait (much of which has been revised with a pint of black and tan beside me in the barroom), would, I fear, fulfil few of Orwell’s essentials.


The Crown is a well-proportioned single room, with seating for some thirty or so patrons. The flooring is dark lacquered parquet, the colour of the landlord’s slick-oiled hair, and the tables are as dark, most of them (save the one at which I work) rickety and prone to wobble. The windows are mottled, shellacked with tobacco grease, uncleaned in all the years I have been a regular. Above the mantle, a triptych of pictures, watercolours of local scenes, is perfect for moments when the muse has vanished, and I am left, wandering-eyed, looking for some pinprick of inspiration.


They serve a decent pint at the Crown; some men will even cross town to sample its beer. It was not ever thus. I am old enough to remember when the inn was exclusively known as Taff’s Gaff, and the subject of a boycott by older townsmen.


The rumours are – and rumours are currency here; a commodity as abundant as iron ore once was – that the landlord won the pub in a frenzied game of three-card brag. This would have been between the wars, when the Welsh and the Cornish were depleting in number, but suspicion and not a little hostility remained towards them. So, Taff’s Gaff. Frequented by the Welsh, the sons of the Welsh, and those who did not see the need to walk a mile for good beer.


Few now know it as Taff’s Gaff; most do not know that the landlord is a true Welshman – his accent is soft, and he wears his heritage lightly. Above-stairs, according to his daughter, he speaks his own guttural, impenetrable language; but in the bar he is a welcoming sight: a tall, big-boned, huge-hearted kind of man, one whose company is sought and who has that barman talent for sympathetic listening: nodding his head with factory communists; shaking his head with Tory farmers; sighing with the old over the state of the young; laughing with the young over the stupidity of the old.


In recent times, after Taff’s wife – a barmaid of the old-fashioned sort, a provider of love and pet and darling, a sultry wink, a charged chuckle – was taken by God, their daughter has minded the pub, her brother set to take it from her on his return from National Service. She does not resemble her mother or her father, though she somehow combines elements of them both; as though, like the pub they ran, their progeny is a fifty–fifty enterprise.


Her eyes are her father’s: catlike and wide, blue as the brook in summer. Her hair is jet, a shining lustrous black she wears up on her head, scaffolded in a modern version of her mother’s coiffure. Her carriage is upright, almost masculine; her mouth is wide, red-lipsticked, always. There is a touch of the Snow Whites about her; she is what one might describe as striking rather than beautiful; though with a sad cast to her eye that speaks of her mother’s death and her father’s retreat above-stairs.


Over time, we have developed a relationship of sorts. At the opening of the inn at eleven, she serves me my black and tan, and at some point after I have finished my pages, we discuss books. Readers in London and the South may feel this an unlikely turn of events, but the reading of books is more common here than one might think: the library in the town is always busy, and not just for those escaping inclement weather.


One morning, I noticed her reading Agatha Christie. The next day she was on James Hadley Chase. The following morning another Agatha Christie. When next I saw her, she began another James Hadley Chase and I could take it no more – to have such voracity, and to spend it in the arms of such lumber, such dead wood! – and so I hurried home, drink untouched, and returned with a copy of Northanger Abbey.


‘Try this,’ I said, perhaps a trifle pompously, though I hope I presented myself more as a concerned bystander. ‘One should read good books or none at all.’


Her face went from shock, to perplexity, then settled on amusement. It has settled there ever since, even now after we have discussed some fifty books, and her literary appreciation has deepened. Towns such as ours are full of such surprises: our community is more than just farmers farming, miners mining, or barmaids tending bar.


Nicholas Oldman, The Regional Forecast (Castell & Castell, 1961)
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Each house displays a different kind of devastation; in each there is something unique: a baby’s dummy, a dog’s leash, the innards of a transistor radio. Over these last months, the more time he has spent here, the more Drum has noticed the attention to detail, the little touches that convince. The house he’s crossed the road for has a splintered bookcase, spines of the odd volume surviving, bits of leather he has touched, scraps that have crumbled in his hands.


*


Once a week at the Shropshire base a package would arrive at their billet, a selection of books from the Carter family library, or a delivery from a local bookseller. All the men Drum knew were readers. Those that could read, at least. At the plant, at home, they read their Marx, their Engels, their pamphlets and manifestos, translated speeches, articles from brothers in Algeria, in Kiev. At the factory, Clifton kept a well-stocked library of left-wing publications, paid for by union dues, and ran a reading group on lunch breaks. No one Drum knew owned books though; books were things only ever on loan.


Aside from Mannering, who was never without a cowboy novel, and Norm, who had a thing for spy thrillers, Drum didn’t know any men who read fiction. Fiction was childish, fiction was feminine. It was apolitical. Seeing Carter that first night in the billet take out a novel – even if it was written by a Russian – made him nervous. Pansy, perhaps. Didn’t know him. Not really. And now in a shared billet. He took out the copy of Marx his grandpa had bought him as a farewell gift, the only book he’d never needed to return, and started again at the beginning.


‘So you’re a communist, are you?’ Carter said, quickly over to Drum’s cot, taking the book from him, pinching it between fingers like it was stinking out the billet.


‘A union man,’ Drum said, taking it back. ‘There’s a difference.’


‘Sounds like the same thing to me,’ Carter said. ‘It’s all Bolshiness in the end, isn’t it? Funny, I’ve come to expect Reds under the bed, but not in the cot beside me.’


They were drinking brown ale, the base quiet and the gramophone on low.


‘Do you ever take anything seriously?’ Drum said. ‘All you ever do is make light.’


Carter stood up and poured the dregs of the ale into his glass.


‘This world is too serious to take it any other way,’ he said.


He spun the antique globe on the small dresser. Spun it and with a finger stopped it somewhere in Africa. He shrugged and spun again.


‘There’s really no point in being serious, my commie friend,’ he said. ‘Everything is set. Nothing changes. Not really. Things only change when people like my father say so. They set the conditions for change, and they decide how far it’ll go. We can sit here and argue about commies and Tories and the rights of man, but we’re all just shitting in the wind. Your mates out on the strike at Ford’s? Good luck to ’em. Good luck to ’em all. But they’ll only get what’s already been decided. And they’ll go back on the lines and be grateful for it. A little battle won, but the war lost before they’ve even entered the fray.’


It sounded rehearsed, this argument, honed perhaps at university, designed to prick the bubble of his political friends, designed to draw a line under discussions that had begun to bore him.


‘You’re wrong,’ Drummond said. ‘Things are changing. Look at us sitting here. A posh bastard talking politics with a skate like me. You think that’s an accident? This is the first time in history there’s ever been peacetime conscription in this country. First time ever, and it was Labour who brought that in. You know why? It’s a quiet revolution. Throwing everyone together to see what happens. Giving men trades, showing them the world, opening their minds. National Service is just the start. The old orders, your father included, they’re coming down.’


He was pointing, pointing the way Clifton had pointed when he’d said much the same thing in the pub after Drum’s last shift at Ford’s.


‘Do you honestly believe that?’ Carter said. ‘Or are you just parroting one of your shop stewards? I hope it’s the latter. If not, you’re deluded. I hope you’re better at riveting doors than you are at understanding the class system.’


‘When the revolution comes,’ Drum said. ‘You’ll be first against the wall, you know that?’


Carter laughed.


‘We own the walls,’ he said. ‘Don’t forget we own the walls. The pavements and streets too.’


‘For now, yes,’ Drum said. ‘Not for long, mind.’


Carter set his head to one side, weighing up an idea, something to consider. He finished his beer and went to get another, but thought better, instead going to the small pile of books on his nightstand. He threw over a leather-bound copy of Great Expectations.


‘I’ll swap you,’ he said. ‘A Dickens for your Marx.’


Drum shook his head.


‘Don’t be soft,’ he said. ‘I can’t read that.’


‘You can read complex political philosophy, but not Dickens?’


‘It’s not that,’ Drum said. ‘There’s just no point in it. You learn nothing. It’s just words.’


‘You learn nothing? How would you know if you don’t read it?’


‘It’s bourgeois,’ he said. A word he usually mispronounced, a word that sounded stupid as soon as he said it.


‘It’s Dickens,’ Carter said. ‘Nothing bourgeois about it.’


He said it differently, as though a French word in a French accent.


‘Humour me,’ Carter said. ‘We have all the time in the world to kill, haven’t we? Why not give it a go? And you never know, you might convince me about old Marx. Maybe you’ll turn me red.’


He laughed and clicked his fingers, insistent like Drum was an elderly waiter. Drum handed him the Marx and took up the Dickens, determined to find fault on every page. Failing, mostly.


Over the next week, Drum was perplexed by Dickens’s old-fashioned spellings, the words he did not recognize. But he kept reading, for himself and for Carter. In Joe Gargery he saw something of his grandpa, in Magwitch so many men from Ford’s. He saw Carter in everyone, even Miss Havisham. He saw Carter in all the books he read from then on, in Flaubert, in Trollope, in Daniel Defoe. Carter ghosting about in all the characters, in the things they said, the decisions they made.


*


Drum looks into the next windowless shell. On the wind, he can hear something. Perhaps a gate banging; perhaps some masonry crumbling. A clink or clank of some kind. He closes his eyes and listens. He opens his eyes and scans the room, the way one might an exhibit. By what was once a kitchen table he sees something blackly welded to the floor. A child’s doll perhaps. Set there, no doubt to break him. He has not noticed it before.
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The barroom clock chimes half eleven, and Nick has not even put his lips to his black and tan. They only open early for him, it’s rare anyone comes in before midday, and he sits and does not drink. Just works the pages, lets the black and tan drift. After the toll she hears her father upstairs shuffling from sitting room to kitchen. The tea will be cool in the pot, but he’d rather drink that than make his own. Mae’n well yn oer.


*


At their mother’s wake, her brother John, back from Service, played father for the mourners, their da unable to show himself. Back-claps and thanks-for-comings and have another drink, won’t yous? Garrulous, almost; a fine mimicking. John worked the barroom and Gwen served the drinks until there was no one left, and she and John were in the bar alone, glasses teetering on every surface, silted with beer, sticky with gin. That the start of her working behind the bar; the start of her father’s gradual retreat upstairs.


‘You spend so long in darkness, you become a nocturne,’ her father said after John had gone back to Service. This when her father still addressed her in English, when he still came down for the evening shift. Not long after the funeral, no more than a couple of weeks. It had been a packed bar, a rush at eight, a swell at last orders. Wesley from the pit had played his banjo; her father had not sung, though punters had begged him to give them an air. He now sat at the bar, gin in hand, talking as though he had the attention of an audience.


‘I wasn’t sure you’d take to it. It takes a sort. And look at you now! A nocturne, just like your mother.’


His frame was already losing heft; his face already creased as slag. He raised his glass to her, the way he had to cricket captains and baritones, to policemen and fiancés, a slight stammer, a shake to the gin.


‘You should take more water with it,’ she said, nodding to his glass. ‘You’re making as much sense as Old Nick.’


His laughter and then a miner’s cough, though he’d never been deeper than to change a barrel.


‘Your mother used to say there was no light here, just different shades of dark. You see that now, don’t you?’


When helping on a shift, he sometimes draped an arm over her, the way he had with her mother. He sometimes called her darling the way he’d called her mother darling; called her sweetheart the way he’d called her mother sweetheart.


‘She would have been proud,’ he said. ‘Minding the place the way you do.’


Gwen took a packet of cigarettes from the pocket in her apron, struck a match and closed her eyes on his disapproval.


‘And when John’s back?’ she said. ‘What then? Won’t be needing me with him and Barbara around.’


Gwen sat down at Old Nick’s table, cloth marks ghosting the blistered wood, the fire dying in the grate.


‘Always need good barmaids. No point in a pub otherwise. He’ll do you right, you’ll see. I’ll make sure of that.’


He finished the gin, placed a kiss on her forehead and said goodnight. The public bar no longer public, its lamps no longer lit. A nocturne, aye.


*


She looks at her watch, not trusting clocks now, but time seeming right, just after 11.30. In an hour Jessie will come to relieve her. A special favour. How many times she’s asked Jessie to do this; how many times Gwen has paid her out of the till and not told Da. Too many. Jessie glad of the money; glad also to be party to some solid, if unspectacular, scandal. Glad for that the most, Gwen suspects. Still, Jessie has kept her confidence thus far. Gwen has not suffered any knowing looks at least.


Jessie is to relieve her, then Gwen will meet Drum at the town square, under the clock. Her idea. Drum suggested meeting at the pub, but Gwen wants to have a moment in the light with him, to stand in the grey sunshine and kiss him and steel themselves for what they are about to do. She imagines the clock striking the hour, him kissing her, and then walking under cold blue skies to her father’s sanctuary. 


She hears Drum ask the question, ask for her hand, and hears Da tell him to speak in Welsh. Gwen is prepared for this and has coached Drum phonetically as to what to say. She hears Da say in English, no daughter of mine. I will not allow it. I forbid it. She sees Drum’s calm and honest eyes looking into her father’s. She hears Drum tell her father that he loves her. That he wants to keep her safe, provide for her. Wants to make her happy. She sees Da smile. This is how it will go. She knows this. She is sure. 


And yet the whole thing feels transactional. Though there are promises and entreaties instead of dowries, it’s still a horse-trade. What do you offer for my daughter? Da will not stop her, but he is sure to kick and mewl. He will tell her that he will die without her. He will say that she can go when he goes. She will tell him that it’s time to leave. That others will look after him. John and his wife. She will tell him it is time for her to leave. She will tell him that it’s time for him to let her go. 


Old Nick turns a page. He looks up and smiles at Gwen. He drains half of his beer in one draught. He knows already. She can tell. He has something about him, of important information ready for discussion. He disappears back to his work; he is lost to it, gone deep inside his papers. She would like to escape there, too. Better there. Safer between the sheets.
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The high street extends for almost a mile and he walks it like he’s window shopping. Inside the once-grocer’s are twisted wire baskets, rusted cans, a cash register; inside the once-chemist’s the shelves are no more than kindling. He imagines lives bustling through here, populates it with people from home. The soft face of the butcher, Mr Dutton (Mutton to everyone; everyone a comedian), Trisha from the bakery with the painted-on eyebrows, Harold the fishmonger, pout like a bloater. He sees his great-aunt Vi stopping to gossip; men from Ford’s coming out of the bookies. All the stories of their lives, all of them taken in a single flash.


*


There were always stories at the Shropshire base, stories written, but more often told. There were new conscripts every two weeks, a new audience every fortnight, all of them hungry for tales of real soldiering, real action, and Carter happy to provide them. In the bar of the NAAFI, a crowd would gather, and he would recount his war stories, the missions he and Drum had undertaken, the dangers they had survived before falling on their feet in the Catering Corps.


Carter did most of the talking, but Drum contributed colour and detail to their fictive exploits. There was a multitude of them, embroidered over months, honed and tightly composed. They had seen a bewildering array of action. They had performed at every theatre of war. Carter had an appendectomy scar that became a gut shot from a sniper, a stab from a cutlass, shrapnel from a mine. No one questioned it. No one disbelieved him. The books helped Drum to lie. They made his stories clearer, they had more suspense. The younger men hung on his words too.


In almost every story, Carter was saved by Drum at the last moment; Drum always arriving in the nick of time with an impossible intervention. At the end, the men would look at Drum differently. Respect accorded, deference even.


As a coda, Carter would gather the men in a close huddle.


‘Be lucky, all of you,’ Carter would say. ‘And if you can’t be lucky, make sure someone has your back.’


Drum wondered sometimes if that was it, whether Carter considered him as a kind of lucky charm, found like a four-leaf clover. They never did go fishing on their Leave; Carter never mentioned it again. Leave was tricky. The worst time. The journey long to home, but quicker for Carter. Carter talked of Daphne, how much she and Drum might get along, but there was never an invitation to meet her.


Carter showed him photographs of Daphne. A thin, willowy woman, expensively dressed, laughing into the camera.


‘She looks lovely,’ Drum said.


‘Yes, that’s how she looks,’ he said. ‘Exactly that.’


When he went home, Drum did not look changed, act changed, nor speak differently; but he imagined Carter doing things, hearing things, being things Drum could not fathom. Drum resented the telephone. The knocks on the billet when Daphne or Carter’s mother were on the line for him; the touch on the back of Carter’s whites if they called during shift. Sometimes Drum would go into the vestibule and watch Carter speak into the Bakelite mouthpiece, twisting the flex around his fingers as he spoke.


Carter’s father called just once that Drum knew of. Called with news that he was transferring Carter to a civil defence base for the last three months of his Service. A specialist course, a selected group, to learn the rules of post-nuclear engagement.


‘He’s building a shelter,’ Carter said as some kind of explanation. ‘My father, the mad old trout, is actually building a huge atomic bomb shelter under the family pile. Says he’s been planning it since Sputnik. State of the art, it is, apparently. “No point surviving the bomb and not knowing how to live afterwards,” he said to me. Thinks I’ll get an insight. An instinct for how to cope once the big show starts. Get us ahead of the game.’


Carter spun the globe.


‘I tried to get you on the course, too,’ he said. ‘I tried, I promise. But best I could do was a transfer.’


With a finger, he stopped the globe, somewhere over Russia.


‘You did say you wanted to see the world,’ Carter said. ‘Some people get to see Korea, you’ll get to see Cumbria!’


Carter laughed that laugh. Drum looked around the billet, the boots by the door, the turned-down beds, the gramophone playing be-bop.


‘I always thought the Far East sounded too hot,’ Drum said. ‘I’ll get on fine with Cumbria.’


‘So you’ll come?’ he said. ‘I did hope you’d say yes.’


‘Yes,’ Drum said. ‘What else am I going to do?’


He didn’t want to make it sound angry, didn’t know if he had or had not. Carter wasn’t really listening anyway, he was already taking books from the bookcase, stacking them into a box. Drum followed his lead, packing up his kit bag.


Afterwards, they opened brown ale and Carter proposed a toast.


‘To real war,’ he said.


‘To real war,’ Drum replied.


Within a week, they were at the Civil Defence Training Base in Haverigg, ready to join the two-week course usually undertaken by men in the last fortnight of their service. It had been decided that Carter and Drummond would complete the training in their first two weeks, after which Carter would join his course-mates and Drum would go into the kitchens.


They were split into different billets, thirty men to a hut. Bunking with others again presented challenges. He was careful in the showers. The men were lighter of mood than the ones he was used to, these men so close to their One, the longed-for last day of Service. Drum saw Carter around the base, often in the company of the CO, a man called Jerrick, a close friend of Carter’s father; but Drum and Carter did not speak for almost a week. Back to silence. Back to talking only when spoken to.


They did not take it seriously, his fellow servicemen, or so it seemed to Drum. Perhaps they saw it for what it was: grown men playing war on a two-square-mile playground. They slept well, did not dream of the destruction, thought only of demob and their One. Of heading home, of the lives they would now lead. That’s how it seemed. How it seemed as he envied their snores.


In the mornings there were field exercises in what they all called Doom Town; in the afternoons, short lectures in which they learned of blast radiuses, fallout drift, Hiroshima and Nagasaki. ‘Essential preparations,’ Jerrick said as he put on a radiation suit and mask, the men invited in groups of ten to try them out. Carter was in the first group; Drummond was called towards the end. He breathed heavily in the suit’s interior silence; walked and felt the sensation of wading through deep water; heard his own heartbeat, terrifying fast.


Eventually, in the second week of training, Carter and Drum were paired on rescue detail. They’d been allocated the east side of town, each building to be searched, any dead-body dummies to be stacked and left kerbside; the living, as played by their fellow servicemen, to be assisted if found. Mainly dummies, though.


Inside the bakery, Drum saw flour in the dust, spelt on the floorboards, crusts in the debris. Underneath the oven’s rusted door, someone had arranged an oversized dummy and a long, blackened peel. A point (Drum). A shrug (Carter). A nod (Drum). His turn. Drum dragged the baker, fat even in mock death, to the threshold, his straw lining shedding over the cold stone flags.


When Drum returned, Carter was working the peel in the oven, fishing for imagined loaves.


‘Yesterday, I was in the pub,’ Carter said, the peel moving deep inside the oven.


‘Lucky,’ Drum said.


From his tunic, Carter took a cigarette; from his trouser pocket a box of matches. The flare and smoke in the gloom against explicit orders. He leaned against the oven, hawk nose pinked from cold; cheek-stubble blading despite a first-light shave. Fringe grown out and brushing his eyebrows. Six foot and muscled now, meat on his once-lean frame, man-shaped and man-sized. Face not. Not the defiant confidence of the parade ground, but a little-boy face; whiskers from calling for Mummy.


‘I swear I could smell the beer,’ he said. ‘Like they were still serving. Just for a moment I could see Bobby from the Wolf. The smallest hands you’ve ever seen, Bobby’s. Like a child’s. I saw those hands and I cried for him. The rescue detail came and they were carrying me on a stretcher, and I was crying for Bobby, and for Johnson, Dirty Mac, Syd . . . Imagine crying for that bunch of skates.’


Carter shook his head; Drum looked beyond him to the oven, its dead and empty mouth.


‘You see all this,’ Carter said, ‘and you just know. The scale of it, the absolute violence of it, the terror of it all. You see it and it’s no longer an exercise. What was it that Collins used to say? “Enough to make your shit shiver.” That. Exactly that. They want to make us shit ourselves with fear. It’s what they want.’


Drum looked away, wondered if his fear was coming through his pores, through his skin. When he closed his eyes, he saw the glass on the street, the maws where once there were walls. He saw his grandpa and his great-aunt melted into fat, a slick outside the fishmonger’s window.


‘Maybe,’ Drum said. ‘But I think we’re also supposed to feel hopeful. That we can survive all this.’


‘And do you feel hopeful, Moore?’


‘I feel sick,’ he said. ‘Like I could puke out my whole stomach.’


Carter threw his cigarette into the oven. There was a moment’s glow and then nothing, the black insides black again. Two piped lines from his nose, smoke folding, wicking away. His smile. That smile.


‘Tonight we go out,’ Carter said. ‘Get the stink off.’


‘Cocktails at the Savoy, is it?’ Drum said. ‘Or pink gins at the Palais?’


Carter shook his head, the dramatic way he did, full force of perceived disappointment.


‘There’s a pub. Not too far. Beer’s good apparently.’


‘And there’s a way out?’


‘There’s always a way out.’


They heard voices, loud callings for survivors. A nod (Carter). A nod (Drum).


‘And there’s girls,’ Carter said. ‘I met one last night. Jerrick was good enough to drive me to town after dinner. She has a friend. We’re meeting at eight.’


‘What about Daph—’


‘We’re at war,’ he said. ‘Things are different. You need to realize that.’


As if he didn’t. As if only Carter could see it. Carter looked up and down.


‘And for God’s sake,’ Carter said, ‘wear the good suit. The one I bought you.’


*


He lingers in every shop, picks up cans and tins, sees rats scurry over char and burn. Carter is somewhere. Gwen is somewhere. They are breathing, walking, thinking, and he is here, with the rats; with the cracked bricks and bloated wood. Marking time, letting it run. If Doom Town says anything, it says there are consequences. That decisions have implications. He could go home and it would be safe. It would be safe to take up the old life, for nothing to change. What does he know of love anyway? Better to go home alone than to promise a better life he is unable to deliver.
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Nick has been warned not to set down his pipe on the beer towel, but he does it anyway. She pours his second black and tan and places the jug beside his briar. He looks around the empty saloon, checking for company. His gust has turned to stink.


‘I saw you with your serviceman last night,’ he says. 
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