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Unbelief

One start began in that flat Puritan landscape to the east with the discovery of a woman’s body, missing over sixty years. Or it began, ‘He was aware of people staring.’ Or it began with Parker’s realisation that there was no God, which led him to quit studying for the priesthood. Or it began years earlier, upon being told, ‘Come in and shut the door.’ Or it began with another young man, about Parker’s age, twenty-one or so, flying a heavy bomber through night skies over wartime Germany. Or it began after the war with the chance meeting of two men on a train, one of whom turned out to be Parker’s grandfather.

His own start perhaps began after leaving the seminary, in the long tunnel between St John’s Wood and Swiss Cottage on the London Underground, trying to decide whether the complicated dream of belief was over and this was the beginning of unbelief; either way, he was unprepared for anything that would happen, being a novice when it came to life.

Everything had been done for him in the seminary. The strictest order was applied to the day: 5am starts, 10pm lights out, calisthenics every morning, weather permitting, and endless service and contemplation. He had surrendered wallet and watch. There was nothing to buy, and time was regulated by bells, not unlike school or prison, for lives of prayer and profound silence. No revelation had occurred, only the growing stalactite of unbelief. Not that this was the end of it: perhaps Nietzsche’s death of God meant God really had died as an external force and instead settled in us as a parasite and so was more alive than ever.

In the confines of the religious order, people hadn’t stared as they did on the train. Emerging into daylight at Swiss Cottage, Parker was conscious of harsh brightness and a small child looking in horror, unable to tear itself away from the state of his skin.

His disfigurement was all people saw but they never commented, except to whisper or, like the child, bawl. Unfamiliar even with his own shadow after the gloom of the cloister, he felt as though everything was being conducted under a searchlight. In the daily exchange, he was tongue-tied. Everything appeared as though he was waking from a coma. The garish billboards, the yellow lines in the street – so much direction and signage. He avoided telling his parents he was out and decided to go to London to look for a job, without any idea of what that might be. He stayed at the Barbican Youth Hostel, where he was befriended by no one. When he tried to register for the dole he found he couldn’t without a fixed address. He scoured Situations Vacant columns, applied all over and answered an ad in the Evening Standard’s classifieds for a Man Friday. He explained that he was new to the world, so to speak, mentioned the seminary and wrote in the expectation of being unanswered.

He was surprised to receive a postcard some days later, inviting him to Kilburn. He took the Underground and found a large stucco house near the station on one of the better roads, down from Shoot-Up Hill. He rang the bell and a man’s voice shouted out that the door was open. It didn’t open easily because of junk piled in the hall, stacked from floor to ceiling in old boxes. The voice called for him to come up. The stairs required picking his way over more boxes. Parker found the man in the front room off the first-floor landing. He didn’t see him at first because everywhere was crammed with old electronic equipment, stacks of TV sets, several on with the sound down, paintings leaning against boxes and more boxes, turning the place into a maze. The man was sitting in the corner in shadow. The first thing Parker noticed was that both hands were in plaster, resting on his lap as though in supplication. He held them up and said, ‘Bust wrists.’

The baggy, double-breasted pinstripe suit had seen better days. Parker noted the large melon head and stubble; he supposed him about sixty. Sun shone through the window at an angle. Dust motes hung in the air.

‘Can you read?’ the man asked. ‘Out loud, I mean. You can add reading to me to your tasks as I have trouble turning the pages. Because of my hands I need spoon-feeding. Until now I have made use of packet soups and a straw. Minestrone gets a bit tricky. I prefer Batchelors on the whole, not Heinz. I’m Robinson, by the way.’

He showed no surprise at Parker’s appearance and said, ‘You can start by making a cup of tea. There’s no milk; two sugars and a splash of whisky for me. Kettle and cups next door.’

That room was just as packed with junk. Piles of old newspapers and magazines lay around tied up with string, with names like Knave and Penthouse. Parker addressed himself to the kettle, which stood on a table covered with crumbs interspersed with mouse droppings. There was a Belfast sink and a cold tap to rinse the mugs. He thought about leaving quietly. Such chaos was the opposite of what he was used to. He wondered what the man did besides being a hoarder with no interest in housekeeping.

They sat among the squalor, Robinson holding his mug between his plastered hands like a chalice. Parker was surprised to find himself there as though called. He wondered how Robinson had managed to write the postcard, and again about what he did, to be told in due course that he collected stuff people didn’t want in the expectation that one day they would.

‘You’ll be too young to remember, but after the fall of the Berlin Wall there was a good trade in Russian icons until everyone else crashed the act. I used to get about more in those days. Excuse me if I don’t get up. There’s quite a good example on the fireplace ledge.’

Parker found it behind more rubbish, two small panels. The icons, representing several of the great religious feasts, left him contemplating his lapsed state.

‘Painted on wood with tempera,’ Robinson said, ‘and finished with gold leaf. Rather fine, don’t you think?’

Parker agreed only because he didn’t know otherwise.

Robinson snorted. ‘Polish fake. What do you think of representations of the crucifixion? In general.’

Parker was familiar with them, of course, but hadn’t given them any aesthetic consideration.

‘Grünewald, for instance.’

Parker mumbled that he was more acquainted with the Stations of the Cross.

‘You probably remember Huysmans on Grünewald.’ Parker pretended he did. ‘Christ’s thighs greasy with sweat, ribs like staves, flesh swollen, blue, mottled with flea bites. One eye half-opened as a shudder traverses the expiring figure, while the mouth laughs atrociously.’

Parker bowed his head, thinking of what he had lost.

‘Huysmans puts Grünewald’s Calvary at the opposite pole from those debonair Golgothas adopted by the Church ever since the Renaissance. Are you familiar with Huysmans?’

Parker said he was not.

‘You should be. Thanks to him, we learn that Grünewald was the most uncompromising of realists, but his sewer deity let the observer know that realism could be truly transcendent. Did you consort with fallen women and tax collectors in the seminary? I suppose not, as you would have been a registered charity. Now, to business. I am not a charity. I will pay you three hundred quid a week, which is all I can afford, cash, so there’s no fucking around with the Revenue. You, on the other hand, get board and lodging here, gratis, and expenses for any travel on my behalf. In exchange, you shop, provide and do as I ask. You can use my bicycle, as I have no use for it after falling off.’

The thought of Robinson on a bicycle stretched Parker’s imagination.

‘There’s a room at the top you can clear,’ Robinson went on. ‘It has a camp bed, probably too short for you, being a tall boy, but let’s not ask ourselves about the state of your closet. For the moment, that’s the best I can offer. I don’t wish to be disturbed after six o’clock, as I drink. Agreeable?’

It wasn’t as if Parker had any choice. In one employment agency he had been told that the sort of casual work he was seeking was getting harder to find – stacking shelves or van driving, which he couldn’t do anyway. He had even tried a few parish churches in the hope of picking up something.

‘I am agoraphobic since my accident,’ Robinson announced, ‘apart from seeing my “dear old mum” – said in quotation marks, you will note – in her care home up the road; quite doolally. I would expect you to walk me there, in case I have a panic attack, and collect me one hour later, unless I call in the meantime. I will give you a mobile phone. You will have to work out how to use it, as I don’t bother with things technical. You may as well get started. There’ll be a pen and paper somewhere. I will dictate a shopping list. Can you cook?’

‘A bit,’ Parker said when the answer was ‘not really’.

‘There’s a microwave I can show you how to use. That I can work, after making the mistake of baking a potato for forty-five minutes.’

They sat in silence until Robinson said, ‘I am interested in those who lose their faith.’



Robinson on the whole favoured dressing gowns, slippers and clothes that didn’t require buttoning, which meant he could dress himself.

‘As for shitting, that’s my affair.’

Hot dogs, sausage rolls and Mars Bars he could just about manage, along with glasses and mugs, but the breakfast cereal he insisted on had to be spoon-fed. After Parker fed him another mouthful, Robinson said, ‘My Rosebud was a submarine out of a Cornflakes packet that used baking soda to submerge.’

His days passed watching a lot of television.

‘Daytime TV is the final frontier,’ he said. ‘Consider it part of your education.’

Parker struggled to follow the morning talk shows because he had no idea who the guests were or what they were all laughing at. They watched shopping channels. They watched repeats of old property shows and documentaries about the Second World War. Robinson wondered aloud about the connection in his mind between pointless renovation and wartime devastation.

‘My old man flew bombers,’ he said, ‘and flattened large parts of urban Germany.’

Parker’s duties included scouring local charity shops for anything Robinson might find of interest. His paltry offerings were usually greeted with no comment beyond the occasional grunt.

The only times they went out together were to visit Robinson’s mother up the hill when Parker took and fetched him, often having to stop while the man caught his breath.

‘Did or do you care for your parents?’ Robinson asked.

Parker, thrown by the question, explained how they hadn’t really got on, but Robinson wasn’t listening and interrupted to say, ‘My life is still conditioned by six-gun cowboys hiding behind rocks and whispering how it’s too quiet. Any Westerns or Second World War films you find, I’ll watch.’

They started with The Dam Busters, then The Cockleshell Heroes, with the actor Trevor Howard, whom Parker decided was how Robinson’s father would have looked.

He next brought back a book found for 25p, W. G. Sebald’s On the Natural History of Destruction.

Robinson said, ‘Give it a go and let’s see if it’s worth the price.’

Parker began, and Robinson exclaimed, ‘Not from the beginning! Pick a page, any page, and start there. Nothing more boring than reading from start to finish.’

Robinson grew impatient with the account of the wartime destruction of Darmstadt by the RAF.

‘Probably pulverised by my old man. Your writer’s quite right that a firestorm was the desired effect, and he reports the inability of the survivors to cope with the trauma as so vividly envisaged by him. He quotes Max Hastings’ book Bomber Command without having appeared to have read it, as it records how huge efforts were made by the local authorities to counsel victims and the bereaved, a detail ignored by our writer friend that rather spoils his theory of unspoken trauma.’

Most afternoons, Robinson preferred reruns of stale old quiz shows with funny people, denounced by him as the tyranny of comedy. ‘Watch enough of those and you soon realise a sense of humour is a liability. I resolved to seek out the humourless for companionship, hence hiring you.’

Parker couldn’t tell if he was supposed to laugh.

‘I should introduce you to Vod.’

‘Vod?’

‘What he calls himself now. Vod was a face on telly, once. The biggest show-off in a cage of monkeys on an ancient, coked-up improvisation show. I have developed a laboured thesis around the meaning of “crack” in relation to Vod — the drug of which the man took far too much; cracking up with laughter; crack as in cunt, chased with a vengeance; cracking a joke and crack-up as in full psychotic breakdown, which he had in spades. Cocked and coked up. Treated women like fuck machines to be ignored in restaurants. Been on the scrapheap for years. Terrified people will still recognise him and laugh. A man of several disguises. Pay no attention. He’s convinced there’s a gangland contract out on him. Drives for me occasionally but won’t on his own, says he needs someone riding shotgun in case he’s attacked. The truth is he needs a companion or he goes into fugue states and ends up in Hastings when you’ve sent him to Colchester.’



‘What is it that you have, if you don’t mind my asking?’ was Vod’s first comment on seeing Parker’s skin. Parker thought to himself that he did mind, as Vod had asked. He said it was called psoriasis.

Vod wasn’t what Parker was expecting. Baby skin for a start; a short, polite man, maybe still in his thirties, with neatly parted hair, wearing a suit with a sheen and narrow lapels, winklepicker shoes, a pressed white shirt and a string tie like those worn by riverboat gamblers in Westerns. Vod used eye contact even less than Parker, and the deferential air reminded him of haberdashery shop assistants from his childhood.

Robinson was sitting in his usual afternoon chair watching a children’s quiz show and barely looked up when Vod stood before him and gravely stated, ‘The pack is afraid. Perhaps I am the only one to see that. Terror is an externalisation of the fear in themselves. Not enough terror or having to dish out too much terror.’

Robinson considered, then said, ‘I watched a woman on a cookery programme earlier, preparing German white asparagus, unmistakably phallic, signalled by the rictus grin of the watching master chef. For a moment, I swear the close-up of the stiff asparagus coddled in the woman’s hand morphed into an image of the priapic Mayor of London, to whom is attributed the remark: “I’ve got so much spunk in me.” Now let’s watch one of your old shows so Parker can see what you were about. I can’t make up my mind about Parker.’

Vod addressed Parker. ‘Don’t mind him. Known him for yonks, frequented the same Soho drinking clubs. He came and went. It’s said he spent time in Ireland working in global fixing that involved power breakfasts with Bono and flying Bob Geldof in a helicopter to Hull. Enterprise. Rejuvenation. Regeneration. Became friends with that dodgy French writer Houellebecq.’

‘Piloted the helicopter myself,’ Robinson said, and he and Vod sniggered at this unlikely image.

Vod carried on as though talking to a larger audience than just Parker. ‘Either he went legit, the Quango years, or he went illegit, or did both. There’s never any real trail, just the floated story and anecdote. He’ll admit and deny everything at the same time.’

Robinson shrugged as Vod addressed him directly.

‘Convalescing for the moment, but we’ll soon have you back in the saddle.’ He turned to Parker. ‘He had a telly company off Charlotte Street. Even then it was hard to say exactly what he did. Admits to doing porn in the 1990s.’

Robinson shrugged again.

‘Some say you’re in the business of laundering finance for the London Olympics. Others that you broker for rich Russians and government stooges. There’s a film company registered in Jersey which seems to produce nothing, so it’s probably a way of moving money.’ Vod addressed Parker. ‘I can never tell whether he’s bankrupt or loaded.’

‘Not much diff these days,’ interjected Robinson.

‘He has the soft hands of a spoiled priest, have you noticed?’

Parker hadn’t, as they were in plaster. He was reeling from it all. A feeling that none of it was serious beyond the performative enjoyment of two men whacking the conversation back and forth. Parker was quite unused to repartee, let alone questions, which had barely existed in the seminary, which was all obedience and devotion, recital and silence.

Robinson said to Parker, ‘Bring us tea and – talking of Vod – a plate of Jammie Dodgers, and we’ll sit down and watch one of Vod’s old shows. Did you bring a VHS?’

Vod patted his pocket with a satisfied smirk while looking terrified.

He watched his former self with fondness and horror. Parker supposed the programme about ten years old, from around the turn of the century, but didn’t remember having seen it. Vod appeared not to have aged a day, other than to appear more embalmed, and was wearing the same suit.

Robinson said, ‘It’s pretty obvious the host is on Mogadon, given the lethargic timing of his droll asides compared to the jabber of the rest of you.’

Vod was on screen, improvising wildly. Robinson said, ‘Look at the chemically enhanced performance. Lines of coke on the dashboard on the way there and home, I’ll be bound, which brings us to domophobia.’

‘Domophobia?’ asked Parker in a state of confusion at the speed of everything.

‘The terror of going home, that end-of-night funk at the thought, too pissed by then to drive. Faced with the prospect of the solitary wank, idle thoughts of sexual congress coalesce. The swift pick-up, shared taxi, same general direction; coffee? Neither party really wants this. Half-hearted or passed out before it can get half-hearted. Last-minute toilet nerves. The revved-up performer who kept breaking wind on air, requiring careful sound editing. Am I right?’

Vod nodded. ‘Remember stories of your old man flying bombers. A group of men with little in common, sitting in different parts of the plane. That was us, too, caught in the glare of the spotlight, desperate not to get shot down.’

Robinson interrupted. ‘They called it an aircraft.’

His father, Evelyn, had flown a stripped-down killing machine in which no part was designed for comfort. He dropped bombs for a living (28 quid a month) while others tried to kill him. Five pints for Dutch courage didn’t interfere with his concentration, but sub-freezing temperatures at altitude could be murder on a full bladder. In the front of all their minds, the dread of annihilation; slow targets, of which the Germans said: They crawl like flies across a table top.

Robinson said, ‘Vod was one of those nearly good-looking men on telly, the ones who hadn’t quite got the full handsome kit, that fell into the category of persistent little fuckers.’

Vod hung his head. ‘Insatiable.’

‘Disguising a crushing neediness via projection and the hostile joke, with the ego transformed from quivering mollusc to impenetrable redoubt. Vod is a perfect impersonator. The one thing he is less successful at doing is himself: all over the shop. The moment of sloth before the insult.’

Vod became a nodding dog. ‘The turning and the snarling.’

‘As it was, it came down to altercations with Page Three girls or paying for sex while off your head,’ Robinson went on. ‘And options now in terms of lifestyle choices?’

Vod hung his head again. ‘Presenter at the Adult Video News Awards show in Las Vegas this year. What about you?’

‘Forget about me. What’s your fancy? Suspicions are that you may not be much good at sex, like maths or grammar. Did you renounce the greed and pointlessness of riches, or was it all taken away?’

‘I failed to understand that depression just short of full breakdown was a smart career move. Are you on medication?’

He was asking Parker, who said, ‘Only ointments.’

‘For your skin?’

Parker thought Vod had said ‘sin’.

He didn’t mention how he avoided his reflection in the mirror, or the bad days spent scratching until he bled, or the sticky tar bandages he had to wrap himself in at night, including his hands and head, until he resembled an Egyptian mummy.

His room at the top was more of a den, with space cleared among the clutter. He slept imagining himself safe in a burrow, though it offered no protection from the night’s dreams. He often could not say what a dream was about, other than palpable terror, like he was in something crashing or about to be crushed, with guns being waved around. Most dreams appeared so alien that they felt like an external penetration, as though someone else or the house itself was dreaming for him.



The seven-man crew led by Pilot Officer Evelyn Robinson took off into the night skies on 29 May 1943 in what amounted to a flying coffin: 2,000 gallons of gasoline, which might not be enough to see them home; miles of pipelines with 150 gallons of flammable hydraulic oil; tons of high explosive packed into the bomb bay; 14,000 rounds of ammunition; and a portable Elsan toilet. It was not flushable. Its chemical disinfectant stank the length of the fuselage. It was exposed, uncomfortable and dangerous in rough weather or evasive action. Over 10,000 feet, anyone using it had to take a portable oxygen bottle. On long trips, it invariably overflowed. The Elsan typified the hell of war as much as any enemy.

Other crewmen could use the Elsan; Evelyn couldn’t leave his seat. With pissing a problem, and access through thick clothing difficult, he’d had an approachable nurse come up with a contraption involving a Durex attached to a urine bag. Shitting either had to wait or involved a hasty change of clothes on landing. Some preferred to dump in an old shoebox rather than risk the Elsan. One gunner had the skin taken off his arse by its frozen seat on an icy night over Germany.

During the flight they all farted constantly because trapped wind could cause severe distress coming down from altitude. The endless Brussel sprouts fed to them in the canteen generated huge quantities of gas. They were also advised not to land on a full bladder because it could burst if they crashed.

The seven men flying that night were little more than boys, padded out with so much clothing that they struggled to walk to the aircraft. For six or seven hours they would fly in an unpressurised, unlit fuselage, often in sub-zero temperatures, facing the prospect of enemy flak, night fighters, frequently lethal weather and any number of accidents, from running out of fuel to crash landing after making it back.

Evelyn knew the aircraft like the back of his hand, yet each time he stepped on board was like entering an alien space, waiting for the turn of the dice, rather in the way that the men he flew with were familiar but complete strangers. Even their names hardly counted; in flight they addressed each other by their job titles: skipper, wireless operator, navigator, flight engineer, bomb-aimer, mid gunner and rear gunner.

Physical discomfort, paralysing boredom and gut-churning fear resulted in a desperate fatigue that could be seen in the prematurely aged faces of young men who had seen too much, or rather had had too much seared into their brains, because flying at night they saw nothing until the skies were lit up by searchlights and flak. The sight of cities in flames resembled a spectacle staged for their terrible entertainment.

Evelyn suspected they all kept mental lists of the different ways of dying, perhaps the cleanest being a mid-air collision or ambush by a German fighter, provided their aircraft exploded. Being hit by flak was a greater fear: a desperate dive in an effort to extinguish an engine on fire, with a chance of not pulling out. There were stories of men who had baled out being lynched by hostile Germans. The worst, Evelyn thought, would be a shrapnel wound. One bled more at high altitudes. He often saw himself lying freezing on the fuselage cot, with insufficient morphine and too much time to think about life ebbing away, knowing he would be dead on arrival while the flight engineer tried to get them home; not that Evelyn had much faith in him.

He was among the few captains that let their crews smoke, puffing out of the edge of their oxygen masks. The navigator got through forty cigarettes on every outward trip and twenty coming home.

‘Home’ was a Nissen hut in a mud field. Theirs had a bad reputation because previous incumbents hadn’t come back, most after less than a handful of missions. It was of little comfort that their tenure had lasted longer because the chances were their number would come up. Sometimes odds of twenty-to-one looked quite favourable; then, in the cold light of a hangover, more like a process of inevitable self-selection.

He wasn’t a particularly good pilot, having been made operational after insufficient flying hours. His crew wasn’t up to scratch. All of them were undertrained. The mid and rear gunners were sitting ducks who would probably get themselves killed by a night fighter without getting a second to practise their craft. The rear gunner flew looking backwards, scanning the skies for any sign of attack. One moment’s lapse of concentration and it would be curtains for the lot of them.



Sometimes Parker heard screams coming from the basement.

The door opposite his room was heavily padlocked and so scratched it looked as though it had been attacked by something with sharp claws. Parker supposed it could have been a screwdriver, but such was the atmosphere that he wouldn’t have been surprised if some strange beast slumbered there.

The door from the hall to the basement where Parker heard screams was locked. He thought someone was perhaps being tortured, except the sound often stopped, started and repeated. He asked Robinson what was going on.

‘I hear things,’ Parker said.

Robinson said, ‘I don’t.’

Parker asked what was in the locked room opposite his, to be told, ‘No one’s been up there in years, except you.’

‘The door looks like it has been attacked.’

‘That would have been a rather pushy lot of Bulgarians. Long gone.’

‘What’s in it that needs locking?’

Robinson shrugged. ‘Can’t remember. Keys got lost. What are we saying here in the end?’

Parker had no idea.

‘Other than the doing of it, the courage is in carrying on long after anyone has stopped listening.’

Among Parker’s tasks was to buy a full selection of the morning papers, which Robinson went through while watching television. Scissors had to be placed nearby so Parker could cut out stories that took the man’s fancy. An Albanian sex-trafficker found dead in a London cemetery, drained of blood, organs missing. A top scientist said to have been killed by a pagan sect, with a suggestion that the secret state employed satanic methods to disguise its intervention. The trial of a wizened, harmless-looking concentration camp guard. The story of a mysterious inhabitant living rough in a wood, who turned out to be a girl abducted ten years before, who now stalked her parents. Another about a kid snatched in an Asda store by two Dutch women, who were found in the customer toilet dyeing the girl’s hair.

‘It makes you think,’ Robinson said, ‘when millions of cameras track our movements, that someone goes missing every two minutes.’

He told Parker that his father hadn’t been in touch for years and his aunt had vanished into thin air.

Parker asked what had happened, as he thought he should. Perhaps he was getting better at asking questions.

‘She disappeared near the end of the war, before I was born. The old man only ever mentioned her a couple of times, almost as though it were quite normal for people to walk out of their lives. Not a trace since. Same place as where those children have disappeared.’

The news was taken up with two missing girls who had been gone for over a week from their village in the Fens, with an army of reporters and rolling news crews invading the area.

‘The linens are having a field day,’ Robinson said. ‘Feeding the beast.’



Over 700 aircraft assembled for that night’s raid on Wuppertal, flying in a convoy over six miles wide and two miles deep: safety in numbers, in theory, calculated odds and a built-in sense of acceptable loss by those that sent them up. Evelyn Robinson’s operational career having been thus far so strangely uneventful only added to the foreboding. Never hit by flak, never caught in a searchlight, no sight of any German fighter, apart from once on a return leg when the rear gunner shouted, ‘Corkscrew port!’ Evelyn desperately chucked the crate around, waiting for bullets to rake the exposed underbelly. When nothing hit them, he decided the gunner must have been seeing things. He reckoned he had used up most of his luck anyway. He’d had to bale out of a crashing Wellington while training. Given their knackered and poorly maintained aircraft, annual training deaths ran to the thousands, though they kept quiet about that. Death was always sniffing around. There was the cruel fate of a mid-air collision – he’d narrowly missed one in a daytime training exercise on basic formation flying when an aircraft strayed off course, taking down the next plane in a huge explosion that rocked them from nose to tail. Later, on a mission, there was the night a 400-pound bomb fell out of the bay while they were taxiing for take-off and lay unexploded on the runway. The crew refused to fly, expecting to face court martial, but nothing happened, even after Evelyn told the CO, ‘Fuck this for a game of soldiers,’ and took the men down the pub to carry on drinking.

After his first tour, Evelyn had been transferred back to operational training as an instructor. It didn’t take long to decide that teaching third-raters to fly was even dicier than missions, so he signed on for a second tour. He reckoned he would rather die in the dark, thinking, illogically, that death would be quicker by night.

If they were all going to snuff it before their lives had barely begun, there didn’t seem much point in getting to know his crew any better. By his reckoning, at least three were virgins. The rear gunner would fuck anything and boasted the largest tool in the squadron, hence was known as ‘Donkey’. As for himself, Evelyn Robinson worked on the principle of ‘pick ’em plain, they’re ever so grateful’.

Most officers were public school and didn’t know how to screw around, being conditioned by male camaraderie. Singsongs around the old Joanna, practical jokes and needling repartee amounted to a superior form of defensive bullying. Evelyn was held to be an ‘oik’, having gone to a grammar, not one of the rugger buggers. He found it all a bit like school with death written into the contract.

The only unusual aspect of the flight that night was they had a woman smuggled on board. Taking a woman up was believed to bring luck as the kites that had were all still flying. Deidre Stocker, a young WAAF, was having a thing with Robinson and wanted to ‘see the fireworks’. He agreed because Wuppertal was a soft target, with nothing like the flak and searchlights over the Ruhr’s Happy Valley.

The crate was a heavy brute and that night seemed reluctant to be airborne; Evelyn sometimes wondered if it had a mind of its own. Get into formation. Don’t crash into anything. Pray they would get through. Do the job (they had been criticised for ‘creep back’, a common fault of releasing bomb loads too early). Fly home, get the bloody thing down and fuck the living daylights out of Deidre Stocker.

One of the things he didn’t know was that his sister Valerie was directly connected to the task in hand because she belonged to an obscure branch of Operational Research, the Incendiary Bomb Tests Panel. Based in Orford, she worked with the boffins on the shingle bank opposite, which was reached by a short ferry ride, where their task was to study the composition of German towns for natural landmarks, building construction and destruction potential. Baedekers were closely consulted. Fire insurance maps were pored over to determine the frequency of firewalls. The contents of the average German household, from attic to cellar, were examined for flammability. This extended to replicas of different types of accommodation being set alight to see what burned best.


Detective Sergeant Copper

Miss Robinson, aged twenty-one, was reported missing on 10/06/1944 by her brother, Pilot Officer Robinson, a young man to whom I did not take, after she failed to turn up at a pub (The Three Tuns) where they regularly met, as far as their duties allowed. Several weeks had passed without word. I pointed out that Miss Robinson’s unit would conduct its own search and not necessarily involve the local constabulary. PO Robinson said her work was bound by the Official Secrets Act and therefore he had no idea where she was based, other than it being within travelling distance of The Three Tuns.

Being conscientious and a mite curious, I made telephone calls as and when, but could find no administration that knew of her. My application for a Missing Persons Enquiry seemed to have been passed around the houses because no answer came back. One desk Johnny told me, ‘We don’t nanny or nurse.’

The Military Police had its hands full and frequently turned to us local coppers about soldiers gone AWOL or cases involving the black market. It was during one such investigation that I found myself telephoning the landlord of The Three Tuns, which was said to be frequented by a gang trading in stolen gasoline (as the Americans call it). The landlord was unable to confirm as much, given the crowd he had in most nights, which more than once had drunk the place dry. He suggested I come and see for myself.

As a teetotaller, I rarely visit pubs and the few I had I’d found in reasonable order, with any excessive drunkenness sorted out by the landlord with a firm hand. My first visit to The Three Tuns had more people in attendance than at the Portman Road football ground before the war, so packed that there was little room to move, with drinks slopped as a sweating crowd jumped up and down to a band of Negro musicians. A bossy American woman from a London fashion magazine was in that night, photographing the band and a Daily Express cartoonist who played jazz piano with them. The sole purpose of their infernal racket seemed to be to loosen all social inhibition. Lascivious, gyrating Negro soldiers were paired off with white women.

As I left, I encountered PO Robinson. He was with a couple of what he termed ‘mates’ and several young women. They all had that glittering look that spoke of high excitement. I was addressed insolently as ‘old boy’ and offered a drink, which I declined. PO Robinson was celebrating his return from a particularly dicey mission, which he was lucky to have survived, after his aircraft flipped on crash landing. We had to shout to be heard. Either because he was drunk or from disrespect, PO Robinson kept his arm draped around one of the young women. When I asked to speak to him outside, she gave me a look that said I was spoiling her fun.

PO Robinson remained distracted and found it hard to concentrate. I informed him that his sister was proving difficult to locate, with so much red tape and for lack of any lead. I asked whether there was any young man who could perhaps throw light on her whereabouts. He seemed to find the question amusing and unwarrantedly observed that I appeared to have taken ‘quite a shine’ to his sister. Drunk or not, there was no excuse for the remark. Seeing me take offence, he was quick to add that he was joking.

It wasn’t for him to tell his sister how to conduct herself, he said, but she had ‘played the field’, as well as having a disgruntled English boyfriend, who couldn’t compete with the perks the Yanks offered: nylons, chewing gum, fizzy drinks and so forth.

While I told myself that the chance of a well brought-up young woman coming to harm seemed unlikely, I was bound to consider whether she had been a victim of loose Americans and their hot-blooded ways, often resulting in hasty marriages because a young ’un was on the way, illegitimate children or backstreet abortions. We arrested a district nurse for performing such tasks.

I visited The Three Tuns on subsequent occasions, asking after Miss Robinson. Some remembered her as a lively, friendly girl. Further enquiries led me to an embittered young English army subaltern, who complained that he had been ‘chucked’ for no reason and had not heard from her since. I found no cause to disbelieve him, as he came over as a decent chap.

I became acquainted with a young American serviceman named Turk, a Methodist, so we had that in common. He seemed an unlikely visitor to The Three Tuns until it emerged that he saw his role there as missionary. While he understood the pressure of war and the need to ‘let go’, he believed the evils of alcohol should be pointed out and the higher calling invoked. He admitted to not having much success and being indulged as what was called ‘part of the show’. I suspect his sobriety amused them. But this young man had in fact known Miss Robinson. They met there by chance, and to his surprise she appeared to take his exhortations seriously, at least not laughing at him, going so far as to say, ‘I think you are probably right.’ This surprised Turk because he knew the man she was seeing at the time, a pilot named Merriweather who was known as ‘a bad lot’ and a dealer in contraband cigarettes. Turk provided the case’s first possible lead. Merriweather had gone AWOL and was believed to be in London, where the Military Police were looking for him.

Turk was part of Airbase Security, which was how he knew about Merriweather; his job was probably why he wasn’t laughed at more by his carousing colleagues. There was no note of Merriweather having absconded with a woman, but given the association it seemed as good an explanation as any. The man must have gone to Miss Robinson’s head sufficiently for her to abandon her post. I did not tell PO Robinson this, as my conclusion was no more than surmise.

Some weeks later, Merriweather was detained, not in London, but York, and returned to base. Through Turk’s intercession, I was able to talk to the officer in charge of the base police, a large Texan named Rawls, who allowed me to question Merriweather about Miss Robinson. I expected a shifty fellow of evident criminal persuasion and found instead a friendly and unrepentant young man, who spoke with a twang.

Miss Robinson he described as outgoing and generous, but their relationship was little more than what he called ‘a one-night stand’ and, although she was clearly a girl up for ‘a good time’, it hadn’t crossed his mind to invite her to play truant.

A craftiness to his look left me questioning the man’s apparent openness. He was anti-authority, and there was no reason he should treat me any differently. Perhaps he guessed I had developed a paternal responsibility towards Miss Robinson, because what he said as I was about to leave seemed intended to spite me as much as to besmirch her. Miss Robinson was known as a ‘bike’. He had to explain that meant she would let anyone ride her, including Negroes. Merriweather added that had he known this at the time, he would not have gone near her with ‘what you Limeys call a ten-foot barge pole’.

I asked if he could identify any of these coloured gentlemen. There were too many to name, from what he had heard; then he added in his soft-spoken way that where he came from they held strong views about interbreeding. I tended to agree, but was nevertheless depressed that a young woman of good upbringing had allowed herself to become so defiled.



When Robinson was going through the papers and announced, ‘A body has been found,’ Parker supposed it was one of the children Robinson had taken to calling ‘the wee missing’.

‘No, a Jane Doe.’

A psychic had come up with a site where she believed the children might be buried. It lay inside an American Air Force base. There had been trouble gaining access on such speculative grounds, but with permission granted they found the remains of a woman thought to have lain there for years. She remained unnamed, but Robinson was sure it was his missing aunt.

‘How many other women have disappeared there? I fear it must be her.’

Over eighty had she lived. The thought left Robinson panicky and his palms were sweating.

Vod was hanging around, eating a sandwich.

‘Tuna and mayo. Want some? Terrible business, those missing kids,’ he offered, chewing with his mouth open. ‘Snatched by outsiders the press says – migrant workers, pikeys, foreigners passing through. A yellow car is being sought.’

Robinson snorted. ‘It’ll be the Yanks.’

‘Yanks?’ asked Vod.

‘Turned up for the last war and never left.’

‘How do you know it’s them?’ asked Vod.

‘It’s either a paedophile ring of airmen selling children into slavery or someone in transit back to the US from Afghanistan.’

Sensing their uncertainty, Robinson said, ‘It’s well-known that a ring has been operating since the Balkan conflict in the 1990s. Or it’s soldiers back from Afghanistan returning in a state of advanced shock, resulting in firecracker incidents, hair-trigger stuff. A local man beaten half to death outside a pub, with the assailant shipped home before any investigation.’

Vod asked, ‘Then why are none of the papers running with it?’

‘They refuse to make the connections – in this case, Fort Bragg, North Carolina. The very same week those children disappeared, four wives in Fort Bragg were murdered – four! – by their husbands, all just back from Afghanistan.’

Vod said he couldn’t see what that had to do with anything, then rather wished he hadn’t.

‘War fucks with a man’s head!’ exclaimed Robinson. ‘He’s trained to kill, then they give him pills that mess him up even more. US servicemen are given an anti-malaria drug whose side effects include psychosis.’

Parker asked if British troops took it, too, wondering if Robinson had it in for Americans.

‘They take something else, which gives them the runs.’



DS Copper noted: Miss Robinson appears to have vanished into thin air. However much an untimely end seems likely, no remains have been found. A hushed-up traffic accident is most probable, involving narrow lanes, drunken driving and unlit bicycles. There are enough of those.

Time passed. Squadrons and army units were transferred. More white faces turned up at The Three Tuns. The Negroes took themselves off when it became clear they were no longer welcome.

An incident occurred at another pub, The King’s Head in Ipswich, because of the hostility of the US Military Police towards Negroes fraternising with local white women. A riot ensued, resulting in some being shot and wounded. We were called in because it had happened on civilian premises. The American CO blamed the poor leadership of white officers and racial incitement on the part of the MPs. The result was further segregation, which was not altogether popular with the locals, who regarded Negro soldiers as friendlier and more generous than many of their white counterparts. Among those opposed to such mixing, it was said that the climate was unsuitable for Negroes.

I ran into Turk when he attended a Sunday service at our church. Only later did I have the impression that this encounter was by design. We fell to talking and walked around Holywells Park, which looked sadly neglected. Turk admitted he was suffering a crisis of faith. I told him he should consider such a test as a way of strengthening his belief, but I sensed he had more on his mind. I remember we had a conversation about the ducks going about their innocent business. Eventually Turk said he was being transferred and how he valued our friendship. There was another matter, which he wasn’t sure whether to pass on, as it was no more than a story going around about how a Negro had raped and strangled a young white woman. I asked if the man had been questioned, to be told he had since died – I presumed in action, until Turk reminded me that Negro airmen were restricted to ground crew, in itself a cause of resentment, as they were not being asked to put their lives on the line.

By this account, Miss Robinson’s end seemed both tragic and inevitable.

The death of the Negro serviceman, whose name was Wilson, was listed as a fall from a high building. Turk thought that remorse may have played a part and Wilson had jumped. I began to think this was starting to sound like a penny dreadful and was inconceivable without the Americans. Had they not been there, Miss Robinson would, God willing, have gone her way unharmed, met the right man and settled down to a respectable life.

Again, I passed none of this on to her brother, telling him only that I had been unable to make progress.

Indeed, that was that, or so I thought until a colleague, Frank Benfield, told me of a bizarre incident witnessed by a local spinster, a Miss Elizabeth Mouser, who had been so traumatised that she had only just come forward, and then only because she knew Benfield as a neighbour.

Benfield wanted my advice on how seriously he should take her account because the situation was complicated by the woman having a history of mental illness. According to Miss Mouser, she had been walking home some weeks before at around ten o’clock. Her route took her along the fence of the airbase. In the fading light, she made out half a dozen men in white hoods carrying flaming torches and chasing a man, who was intercepted by more men in hoods, overcome and strung up from a tree.

Miss Mouser returned home in shock – she lived alone, so told no one – and when she returned the next morning nothing appeared untoward. Even though it was beyond her wildest imagination, she told herself that such an event could not have taken place and spoke to Benfield only because she kept having nightmares. Benfield returned with Miss Mouser to the spot, which she had trouble locating, and found her account so garbled that he was inclined to disbelieve her. What the woman described had all the hallmarks of a racial killing by the Ku Klux Klan, although she said she had been too far away to identify the colour of the victim. What Benfield wanted to know from me was whether the matter should be reported to the Americans.

I was bound to connect this incident to the dead Negro, Wilson, but told Benfield that whatever Americans got up to at home, they would not be reckless enough to apply their vigilante justice here. I don’t know whether Benfield was convinced. I am not sure I believed it myself. Compared to us the Americans are primitive apes with too much money.

Benfield and I spoke with Miss Mouser, who claimed she was often followed by American airmen, which seemed unlikely given her age and demeanour. Her squalid domestic conditions indicated a woman who could barely cope, while her scatterbrained air suggested that she was away with the fairies.

But I was more perturbed by Miss Mouser’s account than I cared to admit, as it seemed such an extraordinary incident to have imagined. I mentioned the matter to Rawls, after he agreed to see me. At bottom, I went seeking reassurance about the unlikeliness of such an event and any connection to the vanishing of Miss Robinson.

Rawls gave me what he called the possible ‘low down’: that Merriweather had got a gang together to hunt down Wilson as a result of sexual rivalry and a lust for revenge, then bribed someone to state that the Negro had died as a result of an accident, following which Merriweather went AWOL.

Was that what I was suggesting?

It hadn’t occurred to me to put it as clearly as that. The obvious answer would be to exhume Wilson and perform an autopsy. (It turned out he had been cremated.)

Rawls, as it happened, was leading me on, putting forward his interpretation of my version to mock me for wasting his time with such ‘horse shit’.

I said it seemed not out of the question that Merriweather had exacted revenge after Wilson had raped and strangled Miss Robinson.

Rawls dismissed that, declaring that Merriweather had been concerned only with saving his own skin by going AWOL and had given himself up because he knew he would be discharged and not have to fly again. He blamed Miss Mouser’s overactive imagination. There was no reason to believe Wilson’s death was anything other than as reported. Accidental deaths were only too common. A gasoline dump had exploded recently, killing six men and two women.

Rawls declared Merriweather a brave pilot who had flown many missions until he got the ‘heebie-jeebies’ and suffered from what we British call ‘lack of moral fibre’. Rawls admitted ‘off the record’ that mental crack-up among aircrews was much higher than anyone cared to admit and that the men probably needed more rather than less ‘mollycoddling’.



Wuppertal was noted for its narrow river valley, hillside housing, crowded old buildings with a lot of timber and an absence of any significant defence, having no obvious military target, other than a parachute factory. The point of that night’s exercise, according to the briefing officer, was to target thousands of refugees who had gone there after the recent Dam Busters raid, which had flooded areas of the Ruhr and been a huge sensation in the British press.

Evelyn Robinson wasn’t particularly bothered about bombing civilians. ‘Hun hate’ was widely preached, but usually briefing officers attempted to justify the targets – factories, rail depots and so on – since it was obvious to all that bombing cities would kill civilians.

Was it Evelyn’s bomb that incinerated thirty newborn children and their mothers in the hospital with its red cross on the roof, or shrank one of the burnt corpses to the size of a doll, or left a woman naked in the street, her skin completely blackened?

Forty-five minutes out, there was a problem with the hydraulics that controlled the propeller pitch. Evelyn asked if the crew wanted an early return, which would abort the mission. They agreed to press on because it wasn’t Berlin or Hanover, where you’d look for any excuse. The flight engineer said they could always pour fluid into the hydraulics to keep them going.

‘Piss, in other words.’

With the exception of Evelyn, that was what they did, using several old mess tins, which they kept in the warmest spot in the aircraft to stop them freezing, next to the wireless operator. Deidre Stocker, being a good sport, cheerfully made her contribution, joking that she was relieved to have something to do.

That night was a rare example of no combat casualties, with the loss of just one aircraft which crashed on landing. It was probably as well that Evelyn completed the mission because he had been pulled up for lack of moral fibre, which was considered contagious. His former wireless operator had run amok mid-flight and had had to be coshed with a torch and put in an improvised straitjacket, and that was the last anyone heard of him.

The easiest way to abort a mission before take-off was running the engines with the magnetos switched off, causing the plugs to oil up. The first time, Evelyn did it accidentally. Over the coming weeks he had done it again, once when the collective feeling of foreboding on board became overwhelming, and the third time because he didn’t feel like dying that night. At that point, he had found himself dispatched to Bournemouth to what was called an Aircrew Refresher Centre – in fact an open-arrest detention barracks. Evelyn knew from old lags who had done the course that it amounted to a holiday. They were aware the RAF couldn’t afford to lose them, so they treated the centres like hotels, checking in for a break from the tedium and terror of flying.

Another thing he didn’t know about that night’s raid was the pathfinders whose task was to flag the bombing area with flares were using new radar technology. Nor did he know that other aircraft were carrying 30,000 phosphorus canisters.

Phosphorus was not a usual load. The bombs had been developed (by the Incendiary Bomb Tests Panel, for which his sister Valerie worked) to set fire to crops and fields. A large order was put in, but the weather was never dry for long enough and the bombs turned out to be damp squibs. It was decided to make a gift of them to Wuppertal after some backroom boy (for whom Valerie Robinson worked directly) realised that the town’s construction and contents put it in the category of somewhere that would burn. The panel did its own testing, which showed that such a bomb igniting upon hitting a roof shot out flames that could set a whole house alight in seconds.

That night, the valley and town were shrouded in mist, with no flak or searchlights to speak of, a sitting duck for a change, although some lights came on as a defence started to be mounted. Evelyn supposed that anti-aircraft units were being rushed in from nearby. Deidre Stocker came up to the cockpit to applaud the drama of it all; silly cow, thought Evelyn, who nevertheless had to admit it was like flying over Armageddon or watching the creation of a distant galaxy, and few were privileged to see such sights. In that moment he almost believed in a higher force as he doubted that humanity was capable of such destruction without the aid of a divine and vengeful agent.

At the altitude at which they flew, the size of the target area allowed a ten-second window for the drop; what they called the ‘shit run’. The bomb-aimer was droning in Evelyn’s headphones, ‘Steady, steady, starboard a bit.’ The temptation as always remained to drop short and get the hell out.

‘Bombs away,’ he heard at last, as though he needed to be told – it was obvious from the way the aircraft lifted after dropping its load. They were already a couple of miles away by the time their bombs hit the ground.

Coned on the way home, Evelyn had to throw the crate around, banking and diving in an effort to shake the searchlights. It was like being caught in a deadly celestial glow. He saw the first bursts of flak as the guns got them in their sights and was aware of Deidre Stocker hanging on for dear life, eyes wide, whether from excitement or fear he couldn’t tell. He decided to remember that look for when he fucked her later, in the desperate hope that there would be a later. His adrenalin was through the roof. The aircraft shook in protest at being wrenched around in excess of 300 mph. They passed 360 mph. At that speed, the wings were likely to fall off; still no escape from the blinding lights, flak and cannon, all working together in a lethal choreography. The lights seemed almost casual now in their tracking. He must have blacked out, because his next conscious thought was that the altimeter was showing only 3,000 feet and they were still in the dive. He pulled back hard on the stick, thinking it might refuse to obey or come away in his hands, and suddenly they flattened out and were in the dark. What had felt like hours had been, what, maybe a minute? He didn’t know what he’d done to get them out of it. His flying suit was soaked with sweat. He checked everyone was okay. Deidre Stocker had to ask for the oxygen bottle, as she needed the toilet. Evelyn was relieved that he had been too scared to have shat himself. It was like being caught naked in Oxford Street in broad daylight. The wireless operator thought he was bleeding. It turned out he was covered in the urine they had been using to top up the hydraulics, which reduced them to relieved hysterical laughter.

Everyone forgot about Deidre Stocker until the navigator announced that he had found her slumped on the Elsan in a state of undress, very cold, apparently not breathing, and he was unable to locate her pulse. It seemed the mobile oxygen bottle wasn’t working and she must have passed out from lack of air. Fucking typical, Evelyn thought, you survive an op to find yourself with a dead woman on your hands. It was so bad it was almost funny. They continued to fail to revive her, and Evelyn was contemplating chucking her overboard when the elusive pulse was finally found and she was slapped about the face until she came round.



DS Copper wrote: Nothing further came to light regarding Miss Robinson until I found a young civilian with a diffident air standing on my doorstep and wondered what I had done to merit a visit at the weekend from a Mr Dyer of the Home Office. He asked if we could talk in the garden as he was there on a matter of some sensitivity.

My visit to Rawls had set off alarm bells loud enough to have been heard in London. Mr Dyer asked me to repeat the content of my meeting with Rawls, which I did, to which he said, ‘I see,’ although it was not at all clear what he did see. He asked what exactly the point of my enquiry was. I explained what Miss Mouser had seen, or thought she had.

Mr Dyer declared that Miss Mouser had since undergone a mental breakdown. As she was now in the care of Melton Asylum, she could not be considered a reliable witness.

Mr Dyer then asked what I knew about Miss Robinson. Only that she had a reputation where men were concerned, and beyond that next to nothing, her being bound by the Official Secrets Act.

Mr Dyer, like many Englishmen, was not direct. Nevertheless, I understood. I was being warned off. The case of Miss Robinson he dismissed as a ‘wild goose chase’, and I should stop behaving like ‘an American private eye’. Mr Dyer announced that he was visiting on a matter of what he called ‘public relations’. The job of the police was not only to keep order, but to ensure harmony existed between the several communities here as a result of the war. He was adamant that no such incident had occurred as described by Miss Mouser. This was said with the air of a man who didn’t quite believe what he was telling me. For all his circumspect manner, Mr Dyer implied that he didn’t have much time for Americans and was annoyed at having to come up from London on his day off.

I asked what he was there to tell me, as it wasn’t clear. Was I being asked to desist in all enquiries about Miss Robinson? More or less, he answered, still equivocating. The gist of it was, he said, in an effort to be straightforward, that the American authorities were alarmed by the growing incidents of violence involving black and white troops, including the riot at The King’s Head. They were keen that such cases be ‘swept under the carpet’ for fear of further exacerbating racial tension, and it affecting the local population, hence the introduction of greater segregation. In this context, it was important that Miss Mouser’s wild story be kept under wraps because it would give the wrong impression and damage community relations. Mr Dyer asked if I understood. I told him I did.

‘There’s a good chap,’ he said and emphasised that there was no need for me to mention any of this to PO Robinson, as there was no proven connection to his sister, whose memory shouldn’t be sullied by gossip. On top of that, there was no evidence that she was dead.

Upon reflection, Mr Dyer’s visit made sense enough. A local copper was threatening to ‘upset the applecart’ by asking the wrong kind of questions and needed warning, which was better coming from the home authorities than the Yanks. I came to suspect that what I had been told had been ‘planted’ to disguise the true fate of Miss Robinson, but given the prevailing circumstances no investigation was going to get very far.

I started to drink occasionally, a beer or two. I continued to frequent The Three Tuns, for no reason other than the hope that Miss Robinson might walk in as though nothing had happened, not that I had any idea what she looked like, although I knew I would recognise her the moment I set eyes on her: a tall, slim young woman framed in silhouette as she entered. These parts are full of ghost stories, and although I am not a fanciful man, I came to see myself as haunting that spot frequented by Miss Robinson in the expectation of seeing her, or her ghost, walk in.

Later on, in 1945, as we got used to our shabby peacetime, Benfield told me of a cousin of his who had been employed in some sort of secret local wartime business, perhaps similar to that of Miss Robinson. She was reported dead after ‘a sudden illness’, which had taken everyone by surprise as she was ‘as fit as a horse’. No one knew exactly what went on in those secret coastal areas, although stories were starting to emerge about various mishaps, including one involving a system of pipes extending out to sea, which could unleash a petroleum inferno, causing the sea to boil, and this was the cause of some terrible, hushed-up tragedy. Benfield said he was bound to wonder about the official account of his cousin’s death – and I, too, about Miss Robinson’s fate, although no one had reported her demise ‘after a short illness’ as they had with Benfield’s cousin.



Another thing Evelyn Robinson didn’t know about that night’s raid on Wuppertal was that an Englishwoman was on the receiving end. Recently divorced from a German doctor, Sybil Bannister was visiting her father-in-law with her son, nearly four, and intended to go on holiday the next day with her two sisters-in-law and their young children. It was her birthday and a mild enough evening to sit out. When the sirens went off, no one was especially alarmed; they often did, and the town had never been bombed. Nevertheless, they dutifully sheltered in the cellar, which became overcrowded once the bombardment began. The house next door was one of the first to be hit, with a deafening impact that caused their cellar windows to cave in. One of the sisters went upstairs to fetch a jacket and came back saying that the stairwell was in flames and the whole house on fire. They couldn’t fathom how it could have spread so quickly through a four-storey building, even if a hundred firebombs had penetrated the attic.

They had torches and used them when the local warden ordered them to evacuate, through the small opening into the next cellar, and so on until they were told to take their chances outside. Sybil had hurriedly managed to find a heavy coat and leather shoes in the cellar storeroom to replace her straw sandals (one black shoe, one green, she found out later). She grabbed a blanket to wrap her son in.

The three women became separated. One sister ended up in the next-door public swimming baths, in which twenty others were trapped. To escape the intense heat, they had to keep jumping in the pool and wrapping wet clothing around themselves.

The young Englishwoman and her son were instructed to make their way down Adolf Hitler Strasse, the main street, practically the only straight one in town. The whole of it had been bombed with explosives, incendiaries and phosphorus. By then, she was on her own. Her son was shivering and getting too heavy to carry. She struggled as best she could through the flames, smoke and choking fumes, clambering over debris and sticking to the middle of the road because of burning trees and falling branches, but melting tar made walking difficult. Forced to turn round when a house collapsed in front of her, she found herself trapped when another went down behind her. She searched in desperation for a way through the flames where they reached only to her knees. She ignored the burns on her legs and struggled on until she was overcome by the smoke; her strength gave out and her son rolled out of her arms and lay on the ground, still wrapped in the blanket with only his legs poking out. When the flames touched them, he screamed in pain.

Just as she was thinking they must surely die, a spectral vision appeared, wearing a gas mask and riding a motorbike with a sidecar. How he had managed to get through, she had no idea. He told her to get in. On the way out, they saw one of her sisters-in-law with her child and bundled them in too. Then, at the end of the street, the most extraordinary sight: a still intact section of town. Sybil could see the remains of the lines of flares marking the target area. One side was smashed to hell and on the other everything stood as normal. She remembered thinking that it truly was precision work.

Only when they took shelter in a temporary dressing station did she feel any pain, being until then concerned only with her son’s safety.

By daylight, they saw the whole city was ablaze. Everyone’s eyelashes were singed, faces black with soot and burns blotching faces and hands. Sybil would encounter frizzled corpses, horribly shrunken, pass wailing creatures searching for lost babies or relatives. She heard of burning people throwing themselves in the river only to drown.

Again, she was struck by how the bombing area was marked by lines as accurate as though they had been drawn on a map by the raid’s planners in England. Until then, she had been convinced she would never be killed by her own countrymen, yet there she was, a victim of their destruction.

Some weeks later, the RAF returned and carried on where they had left off, flattening the other side. The flares they dropped to light the target were known as ‘Christmas trees’.

A reference to Christmas trees is shared in passing with Katharina Fischer, Parker’s grandmother, who after the war worked for the BBC Overseas Service and at some point came to the attention of the organisation’s security office, during internal vetting, because she had acquired a secret dossier – known as a ‘Christmas tree’ file, so called because they were stamped with a green upward arrow. She was suspected of political subversion and of being a communist agent for the East Germans, but we are getting ahead of ourselves.



Parker spent some of Robinson’s cash on a sweatbox of a gym above a shoe shop on the High Road. Push-ups, leg presses, treadmills, dumb bells, bike machines and skipping, which he turned out to be good at – thwap! thwap! thwap! – his feet hardly touching the ground, almost as though he were floating. He took up running to give a spine to his days. His belly lost its prayer softness. One thing he didn’t do these days was kneel.

Robinson fell into a meloncholy state after the bodies of the wee missing were found, in shallow graves in woods near a parking lot.

He took to his bed, where he existed on a diet of Mars bars and red wine brought to him by Parker. It was the first time he had been in Robinson’s room, which was tidy and expensively done out in a style of high decadence, with a four-poster bed, black and gold wallpaper, expensive drapes and fin de siècle furniture. The overall effect was one of fussiness in dainty contrast to the man’s bulk and the general mess. A glass-fronted bookshelf contained French and English first editions of Huysmans and Oscar Wilde and signed copies of Houellebecq dedicated to ‘Le Grand Robbo’.

Robinson spent his days and nights drinking and drifting in and out of sleep, contemplating the press hysteria surrounding the wee missing.

The besieged parents no longer seemed to recognise themselves, seen through the distorting lens of the media. Robinson told Parker, ‘The hacks coming up with this hysterical drivel will labour on until they are unable to strip-mine any more of the infertile ground they’re tilling. Thereafter they will turn on themselves, body and mind moving in advance of the flailing career – cancer, alcoholism, rare blood diseases, cirrhosis of the liver, depression and dementia. Opening whole new fields to write about, the collapsing interior.’

He thought a lot about his father, not about death in the air but drowning. Water could be cruel. He had been in thrall to the old man. ‘I want to be like you-hoo-hoo!’ Boring childhood, moody little bugger, he had rather fancied a crash course in bentness. He admired his father because he wasn’t hypocritical; secretive, yes, but quite open about his dealings, as in: this is the way the world is and this is how it works. His father had once had a woman called Beatrice, who worked in films, who said to him, ‘There are only two basic emotions: love and fear. Everything follows from that, which makes the world both endlessly simple and endlessly complex.’

True enough, thought Evelyn, who was bent even by Met standards, initiating his rookie son into the standard practices: brown envelopes, conspiracy of silence, free drinks, tarts on the side, graduating to torture of suspects, in Evelyn’s case employing methods brought back from Northern Ireland – white noise, headphones for the blokes doing it and a Sainsbury’s plastic bag (or maybe it was Tesco, or even Asda, definitely not Waitrose).

The real reason Robinson had left the force was because he had spooked himself, never admitted to others and rarely to himself. Fall in the Thames around Hungerford Bridge and you have maybe two minutes to live. The shock of the cold water paralyses the limbs and you sink, carried downriver by the tide, to resurface as far as four miles downriver at Limehouse. Any retrieved body ends up in Wapping in a stainless steel bath concealed by a tarpaulin.

He was there one freezing morning because it was thought that a body might be that of a missing young man. Bodies decompose very quickly out of the water. Skin and hair fall off. Even so, Robinson expected to be confronted by a bloated yet recognisable face rather than something that looked like it had been flayed; all part of the process of immersion. Bodies got hit by boats and barges and attacked by gulls. Robinson saw straight away that it wasn’t the man they were looking for, but he was assailed by the uncanniest feeling that the features, battered beyond recognition, were his own, and in them he saw his death foretold.

Outside, in the High Road, another puking Saturday night, and Robinson missed that helium way girls talked, with an interrogative rise at the end of flat sentences and reflexive giggles. He nodded off, half-dreaming of a man who found himself thinking of the wee missing at the wrong moment and suffered erectile disfunction, and the woman with him, short of climax, who was months away from a brain tumour, and in eighty-one days the wife of her employer would die in a plane crash after being misrouted and finding herself transferred to a flight she had never asked to be put on, and this flight would open up a strange case of several dead microbiologists, all mysteriously killed, one of whom was a passenger on the plane and turned out to have had some kind of contact with the family of the wee missing. And it looped and roiled and swirled as a mother leapt off a bridge with her kiddie holding her hand, thinking of the wee missing as they plummeted; and the Mayor of London, barnet akimbo, thought of the wee missing – not deliberately, they just popped into his head – as he pursued a bout of rigorous self-maintenance in his executive toilet, spaffing a load prior to a tricky meeting. And the Toy Story Prime Minister, what did he think of the wee missing?

Vod’s cousin was a newsreader: a blank imposter, famous as a transmitter of others’ stories.

Of great recent interest to Robinson were accounts of drift, of cars driving across Europe for little apparent purpose. He was fascinated by old terrorist operations reported by German police surveillance. Someone would drive hundreds of miles to meet someone in a Berlin pizzeria, or go to Sweden to pick up or deliver a suitcase that turned out to contain only clothes. Someone else drove a Mercedes-Benz down to Cyprus to swap it for another with a right-hand drive. None of it added up, as though any point or motivation had been removed from the equation. There were reports on the eavesdropped activities of a suspected bomb-maker staying in a flat outside Frankfurt while ostensibly on holiday. Hours of nothing. The man did nothing. His wife did housework while their young son endlessly played an electric organ. Or the junkie jazz trumpeter Chet Baker scouring Europe for drugs. Booked to play in Italy, he spent his free days driving to Germany to buy stuff over the counter which needed a prescription in Italy. The drugs were dissolved and injected. Accounts of the Baader-Meinhof Gang had the same urgent, desultory quality: endless, endless journeys, a succession of safe houses, committing themselves to a life underground, an unstructured existence, in which it must have been hard to remind themselves what their narrative really was. They had the spoiled petulance of rock stars, those revolutionaries. Robinson suspected that some kind of link existed between this motivated, restless existence and Nazi regimentation, but he wasn’t sure what.



Parker found himself being ordered by Robinson to accompany Vod on errands that required driving. Go there and pick that up, they were told. Southend. ‘A fucking foldaway bed, for God’s sake,’ said Vod and, as they got back in the car, ‘You know he used to be a copper.’

‘Who?’

‘Robinson. Like his dad – and bent, too, which was why he didn’t last long.’

Parker presumed it was another of Vod’s stories. Vod knew he was naive.

‘I’m telling you, both bent coppers. Years ago.’

‘How do you know?’

‘He told me.’

‘You’re having me on.’

‘Scout’s honour. Jumped before they were pushed, Robinson because he no longer had the old man’s protection.’

Parker wasn’t sure what to believe.

Robinson told them to drop off several bulky padded envelopes to a young woman in Thurrock service station’s car park, whose registration number they were given.

‘Should we take a dekko?’ Vod asked, then changed his mind. ‘Better not. It could be dodgy money, to do with that Russian film.’

‘What Russian film?’

‘Hasn’t Robinson mentioned the lost Val Kilmer pic?’

‘Not to me. Anyway, Kilmer’s American.’

One thing Parker quite liked about Vod was the trouble he had distinguishing fact from fiction.

‘He has a bloke cutting it in the basement,’ Vod went on.

Well, Parker thought to himself, that explains that.

‘Does Robinson go down there?’ he asked.

‘At night sometimes, when he can’t sleep or there’s a full moon.’

Vod bayed to show he was joking. Parker wasn’t so sure.

‘Who’s the man in the basement?’ he asked.

‘No idea, except Robinson calls him Christo.’

‘How long have they been working on it?’

‘Ages. Years. Before he became soldered to his armchair, Robinson materialised in Siberia to produce a Russian Western. Huge budget, oligarchs’ dosh, a monster vanity project, with a psychotic twelve-year-old director making the modern equivalent of an Italian Western, a total revision of the official sanitised history, genocide, head-boiling, hardcore sex, witch hunts, Indians played by Tartars and Cossacks, mountains, deserts, a huge stew, vast studio sets. Rumoured to have starred Val Kilmer, or maybe it was his stand-in or a lookalike, no one’s sure, maybe not even Val himself, unless it was him looking for roubles to finance his Mark Twain project. Included the Donner Pass story or a near equivalent, communities of cannibals. Rumours of footage so secret that no one has seen it. It was said human flesh was eaten on set. Wild improv, anachronisms, huge violence, graphic hangings, lynch mobs – as if Jackson Pollack and Roy Lichtenstein had got hold of history and chucked it in the blender with George A. Romero. Zombie communities. It was said Rudy Wurlitzer was flown in. We are in the realm of El Topo and The Last Movie with a big shuck of Heaven’s Gate thrown in. Stories of Cimino lurking in drag as a consultant. The uncuttable film and endless post-production, hours and hours of two-shots with no cover, a motley crew of English-speaking actors brought in to do dubbing guide tracks before there was even a cut. The money men say that Robinson diddled them, ditched the director, confiscated the film, claiming it was a masterpiece that needed time, then did a runner, promised to return and never has. These boys don’t fool around. It costs them nothing to have business taken care of. Now there’s a hit team after Robinson, which is why he doesn’t go out and we’re doing the leg work.’

‘How do you know all this?’

‘I was part of the motley crew brought in for dubbing.’

Later, when Parker asked Robinson what the editing equipment in the basement was for, he asked back, ‘Who wants to know?’

‘Vod says a film is being cut down there.’

‘For God’s sake, don’t start or we’ll never hear the end of it.’ Robinson grunted, was silent for a long time, then said, ‘Debauchery isn’t going into the whore house. It’s not coming out.’



Parker read more, picking up books from charity shops for 20p. One he bought because it was written by the author of the book on bombing. He told Robinson, who was still confined to his bed and listlessly suggested he read bits aloud.

Parker said, ‘It’s a novel, so maybe start at the beginning.’

Robinson grunted. ‘Go on. Didn’t make much of the last one.’

It opened in Antwerp station, not somewhere Parker was expecting, in a strange mood of restlessness and hypochondria, which reminded him of the house. It was more literary than he was used to, and he rather struggled until he decided what interested him was an aspect of intellectual thriller, the weight of its historical themes, and what seemed to him a cheesy, almost bogus quality.

Robinson quarrelled with the premise that a boarding-school boy in the 1950s could have grown up ignorant of the basic facts of the Second World War, exclaiming, ‘It was a major currency among all boys at the time!’ He told Parker to look for something more sensational.

In a charity shop – those ubiquitous sorting centres of coincidence – he found two novels with dog-eared pages and cracked spines, offered for 10p because of their condition. Parker was in an odd mood, perhaps infected by Robinson’s melancholy, which he had so far resisted.

He felt particularly squeezed that day by a sense of vertigo, looking down when he had once looked up, because the diabolical was on the march and he was a candidate for its ranks. Temptation appealed to his vanity; none of which could be discussed.

Why should he choose those books other than that they were there, waiting? The two accounts of historical child murderers Gilles de Rais and Elizabeth Báthory seemed to tap into a mood he was trying to resist.

Parker thought of the wee missing as he read extracts to Robinson. He ploughed on in dread and awe, knowing nothing of Rais’ twisted love for France’s greatest saint. He was Joan of Arc’s second-in-command, and in turn was burned at the stake for the slaughter of untold young boys. In a perverse invocation of the martyrdom of the Holy Innocents, they were lured, feasted and tortured with erotic refinements, then burned in rites of necromancy, in the hope of converting them to spiritual gold.

The other book was a narcissistic, pathological alchemy of witchcraft, torture, blood-drinking, cannibalism and slaughter. The Bloody Countess’ many castles became death factories where hundreds of girls were killed and processed for the ultimate elixir of eternal youth: the bath of blood. Although presented as belonging to a mythic, long-ago past, it all felt very contemporary to Parker.

Unknown to him, the Báthory book was written by the French wife of an Englishman who later married a famous American photographer, whose wartime consignments for Vogue magazine included a photo spread of the jazz scene in The Three Tuns pub frequented by Evelyn Robinson and his sister.

Robinson finally declared his return to the world, saying, ‘I have developed a hankering for Angel Delight. Chocolate, not strawberry.’



Vod and Parker were dispatched to Suffolk with instructions to make a pick-up. Robinson told Parker, ‘Fifty quid, try to get away with thirty.’

Out in the countryside, Parker found it hard to tell where the land ended and sky began.

Vod announced they were driving into M. R. James country.

Parker said he didn’t know James.

‘Ghost stories, characters quite like Señor Robinson. Men who are collectors of historical objects, which turn out to have malevolent qualities. The story I identify with is the one about the orphan boy who sees visions of other children whose hearts are missing.’

Parker stared, at a loss for words.

Their destination was a stultifying road of semi-detacheds on the outskirts of Ipswich. Parker walked up the short path and rang the bell. A woman around thirty-five answered. She had bright red hair, parted in the middle with a sharp line of pale scalp like a scar. She held a large envelope in her hand. Parker offered thirty quid as instructed, and they settled on forty after the woman said, ‘I can’t see what it’s worth anyway,’ giving him the envelope and shutting the door.

Parker was looking forward to getting back, but it turned out they had another errand.

He decided in the end that he quite enjoyed being driven around like they were in a road movie, listening to Vod jabber on about his low opinion of the area. ‘Feral thugeroos. Rural rudeness. Bad-diet violence. Congested arteries. All the inner conflicts written large on a man’s broken-veined face.’

A maze of high-hedged country lanes finally delivered them into open countryside, and it was dark by the time they arrived. Parker found himself looking at a big shed under a bright moon. The huge windowless box stood alone in a featureless field, looking like it had been dropped from the sky. It was surrounded by a high perimeter fence, and a security guard let them in after Vod wound down the window and had a word. It seemed they were expected.

A crowd of cars stood on the parking apron, mainly Land Rovers and aggressive pick-ups. On getting out, Parker could hear heavy bass music coming from inside. Vod stood sniffing the air.

Inside the huge hangar everything looked dwarfed. What appeared to resemble a demented medieval fair was taking place – tents, flagpoles, fast-food stands, the smell of burgers and onions, booze stalls, thump of bass, wire-mesh cages containing violent entertainment, each with its own bookie calling odds. Fighting dogs. Fighting cocks. Even a cage with fighting cats. Bare-knuckle men, stripped to the waist, knocked nine bells out of each other. The sharp tang of sweat and tense excitement. Significant amounts of cash changing hands. The crowd was all sorts, from gentry to tattooed thugs, with as many women in and children who chased each other or used the bouncy castles provided. No one paid attention to any such nonsense as an indoor smoking ban.

Parker spotted Robinson chatting to others, looking for all the world as though he was at a parish fête, and wondered how he had got there. He watched him talking to a squat, hugely muscled man wearing shorts and a waistcoat that showed off his biceps. They were joined by a tall man wearing a tweed cap and a whipcord jacket, who looked like a local squire. Parker had the sense that the men were deferring to Robinson, who appeared as confident as a farmer at market with fat goods to sell.

Vod sidled up and said, ‘Maybe we will get to see the fabled room.’

‘What room?’

‘In the back of the shed.’

Robinson joined them and asked Parker if he had the envelope. It was in the car, and he was told to fetch it.

The contents were an old soft-covered file with a clip.

Robinson said, ‘A copper named Copper.’

Vod parroted, ‘A copper named Copper!’

‘Suffolk name,’ said Robinson as though that were obvious.

He had telephoned a woman at the local newspaper archive, who turned out to know Copper’s granddaughter.

Vod said, ‘Excuse me, but how do you manage to dial?’

‘Push-button handset and a chopstick.’

Vod asked, ‘Well, are you going to show us?’

Robinson looked as though he didn’t know what Vod was talking about. Parker presumed he meant the document.

There was a crack of bone on bone, and a cheer went up as one of the cage fighters went down.

Vod gestured with his head in an exaggerated way towards the back. ‘Go on, since we’re here,’ he nagged.

Parker wondered if these gatherings were a common part of Robinson’s life. When Robinson wandered off, Vod nudged Parker to follow.

The shed was divided by a wall. Parker looked back, and the crowd now appeared tiny and far away. After a lot of fumbling, and asking for help, Robinson produced a ring of keys from his jacket pocket and showed Parker which one to use to unlock a steel door that was as thick as a safe.

He went in, turned on lights and beckoned. Parker hadn’t known what to expect, but it certainly wasn’t a gigantic version of the house. He was confronted by a warehouse temple of military salvage and surplus – army vehicles, motorbikes and sidecars, weapons, ammunition and rifles, even artillery, all of it from the Second World War and a lot with German markings. There were racks and racks of uniforms, and shelves and shelves of boxes.

Robinson appeared unimpressed, bored even, as he scuffed the ground with the toe of his shoe. He looked at Parker and laughed. ‘My old man had a bit of a collecting habit.’

‘What’s it for?’

‘Film companies. Prop houses. Anyone who’s interested. That American movie brat whom it is beneath my dignity to name was beside himself when he came scouting for some flick he was making. All kinds. Sold an SS leader’s greatcoat for fifty grand to a buyer in Qatar and a carved eagle and swastika to a Chinaman for twenty-five. Had one fellow wanting Hitler’s ashes. He got palmed off with a fancy urn, any old ashes and a fake letter. He was going to pay a fortune, then got cold feet and reneged on the deal. Pity. Half a mill then. Double or triple that now.’

‘But hard to authenticate,’ said Vod.

Robinson shrugged. ‘There’s always some mug punter.’

‘And David Bowie,’ chipped in Vod.

‘Didn’t think I’d mentioned that.’

Vod laughed. ‘You dined out on it for years.’

Robinson shrugged at Parker. ‘Well before you were born, our David was going through his Thin White Duke phase, drugged up and too much money to know what to do with it. He was interested in, ah, memorabilia. He’d heard I had the pistol Hitler used to shoot himself; I wouldn’t have sold it to him anyway. He had to make do with a spare pair of Himmler’s glasses. Charming man, David. We went to Poland because I had contacts there. He was interested in a signed copy of Mein Kampf, which I didn’t have. He’d also heard Hitler had a golden gun, which he wanted me to find. Anyway, we drive to Poland, he spends like a sailor and we get arrested at the border with a car full of Nazi booty, which David, off his head, thought was a hoot, and he couldn’t stop giggling – which he might not have done if they’d searched him for drugs, which they didn’t – costing me a hefty bribe and autographs all round from him. Anyway, he moved on to other interests and we lost touch, though I did sell him the Mercedes 600 convertible that featured in the photograph of him at Victoria Station snapping off what looked very much like a Nazi salute.’



On the way home, Robinson sat in the back and read Copper’s report, with Parker turning the pages for him while Robinson wondered to himself how the humourless, upright Copper had coped with being so named.

Afterwards, he concluded sadly, ‘Broad canvas, but it comes down to the same old tight spaces: cockpit, cell, room, grave.’

Parker didn’t know what to make of Copper’s account of rampaging gangs and saloon-bar fights like in Westerns, other than to think they appeared more strangely remote than the occult worlds of Báthory and Rais.

He telephoned the local coroner’s office on Robinson’s behalf to ask if Valerie Robinson’s body could be released to the family, only to be informed that the forensic report offered no conclusive evidence of identity, therefore it could not be proved she was in fact Valerie Robinson.

Parker was told that, as a member of the public, he could request a copy of the report. It didn’t tell him much, other than unexplained high levels of radium had been found in the bones, with the coroner hazarding a guess that the woman may have had contact with radioactive luminous paint, which was still extensively used at the time.

Robinson, frustrated by the lack of any conclusion, volunteered little, other than to state that at any time as many as a thousand unidentified bodies lay unclaimed in mortuaries, many remaining in their final lodgings for years; he had wished to spare Valerie Robinson that fate.

He said the names in her story were like shiny pebbles: Merriweather, Copper, Turk, Mouser. Parker wondered if the letters combined to form anagrams with occluded meanings.

Sometimes he found himself thinking about the high levels of radiation noted and Copper’s mention of secret experiments gone wrong. In the sort of thrillers Parker read, such information was shared, discussed and followed up. It would lead somewhere. He couldn’t see where, so he forgot about it.

What they didn’t know was that the unidentified woman was not in fact Valerie Robinson. DS Copper’s hunch that the dead woman was the victim of a traffic accident was correct. Two drunken US servicemen had clipped her unlit bike, panicked, bundled bike and body into the car, dumped the bike in a slurry pit and got rid of the body where it was found years later.

As for Valerie Robinson: she was a tall young woman, and by the time the propellor of a Lancaster bomber’s Rolls-Royce Merlin engine, with its three-bladed airscrew, thirteen feet in diameter and rotating twenty-four times per second, had done its job, there was nothing left of the unfortunate woman to speak of. Why she had wandered at night onto the rain-soaked runway where aircraft were waiting to take off and walked into one, no one was able to say, and what little was left of her was disposed of without fuss, ceremony or informing anyone. So the mystery of Valerie Robinson and the identity of the run-over woman remained. Sometimes you don’t get answers.
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