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  For Tom




  







  PART ONE




  







  ONE




  He slipped back to the farm in much the same way as he had left it seven years earlier, in the gloaming of an October evening by the drove-road over Curry Moor. The last light

  lay in blazing bands across the western sky, making fiery ribbons of the puddled cart-ruts, which stretched out before him, rod-straight, to the wetland edge. The drove appeared deserted as far as

  the metalled road and the stone bridge, but he strode along at a sharp lick all the same, the sooner to escape the exposure of the open moor, for he knew what people would say if they spotted him

  coming by this route, that he was running true to form, stealing back like a thief in the night. He had judged the risk worth taking nonetheless, for the chance to do his business quickly and get

  away unseen.




  Mounting the ramp to the small arched bridge, he tensed momentarily as a horse and rider rose up over the crown, but it was only a gypsy boy, bareback on a snorting pony, the creature’s

  eyes glinting red in the sunset. Mercifully the river-top path was clear of people, so too was the path that dropped down to the damp stubble of Hay Moor, but he didn’t slacken his pace till

  he was over the rhyne and starting up Frog Field, when an odd discordant sound caused him to pause, his soldier’s instincts reaching out into the dusk. Above his head bats darted and

  fluttered in jerky parabolas, while in the meadow below, cows stood solidly against the dying light. At last the sound came again, and, making out the distant yawling of a dog, he walked rapidly

  on.




  He crossed an orchard rich with the scent of fallen apples, which bumped and scuffed against his boots. Looping around the back of Old Maynard’s farm, he heard the dog much closer, howling

  and jerking at its chain. A rarely used path kept him away from the lanes and cottages for a while longer, until, meeting the North Curry road, he was forced onto its ringing surface. Hitching his

  knapsack higher on his shoulders, he stepped out at a smart clip, but if there was anyone to witness his jaunty march he never saw them. A minute later he gained the shadows of the next footpath

  which undulated across two fields before sloping down towards the dark expanse of West Sedgemoor.




  Even before he sighted the inky line of pollards that marked the old rhyne he felt the cool breath of the wetland against his cheek, he heard the faint riffling of the wind in the withies like

  the rustling of a woman’s skirts, he caught the boggy smell of water and overblown vegetation, scents and sounds that brought a surge of memory, unexpectedly powerful, disturbingly sweet.




  A place called Sculley Farm lay ahead. He had intended to skirt its southern boundary, but it was getting too dark to attempt the narrow overgrown path along the wetland edge. Instead, he swung

  across a field and climbed over a stile onto a lane of loose stones which chimed and rattled under his boots. Coming abreast of the farmyard, a shape detached itself from the darkness by the

  wall.




  A scratchy voice called out, ‘Who’s that there?’




  He would have walked on, but the figure lurched into his path.




  ‘Watch out!’ he exclaimed sharply.




  An old man’s laugh, a blast of cidery breath. ‘Billy? That you, Billy Greer?’




  ‘For Christ’s sake!’




  ‘Let you out then, did they?’




  Billy dimly recognised an old fool named Percy Frith, and brushed roughly past him, annoyed at having been identified, and yet more annoyed at letting it show. He was still berating himself as

  he strode down the track to Crick Farm. Several times in as many yards he renewed his vow to leave the moment he had finished his business, to get clear away and never come back.




  The cottage sat low and dark against the wetland; the damp seemed to rise around it like a mist. A glimmer of light was showing in the kitchen, another behind the curtain above. Entering the

  yard by the latch-gate, Billy’s toe caught on a piece of tangled metal that clanged and clattered as he kicked it aside. Underfoot the concrete was soft with a carpet of stripple and mulch,

  while in the middle of the yard he almost walked into a pile of withies, mouldering by the smell of them. He felt the first creep of foreboding as he came across more clutter around the lean-to

  porch: a loaded handcart, a cider barrel with sprung hoops, and, propped anyhow against the shiplap, a jumble of scythes and rakes.




  The kitchen door opened on uncertain hinges. He called a greeting and heard only the muted tones of brassy dance music trumpeting from a radio upstairs. At first everything appeared unchanged:

  the draining board scrubbed and bare, plates slotted neatly into the rack above, dishcloths drying on the clothes-horse in front of the range. Then he felt the chill in the air, he saw the stubby

  candles guttering and no lamps, he saw on the table the remains of a solitary meal, and it struck him that one of them must have died. This thought triggered the apprehension he always felt at bad

  news, the prick of guilt and alarm, the sense that, however remote the event, however innocent his part, blame would somehow attach itself to him. Only with an effort did he remember that such

  thoughts belonged to the past, that he had nothing to reproach himself for. That he never did have, except in his own mind.




  Overhead, the muffled dance music gave way to a sonorous BBC announcer. Billy picked up a candle and carried it through into the cramped hallway. He called up the stairs and heard an exclamation

  followed by the shuffle of feet. Uncle Stan appeared on the landing above: a fierce white face over a shadowy body.




  ‘It’s me – Billy.’




  ‘For the love of God,’ Stan exclaimed.




  ‘How are you, Old Man?’




  Stan clomped down the rackety stairs, wheezing like a pump engine, and peered at him through damp eyes. ‘So you be back, then.’




  ‘Not for long,’ Billy stated rapidly. ‘I can’t stay.’ When Stan made no sign of having heard, he repeated slowly, ‘I – can’t –

  stay.’




  The old man’s face took on the expression Billy remembered so well, closed, stubborn, remote. Billy gave a humourless laugh. ‘Same old Stan, eh? Where’s Aunt Flor?’




  With a small lift of his head Stan indicated the room above.




  ‘How is she?’




  Stan’s mouth turned down.




  ‘What’s wrong?’




  But the old man only shook his head and moved away into the kitchen.




  Billy followed. ‘Is she ill?’




  Another silence.




  ‘Well, either she’s ill or she’s not ill.’




  Still nothing. This had always been the old man’s way, to use silence as a weapon of irritation, but Billy wasn’t going to rise to the bait, not this time round. As the old man moved

  towards the larder, Billy ducked his head in front of him and repeated tolerantly, ‘Well?’




  ‘What’s the point in harping on about it?’ the old man demanded with a quiver of agitation. ‘There ain’t nothing to be done.’




  ‘How can I be harping on about it when I’ve only just arrived? When I don’t even know what’s wrong with her.’




  ‘It were a stroke, weren’t it? A stroke.’ The old man was trembling.




  ‘All right, all right. Just simmer down.’ Billy wasn’t sure what a stroke was, whether it was the same as a heart attack. ‘Is she bad?’




  Turning away, Stan sat down heavily at the table. ‘Bad enough.’




  Billy felt like asking what the hell that was meant to mean, but managed to hold his tongue. He looked down at the old man indecisively. He hadn’t allowed for this, the sag of the

  shoulders, the air of defeat, the sense that the old man had grown smaller, almost defenceless. Yet even as he wondered if he might be feeling something as unexpected as pity he had a memory of

  Stan on the withy beds, glaring at him angrily, delivering a stream of scorn, and the feeble impulse to sympathy died.




  In the larder Billy found cider, bread and cheese. Sitting in his old place, perched on the chair with the uneven legs, he poured two jars of cider and pushed one across to Stan. ‘So, when

  did all this happen?’




  ‘I told yer . . .’




  ‘You’ve told me nothing,’ Billy stated firmly.




  The old man glowered at him, on the point of arguing, only to hesitate and jam his mouth shut. It wasn’t a retreat exactly, more a pause for thought, but it was enough to give Billy a

  small spark of satisfaction. Over the past few months he had rehearsed this scene countless times in his mind – the calm he would show in the face of the old man’s provocation, the

  indifference to any mention of the past, the effortless authority he would impose on the conversation – and had pictured the look of surprise and respect that would creep over the old

  man’s face as it dawned on him that Billy was a very different person from the one who’d left seven years ago. And here it was, sooner than he’d dared hope: the first hesitation,

  the first glimmer of respect.




  ‘Start from the beginning,’ Billy said.




  ‘It was at the victory celebrations,’ Stan offered at last, frowning at his glass, taking a sudden gulp. ‘The church bells were rung all morning. The whole village turned out,

  gathered there in front of the George. There were tables set up with pies and cakes, and the landlord selling ale at a penny a pint. Jimmy Summers brought his fiddle along, and everyone were

  dancing, right there in the lane.’ Stan gave a small snort. ‘Even old misery guts, the Baptist minister, took to shuffling a bit. Lifting his feet up and down like the ground were a bit

  hot underfoot. Flor thought it the best thing she’d seen in a long time. Yes, in a very long time.’ Stan pulled a packet of Woodbines out of his pocket and lit up before remembering his

  manners. Still avoiding Billy’s eye, he slid the packet a few inches across the table, and watched Billy help himself. ‘Flor, she always loved to dance. Her were light on her feet, oh

  yes indeed, light as a feather. Knew all the steps. Well, there she were, dancing fit to bust, whirling round and round, when all of a sudden she stumbles and grabs my arm. I thought she were just

  dizzy, yer know, from all the spinning about. But it were the stroke. I caught her just before she hit the floor. Caught her and held her clear. The doctor were fetched, but there weren’t

  nothing he could do. The whole of her right side were gone, face, arm, leg, and some of the left side too. She’d lost the power of speech, and the doctor thought she might’ve lost some

  of her understanding too. But she understands everything I tell her all right, and no mistake.’




  It had happened over a year ago, he said. There had been no change since.




  ‘You should have told me,’ Billy said.




  ‘Didn’t know where to write, did I?’




  Or couldn’t be bothered to find out, Billy thought. It wouldn’t have taken more than five minutes to look through the bureau in the parlour where Flor kept the family papers and find

  his address. She had written to Billy throughout the war, two neatly penned sides sent on the first and fourteenth of every month, regular as clockwork. After Billy’s regiment landed in

  France, her letters had sometimes taken weeks to catch up with him, often arriving in twos and threes. He remembered with a nudge of guilt how he had skimmed through them, indifferent to the world

  he had left behind. The only letter he’d read more than once was an early one, some six months after he’d joined up. After that, he’d lost interest in the gossip, and his replies

  had been at best sporadic, a couple of lines on a postcard if Aunt Flor was lucky. When her letters stopped abruptly, he’d told himself it was because the war was over and she no longer

  thought it necessary to write. If he’d felt the occasional twinge of concern he’d ignored it easily enough, for if his early life had taught him anything it was to expect sudden,

  unaccountable change.




  After a second glass of cider – the cloudy brew slipped down, more bewitching than memory – Billy felt as ready as he ever would be to follow Stan up the narrow stairs to the room

  that, during his four years at Crick Farm, he had entered only once, to repair the window.




  As Stan opened the door the sound of sickly violin music rose up to greet them. The room was lit by a candle standing low on the bedside table. The candle in Stan’s hand added a spasmodic

  flickering glow to the dark side of the room. Aunt Flor lay in the iron bed, propped against the pillows. At first Billy thought she was awake, then he thought she was dead, finally he saw that she

  was asleep. The stroke had left her face askew, as though a great weight were tugging down on one cheek. The right side of her mouth was dragging and dribbling, while her right eye wasn’t

  altogether closed even in sleep, so that the white gave off a feral glint in the candle beam.




  ‘Who does the caring for her?’ Billy asked in a rough whisper.




  ‘Why, myself, that’s who,’ declared Stan, as if this should have been obvious.




  Billy didn’t like to imagine what was involved. He would have turned away but his gaze was held by the drooping eye. It reminded him of a girl he and his mates had dug out of a house in

  Belgium. The girl’s eyes had been rolled back under half-closed lids, the whites coated in a film of dust, until she was carried out and dumped in the sunlight when the whites gave off an

  unearthly, almost sinister gleam. The girl had been pretty, her body unmarked. Except for the eyes, she too might have been asleep.




  ‘I’ve come to fetch my mum’s stuff,’ Billy said over the sobbing violins.




  Wordlessly, the old man turned for the door.




  ‘Will you tell her that?’ Billy said, following him out onto the landing.




  ‘You can tell her yerself,’ said Stan, starting down the stairs.




  ‘What, now?’




  ‘When she wakes.’




  ‘When will that be?’




  ‘In the morning.’




  ‘But I’ve told you – I’m not staying.’




  ‘Please yourself.’




  In the kitchen, Billy said, ‘Tell me where my mum’s stuff is, then.’




  ‘Couldn’t say, could I?’




  They exchanged a hostile glare, and for a moment it might have been the old days again. Going through to the parlour, Billy made a quick search of the bureau before accepting that he had lost

  all chance of getting away that evening. He dug out papers and letters of every description, some old, some new, many still in their envelopes; he found birth certificates, mementos and

  photographs, but nothing belonging to his mother. In a pigeonhole he came across the cards and letters he had written to Flor during the war. They were tied in bundles, placed next to the letters

  from the son in Canada. Another son had died as a child, while the daughter lived in Plymouth, bogged down by children.




  By the time Billy got back to the kitchen it was in darkness and the old man’s footsteps were creaking overhead. Picking up his rucksack, he climbed the stairs to his old room under the

  eaves. Ducking under the lintel, setting the candle on the table, he had a fleeting memory of his first sight of this room, with its sloping ceiling, low-set window, and sturdy oak-framed bed. He

  was fifteen then and had been living rough for a year. Caught pilfering from a market stall – apples, of all things – he had been ‘saved’ from the full force of the law by

  these two relatives he barely knew. The magistrate had told him he was lucky, but Billy wasn’t fooled. He knew that it was a punishment by any other name and the sentence hard labour. And

  nothing about that first night – not the warmth of the mug of malted milk in his hand, nor the fullness in his belly, nor the unaccustomed smoothness of sheets against his skin – had

  done anything to alleviate his sense of injury. He’d been deceived by a large meal and a soft bed once before when at the age of nine he’d been carried off by his Aunt May to a life of

  prayer and moral correction in Bridgwater.




  Now, all these years later, he could see above the bed the same mysterious bulges in the rose-and-columbine-patterned wallpaper, and on the ceiling the same crusty rings erupting from the

  whitewash like lichen blooms on rock. There was no getting rid of the damp down here by the moor, and it was only fools who tried. Its fusty fragrance filled the air and misted the wooden surfaces

  and rotted the curtains. On the bed the starched linen had subsided limply onto the topography of the mattress. He guessed that Flor had made up the bed a long time ago, ready for his return. Well,

  it was no good, he wouldn’t be staying. And the way Flor was now, she wouldn’t know enough to care.




  The unaccustomed silence kept him awake for some time. When he finally slept it was to be roused at least twice by the hooting of an owl, then, much later, by the banging shut of a door. He had

  the impression of sleeping little, yet when he woke it was to full light.




  He lay back with a sense of indulgence. There’d been no staying in bed in the old days, no missing of the morning. The old man had been a stickler for getting to work sharp at six, winter

  and summer. But this morning Stan wasn’t calling impatiently from the kitchen, ‘Let’s be seeing you!’, he was clumping about in the bedroom opposite, to the muted strains of

  dance music. Billy shifted indolently on the pillow and watched the sunlight trickling in through the unwashed glass, casting hazy beams over the edge of the battered chest of drawers which had

  housed all his worldly possessions, reflecting dimly in the wall mirror from whose crazed and mottled glass his uneasy adolescent frown had glared back at him each morning. The only visible remnant

  of his four-year occupation was hanging on the back of the door, an ancient railwayman’s jacket that Aunt Flor had found for him that first winter, bartered from the crossing keeper for two

  months’ supply of eggs. She hadn’t thought him worth the expense of a new one, not then.




  Getting up at last, he went to the chest and pulled open an upper drawer. His adolescent paraphernalia was still there: fishing hooks, string, cigarette cards, penknife, pencils. And in a lower

  drawer his old working clothes, neatly folded and smelling of mothballs. He tried on a thick woollen shirt that had always been too big but now fitted quite well. The trousers, though, were tight

  at the waist, and he had to leave the top button undone and use a belt. Down in the porch he found his old gumboots at the back of a shelf, covered in dust. The rubber was dry and cracked, but

  there were no obvious holes.




  By the time he stepped outside it was almost eight. The yard was a sight. The mound of withies he’d almost tripped over in the darkness was all canker and rot, while the frame that

  stretched the full length of the yard was stacked with bundle on bundle of withies, which, going by the coating of lichen on the weather side, had been put out to dry a long while back and not

  touched since.




  In the woodshed, amidst another almighty jumble, Billy found a thick layer of coal dust, a scratching of coal nuggets, and some two dozen apple logs. The peg where the axe used to hang was bare.

  He hunted high and low, shifting sacks, kegs, barrels and a wheelless barrow before unearthing the axe on the floor beside a paraffin drum. Even then it took a good five minutes with the whetstone

  before the blade would split the wood the way he liked it, clean, in a single stroke.




  He rifled the mound of cankered withies for kindling, but gleaned only mulch. The porch offered better pickings: a brittle apple basket, the base frayed and sagging, and a clutch of spraggled

  withies, ripe for burning.




  He was crouched in front of the range, nursing a meagre flame, when he heard Stan’s tread on the stairs.




  ‘You’re still here then,’ the old man said.




  They took a fresh gawp at one another.




  The light, slanting upwards from the window, revealed fresh crags and fissures in the hillocky landscape of Uncle Stan’s features. Born and raised in the last century, too old for the

  Great War let alone the one just ended, he’d always seemed ancient to Billy, though even now he was probably little more than seventy. Despite a back bowed and calcified by a lifetime’s

  withy cutting and lungs that were clugged up from a steady sixty a day, the old man had always kept an almost impish energy. But now this too had faded; Billy saw it in the labour of his breathing

  and the droop of his eyes.




  ‘Managed to stay in one piece then?’ the old man said.




  ‘More or less.’




  ‘Well, you look well enough on it, at any rate.’




  Billy tried to see himself as Uncle Stan must see him: taller by a good inch, broader in the chest, muscled by a steady diet of meat and potatoes. And more worldly. Yes, that would show too.




  ‘I’ll just get it warmed up in here, all right? And then I’ll be off.’




  The old man tipped his head towards the range. ‘You’ll not get it to draw properly,’ he said with a pull of his lips. ‘Chimney’s buggered.’




  ‘What’s the trouble?’




  ‘Jackdaws. Soot. Lord only knows.’




  ‘I’ll give it a jiggle then.’




  ‘It’ll take a lot more than a jiggle.’




  ‘Haven’t lost your sunny outlook then.’ But the remark was lost on the old man, as Billy had known it would be. Returning with some willow sticks, he found Stan putting a match

  to a small Primus stove.




  ‘Is that how you’ve been cooking then? With paraffin?’




  ‘She can only take porridge or broth. It’s good enough for that.’




  ‘Paraffin’s not going to warm anyone’s bones, though, is it? Not in the cold. What’s happened to the coal?’




  ‘There ain’t no coal.’




  ‘Well, I can see that, can’t I? What’s the problem?’




  ‘Officialdom, that’s what. Little Hitlers, the lot of them.’




  Unbolting the port in the flue, Billy thrust a stick up the chimney and, lashing a second stick to the base of the first, soon came up against the blockage. After a few jabs, a cascade of soot

  and lumps came tumbling down the flue, filling the range and billowing into his face.




  Half an hour later he had the fire drawing, the kettle on the hotplate, and his face and hands cleaned up. By the time Stan came down from giving Aunt Flor her breakfast, he’d made a pot

  of tea and poured the first cup.




  ‘Don’t have tea at this time of the morning,’ Stan cried fretfully.




  ‘Well, you’re getting some today.’




  ‘But it’s rationed. You don’t understand, Billy, everything’s rationed. We’ve had to cut down.’




  ‘But you’ve plenty of tea. The caddy’s full.’




  ‘It’s the sugar that’s short.’




  ‘Ah, and you always loved your sugar, didn’t you, Old Man?’ Billy said indulgently.




  The watery eyes softened a little. ‘I did, too.’




  ‘Well, you’ve got two heaped spoons in there. Make the most of them.’




  The old man sat down obediently. ‘It’s worse than in the war, I tell you – a lot worse. They keep telling us that things’ll ease up soon, but I can’t see no end to

  it, not for a long while yet.’




  ‘What’s the problem then, apart from the sugar?’




  ‘It’s the bloody rules and regulations, that’s what. Can’t move without coupons and points and permission for this, that, and the other. The Ministry of Food go and stick

  their noses in everything. They went and prosecuted a farmer over Axbridge way for slaughtering a pig the day before his permit allowed for it. A whole day! I tell you, if you didn’t

  laugh you’d bloody cry.’




  ‘Is that why you’ve no coal – trouble with the regulations?’




  But the old man was too busy peering at the cigarettes Billy was offering him. ‘Player’s,’ he said dubiously, but took one anyway. ‘It was different in the war,’ he

  said. ‘Oh yes, we expected to go without. And the rations stretched all right in those days. We never went short. Your Aunt Flor made sure of that. A witch with the cooking, she was.’

  He squinted at Billy through the smoke. ‘You ate all right in the army, I’ll be bound.’




  ‘Can’t complain.’




  ‘Which lot did you join then?’




  ‘Fifth Tanks.’




  Stan raised an eyebrow.




  ‘Chased the Jerries up through Belgium and Holland and over the Rhine.’




  ‘Did you now?’




  Billy added, as if it mattered, ‘I made it to driver-mechanic.’




  ‘Always had a way with machinery, you did.’




  It was their first and last conversation about Billy’s war.




  Billy said, ‘You had a quiet time of it then, did you?’




  ‘What, in the war? If you mean did Adolf himself come marching through the village complete with brass band, well then, yes, I suppose you could say it was quiet. But we had the airfields

  at Churchstanton and Westonzoyland. Planes all night, every night, buzz, buzz, like blooming hornets. And then we had the German bombers trying to blow up the munitions factory at Puriton. Never

  did hit it, thank the Lord, otherwise the whole of Somerset would have known about it, that’s for certain.’ He gave a brief guffaw. ‘One time we had this German bomber drop its

  load over King’s Sedgemoor way. Boom! Boom! Stirred everyone up a fair treat, I can tell you. It was different then, oh yes . . . everyone in the same boat, everyone pulling together. It was

  a good time. When all’s said and done, yes, a bloody great time.’




  ‘Glad to hear it,’ Billy murmured drily.




  ‘Oh, don’t go thinking it was easy,’ the old man retorted. ‘I’m not saying it was easy. No, it was bloody hard work. But we got by. Kept a couple

  of pigs. Chickens. And your aunt growing vegetables – cabbages and potatoes by the barrowload. And the apples – the merchants were buying our Tom Putts for eating, eating mind,

  not cider, because the city folk had nothing else in the way of fruit. Well, we couldn’t believe it. Selling our apples for eating! Had to sort them, of course. Keep the bruised ones back.

  Bloody hard work. But the cider tasted the best ever. All that rot in it – never better!’ The old man gave a deep bronchitic laugh.




  ‘And the withies? You find a market for them too?’




  ‘Oh yes. Nothing like it, couldn’t get enough of them. But it’s all different now.’




  ‘What, no demand?’




  ‘It’s not the demand, it’s the blooming labour.’ Stan’s voice rose on a note of grievance. ‘Can’t get it no more. They’re all too busy feathering

  their own nests, and to hell with the next man. That’s how it is now – every man for himself. I tell you, this war’s gone and changed everything, and it ain’t for the

  better.’




  But then nothing would ever be for the better in Stan’s eyes, thought Billy derisively. He wouldn’t recognise progress if it came and stared him in the face.




  Going outside again, Billy got a more accurate measure of how the war had been for Stan and Flor. The mess in the yard and the woodshed was only the start. In the willow shed he found stacks of

  unstripped withies amid a sea of stripple, while in the centre of the floor the magnificent diesel-powered brake that Stan had bought just before the war stood abandoned and encrusted with muck,

  the drum coated an inch deep. The mechanic in Billy eyed it longingly: less than a day, he reckoned, to get it cleaned up and running again. Moving on, he found a bunch of old hand-operated brakes

  in a corner of the shed, their prongs rusted and blunt, while along the far wall the gleam of stagnant water reflected up at him from the sorting pits.




  Wandering into the vegetable garden, he found plants that were blowsy and bolted or gone to rot, while at the top of the orchard the withy boiler, a retired ship’s boiler acquired from a

  nautical salvage yard, was little more than a barrel of rust. The chicken house contained eight evil-eyed bantams and no eggs, the pigsty was empty of all but muck, and when he delved around the

  back there was the scuttle and streak of rats.




  Pricked by a strange unformed irritation, Billy started down the orchard through tall matted grass run to seed and stumbled over the carpet of rotting apples beneath. The few leaves still

  dangling from the trees were peppered with black spot. On the orchard boundary, the line of pear trees carried half-formed fruit, feeble and overcrowded on the boughs. Reaching the drove, heading

  down towards the moor, he saw ten or twelve dairy cows grazing on the meadow. They were big Friesians and he didn’t need to read the ear-tags to know they didn’t belong to Stan.




  At the old rhyne, he found the water clogged with duckweed, frogbit, bur-reed, and sedge, but it was the sight of the withy bed that heightened his strange undirected anger. For as far as he

  could see, the withies were sprouting every which way from horny untrimmed stocks amid a tangle of weeds. He walked the length of the one-acre bed, counting the damage, and reckoned that one in ten

  stems, maybe one in eight, would fetch any sort of price, while the rest were good for nothing but hurdles and kindling. This tally might not have seemed so dismal if it hadn’t been for the

  contrast with the neighbouring bed, which contained rank after rank of well-tended withies standing tall and lush and fullblown, not a stem that wasn’t top rate.




  Taking the drove-road that ran the length of the moor, Billy found an altered landscape. Where there had been a scattering of withy beds on the edges of the moor there was now acre after acre of

  withies, interspersed by the occasional field of grain, stretching in a wide band along the northern border of the moor. Just as striking, there wasn’t a withy bed that didn’t look top

  notch, not till he reached another of Stan’s one-acre plots, where he found the crop choked with withy wind, nettle and vetch. With a sense of wasting his time, he trudged another two miles

  to the last of Stan’s West Sedgemoor beds, a series of half- and one-acre plots under the banks of the River Parrett. If anything these beds were even more unkempt than the ones before, with

  most of the stocks looking half dead.




  A van passed on the Langport road. Tracking it for a moment, Billy made out an unfamiliar structure perched high on the banks of the Parrett and realised with the jolt of the obvious how so much

  of the wetland edge had come to be under cultivation. The sturdy brick building with its industrial chimney could only be a sodding great pumping station. And they had always said that West

  Sedgemoor, the wettest, soggiest wetland of them all, wasn’t worth the effort.




  Starting back, Billy’s obscure annoyance of the last hour swelled into a blister of irritation. While Stan’s problems were none of his concern, the sight of so much neglect still

  managed to exasperate him, not least because he had put so much back-breaking toil into each and every one of those beds. To let them go to waste was just plain stupid. But then, that was Stan all

  over. He muttered aloud, ‘Stupid old bugger!’




  Striding fast along the drove, he spotted a group of figures on the open moor to the south. It was a gang clearing a rhyne and, standing over them, two armed soldiers. Getting a little closer,

  he made out German POWs. The prisoners were taking every opportunity to dawdle. They cast their ditch-crooks sluggishly, skimming the surface weeds, getting no drag over the lower reaches, leaving

  the iris and rush more or less undisturbed. They hauled the weeds up the bank in a halfhearted manner and frequently stopped to lean on their crooks until ordered to get started again, when they

  resumed work with a sullen air.




  It had never occurred to Billy that he would see Germans again, and on the moor of all places. He couldn’t help wondering if any of them came from Hamburg, because if so they had a hell of

  a shock waiting for them when they got back. But perhaps they knew that already; perhaps that was why they worked with such open contempt. If in the thick of the war someone had told Billy that he

  would live to see German soldiers undergoing this kind of punishment he would have felt a savage triumph, an exultant sense of justice, but watching them now he was aware only that they

  didn’t belong here. Their presence was an intrusion. If the authorities had any sense they’d have sentenced them to the far worse punishment of going home.




  He took a different route back, crossing the old rhyne by the meads, eventually joining the path that followed Stan’s upper boundary. As he came within sight of the track to Crick Farm he

  heard the roar of an engine in the lane ahead and saw a bright blue tractor approaching from the direction of the village. He quickened his pace, hoping to cut down the farm track before the

  tractor reached the gate, but it was coming too fast and he realised with a sudden surge of fury that there was no chance of avoiding it, not unless he made a complete fool of himself by turning on

  his heel and walking back the way he’d come. Worse, he was to be denied any chance of going unrecognised: as the tractor grew closer he made out an older stockier version of Frank Carr.




  ‘Hello there!’ Frank shouted above the rattle of the engine as he pulled up in front of Billy. ‘Heard you were back.’




  With a glare, Billy walked briskly past and turned down the track. Behind him, the engine clattered to a halt and rapid footsteps sounded in pursuit.




  ‘Heard you were back,’ Frank called again as he attempted to catch up.




  Billy bristled with an antagonism that had lost none of its heat for stretching back ten years. ‘Not for long.’




  ‘You’re not stopping then?’




  ‘Not likely.’




  ‘They said you were stopping.’




  ‘Well, they were wrong, weren’t they?’




  Billy remembered with a cold and deadly heart the scene outside the smithy during his first summer at Crick Farm. He’d been running an errand for Aunt Flor and, coming round a corner, had

  spotted too late the line of young people sitting on the wall ahead. In snapshot he saw again the turned faces, the curious stares, he heard the hush as Frank’s taunt rang out into the

  silence. The words came back to him with the merciless accuracy of humiliation: Watch your pockets, everyone – it’s Billy Lightfingers. He remembered with equal clarity the way

  Frank had continued to bait and chivvy him throughout the rest of that summer, how in typical weasel fashion he had been too cowardly to take Billy on in front of other people but had waited for a

  dark night to spring out from the shadows and land Billy a crack on the cheek.




  Frank was closing the gap. ‘You got work elsewhere then?’




  ‘Plenty.’




  ‘Pity.’




  ‘Why’s that?’ said Billy, quelling the urge to make up for lost time and clout him sharply round the head.




  ‘Your uncle needing a hand.’




  ‘I wouldn’t know about that, would I?’ With another cold beat of his heart, Billy veered sharply off to the right and, vaulting the fence, strode into the upper orchard. Behind

  him, he heard a puff and pant as Frank clambered over the fence, then the swish of grass as he began to follow. Frank was shorter than Billy by a good four inches, the untrammelled grass was high

  and littered with fallen apples, yet somehow he managed to catch up and keep pace, bobbing along at Billy’s side.




  ‘I’ve offered to buy the withies off his Curry Moor beds,’ Frank gasped, ‘but he won’t have it. I’ve offered a fair price, as fair as any, but he won’t

  see sense.’




  ‘Well, he’s the one to speak to, isn’t he? Not me.’




  ‘But if I’ve tried once, I’ve tried a hundred times, Billy. I warned him he’d never reach his price at auction – I told him time and time again – but he

  wouldn’t listen.’




  Billy didn’t mean to slow down, still less to flick a quick glance Frank’s way, but he did both.




  ‘His were the only withies that didn’t sell. Everyone else managed to sell theirs, no trouble at all. And now – well, if he’s not careful, he won’t get no one to

  cut them, not till it’s too late.’




  ‘I’ve told you – you’re talking to the wrong person.’




  ‘But I thought you were staying.’




  Billy gave a savage laugh. ‘Why the hell would I want to do that?’




  Frank came to an uncertain halt.




  Billy turned to take a proper look at him, and saw a burly man with fair wiry hair, soft plump skin mottled pink and white, white lashes and small brown eyes that were still and animal-like.

  Billy was irresistibly reminded of an overfed porker.




  ‘Didn’t get to the war then?’ Billy asked.




  ‘Reserved occupation.’ If Frank felt the smallest stirring of shame or embarrassment about this, he didn’t show it.




  ‘What – withies needed for the war effort, were they?’




  ‘Not at the outset they weren’t. Arable and dairy was what they wanted to begin with,’ Frank said stolidly. ‘We went and worked on arable farms, arable or dairy. But then

  they went and announced that they wanted withies after all. For parachute baskets and those panniers for the land girls.’




  ‘I knew that,’ Billy said quickly, remembering too late that Aunt Flor had told him in one of her letters. ‘So, withy men been getting rich, have they?’




  ‘Making a living, that’s all.’




  You don’t say, thought Billy, remembering the bright new tractor.




  ‘So, this price you were offering Stan – good, was it?’




  It seemed to him that the little brown eyes betrayed a wily glint before resuming their porcine stare.




  ‘Look here, Billy, there’s one thing we got to get straight right at the outset – I can’t be taking on the West Sedgemoor beds. Just can’t be done. They’re

  too far gone. And it’s not just me that thinks so – there ain’t no one that’s willing to touch them, not even for hurdles. They’re not worth the time or trouble, see?

  They wouldn’t bring in enough to pay for the work involved.’




  Frank was waiting for a response, but Billy continued to gaze at him as he might gaze at a rather unwelcome object that had landed up on his doorstep.




  Eventually Frank went on. ‘Trouble is, Stan won’t hear of selling off the one crop without the other. Won’t let anyone cut the Curry Moor without swearing to take on the West

  Sedgemoor. But it can’t be done, see, Billy? No way. Not without throwing good money down the drain. I keep telling him—’




  ‘Perhaps that’s where you’re going wrong,’ Billy interrupted. ‘Telling him.’




  ‘But I’m only trying to help,’ Frank proclaimed in a tone of injury. ‘I’m only trying to do a neighbour a good turn. It’s no skin off my nose either way, you

  know.’




  Billy suppressed a smile. Frank must think he was born yesterday. Had these people always been this simple? he wondered. Or was it only now that he had the eyes to see?




  ‘So, tell me,’ he asked in a bored voice, ‘what’s your price then?’




  Frank puckered his lips and gave a heavy drawn-out sigh. ‘Well, now . . . It’s not as good as I’d like, Billy. Only wish I could offer more – nothing I’d like

  better – but it’s a bit late in the year to be taking on extra work, see? I’d have to hire in another cutter, and there’s a terrible shortage of good cutters. All of

  them’s got plenty of work for the winter. Just plenty. I’d have to pay over the odds.’




  ‘So it’s a case of beggars can’t be choosers, is it?’




  Frank’s chin drew back into the soft folds of his plump neck. ‘Look here, Billy, there’s no call for you to take that attitude. It’s not as if I needed the extra

  work. Quite the opposite, in fact. And it’s not as if there was a great rush to take on Stan’s beds. Go and ask around if you don’t believe me. You’ll find out quick enough.

  No, you won’t get an offer that’s fairer than mine, not by a long chalk.’




  Billy eyed the broad pink snout in a speculative way, wondering how it would look after a good sharp jab from a quick right. ‘It was just a joke. All right? A joke.’




  Frank’s ruffled feathers settled a little. He said with an embarrassed laugh, ‘A joke. I see! Yes, a joke . . .’




  ‘So . . . this price of yours?’




  Frank lifted his chin. ‘For the four acres on the Curry?’




  ‘The four.’




  ‘And allowing for a good proportion having canker.’




  ‘If you say so.’




  ‘Well, let’s see . . . Let’s see . . .’ Frank made a long-drawn-out show of pondering the matter afresh, folding his arms across his chest, chewing his lip

  thoughtfully.




  Waiting restlessly, Billy caught a thrum of powerful wings and a clamour of ragged hoots, and looking towards the west saw a formation of Bewick’s swans sweeping low over the apple trees.

  Following them down to the moor, he had a memory of winter days on the floods, crouched behind a makeshift hide, a gun on his knee, searching the sky for teal and wigeon.




  ‘Well, now,’ Frank announced at last, ‘I may live to regret this – I may be biting off more than I can chew – but if I really stretch things . . . Yes, I might be

  able to go to a hundred and fifty the acre. Six hundred the lot. Can’t do fairer than that.’




  Billy was careful to hold his expression. ‘Six hundred?’




  ‘My best price. Like I told you, there’s a lot of canker and nodules. A quarter, maybe more, won’t be good for nothing but hurdles.’




  ‘A hundred and fifty the acre . . . And what would the top withies be fetching then?’




  ‘Oooh . . .’ Frank exhaled noisily. ‘Hard to be sure in this market.’




  ‘Three hundred? Four?’




  ‘Oooh . . . I wouldn’t like to say.’




  ‘Five?’




  Frank affected a look of shock. ‘Never that much.’




  But not far off, Billy thought. ‘So Stan won’t do better elsewhere?’




  Frank shook his head firmly.




  ‘All the same, I don’t imagine it’ll do him any harm to find out, will it?’




  Frank stared hard at him before giving a faint piglike snort. ‘You been away too long, Billy.’




  ‘Oh, have I?’




  ‘You’ve forgotten the way things are done around here. If a man can’t offer a fair price, then he won’t offer no price at all. Stan won’t get no fairer price than

  mine, not in a month of Sundays. Yes, you’ve forgotten the way things are done, Billy.’




  ‘Well, thanks for the reminder,’ Billy said with a laugh that hit just the right note, halfway between scorn and amusement.




  Walking away through the orchard, Billy hastily turned the skirmish over in his mind and decided that, all things considered, he had come out of it on top. The leap over the fence had been a

  mistake, a stupid infantile gesture, luckily overshadowed by Frank’s desperate efforts to catch up. Remembering the puffing pink face, the bobbing stride, and the laughable attempts to pull

  the wool over his eyes, it seemed incredible to Billy that this ridiculous man could have been the fearsome enemy of his youth.




  A car was parked by the latch-gate, black and shiny except for a spray of mud over the lower doors. A tin of Fisherman’s Friends sat on the dashboard, a fine woollen scarf on the passenger

  seat.




  There was no one in the kitchen, but Billy heard the murmur of voices overhead and the creak of floorboards, and guessed at the doctor.




  Taking a sharp knife, he went across the yard to the withies stooked against the drying rack and cut open a bundle from the top layer. Another two bundles and there was no doubt: the withies had

  been exposed too long to the wet and the wind. Having been soaked and dried out repeatedly, they were shrivelled and brittle, good for nothing but burning. The bundles beneath weren’t much

  better. Only the bundles at the very bottom contained a few stems with a bit of sap and bend in them, though as likely as not they would snap in the basket-maker’s hands.




  He wasn’t aware of anyone approaching until a voice bid him good morning.




  ‘I’m Dr Bennett,’ the man added.




  Billy acknowledged him with a short nod before turning back to the withies.




  ‘Mr Thorne told me you were here.’




  ‘Oh yes?’




  ‘I’m sorry, but he didn’t give me your name.’




  ‘Greer. Billy Greer.’




  ‘How do you do, Mr Greer?’




  Billy’s second nod was even briefer, so it couldn’t be mistaken for a sign of deference.




  ‘You’re a nephew of his, I believe?’




  ‘Distant. Of hers.’




  ‘I see.’ Dr Bennett was a thin man, with a long bony face, greying hair with a neat side parting, grave eyes and a soft voice. ‘May I ask if you’re staying long?’

  His manner was oddly modest for a doctor.




  ‘Just today.’




  ‘Ah. And have you come far?’




  Not trusting the question, Billy didn’t answer.




  ‘I was merely wondering if you were likely to be dropping by on a regular basis.’




  ‘No chance. My work’s miles away.’




  ‘I see . . .’ The doctor lowered his gaze with a frown. Standing there in his long tweed coat, clutching a trilby to his stomach with one hand, gripping a battered medical bag in the

  other, he reminded Billy of someone else, though he couldn’t think who.




  ‘It’s just that Mr Thorne seems to be struggling a bit with the farm,’ the doctor said. ‘Understandable, of course, in the circumstances.’ When Billy again offered

  no comment, he added, ‘I wondered if you knew of anyone who might be able to give him a hand.’




  Billy shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me. I’ve been away in the war.’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ the doctor acknowledged rapidly. ‘I just thought you might know of a relative . . .’




  ‘Well, I don’t.’




  The doctor absorbed this with a slow nod. ‘Mrs Bentham thought of asking the neighbours for help. But your uncle, well . . .’ Bennett swung his hat away from his chest in a gesture

  that suggested tactical difficulties. ‘He didn’t seem too keen.’




  ‘No, he wouldn’t be.’ Billy had no idea who Mrs Bentham might be, but she couldn’t know Stan too well if she thought he’d be prepared to accept favours that he

  couldn’t return. ‘He could always hire someone,’ Billy suggested drily.




  ‘That’s the problem – there’s a shortage. Quite a few farms are having trouble finding workers. Not enough men home from the war.’




  ‘Just goes to show how much I know.’




  ‘There is another possibility,’ the doctor said tentatively. ‘This new government scheme which allows farmers to hire Poles from the Resettlement Corps. I was telling your

  uncle. It could be just the answer.’




  ‘Oh yes? And what would he want Polacks for?’




  The doctor gazed at Billy uncertainly. ‘Well, they’re extremely hard workers.’




  ‘Like the Germans, you mean?’ Billy tipped his head towards the moor. ‘I’ve just seen how hard the Germans work.’




  ‘But the Germans are prisoners of war.’




  Turning rapidly away, Billy tugged at a binding on some rotting withies.




  ‘Everyone who’s worked with the Poles has been extremely happy with them,’ the doctor insisted mildly.




  ‘But they’ll be wanting to skedaddle back to Poland, won’t they, the second they get the chance.’




  ‘In fact . . . most of them are intending to stay here.’




  ‘Are they now?’




  ‘That’s the point of the Corps – to help them resettle.’




  Billy cut another binding with a quick upward jerk of his knife.




  ‘The thing is, if your uncle did decide to take some, I’d be very glad to start the ball rolling. There’s one soldier who could come straight away. I can vouch for him –

  a good man. And if your uncle wanted a second, there’s an airman who used to be stationed at Churchstanton. Once the camp gets up to strength there’ll be plenty more to choose from, of

  course.’




  ‘Camp?’




  ‘At Middlezoy. It opened a month ago.’




  ‘Oh, that camp,’ Billy said dismissively. ‘But soldiers – they’d be bugger all use as withy men. It’s skilled work.’




  ‘I would imagine they’d need supervision, certainly.’




  ‘A bloody sight more than supervision. Full-time nannying, more like.’




  ‘But it would be better than nothing.’




  ‘Not if they have to be paid, it won’t.’




  ‘They do have to be paid a basic agricultural wage, I believe.’




  ‘More than some people, then.’




  ‘I understood it was to be very low . . .’




  ‘That’s what I’m saying,’ Billy insisted stubbornly. ‘More than some get.’




  The doctor gave way with a small baffled nod. ‘Maybe so,’ he murmured.




  ‘But look, it’s not up to me, is it?’ Billy offered abruptly. ‘It’s for my uncle to decide.’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  ‘What does he say?’




  ‘He’s thinking about it.’




  ‘I bet he is.’




  The doctor put his hat on, and made to move away. ‘Oh, I take it the coal’s finally arrived?’




  ‘Not that I’m aware.’




  ‘The range was lit. I thought . . .’




  ‘There’s no coal.’




  ‘Oh dear. I know Mrs Bentham was looking into it. Has she run into a snag?’




  ‘I wouldn’t know.’




  ‘Ah . . .’ He gave a doctor’s smile, empty, distracted. ‘Well, I’ll see if I can find out later. Good day, Mr Greer.’ He bowed politely and began to walk

  away.




  Something made Billy call after him. ‘How’s my aunt doing?’




  The doctor stopped and turned. ‘Oh, as well as can be expected.’




  ‘She’s not going to get better?’




  The doctor took a few steps back towards Billy. ‘I wish I could offer hope of improvement.’




  ‘There’s no treatment?’




  ‘I’m afraid not.’




  ‘Why do you come then?’




  A sharp pause before the doctor said, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t quite . . .’




  ‘What’s the point in you coming?’




  The other man looked taken aback.




  ‘Nothing personal, Doctor,’ said Billy, for whom few encounters with authority were anything but personal, ‘but I’m thinking of the fees.’




  The doctor dropped his eyes for a moment. When he looked up again, his expression was strained. ‘It’s not just your aunt I call on, Mr Greer. It’s your uncle too. And

  there’s no great urgency for my fees, I assure you.’




  Billy nodded. ‘Glad to hear it.’




  The doctor bowed again, solemnly. Watching the tall figure walk away, Billy felt the frustration of someone who realises he has revealed himself in a bad light. He didn’t give a damn for

  what the doctor thought of him – officers, doctors, they were all the same – but he cared for the fact that he had let himself down. He had set himself a target, to be a man apart,

  detached, calm, slow to anger, a figure of respect, and he had fallen below the standard he had set himself. He had resorted to sarcasm and point-scoring; he had demeaned himself in front of a

  stranger. It was finding himself back in this place that had dragged him down; the sense of being forced back in time, of being trapped. Everything would be fine once he got away. Nevertheless, he

  couldn’t shake off a niggling sense of self-disgust, which was linked in some obscure way to the man the doctor reminded him of. It had finally come to him as the doctor put on his hat that

  he was not unlike the priest who’d asked Billy and his mates to help dig the people out of the ruined house in Belgium. The priest had possessed the same air of solemnity, the same bowed

  shoulders and grave face, the same quiet manner. He had also had an impressive capacity for drink. After the burials the two of them had polished off the best part of a bottle of cognac, but while

  most men of Billy’s acquaintance quickly got roaring drunk, the priest had maintained a steady if melancholy dignity. Speaking broken English that gathered momentum with each glass, he told

  Billy about the family they had just buried – the girl with the gleaming eyes had been a nurse in the local asylum – and the catalogue of hardships and disasters the village had

  suffered during the occupation, and the spiritual dilemmas facing a priest in war. He spoke so frankly and listened so intently to Billy’s opinions that for a while Billy thought he must have

  mistaken him for an officer, but when Billy dropped his rank casually into the conversation it seemed there was no mistake. They went on to discuss faith, evil, and the limits of personal

  responsibility. Afterwards, in the blur of a hangover and a rapid advance under gunfire, Billy couldn’t remember every detail of the conversation, only that he’d managed to say quite a

  few good things, and say them well. This burst of eloquence had taken him by surprise. Maybe his brain, so doggedly championed by his English teacher Mr Margolis, wasn’t so dead after

  all.




  The ration books were in the kitchen, propped behind the Golden Jubilee tea caddy on the mantelshelf. Extracting them, he knocked the caddy off-centre and took a moment to realign it in the

  correct position. He found no coupons for coal, however, just for petrol and food, only one or two unused. In London it was commonly believed that country people were living in clover, that,

  unconcerned for city dwellers, the farmers were bypassing the rationing system and keeping all the best produce for themselves. If so, there was precious little evidence of it in the larder. He

  counted two eggs, a scrag end of lamb, some bacon and cheese, and a few onions and potatoes, while on a side shelf were a couple of tins of Spam, some dried milk, and a small bag of flour.




  There was no sign of Stan. Putting his head outside, Billy finally spotted him by the chicken shed, bent over the open lid of the nesting boxes. It was as good an opportunity as any to see Flor,

  though as Billy climbed the stairs and knocked on the door his stomach squirmed with dread.




  The room smelt of lavender and carbolic, the radio was belting out ‘Begin the Beguine’, and the light from the window shone straight on her head, propped high against the pillows.

  Her bright eyes fixed on him and she tried to smile in a strange lopsided pull of one cheek, a creasing up of one eye. The effect was of an exaggerated wink.




  He said, ‘Bit of a laugh, eh? Me turning up like a bad penny.’ He turned off the music and, pulling up a chair, sat at the side of the bed. She reached out and grasped his hand. Her

  skin was dry and papery and surprisingly hot.




  ‘But I’m not staying long,’ he said. ‘I’m only here for the day.’




  Because he couldn’t think of what else to talk about he told her about his war, or rather the high points – the landing in France, the ride through Belgium and Holland, the civilians

  who’d showered them with hoarded treats, the contrast when they reached Germany, the sight of Hamburg virtually flattened – and all the time he was aware of her eyes fastened intently

  on his face and the pressure of the hot papery hand in his. Once or twice he tried to slide his hand away, but her fingers tightened instantly and drew him back.




  ‘Before I forget,’ he said at last, ‘I need my mum’s things. The stuff in the shoebox.’




  Letting go of his hand at last, Flor reached across to the side table for a pad and pencil. She wrote left-handed, very slowly, with the occasional letter in block capitals. Following her

  directions, Billy found the shoe-box in the back of the wardrobe drawer.




  ‘Thanks,’ he said, holding it up to her. Then, because she was attempting another smile, he added hastily, ‘Anything you want? Anything I can get you?’




  She wrote laboriously on the pad: Is house clean?




  He laughed aloud. ‘Don’t you worry – I’ll make sure it’s up to scratch.’




  She began to write again, a longer message, and Billy sat down again so as not to look impatient. When she finally passed him the message, there was nothing in it to make him laugh. Instead, he

  got to his feet and said sharply, ‘Don’t be stupid.’ Then, moderating his voice, ‘Do you want your music back on?’




  Without waiting for an answer he turned the radio up and with a brisk goodbye hurried from the room. What in hell did she want to go and tell him that for? Money behind wardrobe in satchel.

  I want you to have some. She might as well have dangled a wad of money in front of his nose and snatched it away again. He could just imagine what would happen if he was stupid enough to

  accept it. He’d get accused of taking advantage of Flor when she was soft in the head, or of cheating the son and daughter out of their inheritance, most likely both.




  Money was all right while you didn’t have to think about it, while you had no choice but to grub around for every shilling like the rest of the common herd. The trouble came with easy

  money. Easy money got you thinking. Already he was wondering how much was sitting behind the wardrobe, whether it was enough to buy a suit, a car, the deposit on a garage premises . . . Easy money

  caused ructions with your mates. In Germany Ernie had found some jewellery in the basement of a ruined house. The rule was finders keepers, and trust no one but your mates. But someone must have

  talked, because during a three-day halt the booty vanished from Ernie’s kit. Easy money created suspicion, and suspicion was the last thing he needed just at the moment.




  In his bedroom he opened the shoebox and went through the contents with an eye to their resale value. It didn’t look good. The green brooch that had sparkled so brilliantly in his memories

  of his mother was dull and chipped, no more than cheap glass, while the fancy watch she’d kept for best had a tarnished metal strap and water marks on the face. There were two gold rings,

  though, and a small oval photo frame that had every appearance of silver. He packed the valuables in his knapsack and left the tat in the shoebox along with the bundles of photographs and

  souvenirs. He glanced briefly at the photograph he’d removed from the oval frame: a portrait of his mother, who’d died when he was nine. The picture wasn’t as flattering as he

  remembered; in fact it made her look rather plain and severe. And that was before she’d married his father, when she took to glaring at any camera that dared to point her way.




  Now that his business was done he ran downstairs with a sense of relief, even of generosity. He might find time to split some logs and sort out the woodshed before getting away on the afternoon

  train.




  Striding into the kitchen, he came to an abrupt halt at the sight of the woman standing by the table. The light from the window had the effect of bleaching the colour from her face and for an

  instant it seemed to Billy that she was both flesh and illusion. She was motionless and her skin was smooth as stone. Only her eyes were indisputably alive, and they stared at him unwaveringly.




  ‘I heard you were back,’ Annie Drinkwater said.




  Billy forced his expression into something approaching impassivity. ‘Not for long,’ he said.




  ‘I heard that too.’




  Billy felt an unnerving sense of dislocation. She seemed just the same yet quite different, her features unchanged yet drawn with an almost photographic intensity, like a film star’s in a

  poster, all eyes and lips and hair, splashed dramatically across the landscape of white skin.




  Aware that he was staring openly, he put on a long lazy grin, only to find that she had turned away to unload a basket of vegetables.




  ‘I was wondering how they managed for veg,’ he said, looking past the leeks and cabbages to her ring finger and seeing the gold band there.




  ‘Oh, people have plenty to spare. You know how it is.’




  ‘And you fetch it down for them?’




  ‘It’s not far.’ She shot him a quick smile that managed to be friendly and impersonal at the same time, and again he was struck by the clarity of her features. She was wearing

  lipstick which accentuated the pallor of her skin and the darkness of her hair, and her eyebrows were fine-drawn and arched. The overall effect was one of sophistication; though perhaps it was just

  the fashion; perhaps he was just out of touch.




  ‘Good of you to do it, though.’




  Shrugging this off lightly, she picked up a bundle of leeks and took them to the sink.




  ‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t be Mrs Bentham, by any chance?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘I’d no idea it was you.’




  She ran the tap at full blast. ‘Well, you’ve been away, haven’t you?’




  ‘You can say that again.’




  He waited expectantly for the question about his war, but it never came.




  ‘Been firing a few rounds at the Jerries,’ he said, and winced inwardly, it sounded so crass.




  Shutting off the tap, barely turning her head, she gave a short nod, polite but distant. This gesture, like everything else about her, made him feel uncomfortably off-balance. He took a slow

  breath and relaxed his voice. ‘The doctor was talking about you.’




  ‘Oh yes?’




  ‘Well, not so much about you. More, what you were doing for Stan and Flor. He said you were sorting things out for them. Like the coal.’




  Drying her hands on a towel, she turned to look at him, her head tilted slightly to one side. The appraisal was thoughtful, unhurried, unselfconscious, as if she were making up her mind to ask

  him something. Her self-possession astonished him. There was no flicker of memory in her face, no acknowledgement of the strong attraction that had brought them together, no shadow of resentment at

  the way things had ended; in fact no sign that anything had passed between them. Well, he thought combatively, we’ll soon see about that. He gave her a foxy lopsided grin and began to shake

  his head, as if to tick her off for this little charade, only to see her gaze drop distractedly to the floor. For a second or two he might not have been there at all.




  ‘The coal,’ he repeated sharply.




  ‘The coal? Oh yes. It was the agricultural permit – Stan forgot to apply for it. And he flatly refused to pay domestic prices. So for a while there was a bit of a stalemate.’

  Her tone was bright, informative. ‘But the permit finally came through yesterday. The order’s gone in. The delivery should come tomorrow.’




  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘thanks for all the trouble.’




  Her eyes glittered suddenly. ‘The only thanks I need are from Stan and Flor.’




  So, it’s still there, he thought triumphantly. The attraction or the anger, or both. He grinned. ‘Thanks on their behalf, then.’




  She accepted this with a minute nod before reverting to a friendly but neutral tone. ‘So this is just a quick visit, is it?’




  ‘Afraid so. Got a job waiting in London. Buying and selling cars. Repair work. That sort of thing.’




  ‘Are there any cars? With all the petrol rationing, I mean.’




  ‘Oh, plenty. The garage where I’ll be working, it deals in Jags. And people with Jags – well, they don’t go and let rationing cramp their style.’




  ‘It’s all different in London, then.’




  ‘You can say that again.’




  ‘Is the bomb damage very bad?’ She might have been making conversation at a vicar’s tea party.




  ‘Bad enough. Though not half as bad as in Germany. We were first into Hamburg and the bloomin’ place was flat as a pancake.’ Once again, Annie didn’t pick up on this. Her

  lack of interest began to irritate him. ‘But in London,’ he went on smoothly, ‘you don’t really notice all the holes. Too busy making the most of what’s left, if you

  know what I mean. Too busy having a good time.’




  The mention of good times provoked nothing but a faint smile and a drift of her gaze towards the floor. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘if any country deserves a good time it’s this

  one, isn’t it?’




  Feeling he was getting a grip on the conversation at last, he lent nonchalantly against the table and crossed his arms. ‘So how about you?’




  ‘Me?’ she said lightly.




  ‘You living nearby?’




  ‘At Spring Cottage.’




  A vision of the back garden, of waiting for her in the darkness, flickered across his mind. ‘Oh yes? With your mum?’




  ‘No. She died – oh, four years ago now.’




  ‘I didn’t know. Sorry.’




  ‘Flor didn’t write and tell you?’




  He made a show of searching his memory. ‘No, I would have remembered. But then a whole bunch of Flor’s letters never reached me when I was in the thick of it.’ Now, her lack of

  interest in his soldiering could only be deliberate. He asked, ‘So how long you been back?’




  She paused to work it out. From this angle her hair seemed richer and darker than he remembered, though it might have been the way she wore it, smooth and silky, with a side parting and soft

  waves over the shoulder. Her skirt and jumper were simple but well fitting. Her poise terrified him.




  ‘Just over sixteen months,’ she said.




  ‘And before that?’




  ‘Plymouth. I had a job there till the end of the war.’




  No mention of the husband, he noticed. No ‘we’ plural living at Spring Cottage. He began to wonder if she was like some of the women he’d met in London who in the cold light of

  peace had got to think better of their wartime marriages. Then she added, ‘I lost my husband in the war. It seemed best to come back.’




  He said immediately, ‘Sorry to hear that,’ and he was; though the part of him that was still attracted to her felt the unmistakable itch of sexual opportunity. ‘On active

  service, was it?’




  She moved towards him and for a moment he wasn’t at all sure what she was going to do, tell him to mind his own business or go to hell, or both. As it was, she gave a small nod before

  scooping up the basket from the table and taking it through into the larder. As she swept past him he caught a waft of perfume that took him straight back to Belgium and a couple of girls he and

  Ernie had met in a bar. The memory, like the smell, excited him.




  ‘It was a shock to see Flor,’ he called through to her. ‘Wish someone had told me.’




  ‘Would it have made any difference?’




  ‘To what?’




  She came out of the larder and closed the door. ‘To how long you were going to stay.’




  He stared at her, then shrugged because he had no answer.




  ‘They could do with some help, you know.’




  ‘Well, that’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?’ he said, bristling suddenly. ‘The place is a right bloody mess.’




  ‘You couldn’t give them a couple of weeks?’ she said. ‘Just to get them started.’




  ‘What, and lose this job? They’re doing me a favour as it is, holding it for me till I get back. There’s a dozen blokes who’d grab it off me as soon as look at

  me.’




  ‘I hadn’t realised.’




  Something in her gaze drove him to add, ‘Two weeks isn’t going to make a blind bit of difference anyway. It’ll take a lot more than that.’




  ‘I see.’




  ‘Besides, there’s all these Polish refugees he can have. The doctor was telling me he only has to ask.’




  ‘He’s not too keen on the idea.’




  ‘No, he wouldn’t be, would he? That’s Stan all over. Nothing’s ever going to be right.’




  ‘He’s frightened, I think.’




  Billy laughed. ‘Him? Frightened?’




  ‘Of strangers.’




  ‘Of people who aren’t prepared to put up with his nonsense, more like.’




  Annie gave him a tiny frown of rebuke, and for the second time that day Billy had the feeling he had revealed himself in a bad light.




  She took her basket and made for the door. ‘Best be on my way.’ She paused, the silky head swung round. ‘I forgot – the shop has dropped off a bag of coal, just to keep

  things going. It’s up by the gate.’




  ‘I’ll fetch it now.’ He sprang forward and they reached for the door handle at the same time. She withdrew her hand before it touched his. As he held the door for her, he

  thought he saw her mouth tighten.




  She walked quickly away up the yard and he had to stride out to catch up with her.




  He said, ‘For what it’s worth I’ll have a go at Stan about the Polacks.’




  ‘Good idea. He’s more likely to listen to you.’




  Billy scoffed, ‘He never did before.’




  ‘Oh, you’d be surprised.’




  ‘I would. All he ever did was yell at me.’




  ‘He just got into the habit.’




  ‘Some habit.’




  She had a bicycle by the gate. As she wheeled it out, he said, ‘I’d try to stay longer, you know. If it wasn’t for this job.’




  ‘Of course,’ she said with a bright unreadable smile.




  He watched her cycle away up the track. As she turned into the lane, he thought he heard her call out to someone, but she was only singing. The tune wasn’t one he recognised.




  







  TWO




  As Bennett turned in through the gates of the convalescent home he met a large military ambulance and had to pull over sharply to let it past. Taking the winding drive between

  wide lawns and tall specimen trees at a more cautious pace, he spotted an elderly groundsman raking leaves into wind-blown piles, a bonfire venting wisps of smoke, two nurses, but no inmates. Only

  as he approached the house did he see some pale faces staring gloomily out of the glass-fronted veranda that flanked the west wing.




  The house was huge and hideous, the grandiose Gothic boast of an Edwardian sugar baron. Abandoned in the twenties, it had been requisitioned at the time of Dunkirk and adapted in haste, with

  thin partition walls and copious use of cream paint. Now, more than a year after the end of the war, the paint was the colour of parchment and there was talk of winding the place down, though so

  far there had been no obvious slowdown in the flow of new patients.




  The half-panelled hall was dark and lofty, with high stained-glass windows on heraldic themes which threw a sinister purple and orange light over the notice boards and letter racks. The double

  doors to the visitors’ room stood open, revealing knots of patients and visitors talking in church-like whispers. Bennett didn’t bother to check the room; the person he had come to see

  never had visitors.




  Reaching the east wing, he diligently announced himself to the nursing sister, who looked up from her paperwork and gave him a cheery wave. ‘What brings you in today, Doctor?’




  ‘Just a quick call,’ he said.




  The day room was crowded. It had the atmosphere of a railway waiting room on a forgotten branch line. Some men were talking desultorily or reading newspapers; others stared despondently out of

  the window with the air of people who know that their wait is far from over. As Bennett entered, several pairs of eyes swung his way, only to slide away again. Their awe of doctors was long gone.

  They knew by heart all the medical pronouncements that dampened their hopes of an early ticket home. And when at long last there was talk of recovery and release dates, they laughed it off, for

  though they longed for freedom, they feared it too: the shortage of jobs, the changes at home, the girlfriends who, during this endless drawn-out convalescence, must surely have been lured away by

  healthier men with regular pay packets. While they didn’t blame the medical staff for the frustrations of convalescence, they didn’t like unnecessary reminders either, and doctors, even

  part-timers like Bennett, entered the day room on sufferance.




  Bennett made for a familiar face, a young gunner with a shrapnel-peppered lung who attended his weekly chest clinic, and asked him if he knew where Malinowski might be.




  ‘The Poles don’t hang out here, Doc,’ he said. ‘You’ll find ’em in the reading room.’




  Looking around, Bennett realised it was true; there were no Poles in sight.




  ‘Get too fired up,’ the gunner remarked affably. ‘Drives us barmy. Always jabbering on in that lingo of theirs.’




  ‘Sorry to have bothered you,’ Bennett said. ‘Will I see you at clinic on Wednesday?’




  ‘Don’t have any better invitations, Doc, not at the moment.’




  As Bennett stepped into the corridor, he saw the upright figure of Major Phipps, the military liaison officer, emerging from a door ahead. Bennett hesitated for an instant, assessing his chances

  of escape. The reading room was on the far side of the major, while the one intervening door belonged to a broom cupboard. It was retreat or endure, and as the major glanced up and saw him, retreat

  was no longer an option.




  ‘Ah, Dr Bennett. Afternoon. What bloody weather, eh?’ The major was thin and haggard and bitter because despite thirty years as a regular soldier he’d been passed over for

  active service. ‘Autumn already, and we never had any damned summer.’




  ‘It’s stopped raining, anyway.’




  ‘I almost prefer the rain. At least you know where you are.’ The major squinted at him. ‘Not your usual day, is it, Doctor?’




  ‘No. I came to see one of the Poles.’




  ‘The Poles!’ the major declared with a jut of his neat little toothbrush moustache. ‘Lucky to find any still here. Matron was all for sending them packing this morning. A bunch

  of them sneaked off after hours last night and kicked up the devil of a row trying to get back in. Blotto, of course.’




  Bennett raised his eyebrows non-committally.




  ‘Matron’s not a pretty sight when she’s angry, I can tell you,’ Phipps remarked with a humourless chuckle. ‘We all took cover.’




  ‘I’ll bet.’




  ‘But then the Poles aren’t making life easy for any of us at present.’




  Preparing himself for one of the major’s litanies of complaint, begrudging the lost time, Bennett responded weakly, ‘Oh?’




  ‘The thing is, they’re absolutely incapable of making a decision. One of their officers came and explained this Resettlement Corps business to them weeks ago. Told ’em it was

  that or repatriation. But will any of them sign up? No – they just fiddle-faddle about, blowing hot and cold. And at least five of them are flatly refusing to consider either option. Say

  they’d rather die, or some such nonsense. Well, it won’t do, Bennett. It simply won’t do.’




  ‘It’s a hard decision for them.’




  ‘That’s the thing – it’s a decision. They’ve got to come down on one side or the other. Can’t sit on the fence.’




  ‘But they must be allowed time to think it over, surely.’




  ‘They’ve already had plenty of time. Can’t have more. The War Office is quite firm on that. Either they stay and prepare for civilian life, or they go home. Can’t carry

  on as they are. The Polish army has absolutely no official standing, you know. We don’t recognise it any more. No one recognises it. Strictly speaking, it doesn’t even exist.’




  ‘It existed all right when we needed it.’




  ‘Good God, I’m not saying the Poles haven’t done their bit!’ the major fired back, looking offended. ‘No – brave men, the lot of them. But the war’s

  over now, and it’s high time they accepted it. No good them hanging about hoping to get back into the fray, so they can go and settle a few old scores. Can’t have a mutinous

  army.’




  ‘Mutinous?’ Bennett questioned mildly.




  ‘Don’t know what else you’d call it,’ the major retorted in a voice that seemed to ring down the corridors and into the stairwells. ‘Their government has told them

  to stand down and go home, and they’re refusing. Can’t get much more mutinous than that. Nothing unreasonable about a government wanting its army back, you know – that’s

  what governments do all the time. No’ – he glowered at a couple of patients who’d wandered out of the day room into the corridor – ‘the best thing the Poles could do

  is to pack up and go home. Pronto.’




  ‘I’m sure they’d like nothing better, if they felt it was safe to do so.’




  ‘Safe?’ The major gave a dismissive sniff. ‘I wouldn’t believe everything the Poles tell you, Doctor. A great fondness for melodrama, our friends. Can’t resist

  over-egging the pudding. All this talk of getting stick from their own people, of getting shot for their trouble . . .’ He gave a dismissive snort. ‘Stuff and

  nonsense.’




  ‘Getting stick from those in power, I think they mean. From the new regime.’




  ‘But no regime’s going to go and shoot its own soldiers, is it?’ the major declared. ‘Not a whole damned army. No, no, the Poles are spinning you a line,

  I’m afraid, Doctor. They’re devils for trying to tug the old heart strings.’




  ‘I don’t think anyone’s suggesting the entire army would be shot.’




  ‘And what reason would they have anyway?’ the major bashed on. ‘Them, Poland, us . . . we all fought on the same side, for heaven’s sake.’




  ‘In the war.’




  ‘Of course in the war.’




  ‘I meant only that things have changed since then, that the new regime is an unknown quantity, that the Russians seem to be pulling all the strings.’




  Mention of politics seemed to irritate the major. He said crossly, ‘Well, if the Poles don’t like the way their country’s being run, they should go back and sort it out for

  themselves, shouldn’t they? Not our concern. Not our responsibility.’




  With the sense of wasting his breath, Bennett argued in a tone of reason, ‘But we have a responsibility to make sure we’re not sending them back into danger, surely?’




  ‘You talk as though an army has the right to decide things for itself, Doctor. An army must always be the servant, not the master. Otherwise where would it ever end? Anarchy. Chaos. Civil

  war.’ The major gave a satisfied nod, as if he’d scored a bulletproof point.




  ‘Yes, of course . . .’ Bennett conceded, because it was easier to do so.




  The major ran a finger inside his collar and craned his neck fretfully. ‘If it was up to me, I’d have the lot of them packed and on their way by next week.’




  It occurred to Bennett that there must be dozens of Phippses in the British army, men past retirement age who, lacking imagination or talent, had been cast into jobs to which they were totally

  unsuited. Untroubled by doubt, they discharged their duties with a bleak efficiency.
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