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About the Book

In a sunlit, secret valley in the green mountains of central Italy, two people meet away from the horrors and clamour of battle. David Hopkins, a young fisherman from West Wales and Kate Medhurst from a genteel town in the Thames Valley embark upon an idyllic love affair away from the conflict that surrounds them. However, they cannot escape the war forever, and when they are targeted by a single enemy aeroplane their dreams are destroyed.

Weeks later, Hopkins wakes up in a Russian hospital in Vienna where he’s slowly recovering from serious wounds – with no recollection of the past. Eventually, transferred to an American hospital and then repatriated to Britain, Hopkins reluctantly returns to Wales.

And there, alone and haunted by the months he cannot remember, Hopkins embarks upon a journey of rediscovery…
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Born in Newport, Monmouthshire, in 1931, Leslie Thomas is the son of a sailor who was lost at sea in 1943. His boyhood in an orphanage is evoked in This Time Last Week, published in 1964. At sixteen, he became a reporter before going on to do his national service. He won worldwide acclaim with his bestselling novel The Virgin Soldiers. In 2005 he received the OBE for services to literature.



Also by Leslie Thomas

Fiction

The Virgin Soldiers

Orange Wednesday

The Love Beach

Come to the War

His Lordship

Onward Virgin Soldiers

Arthur McCann and All His Women

The Man with the Power

Tropic of Ruislip

Stand Up Virgin Soldiers

Dangerous Davies: The Last Detective

Bare Nell

Ormerod’s Landing

That Old Gang of Mine

The Magic Army

The Dearest and the Best

The Adventures of Goodnight and Loving

Dangerous in Love

Orders for New York

The Loves and Journeys of Revolving Jones

Arrivals and Departures

Dangerous by Moonlight

Running Away

The Complete Dangerous Davies

Kensington Heights

Chloe’s Song

Dangerous Davies and the Lonely Heart

Other Times

Waiting for the Day

Dover Beach

Non Fiction

This Time Next Week

Some Lovely Islands

The Hidden Places of Britain

My World of Islands

In My Wildest Dreams




‘We’ll Meet Again’

Wartime song

1939–45


Prologue

On the flank of the hill local people had now placed a wooden bench. Although it was at the bus stop it faced away from the road so that whoever sat there could take in the scene as well as wait for the bus. Hopkins had alighted there and he sat down but did not look into the view and the valley. After all that had happened he could hardly bear to see it again. He kept his eyes lowered and then, after remaining on the bench for a minute or more, lifted them slowly.

Obediently it lay before him. As it had been before. La Serena.

The house stood square and white-walled, four storeys and a terracotta roof, with different-coloured curtains at each window and the door wide to the Italian summer sun. A frieze of deep green trees was behind it and high above them the mountains enclosed it like a cupped hand.

His eyes followed the dusty path across the open green ground and down to the bent river that, when there was a moon, itself looked like a moon.

There was a compound where he remembered they had kept the circus animals who had been moved many times, each time one step ahead of the war.

Now he imagined they had all gone. The fence looked restored and some cows, who had probably never heard a shot fired in anger nor the screaming fall of a bomb, casually grazed.

The sun that day was still below its zenith, its rays making the shadows of clouds across the sloping rocks of the valley.

Hopkins looked down at the house again, at the centre of the prospect. One chimney had fallen, which was only to be expected, but from the other came a puff of cooking smoke.

Finally, because he could put it off no longer, he pictured her again in imagination, in the white linen dress, walking the path from the door to the river, her hair bouncing gently in the sun and her laughter drifting up the valley. Katherine. Kate.

Now that he was beginning to remember again he had promised himself that he would not become entangled with the memories that would make it too painful. She was dead. He had seen her killed.

Two children, a boy and a girl, came from the house and ran along the pale brown path. Time had gone by and there would be new people.

Then, as if to prove him wrong, he heard the plodding clop of donkey hooves. He could tell by the sounds that there were two donkeys and he knew already who would be with them. Without hurry he turned and saw the old man riding the leading animal with the second towed behind. The old man was probably completely blind now but the donkeys knew the way. They pulled up knowing that someone was waiting. ‘What the fuck,’ said the Italian.

Hopkins felt a rare grin touch his face. He said quietly: ‘La Serena, signore.’

‘What the fuck,’ muttered the old man again. Despite the morning warmth he was piled with clothes, with a pink velvet cloak, which Hopkins remembered, topping them. ‘What the fuck’ was the only English Signor Albinetto had ever known, or at least said; learned from the soldiers.

From the donkey’s back the man motioned for Hopkins to step closer so that he could reach out and with his hand test his height and the breadth of his body. ‘Inglese?’ he said.

‘Si, signore. I have been here before.’

‘What the fuck,’ said the old man. He nodded in the direction of the second donkey and Hopkins picked up his bag and silently walked back. The donkey appeared to expect him and he climbed on it without trouble. In front the Italian treated his beast to a flat-footed kick and the little procession began to descend into the valley. Towards La Serena.


Chapter One

You could smell the town from three miles out to sea; a place, a sky, a wind full of fish. Only strangers did so, not anybody who lived there or worked with the boats. They had long forgotten the smell.

The trawler was inside the three-mile limit by now, slopping through the water. Hopkins looked towards the land, leaden and low, and sensed the skipper Emrys Prothero turn the wheel to port. Soon they would be back. For Hopkins, his last landing. He was sick of the place, sick of fish.

A convoy sat outside Milford Haven, arrived with a sense of relief from the Western Approaches. It rested solidly, big block-shaped Liberty ships from America, laden with war cargoes. German submarines did not pick them off as they used to. Most of them now arrived.

Gulls came out to meet the trawlers, squawking for their share, whirling around the boat. Hopkins scarcely noticed them. His work was almost done. It was always wet and cold.

The shore lightened and he could see vehicles moving against the shadows of the dockside streets and even the tight yellow light in the van of the canteen where volunteer women worked from dawn. Nobody paid much attention to the blackout now and at this time it was officially daylight. As they moved to the fish jetty he picked up his bag and got ready to go ashore. The other men did the same, leaving the skipper alone and looking unwanted, on his bridge. The fish would be unloaded by different men and gutted by women in the sheds along the quay. The gangway was put in place and the fishermen trudged up its slope. Nobody said goodbye nor did he expect them to. He would not miss them and they would not miss him. It was a hard life and it was not made for friendships.

Without much hesitation he walked up Talbot Street. He had not taken off his seaboots and had only opened the front of his yellow oilskins. He saw the upstairs curtains move at her house and turned in through the gate and up the tiled path. It just gave her time to open the door without him knocking.

‘There,’ she said with only the touch of a smile. ‘Fancy seein’ you.’

‘Just happened to be passing,’ he said. They said the same things every time.

She opened the door almost fully. She was wearing a pink dressing gown. ‘Come on in, Davy,’ she said quietly. ‘You could do with a cup of tea. And a nice bath.’

Without a word he went through the door. She helped him as he peeled away his stiff oilskins. As she usually did, she surveyed him for a moment as if to make sure he was still all there before taking the yellow oilskins into the scullery. She said: ‘I’ll see to them later, Davy.’

‘There’s no need, Gwen,’ he replied. ‘Don’t you bother yourself.’

‘Mam Rowlands is dead,’ she said.

‘Oh, when was that?’

‘Yesterday morning. Seven thirty-seven.’

The exact time of death was always recited, especially by Welsh people, like the last important piece being put into place.

‘She’ll be missed,’ he said.

‘Not so much as she might have been once.’ Noisily she filled the kettle and lit the gas stove. ‘Taught half the lads in this town about the facts of life, she did. Any one of them from twelve upwards. Except Delmi Roberts.’

‘And he had a cough,’ recalled Hopkins. ‘Sickly.’

‘Consumption,’ she nodded. ‘So they said. But almost all the others. Except you, Davy.’

‘I wasn’t here at twelve,’ he said. He turned his face to her and smiled. ‘And after that you taught me.’

‘At school, I taught you,’ she said primly. ‘History, sums and Christianity.’ The kettle was boiling and she poured the water into the teapot. ‘Fancy. Mam,’ she said reflectively. ‘Only fifty-two.’

Hopkins grinned a little. ‘They should put up a statue. Like reclining.’

When she had been his teacher at the school Gwen was twenty-five and he was fourteen, arrived from another place. Now ten years had gone by. Even on that morning, swathed in her candlewick with her hair sweaty over her forehead, she looked a nicely made woman, decently rounded and with good eyes. He had always enjoyed looking at her and having her look towards him.

Silently they drank the tea until she said: ‘Never married, Mam, was she.’

‘Never had time for it, I shouldn’t think,’ he said. ‘Too busy.’

Gwen smiled. ‘Want a bath?’

‘Aye, I didn’t just come for the tea.’

‘Was the catch good?’

‘It ought to have been. Took long enough.’

‘Cold and wet,’ she said.

‘Always is. I’m fed up to the back teeth with it.’

‘I’ll run the water,’ Gwen said. ‘Want another?’

He put down his cup. ‘No, I’ll just have the bath,’ he said. She went from the kitchen, moving in her almost graceful way. She had also taught physical jerks. He remembered being entranced by the bouncing of her blouse. The other boys had too. Kenny Johns broke a leg, fell over a stool not paying attention.

He sat in the wooden kitchen chair and wondered how he would tell her. She would take it with her usual shrug but it would show in her eyes. He began to pull off his seaboots. ‘I’ll do that for you,’ she called from the bathroom next to the kitchen. ‘You know I’m pleased to do it.’

Almost anxiously she reappeared. ‘I’ve put all the hot in,’ she said. Steam trailed her from the open door. Her eyes were bright in the vapour. ‘Now for these.’ She knelt before him like a supplicant on the lino floor and tugged at the clumsy boot. He moved to help her, first with his hands and then by easing his foot. But she would have none of it. ‘Be still,’ she said.

It was always a struggle but with a glint of triumph she pulled one long boot away and tossed it aside like something dead. She patted his sock and then, still on her knees, shuffled across the tiles until she was in front of the other boot. Playfully he moved it further to the right, away from her, but with a schoolmistress sternness she pulled it back. ‘Stop it,’ she said quietly.

‘When’s Mam Rowlands’s funeral?’

‘Wednesday. Chapel at eleven.’

‘There’ll be a few there,’ he said. Then mischievously: ‘I might go myself.’

She sniffed. ‘Well, don’t sit among the others, the other men.’

‘I knew her.’

‘All right. But they knew her in a different way. Old Testament knew.’

The boot had come free and she bounced it towards the other. Then, while he sat with growing expectancy, although he knew well what was coming, she pulled his socks away, all three layers. ‘There’s a few darns needed,’ she said without lifting her eyes up. ‘Doesn’t your Auntie Annie ever darn?’

‘Not if she can help it. She never does anything if she can help it.’

‘She puts her hand out for your wages.’

‘Yes, that. But she reckons she did all she was going to do years ago. She doesn’t do much for Uncle Unwin either. He never asks now.’

‘They only got you back so you could work. It wasn’t out of pity.’

‘I’ve known that for ages. The water will be getting cold.’

She put her warm hand out to him and he took it. ‘They get rougher,’ she said. ‘Your hands.’

‘I’m not a shop assistant,’ said Hopkins. Gwen glanced at the grate. There was newspaper, sticks and coal arranged. ‘I’ll light it now,’ she decided. ‘You can get dry in front of it.’ There had never been any shortage of coal. Not in that part of Wales. All through the war they always had coal and fish.

Hopkins was still wearing most of his clothes. She turned when they were near the door of the bathroom, as if they had never done this before, and began to undress him like a boy. He grumbled but only a little. ‘Wonder what hymns they’ll have for Mam?’ he said. ‘She had plenty.’

‘Don’t be amusing,’ she said. ‘She’s dead.’

When they had peeled away his clothes he stretched and she stood back to look at him saying: ‘Get in the bath then, Davy. I’ve got some soft new soap. Palmolive. Bertie had some in the shop. Found it in the storeroom, probably been there since before the war.’ She dipped the green tablet into the warm water and smelled it. ‘Lovely.’

Familiar with the routine they enacted it carefully. Hopkins climbed into the bath, his hands shielding his genitals. She knew he was only teasing and she pushed his hands away. ‘Pack it up.’

It was a good-sized bath for a terraced house and he lowered himself into the water, enjoying the rise of it to his ribs. ‘It’s almost worth being out all night for this,’ he said. She leaned over him and began to soap his chest. ‘Palmolive,’ he said. ‘What did we used to say? Put this in your palm, Olive.’

‘Not on your life, boy,’ she answered laughing. ‘We used to have Lifebuoy soap. Cheaper but it didn’t niff so nice.’

Once they had entered the game they went about it more slowly, dreamily. When the time came he lounged back in the bath, filling it with his sturdy body from end to end, and she massaged the aromatic soap into her palms. As part of the rules he tried to restrain his erection. But it refused to lie down and she began to rub the suds into his penis. She hummed as she went about it. ‘Not too much, Gwen,’ he warned.

She mumbled: ‘I get warmed to the task.’

There was a picture on the wall, next to the cylinder, of a damp-looking saint, the sort given away in Sunday school. Hopkins attempted to concentrate on that but it did not afford him much distraction from what her hands were about. ‘Gwen,’ he asked. ‘Could we pack it up for a bit now? You know what will happen. Anyway, I’ve got something to tell you.’

She paused and dipped her hands into the bath to wash the Palmolive from them. ‘Funny you should say that, I’ve got to tell you something too. We’ll both have to wait, won’t we. It’s a pity to spoil it now.’

He stood in the bath, running with suds, his erection standing out like a ramrod. ‘Let me help you out, boy,’ she said. ‘You’ll topple over and hurt yourself.’

She held her hands up to him and, smiling at her flooded eyes, he clambered from the bath. ‘You’re such a fine-looking boy,’ she said. ‘You ought to get married. But not yet.’

The fire had risen cheerfully in the grate and he stood in front of it while she towelled him. They conversed about various matters and he felt his urgency leave him. They both knew it would come back when needed. As if it were a routine, motherly task, she rubbed his firm white skin, across his chest and muscled stomach, into his groin one side then the other and underneath.

‘I’m getting a bit pent up,’ she said.

He held her hand into the double bedroom. The bedclothes were pulled back as she had climbed from them. The window was smeared over with morning moisture. As if she knew the whole street was watching she strongly pulled the curtains. ‘The moon was shining in last night,’ she said. ‘So I left them.’

Now she began taking off her nightdress, quickly as if there was an emergency. Her sleepy breasts were waking and her skin was pale. So was his but his neck and face were brown from the sea weather, like the hands that he held towards her as he lay on her sheet and waited.

She climbed above him the way she always did. They had only occasionally managed to get beyond that. ‘Same old way,’ she commented gently. ‘We’re used to it now, Davy.’

‘You fell off twice, remember.’

‘Stop chatting,’ she said.

‘I like a nice chat,’ he teased. ‘Fills in the time.’

She arched over him, her breasts hanging down like fruit, and reaching down guided him inside her. ‘Never mind the time,’ she said quietly. ‘Fill me.’ She gasped as she felt him move into her.

With scarcely a whisper they made love, not rushing, almost eking it out, until it could not be held back any longer. She gave a short sob at the end.

They lay against each other. ‘It’s always better every time,’ she eventually mouthed against his hard neck. ‘Like improving your singing.’

He pretended to sing and Gwen began to laugh against his skin. Then, surprised, he felt the laugh become tears. He eased her away from him. Like a child she rubbed her face with her hands.

‘Gwen?’ he asked.

‘Sorry,’ she sniffled. ‘But they’ve found Allan. He’s turned up.’

He felt his face change. ‘Alive? He’s turned up alive?’

‘Just about.’ She rolled over to his side and clung almost desperately to him. ‘They got him out of the water and he’s been in Russia all these months. You know what the bloody Russians are. They never tell anybody. Anyway, he’s coming home. He should be here by next week.’ She regarded him bleakly. ‘I can’t carry on like this with you with my husband still existing. I wouldn’t do it. This is the last time, Davy.’

‘I’ve got something to tell you as well,’ he said.

At that season it was often mild in West Wales, in a wet sort of way, and as Hopkins trudged up the hill streets he felt that later it might become a good day, even with some sun, although it might only show itself about sunset. The coast was famous for its sunsets, among the best in the country.

Before the war the town had aspirations to be a seaside resort and a remnant of those ambitions was a palm tree, actually a spiky type of shrub, set in the pebbles that covered the square front garden of his uncle’s house. Like all the houses in the grey terraced street it was heavily curtained, nets and, in this case, drapes with an Egyptian theme, for nobody wanted people to spy in. His Auntie Annie’s nets could have done with a wash. There was a pot plant in the window which thwarted any looking in at a low level.

The houses were in pairs, each pair graced with a central name tablet dedicated to a Welsh notable. One pair was called Lloyd George Villas named for the famous prime minister, a man of war and women. It was quite a long hill and the council had almost run out of notable names by the end two, which were lamely called Sunset Villas even though they were at the eastern end of the street.

The house where Hopkins headed was one of a pair called Glendower Villas. He knew about Owen Glendower because Gwen had taught them about the famous warrior in the history class at school. He remembered, and indeed they had since discussed, how he could hardly drag his eyes from her woolly jumper while he and the rest recited the proper dates.

He let himself into the narrow passage that led into the parlour where he knew he would see his uncle sprawled in the big wooden-armed chair to one side of the guttering fire. He was always there, in bed, or in the lavatory.

‘Long turn?’ said his Uncle Unwin. It was hardly a question. The old man knew where he had been.

‘Went to Gwen’s for a cup of tea.’

‘You often do.’

‘She makes a nice cup. I’m going to join the army.’

His uncle made the most sudden movement in the chair he had attempted in years. His hands clutched the arms and he rose like a thin balloon before flopping down again onto the stained velvet cushion. ‘You’re not!’ he shouted.

‘I am. Next Monday I go. I’ve got my papers.’

‘You don’t need to join the army, you bloody fool!’ The old man was still shouting. ‘You’re in the fishing. Reserved occupation. You don’t have to.’

Hopkins said: ‘I want to go. I’m sick of the fishing. There’s no shortage of crew now.’

Unwin continued to look incredulous. ‘But there’s a war on,’ he said lamely.

‘We all know that. It’s been on for four years and I want to get into the army before it’s finished.’

‘Think …’ His uncle tried to think what he should think about. ‘Think of the money.’

‘You’ll think about that, I expect.’

His Auntie Annie tottered through the door. ‘What’s all the shouting?’

‘Him …’ said Unwin again searching for words and in the end pointing at Hopkins. ‘This ungrateful bugger says he’s going to join the army. And there’s a war still going on.’

‘Like the Minstrel Boy,’ she said in her bright loony way. She began to sing: ‘The Minstrel Boy to the war has gone.’ The men ignored her.

His uncle pointed an accusing finger again. ‘After all we’ve done for you,’ he said.

Annie was familiar with the theme. ‘All we have.’

‘Brought you here, gave you a decent home …’

Annie said: ‘Out of that orphanage.’ It was her turn to look accusingly. ‘Bad enough to lose your mam and dad, but to go to an orphanage – well.’

‘And we got you out,’ said his uncle. ‘Gave you a home.’

‘You waited until I was nearly old enough to work,’ pointed out Hopkins carefully. ‘Fourteen. There’s timing for you. Anyway I’m going. And I’m going on Monday.’ His uncle snorted but now wordlessly. His auntie stood to attention and sang the first lines of ‘The Minstrel Boy’ again. Unwin told her to shut up.

* * *

‘Mam Rowlands,’ muttered Auntie Annie at the funeral. ‘She had a busy life.’

Uncle Unwin had declined to leave the wooden chair even for the dead but most of the other neighbours had put on their hats and turned up. In front were the three Francis sisters who, out of habit and interest, went to at least one funeral a week.

The young men who Mam Rowlands had over the years initiated in her front room, right under the fading photograph of her stationmaster father, most of them now fishermen or home from the armed services, stood in reverence and remembrance. Those who were still unmarried flicked their eyes this way and that to catch a glance of recognition from a fellow initiate. Married men stared straight ahead as Wailing Wally Watkins, a preacher from up the valley, conducted the service.

Hopkins saw Gwen come in late, when they were halfway through the words of ‘Cwm Rhonda’. She paused at the door, saw his head and pushed herself into the pew opposite. Her husband was back home, mysteriously reappeared, and all the town knew it. They wondered what she would do now.

The Reverend Watkins wailed well through the service and particularly at the end of his address: ‘Mam is not dead,’ he said as if he was reasonably certain. ‘She still lives among us.’ For the first time Hopkins noticed Delmi Roberts, the shortest man in a town of a good number of short men; at school they used to say he was the last boy to notice it was raining.

Outside the chapel afterwards, in the opaque afternoon, the people milled slowly in the circular dance appropriate to such occasions. ‘He’s back then,’ said Hopkins to Gwen under the rim of her hat, a pre-war summer straw painted black.

‘Day before yesterday,’ she said. ‘He’s not well, Davy. He’ll never go to sea again. I’ve got him for good.’

‘Nice service for Mam.’

‘Lots here,’ she said. ‘When do you go?’

‘Monday,’ he said. ‘Morning train.’

Sudden sadness seemed to sweep over her. She straightened her hat. ‘I’ll be glad when this war is over,’ she said. She regarded him from below it. ‘This is goodbye then, Davy.’

‘It looks like it.’

He never noticed Delmi on the local train but when it reached Cardiff Central and he changed, there was the thin, small youth sitting in the carriage already.

They shook hands gravely. Delmi had a hand like a child. Hopkins sat opposite him on the war-worn third-class seats with the browning photographs of Weston-Super-Mare and Porthcawl overhead. Hopkins had left to solid indifference from his uncle and a chorus from Auntie Annie, once he had reminded her he was going.

‘Where you off to?’ Hopkins asked Delmi.

‘Army. Called up.’

Hopkins was astonished. ‘You passed the medical? What about your …’

‘Cough?’ asked Delmi. ‘It was only a cough. It wasn’t TB or anything. Christ, man, there was even a rumour I was dead once. They had a small collection for a wreath. Cough? I can’t even cough if my life depended on it. Look.’

He attempted a violent cough but scarcely anything came out. ‘See, nothing there.’

A woman sitting knitting in the far corner looked up and said: ‘Cover your mouth when you cough like that, will you.’

‘It wasn’t a cough,’ argued Delmi. ‘Just a demonstration.’

‘I’m going to the army too,’ said Hopkins.

Now Delmi looked surprised. ‘Got you, did they?’

‘Reserved occupation, fishing,’ said Hopkins. ‘But I got sick of it.’

A concerned expression formed on Delmi’s face. ‘I don’t want to go nowhere dangerous,’ he said. ‘I’ve told them straight. Not where you can get killed. The cookhouse would suit me. At least you get fed.’

‘I’m just going to see what comes up,’ said Hopkins. ‘Anywhere they want to send me.’

Delmi said: ‘I just wanted to get out of that place. See a bit of the world. Women and things. When Mam Rowlands died … Well, I’d already been called up then but I was glad to go.’

Hopkins said: ‘Oh, Mam Rowlands.’

‘My lover,’ said Delmi in a proud whisper. The knitting woman dropped a stitch.

He saw Hopkins’s disbelief. ‘The others,’ said Delmi, ‘didn’t really do anything, see. She gave them lemonade and cakes and that. It was me she loved. I used to go around there at night-time.’

‘Two plain, one purl,’ muttered the woman doggedly. ‘You’ve made me miss count now.’

‘Sorry,’ said Delmi politely. ‘What you doin’ listenin’?’

Hurriedly Hopkins said: ‘Where have you got to report?’

‘Paddington station,’ said Delmi. ‘Right where we get off the train. There’s an office and they tell you where to go.’

‘Me as well,’ said Hopkins. He took out a wad of papers. ‘It says RTO Platform Five.’

After a search of his pockets Delmi found his papers. ‘Same place,’ he said. ‘That’s funny, that is.’ He reached across and shook Hopkins by the hand again. ‘Maybe we’ll be together for the rest of the war.’
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