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  . . . and of Korea, Malaya, Kenya, Aden and Cyprus, and all those other dirty little wars they were led into by ungrateful governments that should have

  known better.




  God bless you boys.




  







  PART ONE




  This Is Not a War




  







  Chapter One




  Straighten up and fly right




  David Watson had been a squadron leader and a drunk the last time I had seen him in 1947. Now it looked as if someone had cleaned him up again, and the silver bars doing the

  ‘Beer barrel polka’ on his shoulders said that the silly buggers upstairs had made him a wing commander. Bollocks. I was in a scruffy office in a seedy part of North London, and he was

  asking me, ‘Are you now, or have you ever been, a member of the Communist Party?’




  I probably sniffed: I had a cold. ‘Would it matter if I was . . . or had been?’




  ‘Yes. You couldn’t come back to the Service.’




  ‘I don’t want to come back to the Service. All that bullshit’s behind me now.’




  ‘No it isn’t. You are still in the Reserve even if you haven’t attended any of your obligatory annual parades, so you’re liable to be called up at times of national

  emergency.’




  ‘In that case yes I was, and am. Can I go home now?’




  ‘Can you prove it?’




  ‘Yes. I’ve got a CP membership card somewhere – it was an accident by the way, but lucky for me. You can’t have me back.’




  He leaned back in his chair and said, ‘Yes I can, because we happen to want men with your old-fashioned skills at the moment. I forgive you for being a Communist. Welcome back to the RAF,

  Charlie, and start calling me sir, there’s a good fellow. Care for a snifter?’




  I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: bollocks.




  The last national emergency I’d danced in had been the Berlin Airlift. It didn’t like me one bit, and tried to kill me in a Dakota smash. I didn’t like it

  back, and consequently didn’t return to the Fatherland. To be strictly honest I had little choice in the matter: the War Office banned me. It’s a long story, and one that might amuse

  you one day. For once the Germans and the Brits had agreed about something: neither wanted me to set foot in Germany again. I never imagined that the RAF would want me back after that.




  Watson had been my last proper RAF senior officer, although the word proper is probably on a shoogly peg, because at the time he was heading up a radio station in a

  halfway house between the old Empire Code and Cipher School, and the GCHQ it later became. In those days he was all tweed jackets, leather elbow patches and pipes. It had been meant to be a cushy

  number for my last few months in blue, but hadn’t turned out that way. Four years later he called me up, and told me to report to an office over Woolworths on Kentish Town High Street . . .

  and here I was, feeling like a snake which has been picked up by the tail. I wanted to lash out and bite someone. The bastards couldn’t do this to me again. He picked up a green telephone

  hand set and told it, ‘The bottle and two glasses please, Daisy. You’ll remember Mr Bassett. He’s coming out to play with us again.’ As he replaced the receiver he asked me,

  ‘You do remember Daisy? I had her at Cheltenham.’




  ‘If she’s still with you she’s even madder than you are.’




  ‘Sir. Madder than you are, sir.’




  ‘Do I have to?’




  ‘Yes you bloody do, Charlie. Bloody done and bloody dusted . . . so not so much of the bloody lip from now on.’




  Daisy walked in with a nice bottle of Dimple and two cut-glass tumblers on a silver tray. My favourite kind of woman is the type I see walking towards me carrying my drink. She’d even

  remembered that I watered my whisky, and had brought a small glass jug of the stuff. It was the first time I’d seen her in uniform, and uniforms do something for a woman.




  She smiled. ‘Welcome back, Mr Bassett; we’ve all missed you.’




  It did occur to me to wonder who we were. Watson poured, I watered and we clinked glasses – I thought I might as well get a drink out of him, because I’d already worked out

  that this could only be a bad dream. He said, ‘We can relax now, Charlie . . .’




  Even although the word curdled in my mouth I called him sir.




  ‘I’ve already got a job, sir, running a cuddly little airline down on the South Coast. It’s where you phoned me. I’m sure that my boss will argue it’s in the

  national interest to leave me exactly where I am.’




  ‘Your cuddly little airline is in the same state as all of the other cuddly little airlines, Charlie: practically skint. The government is handing out precious few contracts these days,

  and the big outfits are hoovering up the freight work before you even have time to offer. Hard times are upon us, Charlie: that was a book title once, wasn’t it?’




  ‘Dickens. Unreadable.’ What did I know? ‘What are you trying to tell me?’




  ‘Your Mr Halton has already been spoken to. He’ll be glad for us to take you off his hands for a few months, as long as we pay your salary . . . and don’t take it personally;

  there are dozens of bods all over the country sitting exactly where you’re sitting, getting the same bad news. I have three more of you to do today.’




  ‘What about my job?’




  ‘It will be kept open for you . . . they have to do that by law. I understand that your secretary is going to be promoted to company secretary, and sit in your chair until you get back.

  All’s well that ends well.’ I remembered how someone often used to say that in 1947. It irritated me then as well . . . and Elaine must have known the score before I set off, but

  didn’t tell me. I’d have to watch her. That was interesting.




  ‘Where exactly is this national emergency you’re packing me off to, sir?’




  ‘Egypt I expect: the wogs are getting uppity again. Time to get your knees brown, Charlie, and sand in your shoes.’




  ‘What’s my alternative?’




  ‘Jankers for failure to report. Maybe even with the Brown Jobs at Aldershot. They’re a bad lot, I understand.’ For the uninformed among you – Brown Jobs are soldiers: the

  guys with guns, and khaki suits, who walk everywhere. They have a penal colony at Aldershot.




  ‘And that’s it?’




  ‘. . . or you could always get married instead. We’re only taking single men.’ He raised his glass again, and an eyebrow. ‘Cheerio.’




  Ah.




  I suddenly felt Old Man Halton’s hand jerking my chain. I’d proposed to his ward in 1948, grown less keen on her with every passing minute, and had been putting off the evil day.

  Halton hadn’t said anything but I sensed he was taking a dim view of it. The bastards had me now, hadn’t they? Get married, or get chased round the pyramids by a bunch of wogs armed

  with goolie knives.




  I raised my glass back at him. ‘That’s it then; back to bloody war I suppose. Cheers. Where do I get measured for a tropical rig?’




  ‘Sir . . .’




  ‘. . . sir.’




  ‘We’ll take care of all that. After you’ve had a couple of refreshers I expect . . . and this is not a war by the way.’




  ‘What is it then?’




  I expected his nagging little sir again, but he just shook his head. ‘It’s a police action.’




  ‘What does that mean when it’s at home?’




  ‘That they don’t have to pay your dependants a decent pension when you cop it.’




  I swirled my drink in the glass, and watched the circles it made. ‘They think of everything, don’t they, sir?’




  ‘Apparently; but in your case, Charlie, I suspect they will live to regret it. Now all you have to do is sort out your bloody father.’




  ‘The old man? What’s it got to do with him?’




  ‘He was arrested three days ago at the Cenotaph. He disrupted the Remembrance service. Didn’t anyone tell you?’




  Charing Cross nick. I suspect that by the time I was in my twenties I was more familiar with the inside of police stations than your average Joe. It hadn’t always been my

  fault, and the only advantage I can see is that I could generally get up the front steps and through the door without my apprehensions on parade. In the 1950s, having got that far you usually found

  yourself facing a front desk behind which, if you were lucky, was a desk sergeant.




  After I introduced myself this one introduced himself back as Sergeant Pry . . . and then paused as if his name should mean something to me. Maybe he had won the George Cross when my back was

  turned. He continued, ‘So, you’re Albert Bassett’s son?’




  ‘Yes, Sergeant. What’s happened to him?’




  ‘Less than he deserved. He was up in front of the magistrate yesterday and was admonished.’




  ‘What for?’




  Pry had a kindly face. ‘Shouldn’t you ask him yourself, son?’




  ‘I will, when I catch up with him. I didn’t even know he was in town. He lives just outside Glasgow.’




  ‘He made a mockery of the service at the Cenotaph, and was eventually charged with being drunk and disorderly, being a public nuisance and resisting arrest. He’s a bit of a tough old

  bird, your old man.’




  ‘He was one of the Old Contemptibles, and served all the way through to 1919 . . . I can never remember him being anything else except tough.’




  That wasn’t true. He had wept openly at the funerals of my mother and sister.




  ‘The magistrate is an old soldier as well; he threw out the drunk and resisting charges, and only admonished on the public nuisance. I don’t know why we even bothered.’




  ‘What exactly did he do?’




  ‘He sang.’




  ‘That’s what we usually do at the Remembrance parade isn’t it? March up and down, shout silly orders at each other, and sing hymns? Hitler used to do that sort of thing as

  well.’




  He frowned, but ignored that last bit. ‘He managed to wriggle his way near the front, and bawl out some of the old soldiers’ songs, but with very disrespectful lyrics –

  disrespectful to the Top Brass in attendance that is. I understand that the Duke of Gloucester smiled, and even Her uncrowned Majesty’s lips gave a little twitch.’




  ‘Good old Dad. I must find him and buy him a pint. Where did he go to?’




  ‘He gave the Union Jack Club as his London address, but I don’t know if he’s still there.’ Then he added, ‘You don’t seem all that respectful

  yourself.’




  ‘They just called me up again,’ I explained.




  ‘Do you good I expect. Teach you some manners.’




  I had a phrase waiting for him, but didn’t use it. I didn’t want to be the second person in my family to be arrested inside a week. As I turned away I saw a framed theatre bill on

  the wall. It advertised a show called the Great Tay Kin – a Japanese Mystery, but its star billing was reserved for one Paul Pry. I turned back, and asked the Sergeant,




  ‘That your father?’




  ‘No.’ He grinned. ‘It was Granddad. It dates from 1885, and Toole’s Theatre stood on this very spot. The old guy was on the halls there.’




  ‘What happened to him?’




  ‘A Zep got him and Grandma in 1916. Jerry bastards.’




  ‘Bastards.’ We could agree about something anyway. Suddenly he reached into a trouser pocket, and from it handed me a half-crown.




  ‘Buy your old man that pint from me. Tell him it was bloody funny.’




  I gave him a little salute, then turned and got out of there while I was still ahead.




  I crossed the Thames on the walkway running alongside Hunger-ford Bridge, and got caught in a November squall halfway across. My old American raincoat no longer kept out the

  rain the way it did years ago, so it was a damp Charlie who dropped anchor alongside his father in a dirty little pub on the corner of Stamford Street. The receptionist at the club had taken pity

  on me, and told me where to find him.




  The old man didn’t even look round when I took the stool alongside him. He said, ‘You took your time.’




  ‘I’m not bloody psychic, Dad. You could have told me you were in trouble.’




  ‘I wasn’t in trouble, son. I was exactly where I wanted to be, doing exactly what I wanted to do.’




  ‘That’s what I was afraid of. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?’




  ‘Only after you’ve set up the beer. You’re so bloody slow to put your hand in your pocket I sometimes think you were fathered by a Yorkshireman.’




  ‘Maybe I just take after you.’




  After a couple of rounds he said, ‘I just didn’t want to embarrass you.’




  ‘Don’t ever worry about that. I embarrass myself far more than you ever could.’ The words didn’t come out in exactly the right order, but he understood me.




  ‘You know I ain’t scared of doing my bit, Charlie?’




  ‘Yes?’ Doing his bit had included soldiering through the First War from start to finish as a Pioneer, and then joining up again in 1945 to help the British Army dig holes all over

  Holland and Germany.




  ‘I got fed up with it, that’s all.’




  ‘Fed up with Glasgow?’




  ‘No, don’t be daft. Why should anyone get fed up with Glasgow? – it has the best boozers in the world.’ I didn’t know if he meant the pubs or the people in them, so

  I kept shtum, and let him finish what he’d started. ‘I got fed up with the war.’




  ‘Which one?’




  ‘All of them. Malaya, Korea and now bloody Kenya . . . it’s never-bloody-ending. We can’t be at war for ever: it’s got to stop somewhere. My war was supposed to be the

  war to end wars, remember?’




  ‘What brought this on?’




  ‘Mrs Johnson did.’




  ‘Mrs Johnson?’




  ‘She’s a nice widow who lives underneath me.’ He had a redbrick tenement flat. But that was interesting: I hadn’t heard him mention her before. ‘They called her son

  up last month. He’s only seventeen, and he already knows he’s off to Kenya after his basic: fucking Kenya is not worth fighting for – it was the last

  straw.’




  ‘What about all the coffee?’




  ‘What’s wrong with a bottle of old Camp coffee? . . . Anyway I thought that someone had got to do something about it, so I decided to go down to the Cenotaph and tell the bastards a

  few home truths about fighting and dying for your country. I thought I might get in the papers.’ What was wrong with Camp coffee was that it wasn’t coffee at all, but I wasn’t

  prepared to contradict him.




  ‘Did it work?’




  ‘No. Everyone ignored me, so I started to sing.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I sang “They’ll never believe me”, and a couple of others. We had some soldiers’ verses for them in my day. That’s when the cops got nasty.’




  ‘The desk sergeant at Agar Street gave me half a crown to buy you a pint. He said it was bloody funny.’




  ‘The magistrate said, “Even if I was to sympathize with you, Mr Bassett, I could not condone your disrespect to our young sovereign. You are to consider yourself formally

  admonished.” What do you think he meant by that?’




  ‘He agreed with you, of course, but he wasn’t going to say so. So did the copper; that’s why he asked me to buy you a pint. You might have started something after

  all.’




  ‘Do you think so?’ He brightened up a bit. ‘What are you doing here anyway?’




  ‘They called me up again, Dad. They want me to go to Egypt.’




  ‘Bollocks!’




  At least my father and I had reached a stage where we had a vocabulary in common.




  We got drunk. Until his dying day my father was a better drinker than me. We slept back to back on his bed at the Club, like a married couple who were no longer talking.




  The next day I went back to Lympne-sur-mer, which is where the airline I worked for was based.




  My secretary Elaine said, ‘I’m sorry, Charlie,’ as soon as I walked in. I just gave her the look, went through to my office and shut the door. Firmly. One of the few things

  I’d learned about the women who liked me is that they could stand anything except being denied access. They needed to see my face, as if from that they could work out what was going on

  upstairs. Elaine had a son who was three now, and I was his godfather. It was only by the grace of God that I hadn’t become the real thing. She had had no more children, and her figure and

  looks had come back with a bang – forgive the pun. I still fancied her like mad, but the only times we had touched since her boy was born was when she handed me a mug of char. Anyway,

  I’d met her old man and liked him, so that complicated things.




  I gave her ten minutes before she’d try again. She came in after just seven, after knocking on my office door. That was interesting. To my recollection she’d never knocked before

  either.




  ‘You bloody should be!’ I told her. ‘You’re a treacherous little git, and I don’t love you any more.’ That made her smile; but it was a sad little smile, not

  a come-on.




  ‘They made me promise not to tell anyone.’




  ‘Who did?’




  ‘Mr Halton and the man in Army uniform.’




  ‘You’re not in the Army, Elaine. You didn’t have to pay them any attention.’




  ‘He said I could go to prison if I told anyone before it was out. They didn’t want people to know we were mobilizing . . .’ She let drop a couple of tears; though I’m

  sure they were deliberate. How do women manage that?




  ‘When was that?’




  ‘Three weeks ago.’




  ‘Bloody hell!’ Then I told her. ‘I’ve been called up, and they told my secretary three weeks before they told me . . . I have a rotten hangover because I was stupid

  enough to go drinking with my dad . . . and I’m so mad I’ve dreamed about nothing else on the way down in the train except bending you over the desk, and giving you the sort of

  thrashing my old schoolmaster gave me . . . smacking your backside until you yelled.’




  Her eyes widened slightly, and the grin she shot me was almost like old times. ‘You could still do that.’




  She’d yorked me with five words, hadn’t she? A middle-stumper . . . because her grin made me smile as well, and the storm was over. But I shook my head and confessed, ‘I

  don’t think my heart could stand it.’




  She was still laughing. ‘If you were ill they couldn’t call you up. You’d have to stay at home.’




  I gave her enough of a look for her to know I was semi-serious, then glanced away. Shyness between old lovers is really sad.




  ‘Go away and leave me with the maintenance lists. I’ll come out in an hour in a better temper, and you can tell me all about it.’




  ‘Cup of tea?’




  ‘Mm, thanks.’ But the truth was I was already thinking about something else.




  Watson had told me that I could expect at least three weeks before I got the brown envelope with OHMS on it. This is the new RAF he explained to me, and nothing happens very

  quickly. I tapped a pencil against my teeth – trying to remember an Air Force officer I once met who used to do that – and considered haring off around the country for a few months,

  never staying anywhere long enough for the call-up letter to catch up with me. What do you do with three weeks? Carry on like normal, and pretend it isn’t happening? Spend time with the kids?

  – I had two who stayed in a pub at Bosham with a couple of good friends – the best really. Go out and roll as many willing ladies on their backs as my wallet and constitution could

  stand? The truth was more prosaic: I was suddenly and overwhelmingly apprehensive in a way I had never been before. I wanted to dig a large hole, get down into it and never come out. Something odd

  had happened to the bold old Charlie I once knew and loved – he’d scarpered.




  My telephone rang and when I lifted it Elaine said, ‘It’s Frieda. Shall I tell her you’re out?’




  Frieda was the woman I’d proposed to . . . which wouldn’t have been a problem if she hadn’t taken me seriously. It had been great at first; she had the body of a Hindu temple

  goddess, and we’d been wonderfully handy in bed. Her guardian was my employer, Lord God Almighty Halton, who, although he hadn’t exactly smiled upon the impending union, hadn’t

  scowled upon it either. Now, to be honest, I almost couldn’t stand the sight of her – she was an arrogant, stuck-up, German ogress – and our relationship had declined to a weekly

  meet in a hotel up in Town, with supper and a desperate fuck. So you might even say that the romance had gone out of it. I didn’t know who to tell first; Frieda herself or Old Man Halton, and

  if I played it with my usual skill I’d probably end up losing my fiancée and my job at the same time. It was time to show some pluck for a change.




  ‘Yes, tell her I’m out,’ I replied.




  I waited until Elaine had left the outer office to go to where most women seem to go about seventy times a day, and then dialled the number of a girl in Town who I knew. Dolly worked as a driver

  for a department that dared not speak its own name in the War Office. We hadn’t spoken for a year. She sounded pleased to hear me, but you never know, do you?




  After the usual ping-pong she asked me, ‘Did you get married?’




  ‘No. I would have invited you.’




  ‘Are you still engaged?’




  ‘Yes . . . but I’m in the process of becoming unengaged. What about you?’




  Pause. That old Glenn Miller eight-beat intro . . .




  ‘I’m getting married next week, Charlie.’ She said it flatly, like someone trumping you in a game of whist. Then she put the phone down.




  I looked out of the window for a minute before I opened my desk diary, with the company’s name on the cover, and wrote an entry which read, This is the week I didn’t have much

  luck. Then I put my passport into a pocket in my old flying jacket, pulled it on, and climbed inside the first of our aircraft leaving the damned place. Even Elaine looked worried.




  Bozey Borland drove out to meet me in the jeep he’d won in a crap game. You might have said that he was one of our overseas station officers. In fact he was our

  only one, and he stayed in Berlin because he would have been arrested by Customs if he set foot back in the UK. So far they’d shown little appetite for following him to Germany.




  I had flown there in the company’s scarlet-painted Avro York, as a passenger with a pilot I hardly knew. It was a jittery flight, and he flew in a jittery way: that was because I was

  unable to convince him that I wasn’t on board to check him out. I felt bilious as I came down the short step from the door under her great red wing.




  Bozey enquired, ‘Are you supposed to be here, boss? Has the War Office lifted your banning notice?’




  ‘I don’t fucking care, Bozey. I wanted to see Germany again for some unaccountable reason . . . the bastards have called me up, and I may not get another chance. I just wanted

  another look at the last country that was really worth bombing.’




  ‘You’re not having a good day, are you?’




  ‘No, I’m not.’




  He drove me out through the military entrance to avoid the civilian authorities. His three-legged dog Spartacus was in the rear footwell. Because Spartacus lacked a back leg, when he wagged his

  tail his whole rear end wagged with it, like a clipper ship rounding Cape Horn in a blow. When he got excited he pissed at the same time. It could get messy.




  ‘He’s pissing in your car,’ I told Bozey.




  ‘I expect he’s pleased to see you. It’s a good job jeeps have no carpets.’




  ‘It stinks.’




  ‘He probably thinks that about us, boss. I think I should take you somewhere for a few drinks before I give you the news.’




  The flight had been so bad that I had forgotten my hangover.




  ‘I knew I was right to take you on, Bozey.’ But I also wondered what his news was.




  He took me to the Leihhaus – that’s a Jerry word that means pawnshop. But it wasn’t a pawnshop; it was a nightclub that stayed open most of the day as well. It was called the

  Leihhaus because in the early days after the war there wasn’t anything you couldn’t buy or sell there. I remembered it well.




  ‘I’m surprised it’s still here,’ I told him. ‘Is this still the neutral zone?’




  The neutral zone had been a triangular scrape of land where the American, British and Russian zones of postwar Berlin all kissed . . . only whoever had drawn the maps had made sure that they

  didn’t quite join up, so there was a couple of acres that fell under nobody’s jurisdiction. An American and a Russian I’d known had opened a nightclub on it. If you want to know

  more about that you’ll have to read another book.




  ‘No, they redrew the lines after we all made up. It’s ours now.’ Ours.




  ‘So you don’t get the Russians in here any more?’




  ‘No, we get a load of French instead . . . though on the whole I preferred the Reds. The Yanks still come, but their service cops are a problem they never used to be.’




  I smiled. In my day nothing seemed to be a problem at the Leihhaus.




  ‘I’m sure the club copes with that.’




  ‘Yes,’ Bozey said. ‘We does.’ Never mind the tense; the second possessive was interesting, wasn’t it?




  We sat at what I could almost call my old table: a round scarred affair around which you could get six chairs at a squeeze. It was the only furniture I recognized. A newish hard-wearing brown

  carpet could only have come from the PX, and the other chairs and tables were lightweight chrome and steel things. It was late afternoon and the decent drinkers hadn’t begun to show yet.

  There was a small new dance floor with a parquet surface, and a bandstand for a sextet. In a corner a Negro pianist in a royal blue jacket played a blues tune, and crooned to himself.




  I went over to him. I put the couple of dollars I’d hit Bozey for on the piano top, and asked, ‘You know “Blues for Jimmy Noone”? It means something for me.’




  ‘Sho boy; but you ken take them back.’ He moved effortlessly into the opening bars of ‘Blues for Jimmy’, but nodded at the banknotes. ‘You already pay me well

  enough, boss.’




  ‘Do I?’




  ‘Sho do, boss.’ He was milking the Uncle Tom for all it was worth. He was taking the mickey out of me, but I’d never be able to pin it on him. I took the money back to Bozey

  and sat down.




  ‘Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?’




  That old pause exactly as long as the ‘String of pearls’ intro again . . . I still love it. Bozey held his hand out over the table for a shake. I took it not knowing quite what was

  going on.




  He said, ‘Congratulations. You have a third share in the Leihhaus. I used that money you left behind. We had to do something with it after Tommo and the Red screwed up.’ Screwed up

  as in died.




  There was something missing. ‘Who owns the rest?’




  ‘I have a third as well.’




  There was still something missing. ‘Who has the rest?’




  It was the first time I had ever seen him thrown slightly off line. He looked away, and then back at me. ‘Halton Air. I did a deal with the American military for cheap fuel, and used the

  difference in here. I needed some extra cash to restyle the place, and to get the girls in.’




  At that precise moment I didn’t want to know about the girls. I asked him, ‘Does the Old Man know about this?’




  This time it was a pause you could have run a hundred yards in.




  ‘No, boss. I thought maybe you could be the one to tell him.’




  Bollocks.




  







  Chapter Two




  Lady be good




  He took me upstairs and showed me one of the rooms. It was fine. It looked like an expensive hotel room from the 1930s. The furniture was light wood but had those wonderful

  bold curves that still look modern sixty years later. It even had its own bathroom attached, with an Edwardian hip bath and a shower. The bed cover was turned back and the sheets were clean. There

  were even clean towels.




  I asked him, ‘How much do we get a night for this?’




  ‘We don’t, boss: it’s not a hotel. This is your room for whenever you’re visiting. It won’t be used when you’re not here.’




  ‘What about you?’




  ‘Don’t worry about me. I have a flat around the corner, with Irma.’




  ‘Did you win her in a game as well?’




  He had that slightly uncomfortable look again.




  ‘No. She came round looking for someone, and we took a shine to each other. She says she knows you.’ I ran Irma through the memory bank, and came out not guilty. I was still

  shaking my head as I opened the door on another room. It was also furnished with loot, the same as mine. It looked a bit more lived-in though, with a skirt and stockings draped over the back of a

  small dressing-table chair. It was also furnished with a woman in the bed.




  She peeked over the sheets – just her head mind you – as I looked in, yawned, smiled and said, ‘Hello, Joe. What time is it?’ She had tousled dark hair. I could smell

  last night’s perfume.




  ‘Nearly half past five after noon, and I’m not Joe, I’m Charlie.’




  That seemed to register. She said, ‘Oh, hello, boss,’ stuck out a long pale arm and waved. Then she disappeared back under the covers again. It was a nice arm, and she had a nice

  smile, and I was happy we’d met, so it was all right with me. You know the song, don’t you? It came out just about then. I hope I smiled back. I said, ‘Wrong room. Sorry,’

  and closed the door gently. Outside I asked Bozey the poser, ‘She called me boss.’




  ‘Yes, boss. She’s one of our workers here. I thought I mentioned the girls – there are four of them.’




  ‘Yes. And I thought that if I didn’t pay any attention to it, then maybe it would go away.’




  ‘That’s Reimey. She’s French – from Paris. She’s a nice kid.’




  ‘Is this a brothel now, Bozey?’




  He looked uncomfortable again. That was interesting. ‘Only partly,’ he said.




  ‘Is it legal?’




  ‘Only partly.’




  ‘And you want me to explain to the Old Man that he now has a third share in a Berlin cat-house, and a nightclub. Christ, Bozey, what have you got us into?’




  ‘A lot of dosh, actually. I can afford to buy you out soon if you’re unhappy about it.’




  It was one of those moments. I leaned my arm on the wall of the corridor, bent and rested my head against it, and began to laugh. And laugh.




  Later I met Marthe again. I had slept in her place before the Berlin Airlift. The hug she gave me might have been more encouraging if her husband wasn’t pumping my hand

  up and down at the same time. There was a girl of ten or so dressed in school clothes standing shyly behind them. I pulled her forward.




  ‘Lottie?’




  ‘Yes, Uncle Charlie . . .’ I hugged her too.




  ‘You’ve grown so; shot up. It’s so good to see you all.’




  Then I turned to her parents and asked them, ‘But what are you doing here?’




  ‘Marthe runs the kitchen,’ Bozey explained, ‘. . . and Otto runs the floor.’




  ‘Who runs upstairs?’




  ‘I do.’ At least he hadn’t ducked the issue. ‘Lottie comes round after school. Sometimes she helps the girls clean upstairs.’




  ‘Not any more. This isn’t a place for her. Find her a chair and table somewhere out of the way: she can do her homework in a corner, but that’s it.’ Nobody liked my

  change of tone. Lottie looked suddenly hurt; they probably needed the money. ‘Do you want to be my Berlin secretary, Lottie? You can keep a diary that tells everyone where I am . . .’

  Then I put on a thoughtful face, and added, ‘But of course we’d have to put you on the pay roll then. Would that be OK?’ She nodded, so I told her, ‘Ask your dad first; get

  his permission.’ Later, if I had the chance, I’d tell the others what I thought about them letting a child that age work upstairs in a cat-house.




  I needn’t have bothered with the thought. Marthe gave me a kiss and said, ‘You’re a hypocrite, Charlie Bassett.’ Heuchler was the word she actually used: at least

  my German was coming back.




  ‘How? Why?’




  ‘Because you would use a place like this yourself without a backward glance, but you don’t like my little Lottie in here . . .’




  It was interesting that she’d formed that opinion of me, because I had never overnighted with a proper whore in my life. Not that I want you to think I’m coming all wings and halo on

  you: the truth was all my girlfriends so far had been like car accidents that I’d walked away from.




  ‘I’ll take your word for it, but if I’m the boss around here, then little Lottie doesn’t go upstairs, capisce?’




  They’re all the bloody same, aren’t they? Marthe couldn’t resist the last word. ‘You’re in Germany, Charlie, not Italy. Stop showing off.’




  I couldn’t work out why Bozey and Otto were grinning. Then I realized what I’d said: I’d said I’m the boss around here, which is what they’d all been waiting

  to bloody well hear.




  I knew that I wasn’t going to hang around for long, and that I was unlikely to return for a year at least, so I did what you always do – I revisited old haunts to

  get them stuck in my head. I went to the Rattlesnake Bar first, the Klapperschlange. It had also been owned by my pal Tommo, a Yank who had died in an air crash in 1949. I hadn’t realized it

  when he was alive, but he had always been my best pal. I still deal with problems sixty years later by asking myself what Tommo would have done. If I had asked him about pulling my RAF blues back

  on, and going out to the Canal Zone for Queen and Country he would have said, ‘Bollocks to that’, and handed me a first-class air ticket to Rio.




  From the outside the bar hadn’t changed much: a small door at the end of a steep cobbled alley, with a big pink neon rattlesnake above it, blinking in the drizzle. It always seemed to rain

  in that street. The big man on the door had probably been a stormtrooper in another life.




  He spotted me for an Anglo immediately and snarled, ‘Members only.’ Then he had second thoughts, and repeated himself in German, ‘Nur für Mitglieder.’




  I couldn’t be arsed to struggle with another language, so I kept it natural.




  ‘That’s me chum: Charlie Bassett – founder member. I even met the rattlesnake herself; I bet you didn’t.’




  ‘Bitte?’




  ‘That’s exactly what I’m feeling: very bitter. The buggers want to send me back to war, so I want a drink at my old bar.’ I forgot that I wasn’t supposed to mention

  the war. This was 1952: the war hadn’t happened, there were no such things as Nazis, and we hadn’t bombed the fuck out of them for trying.




  Fritz breathed in, and expanded to about twice the size. He towered above me like Hercules. But he looked confused, and spat, ‘I do not understand.’




  ‘I do,’ the woman said. ‘This is Mr Bassett, and he is a very bad man. You should never let him in.’ But she was smiling, and pushed past him to hug and kiss me. She must

  have come through the bead curtain behind the door to see what was happening. Things were looking up. So was I because she was nearly a foot taller than me. I remembered her long straight dark

  hair, and her perfect heart-shaped face. The last time I’d seen her she’d been Tommo’s girl, and I’d stayed with them in a little country hideaway which had been two railway

  carriages in a forest sitting on top of half a dozen Teller mines. You really don’t want to know what they were. But I couldn’t remember her name.




  I asked, ‘Can I come in from the rain now?’




  ‘Ja, sure. Let him in, Pauli.’ This last had been addressed to the man mountain who had been clenching and unclenching his fists. I think he’d been looking forward to

  thumping me. He moved slowly – just to make a point.




  Inside she told me, ‘He gets jealous. I think I’ll have to let him go.’ That was the first time I’d heard the particular phrase used about a job; maybe that’s what

  Old Man Halton was thinking about me. On the only occasion I’d met her before we hadn’t exchanged five words. I thought then that either she was thick, or couldn’t speak

  God’s language. Now I realized that her English was flawless; probably better than mine.




  ‘You run this place?’ I asked her.




  ‘Yes. I own it, too.’




  ‘Useful.’




  ‘I thought so too. David put it in my name for tax reasons I think. When he died it was mine: like a going-away present.’




  ‘Miss him?’




  ‘Not so much now. It’s been three years.’




  ‘I do.’




  ‘That’s because you are a man.’ Birds have been trumping me in conversations like that for years. I hate it. But I didn’t hate her, because she next said,

  ‘Let’s get drunk and talk about him all night; it’s good to see you, Charlie.’




  ‘It’s good to see you too . . .’ and then I paused because of the name thing. ‘The silly thing is I don’t think I ever learned your name.’




  ‘It’s Irma.’




  ‘Ah.’ Bozey’s bird. Who used to be Tommo’s bird. You’ll have heard all the crap that’s being talked about recycling these days, well we were far better

  at it in the 1940s and ’50s: the war had taught us how to recycle living people.




  I got drunk with Irma, and then she took me somewhere and put me to bed. When I awoke in the morning a radio from another room was belting out ‘Lady be good’ as if it was a bounce

  – good old Benny Goodman. I followed the noise, and found Bozey tucking into bacon sandwiches.




  He said, ‘You’d better get some of these inside you; there’ll be precious few where you’re going – they’re all Muslims over there, so they don’t eat

  pig.’




  ‘What do they do with it?’




  ‘In the war there was an athletic belly dancer in one of the Cairo nightclubs; she had a very interesting act with a pig.’




  ‘Ow!’ I said, because my head hurt when I moved it. ‘Why don’t women get men to do that sort thing to entertain them?’




  ‘Because they’re too grown-up already, but I suspect they’ll get round to it eventually. Good morning, boss. Headache?’




  ‘Yes. Your woman’s a mean drinker. How much did I get through last night?’




  ‘Less than her. She’s still sleeping it off. I’ll get you something . . .’ He pulled a bottle of PX marked Coca-Cola from their fat refrigerator, popped its cap, dropped

  in four aspirins and shook it up. When he finally poured it into a tumbler it looked and tasted just like Coke should. It took about five minutes to do the job, and then I began to feel

  exceptionally happy – as if I could party all night.




  ‘How did you know I was going to Egypt?’ I asked him. ‘Did I tell you yesterday?’




  ‘You may have, but Mr Halton called the office after you had gone. He told me; he’s worried about you.’




  ‘He bloody should be. He’s sold me back to the RAF.’




  ‘Only for a while, he said.’




  ‘How long is a while? A long while or a short while?’




  ‘Don’t know, boss. I’m not that much in his confidence – you are.’




  ‘Fat lot of good it’s done me.’ I looked around for the first time. We were in a nice new kitchen, in a decent-sized apartment. I found myself smiling at a portrait photograph

  of David ‘Tommo’ Thomsett staring back at me from the kitchen dresser. Just at that moment Benny came on from the radio station again with a slow number, ‘Someone to watch over

  me’. Just one of God’s little messages.




  I observed, ‘Irma was Tommo’s girl. I met her in the Black Forest or somewhere.’




  ‘I didn’t know if you’d mind.’




  I nodded. I wasn’t going to tell him that if I minded it was because I’d rather fancied her myself.




  ‘Life goes on, Bozey; even if sometimes we don’t want it to. Tommo wouldn’t mind.’




  ‘Halton does. I think he’d rather have you back where he can see you, until you ship out.’




  ‘I know. I was just running away from it for a couple of days. I’ll get the next flight out.’




  That was that really. I jumped a BOAC York into the new airport at Heathrow. I can’t say I liked the place; it hadn’t the style of Croydon. There was something

  about the new terminal building that reminded me of a refurbished toilet in a three-star hotel. I’ve flown out of there hundreds of times since and never changed my mind.




  Old Man Halton had a new office at the Cargo Side so I sidled over there for a showdown. The door of the office was the same colour as our aircraft – red. I reckoned he was angling to get

  the mail contracts away from BOAC and BEA. The receptionist behind the small counter in the front office was a redhead. She was wearing a red suit, but was about two sizes too big for it . . .

  which was interesting. The smile on her face was upside down. I reckoned she’d look quite interesting upside down, but I didn’t have a chance – the Old Man came out from his own

  place as soon as he heard my voice. He smiled as he pulled me through, and said, ‘Don’t bother to ask her out, Charlie. She’s already quit.’




  ‘So would I, sir, if you dressed me up like a carrot.’




  He laughed, and began to cough a cough that had started in the trenches at Loos, and had held out for thirty-six years so far. He poured us a couple of fingers of Dimple each – it

  wasn’t his favourite tipple, but there seemed to be a fair bit of it around – and waved me to a seat across the desk from him. His slow cough rumbled all that time, like thunder in the

  distance, and whenever he finished it left him breathless.




  ‘You should see a doctor about that,’ I told him.




  ‘I do: all the time. Frieda nags me about it.’




  I noticed how quickly he’d brought her name into it, but ignored that.




  ‘What do they say?’




  ‘That I died several years ago, but no one noticed. Cheers.’




  He’d told me the joke before. I raised my glass, wondering if it was the last drink he’d pour me before I was sacked.




  ‘Cheers. I’m sorry I ran off to Berlin, boss; I needed a couple of days to think. Getting called up was a bit of a shock. Nothing happened while I was away.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Did I cause a problem?’




  ‘The War Office became a little agitated. The woman who phoned me seemed to think that you weren’t above setting off another little war, if you were sufficiently browned off.’

  That made me smile. I wondered if she had been Dolly, but then remembered Dolly was off getting married somewhere.




  ‘What did you say?’




  ‘That if you wanted to start a war I wouldn’t dream of stopping you, and since they hadn’t a chance of catching you, they should just cross their fingers and wait for you to

  come back . . .’




  ‘And?’




  ‘And she put the phone down on me. Best thing all week.’ He engaged in a bout of explosive coughing again, and I played advantage by not giving him a chance. As soon as he finished I

  said, ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t marry Frieda. We don’t like each other enough. I don’t want to hurt you or Mrs Halton, but that’s just how it is.’




  Halton went into displacement activity. He got us another couple of drinks: bigger ones this time. Then he sighed, and almost mumbled, ‘I always knew you’d stand aside as soon as you

  found out Charlie . . . always knew you’d do the right thing. Thank you.’




  I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about, so I tried to look intelligent and hoped for the best. ‘That’s all right, boss.’




  ‘How long have you known about Robert?’




  I hadn’t known about Robert at all, but, whoever the bastard was, he’d appeared at the right time to give me a way out. I hope that I now lied smoothly. When you lie to people you

  like it’s important to do it well.




  ‘Since it started, probably. Are they serious?’




  ‘She says she loves him.’ He sounded like a caring guardian, but undid the sentence with a shrug.




  ‘Maybe my going a couple of thousand miles away isn’t a bad idea at the moment.’ I told him. ‘She can go out without worrying that I’m around the next

  corner.’




  ‘Do you think that would concern her?’




  ‘It’s what another woman I knew once told me, and I trusted her judgement – still do, but don’t know where she is.’




  I could see the conversation was in danger of becoming maudlin, so I switched the points on him and we talked about the airline business and, as it turned out, the road haulage and coach travel

  businesses, because the Old Man was branching out. He’d bought five big Fodens and a couple of Duple coaches, and based them at Watford – not too far from where we sat. Halton Air was

  now just an arm of Halton Transport, although I hoped that it was still where his heart lay. It was inevitable that we’d eventually talk about my impending departure, and I was still half

  inclined to think he’d sack me.




  He didn’t apologize for keeping me in the dark, but asked, ‘Where are they sending you?’




  ‘Egypt, I expect. I haven’t heard anything good about it, except a story about a belly dancer and an imaginative pig in a Cairo nightclub.’




  He ignored the last part. ‘What do they want you to do?’




  ‘Dunno. Radios I expect. It’s the only thing I’m any good at.’




  ‘How much are they paying you?’




  ‘Dunno, boss: not as much as you. Most of the men I knew in the war lost rank after it, and the turds from the officer schools all floated back up to the top again.’ He ignored that

  as well. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me to find that I’m a sergeant again.’




  ‘I’ll make up the difference.’




  ‘Thanks, but why? I mean, why would you do that?’




  ‘Because I don’t want to lose you, of course. Halton Air was making a loss until you began to manage it for me.’




  ‘That was a fluke. The Airlift came along just at the right time for us. Anyway, I thought we were dropping down the league again.’




  He gave me the three-minute cough before observing, ‘In six months’ time, when we’ve linked up our own road haulage units and coaches with the aircraft, the work will come

  rolling in again. You’ll see. We’ll have the only integrated transport company in the country.’ He was always ahead of the game, Old Man Halton. When he finished coughing there

  were specks of blood on the white lawn handkerchief. So, the Old Man didn’t want to lose me. I could have said, You could have fooled me, but you don’t look a gift horse in the

  mouth, do you?




  Later he asked me if I wanted to go on leave until I got the brown envelope.




  I told him, ‘No. I don’t think so. I’ll hang about for a while to make sure Elaine has got the hang of things, and I’ll also spend some time with my boys.’




  ‘I told you to bring them along some time, didn’t I? Boys like aeroplanes and lorries.’




  ‘I’ll remember that, sir.’




  He laughed and then he coughed. He laughed because I’d just told him to mind his own business, and we both knew it. I just kept my work and private life apart. That was my way.




  Just before I left him I told him that he had a third share in one of the most notorious nightspots in Berlin. It stopped him coughing for all of a couple of minutes.




  The girl in the outer office said her name was June. Flaming June, I thought.




  Sometimes it happens just like that: the dice roll for you. Less than a minute into a conversation with her I said, ‘I’m only up here for a night. Can you come out with

  me?’




  ‘You’re Mr Bassett, aren’t you?’




  ‘Yes, Charlie . . .’




  What I’d had in mind was an evening in a pub and then chancing my arm, but she replied, ‘There’s a lovely new restaurant in Hounslow.’




  ‘OK then?’




  ‘OK, Charlie.’




  I had my hour in a pub after all, waiting for her to get off work. The owner was a burly man in his fifties, who stood the other side of the bar, polished the glasses and made conversation until

  my date came along. Just before June arrived the radio above the bar launched into a jaunty old Tommy Dorsey number. I recognized it, but couldn’t place it. It was playing when she walked

  in.




  ‘What’s that called?’ I asked him, but it was June who answered,




  ‘It’s “Satan takes a holiday”.’




  Yeah. The next number was ‘What is this thing called love?’ I’ve told you before; God’s sending out His little signals all the time, but we’re usually on the wrong

  frequency for decent reception.




  We were the last to leave the restaurant and when it was empty they let us dance a couple to the radio. The last song was ‘I’ll be seeing you’. I think it was that guy

  Sinatra.




  Her bedsit, in a suburban house in a suburban avenue, was a comfy little room. There was a heavy crocheted cover on the bed, and a gas fire. We made love as if we had known each other for

  years.




  I’d meant what I’d said. I went down to Lympne the next day and threw myself into the books and forms. Elaine looked subdued when I walked in. I wondered why, but

  thought I’d let her come out with it in her own good time. She couldn’t even conjure up a quick grin when I offered to make her coffee, so I loaded up two mugs with black Camp and

  topped off each with an inch of Five Bells – that’s export-strength rum. She took one hefty swig, and then spluttered.




  ‘Strewth, Charlie, what did you put in this?’




  ‘Navy neaters. OK?’




  ‘Are you trying to get me drunk?’




  ‘I’ve done worse.’




  I had, actually . . . or rather we had. Once upon a time. But that was three years past, and she’d had a son since then and, as I told you, I’d met her husband and rather

  liked him. It’s always best to quit when you’re ahead, but, thinking about it, it was she who’d done the quitting, not me. So I asked, ‘What’s up?’




  ‘My Terry.’ Husband. He flogged long-distance lorries up and down the Great North Road. It had meant that before the kid came along she might have had too much time on her hands. I

  know that sounds unkind, but that was the way we looked at things then. Learn to put up with it: I have.




  ‘What’s the matter with him?’




  ‘Nothing. He wants to change jobs and drive for Mr Halton; that’s all.’




  ‘You’ll see more of him if he’s based at Watford.’




  ‘I know. That’s the problem. I like it just fine with him only home at weekends, and now I realize that I feel guilty about that: I’m being selfish. I ought to be a better

  wife.’




  I waited for an intro and the first few bars before leaning over, and dabbing the end of her nose lightly with my forefinger. I said, ‘Maybe someone should tell you that it’s

  sometimes OK to be selfish. It’s allowed; and what’s more it’s probably good for you.’




  I had leaned towards her. Now I straightened, and began to turn away. She had smiled and blushed. Momentarily the Elaine I had known had shown herself. I also knew that if I had reached towards

  her she wouldn’t have pulled back. But I didn’t. I did the right thing for once. I’ve told you before: the women in my life are like buses. I wait weeks for one, and then a small

  convoy arrives all at the same time.




  She said, ‘I don’t want you to go away, Charlie.’




  ‘That makes two of us; neither do I. But I don’t think I can get out of it.’ I made a joke of it. ‘I’ll send you something from Egypt. What can you get out

  there?’




  ‘One of my uncles brought me a beautiful photograph album from Alex once: it had a black leather cover with Egyptian hieroglyphs painted on it. It’s almost full now. You could bring

  me another: I’d like that.’ She rummaged in her handbag for a handkerchief, and dabbed at her eyes – her make-up was running. What had I said now to upset her? Nothing apparently,

  because she asked, ‘What would you like me to do for you?’




  That was asking for it, wasn’t it? But I made a reply that surprised even me.




  ‘Why don’t you write to me? No one else will: letters from home to keep my morale up.’




  She waited for ages before she replied; as if I had asked her for something far more important. Then she made up her mind and said, ‘OK.’ Then, ‘Panic over; now you can give me

  a hug.’




  ‘Before you go home,’ I promised, and fled.




  I sipped my coffee slowly in my own office, took the conversation apart, and put it back together again. Then I understood something about myself. I understood that I had a difficulty with

  people liking me or loving me, and wondered if that was why my girlfriends never stuck around for long.




  It was time to go home and ask Maggs about it: she always knew what to do.




  I’ve probably told you about Maggs before. She’s the person who was bringing my two boys up when I was away. Which was all too often. I had a nerve regarding them

  as my boys, if I come to think about it. I’d found Dieter on a battlefield in Germany in ’45, and Carlo dropped into my life in Bremen about a week later – the son of an

  ex-girlfriend who was heading east. It’s a long story, but I’ll tell you sometime if I haven’t already.




  When I was away they lived with Mrs Maggs and my old major above a pub in Bosham – that’s a small port near Chichester – and they lived with me in the prefab next door when I

  was home. I’d signed DP papers for them a couple of years ago, but now the local authority was getting iffy, and we were making a proper adoption of it. What that meant was that I had to

  behave myself until everyone said yes, and gave me the forms to prove it. I’d had two interviews with an old biddy in the Council Offices already. I thought she was against me until

  she came up with a woman from the local WRI to sponsor my claim . . . the only problem was that both made it plain they’d prefer me to be married, or at least engaged. Now that Frieda was out

  of the picture I had a problem, didn’t I? I thought I’d better go down for a couple of days and see how the land lay.




  Before I walked away from Elaine she hit me with a limpet of a kiss out of the blue; I hadn’t seen one like that from her for a couple of years – not even at

  Christmas. I pushed her gently off with a laugh, and said something like, ‘Go away and stay married.’




  ‘I will, but sometimes it’s not quite enough.’ Another girl had told me that another time, and I’d got into trouble with her too. As she turned away I put my hand on her

  bum. Round as a football. I have been known to weaken.




  The year hadn’t yet made its mind up about seasons, so I drove down in bright sunshine, with the roof of my old Singer roadster open, and bloody near froze to death. One

  day I’ll thank God for the man who designed the flying jacket I wore over my clothes. I dropped over the Downs and into Chichester in time to pick up Carly from his primary school at three,

  and we played hopscotch outside Dieter’s school gate until the elder showed himself, weighed down by a tattered RAF small pack full of homework and gym kit. Ice cream, Tizer and then home. We

  played with their Dinky army lorries on the floor in front of the fire, and then Ludo until it was time for them to go to bed. Boys can be easy to please sometimes.




  Later I helped James and Maggs to repel the Friday rush, from behind the bar. On Fridays all the yachties came down to pretend to be sailors. I’m showing my prejudice, of course; some of

  them were quite keen, and two of the old wooden ladies in the basin had been to Dunkirk and back a few times in 1940. When I walked back to the prefab, frosted gravel crackling beneath my shoes,

  the boys were no longer in their beds. They were on either side of the kitchen table with mugs of Ovaltine that Dieter had obviously made.




  I feigned horror, which made them laugh, and then asked, ‘What’s going on? Couldn’t you sleep?’




  ‘We were talking about you, Dad.’ Dieter said. He often spoke for the both of them.




  ‘Yeah?’




  ‘We heard the Major tell Mrs Maggs that you were going to Egypt. There’s a war on there.’ We all called James the Major, unless we addressed him directly.




  ‘You shouldn’t listen in to other people’s conversations, but as it happens, you’re right. I do have to go to Egypt.’




  ‘Do you want to go?’




  ‘No, but I’m being called up. I don’t have a choice.’




  ‘You can write Bollocks on the call-up letter, and send it back. Martin’s eldest brother did that.’ I knew Martin. Dieter and he fished together on the Arun. That made

  me smile.




  ‘That’s maybe not a bad idea, but they’ll send the police after him. Try not to swear, son; not ’til you’re older.’




  There was more to this round-the-table conference than met the eye. I got myself a whisky from the cupboard, and as I sat down Carlo suddenly burst out with, ‘We don’t want you to

  go. You’ll get killed.’




  I hugged him, and ruffled his hair. ‘No I won’t. I’ll be very careful . . . and they’re only sending reservists like me out for six months. That’s twenty-four

  weeks: it will pass in a flash.’ I didn’t actually know that: no one had told me.




  ‘Peter Harding’s dad was killed,’ Dieter explained. ‘He didn’t even get as far as the Middle East. The Gyppoes killed him in Cyprus.’




  ‘Don’t call them Gyppoes,’ I cautioned him. ‘They’re Egyptians. Peter Harding’s dad must have been unlucky. Is Peter in your class?’




  ‘No: 3b. They cut him up with cheese wire, and sent the pieces back in a parcel.’




  Why do boys always manage to recall the gorier details?




  ‘Don’t worry about me. I will be working with a radio in a fortified camp; somewhere very safe . . . and I’ll have time to write you letters, and maybe I’ll even be able

  to call you up on the Major’s telephone.’ Then I suddenly stopped talking because I realized that all over the country similar conversations were going on, and we couldn’t all be

  right, could we? Whenever Britannia flexes her muscles there is a blood tax to be paid.




  Carly was fishing about in the bottom of his drink with a spoon: they were almost done. But Dieter was never one to let you away safe once he’d pinned you to a chair. He asked,

  ‘You’re not going to marry Miss Frieda are you, Dad?’




  ‘No, I’m not. We thought we would, for a time, but now we realize we argue too much. Does that upset you?’




  ‘No. We didn’t like her very much. She used to scold Carly.’




  ‘We call her the scary girlfriend,’ Carly chipped in.




  ‘Then I won’t marry her. I’ll only marry someone you like.’




  ‘Have you got a girlfriend at all at the moment, Dad?’ That was Dieter again. He was always trying to marry me off.




  ‘I had one last week. I could call her up and ask.’




  ‘What’s she like?’




  ‘Her name is June. She has bright red hair, and very white skin . . . and a big smile. She laughs very loud when she’s happy, but I think she probably has a bit of a temper as

  well.’




  ‘Like Mrs Maggs?’




  ‘A bit. Why?’




  ‘Maybe you could bring her down here to meet us.’




  ‘I’ll think about it,’ I promised them. Then I packed them off to bed again, hoping that it would stick this time.




  Saying goodbye to Maggs, James and the kids was harder than it ever had been before.




  







  Chapter Three




  Doctor Jazz




  I didn’t like the way that Elaine looked at me. It was as if she was watching all the time; sizing me up for something, although I’d only been back in the office

  ten minutes.




  ‘There were only two personal calls when you were away, and I decided to bother you with neither of them.’




  ‘Good.’




  ‘One was from a Wing Commander Watson. He left a telephone number, asked if you had received any letters yet, and said he had notice of your overseas medical. He asked you to call

  him.’




  ‘What did you say?’




  ‘I told him he should be ashamed of himself, and put the phone down.’




  That made me snort.




  ‘What about the other one?’




  ‘A woman named June wanted to speak to you. She left a telephone number, as well.’




  ‘What did you say to her?’




  ‘The same. I thought she sounded much too young for you, so I told her she should be ashamed of herself, and put the telephone down on her too.’




  ‘I’ve only been away three days and you’ve already destroyed my next military career, and ruined my love life.’




  ‘I know. I did rather well, didn’t I? Now neither of them will want you.’




  It was a nice try, but I smiled, probably a little sadly. ‘Life doesn’t work out like that, does it?’




  Then I noticed that she was wearing her white shirt with more buttons popped open than usual, and that the view out over the foothills was still very interesting. She noticed me noticing, and

  didn’t seem to mind. That was interesting too; maybe Terry had been away from home too long again. Oddly enough I felt a little shy once more. I hoped that was nothing to do with growing up,

  for if it was I wanted nothing to do with it.




  She asked, ‘What were you thinking about?’




  ‘When?’




  ‘When you looked at me just then.’




  Tell the truth, Charlie. ‘You . . . and old times.’




  ‘Good. I’ve also been thinking a lot about old times recently. I’ll make you a decent cup of char, and switch on Workers Playtime. Then we can think about them

  again.’ I just then began to get that feeling I was sailing back into troubled waters.




  I was subjected to my medical in a dingy shed of a place in Croydon, just up the road from the Fairfield Halls. There was a plant producing domestic gas somewhere in the

  vicinity: all of the buildings seemed stained by soot, and a smell of sulphur hung in the air. Old Man Halton would have felt at home here because he’d been gassed in the trenches in the

  First World War. Maybe you already knew that. This part of South London smelled like a school locker room after a spinach lunch. No wonder they moved the bleeding airport – it wasn’t a

  smell with which to welcome visitors to the Capital of Empire.




  There were twelve of us in a small waiting room lined with wooden benches . . . and three of my co-defendants were taken before me: two As and another B. We were a mixture of reservists and

  national servicemen, and I’d already been told that the medical the former got was a makeweight – not so much a matter of ‘fit for service’ as ‘not unfit for

  service’: there’s a subtle difference. The other B in the room was named Babcock, and I guess he’d had a bad time before, because his hands never stopped shaking, and his head

  gave the occasional twitch. He also looked decidedly jaundiced.




  A RAF corporal checked our names off on a clipboard, called us ‘gentlemen’ and seated us in alphabetical order. When I stood up and crossed the room ten minutes later, because I was

  fed up with the sun shining in my eyes, he almost had a fit.




  ‘Mr Bassett is it, sir?’




  ‘Yes, Corporal.’




  ‘Then sit where you’re fucking well told, sir.’




  ‘No, Corporal.’




  ‘What did you say, sir?’




  ‘I said “No, Corporal” . . . and wash your fucking ears out if you didn’t hear me the first time.’




  He swelled like a party balloon receiving the benefit of a particularly decent pair of lungs. And he turned red. Sweat broke along his hairline in his attempt to keep a lid on his temper. If

  he’d been subject to a medical himself just then, he would never have passed. He literally stamped a foot – I’d not seen that before – before he shouted, ‘We’ll

  bloody well see about that,’ and banged out through a flimsy door which warped in his grasp.




  ‘You forgot to say sir,’ I called after him helpfully.




  Someone – an L, I think – said, ‘Blimey, now you’re for it.’




  The twitcher’s head was now permanently to either one side or the other, ticking like a metronome. I wouldn’t have minded being ‘for it’ if it would get me out of this

  madhouse.




  A huge head, about eight feet above the ground, looked around the door through which the corporal had bolted. It roared, ‘Fucking Bassett – I mighta guessed.’




  I said, ‘Yes, WO,’ meekly. Then I grinned, and said, ‘Hello, Alex.’




  Watson had told me years ago that the new postwar RAF was so small that you kept on bumping into people you knew. He had been right. Alex was a service policeman, a giant and a sort of recurring

  nightmare.




  He grinned back, ‘Wotcha, Charlie. Heard you were coming back. Thought I’d surprise you.’




  ‘You did. You sent an idiot in here to look after us.’




  ‘The corporal is not an idiot. He is your perfectly average corporal.’




  ‘I see your point,’ I told him, ‘. . . and it saddens me. If I’m too rude for the RAF can I go home now?’




  ‘Not a chance. You’re all A1 medical passes – bound for glory the lot of you.’ He glanced around the room, and smiled. Tigers smile like that. When Alex was in a room he

  dominated it by size alone. He didn’t have to do anything else: in that small waiting room it was like being in the presence of a fairy-tale ogre. I didn’t like to ask how he knew our

  results even before the medical exams had been completed.




  ‘That thing can’t be A1.’ I indicated Babcock. His tongue was lolling out now. It was a peculiarly large tongue, and a funny colour. A small waterfall of saliva dribbled from

  his mouth to the lapel of his expensive camel-coloured coat.




  Alex said, ‘We’ll give him to the Army then. They’ll make him one of their B1s and call him an LC: that’s all we’ll need from you lot anyway.’ LC was Lines

  of Communication, a medical grading that kept half-dead soldiers away from the front line, but enabled the mad sods in charge to deploy them just about anywhere else. It meant they still got

  you, and was no bar to being sent abroad. ‘Now just you lot behave yourselves, and I’ll send in the char wallah – but don’t go for a piss afterwards, you’ll need it

  later.’ Ah, the romance of serving the Crown.




  We did what waiting rooms are designed for. We waited. Babcock’s eyes closed. At times I didn’t know if he was asleep or dead. His twitch became slow, but more pronounced. He was

  probably still alive. The damp patch on his lapel grew larger. His name was called from behind the door three times before he responded.




  He came back into the waiting room half an hour later, alert but miserable. He no longer twitched, and the damp stain was drying nicely.




  ‘A fucking one. Fucking bastards,’ he snarled at us, and slammed the outside door almost off its hinges as he left. Then it was me.




  Two doctors: one female and one male. The female looked as friendly as Irma Grese on leave from Auschwitz. The man could have done with a clean white coat. He looked tired.




  He told me, ‘I do the pricks and backsides, just to save the real doctor’s blushes. She does the rest; you’ll find she’s very good.’




  ‘Am I a prick or a backside?’ I asked him.




  ‘A bit of both I expect. The Warrant Officer told me you were the troublemaker.’




  ‘What was the matter with the man who just left, sir?’




  Irma actually smiled. It changed her completely. If I had hung around long enough I might have fallen in love.




  She said, ‘Nothing. Nothing but having drunk half a gallon of lemon Cremola Foam stirred up with about eight Alka-Seltzers. It makes you look very strange for a short time, but the effects

  wear off quickly. You’ve no idea what some men will do to avoid conscription.’




  ‘I have. I don’t suppose it would help if I started falling off my chair?’




  ‘Not in the slightest.’ She gave me the smile again. I would have told jokes all day to be rewarded with smiles like that. ‘You’re perfectly A1 – I can tell it just

  by looking at you . . . but we’ll go through the motions just in case. If you go behind the curtain and drop your trousers, Dr Crippen will be with you in a moment.’




  It could only happen to me, I thought.




  Both medics took less than fifteen minutes between them. I finished in front of Irma. She said, ‘You’ll do, Mr Bassett, although you drink too much. You’ll have a beer gut by

  the time you’re forty unless you ease up and take some exercise.’




  ‘I’ll remember that, Doctor.’




  ‘Good. Now bend over that chair back please, and drop your trousers again.’ For a moment she sounded like my old headmaster: when you walked into his study he invariably had a glint

  in his eye, and a cane in his hand.




  ‘I thought you didn’t do backsides, Doctor.’




  ‘I don’t, but I do give the inoculations, and you have a bucketful coming up, according to your RAF forms. Try to relax: I’ll re-sharpen the needle after the first

  ten.’




  They always like to finish with a laugh, the doctors – have you noticed? After she’d finished with my bum and my upper thigh I felt as if I would never sit down again. Bloody sadist.

  The last thing she said was, ‘We always tell people not to drink alcohol for at least twenty-four hours after this course of injections.’




  ‘I’ll remember that too, Doctor.’ I hate people telling me what not to do.




  Alex always brings out the Jerry in me: you know – orders will be obeyed at all times without question. He told me to get lost afterwards, but not so lost that I couldn’t meet

  him back near the medical centre for opening time. He thought we could get drunk together, and get up to date. I don’t know where he got the idea I’d enjoy going to a pub; after all,

  the doctor had just banned me.




  I walked around Croydon to kill time. It was, and is, a terrible place. Grey people, living in grey houses, driving grey Hillmans, working in grey offices and grey factories. For the first time

  in my life it occurred to me that God was inordinately fond of grey, and in Croydon had created His masterpiece. After that I was ready to get drunk, and from the number of people already in the

  pub by half past five, I reckoned that most of Croydon agreed with me.




  A few hours later, the woman doctor came pushing through the crowd with her medical bag. She nodded to me, but moved on up to a small raised stage. I wondered if she moonlighted as a stripper,

  but wasn’t all that disappointed when she was joined by a small jazz band, put the silver cornet she’d pulled from her bag to her lips, and began to blow like an angel. She caught my

  eye halfway through the set, smiled that smile again, and began to drop the spectacular notes of ‘Doctor Jazz’ in front of us. That was when I realized that Croydon had always been one

  of my favourite places on the planet.




  I remembered what it was like in the war – having joined up in the RAF then, I was sent back home again with a silly little silver badge to stick on my jacket, and told

  to wait my turn. The badge was to prove to strangers you were doing your bit. I had been impatient as hell to get into uniform. This time it wasn’t like that. Not at all. I simply

  didn’t want to go, and a moany little voice at the back of my brain was wheedling away with You’ve done your bloody bit; why can’t they pick on somebody else?




  The weeks before I had been called up to my basic training unit in the 1940s had been full of purpose and vigour . . . principally trying it on with girls I might never get a chance with again,

  and eventually losing my virginity with a generous neighbour. This time I prevaricated, did nothing, avoided decisions and wasted time. I slept with Elaine again – more for the form of it

  than anything else, both of us working off guilts we didn’t understand – and afterwards I felt even more fed up than before.




  When the brown envelope eventually arrived it was smaller than I remembered, but almost a relief. Elaine was watching me in my cramped office when I opened it – she had taken to standing

  close to me all the time, which crowded me. I didn’t like that, but we’d been skin-to-skin like old times the night before, so it wouldn’t have been right to tell her to back off.

  And before you get the idea that I was demonstrating some of my finer feelings by that decision, I wasn’t. I simply didn’t know when I’d want her again, and wasn’t going to

  cut off my nose to spite my face.




  She asked, ‘This is it, isn’t it?’




  ‘Yes, love; I’m afraid it is. This time I really have to pack my bag.’




  ‘Well then? Where?’




  I had been afraid she’d ask that. The Canal Zone, Malaya, Cyprus or Kenya? What romantic destination was suitable for a brave British serviceman these days?




  ‘Dungeness.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You heard me. Fucking Dungeness. Just up the road.’




  ‘I wish you wouldn’t swear.’




  ‘You’d swear if you’d been posted to Dungeness.’




  ‘You’ll still be able to see me if you get any time off.’




  ‘I’m sure that was exactly what was in the RAF Board’s mind when they decided!’ I shouldn’t have snapped. It hurt her. She looked down.




  ‘I thought you didn’t want to go to Egypt?’




  ‘I didn’t, but that’s not the point. I didn’t want to go to Dungeness either. Even less, in fact. Have you ever been to Dungeness?’




  ‘Once; one night with Terry. I bruised my bum on the pebbles.’




  That lifted it: my black mood, I mean. I grabbed her around the waist, swung her and gave her a hefty kiss. She threw a Force Nine right back at me. We went down to the small hut I bunked in,

  even although it was the middle of the morning, and when we came out again it was as if we had settled something rather good. She followed me into my office and grabbed me for another kiss, saying

  something like, ‘I don’t ever want to be without you for good, Charlie.’




  ‘I can cope with that, sweetheart.’ Why are the good ones always married? ‘I’m mad about your belly,’ I told her, ‘. . . and your legs, and . . .’

  Sometimes I say the right thing.




  She smiled. ‘That will do for now, Charlie.’




  The way I saw it bloody Dungeness was as bad as a living bloody death sentence. Devil’s Island without even the Devil for company. But Dungeness was only going to be a stepping stone to

  somewhere nastier, of course: the station designation number of its location had a large black T behind it so I was in for some more bleeding training in something or other.




  Then they would probably stuff me in an aircraft again.




  I don’t know if you’ve ever been to Dungeness. If you haven’t then you made a good decision. It’s a fat thumb of a few trillion pebbles sticking out

  into the English Channel, battered by wind and wave, with the French looking on from the other side. It’s the least hospitable place, after Bergen, in the whole world . . . and has more flies

  than an Egyptian karzi. Believe me; I know.




  There was a lighthouse on it in my time, but that may have fallen down since the bastards built a nuclear power station next door in the Sixties. That should tell you something: they only put

  nuclear piles where no sensible people go. I suspect that the lighthouse was in fact surplus to requirements – any sea captain who had experienced the dubious attractions of Dungeness before

  would hug the French coast twenty miles away, just to stay away from it.




  You can take it from that little outburst that I was not enamoured of the place. At that time, as well as the lighthouse, it had a large, damp, concrete bomb-proof box: especially for me. And

  rain of course, and the bloody wind never stopped blowing. I still hadn’t had a uniform issue, so I reported in my old RAF battledress blues which had long since lost their proper buttons.

  The black ones I’d sewn on looked much better anyway. Three shirts, one spare set of thins, five pairs of socks and my washing kit . . . and I also had a small pistol a mate had once given

  me, tucked into my flying jacket’s pocket. Charlie Bassett, gent, reporting for duty, sir. Able, but far from bloody willing.




  By 1952 we hadn’t quite got round to taking down all the barbed wire we’d strung along the South Coast. That was probably something to do with still not trusting the French not to

  invade us while our back was turned: you know what they’re like. In 1377 the bastards sailed right up to Rye, a neighbouring port, burned it to the ground and stole the church bells. As far

  as Rye, Sussex and Kent are concerned a state of war still exists between them and the Frogs, and will until we get those bells back. As far as I’m concerned we should have left the

  barbed wire up – we’re going to need it one day. They had even overlooked a landmine or two, so no summer went by without news of a family being blown to kingdom come making sandcastles

  on a beach. I suppose Dungeness had some sort of excuse for the rusty wire . . . there were still live firing ranges just round the corner at Camber: still are, come to that.




  At least they’d taken the gate away, so the road along the spit started at a gap in a barbed-wire fence left there to discourage the holidaymakers. And also a corporal in RAF uniform. He

  was unhappy-looking and definitely familiar. The little bastard from the Croydon medical unit. I stopped my old Singer alongside him.




  ‘Mr Bassett is it, sir?’ He hadn’t a clipboard of names this time, so I guessed that I was the only one expected.




  ‘Of course it is. We met a few weeks ago.’




  ‘So we did, sir.’




  ‘What are you doing here?’




  ‘Posted, sir; same as you.’




  ‘No, I mean what are you doing here at the end of the road?’




  ‘I’m to drive the car, sir.’




  ‘I don’t need a driver.’




  ‘Begging your pardon, sir, but you do. I’m to do the driving and you’re to do the walking. CO’s orders, sir. Everyone walks up to the station the first time. She says

  it’s good for us.’




  ‘She?’




  ‘Yes, sir; the CO’s a Wren officer. If you don’t mind my saying, sir . . . it does seem odd to begin with, but you soon gets used to it.’




  ‘It’s a training station, right?’




  ‘No, sir. It’s an OLP, but there’s always a couple of people like you around going through the refresher.’




  ‘I’m not sure about OLP.’




  ‘Operational Listening Post, sir. We got them all up the East Coast now, and along the Channel. Some up in Scotland too. We listen to the Commies as they sail past.’ Then he shivered

  and said, ‘Would you mind getting out of the car an’ swappin’ over, sir? It’s bleedin’ perishin’ out here.’ It was too.




  ‘Sure you can drive it, Corporal . . . ?’




  ‘Baxter, sir . . . and yes, I can drive it. Drove three-tonners in the war.’ That was hardly reassuring, but you never know when you’ll need someone on your side, so I said,

  ‘Baxter and Bassett. Sounds like a couple of sand dancers, doesn’t it? We’d better watch out for each other.’




  I thought for a moment he was going to laugh, but he said, ‘I’ll think about that, sir,’ and put my little car into gear. I stood there and watched him dwindle into nothing as

  he drove away towards the shadowy buildings in the mist at the end of the causeway. They looked miles away.




  They were, and it started to rain before I was halfway there. My last RAF posting had been to a listening station like this one, and I’d had a few mad moments of mad passion with a mad

  Wren there, so you can see that my interest was engaged by the time I walked through the gate of a proper barbed-wire enclosure.




  The guard didn’t salute because I wasn’t properly dressed – Salute the uniform, son, not the man: I can still hear my first drill sergeant barking that in my face. This

  guy had the face of a twelve-year-old; I guessed he only shaved weekly – and, oh yeah, he had a Stirling sub-machine gun looped casually over his shoulder like a girl’s handbag. He

  probably scared the Russians half to death.
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