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  DAVID FIDDIMORE


  A Blind Mans War


  PAN BOOKS


  



  To:


  23162882 L/Cpl George. A. oBrien


  A2 Wireless/Op, The Royal Signals (retd)


  and


  The other National Servicemen and Policemen


  who went to fight our end in Cyprus:


  you did us proud lads, thank you.


  



  How do you say thank you . . . to Charlies hard pressed editors, those who provide the word pictures and technical information
  which make these stories work, and the many readers who write to him with stories which are often stranger, funnier and altogether more interesting than those he could dream up alone?


  The best I can come up with is to print it at the beginning of this book, and hope that you notice.


  Bless you all.
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  Chapter One


  Toast and Tizer


  It had been a decent late-summers day until Dieter said, Are you going to get married, Dad? Because I cant see how were going to manage if you
  dont.


  I hadnt planned on it.


  That was the sort of reply Hopalong Cassidy would have made before thumping a Red Indian and blowing on his knuckles.


  Thinking back on it I must have been thirty-two by then, and Dieter about fifteen. We had met in Germany in 1945, when he was a little lost orphan boy. I hadnt intended to adopt him; it
  was something which had crept up on me. We were sitting in the bar of the Happy Return, a pub owned by my old Major and his woman Maggs. It was next door to my bungalow down on Bosham Bay.


  Maggs always referred to herself as the Majors woman, and enjoyed the matrons clucking in the back pews every time she went to church.


  Explain, I asked Dieter.


  Im going to the Merchant Navy College: you agreed.


  So I did.


  So what happens to Carly? He cant live next door on his own, and even here with Mrs Maggs and the Major hell be terribly lonely. Carlo was my other son, although like
  Dieter he wasnt a biological connection: he was the result of the liaison between Grace, my lover, and an Italian deserter. In Carlos case I had been left, literally, holding the baby
  when his mother and her Italian bailed out . . . But thats another story. I hadnt intended to adopt Carlo either. We havent been separated since you brought us down
  here; Ive been more like a father to him.


  More like a father than me, you mean?


  I didnt mean that, Dad, but youre not exactly here as often as other dads, are you? He was right. The little bugger usually was. He added, Dont think
  were not grateful to you for taking us on. Its just going to be tricky for Carly when I go away next year.


  I lit my pipe. He sipped his ginger beer. I sipped my pint of bitter and glanced at the bar clock, wondering when I could allow myself the first whisky of the night. James  the Major
   had just restocked, and I was keen to start sampling.


  Did you have anyone particular in mind? I asked Dieter. For me to marry I mean?


  He gnawed his lower lip. There was that red-headed girl you brought down here a few times after you got back from Egypt. You seemed to get on well; you certainly made enough noise after
  you went to bed for the night. Whenever he came out with something like that I wondered whether he was really only fifteen. Id collected him on a battlefield; holding onto the hand of
  a dead teenager he thought was his brother. And she got on well with Carly.


  June. But she didnt get on well enough with me to stay, did she?


  Did you ask her?


  He always put me under the cosh.


  I was getting round to it. She had another boyfriend who had slipped in when I was abroad. I still see her when I visit the companys head office, but she became engaged to
  marry this new guy, and couldnt see her way into letting him down when I got back. These things used to happen all the time in the war  we didnt have too much time then to fret
  about them. June was one of my bosss secretaries; our heady romance had been going well before the War Office jerked my chain in 1953 and sent me to Egypt. How long have we got before
  you go?


  About six months . . . He looked rather longingly I thought at my pint, swallowed the last of his ginger beer, and stood up, saying, I have to get back. Carlys
  struggling with his English homework, and I promised Id help him. A German boy helping an English boy with his English homework  you live and learn, I suppose. Despite his
  Eyetie name Carlo was as English as the icing-sugar primroses on a chocolate Easter egg.


  There was a rush later, and I helped James behind the bar  between pulling pints I asked him, Are you giving Dieter beer when Im not around?


  Yes, Charlie. Someone has to teach him how to drink. He gets half a pint a day; usually when he gets back from school . . . and he keeps his mouth shut about it. Is that a
  problem?


  No, James. Im glad youre watching out for him. It wasnt the first time Id slipped up with the boys, and I was sure that it wasnt to be the
  last.


  Maggs and the Major had built me a prefab alongside their pub in Bosham while we were still blessed by a Labour government. The boys lived there with me when I was away from where I worked
   Lympne in Kent, a couple of hours along the coast. I managed a small commercial airline. Well, thats stretching the truth actually  it more or less managed itself these
  days.


  I had formally adopted Dieter with the help of the Chichester WVS. I think it went through because it was the easiest way out for the authorities.


  But Carlo was another matter. I was his legal guardian for the time being.


  His father was certainly dead because a mate of mine had shot him. His mother might have been still alive  nobody knew for certain  but if she was dead it was because I had killed
  her. Grace and I had exchanged loving gunshots with each other in a small town in Turkey in 1953. She had hit me twice, but was unable to make it stick. I thought I had hit her once  I saw
  her stagger  but no body had turned up. So you never know, do you?


  The matter had become less pressing the next time I got down to see them  about a fortnight later  because James, the Major, was living in the bungalow with the
  boys. Usually they stayed in the pub with him and Maggs when I was away. We sat round the kitchen table just after I arrived, with plates of beans on toast. Carlo had a glass of Tizer, James and I
  pints of beer, and Dieters half-pint was out in the open. He sipped it thoughtfully.


  I asked James, What happened to you?


  Dieter didnt give him a chance. He said, Mrs Maggs threw him out. She caught him with Mrs Valentine on Mr Valentines boat.


  Ho-hum. What goes around comes around. Mrs Valentine was a willing workhorse: I knew, because Id taken a few equestrian lessons myself. I asked them, What does Mr Valentine think
  about it?


  I dont know, James muttered scornfully. We havent seen him for months; hes resigned from the yacht club. Maybe theyve separated: she didnt
  give me time to ask.


  So Maggs, to whom youre not married, is living in your pub, and you are living in my house?


  Its just a temporary arrangement . . . I hadnt seen James look so uncomfortable for years. Just until she cools down.


  Shell get over it, Carlo told us, and belched. He still sang soprano, and had a squeaky voice. Women usually do.


  We all turned to look at him. The little sod was only eleven years old. Dieter was right in one way: someone had to take Carly in hand.


  Dont talk about your elders that way, I told him  probably too tamely.


  Anyone whos not a friend of the Majors is not a friend of mine, Dad.


  Youd better move in for good, I said to James, and teach these wee buggers some manners.


  Mrs Valentines front end was Evelyn. Eve. You should never name girl children Eve, Bathsheba or Salome: it puts ideas in their heads. Im sure that James
  had known of my previous engagements with her. Later on we sat on either side of the fire, and toasted each other in Red Label Johnnie Walker.


  What was she like? I asked him. Any good?


  Very energetic. I thought wed go through the bottom of the boat. It didnt occur to me that Maggs would be offended.


  Why? Because of that brothel she kept in France?


  I suppose so.


  That was stupid, James. The brothel was business; youre personal as far as Maggs is concerned. How do you feel about her?


  Havent got a clue, old boy: I never think about it.


  Then youd better bloody start. Cheers. I raised my glass to him. It was the first time in ten years Id ever given him any advice  it was usually the other way
  round. Ive said it before, havent I? What goes around comes around. Do you think shell forgive you?


  Shes told me she will; after a fortnight. How can she know that?


  I dunno. Its a mystery  thats a phrase I learned in Egypt. An Egyptian pal used it to block any question he didnt want to answer.


  When, he asked me, are you going to open that bloody envelope?


  The envelope in question was brown manila, and bore those magic letters OHMS. It must have come from the place we were beginning to call Fairyland on account of all the southpaws that
  were floating to the top in the Home Civil Service. The postman had delivered it earlier in the week, and Dieter had put it on the mantelpiece above the fire for me. The microscopic RTS
  address on the reverse directed it back to the Foreign Office in London. I opened it, and read the two terse lines on the letter it contained.


  They want me to go up for some kind of interview next week, I told James. And Old Man Halton wants to see me as well. What do you think?


  James held his glass towards the fire, and squinted at the flames through the whisky. After a big swallow he said, I think youre in the shit again, old son.


  Just like Dieter, my old Major was rarely wrong about these things.


  There are two impressive things about the Foreign and Commonwealth Office building in London: they are size and scale. Absolute and comparative. The room I was
  escorted to was large enough to keep one of Halton Airs Avros in, and still have room for a tennis court. Halton Air was my employer, and the Avro was the York  a civilian development
  of the Lancaster Bombers I had flown in the war. I was admitted through a double door from a Cecil B. DeMille film, and had to walk four miles across a room whose tall, narrow windows stretched
  from floor to ceiling. As I walked across the room I moved continually from bands of light to bands of shadow. It was a vaguely disorienting experience.


  The desk in the middle was so old it was probably made from Armada timbers. The man sitting behind it didnt look much younger. He didnt rise to greet me: I dont think he
  could. They call things like him Whitehall Mandarins these days, and he looked as if he was welded to his seat. He smiled a thin smile that somehow conveyed the fact that it pained
  him to have to do so, and indicated an upright chair opposite him. Id seen photographs of chairs like that in America  they wire them up to the mains, and kill people in them.


  He said, Mr Bassett?


  Thats the name I write on my shirt tabs. It didnt work. The smile became thinner. If I had had a violin bow I could have played a tune on it.


  Thank you for coming to see us.


  I quickly looked around. I couldnt see any us, only him.


  Thats all right, squire. I had to come up to town to see my boss anyway.


  At the word squire he winced. One to me.


  Do you know why weve asked to see you?


  Havent a clue. Sorry. If thats all, can I go now? I dont know why I was being such a tit: there was just something about this specimen that immediately annoyed
  me. I wanted to punch his lights out. I half rose to make my point.


  No. Sit down. The Foreign Secretary has asked us to discuss your record with you.


  Which record?


  I actually had a point. There were two card files on the desk; one under his right hand and one under the left. The one under his left hand was my old blue RAF personal file. It was about three
  times as thick as the last time I had seen it: that seemed hardly fair. The one under his right hand had a buff card cover, and was slimmer. That would have been a relief if the hand over it
  hadnt been trembling, as if the file contained a violent animal straining to get out. He calmed his hand with an effort, and spread his fingers out, pinning the papers to the desk.


  This one: youre a damned disgrace.


  We went mano-a-mano  the old eye lock  and I said, Oh, that. I wouldnt worry about that. Theres bound to have been a misunderstanding.


  He didnt fall for it. He didnt say, Pull the other one. They dont say that in Eton and Oxford.


  They say things like, Sit up, and damned well pay attention. This file contains letters to the Foreign Secretary from our embassies all over the world, concerning your behaviour in other
  sovereign countries. To be specific, it comprises a list of countries who dont ever want you back. He flipped the file open, and lifted a number of sheets of paper one by one.
  France. The Netherlands. Belgium. France again. Germany. Germany again . . . He lifted a further three sheets of paper, and added, Especially Germany. East Germany.
  Egypt. Iraq. Persia . . . Need I go on?


  If you like. I was, I admit, a little taken aback. I didnt think Id pissed folk off that badly.


  America . . . What have you done to the Americans? Theyre supposed to be our allies.


  Nothing: Ive never met an American I didnt like. They must be mixing me up with someone else.


  Not a chance, Mr Bassett  the FBI has labelled you an undesirable alien who consorts with terrorists, spies, black marketeers, smugglers and career
  criminals.


  I shrugged.


  I seriously havent a clue. I dont know what youre talking about. They must mean someone else.


  He allowed himself his first proper smile of the morning. For your sake, I truly bloody well hope so. Would you like a cup of coffee?


  When had we swapped from mid-morning tea to coffee?


  Why not? Then you can tell me what you want.


  Mrs Bassett, you see, didnt have any stupid sons, and I wouldnt have been sitting there unless the spiny bastard wanted something.


  Coffee came in a tall Georgian silver pot. The china cups and saucers were as fine as knife blades, and probably worth a kings ransom: these civil servants did all right for themselves.
  He played mother. The biscuits were sweet Abernethy. That was a social gaffe: you should always serve Abernethies with cheese. I think I read that in a John Buchan novel.


  I want you to go back to the RAF, as a civilian consultant, and do some radio work on Cyprus for them, he told me.


  I blew half an Abernethy biscuit all over him as I spluttered.


  And you can go and take a running jump.


  At least we understood each other from more or less the word go.


  He smiled as he brushed his jacket down. It wasnt a smile I liked.


  He said, Most men would be grateful of an offer of employment these days, even if it is temporary.


  I already have a job. I run a perfectly respectable small airline from a perfectly respectable small airfield in Kent. Thank you for the offer, and Ill be going now. Again I
  tried to move from my seat.


  He waved me down. You havent finished your coffee. I always think the coffees rather good here, dont you? Then he added, Your perfectly respectable
  airline is on the move  to Panshanger, I hear  where most of your kit will be put into mothballs. I expect thats what Halton wants to see you about. He indicated that you might
  be kicking your heels for a couple of months, and we thought youd be pleased to have something to do.


  Indicated to whom? Although Lord God Almighty Halton was my employer, almost a patron you might say, I wasnt surprised hed discussed my future with strangers: in his
  world there was him, and everybody else  the everybody else were pawns to be moved around in his chess game.


  One of the ministers, I expect. He moves in exalted circles, doesnt he? Whats he like?


  Almost as small as me and twice as nasty. He coughs kerosene.


  He has a reputation for looking after his people; rather old-fashioned.


  Youre probably right. It was a grudging admission I had to make. I just wish hed tell us about it first . . . Did he know in advance about this job
  youre offering me?


  No. You come recommended.


  By whom?


  A rather highly placed officer in RAF Intelligence. They were among the departments we canvassed when the need arose: she advised us to get you if we could . . . Apparently you ran an
  intercept station at Cheltenham before it went all Cold War on us, and became GCHQ. Correct?


  I paused for a few seconds before I answered: ran a few bars of music in my head  an aria from Norma.


  Yes. I was there for four or five months; but you must have checked up on that already. She in RAF Intelligence was not Ayesha. She was Dolly. The first time I had met her
  she had been Section Officer Dolly Wayne, a War Office driver. Thats what I thought anyway. Wed knocked around with one another every now and again  in personal relationships
  she was as rootless as me. Shed even missed her own wedding because she was too hung-over to get to the altar: that takes a lot of beating.


  Of course weve checked; I just didnt want you thinking wed pulled your name out of a hat.


  I dont want your damned job  Im finished with that sort of bullshit. But then my nose got the better of me; I think they rely on that. I asked, Tell me
  how long it would have been for, anyway.


  Four or five months I expect. Then your airline will be back in business.


  How do you know that?


  Cant tell you. Walls still have ears.


  Youre mad; the whole damned lot of you. Anyway, if I had agreed what would have been in it for me?


  Civil Service pay at an undeservedly elevated level, and well look after those boys of yours if anything goes wrong this time.


  These drip-dry-shirted bastards have had me over all my life. Halfway through a conversation you think you have under control, you feel the fish hook go through your lip, and theyve got
  you. I decided I wasnt in the mood for opera, and looked at him with Bob Scobeys Frisco Jazz Band playing between my ears, SOS, SOS, Captain we are lost . . .


  What do you mean by look after?


  Westminster, we thought  a nice sort of lad goes to Westminster these days  then Cambridge.


  Public school and university? I couldnt see Dieter agreeing to that.


  Yes.


  Im a paid-up Socialist.


  Yes, old chap, but are they? He had me there.


  Ive never asked them. The implication was there, of course, so I asked him, What sort of thing could go wrong?


  You could get hurt. They never say, You might get killed: looking death in the face is terribly bad form in the place where his accent came from. Ive already
  told you that you would be based in Cyprus for some of the time.


  Cyprus was very peaceful the last time I passed through  beach parties, tombola, seafood and women with large black moustaches.


  He looked at me very levelly and said, Cyprus is not going to be very peaceful for much longer, Mr Bassett  in fact, British soldiers are already getting killed there. Practically
  a rebellion.


  That sounds almost like Egypt in 1953. You cant deal with a few hotheads without my help again: is that it?


  He didnt do irony, so he smiled that smile again.


  If you put it like that.


  If the locals dont want us there why dont we just leave?


  Because we cant.


  Why not?


  If we left, wed lose the Med. We could not control it.


  It was never ours to control in the first place.


  He smiled again, and there might have been something genuine in there.


  Try explaining that to the Prime Minister, Mr Bassett . . . or his Cabinet or the heads of departments. Your argument has merit with me, but not with them. Apparently Britannia still
  rules the waves.


  What will happen if I say no? You cant call me up again, can you? Im no longer a reservist.


  He spread his hand on the buff-coloured file again, and said, No; I cant insist . . . but what I can do is cancel your passport, Im afraid. Ground you.


  And would you?


  Definitely. Then he smiled the smile I didnt like again. Why dont you toddle off and see Halton, and then come back here to see me tomorrow with your decision.
  Im sure we can work something out.


  His name was Browne. It had said that in my letter. C. H. Browne. Charlie, like me? Then Harry? Henry?


  What does the C. H. stand for, Mr Browne . . . as in C. H. Browne?


  His face was back in my file again; an amused smile played around his lips. He answered almost absently.


  Carlton Browne.


  And the H?


  He suddenly looked up at me. His eyes were as hard as playground marbles.


  Hannibal. Good at getting elephants over Alps. And a camel through the eye of a needle perhaps. Bollocks.


  My boss, Old Man Halton, owned Halton Air. I minded it for him. He had been gassed at Loos in the Great War, and consequently could cough for England; apart from that
  hed weathered well.


  Whenever I liked him I called him guvnor to his face. He enjoyed that: it made him feel like one of the boys. If I was out of love with him I called him sir.
  Whenever you went into his office he rose, offered you his hand, and asked you to sit down; even if you were about to get a bollocking. This time I didnt give him a bloody chance. After he
  stopped coughing I demanded, Are you sacking me, sir?


  Nice to see you, Charlie. Sit down . . .


  I ignored his outstretched hand, I said


  I heard what you said. Now bloody well sit down.


  I moved the chair around with several bangs before dropping into it.


  Halton asked, There. Feeling better? I was probably glaring at him. The older I get the better I get at glaring. He said, No. Im not sacking you, and Im not
  pressuring you to go off gallivanting with your peculiar pals in the War Office either. Someone just mentioned a little job they said they needed done, and I just happened to mention that
  youd done something of the sort before, and might be free for a few months, thats all. I know you dont need the money, but things have been tame around here for a while, and I
  thought you might appreciate a change  suntanned girls, and warm beaches, that sort of thing.


  What kind of a someone were you talking to?


  The Air Minister kind of a someone  at a banquet at the Mansion House. He actually knew of you, I think, and seemed quite keen on the idea.


  I asked, Why are we moving from Lympne? Our base in Kent.


  Because we have to. The owners have pulled the rug. Theyve had a better offer from Skyways, and we have to get out. A friend at the ministry pulled a few strings for me, and got us
  sole use of Panshanger out near Welwyn Garden City  pretty country.


  So were still flying?


  Of course we are. Well run a limited operation from our Berlin office with, say, two aircraft for a few months, whilst the rest of the fleet is being converted.


  To what?


  Troop carriers, Charlie, thats what I asked you down here to discuss. We have the new contract for troop ferrying out to the Med and the Middle East.


  I was still sulking. I thought Eagle Airways had that all sewn up?


  They do, but someone, somewhere, has budgeted for a massive increase in the War Offices capacity to move soldiers around, and Eagle cant expand to meet it. I can.
  Then he began coughing again. He always got me when he began coughing: he should have been dead years before. I poured him a glass of water from a carafe on a small side table, and took it round to
  him.


  So you want me to go back to Berlin, and run the operation from there for a time? He was wiping his mouth with one of his monster white handkerchiefs  they became speckled
  with blood on his bad days.


  Thats the point, Charlie. You cant, can you? The German authorities have placed you on their blacklist. Thats why youll have very little to do until
  just before the conversions are completed.


  Shafted, I thought; completely fucking shafted.


  One of the things I failed to mention was that Id passed June, the red-haired girl my two boys had taken a shine to, as I walked into Haltons office. The office
  was over at the Cargo Side at Londons crass new airport at Heathrow. I was as relaxed with her as you can be with a girl with whom youve slept, and with whom you wished you still
  were. We were shy. I hated that. After getting a brief from the old man on what the next few months held for the air arm of our business, and collecting enough papers to fill a dustbin, I shot the
  breeze with her in the outer office. By which I mean that I had said hello, and she had totally ignored me.


  Im an in for a penny merchant; I can be really subtle if need be.


  I told her, I still want to sleep with you, and I want you to smile when I walk in here; instead of that you turn your head away.


  I know. She still didnt look at me.


  I think of you a lot.


  I know.


  The boys ask about you all the time. They think it was my fault.


  She could have said, It was. Instead she said, I know.


  Len Hutton used to bat like that on his quiet days. Stone-waller.


  I hadnt noticed that Halton had followed me from his office, and stood in the door earwigging.


  He laughed, and said, She knows, you know! His laughter turned to coughing again, and he lurched back to his room fumbling for his handkerchief.


  I went to the outer door, but stopped there and turned to look at her again. In for a pound this time, Charlie.


  Its half past three, June. You finish in a couple of hours. When you do Ill be waiting outside in the car. Ill take you out to dinner  anywhere you like. Then
  Im going to take you back to your digs, and lay you on your back.


  My chin probably lifted as defiant as a schoolboys when I said that, and swung away. I expected a mouthful from her, because June had a temper if you pushed her too far. I took three
  steps away from the door, and then stopped and turned: what she said instead was, I know.


  She must have freshened up her lipstick before she left work, because as soon as she got into the car she kissed me, and left it all over my face. We drove straight to her
  place and made love. Afterwards she lay back in bed, sighed, and said, Thank God for that!


  Thank God for what?


  Thank God you still wanted me. I didnt know if youd come back for me, or not.


  You didnt give me any encouragement at all.


  I wouldnt, would I?


  Why not?


  She didnt reply at once. I wondered if she had heard me. Then she said, Im twenty-five, Charlie. How old are you?


  Why?


  You dont know much about women, do you? Apart from how our bodies work.


  Do I know enough about that?


  Almost, but you dont know how we think, do you?


  You could always teach me.


  She said, Not a chance, and trained one of her breasts on me again. The nipple was still large. I think it spoke to me. It was telling me to shut up.


  We ate at a new Indian restaurant in Hounslow. Occasionally I put my hands under the table, and ran them over her legs. She always stopped speaking in mid-sentence when I did
  that. We finished with a green tea which was new to me.


  I asked her, Are you still going to marry . . . ? I couldnt even remember his bloody name.


  Eric. Eric Tripp. Havent made my mind up yet. She had been engaged to a soldier in 1951, until the poor bugger had been captured by the Chinese in North Korea. She had
  thought him dead, and was still grieving when I came on the scene a couple of years later. Then he came back, which spoiled things for a while. His experiences in a POW camp had made him as mad as
  a monkey anyway, and after he tried to kill a domesticated Chinaman somewhere in London, he was stuck in an asylum. It still might have worked out between us, but, just as I was getting the green
  light again, the government had sent me to Egypt for six months. Enter Eric Tripp: he had stepped in before I got back, and she had ended up engaged to marry again.


  Are you making me an offer?


  I cant make up my mind either, I told her, but Im going to be based along at Panshanger from now on, so I could get up to see you more often.


  Ask me again when you have made your mind up. Then Ill tell you.


  But youll still go out with him?


  Of course I will.


  And sleep with him?


  None of your business, boss. Are we going back to my place tonight?


  Boss? I suppose that was technically right. The last thought I had before I slept, was that the boys would be pleased.


  When I awoke in the morning she was staring at me, lying on her stomach, her chin propped up in her hands. It was a nice stare. Uncomplicated. Maybe even fond. She said, Im going
  to say something rather bold.


  OK.


  I like you in my bed.


  So do I.


  All the best relationships are based on having something fundamental to agree on.


  



  Chapter Two


  Hello, Pete


  C. H. Browne of the FO sipped his coffee and asked, Well?


  There was something I wanted to ask you, something we glossed over yesterday.


  What was that?


  Exactly what were the allegations these foreign countries have made about me? You said the file of letters you had was full of them.


  He still had both files on his desk. We were in a smaller office this time. He had a smaller desk, and the smaller chairs were comfortable. Maybe he no longer needed to impress. He read from the
  letters one by one.


  The Germans suspect you of racketeering, operating on the black market, and illegally owning bars, clubs and a brothel.


  Is that all?


  Communist Germany accuses you of illegal entry. Russia, according to a confidential source, has you meeting with persons since executed for treason. France complains of illegal entry and
  smuggling, and Egypt claims that you are co-owner of a nightclub in contravention of civil ordinances . . . and that you consorted with known terrorists. Turkey has reported you, again for illegal
  entry  have you a problem with passports and boundaries, Mr Bassett?  and for being involved in a murderous shoot-out in a singularly remote region. They also claim that you
  consort with terrorists  Kurdish Nationalists this time.


  Any more?


  The Shah of Persia would like us to extradite you to face charges of conspiring to bring down a legal government, and, as I indicated yesterday, the Americans arent all that keen
  on you either. He closed the file again. I thought the Commies rejection of me a bit rich: Id joined the CP in London, by accident, in 1947  and as far as I knew no one
  had unjoined me yet. Again, thats another story.


  Can I still go to Scotland?


  I think so, but I cant think why anyone should want to . . .


  CBs intelligence dossier on me was obviously a bit dodgy.


  My father lives there. Some people are funny that way. I sat back in my chair. I desperately wanted to smoke my pipe but couldnt see an ashtray. So I asked, Where
  can I go, then?


  He stared at me and blinked slowly, just once. The old smile was back.


  You can always go to Cyprus, but well tell you when.


  Bugger it.


  Ive always had this problem. When someone tells me I cant do something, I find I simply have to do it.


  So I drove down to Lympne and gave my secretary, Elaine, a nice dry peck on the cheek. It stopped there these days because her husband was around more often. Elaine was the first ex-lover I was
  still happy around. I liked to think that our comfortable and professional relationship was the result of us having put our wilder days behind us. I sometimes gave her a second glance, and she did
  me, but wasnt sure whether that derived from appetites or memories. You know how it is.


  Then I explained what was happening to all the air crew and groundies kicking around. Some of them would move airfields with us, and some would probably sign up with Skyways. I was still a bit
  pissed off when I hopped onto Randalls old Airspeed Oxford. I didnt even bother to take my passport: if the Gestapo picked me up in Berlin with it in my pocket theyd still
  fling me in the pokey anyway.


  Randall was a pilot who had been flying me places since 1945, and felt more like a brother. I couldnt imagine my life without him being part of it. Id got him a job with Halton in
  1947: he was one of those big Americans who know how to do bad things well, and good things badly. Bloody fine pilot too, unfussy in his flying  I liked that.


  I dont like Germany any more, he told me. It was nice to be overflying the country without the Russians trying to knock us down, as they did during the
  Airlift.


  Why not, Randall?


  Theyve mended it. It was better when it was busted.


  I liked Randall. Liked him a lot. The old Airspeed was beginning to show her age, but Randall loved her. I wasnt looking forward to the day when I would have to tell him that I was
  replacing her. He was also a mind-reader. He looked over at me, and grinned.


  When you retire this old cow Ill give you a Hershey bar for her.


  Randall did a gentle wingover, and she began to rattle a bit. He started the let-down for Berlin. It would be OK if the cops werent around.


  Tempelhof used to be the US-run airport at the German end of the Berlin Airlift. Now it was a main aviation hub just like any you could find all over the world. But, being
  German, it was cleaner. It had its military side, but Randall avoided that as well, and taxied us round to the small group of freight sheds used for internal traffic. I kept my eyes skinned as we
  bumped around the peri-track, but didnt spot any customs or police cars. Anyway, I was right about the Oxford: she seemed to bounce down to her wheel stops over every crack in the tarmac. It
  was time the poor old girl was put out to grass.


  Bozey Borland was waiting for us in our nice little black Mercedes saloon. He had replaced the little flag posts which had once flown Nazi flags on the top of each wing. Now they carried small
  French tricolours, and the car had new registration plates since Id last sat in it. It had been our first acquisition after we opened the Berlin office. Bozey had won it in a card game; he
  was my local station manager. We did the Hello you, and Hello you back thing, squeezed Randall into the back, and set off for a small side gate used by the domestic companies.


  Bozey said, Turn your collar up, boss, and hunch down in the seat. Close your eyes. Youre a bad-tempered French diplomat whos had a long and nasty flight.


  OK. Youre the boss.


  Im not, actually. You are.


  Before I could get in a riposte Randall said, This bloody dog has just pissed all over my trousers.


  Bozey never went anywhere without his incontinent three-legged dog, Spartacus  although I dont think the choice was his: the dog knew a soft touch when he saw one, and stuck to
  Bozey like glue. When we reached the gate, with a battered tin sentry box in which a copper was picking his nose, Bozey wound down his car door window, muttered, Diplomatique!
  and scowled.


  The cop sprang to attention. His right arm twitched for the old Jawohl Mein Fuehrer salute, but somehow he managed to hold it down. Then he raised the single pole barrier for us . . . and
  we were in Berlin. Just like that.


  A hundred yards down the road I sat up, and asked Borland, Is that a real word, that diplomatique?


  Dunno, boss. It always seems to work. Welcome back to Berlin.


  Thanks, Bozey. Im glad to be here. I was too; that was a first. Where did you get the diplomatic plates for the car?


  Won em in a card game. I dont know why Id bothered to bleeding ask.


  If home is truly where the heart is then my heart is still partly in Berlin  which is odd when you consider that Id spent a decent chunk of my twentieth year
  bombing the shit out of it. More specifically, my heart was in a little bar called the Leihhaus  a cross between a nightclub and a brothel. It had been started by a couple of my old friends.
  For those of you who dont speak the language of oppression, Leihhaus means pawnshop. I owned a quarter of it now, so did Bozey. Halton Air owned another quarter 
  although the old man tried to overlook that  and I was never quite sure who owned the rest. I think Bozey had parcelled the remainder out in small packets for sleeping investors. Sleeping
  investors in a brothel: thats not bad.


  I had a room on the first floor, and Bozey lived in a rather palatial flat round the corner, with his girl Irma. Irma owned a bar across town called the Klapperschlange, which shed
  inherited from my mate Tommo after he got his in an air crash in 1949. Irma had been Tommos last girlfriend  what goes around, comes around. In the forties we learned to pass men and
  women around like parcels at a party game, but I wouldnt let it worry you. I ate a bowl of the stew the Leihhaus was famous for, in the kitchen with Marthe and Otto who ran the place for us,
  then I went upstairs, and crashed.


  When I woke up mid-evening Pete was sitting on the end of my bed, smoking a cheroot.


  That was very difficult for me, because Pete was dead.


  In fact hed been dead a few times. The first time he died was when he was blown out of the rear turret of our Lancaster by our own dozy Anti-Aircraft gunners in 1944. Then he turned up in
  Holland in 1945 with a tale of a miracle escape. Then Tommo told me he had been killed in a shoot-out with a black-marketeer in a small town in Austria in 1947.


  There had been others, but those are the two deaths which stick out in my mind.


  Now he was sitting on the end of my bed, and he didnt smell like a corpse. I hadnt heard him come in but that wasnt surprising, because Pete always moved like a ghost
  anyway. I had seen dead people before, particularly when I was drunk  at big parties my brain often brings back the dead guys Ive flown and fought with. My immediate task was to work
  out if Pete was one of my private spectres, or was back in the flesh sos to speak. I swallowed hard and said, Youre dead.


  No. I am Polish. Youll never understand the Poles, Charlie.


  Go away, Pete. Tommo told me you were dead. We got drunk, and I cried.


  Im flattered, but dont do it again. Put your clothes on, and well go out and have a party for Tommo. Pete was always wizard at drumming up a party.


  You know that hes gone, dont you?


  Are you telling me, or am I telling you?


  We dont actually know, do we? I climbed a bloody mountain to the place his aircraft crashed. They gave me his lighter and his watch, and showed me the rock his body had been buried
  under.


  Did you lift it, and look?


  No, I didnt; it was too big.


  There you are then. Get a move on. Ill wait for you downstairs. He stood up and walked to the door. The bed moved and creaked, relieved of his weight. He did not walk
  through the wall the way a ghost is supposed to: he opened the door, stepped into the corridor and closed the door behind him. After he had gone the smell of his cigar smoke hung in the air. That
  clinched it for the time being; old Pete was probably back.


  We called Piotr Paluchowski the Pink Pole. Do you remember those words? They made the first sentence I wrote when I sat down a couple of years ago to tell you my story, and if you
  havent read them already youve missed something, havent you? Pete had been one of the best rear gunners in the squadron, although he had one serious failing  he was so
  keen on killing the bad guy, that he sometimes let the Jerry night fighter get too close to our Lancaster before he pressed the tit. He wanted to be sure of a good shot. I remember that our big
  Canadian pilot had to sort him out after hed done that once too often, and scared the shit out of us. Its what I was remembering as I caught up with him at a table in the bar
  downstairs.


  The last time I saw you was near the end of the war, Pete. That was eleven bloody years ago. You were a service policeman in a new Polish Army which had materialized from
  nowhere.


  And you were still chasing after that skinny bird  what was her name?


  Grace.


  Yes, Grace. Catch her?


  Several times. She drops in and out of my life like a travelling salesman  Im the legal guardian of her boy.


  When was the last time you saw her?


  Three years ago. She was running with an Israeli assassination team, and put a bullet in me.


  You shoot back?


  Yes.


  Get her?


  I think so. Leastways she hasnt reappeared.


  Good.


  I didnt mean to  I just shot back at her without thinking about it. Now I miss her more than Ive ever missed anyone.


  You always were a bloddy fool about women, Charlie. Bloddy. I suddenly recalled how he always used to say bloddy, and smiled.


  I leaned back in my chair. You were a colonel in the Polish Army, right?


  Yes, Charlie, I was . . . but I gave it up. No future in being a colonel in Poland: the Russians came back and shot them all again, just like they did at Katyn.


  Tommo once told me that he and the Cutter had seen you shot in some small place in Austria, and hed had difficulty getting the right coffin for you  one made of lime
  wood.


  It was a set-up, a Tommo special. I needed to convince the Reds I was already dead, so that they didnt send someone after me.


  But youre in the clear now?


  I never said that.


  Where are you living?


  Here, Charlie. I got the room next door to yours. Are we gonna talk all night, or start some drinking?


  I waved Otto over from the bar. He brought us a bowl of pickled peppers to peck at, bottles of beer, and a bottle of schnapps with a couple of shot glasses. Just like old times. Later in the
  evening, before we were crawling drunk, I asked him, Why didnt Bozey tell me you were here?


  We didnt want to scare you, Charlie. Its what friends are for.


  Bozey and Spartacus joined us later. Then Randall turned up. I made the bridge between Pete and Randall without telling them what the connections were. Randall was as big as a bear, and Pete
  small and ratty, like me  although he was probably in his forties by then, and his black hair was thinning. He still had a straight pencil-thin moustache like the Thin Man. They shook hands
  across the table; Randalls big paw wrapped around Petes small hand. Randall squinted through the tobacco smoke and asked him, Do I know you?


  I dont believe so, Pete told him. I would have remembered. Do I know you?


  I dont believe so either. I would have remembered you too. Randall was grinning. That settled it. Theyd already met each other before  I just hoped
  theyd been on the same side when it happened.


  Can I stay here tonight? Randall asked Bozey.


  If you can afford it. A bed and an A1 broad will cost you thirty DMs. We throw the breakfast in for free.


  Ive seen Randall look resigned before, if he thought he was being ripped off.


  Thats a lot of dough.


  Pete leaned over and smiled at him. I think youll find that the woman is a lot of woman. Just pretend that you owe her to yourself, lie back and think of England.


  Randall was American, which made it kind of an odd thing to say.


  I asked, Isnt that what the girl is supposed to do?


  Bozey shook his head, and poured me another drink. You been away too long, boss.


  The evening finished with the latest entertainment Bozey had come up with  a wheelbarrow race on which he ran a book. The difference was that the four wheelbarrows were all good-looking
  girls, and they appeared to have left their clothes somewhere else. The men wheeling the wheelbarrows were strapping fellows. It took a few minutes to get the couples connected up, but after that
  the race went off quite well. Irma had come in to sit on Bozeys lap. Spartacus, under the table, set up a jealous howl as she did so.


  The wheelbarrow who finished last earned the largest round of applause. Irma regarded her seriously, sighed and muttered, She faked it.


  But its made me feel quite peckish, Bozey told her. I think well have to go home.


  Irma leaned over, and touched my face.


  Peckish, she said to me. You English use the oddest words. OK, Charlie?


  Yes, love; top hole. Ive just begun to get undrunk again. I hate it when that happens.


  You want someone? That French girl you like is around somewhere. You want her later?


  Maybe, Irma. Rather it was you.


  All the men say that, but only my Bozey ever means it.


  Shed got us taped, hadnt she?


  I was smoking the last pipe of the night when the French girl, Reimey, walked in. I put the pipe down, crossed the room and kissed her. She pushed my hair from my forehead, and
  asked, Tired, lover? Fatigu, amoureux?


  Rather  and a bit drunk.


  Am I working tonight, or getting a night off?


  Tonight youre sleeping; so am I.


  We did what we always did. What Id done since Id first started spending Berlin nights with her: we slept the sleep of the chaste, cuddled into each other like an old married
  couple. It was a slick deal: she got a nights uninterrupted sleep out of it, and I went down to breakfast in the morning with my bad reputation intact. It was like being married without the
  squishy bits.


  She slept before I did, and made little snorting noises, like a piglet. I thought about Petes vanishing and reappearing tricks. Was it only a week or so earlier that I had lamented that
  Halton Air was running itself, and that my life was uneventful? Bloody Pete would soon put a stop to that, I guessed.


  As usual Pete was down before me, and was shovelling his way through an enormous American-style breakfast. Most of the Leihhaus food stock came out of the back door of the PX.
  As usual I stuck to black coffee, black coffee and black coffee: no one in Germany can brew tea. Pete mopped the egg stains from his plate with a doorstop of greyish bread, and asked, She
  any good, the French girl?


  A womans as good as the man shes with. You taught me that, Pete.


  Then I guess she werent much good. Pity.


  Youre a bastard, Pete.


  No, Im a Pole. I already tol you.


  How long are you staying?


  Few days. I have a business deal over in the East.


  Youll be careful this time?


  I always am, Charlie. You know that. Lie. Not only lie, but big lie. Pete was one of the biggest risk takers Id ever met.


  And stay in touch this time. The next time I hear that youre dead I want it to be true. Those words didnt come out in exactly the order I expected them to, but Pete
  understood. He grinned his sharks grin.


  You gonna help that nice couple I took to Bozey for you?


  What young couple?


  The two Americans  looking for her brother, I think. They paid me a finders fee to introduce them to Bozey, an for him to hand them on to you.


  I dont know what youre talking about.


  Pete paused to discharge his breakfast gases with a soft belch. I remembered that hed always been unselfconscious about things like that.


  Bozey will tell you. Theyre good business  loaded with dosh, like Rockefeller.


  How do they know me?


  Maybe you been in the paper.


  Nearly ten years ago now.


  You never know, maybe they keep their old papers. Then he switched tracks on me and said, This American couple  the womans a real looker, Charlie. Small as
  you, long, dark brown hair halfway down her shoulders. Face of an angel, legs like the devil. I stretched out my hands as soon as I saw her, and got slapped down pretty damned quickly.


  I leaned forward in my chair. I was interested in spite of myself  I could not remember Pete getting a refusal before.


  Tell me about them.


  Afterwards  after hed gone  I realized that although we hadnt seen each other for eleven years, wed offered no explanations. He didnt tell me what
  hed been doing; neither did I tell him . . . and thats exactly what doing a tour with a Lancaster crew in 1944 meant. Some soft bugger used the phrase on a film poster twenty-five
  years later. The truth is that having flown with men like Pete really did mean never having to say you were sorry.


  Bozey suggested a walk in a park. A large statue of a large German in the Imperial Roman toga style dominated a circular gravelled area with a few seats. An old man in a
  tattered grey Wehrmacht greatcoat sold miniature kites from a makeshift wooden tray. He had neither hair nor teeth. The statue was worse. It had lost its head in the forties  a lot of
  Jerries lost their heads in the thirties and forties. So did we. We sat on a bench in the pale sun. Spartacus circled the kite seller at a distance, growling.


  Some Americans were looking for you last week, Bozey told me.


  I pretended that I hadnt already heard. What for?


  They want to employ you, apparently. I knew youd have a quiet couple of months, and thought you might be interested.


  First the buggers at the Foreign Office; now Bozey. How come everyone was so keen to find me something to do all of a sudden?


  Pete mentioned them, I admitted. Why didnt you just give them the bums rush?


  I couldnt get my mind off the woman for a couple of days, and wanted another reason to see her.


  What did Irma think of that?


  I didnt tell her. Shed kill me if I laid a paw on another woman . . . But when you see what this dame puts in the field, you sort of forget about whats in the stable
  at home.


  Whats her name?


  Doris. Like one of the Waters sisters. Shes married to the other one. He never lets her out of his sight, and Im not surprised.


  Any idea what they want?


  They want you to take them to Scotland.


  Cant they find it on their own? Its big enough.


  Youve climbed up a mountain to an American aircraft crash, they said  someone in the consulate in London told them that. They want you to climb up to another one, and take
  them with you. There was just a chance this was on the level. I had climbed up to the site of Tommos air crash in the Scottish Highlands. Call it a personal pilgrimage if you like.
  One of the locals had given me Tommos Swiss wristwatch, and like a sentimental fool I had handed it in at the US Consulate in London later, and asked them to pass it back to his parents.
  There had been a problem because the US Army didnt know for certain that hed been on the plane anyway  but lets not go into that.


  Why? What do they want to go up there for? I asked. All theyll see is an aircraft reduced to its component parts.


  Her brother was flying the kite. They want to lay flowers where he died.


  Thats got to be crap, Bozey.


  Thats what I thought. I knew youd be interested . . . and it pays well.


  Ten yards away the kite seller stood very still whilst Spartacus tried to piss on his feet  not easy for a three-legged dog which instinctively lifted his back leg. He fell over. Then he
  set up an angry yapping, chased his tail in circles and sprayed urine over anything within a yard of him. The kite seller got it over his feet. Thats when I noticed his shoes: they were very
  expensive and highly polished.


  Is he one of yours, Bozey? I asked.


  No. He must be one of theirs.


  When do you want me to see them?


  In a few minutes. Theyre waiting at that little bar alongside the bandstand.


  I looked fifty yards, and there, sure enough, was a pre-war bandstand and a small bar with several tables in the sun. One of them even had a couple at it.


  I suppose it took us little more than a minute to stroll over. Dont ask me my first impressions of the bloke, because I cant remember. What I can remember is that
  he stood as we approached. The dame looked up, crossed her legs and smiled . . . and somewhere in my head the Mormon Tabernacle Choir began to sing The Hallelujah Chorus. The guy
  stuck out his hand to me, smiled a wide smile, and said, Hi, Im George Handel. It could only happen to me.


  The woman stood up, straightened her dress, and held her hand out in turn.


  Hello. Im Doris. When I married George I wanted to change my first name to Door, but George has no latent sense of humour.


  George scowled as if to prove it. It was my turn to open my mouth.


  Im Charlie Bassett.


  Doris said, We know. Youre the fellow whos going to help us find my baby brothers aeroplane.


  He hasnt agreed yet, Doris, her husband warned.


  He will, though  wont ya, Charlie?


  Although my libido was screaming Yes please my tongue managed to get out, Maybe, and, It all depends.


  Spartacus ran up. Then he wagged his arse all over the place  the dynamics of a dog thats short one of his rear legs wagging his tail, is that the whole back end wags. Doris said,
  Aw! A three-legged dawg, how sweet.


  I wanted to have her until the friction ignited us, and we burned to death still going at it. It was a very good reason to turn down the proposal and walk away. From the corner of my eye I could
  see Bozey smirk.


  OK, I told them. Ill probably take the job.


  Thanks, Mr Bassett, George said. You wont regret it.


  I already bloody well was. I looked down at my trousers and thought, Another fine mess youve got us into. It was at that moment I decided to call my left nut Laurel, and the right,
  Hardy. When I looked up again I must have been smiling. So was Doris. George looked worried, and Bozey looked as if someone had just told him a very good joke. Spartacus sat on his balls, and gave
  out a mournful howl like a wolf. Doris lit one of those new long cigarettes, and turned her head to one side to blow the smoke away. Then she shook her head and said, Your dog needs to get a
  sex life. And wondered why we all turned to look at her.


  We had them over to the Leihhaus for the evening to show them a bit of gay old Berlin.


  You noticed the small g. There werent all that many bits left actually: wed dropped bombs all over the best bits in the forties. The buildings we hadnt flattened in the big
  area-bombing raids had bowed to Russian artillery at the very end.


  At my request Bozey had kept the big round wooden table we used in 49, but hed tossed the rest of the interior out, and redecorated with Bakelite and chrome. A Russian copper I
  knew then used to sit with his boots up on my table. You could still see the grooves his spurs had cut. We made the table our own that night.


  It gave me an opportunity to have a better look at Handel. He was a tallish, whippy individual in a grey lightweight suit and a discreet tie. His hair would have been lighter if it wasnt
  slicked back with so much brilliantine: he smelt like Friday night at a petrol dump. Every time he lit a cigarette I leaned back expecting him to go up in a fireball. He told me, I really
  appreciate you doing this for us, bud, and gave Pete a hundred dollars. Pete solemnly peeled off fifty and handed them on to Bozey. I thought Brother George was giving the loot to the wrong
  people. Pete must have seen my look.


  Dont fret, Charlie. We done our bit when we delivered you. Youll get yours when youve delivered also.


  Ill be almost a thousand miles away by then.


  Everyone knows Scotlands a backward country, Charlie. Dont worry about it  your money will go further there.


  You want an advance? George asked me hurriedly.


  No, George, but thank you for offering. Youre a gentleman. Ill tell you when I need money. But he wasnt a gentleman; he was a thug. He had the long, coiled
  look of a knife man all over him.


  When can we start?


  Im flying back to Blighty tomorrow. Theres room for you and Mrs Handel in the aircraft if it suits you. If you tell Bozey where youre staying well pick you up
  on the way to the airport  say ten-thirty.


  Mrs Handel wasnt at the table. She was in the room that girls disappear into for hours at a time, and then come out looking younger than when they went in. When she came back it felt as
  if she was walking across the floor directly to me. I think every other man in the joint felt the same. I sat back in my chair, and had a decent dekko at her this time.


  She had a slinky black dress on, which clung to her curves like a racing car clings to the Brooklands bankings: was about the same height as me, had dark hair that fell beyond her
  shoulders like wavelets, feline eyes, and flawless milky skin. Her shoulders were square, above a wasps waist and wide flat hips. And front bumpers like weather balloons  I
  couldnt see how she held them up like that. We all stood up for her: she was that sort of broad. Her grin said she knew exactly what the score was.


  We rearranged ourselves. Pete lit her cigarette  she used a small holder in the evenings  and snapped his fingers for some service. Spartacus took that as an invitation, and tried
  to climb on to his lap. Pete didnt even like four-legged dogs, so the way he jumped his chair away was no surprise to me. Doris had a confession to make.


  I got lost looking for the little girls room, Charlie  and found my way upstairs. I opened a door, but a girl found me there, an tol me it was your room. You
  dont mind that I did that, do you?


  No. Were gonna be partners for a week or two, so well get to know each other anyway. Who was I kidding?


  I knew we were gonna get on, Charlie  right from the moment I first saw you. That was what I was hoping too, but before I could say anything she asked, Can I get a
  Martini in this place? I feel like celebrating. This is the first progress we made in a month. She crossed her legs, and leaned forward to open her fag packet again, having puffed her way
  through the first in a few minutes. The material of her dress stretched across her thighs, clearly outlining her stocking top and the button of her suspenders. In the fifties that was one of the
  things that could drive a man mad.


  I said, Ill fetch you one, because I wanted to get away to somewhere I could breathe again. She leaned over, and touched the back of my hand where it lay on the table.
  Ill swear I was scalded.


  No need. Georges in the chair, she said. Aint you, honey? Hell get a round in. George did as he was told: I suspect that most men did when she
  opened her mouth. There was something going on here. Part of me liked it, and the other part of me was telling me to run.


  Before I went up, but after the Handels had left, I told Pete, Ive a small pistol I like. I could always buy another on the black market, but Im kind of
  used to it now.


  Im pleased to hear that, Charlie.


  I need a box of older .32 rimfires for it.


  How long have I got?


  Until tomorrow morning.


  No problem.


  Your local chief constable wouldnt like that at all these days.


  When I got upstairs Reimey was in bed reading a Peter Cheney paperback. The guy on the cover wore a trench coat and a fedora, and held a pistol as big as a foot. The girl
  alongside him didnt have much on at all, and held a cigarette. That should have told me something. Its French title was meaningless  I wondered if theyd hired a cheap
  translator. Reimey was wearing a large pair of spectacles, and looked pleased to see me.


  Hard day? I asked her.


  No day at all. I have Tuesdays off. I went to the market with Marthe and bought vegetables.


  Are you wearing anything at all?


  Just these. She removed the specs and waved them gaily at me. She turned the light off as I slid in beside her. When I came upstairs earlier there was a very pretty woman in
  here. She yours?


  No, shes my employer. She told me she got lost. What was she doing?


  Turning you over. She looked quite professional.


  So; that was the way it was going to be.


  I sensed there was more to come, so I asked, What else were you going to tell me?


  Gonna fuck you tonight, Charlie  tired of waiting.


  



  Chapter Three


  Love and Bullets


  The man in the outer office chatting up Elaine, and sitting on the edge of her desk, could have come from the cover of that same Peter Cheney book. He had the trench coat and
  fedora, and used too much cologne. Why were men beginning to stink like French ballet dancers all of a sudden? He thought shed fallen for whatever line hed spun, but Id seen
  that look in her eye before  she was about to run him through. My arrival on Randalls aircraft, with the Handels in tow, had saved him from a tongue worse than death: Elaine had the
  ability to cut a person in half with a dozen well-chosen words.


  He stood up quickly, and stuck out his hand, trying for the usual bone-crusher. I did what I always did  locked my fingers, and watched his face turn white with effort. The women smiled
  at each other; theyd seen male mating displays before.


  Elaine said, This is Mr Dory, Charlie. Hes come all the way from London to see you.


  Dory pulled his hand back.


  My name is Harold. His voice was high-pitched, the vowels oddly rounded, and he rolled his Rs. A working-class Geordie trying to sound as if hed climbed the golden ladder.
  For a moment I couldnt place the sound in my memory. Then I realized that he sounded a bit like Pinocchio.


  Hes been waiting an hour for you, Charlie, Elaine continued.


  Mr Martenson sent me, Harold explained.


  I said, That doesnt help much, Harold. I dont think I know him.


  One of your mates does though. Some Pole who was here in the war  Arnie owes im a few favours. That figured. It was the way they did business in Petes world.
  Dory added, I have to give you these.


  He pushed his hands into his coat pockets like Johnny Mack Brown going for his guns, and came out with a small cardboard box in each. When I took them their weight disagreed with their
  dimensions. Two boxes of bullets. Pete hadnt turned up before I left: Id wondered if hed forgotten.


  Thank you, Harold. Tell Mr Martenson Im obliged. Ill settle up with Pete when I see him. I had no doubt that I would. I gently ushered Hunky out of the building in
  front of me; bullets werent something I wanted to discuss in front of the others.


  He walked to his car  a smart two-tone Riley One and a Half with the mock-leather roof. I followed him. In maroon and black it looked even better close up.


  I like your car, Harold. What will it do?


  More than a ton, Mr Bassett: I had twin SUs fitted to her, and lowered the suspension an inch. The coppers havent a car in the kingdom that can catch me.


  Not that theyd ever have to.


  Nah. Youre right. And he laughed. He had a right nasty little laugh. I guessed he might even be a match for George Handel up a dark alley. I like you, Mr Bassett. You
  can call me Harry. Take this. Hed pulled a visiting card from his top jacket pocket. All it had on it was a Plaistow telephone number. Call me if you think we can do
  business.


  Thank you, Harry. I shall. We shook hands again without breaking fingers this once. I watched him drive away. Nothing flashy. He gave me a wave, and I suppressed a shudder.


  Randall walked out of the office door as I approached it. He growled, Those bastards!


  What bastards?


  Your fucking passengers! He tipped me thirty dollars like I was a goddamned taxi driver.


  You keep it?


  He glanced down at his hand as if he didnt know. Yes. Yes, I did. I was too surprised to throw it back at them. He had a bundle of notes crushed in his fist.


  Good. Save it for later. Well have a few jars on them. One of the nice things about the local pub was that they changed currency for us like a bank. I hoped wed find
  somewhere as accommodating near Panshanger.


  Inside the office Elaine was filing one of her nails. She always did that when she was feeling feisty. I asked her, Where are they?


  Using the cloakroom. I phoned for a taxi to get them to the station. They say theyre going to stay in a hotel up in town until you contact them. What are you up to,
  Charlie?


  Never you mind. Fancy a quick one when youve finished up this afternoon?


  She pouted. Id rather we went for a drink, if you didnt mind.


  Thats what I meant.


  Oh. Some you win, some you lose, and some you dont even bloody notice.


  The Handels reappeared together. Americans take an inordinate amount of time to wash their hands, have you noticed that? Maybe its a fetish. I wondered if Doris had searched our
  lavatories, while George had been polishing his knives, but I didnt have to small-talk them because old Harriss taxi drew up outside  it was a big black Humber Hawk estate
  hed bought from the undertaker. I always thought it smelt of formalin.


  George did the handshake thing, and Doris gave me a kiss on the cheek. George had turned away from me as she did that. Her lips felt big and full, and I knew that shed left her red brand
  on me. I had something to ask them.


  Ill phone you in a couple of days, but how will I know where youre staying?


  Well stay at the Savoy, wont we, Georgie? Your man in Berlin said theyll always make room for people like us. Which man in Berlin, I wondered.


  George nodded, and handed me an old pre-war Ordnance Survey map with cloth covers, saying, I marked the hills where the plane went in. The nearest houses are at a place named
  Shieldaig.


  Never heard of it, George, but dont worry, Ill find a couple of native guides to get us up there and back. He frowned momentarily; maybe he thought that I was about
  to take them up Kilimanjaro on my own. They turned away, and I showed them out, just the way I had Flash Harry. They even wanted to shake the cab drivers hand before they mounted up. Some
  people touch too much. Kids play pat-a-cake instead.


  I stood in the doorway and watched the taxi float away on a cloud of blue exhaust smoke. Doris turned to look at me through the Humbers rear window. George didnt. Elaine came and
  stood behind me, and leaned her chin on my shoulder. Some people can touch me as often as they like. She said, Why dont you wipe that lipstick off your face, Charlie? After I
  complied she asked, What have you got yourself into this time?


  Dont know, love, but its interesting. I dont believe a word they say.


  Neither do I, but watch her  shes a man-eater.


  I telephoned the Heathrow office to speak to June, but the dialling felt more like a duty than a pleasure. That worried me. It neednt have; a different woman answered
  the telephone. She told me she was the new office junior, and sounded as if she laughed a lot. If ever I picked my own staff, Id choose one just like her . . .


  Junes having a week off. I think her boyfriends just come out of hospital for a few days.


  You mean the one from the loony bin?


  She laughed; Id guessed she would. Thats cruel.


  I know it is. Im sorry . . . but are we talking about the same man? A soldier just back from North Korea or China?


  Yes. I think so. Who are you?


  Charlie Bassett. I run Lympne for us, and in a couple of months time Ill run Panshanger. I dont know what Ill be doing in between, so if you wanted a date I
  could probably fit you in.


  She laughed again. Not on your life  shes warned me about you.


  It was interesting. It meant that June had three men in her life at present: a nice reliable fellah she was engaged to marry, a nutty, homicidal soldier who she also had been engaged to marry
  once, and me. Being neither reliable, nor a nutcase, I was on the wrong end of that queue. It looked as if Dieter and Carlo had been backing the wrong horse; Id better break that gently to
  them.


  There was no reply when I called Junes digs, so I phoned her parents home. Her mother answered. After the preliminaries she asked, Where are you just back from,
  Charlie?


  Berlin. It was cold and sunny. Berlin weather. Hows June?


  Shes fine. Shes out. Can I ask you something?


  Of course.


  Why dont you leave her alone, Charlie? You dont see her for months on end, but whenever she gets her life going again you come back . . . and if she sees you she mopes
  around for weeks afterwards. You make her unhappy. What are you trying to do?


  I ran the first two choruses of St James Infirmary Blues in my head before I answered. Its always been one of my favourites.


  I dont know. They sounded like strange lost words, even to me.


  Then why dont you leave her alone until you do? And she put the phone down on me.


  I was still holding the telephone when Elaine walked in. She took it from my hand, and replaced it on its cradle.


  Whos just had a surprise then? It must have been in my face.


  Me, I suppose.


  Good surprise or bad one?


  I dont know. Again they sounded like strange lost words, even to me, but Elaine knew how to handle it.


  Put your coat on then. Flyings finished for today, and the pubs open. Randalls up there waiting for us.


  How do you know? Did he call?


  No. Im psychic.


  A few aircrew and some of the groundies were already there, so we made a party of it and the old thing happened.


  I stepped outside after too many pints, wearing my old RAF blue battledress jacket  I dont know where that had come from. Some dead guys from my past were whooping it up in the car
  park without me. There was an American named Peter Wynn dancing with Emily, a girl who had worked in the Red Cross Officers Club, and the Toff  our mid-upper gunner  was with a
  pretty woman in WVS uniform. I felt I should know her, but couldnt retrieve her name. Marty, our bomb aimer, was dancing with a damned great empty bomb casing: hed done that before.
  They waved to me as they jitterbugged past. The Russian I told you about was there, swigging from his usual bottle of expensive Tokay. Id swear the music was the original Glenn Miller
  outfit.


  I didnt realize that anything was wrong until I opened my eyes. I was still on my feet but my legs felt wobbly. Randall had hold of my arms and was gently shaking me, although
  gentle is a relative term if were talking about Randall. Elaine looked on. Concerned, Id guess.


  It was Randall who said, You were out here shouting, boss. Out here on your own, shouting at nobody. As if youd gone off your head.


  I muttered, I think I dropped my pipe somewhere. Elaine stepped up, and handed it to me. It was still alight. Elaine looked a bit shocked. Randall wasnt going to let me off
  the hook that easily.


  You were shouting something like, Go away and leave me alone! What was that all about?


  Drank too much, I lied. Need to go and sleep it off.


  Ill walk with you, said Elaine.


  She was taller than me and prettier . . . and when she linked her arm through mine it was well above my elbow. On the way down to the old dispersal hut I occasionally slept in I realized that
  this could be the last time Id wake up in it. I asked Elaine, What about Terry, and that godson of mine? Her hubby and son.


  Visiting his mum in Beaconsfield: they wont be back until Friday. What were you shouting about?


  It was chill. Elaine tucked in close alongside me. The narrow cement path to the Nissen hut was pale in the moonlight.


  Sometimes I see dead people, love. People I know.


  Elaine was smoking a long tipped fag. I wondered if Doris had subbed her a packet. She exhaled a lungful of smoke into the night air above us.


  Oh, that, she said, and paused before saying, Yeah. It happens sometimes.


  I thought it was only me.


  No, darling. Youre just like the rest of us . . . Join the club.


  Old Man Haltons club was tucked away behind a large walled garden off Regents Park Road. Id only been invited there twice before, and it was always when he
  was buttering me up for something. He knew that I knew that: I think it amused both of us. The fish dish was exquisite. We didnt really talk again until we were halfway through a rack of
  lamb.


  He suddenly observed, When you were recalled as a reservist about three years ago we picked up three nice contracts from the War Office. Did you know that?


  You scratched their backs, and they scratched yours.


  Something like that.


  I got shot at.


  That was your own fault, wasnt it? Someone from your murky past.


  My past was never meant to be murky, boss. It was meant to be serene. Nice house in the suburbs, friendly wife, three kids and a car. Golf on Saturdays.


  Do you play golf?


  No, of course not. Its infantile.


  He smiled and said, Good. That kind of life would have bored you to death. What do you make of the wine? Ive never understood the poncey language that wine buffs speak
   I suspect that they dont either.


  I could drink buckets of it, if thats what you mean. Have you been offered another contract for Halton Air, provided I go out to play with your pals at the Foreign Office for a
  couple of months?


  He looked shifty, and began to cough. It was a bit of a grand opera once it got going, but they were used to him at his club, so nobody took any notice. I raised my hand to the waiter who came
  over with a large glass of water. Halton finished the opening salvoes, and had a couple of gulps of the water. He said, Thank you, Charlie.


  Thank the waiter  he brought it. You were saying . . . ? I prompted. He probably hoped I had forgotten.


  Yes. The government will give us a leg-up again.


  Is it important, sir?


  It would set us up for fully the next ten years.


  With Old Man Halton it was always best to cut to the chase.


  What would be in it for me?


  Ill make you a co-director of the company, and give you a fifth share.


  For a moment I didnt know what to say. If youd come from the labouring classes, like me, neither would you.


  There must be a snag  you dont mind my saying that, do you?


  Of course not, Charlie, and yes, there is  the third director will be Frieda, and once Im gone shell fight you tooth and nail . . . over everything. I digested
  that.


  Why?


  Because she probably loved you a little once upon a time. Women never forgive you for that. Frieda was his ward: the daughter of a German woman he had brought to the UK just before
  the war. She was going to marry me until she found someone taller, and jumped ship. I thought Id behaved rather well at the time, but I could be mistaken. Halton added, Ive no
  son, and the business will need a man who knows what hes doing. She would ruin it on her own, and sell what was left to the Americans. Then he asked, Well?


  I did some thinking music in my head, Glenns String of Pearls  Ive told you about that before as well. Then I grinned.


  Cyprus it is then, sir, although they indicated that it might not be for some weeks yet. I always feel relieved when Ive made a decision.


  Good. The family lawyer will contact you. There will be some papers to sign. I wont tell Frieda until afterwards. No; nor should I. Frieda would play merry hell when she
  found out. What goes around comes around.


  Seen your boys recently?


  Im going down to them this afternoon. Theyre fine. Dieter wants to join the Merchant Navy.


  Flyings not in his blood then?


  Flyings not in my blood either, boss. My lot liked fighting their wars from trenches, or where there were plenty of things to hide behind.


  That set him off coughing again. This time when he pulled the handkerchief down there were those specks of blood on it. He saw me watching him, and demanded, What? What are you
  thinking?


  That wed better get those papers signed as quickly as possible. I dont know how long youve got.


  That set him off laughing and coughing again. The truth was that Old Man Halton could be a bit of a bully, and I was probably the only person around him who ever talked back. That was because we
  liked each other a lot, and of course, being men, it was something we never said.


  About my secretary . . .


  Yes, boss?


  I hoped that you and June were going to make a go of it this time. You light up every time you see her  did you know that?


  I hoped so too. The boys adore her. Unfortunately Im at the wrong end of a queue as far as shes concerned  theres the bloke she started dating when I was in
  Egypt, and now theyve let her Glorious Gloucester out of the loony bin. That was unworthy of me, and I immediately regretted it. We both frowned. Anyway, I telephoned her
  parents house a couple of days ago, and her mother asked me to leave June alone. She said I made her unhappy . . . it made me think.


  Well, dont think for too long. Women are like kettles.


  Come again?


  You cant do much with either once theyve gone off the boil.


  The move to Panshanger was well under way and Elaine had told me to lose myself.


  Youll only get in the way, Charlie. Leave it to me, Randall and the ground staff, chiefy. Were moving everything up in the Yorks before they re-deploy to Berlin.


  What do you mean Ill only get in the way? Im the boss down here.


  So?


  Im supposed to be giving the orders.


  Whatever gave you that idea, dear? And she roared off into peals of musical laughter. After a few seconds I was laughing myself. Id wanted an excuse to drive up to London
  and fly formation with the Handels anyway.


  It was cold and bright; a nice morning to stretch out my new car. Id sold my old open Singer to Randall, so that I could buy the Sunbeam Alpine that Evelyn Valentine had tired of. I told
  you: what goes around comes around. It was a lovely pale blue thoroughbred with a column shift, a mile of bonnet in front of you, and a mile of tail behind you. Ive told you about Eve; she
  with whom both James and I had taken a walk in the park. Id skipped into the bar to find her and Maggs chatting away like old friends: I cannot understand women sometimes. When she said she
  wanted to get rid of the Sunbeam we did a deal there and then, and Id paid her three hundred quid for it.


  I folded the hood away, and howled down to Brighton before turning north: I wanted to open her up along the A23, then slip across and see what shed do over the Hogs Back. The
  answer was damn near a ton, and that was good enough for me. Maybe Id challenge Flash Harry to a race down to the Ace of Spades Caf some day  the kids had started to do that
  on motorbikes.


  I did something brave: I booked into Greens, the hotel that we always used to use in the war. By we, I mean the bomber crew Id flown with 
  Tuesdays children. I had been unable to set a foot over the doorstep for years after the war ended: it had been a bomber hotel, one of several in the city. Id
  only been back a half-dozen times since then, and when I did the ghosts never failed to come crowding round.


  After Id booked in I called the Handels in the Savoy. Doris answered the telephone.


  Where are you, Charlie?


  Greens. We used to use it in the war  not too far from you.


  Why doncha book in here? George will pick up the tab.


  No, thanks. Do you two want to meet up today, or are you busy?


  We found a great pub called Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese. Thats olde with an e. See ya there in an hour. I suddenly had the idea that there was something
  excessively Yankee about her pronunciation, and it made me uneasy.


  Fine.


  No one told me at first that there are two Cheshire Cheeses in that part of London, and I spent half an hour in the wrong bar before the barman asked me if I was waiting for someone.


  Happens all the time, he told me. Sometimes we get one of their customers, an sometimes they get ours. Even stevens. I found Doris less than five
  minutes walk away.


  She didnt chide me for being late. She just demanded, An where the hell have you been? Guys have hit on me three times since I sat down.


  I signalled the barman for a pint.


  Only three? Id have thought you might have done better than that. She opened her mouth for a riposte, but then paused . . . and smiled. Wheres George? I
  asked her.


  Stateside. He had to rush back for a business brief.


  I thought Id take a chance.


  Tell me something, Doris, did you always sound like Calamity Jane, or is it something you caught? Pause. When she smiled again it was almost sheepish.


  Too much, huh?


  Too much, I confirmed.


  I can do Olive Oyl instead if youse likes. Her voice had suddenly slid into Popeye country.


  Grace Kelly?


  Much easier.


  Are you an actress, Doris?


  She pulled out a cigarette, and I lit it for her. She must have been a bit desperate because I guessed the purpose of the manoeuvre was to show me her chest moving, and stop my pendulum. After
  she blew out the first plume of smoke she replied, Tell me a woman who isnt, Charlie.


  Stop trying, I told her. I like you well enough just as it is. Can we get some food here? Im starving.


  I suppose a plate of cheese sandwiches was all I could have hoped for. It wasnt even Cheshire cheese. Shed had a half-pint in front of her when Id walked in, but as soon as
  I sat down began to match me in pints  Ive met several women who did that, and liked them all. Eventually she asked me, Have you got a date for us, Charlie?


  No, not yet. Ive an old pal in the Ordnance Survey  theyre the map makers  just outside of London. I want to go over your map with him, see if he can give me
  something in a larger scale.


  Will he ask questions?


  I wouldnt mind if he did. He was a navigator, and we did our basic training together  he wont let me down.


  OK.


  Then Ill make the bookings for us. Theres a hotel in Shieldaig, just the other side of the hill your brother hit. If he had cleared it he would have ended up in their front
  garden.


  She sat back in her chair, and looked steadily at me.


  Hey, Charlie. Dont mind me. Dont mind my feelings. Then she looked away.


  I pulled out my old straight briar, and made a business of filling and lighting it.


  Im sorry, Doris, but I didnt know him, and I dont know you. My generation doesnt grieve over strangers  we had enough grieving to do over folk we knew.
  OK? She OKd me back, but it was a bit on the grudging side. When I make the hotel booking Ill find out if they can hire someone to take us up the hill  a
  local stalker or gamekeeper, someone like that.


  What will you tell them?


  That you and George are related to someone killed in the crash, and are making a kind of pilgrimage to the site. Thats the truth, isnt it? Is it a problem?


  Id rather people didnt know my business, thats all.


  I think youll find them very respectful. There isnt a community up there which hasnt given up sons to the war. Theyll understand. She nodded. I went on
  to ask, Whose idea was it for you to sound as if youd just got off the Deadwood stage?


  George. He says the British would expect us to sound like Americans  something to do with the war. Where I come from its sometimes hard to tell.


  Where do you come from?


  Boston.


  And George?


  New York. She switched tracks on me and asked, In a few days youll be able to say when we fly up there?


  Yes. Except we wont fly, well take the night train. Youll like it.


  She stretched her arms and sighed. Her body rippled as though a small earthquake was imminent. If you could measure sex appeal on the Richter scale it was about a Force Five. Every man in the
  bar stopped drinking to watch. Dont get me wrong; Doris loved it. She turned on the hokey-cokey voice again.


  What am I going to do in London, honey, while Im stuck here waiting for you and George?


  Go shopping for warm clothes. Youre going to need them up there.


  She pouted and asked, At least youll have supper with me tonight?


  Yeah, Ill have supper with you tonight. I was probably leering: its a sort of expression that comes over a mans face when hes not looking.


  The Savoy Grill; and the best steak Id ever tackled in my life. The waiter hovered. That wasnt my fault. Its was Mrs Handels fault. Nol Coward was
  entertaining his pals at a big round table in the window: I didnt fancy his date  a washed-out specimen with a poets flowing hair. Doris wore the low-front little black number
  again. Her shoulders were as white as the moon, and the streams of light from the chandelier caught in her hair. Every time she leaned forward her front bumpers surfaced like Moby Dick and his twin
  sister. If I had been the waiter Id have hovered too.


  As we worked our way down a bottle of claret she had selected from the wine list by simply going for the most expensive, my repartee probably veered towards the risqu. Not so much a case
  of in vino veritas as a hopeful in vino coitus. She dabbed her mouth with a napkin, and leaned forward to speak quietly to me.


  You really fancy your chances with me; dont you, honey? she asked.


  Am I so obvious?


  You and half the men in the room.


  Only half ?


  The rest are fairies  you English are famous for it.


  Should I apologize?


  No. Its sometimes kinda fun, but its better to tell you right now that you dont. Have a chance, that is. Im faithful to Mr Handel  always will be. I
  dont see any reason to stray. I never did. I wouldnt want you two to fall out over me. So before you try . . . the answers no. Big N, big O. This is the
  put-down.


  I dived into her eyes and began to swim for the shore.


  Hey, Doris, I said. Dont mind me. Dont mind my feelings. It was a joke I spoiled by finishing with a soft belch I had been unable to contain. I did
  apologize for that. What surprised me was that she smiled a quick smile before she paid attention to her plate again. She was saying, Look but dont touch: Id have to settle for
  that.


  I got the soft lips on my cheek again as we parted, and was conscious of the pressure of one of those wonderful bumpers against my arm. Consolation prize or just a twist of the
  knife?


  When I walked outside and turned left onto the Strand I should have been conscious of a car pacing me from behind, but I wasnt. Black unmarked Rover. Eventually it pulled in front of me,
  and stopped at the kerb. The round-faced man with the pencil-thin moustache who rolled down the back window asked, Mr Bassett?


  Yes, why?


  Chief Inspector Fabian, sir. Metropolitan Police. Would you care to jump in? Well give you a lift.


  And if I said no?


  I can arrest you here if youd prefer it. I believed him. He was a thoroughly unpleasant man being thoroughly agreeable. I was leaning in to his window by then. He could
  probably smell the wine and brandy on my breath.


  Do you have a warrant card, or a badge, or something like that?


  Another cat-like smile.


  My driver, Mr Webb, has a cosh in his pocket. Much more effective.


  I was drunk anyway. It was beginning to rain. Fabian of the fucking Yard: he used to be in the papers. I thought that hed died or retired, but he hadnt. Just my luck. So I got in
  the car.
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