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  Chapter One




  ‘Do you actually believe in God?’ I asked my pal Fergal.




  That was Father Fergal. He’d watched Boy’s Town too often, and ended up at a parish in Liverpool after the war.




  ‘You mean the old fellah with the white beard? That sort of ting?’




  ‘That sort of thing.’




  ‘They taught me about that kind of question at the seminary.’




  ‘What kind of question?’




  ‘The damned if you do and damned if you don’t sort of question. Getting damned is important to us Catholics you know. If I answer Yes you’ll think your old friend is off

  his head. If I answer No you’ll ask me what I’m doing masquerading as a priest.’




  ‘I always liked the word masquerading, didn’t you? I’m going to Berlin again on Sunday. Do you want to come along for the trip?’




  Fergal and I had been to Berlin a few times in 1944. We used to call it the Big City in those days, although it wasn’t so big by the time we’d finished with it. I thought

  Fergal had been the best flight engineer in the business, in a Lancaster bomber named Tuesday’s Child. I had been the W/Op. For those of you brought up to use wartime slang I’ll

  explain that wop doesn’t mean Italian for once: it means wireless operator. I was their radio man.




  ‘I don’t think my Boss would like that. Not on a Sunday. He’s a bit keen on Sundays.’




  ‘So you do believe in Him then?’




  ‘Of course I do: but probably not in the way you think. I believe in the God principle I suppose.’




  ‘What does that mean?’




  ‘That the God I believe in is unknowable and unimaginable . . . so I don’t try. But that doesn’t mean He’s not there.’




  ‘Absence of evidence isn’t evidence of absence, as far as you’re concerned?’




  ‘Yes. That’s rather good, Charlie. Where did you come across it?’




  ‘A whore in Paris last week. We were talking about VD.’




  ‘He wouldn’t like to hear you talking like that.’




  ‘Sure. He created VD just the same as He created us. The pox must have a divine purpose; it’s just that to us it’s unknowable and unimaginable.’




  ‘Let’s go and have that drink, Charlie.’




  Later I asked him, ‘Don’t you suppose that somewhere there’s a holy gonococcus preaching to all the other little gonococci, that God created them in his own image?’




  Fergal fell off the bar stool while he was laughing, and two pretty girls came across to help me get him to his feet again. Maybe my luck was changing.




  It was, and the joke was on me as it turned out, because a week later I began to itch.




  I’d had the chance to look Fergal up because I had flown into Liverpool Speke Airport and, you guessed it, by early1948 the silly beggars were already beginning to call

  it Speke International. I was in Dorothy, the company’s Avro York, and had a couple of days kicking my heels whilst they did an engine-out job on one of its four Merlins. The owner had

  a thing about The Wizard of Oz, and named all his aircraft after characters from it. I should have run away as soon as I learned that. We’d hauled Dot up to Speke with a load of

  Dutch rivets for a small car manufacturer, and next year’s tulip bulbs for the municipal parks. For an aircraft that was only six months old it was already clapped out: she was being flown to

  death.




  Fergal went into the priest’s school at the end of our tour in 1944. I don’t know how he ended up at a poor parish in Liverpool, with a children’s home full of war orphans. I

  asked him if he had a choice about where God posted him.




  ‘No, Charlie. God’s agents in Dublin sent me here to make me humble. As I remember, it was a case of Speke, or for ever hold your peace.’ He’d made me smile.




  ‘Has it made you humble?’




  ‘Liverpool would make anyone humble, Charlie. Where I live is a bombed-out human sewer.’




  ‘Come away with me then: I’ll get you a job.’




  ‘God’s already given me one.’




  ‘But you hate every arse-wiping minute of it.’




  ‘That’s the point, Charlie. I’ll explain it one day.’




  ‘Fancy a beer then?’




  ‘Thank you, Charlie. Why not?’




  I had already met the nice old guys teaching Fergal his trade. Liverpool seemed to attract Irish priests like old dog deposits attract flies . . . and Fergal was right about

  the districts around the docks: they were full of holes, gifts from creative German flyers in the early Forties. I had a curious conversation with one of the priests whilst waiting for Fergal to

  finish work one evening. He had tufty wings of red hair, and a ruddy complexion. We sat in a large study, and he poured me an Irish whiskey.




  He said, ‘In the old days we would have called this the Chapter House.’




  ‘And now?’




  ‘Just Church House. Sad, isn’t it? You flew with young Fergal during the war, didn’t you?’




  ‘Yes. I was his wireless operator.’




  ‘What do you do now?’




  ‘Same thing, but not for the RAF. I was civilianized. Just like a bus conductor really: I fly with a small freight outfit in Kent. Last week I actually flew a load of coal from northern

  France to Newcastle. We take it to Germany as well.’




  The conversation stalled, then he said, ‘I hear that things are really bad in Newcastle.’




  ‘Better than it was. I met someone who told me about entire families freezing to death on his street in the last winter. They don’t report that in the papers.’ I wanted to ask,

  Where was your God then, when they needed him? But we’d all just got through a war, so we knew the score. Instead I asked him, ‘Did you learn to be a priest here, as

  well?’




  ‘No. I went to a seminary in Spain. The Scottish School . . . and that’s where I found my calling, and stayed . . . until Franco chased me out.’




  ‘I have a friend who fought over there. He was chased out as well. He was probably a Communist, so you wouldn’t have got on with him.’




  ‘And why not? At least they stood and fought when God deserted us.’ He said this without blinking. He wanted to be sure I understood him. Another pause, and then he asked me,

  ‘What do you know about our Church’s procedure of confession, Charlie?’




  ‘Precious little, Father. Why?’




  ‘I wanted to talk to you about Fergal’s confession.’




  ‘Are you supposed to do that?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Well . . . ?’




  ‘Don’t worry about it, Charlie. I have always excused myself by choosing to believe that God is not a personality at all: maybe He’s something more like an animated, but

  complex, set of rules . . .’




  ‘I don’t understand.’




  ‘Rules are for the obedience of fools, Charlie, and for the guidance of wise men.’




  ‘And we’re the wise men?’




  ‘We wouldn’t be here if we weren’t, Charlie. Only there’s just the two of us.’




  ‘What was your problem again?’




  Don’t ask me how I knew. It was just like being in the RAF. If an officer butters you up it’s always because there’s a problem that he wants to pass on to you.




  ‘He confesses your flights over Germany. Twenty-eight of them, wasn’t it?’




  ‘That’s right. I try not to think about them myself. We had some interesting experiences, but from your viewpoint we probably did pretty ghastly things to nice people.’




  ‘Does that worry you?’




  ‘No. Not any more. I don’t know why.’




  ‘It worries Fergal.’




  ‘It always did. Situation normal.’




  ‘That’s not the way it works for a Catholic, Charlie . . . do you want another drink?’ I must have been slinging it back.




  ‘No thank you, please carry on . . .’




  ‘A Catholic confesses their sins to a priest, repents and asks for forgiveness. The priest gives them penances, usually prayers to recite, and then absolves their sins in God’s name

  . . . and they are forgiven. Their sins have been taken from them, and they are no longer sinners . . . ready for Heaven.’




  ‘Whiter than the shriven snow?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘Just li’ that?’ I said it the way that comedian does. Father Leakey didn’t rise to it.




  ‘Yes. Just like that.’




  ‘I must get a bit of that one day.’




  ‘I’ll introduce you to a good priest when the time comes.’ I’ve always liked these buggers who had a quick return of serve. ‘The difficulty with Fergal is that he

  kept coming back with the same sins. He confessed your flights over Germany again and again. Countlessly . . . as if the memory of them was eating into him somehow.’




  ‘As if the absolution hadn’t taken? Perhaps he knows God better than you do.’




  ‘That’s not the problem, Charlie.’




  ‘Then what is?’




  ‘He stopped confessing the flights two weeks ago.’




  ‘There you go then: alles ist vergeben.’




  ‘No, Charlie. That’s not it. I think he believes he’ll never be forgiven. He’s given up.’




  ‘What do you want me to do about it?’




  ‘I don’t know. Whatever you can, I suppose.’




  I awoke flat on my back on a stone slab. When I opened my eyes the universe was above me. There was the constellation of Orion, its belt like a finger pointing into the sky. It

  must have been about three in the morning. Fergal was six feet away; alongside me on another table grave. He was alert, and had probably been awake longer. The girls had gone. He asked me,

  ‘You OK, Charlie?’




  I yawned. I was cold, and my back was stiff, but I felt disinclined to move.




  ‘Yeah; great. I spoke to your mucker when you were finishing up in the church tonight. He’s worried about you . . .’




  ‘Mucker. You’ve only been up here a couple of days, Charlie, but you’re already picking up the lingo.’




  ‘It’s a talent I seem to have; or a disease.’ But I wasn’t prepared to let him get away from it. ‘He’s worried about all you’ve been saying about

  bombing Germany.’




  ‘He’s not supposed to tell you, the louse: there’s something called the sanctity of the confessional.’




  ‘He told me that was cancelled out by God being a set of rules . . .’




  ‘Yes; for the obedience of fools, but the guidance of wise men. I’ve heard that one; he uses it on all of us. It’s his excuse for making up his faith as he goes along.

  He’s an old renegade, and will be in trouble with the bishop before long. Apparently he forgot himself once in Spain, got lost, and ended up fighting in the International Brigade. He says

  he’s one of God’s backsliders.’




  ‘Like you, and that rule about chastity a couple of hours ago? She was very noisy.’




  ‘You’re right. I’ll need to confess that.’




  ‘He’s worried that you banged on about it for so long, and then suddenly stopped.’




  Neither of us said anything for a couple of minutes. I recognized Cygnus, the Swan, low in the sky and counted her stars.




  ‘Do you ever worry about what we did to Germany, Charlie?’




  ‘Is it on my conscience, you mean?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘No. Not any more. I’d find it difficult to look at the faces in your orphanage and feel bad about what we did to Jerry. Besides, there’s another thing . . .’




  ‘What?’




  ‘When I remember going to Germany in Tuesday now, it doesn’t feel like it was anything that men did. It seems more like an act of nature. Like something terrible but

  inevitable; like something I wasn’t responsible for . . .’




  I didn’t tell him about the nightmares.




  ‘I worry about it.’




  ‘I know. That’s why they’re worried about you.’




  I spotted a bright star about thirty degrees to my starboard, and billions of miles away. I thought that it could be Betelgeuse. Fergal spoke quietly and without passion – quite the old

  Fergal I knew.




  ‘I won’t do anything silly, Charlie. If it gets too bad I’ll come looking for you, and take that job you suggested.’




  ‘Good. Can we go back now?’




  ‘Yes; we can.’




  ‘In that case you’ll have to pull me up. My back isn’t working any more; that whore must have done for me.’




  ‘Were they whores?’




  ‘I paid them anyway . . .’




  ‘What was yours like?’




  ‘Very soft and firm at the same time: like lying on one of those blow-up beds. Consider the Li-Los of the field . . .’




  ‘. . . they toil not, neither do they spin. And yet I say unto you that even Solomon in his glory was not arrayed like one of these.’ Then he said, ‘Mary Magdalene was said to

  be a whore . . .’ He had a gentle, faraway smile on his face.




  ‘Why did we come to this terrible graveyard in the first place, Fergal . . . couldn’t we have found somewhere more comfortable?’ I asked him.




  ‘Remember Marty?’




  ‘Of course I do.’ Marty Weir had been our bomb aimer. When the crew had split Marty had organized all of our signatures in a Gideon Bible he’d swiped from a hotel, and given it

  to Fergal for luck.




  ‘I thought that you’d like to visit him. He’s lying over against that wall.’




  There were about twenty service headstones over there. I hadn’t given them a second glance. I sat up suddenly, leaned over and was sick. It was probably something to do with all the beer I

  had drunk.




  We flew into Berlin on the Sunday morning with a load of coal, and arrived as black as miners, covered by the dust from the sacks. Without making it obvious the American

  military governor of the western part of the city was trying to stockpile fuel for a hard winter; there was already a heady black market in coal. Sorry about the pun. This was purely a civilian

  operation: a charity was paying for the shipment. Berlin was still an open city.




  It was a longer stay this time – we were opening up an office there. Old Man Halton, who owned us, flew in as our passenger. He coughed the whole way like someone in the terminal stages of

  TB. The Red Cross doughnut van followed us around the perimeter: Marthe, its driver, had recognized the red-liveried York as we crossed the boundary, and as usual was determined to let no one get

  to us before she did. The first time I had met her, a year ago, she was driving an identical wagon in Hamburg, selling hotdogs to tired aircrew. She parked at the fuselage door, so it was

  impossible to ignore her.




  ‘Doughnut, Charlie?’




  ‘Not this time, Marthe.’




  ‘What you bring me this trip?’




  ‘You sleep with me tonight?’




  ‘No I don’t!’




  ‘Then I bring you nothing.’




  ‘You English all the same: cheap arses.’




  The little green and white Customs VW saloon turned in our direction, so I quickly tossed her the package I’d wrapped before I’d set off. It disappeared instantly beneath the

  counter. Three pairs of stockings, some cigarettes, and a bar of chocolate I’d swapped from the Yanks. Marthe wouldn’t use them; she’d sell or trade them for what she really

  wanted, food for herself and her daughter.




  ‘See you at the club tonight?’




  ‘Sure thing, Charlie. Say eight-thirty.’




  ‘Fine.’




  Life goes on, doesn’t it?




  The club was called the Leihhaus, which means pawnshop, so at least you knew what you were getting into. It was an open club on one of the zone boundaries. Every

  nationality in the world fetched up there, most of them looking for a deal. The police patrols tended to give the open clubs a miss: they were like an unofficial no man’s land. A fortnight

  before, I’d got into a fight with a Russian there. He had taken a bite from my left ear. Now he was my best friend. His name was Gregor something, which finished with about six

  avitches. We called him Greg. He said that he had a couple of tons of amber to sell, looted from some imperial palace. That was way out of my league, so I agreed to introduce him to my pal

  Tommo. It wouldn’t be out of his league.




  Dave Thomsett was an American sergeant I knew. He worked for an acquisitions department of the United States Army Air Force down in Frankfurt. They acquired houses in Germany for his top brass

  to live in, and kraut servants and chocoladies to run them, that sort of thing. A chocolady was a girl who would do it for a bar of chocolate. I know that’s difficult for you to believe, but

  maybe you’ve never been that hungry. Tommo had spent a couple of weeks in Iceland in ’47. He told me they had hotdogoladies there. It made a change for them, from all the fish.




  I’ll tell you about Greg, as well. You’ve all heard these stories about nine feet tall Russians as broad as bears. He wasn’t one of those. He was the only man in uniform

  I’ve ever met who was smaller than me. I think that there was probably something the matter with him, because his head was large: out of all proportion to the rest of him. When he walked in

  with his cap on, it looked as if he was wearing an umbrella on his bonce, and you wanted to laugh. That was not a good thing to do, because when people laughed at him he either took a shot at them

  or tried to bite their ears off. He didn’t have a girlfriend; he had a boyfriend. The boyfriend was an American deserter, but a great cook. He cooked the greatest omelettes, but that was

  Americans for you: in Germany in ’48, they had most of the eggs.




  The amber deal wasn’t all that it was cooked up to be either. Red Greg didn’t sell the amber to Tommo. He sold Tommo the location of the amber. That was under a hundred and

  fifty feet of water in a lake in Germany. As it happened he’d come to the right person. Tommo was the only man I knew with the organizing ability to recover it. It was in the Russian Zone,

  which I thought could be a problem. Tommo thought it was cool. Anyway, it was their business, not mine. Greg the Red gave me a hundred and fifty occupation dollars for the introduction, and Tommo

  gave me the same for the business. Look, don’t let this worry you. We were all at it.




  People started dancing when the radio began to pump out Artie Shaw’s version of ‘the Beguine’. Greg had a new chocolady at his table. He probably had the franchise on her. He

  waved me over.




  ‘Here, Charlie. You wan’ a drink?’




  ‘Ta. Who’s your new pal?’




  ‘Magda. She’s a countess. You wan’ her?’ An improbable number of the chocoladies were countesses. The Russians, in particular, liked the idea. I shook my head. She was

  probably already poxed. I told you that I itched a bit, so who knows: maybe I was as well. The bottle on the table was French brandy . . . they came out from under the bar for anyone who could

  afford them. Magda polished a wineglass on her mothy fox fur, and sloshed some of the spirit into it for me.




  ‘What you bring?’ Greg demanded.




  ‘Coal, but it was all manifested.’




  ‘Pity. What else?’




  ‘American dollars and three parachutes.’




  ‘Used or unused?’




  ‘Unused. What do you think I am, Greg . . . some sort of black marketeer?’




  He thought that that was funny, and bellowed out a great laugh. As he did that he glared around the smoky room. Everyone he made eye contact with laughed for him; he had that sort of effect on

  people. Scared them shitless.




  ‘I take the parachutes. Give the dollars to the Austrian: he’s short. He’ll give you a better price than me.’




  I liked to get the business done at the start of the evening. Then I could relax.




  My pilot, Dave Scroton, mooched in an hour later. He was new to Berlin and looked unsure of himself. He’d flown Dakotas over Arnhem and survived, and appeared to know what he was doing . .

  . I’d flown three trips with him and had no complaints so far. He was bunking in one of the accommodation huts on the far side of the airfield; I hadn’t made my mind up where to sleep

  yet. I introduced him around. Red Greg asked him about his name.




  ‘You got an unfortunate name, Dave Scroton,’ he said. ‘People could mistake it for something else. Maybe you should change it.’




  ‘I already did. I used to be called William – I just never did like that.’




  That’s exactly when I began to like him. Greg bellowed his laugh again. Half the room joined him without knowing what they were laughing at.




  ‘You like girls or boys? We got both.’




  ‘Girls.’




  ‘You wanna countess? Magda’s a countess.’




  Magda moved an unlit cigarette in Dave’s direction, looking for a light, and she smiled. She was short an incisor, which was a pity, because it spoiled the picture – for a countess,

  that is.




  One thing I always liked about Marthe was her punctuality. She came up behind me, leaned down, put her arm around my shoulders and kissed me behind the ear. I could feel her breast against my

  back.




  ‘Missed me, lover?’




  ‘Of course I have.’




  Her next kiss was on my cheek and close to, but not quite at, the corner of my mouth. Our mutual affection must have been affecting and quite obvious to anyone looking. They would have been

  wrong, of course, but that was the point. Marthe and I had a non-aggression pact. As long as I didn’t push her too hard for a shag, I could sleep on a made-up bed on her sofa, and when she

  was with me the other men didn’t bother her, so she had a short holiday from whoring. At the same time, when I was with her, I didn’t get the chocoladies all trying to hit on me.




  Dave went outside with Magda an hour later. I saw him give Greg five US dollars . . . which was far too much. Magda would probably wheedle another three from him before they came back inside. I

  asked Marthe, ‘You want to eat here?’




  ‘There’s a new little Bavarian cafe just inside their zone: I think we’d be OK there.’




  Greg shook his head.




  ‘No. Dog meat. They have real dog meat. You don’ wanna eat there.’




  Marthe shrugged; then smiled . . .




  ‘OK. Here’s fine.’




  While we were waiting for a couple of plates of spiced vegetable stew Magda got up to go to wherever the girls go forty times a night. The music changed. Mary Martin’s heart suddenly

  belonged to daddy. I gestured at the radio and said, ‘This is good. What is it?’




  ‘The Cole Porter Hour . . . comes in from Frankfurt. Decadent Western propaganda.’ But Greg was grinning. The grin disappeared like it had never been there: he leaned over and

  grabbed my arm. He whispered, ‘I lied. That cafe will be hit by the Patrol tonight. They forgot to buy their bullets. You wouldn’t want to be there then with the wrong papers. Maybe

  your little woman gets locked up by the Patrol. Maybe worse.’




  The cafes and clubs all bought bullets from an International Patrol; in other words paid protection money on the side. If they didn’t pay, they got raided until they did. A number

  of raids on the same premises tended to discourage the customers, and the proprietors usually got the message. Greg was right; their use of Marthe, or any chocolady they picked up there, would not

  have been gentlemanly.




  ‘Thank you, Greg.’




  ‘Think nothing. Empty bottle.’ He turned the brandy upside down. ‘Your turn.’ The waiter brought another bottle as soon as I looked at him. Greg asked, ‘You fly to

  the Middle East? Palestine or Istanbul?’




  ‘Not yet. Why?’




  ‘You bring back all the spices you can get in your aeroplane. Everyone wants spices to put in the shit we eat. We’ll clean up.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Yes; really. Better than cigarettes.’




  Greg’s boyfriend came out and sat with us after the joint had stopped serving. He sat in his grubby white chef’s outfit. Nobody seemed to mind. They held hands.




  Eventually Marthe and I walked home. The cobbles were wet, there were still precious few street lights and we gave a wide berth to an enormous bomb site on which a couple of cooking fires

  burned. Shadows moved around them. I had one arm around Marthe’s waist. My other hand, in the pocket of my flying jacket, grasped the butt of my revolver. It makes me smile today when the

  wankers on the TV talk of districts of Glasgow or Manchester as being rough. They don’t know they’ve been born.




  I got the sofa bed I told you about. Marthe shared her double with her daughter – Lottie was about five or six, I suppose. Halfway through the night Marthe came back into

  the sitting room. She was wearing men’s silk pyjamas with someone else’s embroidered monogram on the pocket. Her face looked softer with her hair combed out. She wrapped a blanket

  around herself and curled into my back. There was never anything more than that to it. Half an hour later the child squeezed between us. Everybody was looking for a family in 1948.




  

     

  




  Chapter Two




  I probably should have reminded you that I already had two children, neither of whom was mine . . . in a biological sense that is. Another thing about 1948 was that people were

  adopting each other like it was going out of fashion. In most cases responsible adults adopted the children. Trust me to get it back to front; as far as I could see my boys had adopted me.

  Dieter was about eight now – I wasn’t too sure: he was a German kid I’d found on a battlefield, holding tight on to the hand of his fourteen-year-old brother. The brother had

  probably been dead a day when I met them. Dieter adopted me soon after that. The other boy was Grace’s child. Grace was a girl I used to love; she’d abandoned her baby in a hospital in

  Bremen. What had I been supposed to do? Leave them in Germany on their own? They lived with my old Major and his woman in a south coast port called Bosham, and after a few false starts I saw them

  as often as I could. Sometimes they broke my heart: before my last trip Dieter had parcelled up all of his toys – which wasn’t that many – and asked me to take them to German kids

  who’d lost theirs. I couldn’t let him down, so I handed them in to the Red Cross station at Gatow. The gratitude of the German nation was pathetic. Dieter had the makings of a better

  man than me.




  When we flew back into Croydon Old Man Halton gave me a few days off. I rode the rattler down to Chichester, sharing the carriage compartment with a beautiful, stylishly dressed woman who

  defended herself with a bible. It was open on her lap throughout the trip. At least she didn’t mind me smoking. I was learning to love my pipe; whether I’d ever find a woman that loved

  it as much was another question. Now and again the woman crossed her legs, and smoked a cigarette, and I could see her stocking tops. She smiled to herself, but never took her eyes from the book,

  and flipped the pages. There was a spring in my step when I left the train. I caught the Green Line bus along the coast, got off at the Bosham junction, and walked in with my pack over one

  shoulder.




  I found James – Major James England – and Maggs walking hand in hand along the shingle. Little Carlo trailed them, towing a long piece of seaweed. He was singing a nursery song.

  Sometimes Maggs joined him in the chorus. He was the first to see me, turned, and ran with his arms outstretched. James and Maggs waited for me to scoop him up and reach them. Do you remember how

  good the faces of people pleased to see you are? Maggs kissed me on each cheek. She’d spent the war in Paris. James put his arm around my shoulders, and we all lurched back to their pub

  joined to each other.




  I asked, ‘Where’s Dieter?’




  Maggs said, ‘School, Charlie. It’s Thursday.’




  ‘How’s he doing?’




  ‘Very well, Charlie. Same as a fortnight ago. Don’t worry; I’ll tell you if he has a problem.’




  ‘I know you will,’ I told her, and gave her a squeeze.




  ‘Why don’t you walk up to the crossroads in a couple of hours, and meet him off the bus?’




  I did, and you should have seen his face.




  I gave James the sterling equivalent of the dollars I’d changed for him. He bought them from hard-up Americans in Chichester and I sold them on in Berlin. I’d never

  worked out precisely how the value increased every time they changed hands, but by each time I returned from Europe they had grown by about 15 per cent.




  Someone was building one of those funny little prefabs next door to the pub and restaurant.




  ‘You’re going to have neighbours soon,’ I told him.




  ‘Yes, Charlie.’




  ‘Do you know them?’




  He nodded. ‘Some ex-RAF type with a couple of orphaned kids . . . I haven’t told him about it yet.’




  It took me a few moments to cotton on: James and Maggs were building me a house. I hugged him because I didn’t know what else to do, and felt stupid. ‘Might as well, old

  fellow,’ he added. ‘We’re coining it in between us; didn’t you realize?’




  I probably sniffed before I asked, ‘Everything’s coming up roses?’




  ‘’bout time, I’d say.’




  Maggs could always bring us down to earth again.




  There was one other thing. Kate was parked between the pub and the pieces of the new house. She was a battle-scarred old Humber staff car, named after our driver’s wife,

  and James had crisscrossed Europe several times in her in 1944 and 1945. Theoretically she belonged to the army.




  ‘How did Kate get here?’




  ‘Les brought her down on his last visit.’




  ‘Don’t the army want her back?’




  ‘I don’t think they know she’s in the country yet . . . Les switched her plates with a wreck . . .’




  ‘So she’s legal?’




  ‘More or less. The papers I have pass for originals.’




  Good old Kate. I drove her and the kids up to Arundel for a picnic on Saturday: and walked a short section of the Roman road, and Dieter turned out to know more about the Romans than I did. I

  suppose that Kate wasn’t altogether a good thing. Carlo and Dieter slept in the back seat as we returned. The smell of Kate and the wash of the road noise had me remembering some of the

  things I’d seen in her in ’45, and some of the people who were no longer around. It sort of quietened me. James picked up on that when I got back, and after we’d put the boys to

  bed we drank until we fell off the bar stools. I’d always been quite good at that.




  A few days later it was time to pick up the pieces, and go back to Germany for the Old Man. We went back to cold old Europe in a draughty old Dakota the Old Man had probably

  got free with a packet of cornflakes. She was slow and she rattled. Scroton loved every rivet of her: he’d been flying things like that for years. She carried enough dents to distort the

  airflow, and one of her engines – they were Double Wasps I think, although I might be wrong – misfired now and again. When one of those big Yankee jobs misses it feels as if a giant has

  taken hold of a wingtip and given you a gentle shake. And the radio was crap. Scroton said that she was so perfect an example of her type that it was as if she was fresh off the production

  line.




  For me it had been hate at first sight. She still bore the wartime camouflage paint she’d started life with, although the national insignia had been painted out, and she bore our civilian

  registration in big, untidy black letters. They looked as if a child had scrawled them on. She had a faded squadron painting of a bint wearing a black conical hat, and nothing else, on her blunt

  nose.




  I’ve told you before that the Old Man had a name painted on all of his aircraft. This one just had three beautifully italicized Ws under one of her curves, and everyone called her

  Whisky, after the phonetic. I hated the way my radio shack filled with airborne dust particles every time someone opened the cargo door, I hated the silly little canvas seat I had to sit on,

  and I hated the way she flew with an exaggerated rocking motion that would have made Sir Francis Drake seasick. Whisky, I thought, was a right cow.




  Our engineer/nav on that trip was Crazy Eddie. I never learned his proper name.




  Pilots and radio men tended to swap around aircraft a lot; the engineers tended to stick to one. That made a lot of sense if you think about it. I was separated from the office they flew in, up

  front, by a threadbare curtain, which I pulled back and shouted at Eddie, ‘What’s the WWW mean then?’




  We were in front of the control tower running up the engines. They sounded rough to me, as if they were about to fall out of the wings. Dave and Eddie looked at each other’s faces, smiled

  rapturously and nodded a lot. They obviously had seriously lowered expectations as far as aircraft were concerned.




  ‘Work it out yourself, Charlie. I’ll give you a clue. The popsie on the nose never had a hat when she arrived. The Old Man painted that on personally. Sounds good though,

  doesn’t she?’




  Oh, I thought. I get it. I’m back in Wizard of Oz country, and we’re all sitting in the Wicked Witch of the West. I could have done without that.




  I said, ‘She sounds as if she’s dying. She sounds worse than the Old Man. Can we go home now, and try again tomorrow?’




  Scroton just said, ‘Oh ye of little faith,’ and pushed the throttles forward.




  I thought that the props would come off, but they didn’t: Whisky began to move. Sideways. I’m sure that it was sideways. I closed my eyes.




  Take-off speed for a C-47 is somewhere between a gentle jogtrot and an amble, for a reasonably fit octogenarian. When I felt her tail come up I opened my eyes again. Scroton was not looking at

  where we were going, and the hedge rumbling towards us. He was looking back over his shoulder at me. He had concern all over his face.




  ‘You OK, Charlie?’




  I screamed, ‘Look where you’re fucking well going!’




  ‘Oh, that,’ he said, without taking his eyes off me, and pulled the yoke back into his stomach, and gave it some rudder to counteract the yaw. Whisky cleared the perimeter

  fence like a blown horse finishing last in the National. Scroton said, ‘Great old girl isn’t she?’ Then he looked forward again, but it no longer mattered: we were over the sea

  anyway. Just. I knew another pilot who used to take his eye off the ball like that. What was the matter with these guys?




  Our field at Lympne was all grass, except for its perimeter tracking, and almost looked out over the Channel. One became airborne by the simple act of flying an aeroplane off the edge of

  England. I never got used to the bastard place.




  Mother Nature did the rest. Usually you dropped about fifty feet towards the sea, in a great lurch, before the air flowing over the planes was sufficient for flying speed and a bit of lift.

  Whisky was worse than most: I’ll swear that her wheels kissed the little wavelets below us before Dave powered away.




  Eddie said, ‘You look a bit green, Charlie. Were you always as windy as this, or is it something we did?’




  They both found that amazingly funny, and cackled like hens for miles. Eventually I grinned back at them. We were taking a cargo of tinned bully to the Americans at Frankfurt, and then going on

  to Celle to haul whatever the next customer wanted for the good people of Berlin. The next customer was either HMG or the Americans, hiding behind a charity and still pretending to the world that

  we didn’t yet have a problem with Berlin. Served us right, I suppose: it hadn’t been so long ago that I had been bombing shit out of the place, and killing their kids. Looking back on

  it from today it’s hard to understand why we agreed with the Russians that the line which was to divide Germany in two after the war was so far to the west of Berlin. It was probably some

  sort of tactical decision, based on the fact that if they had decided to keep coming it’s where we would have fought and stopped them anyway. That left the rubble of Berlin marooned in

  Russian Germany, and shared between the Yanks, the Reds, the Frogs and us . . . although what the Frogs did to deserve their bit I still don’t know. We supplied the Allied sectors of the city

  through the roads, canals and airfields, but you didn’t have to be Einstein to work out that the Reds could cut those threads any time they pleased.




  There was money in this airline business. The outward trip for the Yanks alone would pay for this operation. Anything we trucked to Berlin for the Brits would be sheer profit; as would be a

  return load if we could find one. Halfway to Frankfurt I smelled a strong stench of burning, clapped on my parachute and ran around shouting until they told me that it was the heater port.

  Apparently Daks often smelled as if they were on fire. I had a prejudice against burning aircraft because I had become too intimately acquainted with a couple of them. What it meant was that Eddie

  and Scroton laughed at me again, and the Wicked Witch was living up to her name. I vowed never to turn my back on her again.




  Dave let down more than fifty miles from Frankfurt, and we skimmed across the old Reich at about two hundred feet, crossing significantly buggered towns and villages. A lot of Jerries still

  flinched at the sound of an Allied aero engine overhead, so a lot of the pilots flew as low as they dared just to spite them. A man ploughing a field shook his fist at us, as his horses skittered

  away from the parallels: I saw his grey Wehrmacht cap and jacket quite clearly. I’ll bet he wished he still had his machine gun. One of the villages looked completely burned out, and

  deserted. Who’d lived there? I wondered, and, did I overfly it, unseen, at night in 1944? Like the poor, you see, the war was ever with us. If you’d ever been there

  you’d understand.




  My mate Tommo was there to meet us. He drove a jeep up to Whisky, behind the five-tonner they sent to unload her tinned-meat cargo. Both the lorry-driver and his mate

  were Negroes.




  ‘In 1944 they were flying fighter planes and invading Okinawa.’ I told Tommo. ‘Now that the war’s ended all they’re allowed to do is carry things for white

  people.’




  ‘If they weren’t carrying things for white folk they wouldn’t have a job at all. You want me to cry about it?’




  ‘No, Tommo. You know what I mean.’ I had climbed into the hard front passenger seat, which was on the wrong side of the jeep. Tommo turned to look at me. He always did that when he

  wanted you to listen to him. He pulled his cigar from his mouth.




  ‘Remember, when you were a kid, just how long time seemed to take to pass? You remember how summers seemed to last for ever, and Christmas never came?’




  I smiled at the memory despite myself: days down the rec playing cricket. ‘Yes. So what?’




  ‘The human race is like you were when you were a kid, Charlie. It’s a very young race. That’s why things seem to take so long to change. The Negro’s day is coming

  . . . don’t get me wrong about that . . . only it will be some while coming. They got some difficult times to get through first.’ He looked suddenly embarrassed. His black cigar

  had gone out, and he fiddled for a lighter. He asked me, ‘Your people want a lift anywhere?’




  ‘No. They’re walking up to the Mess; they’re booked in overnight. I think they were officers.’




  ‘How can they live with themselves?’




  I chuckled. Same old Tommo. He thought that anyone who hadn’t once worn the stripes was just so much dogshit to be scraped off your shoe. That thought reminded me of Fergal again, and I

  wondered if he’d stopped flying over Germany in his head yet.




  Tommo broke in, ‘A drink or a broad?’




  ‘You got a place where they both come together?’ OK – so that can mean more than one thing.




  ‘That’s my boy!’




  Good old Tommo. He’d fitted a really dinky radio alongside the jeep’s small dashboard and tinny music came out when he turned it on. AFRO. American Forces Radio Overseas, not a

  haircut – what goes around comes around. He said, ‘It came outta Kesselring’s staff car. You think ordinary folk’ll want music radios in family cars one day? I was thinking

  of patenting the idea if no one’s already got there first.’




  I looked out across the airfield. It was a great day. The windsock hung on its pole as limp as a used johnny. We bore down on the airfield gate guard house, with Bunny Berigan blistering the air

  with his old cracked trumpet, and ‘I Can’t Get Started’. He’d been dead for five years or more, so it must have been one of those new record programmes.




  When the war ended in 1945 Tommo was camped out in German Germany, having got in there in front of anyone else. By some complicated sort of arrangement he’d never

  adequately explained he had already been living in Hamm for a month when the Germans surrendered. Then he’d moved smartly over to Frankfurt. It’s why the Americans already had all the

  best places to live by the time the rest of us got there. He bought some houses for the US, requisitioned many others, and bought some for himself. He sold one of those to me, and the Yanks paid me

  to rent it back to them. I’ve told you before: what goes around comes around. Nothing was simple when you were dealing with Tommo.




  ‘The good news,’ he told me, ‘is that your rent just went up. You get thirty per cent more than you used to, because prices are going up all the time. They call it inflation.

  Remember that word, Charlie; you’re going to hear it a lot in the future. The bad news is that you give some of the rise to me, because I fixed it for you.’




  ‘OK, Tommo. Anything you say.’




  We were in a small drinkery in Kaiserstrasse. Tommo sat at the end of the bar in a white jacket, white shirt, black trousers and a smart bow tie, looking like he owned the joint. I thought of

  asking him when he’d last seen Casablanca, but decided against it: he usually had a job to laugh at himself. Instead, I asked, ‘You have gambling in the back room?’




  ‘Natch. Just craps: nothing flash. You stay outta trouble if you do nothing flash. You want to throw some cubes?’




  ‘No thanks, Tommo.’




  ‘Why’d’y’ ask then?’ But Tommo had always been quick on the uptake, so he stuck in, ‘Oh. I see. Casablanca.’




  ‘Sorry, Tommo.’




  ‘Don’t be. I think that I look kinda tacky myself, but my customers like it.’




  So: he did own the joint. The customers, bar me, appeared to be exclusively US servicemen and their women. A man with a guitar sat on a stool in the corner and strummed sad tunes. Tommo

  asked me, ‘You ever been to see the place that Uncle Sam’s paying you top dollar for?’




  ‘No. Why?’




  ‘You should. It’d be polite. You got German tenants too. You should give them a look at their landlord’s face.’




  ‘Next trip, maybe.’ I didn’t mean it.




  Some couples wanted to dance, but there was no space, so they danced close to the bar and brushed us as they turned. Tommo said, ‘You got something on your mind.’




  ‘Yeah. Marty Weir. You remember him?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘He was our bomb aimer; bit of a chancer . . . and you remember Fergal, the engineer?’




  ‘Uh-huh. He was the Mick wasn’t he?’




  ‘Yes. Fergal took me drinking in Liverpool a couple of weeks ago, and we got a couple of ladies – for old times’ sake. We took them to a cemetery he knew. After they’d

  gone, he told me that Marty was lying in the corner; six feet under.’




  ‘Upset ya?’




  ‘I threw up, but it didn’t at the time: it does now. I always thought that the Tuesdays would make it. Now Marty’s gone, and Pete . . .’




  Tommo looked uncomfortable. Pete had been the rear gunner, and latterly a pal of Tommo’s.




  ‘I know whatcha mean.’ Then he asked me, ‘You going to Celle tomorrow?’




  ‘That’s the idea. Then Berlin.’




  ‘Light?’




  ‘So far.’




  ‘You take some unofficial sugar up for me, and on to the Big City? Seven sacks.’




  Flying sugar into Berlin was like being asked to fly in gold dust. He could name his own price.




  ‘What’s in it for us?’




  ‘Fifty bucks for you and your mates, and I give you the name of a club in Berlin where you can drink free for the rest of your life . . . from next month, that is.’




  ‘Why should anywhere let me drink free for the rest of my life?’




  ‘Maybe because I own it, old man. Maybe I’ll invite you to come in on the deal wi’ me.’ We shook on it: I’d carry the sugar.




  ‘Marty and Pete would have liked that.’




  ‘Yeah. You ready for the broads yet?’




  He held a hand up, and squeezed something metal in it that gave out an odd double clicking sound, like a metallic frog. He didn’t even look round as two women came through the bead curtain

  behind the bar. One was a small blonde, my size. The other was dark with legs so long that if she didn’t sit down I’d end up talking to her navel. She was very beautiful. Tommo chuckled

  and said, ‘Know what you’re thinking, Charlie, but once her legs are around you, you won’t notice how long they are.’ Then he turned to the girls, and in fluent local Kraut

  asked them what they’d like to drink. He told me, ‘They’re both called Elise. They’re twins.’




  I thought, First Fergal, and now Tommo: it’s about time that you started picking up girls for yourself again Charlie.




  ‘I suppose that they’re both countesses?’




  ‘Elise is,’ Tommo said.




  We flew a half-load of military cleaning products from Celle into Berlin Gatow. I had a hangover, and Crazy Eddie slept all the way. He didn’t even wake up when a Russian

  Lavochkin fighter buzzed us on the approach. The Reds had taken to flying their aircraft unpainted since the war: silver bullets with red stars on the wings. I was disturbed to see this one was

  painted a drab olive green all over – as if it was ready to fight. If the Reds got awkward, and the city wasn’t topped up with food and fuel, it would starve or freeze next winter . . .

  and we flew in the cleaning products. We had to overfly two cemeteries on the approach to Gatow, and over one of them I saw Whisky’s port wing navigation light literally fall off.




  I clicked the radio, and told Scroton, ‘Charlie, Skipper. I just saw a bit of us bloody well fall off. It fell off the port wing.’




  ‘Not an important bit, Charlie. Now shut up a min while I have my hands full, there’s a good chap.’




  I walked around the aircraft after we had landed, and on the left wingtip found the hole that the light had once lived in. Two wires had pulled clear, and dangled in the sunlight. Scroton

  wandered up and said, ‘Get on to the Yanks at Tempelhof as soon as we’re in the office, and find us someone who’ll sell us a spare. I’ll fit it.’




  I was worried about something else. It was the tenth time I’d landed at Gatow, and the first time Marthe hadn’t met the aircraft. I pushed the small parcel I’d brought her deep

  into my pack, and hoped that the Customs patrol wouldn’t pull me. There was something about the way the new German Customs guys looked at you . . . as if they’d all been in the SS in

  earlier lives. Only this was the New Germany, remember? Neu Deutschland. There had never been an SS, and none of our new neighbours had ever been Nazis. The Nazis all lived in the Russian

  Zone apparently.




  I was wrong about the Customs. The big guy in his dark green uniform picked up my pack unopened and handed it back to me. I had put it on the ground outside our office when I went searching for

  my papers. He handed me those back without looking at them either. He said, ‘Thank you for coming here, Mr Bassett. What you are doing will feed thousands if things get bad. We are all very

  grateful.’




  I could see Marthe’s little cafe lorry parked up against the terminal building. I tried, ‘Where’s the little Hotdog Lady? I missed her.’




  ‘You speak good German, Mr Bassett.’




  ‘Not really, but thank you anyway.’




  ‘She hasn’t shown up for a few days. She must be careful or she will lose her licence; you know what these Allies are like.’




  Despite what we were always told about the Jerry, this one actually had a sense of humour. I ought to get a photograph of him so that everyone would believe me.




  ‘Yes,’ I grinned back. ‘I know what these Allies are like.’




  I wondered what he’d done in the war. I wondered if he and I had ever looked at each other across the cold night sky. As I walked into the small Visitors office it did occur to me to ask

  myself how he knew my name without looking at my papers.




  Crazy Eddie was behind the single flimsy desk, an opened envelope with my name on it in front of him. He was reading my letter.




  ‘It’s from someone called Greg,’ he told me. ‘He addresses you as Comrade and writes like a Red. He says to go to a pawnshop before you visit your cousin. You mixing with

  some funny people, Charlie?’




  ‘No. I’m flying with them . . . gimme that . . .’ and I grabbed for the paper.




  A waitress with a magnificent figure and a disturbing moustache poured me a drink, while Russian Greg talked with me. The drink was a very fine St Petersburg Tokai. He said,

  ‘I want to talk about some sugar, and you want to talk about your girl. You first . . .’




  ‘Tell me.’




  ‘She was picked up by the International Patrol maybe three days ago. They dropped her outside the door here yesterday. She was in a bad way.’




  ‘Where is she?’




  ‘I got her into the American Red Cross place. I used your friend Thomsett’s name. Will that be all right?’




  ‘Probably. He wouldn’t mind. What happened to her daughter?’




  ‘I didn’t know she had a kid . . .’




  He must have seen my reaction, because he shouted at the door to the kitchen, and told someone to bring the GAZ jeep he used around to the front. As we walked out to it I asked him, ‘What

  about your sugar?’




  ‘Tell me on the way, English. OK?’




  ‘OK.’




  ‘Was it Marthe’s papers?’




  ‘I don’t think so. It seems that her papers are kosher . . .’ It was a word that we used a lot to annoy the Berliners. ‘She didn’t buy her bullets . . .’




  ‘Are they making whores buy bullets now? Since when?’




  ‘Since a few days. She was the first to say no I think. Probably the last too.’




  He drove the GAZ as if he had his hands on the steering levers of a tank: you wouldn’t want to be in his way.




  It’s funny, the things that you notice. There was a bomb crack in the wall of Marthe’s bedroom. You could see it from the outside if you looked up as you climbed the outside steps. I

  always glanced to see if it had worsened. I looked up now by force of habit. It hadn’t opened any further. I always meant to bring her a sack of cement to plug it with: she had jammed the

  crack with newspapers. We ran up the internal stair – the neighbours must have thought it was the Patrol coming back. I used my key. It turned, but the door wouldn’t open more than a

  few inches. I rattled it. I thought I heard movement, but couldn’t be sure. I rattled it again, and shouted, ‘It’s Charlie. It’s Mr Charlie.’




  At first nothing happened, and then I heard a dragging sound as something was moved away. It seemed to go on for ever. Because of the cant of the bomb-damaged building, the door had always swung

  open on its own once the lock was tripped. Marthe’s place had been ransacked, but that was all right. It was all right because the child was standing in the middle of the mess. She had a

  dirty tear-stained face. I squatted down and held out my arms. She came to me, looking down, and taking small deliberate steps. She made absolutely no noise, not until the last minute when she

  threw herself at me. I hugged her. I could feel her trembling, and said, ‘It’s all right now, Lottie; it’s all right now,’ again and again, because I couldn’t think of

  anything else to say.




  Marthe was sitting up in bed in a short-sleeved hospital gown. Her face was bruised and puffy. Her forearms were also bruised. The bruises were days old – they were

  yellowing already. Lottie climbed onto the bed, and tucked herself alongside her mother. I sat on the end of the bed, Russian Greg took the only chair, and smoked a cigarette. Marthe said,

  ‘Aren’t you going to ask me what happened, Charlie?’




  ‘You’ll tell me if you want to.’




  ‘Don’t you care? Can I have a cigarette?’




  ‘I didn’t say that. I just didn’t want to make it worse.’




  Russian Greg tossed her a packet of American cigarettes, and then leaned forward to light one for her with his Zippo. Her breasts moved beneath the gown, and his eyes followed them. That was

  interesting. She surprised me by smiling at me – the sun came out.




  ‘Thank you, Charlie. I was being a bitch, and you were the closest man to hand.’




  ‘I know. I didn’t know what to ask.’




  ‘You were right. Best ask nothing. There were several men, and it was bad, but not as bad as the weeks just after the Ivans arrived. I’ll live, OK?’




  ‘OK.’




  ‘I won’t be able to work for a week. That’s a problem.’




  Russian Greg butted in, ‘I take over your coffee wagon at Gatow until you’re better. I put one of my countesses in it. You don’t lose your licence . . . get you job in the

  kitchen, when you’re up and about.’




  She added, ‘They say I’ll be here for a week. I need to make arrangements for Lottie until I get out . . .’ She stopped mid-sentence, as if it had just struck her that she and

  Lottie had already been adrift for a couple of days, and the five-year-old had managed without her.




  ‘All fixed,’ Tommo said as he walked in. ‘She stays here with you.’




  We all turned on him. I asked, ‘When did you get in?’




  ‘An hour or so ago: I’m shagged out. When they told me that a Russki had dumped a girl here, and used my name for it, I thought I’d better find out what was going on. Mighta

  guessed it was one of yourn, Charlie.’ He turned to Marthe, removed the odd little khaki cap he wore, and gave her either a small bow or a big nod. I remembered that Pete used to do that.

  ‘David Thomsett, ma’am. Charlie’s pal.’




  Marthe actually looked coy. She looked down.




  ‘You saved me.’




  It was Tommo’s turn to look abashed. Then he said, ‘No. I invested in you. I shouldn’t like us to be getting off on the wrong foot.’




  ‘I don’t understand that.’




  ‘He doesn’t want you to misunderstand him,’ I explained gently.




  Marthe put down a high card. ‘Charlie; I’ve never misunderstood a man since my sixteenth birthday.’




  It broke the spell: we all laughed.




  The American Red Cross had taken over a huge old house on Trautenaustrasse. It was part administrative HQ, part accommodation block, and part short-stay hospital. They employed German labour,

  and half the population of free Berlin visited it looking for jobs. There were often vacancies because the personnel were combed through for Nazis in hiding periodically, and they always carted a

  few away. It was surrounded by a large garden tended by three denazified gardeners. I guessed that its rose beds and lawns would be vegetable plots before long: you could just sense the trouble

  brewing up around the city.




  Tommo and Greg took Lottie for a run in the garden, leaving me with Marthe. She asked me, ‘Why is everyone being so kind to me, Charlie? I am only a German whore in a defeated city, and

  now everyone is being kind to me. I don’t understand it.’




  ‘It’s the club; I think you joined the club.’




  ‘What club?’




  ‘I don’t know what it’s called, but it’s one I’m in, if that helps. It sort of happens to you by accident. Your life is difficult; dangerous –

  impossible, sometimes – and then suddenly you’re in the club, and people just like you are helping you out.’




  ‘Your friend Tommo is in the club?’




  ‘I think he was a founder member . . .’




  ‘. . . And Greg?’




  ‘Definitely.’




  ‘. . . And lots of other people?’




  ‘Hundreds, I’d imagine. Maybe thousands.’




  ‘Who are they?’




  ‘Good people who like to pretend to themselves that they’re bad . . . that’s as much as I’ve figured out.’




  She stared out of the window of the small ward, as if she was deliberately distancing me.




  ‘You will come to see us when you get back?’




  ‘Of course I will. I’ll be back within two weeks: I’ll bring something for Lottie. What would she like?’




  ‘Could you bring her a doll, a girl doll?’




  ‘I’ll try. You’ll be up and bouncing by then. You’ll drive out to meet me at the plane.’




  ‘I’ll bring you the best cup of coffee you ever drank in your life.’




  ‘I know you will, Marthe. I’m betting on it.’




  I suddenly saw it then: an expression on her face. She looked tired, hungry, hollow and beaten . . . and yet at the same time stubborn, and determined. It was a survivor’s face. Within six

  months it was all around us: and when we called it the Berlin look everyone knew what you were talking about.




  That night Tommo took us to a smashed-up bar in an alley in the US sector. It was being renovated, and they were just hoisting its new name, in a red neon snake, above its

  small door. It was called the Klapperschlange Bar. Scroton was with us. He asked me, ‘What’s that mean?’




  ‘Rattlesnake,’ I told him. ‘The Rattlesnake Bar,’ and shuddered. I might have bloody guessed.




  It was Tommo’s new outlet. Inside it was being rebuilt by moonlighting US Pioneers, but work had more or less finished for the day, and a party was warming up. On one end of the long bar

  was a large Plexiglas box: it contained Alice. Alice was the most reliable woman in my life so far. Unfortunately she was also a diamondback rattlesnake. Alice had followed me all around Europe,

  and now she’d made it to Berlin. These days we’d call her a stalker. She rattled gently when she spotted me.




  ‘Hello, Alice,’ I said. ‘Long time no see.’




  

     

  




  Chapter Three




  Have you ever played one of those blindfold hide and seek games, where people are chanting warm, warmer, cold or red hot in your ear? The agreed air corridors in

  and out of old Berlin were a bit like that in ’48 and 9. What’s more, they were almost as busy as a modern autobahn. We were supposed to fly on one side of them, but nobody liked doing

  that because all a pilot needed to do was sneeze, and he was in the Soviet Zone. Then you had MiGs all over you. So everyone flew down the centre of the corridor, and it got a bit crowded up there.

  We were caught by a couple of American jets before we got into the happier side of Germany. They must have come whistling up behind us at our height, and just hopped over us, and down in front.

  They scared us shitless, and had us bouncing about in their slipstreams for a minute. Crazy Eddie, who never strapped in, fell out of his seat. He looked a bit comical on his knees peering forward

  through the front screens.




  ‘What the hell was that?’ he snarled.




  ‘Yanks. A couple of Shooting Stars showing off, I think. Nippy little beggars aren’t they?’ Scroton was good at aircraft recognition. It was probably why he had lived so long.

  I looked out to our port: a silver glint in the sun had caught my attention. I poked my head through the curtain and told Dave, ‘There’s something about a mile out to port. I think

  he’s pacing us.’




  ‘One of them, or one of us?’




  ‘If it’s one of us he’s asking for trouble: he’s well outside the corridor. It must be one of them.’




  ‘Let’s piss him off then . . .’ and Scroton turned us towards the outlander in a fat wide arc that didn’t lose us too much height. That was good because we’d been

  plugging along at less than two thou anyway.




  Sometimes I hate pilots. Especially the mad ones. I asked, ‘What are you doing, Dave?’




  The gleaming dot in the sky seemed to be standing still – that was because we were flying towards it. ‘If we fly out of the corridor he can shoot us down . . .’




  ‘Stop worrying, Charlie: you’re an old woman sometimes, you know that?’ Scroton did a ninety-degree turn back to starboard this time. We were still in the safe corridor,

  but only just, and that much closer to the little bastard out there. ‘Now watch this . . .’ Then he said to Crazy Eddie, ‘OK, Ed. Switch the plonker box on . . .’




  Crazy Eddie leaned down to his left, and reached out for a khaki-colour metal box under Scroton’s seat. It had two small toggle switches that he flipped down, and a bigger blue ridged

  knob, like a tuner on my radios. The box gave out a low persistent squeal as he turned the knob, increasing in pitch and volume. The screech suddenly ceased, and moderated to a loud hum.




  ‘Got ’im,’ Crazy Eddie said.




  ‘Now watch Whisky bite,’ Scroton told me.




  I was watching the Russian. He was almost close enough for me to make out the shape of an aircraft. Then something odd began to happen to him. The gleaming dot began to rise and fall, like one

  of those roller-coaster rides at Blackpool. Each rise and each fall became progressively larger. After less than a minute he did a wing over and fell away from us, and as he did so appeared to

  regain control. Eddie shut the box down. It whirred down like an engine shutting off. Like a gyro, I thought. I asked, ‘What was that?’




  Eddie sniffed. He looked pleased with himself. ‘Neat. That’s very neat. They call it Xylophone. It buggers up their electrics, Charlie. It interferes with their radar and

  other instruments – principally the ASI, the altimeter and his artificial horizon. It really spoils their day.’




  ‘Where did you get it?’




  ‘Oh, it’s not ours. Someone fancy in the War Office dreamed it up. The Old Man is just doing them a favour by trying it out for them. We’ve got a couple of them.’




  ‘We’re civilians,’ I protested. ‘I was demobbed.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘I don’t want to fight anyone any more.’




  ‘You’re not fighting anyone. You’re scaring them away: much better.’




  ‘If the Russians catch us trying out military stuff on them they’ll probably shoot us for spying.’




  ‘We won’t get caught, Charlie. There’s a plastic explosive charge in the box. If we get it, it gets it. No evidence.’




  ‘So Dave is sitting on a bomb?’




  ‘Never looked at it that way before.’ Scroton turned to face me. ‘Bit of a laugh, what?’ I looked at the box. It had a ring attached to a pin that ended inside it. I

  guessed that last one out pulled the pin – just like a hand grenade. When I looked up Scroton was still watching my face. I told him, ‘Pay attention to where you’re going, Dave,

  there’s a bit of a mountain over there.’




  ‘Free Germany in about three minutes, Skip.’ That was Crazy Eddie.




  ‘Thanks, Eddie; well done.’ Then he said, ‘Well done, Whisky.’




  I never liked it when pilots talked to their aircraft: it meant that they were losing touch.




  ‘What’s it like over there?’ the Major asked me. Friday night, and the pub was full of yachties up from London for the weekend. I thought that it was still

  too early in the year for leisure sailing, and anyway the Engineers still hadn’t cleared all the beaches of mines – you could still get blown up out there.




  ‘A bit like Blind Man’s Buff at times,’ I told him. ‘Hide and seek. Now you see the Russian; now you don’t . . . and I’m in the corridor hoping that Ivan

  doesn’t see me, and come nosing over for a butcher’s. The trouble is that I’m flying with maniacs who don’t seem to care that much.’




  ‘More dangerous than flying for the RAF?’




  ‘I don’t know. Sometimes it feels like out of the frying pan and into the fire.’




  ‘The Russians respect the neutral corridors, though?’ He was talking about the air corridors we had agreed with the Russians: they had been pretty strict about what routes we could

  fly between our airfields in West Germany, across the areas they controlled, and into Berlin, and they watched us all the time.




  ‘So far. Although there are a couple of stories going about . . .’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘About aircraft being buzzed by the Reds inside the corridor. It is warming up.’




  ‘War?’




  ‘Who knows?’ It was the question that everyone asked me. The Major had done his bit for six years, but if the Reds had a go at us he’d have another bit to do. ‘Sometimes

  I think that the politicians just let it all get out of control, and when they do people start getting killed.’




  ‘Time to dust my uniform down, and polish the old brasses?’




  ‘No. Not just yet; and you never polished your brasses anyway, James. You always looked a sight. Just like me. Shall I get us another?’ I liked the beer James kept.




  We were sitting in his small private snug. A door, curtained off with heavy velvet, led directly behind the bar. I took our glasses through. Maggs was serving the yachties, and flirting at the

  same time. A local guy who worked as a part-time barman was picking up the difference. The place was packed, and heavy with cigarette smoke and noise. As soon as I appeared something which was

  almost a man leaned across the bar and pushed two whisky glasses at me, sneered and said, ‘Two of the same, please, Junior. As fast as you like.’




  It took me a second or two to realize that he was talking to me. I said, ‘What?’




  ‘You heard me, sonny. Two of the same again. Chop-chop.’




  It happened before I had time to think. The next moment I had hooked my left hand into the collar of his expensive submariner’s jersey – one that had never seen the inside of a

  submarine – and dragged him over the bar towards me. I pulled my right fist back for the punch. It was Maggs who turned and hung on to that, calling out, ‘Major . . .’ Maggs never

  spoke loudly, but when she said Major instead of James she always got action.




  James was through the curtain like a ferret down a rabbit hole. He had always moved quickly and quietly. And he was about a yard taller than me. He grabbed my other wrist, warning,

  ‘Charlie!’




  You either do it without thinking about it, or you don’t do it at all. I let go of the man’s jumper by opening my hand very wide, so that everyone could see it was over. Maggs let go

  of the fist I’d made. The man slid back across the bar away from me, and the colour started to flood back into his face. He even had a short-cropped pointy black beard like the jolly Jack Tar

  on Player’s Navy Cut cigarette packets. He ran his hand over it in a nervous gesture. That was interesting. He ignored me, and spoke to James.




  ‘Your man’s a bit touchy isn’t he?’




  ‘My man?’ mused James. Then, ‘Yes; I suppose you could say that he’s my man.’ He turned to me and said, ‘This is Captain Valentine, Charlie.

  Captain Valentine is the Deputy Vice Commodore of one of the yacht clubs – the Arundel.’




  I carefully began to pull myself a pint.




  ‘Captain of what? Small craft or a deep-sea job?’




  Thinking back to it I suppose that most of the people in the bar had been looking forward for weeks to what happened next: even months maybe. The buzz that had started again, after the little

  confrontation, suddenly died. They waited for the reply. James said very clearly, ‘Actually I believe it was in the Pay Corps, old man,’ and then he began to laugh. James had a

  horrible, cruel, slow laugh. That wasn’t very fair to some particularly good blokes in the Pay Corps I’ve known.




  There was a frozen moment, and then someone else laughed – a rather pretty, black-haired woman a few feet from us – and then nearly everyone else joined in. It was one of those daft

  occasions when you begin to laugh because someone else has. This time Captain Haddock really coloured up. Then he pushed away from us, and out of the bar. About five others trailed uncomfortably

  after him. I think that James had just lost the patronage of the Arundel: I hoped that it wasn’t crucial for the profits.




  My language had moderated the further away from active service I got, but this time I couldn’t hold it back. ‘What a cunt!’ I said to James. Then I looked around, and realized

  that the rather pretty woman had been pressed forward by the crowd, to fill Valentine’s space at the bar. She was the nearest other person to me. I said, ‘I’m sorry: you

  weren’t meant to hear that.’




  James grinned widely. He always did that when I was in the shit, and not getting out in a hurry. He said, ‘Say hello to Evelyn, Charlie.’




  ‘Hello, Evelyn; pleased to meet you.’ I was too: she was quite a looker up close.




  ‘Pleased to meet you too, Charlie.’ This definitely wasn’t a rebuff. She had a wild gypsyish look about her. She wore a black shirt with a couple of buttons popped, a black

  pleated skirt, and a wide red leather belt between them. Her lipstick matched it – a great blood-red gash. If I let my eyes follow her shirt buttons I could see just the lace edging of a

  black bra. Party time.




  James knew exactly when to come in with the punch line: he always did.




  ‘Evelyn is married to the man with the beard. I think we’ve made him very unhappy . . .’ Bollocks!




  Then James started out with his slow, hollow laugh again, and Evelyn copied him. So that was all right then.




  I had her in the dark: standing up against the back of the pub alongside the outside bog. Several men came out, and relieved themselves in the covered stone trough without knowing we were there.

  She gasped when I came, and let herself go immediately. I liked that. Her voice was muffled by my neck when she said, ‘Lovely,’ and then, after a heartbeat, ‘Gorgeous.’




  ‘You’re wonderful. Do you know that?’ She didn’t reply, just shook her head. ‘Can you come back to my room?’ She didn’t pull away from me. I could still

  feel her belly pressed against mine. She shook her head again.




  ‘No. I have to go back to the boat or there’ll be a scene.’




  ‘I’ve got to see you again.’




  ‘I know.’ She pulled away one of the arms she had looped around my neck, and ran a hand through her hair. She said, ‘Christ: this is fast, isn’t it?’




  I just nuzzled her neck where the hairline met it. I asked her, ‘What’s the name of the boat you’ll sleep on tonight? I want to wander down to the pool, look at it, and imagine

  you sleeping there.’




  ‘I won’t be sleeping. I’ll be remembering you.’




  I didn’t respond immediately. I was thinking the thought that she had put into words. It was: Christ: this is fast, isn’t it?




  ‘I want to see you again.’ It’s what happens when I get close to a woman. My brain begins to short-circuit, and I start to repeat myself.




  ‘I come down on my own some weekends; you might see me then.’




  ‘You didn’t tell me what your boat is called . . .’




  ‘The Lady Grace . . . it’s a twenty-footer; white and red – you can’t miss her.’ Then she sensed my movement and asked, ‘Are you laughing?’




  ‘It’s nothing.’ I was speaking into her hair, and unromantically realizing that my bum was cold. ‘God just played a joke on me. I’ll tell you another

  time.’




  I helped James, Maggs, and Jason their helper, wash and dry the glasses, and swept the fag packets out of the bar. People can be pigs. Maggs had a twinkle in her eye when she asked, ‘Enjoy

  your walk, did you, dearie?’




  I didn’t think that anyone had noticed.




  I slipped out again at about 3 a.m., without disturbing anyone, and stood on the jetty not ten yards from where The Lady Grace was moored. Its long white and red hull rocked up and down

  gently on the swell. Leastwise; that’s what I told myself was causing it to rock.




  Over breakfast in the morning Dieter suddenly said, ‘I looked out of the window last night Papa: I wanted to see the moon.’




  ‘And did you see it?’




  ‘Yes; and I saw you talking to that lady up against the wall.’




  James looked uncomfortable. He said, ‘Maybe you didn’t, old man.’




  ‘Yes he did,’ I said firmly. ‘That’s how grown-ups sometimes stand if they need to talk,’ I told the boy.




  ‘Martin doesn’t call it talking.’




  ‘Who’s Martin?’




  ‘Martin’s in my class; sometimes we go fishing on the Arun with his dad . . .’




  ‘What does Martin call it then?’ Why is it always me that gets to ask the stupid question?




  ‘Martin calls it fucking.’




  Maggs laughed through a mouthful of tea, and blew it all over the table.




  I couldn’t believe the progress they’d made with the prefab. I reckoned I would move in when I next came back. We fired Kate up, and drove into Chichester. Carlo

  and Dieter wolfed down Knickerbocker Glories and lemonade in the tea shop opposite the cathedral, and then we found a toy shop. They chose Lottie a big floppy doll with yellow pigtails. Carlo

  wanted a small soft grey donkey, and Dieter a Dinky Toy: he chose a little Austin Seven.




  Maggs took us all to the small flint and rubble church on Sunday. It didn’t matter that we were unbelievers, she told us – it would do the kids good. Each of the children held one of

  my hands when we walked into church, and all the old dears turned to smile at us. A couple of children turned to look at Dieter. He grinned back at them. Evelyn Valentine sat near the back with her

  husband, and a group I assumed they knew – they all had that together look. She smiled at me too. He looked as if he wanted me dead.




  We picnicked on the strand, and paddled in the afternoon, and before he went to bed Dieter insisted on writing a letter to accompany Lottie’s doll. I sat at the dining table with him to

  watch him write. He held his tongue between his teeth as he concentrated. I couldn’t help feeling that his brother would have been proud of him. I explained that I didn’t know when

  I’d be going back to Germany. He wrinkled up his nose in a smile. ‘That doesn’t matter, Papa, as long as they go together.’ He read Carlo and me a story before they went to

  bed: Carlo still didn’t say all that much – which worried me. Then I packed, and drove back to Kent in my little Singer. It was warm enough to have the lid off all the way, and the moon

  was high before I arrived at the Nissen hut we sometimes camped in between flights. I think that it had been a store shed during the war . . . all the proper accommodation had been in requisitioned

  houses. Although the blankets felt damp I was asleep before eleven, and dreaming of my old Lancaster, Tuesday. That’s often the way: she creeps up on me when I least expect it.




  In the morning Scroton threw the door of the small hut open with a bang. Sunlight flooded in. He bellowed, ‘Hands on socks . . .’ as if we were still in the RAF,

  and doing our square-bashing.




  ‘Bugger off, Dave.’




  ‘What’s the matter with you this morning?’ ‘I’m not awake yet. Give me a couple of ticks.’ I washed in cold water under the tap outside. I’ve always

  loved that first brief skirmish with cold water in the morning. I don’t shave. I burned my face a bit in the war, and it no longer does beards. Part of me said that that was handy, but

  another part said that it would have been nice to have the choice.




  Scroton kept up some semblance of conversation with me while I dressed. I asked him, ‘What’s on the board for us?’ Old Man Halton kept an ops board in our office at Lympne;

  just like the old days.




  ‘Nothing yet. I thought we’d motor over to the Parachute for breakfast.’




  ‘We’ll walk: it will be good for us.’ The Parachute Cafe was less than a mile away. It had been set up to service the Spitfire and Typhoon pilots who flew from Lympne in the

  war. It just about clung on with custom from the commercial ops at the airfield, and Sunday afternoon drivers. Its breakfast fry-ups were famous for miles. We waved to Dick Barton as we walked out

  of the main gate. We called him that, and sang the well-known theme tune whenever we took him drinking, because he always wore a long trench coat and dark trilby hat. He never worked out that the

  image was destroyed by the upright bicycle he pedalled to work. He was Halton’s manager. He’d been a squadron leader in the war, and consequently had zero organizing abilities: the

  office was always in a mess, and our schedules lurched from week to week. We both were still la-la-ing the radio programme theme music, and laughing, as we strolled into the Parachute.




  Dick Barton’s private office bore a neatly printed cardboard label which said Squadron Leader Brunton. That was his real name: he said that it was an old Scottish clan name, but we

  didn’t believe him. He shot out of the door when we waddled into the General Office, waving a flimsy in the air. He grinned. ‘Orders. Your target for tonight.’




  ‘Going back to bomb Germany, boss?’




  ‘No, Coventry. You’re to drive up to Croydon. They should have finished the maintenance on Dorothy by the time you get there. File papers for Amsterdam: pick up a full load of

  car parts there, and fly them to Coventry for tomorrow.’




  ‘And after that?’




  ‘I’ll phone. Don’t worry, Charlie; we won’t forget you.’




  Dave asked, ‘Who’ll take Whisky?’ To tell you the truth he didn’t like anyone else flying her.




  ‘I haven’t got anything for her today, old boy. If anything crops up Milton can have her. He’s around here somewhere.’




  That made it worse. Milton had done all of his wartime flying on singles, and was a clumsy sod with anything bigger. Scroton made the upside-down smile.




  ‘Have they got that big runway at Amsterdam cleared for use yet?’




  ‘Don’t know, old boy; find out when you’re there, and let me know. I’ll update the Airfield Notes for everyone else.’




  The problem was that Brunton was paid more than the rest of us, so that arguing with him was useless. Besides, he’d promised us all tickets for the London Olympics through some shady

  contact, and we didn’t want to bugger that up. As usual, the fire crew had pulled the tender out of her shed, parked it behind the old maintenance workshop and sloped off to the Parachute

  themselves. We took my car alongside her and, with a yard of rubber tube, affected the transfer of about six gallons of petrol in just a few minutes. If Halton was too broke or too mean to pay our

  passage up to London, I didn’t see why we should have to bear the cost ourselves.




  The bastards had locked the side gate of Croydon Airport – the one on the Purley Road – so we had to trundle around to the main gate, and wait in the queue. Before he lifted the

  barrier for us I asked the old soldier on the gate why.




  ‘The Customs insisted. They said there was too many watches and fags going out through it. Don’t worry, they say they’re going to scrap the main gate soon, and you’ll be

  able to drive right up to the terminal building just like before the war.’




  It was the new world we made after the war: every time you turned your back someone made up a new rule, or a new law, and there was something else you couldn’t do. And new taxes? Scroton

  once told me if there was a hygienic way of measuring shit, they’d tax that too.




  While I was waiting for the barrier to go up I noticed the car waiting to leave on the other side. It was a big brown Austin 12 Saloon with black wings; polished so you could see your face in

  it. The driver was a young man with a hard face, short hair, a dark suit and a Guards tie. The woman sitting in the back was checking her lipstick in a compact mirror: then she accidentally made

  eye contact with me. I knew her; or rather we had known each other. Rather too well. She smiled quickly, and then looked away. As far as I was concerned the car still had War Office written all

  over it. If Dolly was sitting in the back instead of driving it, she must have gone up in the world. That was interesting.




  I filed our papers with Flying Control and Customs, and waited for clearance. The Customs clerk had dirty fingernails, and an ink stain on the inside of the index finger of his right hand. That

  used to be the identifying badge of clerks and schoolboys; you never see it now.




  Dorothy’s proper engineer was named Mortensen: the same as the Blackpool player who scored in the FA Cup. Because I’m small I hate big guys, and Mortensen was so tall that

  they’d have to raise Tower Bridge if he wanted to walk underneath: you get the picture. His hair was thinning before its time, and he sweated a lot. He also farted more frequently and

  pungently than any person I’ve met before or since. For Dorothy’s positioning flip to Amsterdam Scroton quarantined Mortensen in the cargo bay after he’d got her off the

  ground. I sat in the engineer and co-pilot’s seat alongside Dave. I asked him, ‘What’s your route?’




  ‘Down to the Channel and turn right; no, left: that’s it. If I turn right we’ll end up over the Atlantic. I thought I’d fly over base, and see if that sod Milton

  is rogering Whisky.’




  None of the independent cargo carriers were allowed to use the direct corridors between London and the main European capitals, because BOAC and BEA had complained that we were getting in their

  way. Even so, Scroton was routing us a lot further south than we needed to be.




  We roared across the outfield at Lympne at about a hundred feet. Whisky was tucked away on a hard standing down in the Dell. Her cargo door was open, but nobody seemed to be about.

  Brunton ran out of his office as we crossed, and shook his fist at us, although he would have forgotten all about it by the next time we met him: part of his charm. Dave put Dorothy into a

  hard climbing turn to port, her engines roaring like a quartet of lionesses. When she was empty she flew like an angel, and I decided that I loved her very much. I thought that, in Whisky, Dave had

  misplaced his affections.




  Scroton asked me, ‘Get your end away over the weekend?’




  ‘Yes; as a matter of fact I did. You?’




  ‘No. Funny thing is that I wouldn’t have fancied it if it had been on offer. I want to see Magda again. I’ve asked the Old Man to send me back to Berlin.’
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