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PART ONE



England: November 1944






One



I had three books.


One was a thrice-read Western by Zane Grey, one was an Edgar Wallace, and the third was a book of erotic poems by John Wilmot, Lord Rochester – given to me by Conners before my old aircrew split. I missed the old gang more than you could imagine. Grease, our Canadian pilot, had returned to the prairies, and the rest were up north in cushy training berths well out of the way of the war, except for Fergal, who had run away to be a priest. Part of me was glad of that. The other part damned the lot of them for being the jammy sods that they were.


I had given a bomber squadron at Bawne airfield, near Cambridge, twenty-eight trips, and when I drove away from it I took most of the clothes I had arrived in, a little Singer open four-seater I had inherited, and Piotr’s big radio. Piotr was Pete, our rear gunner. Being dead since our last trip, he wouldn’t need either for the time being. I was given two weeks off for good behaviour so I drove north to see my dad, who had evacuated to Glasgow. It wasn’t a city I fell in love with instantly: people seemed to evacuate all over it every Saturday night – mostly from bladder, bowel or stomach – and a girl I had met at St Enoch’s for ten bob put me out of action for a fortnight afterwards. It may seem stupid but I reported for duty at my new station three days before I was due. I couldn’t settle with the civvies.


I didn’t fly: I had done my trips, and was being rested, or screened in a training job. Still on a bloody squadron though. That was unusual, although not completely unknown. It figured because it was an unusual bloody squadron. From Tempsford they flew all over unfriendly Europe in some of the oldest, slowest aircraft the service could find. My job was to house-train their radio operators if they arrived on the squadrons untrained or unwilling, and sort out their kit. I was supposed to deliver W/Ops briefings before their trips if a special briefing was called for. It never was. Anyway; that was the theory of it. They say you live and learn. A lot of the buggers I’d last flown with never learned, and didn’t live that long. QED.


Frohlich walked in while Cab Calloway was singing away, ‘. . . a kiss ain’t a kiss, unless there’s a kick in it’, on Pete’s radio in the room they had given me. That was in a small farm servant’s cottage down the dirt track from Waterloo Farm, which was one of the other names for Tempsford airfield. I was sitting in the armchair with my blankets wrapped around me because the previous night I had used up my coal ration for the week trying to keep the place thawed out. I wasn’t going back into those sodding books, so was open to offers when he stuck his head round the door and called pub.


‘Fancy a pint, Charlie?’


‘Do you think they’ll have a fire on?’


‘Must do; weather like this.’


‘I’m in then.’


‘Good. We can take your car. Ours is running on hope and petrol vapour.’


‘Steal some. Everyone else does.’


He gave me the sad look. He was OK with a pint in his hand, but he didn’t like thieves. Bible basher. Jewish bible. I drove us all up Warden Hill to the Thornton in Everton village: me and Frohlich and his mixed-ranks crew. Tempsford being the funny place that it was, the officers and NCOs spent more off-duty time together than on other squadrons. The bosses looked the other way. Frohlich was a Sergeant Pilot. His Navigator, Klein, was a Flying Officer, and his Radio Operator was a Pilot Officer named Albert Grost. Both outranked him on the ground, but they called him Skip in the air. In my opinion Grost was cack-handed, so I rode him hard over his pathetic Morse signature. The first time I told him to practise he complained to the CO that I was anti-Semitic. Goldie pointed out that the whole of the rest of Frohlich’s crew was from the promised land, and didn’t seem to have a problem with me. I held him back as we all left the bar to hog the small fire in the snug.


I asked him, ‘Look, can I call you Albert, or Al, while we’re here in the pub? I know I’m not part of your team.’


He looked momentarily disconcerted, then, ‘Of course. Albie. You’re Charlie?’


‘Right. I knew another Albie once.’


‘Another radio man? Radio men should stick together.’ Turd. The other Albie was an American tank commander. As soon as I met him I knew he was on the way to shake hands with Dr Death.


‘Right. We got off on the wrong foot. I’m supposed to be the expert, and make sure you’re up to scratch. Not much point if I don’t tell you the truth.’


It had been a bit like fencing, and my last few words had been a definite touch. Touché. He gave me a rueful grin as a reward. He can’t have been more than nineteen.


‘OK. I know my Morse isn’t much good.’


‘I could help.’


‘OK.’ He gave himself a gulp of the hoppy beer. ‘I’ll come to see you tomorrow, all right?’


‘Fine.’ Then I told him. ‘You were right though; I am prejudiced.’


‘I thought so. I’m used to it.’


‘Not this, you’re not. I just hate fucking officers.’


He had that uncertain sort of laugh as we joined the others at the fire.


I slipped out for ten minutes between drink two and drink three, to visit Black Francie where he lay in the churchyard of St Mary’s church behind the pub. He had been an air gunner cut into three pieces by unsociable Germans. We had buried him here about two months earlier. There was a small posy of fresh flowers on his grave. The rich earth on the grave seemed higher somehow, and there was a distinct crack in it at one side. I wondered if it was being lifted by his decomposition gases and moodily pressed it down flat with my foot. Sometimes I said a word or two to him, but on this occasion just being there was enough. The light was fading. Someone had switched on the flare-path lights of the airfield in the valley below us, and I heard the heavy growl of four Hercules radial engines throwing an aircraft into the sky. That would probably be a Hallibag. I felt stupid, a bit lost, and exceptionally lonely. I hated my new squadron, and decided to go and get crocked. The lights flicked off again.


My hangover the next morning was like a deep depression rolling in from south-east Iceland. I vowed abstinence for the rest of my life if God would take it away and give it to Hitler. God didn’t listen to me.


The CO called me up at about 0900. The NCOs all called him ‘Goldie’ because of the colour of his hair and moustache. The officers called him Squadron Leader, knelt, crossed themselves, and wiped their tongues with toilet paper afterwards. That probably explained the toilet-paper crisis: there had been none on the station for weeks apparently. Each bog was hung with wads of cut squares of newspaper, neatly threaded on looped string. I used to look for the crosswords and the cartoons, but someone was always there before me, and nicked the drawings of Jane.


He asked me to sit down, which was never a good sign.


‘Settled in, Sergeant?’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘Any problems?’


‘It’s been a little difficult sorting my duties out, sir. There’s nothing on paper, and I didn’t meet the man I replaced.’


‘Seen the squadron Radio Officer?’


‘Not yet, sir. He hasn’t been here since I arrived. No one seems to know where he is.’


‘We can be a bit like that sometimes.’


‘I understand, sir.’


‘I don’t think that you do, but you will, if you stick around long enough.’


Attack being the best defence and all that, I pressed on.


‘Shall I just carry on then, sir? At present I liaise between the ground staff and the aircraft, and check new men who haven’t flown with you before.’


‘Sounds spot-on, Sergeant. Initiative.’


‘It can be a bit difficult because I don’t actually know what they do on these sorties, sir. I was thinking of hitching a lift on one of them. Bat myself in, so to speak.’


‘Good idea, Sergeant. I shouldn’t be surprised if your predecessors didn’t do the same. Anything else?’


One of us was being a twerp. I wasn’t sure which one.


‘When I left Bawne, sir, my old CO put me up for canonization. They wanted me to continue as an officer. I think that it was a reward for living long enough.’


‘Yes; I’ve read your papers. Nothing’s come down from Wing yet. Worried?’


‘Only the principle of it, sir. If they think I’m worth more, they should pay me more.’


He gave me a fiver from his desk drawer as if it was a tip. It probably made him feel good.


‘Don’t ask me where it comes from; my clerk gives me more whenever I ask. It seems that the War House thinks we need more filth than most outfits.’


I couldn’t tell him that I didn’t need it, once I’d opened my mouth: I would have to talk to Frohlich, I thought. I buttoned it into my right top pocket, saluted and about-turned; I felt a party coming on. Or maybe I should speak to the American Master Sergeant guy I knew at Thurleigh Field, and make him an offer for a box of toilet paper.


Tommo Thomsett from Thurleigh told me that the Kraut and his U-boats had deliberately targeted vessels carrying toilet paper, and torpedoed them in the Atlantic. This had led to what he described as ‘a little supply side difficulty’. I got a box of flat packets for three quid, which was extortionate. Then he told me he was glad I was back. He didn’t like to lose an old customer.


Later that week I shared a breakfast table with Frohlich. He gave me his bacon, and asked me, ‘Have you noticed that some beggar is stealing all of the Jane cartoons from the arse paper?’


‘Yes. I saw that.’


‘Wonder who?’


‘Some spy, I should think.’


‘I should have thought of that,’ he told me.


They operated the need to know system at Tempsford, so naturally nobody ever knew anything. The squadrons didn’t consider that I needed to know much at all. I was surprised to find it rather suited me. My mum used to say that what you didn’t know couldn’t hurt you. The flue from her kitchen stove had leaked, and she didn’t know about that. It killed her and my kid sister. I suppose you can’t be right about everything.


There were two resident squadrons, 138 and 161, who clandestinely flew people and materials to the parts of Europe that Adolf was still in love with. They also brought people out again. The aircraft they operated varied from small Lysanders and twin-engined Hudsons, which actually landed over there, to the big Halifax and Stirling bombers: four-engined jobs like the Lanc I flew on my tour.


A week or so after my arrival I had stood at the WVS canteen lorry behind the converted parachute store in which they kitted out the passengers, who they called Joes, and watched a Hallibag limbering up its engines for a trip across the Channel somewhere. It looked very old, and huffed and puffed a bit. It made a lot of smoke. There was a scruffy Flight Lieutenant with a full set of wings alongside me, blowing on his tea. He was probably fifteen years older than me, and his uniform, although clean, hadn’t seen an iron since it had been issued to him – it gave him a curious boneless look. He’d borrowed his moustache from Douglas Fairbanks, but it didn’t give him the edge he’d hoped for, and he wore his Irvine flying jacket over his shoulders like a cape. I thought that he’d seen The Dawn Patrol at his local fleapit too often at Saturday morning pictures, but he was the only one left to talk to. I asked him how long they would be out. Stupid question: my speciality.


‘As long as a string of bangers, old son. Could be going to the bloody moon and back, couldn’t they?’


‘Sorry. I’m new here.’


‘I guessed. It’s bad form to ask about a trip on this station, but I won’t tell on you. I’m David Clifford. Most people call me Cliff.’


‘I’m Charlie Bassett. I was sent here as a radio instructor, but I can’t find anyone to instruct.’


‘Don’t knock it. Let them come to you.’


‘I’ll remember that. I can’t seem to find my boss either; he’s the Station Radio Officer. Stan somebody.’


‘He went out on a trip to Never Never Never Land three weeks ago, and he’s walking back.’


‘What’s Never Never Never Land?’


‘Never ask. Never go there. Never land there if you do.’


He took a thick gulp of tea: he must have had an asbestos throat.


‘Do you really know that he’s alive and walking back?’


‘Yes, we do, actually, old son. You’ll learn the form quick enough.’


‘What do you do?’


‘I call myself the odd-job man, but the Group Captain calls me an Intelligence Officer. But I can fly a bit as well: it’s what we like here – sort of jack-of-all-trades. Someone must have picked you out for the job.’


‘I can’t believe that.’


‘You’d be surprised.’ Then he spun the chamber on me. ‘Fancy a bevvy? They won’t be back until tomorrow. There’s a good bar at Blunham, just down the road, that I’d be pleased to introduce you to – and I understand you’ve got a flash little car at your disposal. If I’d been running your security checks, the first thing I would have asked was how a humble Sergeant could afford that.’


‘It was inherited. From a good rear gunner who ran out of luck.’


‘Ah. One of those. It’s an ill wind, and all that.’


‘Yes. I suppose so.’ I think that that was the first time I really believed that Pete the Pink Pole was dead, and wasn’t about to turn up from another irregular couple of days’ leave in London, with a new bird on his arm.


I didn’t tell him that I already knew the bar at Blunham: it was where I had first met Albie Grost. When he got drunk he recited reams of beautiful poetry, and the whole bar fell silent to listen to him. That’s why I kept on leaning on him, and that’s how I ended up teaching him how to palm Morse code when your fingers stopped working. What goes around, comes around.


There was still no sign of my missing officer a few days later. I badgered Cliff, but eventually he pulled rank and told me to bog off for pay parade. Everything comes to him who waits, he told me. Then, ‘What’s the hurry, old son?’


‘This doesn’t feel like fighting a war.’


‘I told you before: don’t knock it. The old man will call for you when he’s ready.’


‘Which old man?’


‘The one with the scythe and the long grey beard.’


I asked Frohlich if I could fly with his crew, using the excuse of checking Albie out after I retrained him.


‘No.’ Just like that.


‘No. Just like that? Why?’


‘We like you, Charlie. You fixed up Albie just right.’


‘Thanks.’


‘But your trips have run out. Maybe your luck has. We think that you should stay on the ground until you’ve earned more karma. Maybe you used up all you had, going to Germany last month. Leave it out.’


‘What’s karma?’


‘It’s like directed luck; only you have to earn it, it doesn’t come free.’


‘How do you earn it?’


‘By being good.’


‘I am being good.’


‘Be good for a bit longer. Then we’ll take you.’


‘Is that Jewish. That karma?’


‘No, it’s universal. It’s Buddhist.’


‘But you’re not a Buddhist.’


‘How do you know? Perhaps everyone is Buddhist.’


‘They can’t be. We’re fighting a world war: several of them. Buddhists don’t kill people.’


We were in the recreation room at Hazells Hall, which was our HQ building: it had a nice little bar. Frohlich was thrashing me at billiards. The rest of his crew were sprawled in and over comfortable old leather armchairs with books and magazines. He extended his left arm, and moved it around to include them all.


‘Neither do we,’ he said.


His navigator looked up from his book and smiled at me. He’d heard it all before.


The next pilot I asked was a small guy, like me. A dark Taffy named Tippett. He said, ‘Good idea. Tomorrow night if the light’s all right?’


‘Thanks, sir.’ He was an officer type, and I was doing the asking, after all. ‘This will really help me.’


‘And then you’ll be more help to us. That’s the idea.’


I thought that I could put up with him for six hours. Just.


Frohlich’s crew touched me by coming to see me off. Then Frohlich said, ‘This is a mistake, Charlie.’ In that preacher’s tone I’d come to recognize.


‘That’s what my dad always said I was.’


In the timber-clad parachute shed disguised as a barn, they put us crew through the same routine as the two Joes with the one-way tickets. We had to prove that our clothes bore no labels, and that our pockets were empty of anything except escape gear. I was left with just my old fibre ID tags, and my pay-book, to say who I was. Then we had to wait for the Joes, because the packers had already loaded stores containers into the aircraft. The two Joes, a scared-looking man and a woman, were taken behind canvas screens for the business. I was surprised to hear them both being offered the option of walking away from it. I heard the man say, ‘No. It’s fine,’ too loudly. I didn’t hear the woman.


The telephone rang in the shed whilst they were being checked, and I was called over. It was Goldie, the CO.


‘Sorry to butt in, Bassett, but I thought you’d want to know your papers have come through. We’ll get them ticked up, and you’ll be an officer by the time you get back. Party tomorrow night. Congrats.’


‘Thank you, sir. I’ll have to spend all that money you gave me.’


‘. . . and the rest of it. Good luck tonight.’


I said Thank you, and put the receiver down. I suddenly tasted bile in my mouth: that was the fear. On my last squadron no one would have dreamed of wishing you good luck, for fear of bringing down the other thing on you.


We trudged to a bloody old Stirling which was more patches than aeroplane. The pilot was cheerful: I’d picked a cretin for my first operational sortie from Tempsford. The pretty WAAF had given me a peck on the cheek and had said adieu: no one had done that to me before, either. I trooped out to the heap with the two Joes and the crew, which included a wisecracking Dispatcher. Nerves. I was last to board and turned instinctively to dog the door shut behind me. Their rear gunner, who hadn’t said a word to me so far, nodded, and double-checked the door. I liked that: always go to war with a cautious man alongside you, not a fucking hero. The Joes were strapped into side-by-side seats against the fuselage skin. I had to sit on the floor of the blanked-off bomb-bay with the Dispatcher, our backs to a bulkhead.


The pilot started and ran up the four Hercules engines one after the other. The last one fired up rough. He shut them down, and then tried again. This time they ran perfectly. I could sense that the Dispatcher was tense. He leaned towards me and shouted, ‘It’s the mag for the starboard outer. Always was a shit. No worries.’ Aussie.


I think I must have nodded. I felt the aircraft begin to move – away from its hard-standing, and around the peri-track. This part of the trip had always seemed the longest to me: I was all right once I was in the air. Through the small square window to my right I got occasional flashes of the full moon over the trees towards Tempsford village. At the end of the huge strip the pilot ran the engines up again, against the brakes, and then there was the sensation of launch: the jerk and the slow thrust forward against the bumps, and the grumbles of the Stirling, as it prepared to throw itself at the sky.


The Aussie leaned forward, and pushed my loose radio connection into a small jack on the bulkhead behind me. I could suddenly hear the pilot’s mumbled monologue above the howl of the motors. The sense of movement ceased, and was followed by the staggered thumps of the main under-carriage wheels into their spaces under the inner engines. At that moment I think that I heard two things separately but together: one of the engines screaming faster and louder than the others, and also the pilot’s unhurried voice.


‘Pilot to crew, take . . .’


Then there was a huge concussion, and my world became yellow and red – I saw the woman Joe, her head on fire. Finally it was black. All over.


For the time being.





Two



If I had dreams, I didn’t remember them. There was a tune running through my mind, somewhere just below the pain threshold. That first time it was ‘Tiger Rag’ played by Bunny Berigan. Mind that tiger . . . it told me, over and over again. It reminded me of a Hindu proverb: Do not curse your god for creating the tiger; bless him for not giving it wings. The music is there every morning now, and although the tunes are different, they linger all day.


My new world was full of shining dazzling hospital whites, which made my eyes water. That was my excuse, anyway. A man’s voice, slow and with that Bedfordshire twang, asked, ‘Can you hear me, son?’


When I didn’t reply he said, ‘You’ve had a bit of an accident. You were in an air crash.’


I shut my eyes. My brain issued orders to move my tongue and my lips, trying to make, ‘How long . . .?’ but my voice dried up. My lips felt dry and brittle, and parts of my mouth seemed stuck together, and not to work too well. I had a raging thirst.


‘Days. You’ve been ill; but they tell me you’re through the worst. You breathed in flames.’


‘Must give up smoking.’


‘That’s the ticket. Hang on half a mo, I’m going to get the nurse.’


I tried to tell him, ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ but my voice croaked out to nothing halfway through.


I must have drifted off again. When I reopened my eyes they still weren’t too useful. There was a nurse in whites fussing about me. She smelled of soap, so at least one of my senses was functioning, but I couldn’t focus on her. I didn’t know if she was plain or a looker. I was pleased to realize that I could still wonder about that when my face, mouth and shoulders hurt so bloody much. I could see the Bedfordshire accent alongside her in outline, and I could see his khaki clothes. Bloody brown job.


He told me later that he was a veteran of the last bash – more than thirty when he was demobbed in 1919. He had presented himself at the hospital in his old Yeomanry uniform during the Battle of Britain, and installed himself as a part-time nursing attendant, despite various medical objections. He just adopted individual fallen heroes, and nursed them through to their discharge – one way or another, if you get my drift. When my eyes started to come back a few days later I saw his stripes: a Sergeant like me. So that was all right then. Once, when the pain of my face overcame me, and I couldn’t touch it for fear of damaging the scorched skin, I cried. I couldn’t help it. He sat and held my hands. After a couple of days one of my periods of sensibility coincided with the bedside inspection of Herr Doktor: I didn’t know her name at that stage, but learned later that her name was Hildegard. She spoke with a husky, strained European accent, like Marlene Dietrich. She smiled a tired smile, sat on a chair beside the bed, and said that my face was all right and that only my shoulders were bad. She said that even they should heal quickly, but that they would always be ugly and scarred and twisted. She didn’t hold back. In later life, she told me, they might give me a spot of trouble.


‘Face?’


‘Not so bad. People might think that you were an inefficient schoolboy boxer, but the skin still looks like skin. You only had a light grilling. I was more worried about your eyes, that was once you had started breathing properly again. You might have to watch your chest for a few years.’


I tried to smile without cracking the crust the skin around my mouth had grown into.


‘I’d rather watch yours.’


The light in her eyes went out: I knew immediately that I’d said the wrong thing. She said flatly, ‘I’m fifty.’ As if that meant anything.


‘Where are you from?’


‘Germany. A big town: you won’t have heard of it.’


‘What is it called?’


‘Krefeld. Why? Do you know it?’


‘No.’


At least I was feeling well enough to start lying again. I had been to Krefeld three or four times and left it burning. Left some pals there too.


The Sergeant’s name was Bernard. He told me afterwards, ‘Some of the men won’t let her near them because she’s German.’


‘Idiots. If the bus-driver has a heart attack, you don’t ask the man who grabs the wheel if he has a driving licence.’


‘That’s quite clever, son.’


‘Someone told me. I can’t remember who. Am I going to get out for Christmas?’


He shook his head.


‘Definitely not, but there’ll be some sort of a party for the walking wounded, and some of the nurses are goers. You want a beer?’


‘Yes. How?’


‘You got a crate of it under your bed. Some Yank rolled in with it for you a couple of days after you arrived. That, and a big box of flat bog paper: the hospital staff nicked that, I’m afraid. We’ve been short for months.’


‘Are you on the squares of newsprint like the rest of us?’


‘Aye.’


‘Does someone always nick the Jane cartoons off them?’


‘Aye. How did you know?’


‘It must be some sort of crime epidemic.’


‘You’re talking crap again, Charlie, instead of shitting it. You must be ready for your snooze.’


My father got time off and came south, and was in the room with me during the worst times, a week after the crash . . . turns out that he and Bernard were in adjacent trenches in 1916, and they got on famously after they found that out, swapping trench-foot stories. The RAF sent me a new uniform with a decent walking-out jacket, peaked cap and the proper badges for a newly promoted officer. Perhaps they’d awarded me the accident in revenge for my having lived long enough to become an officer.


The Christmas party was a light-hearted, gay affair in an indoor squash court. There was dancing to a wind-up gramophone, and a bar. Most of the booze was home-made. My father came down again for it, and when he and Bernard sat in straight chairs out in front and sang ‘The Charlie Chaplin Song’, instead of laughing, everybody started to cry. I disgraced myself by fainting while I was dancing the Beguine with a spotty Irish redhead. Bernard told me that it had looked quite comical, because she had continued dancing with me well after I was out of it: flinging me about like a corpse. Then she realized that I might be, screamed and dropped me.


Bernard told me that when I awoke, which was days later, sometime near January. Dad had gone home earlier, a bit shaken up. As soon as I opened my eyes Bernard slipped out to telephone him. He must have tipped Dr Hildegard off, because as he left she swept in. She made me drink a half pint of water before allowing me to sit up, or speak. When I looked down I could see that I was skin and bone; my pyjama jacket hung off me. I asked her, ‘What happened to me?’


‘If I was a foul-mouthed Englishman I should say Buggered if I know!’


‘But you’re not. You’re my doctor; for which I am grateful.’


‘I am glad we have cleared that up. But it doesn’t alter the case: I don’t know what happened to you. You passed out, and slipped into a coma. We tried for the best part of a day to bring you round.’


‘No good?’


‘No good. You just lay there with a nasty grin. Several eminent doctors from other hospitals have visited you. They didn’t know what to do either, so I feel better about it. Now that you’re back I shall consider you one of my successes.’


‘What do you think happened to me? Your best professional judgement.’


‘I think that you banged your head in the accident, and that we didn’t notice. Bad internal head injuries are often revealed by severe swelling of the head: haematomas.’


‘Yes?’


‘By the time you were brought in here your head was badly swollen anyway – by the heat and your burns. I think that that concealed an impact injury – I missed it.’


‘Will it happen again?’


She shrugged.


‘I don’t know. I don’t think so, but there is a dying Australian next door who has a phrase for it.’


‘What’s that?’


‘No guarantees.’


‘Situation normal,’ I told her. Then, ‘I think I’ll get up.’


She smiled. It took years off her, but she shook her head, ‘Definitely not. This time we go slowly. I asked Bernard to bring you a perambulator. He will push you about.’


‘But he’s as old as my father.’


‘. . . and he doesn’t go around crashing aeroplanes.’


Bernard walked in preceded by an ancient wooden wheel-chair.


I said, ‘Jawohl, Frau Doktor,’ and earned a scowl from the woman who had kept me alive since December. Bad one, Charlie.


Bernard took me visiting the larger wards, although they depressed me. There were a lot of people with bits missing, and sometimes, when you looked behind their eyes, you realized that there were bits missing there as well. The only positive note was that a nurse sat with me through each night. The night nurses were young, and some of them pretty; and when I couldn’t sleep flirted with me until I felt drowsy.


The spotty Irish redhead was one of them: she wasn’t spotty any longer. She had long, wavy and lustrous red hair, and when I told her that I was in love with her she laughed it off. Late one night she leaned back in the uncomfortable upright chair they used to keep my nurses awake in the wee small ones, kicked off her shoes, and rested her feet on the edge of my bed. I could have touched them, but I think that that would have spoiled it. The small radio the girls had smuggled into my room was burbling away to a dance station in the background. It was the Glenn Miller Band and ‘String of Pearls’. I asked her, ‘When will they move me out of here, and into the general ward?’


‘I’m not sure they will: you’re too unusual.’


Then I noticed the tears running down her cheeks. My heart gave a huge scared lurch.


‘Don’t be sad. I don’t mind.’


‘What?’


‘That I’m going to die.’


‘Don’t be soppy. What are you talking about?’


‘Then why are you crying?’


She wiped her cheeks with a slightly used handkerchief. ‘I always cry when I hear “String of Pearls”, stupid. I remember him when he was alive.’


‘Who?’


‘Glenn Miller, of course.’


‘Is he dead?’


‘Yes. His plane went down in the Channel in December. Didn’t you know?’


‘No. It must have happened when I was hibernating . . . I’m not going to die then?’


‘ ’course not. Don’t be daft. We’ll discharge you in a week or so if you don’t faint again.’ She sniffed, and prodded my hip gently through the blankets with her stockinged foot. A reprieve, and what’s more things were looking more promising.


‘Does my face look good enough to kiss yet?’


‘Getting there, Charlie Bassett: I’ll tell you when it is.’


The next night she brought me a newspaper she had saved; its front page announced the band leader’s loss in big black words, around a large publicity photograph of him wearing the Major’s cap I had last seen him with. You may not believe this, but the face I recognized was that of a Major I’d once seen going into the American Red Cross Officers’ Club in Bedford with a girl I’d met. Then again, snoozing in the seat behind me, a fellow passenger in a light aircraft, in which he’d offered me a lift to Manchester. I had flown a trip with Glenn Miller, and hadn’t known it: that must have amused him. I told her, and she went all snotty.


‘You don’t have to shoot a line with me, Charlie Bassett; everyone has a Glenn Miller story these days.’


Privately I agreed with her, and decided to leave it at that. Anyway, that was the night she gave in to my jokes, slipped the small bolt on the door, and into my bed. She had long milky white legs, and smelled of Lifebuoy. It had been a long time, and I wasn’t too handy, but she didn’t seem to mind. When I hugged her into my sore shoulder after the event I told her, ‘I don’t even know your first name.’


‘Give me one.’


‘Again? Let me get my breath back, love.’


‘Don’t be silly; give me a name. Make one up.’


‘Gloria.’


‘Like Gloria Swanson. I like that; I’ll keep it forever for whenever I’m going to be bad. Now; give me one.’


‘Seriously?’


‘Seriously.’


‘Even if it kills me?’


‘I’m a nurse. You’re in good hands.’


*


Bernard went a bit odd at the end of January. In ’45 we were a nation of people going a bit odd. It must have been something to do with the war. He’d been in a secret specialized Home Guard mob before and told nobody about it. Now he had to go back to parades, and carrying his rifle openly, although still wearing his 1914–18 uniform. They were bloody awful days. I read a hundred books, and didn’t remember a word of them.


David Clifford began visiting me about then. The first thing he said was, ‘There appears to be a soldier from the Great War sitting outside your door: rifle, bayonet, puttees, gas mask round his neck; the bloody lot. Bloody strange. He asked me for a pass before he’d let me in.’


‘Got one?’


‘As a matter of fact I have. Signed by your CO.’


‘I didn’t think he knew I was here.’


‘Not that one. Your German doctor, Doctor Hildegard somebody.’


‘Where the bloody hell have you been? I’ve been here for ages, and no sod from the squadrons has been anywhere near me.’ I tailed off sort of lamely, ‘. . . it’s a poor bloody show. That’s what I think.’


Cliff looked smart; well, as smart as he could. He had his sheepskin-lined flying jacket over his uniform. I felt disadvantaged: I was sitting in a cane chair they had brought me, but was still in pyjamas and a dressing gown. They had hidden my walking-out clothes in case I did.


‘You haven’t been listening, have you? Visiting, except next of kin, was verboten. Frau Doktor’s orders: kaput.’


‘That means finished: it looks as if it’s just started again, if you’re here.’


‘That’s the style, old boy. The bang on your head didn’t do permanent damage then?’


‘You know about that too, do you?’


‘Yes, the Colonel told me when he briefed me to come down for this little session.’


‘Colonel?’


‘My boss.’


‘I thought you were in the RAF.’


‘See? You picked it up: I knew you were feeling better as soon as I walked in the room. Can I sit down?’


He pulled the hard upright chair towards him: it didn’t look as if I had much say in the matter.


Bernard put his head round the door. He was wearing his helmet. He ignored Cliff but asked me, ‘Everything OK, sir?’


‘Fine Bernard, but don’t call me sir: we were both still sergeants when I arrived.’


‘You won’t overdo it, sir?’


‘No, Bernard.’ I sighed. ‘I’m fine. I’ll call you if he gets difficult. A couple of cups of char wouldn’t come amiss.’


‘I’ll get one of the young ladies to see to it, sir.’


Cliff asked, ‘What would he do, if I got difficult?’


‘Bayonet you, I think.’


‘You’re serious, aren’t you? Why would he do that?’


‘We haven’t established that. He adopted me when I arrived here: it’s something we haven’t discussed. Have we, Bernard?’ I directed the last three words at the open door. Beyond it Bernard barked, ‘No need, sir.’


Cliff said, ‘I suppose that closing the door is out of the question?’


Bernard’s next bark beat me to it.


‘It is.’


I told him, ‘OK, that’s enough, Bernard.’ Then I told Cliff, ‘But he’s right; the door stays open.’


Bernard brought the tea in. He gave Cliff the one with tea slopped into the saucer.


Cliff said, ‘He wasn’t here when you came in.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Because I was.’


‘How come?’


‘I travelled in the meat wagon with you. In case you had any famous last words; that sort of thing.’


‘Was that important?’


‘Yes: there was no one else, you see.’ He looked away, regret on his face, but not grief. For some reason that struck me as very professional.


‘Thank you.’


‘Think nothing of it. You were in a bit of a state. It took us about half an hour to find you. The old cow had veered hard to the west as she went in . . .’


‘That was because the starboard outer went mad, and pushed her that way. I was in a Lanc that did that once: my pilot fought her all the way back from Germany.’


‘That’s what I came today to find out.’


‘Don’t you know what happened?’


‘You’re not listening again, Charlie. I told you: no one else made it.’


A picture came into my mind.


‘I saw the female Joe. Her head was on fire.’


‘Don’t tell me any of that, Charlie. I don’t need to know.’


‘Squeamish?’


‘No. It’s just a matter of taste. Don’t forget that the silly sods made you an officer.’


There was one of those gaps in the conversation until I asked him, ‘You said I looked in a bit of a state?’


‘We found you sitting up against a grave stone in Tempsford graveyard. Initially I thought that that was quite appropriate. You’d been blown about twenty yards into it by the last explosion. Your face was puffed up, and black. You had strips of curled skin hanging from your shoulders . . .’


From outside the door Bernard coughed once.


I said, ‘It’s OK, Bernard. I want to hear this.’


Cliff said, ‘I can’t get over the way your face has healed. You don’t look burned too much.’


‘Frau Doktor says that I was lucky. My shoulders are worse. When I move you can see exactly the way the muscles expand and contract: I can make them dance to Dorsey Brothers tunes. Want me to show you?’


‘No thanks, old boy. Sounds ghastly; sorry.’


‘She tells me that the greatest effect on my face will be to the hair follicles: something goes wrong with them when they’re burned up. I won’t ever have a moustache or beard: probably won’t have to shave again.’


‘Handy.’


‘Yes. I thought so. Why did you call your Boss the Colonel?’


‘Sometimes I think you radio ops can’t take anything in unless it’s coming through a pair of headphones. I told you before that the people down there are more flexible than your usual service wallah. My boss is a Colonel because the brown jobs run the security. They run the security because they run the operations out there that we deliver to. We’re only delivery boys: don’t forget that.’


‘Seems odd.’


‘I’ll tell you something odder: they want you back for something when you’re ready. They must be even stupider than we are.’


‘Your Army takes itself too bloody seriously. Can Frohlich visit me?’


‘No. He’s gone.’


‘Where?’


Cliff shrugged. I pushed him.


‘What happened to them?’


‘You don’t need to know,’ he told me. And that was that. Funnily enough I felt better after that. I’d always thought that Frohlich would visit, and I was miffed that his people had forgotten me so quickly. I wondered if they were lying in a prison camp, hospitals or deep in Mother Earth. I turned away from it: Cliff would never tell me.


‘That Yank,’ Bernard told me a day later. ‘He’s back, sir.’


‘Then let him in.’


I felt better. They let me wear my RAF jacket over my pyjamas: it made me feel as if I was still part of something.


‘He hasn’t got a pass.’


‘Sell him one.’


Tommo slouched in a couple of minutes later, and crash-landed on the upright chair.


He said, ‘Your guard made me pay him for the privilege of visiting. I thought that I was supposed to be the gangster back here. Not for long, though.’


‘Thank you for coming to see me, Dave, and what does that mean?’


He tossed a carton of Luckies and a package of pipe tobacco on the bed, and told me, ‘Shipping me home. I been here since 1943, and now we’re winning they’re shipping me home.’


‘What did you do?’


‘Nothing: they say I’ve done my bit. Uncle Sam says, Thanks; but you can go home now.’


‘That’s great.’


‘No it ain’t. What about my business?’


‘Being a gangster?’


‘Don’t be funny. I’ve a good number here. Back at Fort Nowhere I’ll be up to my arse in non-com officers who spend their time in the john reading the rule book. Then they’ll pull up their pants, pull the chain, and throw the goddam thing at me.’


‘They’ll wipe their arses first,’ I told him.


‘What with? I just arranged the whole year’s sanitation paper allocation shipped over here to fill your needs.’


‘I’ll phone Winston, and tell him there was a mistake. Get him to send some back again.’


‘Truly?’


‘He wouldn’t know what it is. He has aides-de-camp to wipe for him.’


‘Yeah, we got those in the US too.’


This took about thirty seconds it seemed, and then we were both grinning. I could grin now without my face cracking in half. Dave said, ‘You’re looking almost human. Time you got a nice English girl.’


‘I had one, thanks, Tommo. Are you serious about leaving?’


He sighed as if he meant it, and looked at his funny peaked olive cap, as he twisted it in his hands.


‘Yeah. It’s a shit; so I came to ask a favour. There were some things I couldn’t arrange to sell off or move: they don’t give you all that much notice – they’re in two kitbags outside with your mastiff. Will you stash them for me until I come back for them?’


‘Is that likely?’


‘Christ, yes: I’ll find someone’s palm to cross with silver once I’m back over there; I’ll try for a posting in Germany – that’s where the money will be when it’s all over.’


‘It’s not knocked-off gear that I’ll go to prison for if I’m caught with it?’


‘Christ, no. I wouldn’t do that to you. Not without telling you. We’re buddies, ain’t we?’


‘We’re buddies,’ I confirmed. It made me feel very old. ‘Of course I’ll keep it for you. How long have you got?’


‘A few days. Then they’re flying me out to Ireland – Nutts Corner or the Lodge – then a big boat home from Belfast Loch.’


‘I always thought that an appropriate name for an airfield – Nutts Corner. Can you make a few telephone calls for me before you go? See if you can find out where Grace is; I can’t ask the people here – they don’t know her.’


Tommo Thomsett knew Grace – a girl I knew. She’d known me, and a lot of other men that I knew, if you get my drift. She was an ATA pilot I’d last seen about six weeks before my accident. At that time she was pregnant and deciding what to do about it. I’d asked her to marry me a few times: at that time it was a compulsion I had every time a pair of knickers hit the deck. The point is that Grace was the only one to have said Yes so far; albeit in a vague sort of way.


I’d asked her, ‘Marry me?’


She had said something like, ‘OK. Yes. Once the war is over.’


‘OK.’


‘. . . if you can find me.’


That was the nearest I got.


The American said, ‘Amazing! You still hankering after her?’


‘Yes; stupid, isn’t it? I’m going to miss you too, Tommo.’ I meant it.


‘Not for long you won’t.’ I could take that two ways, couldn’t I?


He called me back a few days later to say that Grace was AWOL: nobody knew where she was. He’d attracted some heat, he said, even asking the questions. And her father would like to see me when I got out. That was her stepfather. He had as much reason to worry as the rest of us. Not many people knew that.


Early February drifted in. Bernard was putting bets on for me with a runner he knew at his local. I always lost, but I was training for after the war: I was going to be a racing journalist. I didn’t know much about the horses but I liked the idea, and I’d seen Prince Monolulu on the cinema newsreels.


A few days before Frau Doktor signed my movement order Bernard strolled in unannounced, took the upright chair to its limit with his mass, and told me, ‘Your dad’s looking in tomorrow, sir. Him and your uncle.’


‘Good. I was wondering how Dad was.’


‘Most people write letters: you could try that.’


‘I’m going to get paid for what I write.’


‘You’re a mercenary little bugger, sir, and useless with the gee-gees. Anyway, he’s just popping in to say goodby-ee for the present. Him and your uncle.’


‘Why? Where are they off to?’


‘France. Then Germany most like; I almost envy them.’


‘Don’t be daft, they’re old men.’


There was a bit of a hiatus then: because they would have been round about the same age as Bernard. He asked me, ‘They were in the trenches, weren’t they? During the last lot?’


‘You know Dad was. You swapped trenchie stories with him over Christmas, didn’t you?’


‘So I did. What did he do over there?’


‘Pioneer. They both were. Dug holes for other people most of the time. They probably dug yours.’


‘There you are then. His Country needs him again, and all that; only as a civvie on better wages. Loads of the old fellahs are doing it. Loads of spondulicks around, apparently. The front is moving so fast they need people who can dig trenches quickly. Your old man spotted his chance.’


‘Silly sod! What if he cops it?’


‘I don’t think that he cares much, sir. Like father, like son. Why is that?’


‘He evacuated my mum and my sister with him to Scotland when our house was doodlebugged last year. My uncle found them a flat. Dad found a job. There was something the matter with the stove in the flat. He got home from night shift one morning to find them dead in their beds. It changed him. Changed us both.’


‘Is that what you fell out over, sir?’


‘Yeah, but only for a couple of weeks. No point staying mad at the only one you’ve got left.’


‘But he still feels it, I’ll bet. Him and his brother both. So they’ve gone to take it out on the Jerry, by digging trenches all over his allotments.’


I wanted to leave hospital in my uniform. Frau Doktor was there to say goodbye. She had to lean down to kiss me, and I was surprised when she did. When Gloria did the same I felt her hot little tongue slide briefly into my mouth, like a wren in a hedgerow.


She asked, ‘Will you come back and show us how you are?’


‘Of course.’


‘I know you’ll never write.’


‘How?’


‘You haven’t written to anyone from here, have you? You’ll not come back either.’


‘Give me another kiss.’


She obliged. She was an obliging sort of girl.


‘Yes I will,’ I told her. ‘I’ll come back for more of those.’


It was a lie, but her smile was half worth it. Cliff thumped my half-filled old leather case and Tommo’s two heavy kitbags into the space behind the front seats of the Singer.


‘Strewth. What have you got in these?’


‘Don’t know. I’m minding them for a friend.’


I drove and crashed the gears all the way to Bedford, until I got the hang of it again. Cliff rested his arm over the low door and watched the grey-green countryside sliding past, pretending not to notice. I told him, ‘We should have put the hood up, it’s bound to rain before we get back,’ and of course it bloody did.





Three



‘. . . I don’t need it, sir. All I need is a week for what I’ve got to do.’ Goldie had been asking me about the two weeks’ crash leave I was entitled to.


Then he said, ‘Good-oh,’ and ‘. . . Famous,’ and noticed me looking at a patch of sticky tape covering a piece of skull where a hank of his famous fair hair was missing. He patted it gingerly. ‘Left a bit in Holland. Bloody Germans, I think. You’d think they’d give up.’


‘I keep on wishing they would, sir. They’ve lost. Where shall I report when I get back?’


‘Motor pool. If you need a car choose yourself a good one. One of those big Humber staff cars should do the trick.’


‘Motor pool, sir? What about the radio workshop?’


‘Christ no, old man. Old Stan was back in time for Christmas, like Santa Claus – walked over the front line in Belgium somewhere. You’re an officer now, and one squadron radio officer is more than enough. We found him a new Sergeant: we had a bit of a run on Sergeant W/Ops last year, didn’t we?’ I understood that I wasn’t supposed to reply; I had been one of them, after all. ‘. . . so we’re lending you to Major England. Liaison. He’s probably over the other side right now – he has a batman he calls Raffles. You’ll find them good value: altogether a cushy number to let you get your eye back in.’


‘What will I be doing with Major England, sir?’


‘Buggered if I know, the brown jobs never tell us anything, but it’s something David Clifford has cooked up. He said you were a handy driver. Know anything about cars?’


‘Very little, sir.’


‘Piece of cake. Earth, fire, air and water: they run on the same principles as medieval magic. You’ll soon get the hang of it. I was a medievalist at Cambridge; that seems like half a lifetime ago now . . . Anyway, enjoy your seven days, and enjoy your little trip.’


‘Sir?’


‘Your little trip. We’re throwing you back up into the wide blue yonder for an hour to see if you can still cope. You know the idea: if you fall off a horse get back into the saddle as quick as you can. Some can’t, you know; not after a serious crack-up.’


I couldn’t resist it.


‘I wonder why?’


I deliberately left off the sir, and Goldie just as deliberately ignored it. He had my open file on his desk. He closed it with a snap, gave me the big eye and muttered, ‘Dismissed.’


That’s what the umpire used to say to me with such relish at school cricket matches. Bastards.


*


Would you believe it? It was another fucking Stirling. And Cliff was going to fly the bloody thing. We walked out to it with Strainer, who was a buckshee Flight Engineer, and a nineteen-feet-tall Navigator. Cliff referred to him as ‘Big Job’: he filled a comfortable space below the Skipper. Strainer looked, frankly, as if he wasn’t all there. He reminded me of some of the types in the big ward. I shook hands with them both, remembering briefly how courteously Sir Thomas More had greeted his executioners.


Cliff asked me, ‘Windy?’


‘A bit, sir, I think. I usually am until we get going.’


‘That’s all right then.’


‘Yes. What’s the form?’


‘Air test. Then some other poor sod gets to fly it tonight.’


It was painted overall black, and had no squadron codes or other numbers. The only other colour was provided by the red, white and blues, and they still looked too much like gunnery targets.


‘Anything else I should know, sir?’


‘The MO wants us to wind it up to five thou or so, and then put you on oxygen to see if there’s any permanent damage to your lungs. Don’t worry: if they collapse or blow up on you he’s told us what to do.’


‘Which is?’


‘Pull your parachute ripcord and sling you out apparently: get you back on terra firma before us.’


My feet were on the rungs of the ladder by now. No way back. The two sergeants had preceded me into the kite, and Cliff pushed me up the steps in front of him, eager to get going, before he missed too many pints.


Strainer sounded bored as they pre-flighted the Stirling, and yawned between calling back the checks. Cliff paused and said, quite casually, ‘Wake yourself up, cunt, when you’re flying with me. Otherwise Charlie here will take you back, and drown you in the Elsan. He’s murdered two types already; a third won’t make any difference to him now.’


He sounded very believable. I wondered how much he knew: I’d witnessed one murder on my old station, and knew of two others. Even helped dispose of a couple of the bodies. It didn’t seem like a big deal when you set it alongside the number of people we’d killed with our bombs every night. The problem was that I couldn’t recall ever mentioning it to Cliff.


As usual I found I didn’t mind the take-off so much as long as I was up at the front looking around. It was a clear, sharp day, and some of the trees and hedgerows were showing off a faint blush of early green. The tall buildings, like the manor and the church, threw exact shadows on the grass. The Stirling lifted off slower than the Lancs I had been used to, and Cliff seemed to hold her on a lot longer than Grease, my old Canadian pilot, would have. Nevertheless he pulled her off smoothly, with none of that sideways yaw that radial-engined aircraft are notorious for. I noticed at once that there was something ominously competent about his flying. He flew in shirtsleeves, with the mask and mike dangling at his throat, holding it up with one hand when he wanted to speak. He addressed Strainer again.


‘OK, cunt. Get lost. Go down to the dispatcher’s berth and strap yourself in there.’


‘Aye, Skip.’ That was Strainer. He had an odd glaikit grin. Made him look not all there. After he’d left the flight deck Cliff called me forward to fill his seat. I asked, ‘Why do you treat him like that? What’s he done?’


‘Nothing. Other ranks. Thickos. I bloody hate them.’


‘Funny. I used to feel like that about officers. Did you hate me when I was still a Sergeant?’


‘No. I knew you had it coming. Do you want to talk, Charlie?’ But before I could answer he pulled up his mask, and called the Nav.


‘Hey, Big Job . . . give me a course.’


‘Where to, Skip?’


‘Out around Cambridge somewhere; that’ll do.’


‘Roger, Skip. Fly 0030 for now. I’ll give you a correction.’


‘0030,’ Cliff said into the mask, and then let it drop. ‘Why doesn’t the silly bugger say nearly north, which is what he means?’ he asked me.


‘It’s the way we train them. What do you want to talk about?’


‘The two guys the RAF thinks you killed. One at Bawne, and one in London somewhere. Did I get that right?’


‘How did you know about that?’


‘Does it matter?’


‘I suppose not. I didn’t bump them off, as it happens. That was Pete, our rear gunner: you probably know all about him. He blew them away with a Colt .45 that an American friend had given me. You probably know all about him too. If Pete hadn’t killed them they would have murdered him, and me. He did them in first.’


‘Like self-defence before the event?’


‘You could call it that.’


‘A court martial won’t. They’ll hang him.’


‘They’ll have to find the bits first. He got blown to pieces over Holland by our own trigger-happy flak gunners. Now you know why I won’t join the brown jobs.’


‘So we executed him anyway, in a manner of speaking, and you inherited his radio and his car?’


‘Someone had to.’


‘The two dead men were policemen. Did you know that?’


‘One was English and one was a Pole, like Pete. They weren’t proper policemen. Did you know that?’


‘Why would they have killed him?’


‘He once told me something about the death of General Sikorsky: he was there. On the plane. It was some sort of political thing. Now that the war’s as good as over, and governments-in-waiting are popping up all over the shop, I think that someone was cleaning their stables. Pete was just a piece of horse shit that might have been stepped in.’


‘You really think that, Charlie?’


‘What?’


‘That the war’s as good as over?’


‘Don’t you?’


‘I think it’s just beginning. Ask me again in 1950.’


Then he leaned forward and tapped the altimeter, which had stuck stubbornly at 175 feet. The indicator hands spun up immediately to over six thou, and he said, ‘On oxygen, Charlie; let’s see how you do. Big deep breaths now.’


I noticed that he didn’t, and had a quick moment of distrust and misgiving, before I thought Oh hell, and Who cares? and filled my lungs to capacity. Cliff pulled his mask up again, mumbling to me just before he did so, ‘OK. Let’s put you under some pressure.’


Then he spoke into the mask for everyone’s benefit, and said, ‘Hold tight chaps. Here we go,’ and dropped the bugger’s nose until we were pointed at the ground.


What I learned that day was that Stirlings fall very fast. We still had a thou on its unreliable clock by the time he pulled her out of it, but he must have had 350 knots on the speedo at some time in that dive, and Stirlings weren’t designed for that. Neither was I. The old kite creaked and trembled. By the time we were flying straight and level again I was breathing deep breaths. Cliff said, ‘Off ox, Charlie,’ and, ‘You’ll do. Your lungs didn’t burst.’


‘No thanks to you.’


‘That’s no way to thank the officer who’s just saved you from an internal inquiry and a court martial, Charlie boy, is it? Anyway: the sun’s over the yardarm – fancy a bevy?’


We walked back from dispersal to the sheds. I was remembering I had seen the ground coming up to meet me at more than 300 knots, and on it was the big accommodation hut at Bawne where Pete had shot one of the policemen who’d come after him. It was from Bawne airfield that I had paid numerous nocturnal visits to the Thousand Year Reich. How could Cliff have known exactly where we were in that big sky? How could he have known that? I told them a long and complicated joke about Don Bradman, and was pleased to raise the dutiful laugh. Bravo Charlie.


As we dumped our parachutes and flying clothes he asked me, ‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’


‘I fancy being a journalist on a sports paper, living somewhere where the sun never sets. My mum always had her heart set on one of the professions – doctor, teacher, civil servant. That would never work out though.’


‘You’d make a good civil servant.’


I said, ‘Fuck off, Cliff.’ It wasn’t to be the last time.


Whenever I think about Cambridgeshire or Bedfordshire I think of rain: oceans of the sodding stuff. In Cambridge they have more names for rain than Eskimos have for snow. Which is why it is so odd to remember that during all the visits that I made to Crifton House – during the war, and since – the rain held off. Crifton is a honey-gold Palladian mansion bigger than the Admiralty Building. It straddles the county boundaries like your childhood: a place in your memory where the sun always shines.


It was also where Grace lived. The last time I had arrived there I had been a strung-out Sergeant on a borrowed motorbike, wearing a tatty collection of RAF uniform parts, and giving sweet f.a. about anything. Herr Death in Germany had been knocking on my door, and reorganizing my values. Now I came back as an officer with his own car, and money in the bank. Grace’s mother also lived there, with a few vintage retainers who dated to the turn of the century, I’d guess. She kept court, and suffered the occasional visit from her husband, Grace’s stepfather, a bullets millionaire. The phrase we would have used about them in those days was ‘They didn’t get on.’ The old man got on with making money though: if there is a surer recipe for success than making the bullets for the winning side in a major war, I don’t know of it. Grace’s mother got on with visiting heroes. It was a complicated household because her husband had rogered Grace before he got round to the old lady, and that was all of six months after he had killed Grace’s original old man in a drunken duel in Germany. That was before we fell out with the Kraut, of course. You see what I mean. Complicated.


Barnes, the butler, was about seventy and divided his time equally between the house, the lady’s maid, and listening to the radio traffic from our bomber raids on a cat’s-whisker radio he’d built himself. He usually looked shagged out. He said, ‘Good morning, Mr Charlie,’ and, ‘Nice car.’


‘Thank you Barnsey. Has Miss Grace shown up yet?’


‘No, sir. It’s been some time now. We hoped that you would turn up sooner or later, to look for her.’


I let that lie.


‘Is Mr or Mrs Baker at home?’


‘Mrs Baker, sir. Sir Peter is at the small office at Blunham, and asked me to call him if you came by.’


‘Would it be too difficult to stop the sirring Barnsey? It’s making me twitchy.’


‘I expect it goes with the new uniform, Mr Charlie.’


‘Bugger off, Barnsey.’


‘At once, sir. I’ll take your case from the car. Mrs Barnes and the staff will be pleased to know that you’re staying again.’


I hadn’t exactly intended to. Damn him.


‘What about Mrs Baker?’


‘Not as pleased, Mr Charlie: she’s grieving for her last American.’


I had met the man. He was another one with the 306th at Thurleigh, a USAAF station. I had known his navigator too, a slow-spoken, funny man named July Johnson. I liked them both a lot. I guess that I turned my head away, because Barnes added, ‘Oh no, sir. Nothing like that. He’s taken up with the postmistress in the village, that’s all. Madam’s nose is seriously out of joint.’


That was all right then; except that I had known the postmistress as well. So had Glenn Miller; I mentioned her earlier but you didn’t notice. Barnes turned to get my bag and gave an unexpected little skip, like a child. I realized that he was drunk. As he walked away, he told me that Madam was in the Orangery.


I knew the way: ninety degrees banked turn to port from the square Jacobean hallway, and down a corridor a half-mile long. The last time I had met her in the huge, empty room, with its symphony of light, and floor-to-ceiling windows, she was pounding around it as if it was an indoor exercise track. She was still exercising, but this time on a great black high-stepping horse. They had spread sand on the floor to prevent it from slipping, which had been stupid because it made things worse. Black Beauty was making a fair old mess of the fine pine boards with its iron shoes. The noise was tremendous, and the beast skidded from time to time as I watched them. I wondered how long before they crashed out through one of the vast sheets of glass. When she tired she walked the steaming beast over to me. It shoved its face in mine and showed me its teeth. I showed it my teeth back, and pushed its head firmly away. The only animals I’ve ever been truly afraid of fly Messerschmitts.


Adelaide Baker held her hand down to shake mine. I said, ‘Men are bastards.’


‘We agree on something at last, Pilot Officer Bassett. How nice of you to come.’


‘I’m sure you say that to all the men.’


‘Only when I’m in the mood. I’m in the mood a lot less often than you’d think these days.’


‘Like Grace. She said something like that.’


‘You’ve come to find her for us?’


‘Actually I’m looking for her, for myself – if you see what Imean . . .’


‘Adelaide. You can call me Adelaide or Addy, now that you’ve been made an officer. How does that happen by the way? A solemn ceremony with an Archbishop and a sword, or something?’


‘Not quite. Another officer signs a piece of paper that says You are now an officer. Your pay goes up, and your brain boils away into space. Just like that.’


‘Grace told me that you said that all the time.’


‘What?’


‘Just like that!’


‘I suppose that I do, really.’


‘She liked it very much.’


‘Yes. I liked her too.’


She was off the horse by now, which wandered away to steam in another part of the room. Adelaide Baker and I looked at each other, neither breaking the silence. The horse broke the silence with a long and pungent piss. Addy said, ‘Balls. Who’s going to clear that up?’


‘Your Mr Barnes, I suppose. He seems to do almost everything else here.’


She scuffed at the scarred and sanded boards with the toe of an expensive riding boot.


‘I guess you’re right.’


I thought that she had been spending too much time with the Americans.


We walked around the outside of the house together. The coarse gravel path was as golden as the stone house, and crunched under our feet. Adelaide Baker flicked her riding crop lazily against her boot as we moved. I hoped that she wasn’t about to start on me with it: I’d heard of women like that. I told her, ‘It’s odd. I don’t feel much like an officer yet. It’s as if I’m pretending, and will be found out at any minute.’


‘Don’t worry. You’ll find that other people treat you as if you are one. Then it fixes itself. It was like that when I married Peter. People treat you differently when you’re rich, too.’


Lunch was cold beef sandwiches. The beef was old. I was glad that I still had all of my teeth.


‘Your American, Washow: he liked you for yourself. And he liked your body.’


‘I know. They’re not bad, are they?’


When Peter Baker breezed in later he was followed by Cliff.


He said, ‘Don’t get up,’ to Adelaide, and bent to drop a kiss on her upturned cheek. You’d think they were Darby and Joan if you didn’t know better. He asked me, ‘She given you a drink yet, young Charles?’, but before I could answer, bellowed, ‘A bottle of whisky, please, and three tumblers,’ over his shoulder. Barnes must have been lurking outside the door.


I asked Cliff, ‘What are you doing here, Cliff?’ then, before Cliff had time to reply stuck in, ‘Nice to see you again Sir Peter,’ for Baker.


They lined up on me like a half section of Kraut fighter planes; taking turns.


Cliff said, ‘Sir Peter’s place is just round the corner from the Blunham pub; I offered him a lift when I heard he wanted to come back to talk to you.’


Baker said, ‘So you’ve come to find our Grace for us?’


I wished they wouldn’t keep saying that. I didn’t know where the hell she was. Anyway, if you’re wondering where this is going, Adelaide withdrew, and left the men with a bottle of ten-year-old. You’d think that there wasn’t a war on.


My old skipper once told me to always expect the unexpected. I should have listened to him. If I had I would not have been surprised when Cliff and Baker told me what they’d arranged for the next few months of my life. Nice. These people were like icebergs: ninety per cent was under the surface, waiting to rip you to pieces. I’m surprised it wasn’t sealed with a special handshake. Maybe it was, because they didn’t even bother to smile.


First of all Cliff said, ‘You haven’t got a proper job any more, Charlie, and you won’t want to get back into a Lancaster, not this close to the end. Your Tempsford berth’s been filled. They needed a living person in it.’
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