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THA MÓRAN AN SO.
 





Alfred was growing a moustache.

An untrained observer might think he was idling, at a loose end in the countryside, but this wasn't the case. In fact, he was concentrating, thinking his way through every bristle, making sure they would align and be all right.

His progress so far was quite impressive: a respectable growth which already suggested reliability and calm. There were disadvantages to him, certain defects: the shortness, inelegant hands, possible thinning at his crown, habit of swallowing words before they could leave him, habit of looking mainly at the ground – and those few extra pounds at his waist, a lack of condition – but he wasn't so terribly ugly, not such a bad lot.

Mainly his problem was tiredness – or more an irritation with his tiredness – or more a tiredness that was caused by his irritation – or possibly both. He could no longer tell.

It wasn't that he was awkward, or peculiar, quite the reverse: he was biddable and sensible and ordinary, nothing more: but even an ordinary person could sometimes have enough and get browned off and, for example, want to be offered, every now and then, a choice.

That was only reasonable, wasn't it? A man had to imagine he'd got a chance at freedom, a bit of space. The interval between alternatives, that gave you space. But sometimes you would consider yourself and all you could see were obstructions and you'd be amazed that you ever were able to leave your house – your bed, never mind your house. You'd look in the mirror some mornings and wonder why it didn't show; the way most of you was always yelling to get out.

Moustache or no moustache, that wouldn't change.

The trouble was, you had too much to do: breathing, sleeping, waking, eating: you couldn't avoid them, were built to need them, and so they just went on and on. Where were the other possibilities, the changes you might want to make – like walking off beneath the ocean – not being a fish, he bloody hated fish, but being a man tucked away in the ocean, why couldn't he try that? Why couldn't he try out whatever he thought?

And thinking itself, that wasn't helpful and yet you had to do it all the time. It was there when you dreamed, when you spoke, when you carried out your very many other compulsory tasks. If you couldn't keep control and stay wary, you might think anything, which was exactly the one freedom you'd avoid. You could dodge certain thoughts, corkscrew off and get yourself out of their way, but they'd still hunt you.

You have to watch.

This morning he could feel them, inside and out, bad thoughts getting clever with him, sly. They lapped like dirtied water behind his face and outside him they thickened the breeze until the surface touching him, pressing his lips, was far more quick and complex than only air. Today it had the smell of blue, warm Air-Force blue: the stink of drizzle rising up from wool and everywhere the smell of living blue: polish and hair oil and that sodding awful pinky-orange soap and Woodbines and Sweet Caporal and those other cheap ones, the ones they gave away after ops: Thames cigarettes, to flatten out the nerves.

'Hello, looks like London Fog again.'

Pluckrose had started them calling it London Fog: the Thames smoke haze in the briefing room – him first and then everybody. One of the things they had between them as a crew: 'London Fog again.'

But he wouldn't remember Pluckrose, wasn't going to ask him in.

Chop it. All right?

And this time I mean it. All right?

So the noise throttled back, obedient, let him be where he was.

Not that he was any too clear about that – his precise location – beyond the fact that he was sitting, sitting behind a young moustache.

They'd left the path an age ago, Alfred hadn't noticed when, and there was no doubt they were lost now, if they ever had known where to go. And that had been something of a pain, an irritation: arriving in nowhere, having to stumble and tramp along on a track that divided and twisted and then abandoned them completely: sent him sweating through ragged scrub behind a man who was a stranger – Vasyl – someone you heard about: rumours of bad history and a knife.

But this is fine. I am still enjoying my situation. It doesn't worry me a hit. Because I am choosing to be happy. It's all so big and fiat out here that I can have room for that.

And it's a fine day and good to get a rest, clear off out of it into the open. So I won't be downhearted: there's no need.

Plus, at least this is peaceful and I always did appreciate a little peace. You can have enough of crowds. They pester your head.

One at a time, you could deal with people, but not crowds, and these last weeks had been very much less than deserted – being transported, lectured, ordered about – just like the old days – too much like the old days – you and the other volunteers. First rule of civilised life – never volunteer. So it's sensible today, when you're not required, that you should go and catch your breath, get settled down, and nobody can do that with an audience: it's neither possible nor dignified.

Vasyl, of course, is not an audience and therefore doesn't count. Men you hear stories about take no interest in what you do. They let you carry on as you want to and pretend they haven't seen. They act the way they hope you will for them.

It must have been a while since they'd packed in the walking, settled themselves on a patch of turf scattered with small yellow flowers he couldn't name. His view of the moorland was gently shuddering with heat and he realised he'd kicked pale dust all over his boots, his trouser cuffs. Everything he wore was loaned to him, not truly his responsibility, but still in some part of himself it was kit he was used to maintaining. Why else keep wearing it? He didn't have duties today, it wasn't necessary.

Look at you – filthy – all over the place – you'd have been torn off one for this, Day. You'd have put up a black for this. A proper disgrace to everyone concerned.

Sod it now, though, eh? No more playing silly buggers over that.

Not to mention that King's Regulations no longer apply.

And the dust, you might say, was so distant there at the far end of his body and nothing to do with up here and the neat, clean secrecy of private thought, invited thought.

A good roast of sun, it slows you, lets you relax – and out here if there's anything wrong, you can see it coming with bags of time to do what's next. This is the place and the weather for peace, for the cultivation of a friendly mind.

He wriggled his fingers and focused on enjoying the well-trained, emptied murmur that mildly ran his brain inside his skull, circulated the blood, kept him smooth and defended and working, imagining a thrum against his hands where they cuddled the back of his head and kept him from the lumps and buttons in his folded jacket. Battledress made a lousy pillow. You might almost think it had been invented with some other purpose in mind.

The wiry grass was pricking through his shirt, but that was quite calming for some reason, as was the din of insects, singing out around him for mile upon tussocky mile. Lying down like this: it was very good – a long time since he'd known it be so satisfactory and really improved by having this stranger with him, this Vasyl, this silly basket who was sitting and rocking and shifting and messing about, flicking an American lighter constantly, sucking on stolen American cigarettes. Very possibly he stole the lighter, too.

'D'you have to smoke that loudly?'

'I do, yes. I do.' Funny accent, as if his tongue had been damaged, or was numb. 'These are good. Highest quality. You want one?' And a dry voice, dulled – it made you feel some part of him had died, although you ignored that – nothing to do with you.

'I don't smoke.'

'Everybody smokes, Mr Alfred.'

'Then I must be nobody, Basil.' Enjoying the thought of annoying a man it might be awkward to upset.

'Vasyl. Vasyl. Not a difficult name. A nice Ukrainian name. Also I can be called Slavko. This is another name I have. Better name.'

'You mean like a middle name? Like Basil Slavko.'

'I mean my other name. Other name for other things. Vasyl.' That sounded as nettled as a dead voice could, but still was not satisfactorily upset.

'Where did you get the lighter?' And adding, 'Vasyl.' making sure to say it wearily and too loud, because nobody had to bother about people's names, not any more – insisting on details was absurd – and because maybe he wanted to pick a fight. Alfred wondered if this, in fact, was why he'd come – make a jaunt across the heath for exercise and education, have someone punch your lights out, then beetle off back. It would make a change.

But now Vasyl only giggled in a monotone that made Alfred feel slightly sickened and also ridiculous and, 'You take one.' The pack offered with a sharp little prod at his shoulder. 'Have one. You would like.' Vasyl leaning on his arm, breathing, sweating. 'Real Chesterfields.' His uniform possibly hotter than Alfred's.

Alfred waiting until the bleeder had retreated. 'You have one for me. I'm nobody, remember? No other name. No other things.'

'OK.'

Alfred flicked a look across, caught Vasyl lighting a second cigarette, holding one in each hand at this point and grinning – deepish eyes staying worried, or certainly busy with some type of calculation, an urgency – but the mouth apparently friendly and content. Funny skin he had, pitted – made Alfred think of shrapnel, explosions. Which didn't suit his mood.

'And what you look like, I can't say.' Alfred subsided, realigned his head against his palms and stretched.

'I look like a man with a great many of cigarettes.' An emphasis in this, sharp, and next a hacking laugh that funnelled quickly into coughing, silence, then a regular drag to the left, drag to the right.

I never did smoke, no matter what. They said that I would in the end, but I didn't. Ma told me not to – wouldn't see me spending all my money and then she'd go mithering herself about accidents I could have – petrol and engines and fires. I told her she needn't worry. But you do what your ma says anyway, don't you, cocker? Have to try and keep to that.

And I sent her a bit of my money. Not enough.

Not that she asked.

She would never have asked.

I tried.

That's the thing. That I tried.

Oh, ar. I was a good boy. I've murdered and I stole and used big words, but I never smoked and I was a good boy. A grand lad, me.

The sky was staring down at Alfred, taking quite an interest suddenly, and he squinted up at it, felt a balance agreed between them, unwinding him, washing his limbs. 'Must have been a storm somewhere.' He was slow enough to stall completely, tip into a sweet, smooth drop.

'Ha?'

High gauzes and drags of cloud, in where the blue was strongest: he'd learned what that meant. 'Cirrostratus ... moisture ... It freezes up there. Everything freezes up there.' Catching the idea before it pushed in any further and turned nasty. 'There'll have been a storm somewhere. Earlier.' And he was glad that he hadn't heard it, that no one had, because he was very much soothed at the minute, but you never knew what might become a strain, what might become a trouble for somebody. People were unpredictable – eventually, being with them always showed you the same thing: there was nothing on which to rely. Anyone could splinter in your face.

Bit bloody miserable that, though: isn't it, our kid?

Which isn't like us. We're as happy as the bloody day is long.

Yes, but this bloody Day isn't bloody long. Five foot bloody four in my bloody socks, I thank you. That is short.

That is usefully short.

How Pluckrose always put it – 'This is my friend and colleague, Sergeant Day, Alfred F. And, before you mention, he is not a stunted little bastard, he is usefully short. Couldn't fit him in the turret otherwise, could we?'

Pluckrose who was also a sergeant, although it didn't suit him – not that a commission would have suited any better – his face was simply incompatible with Air Council Instructions: it had the wrong atmosphere and superiors took it amiss. Added to which, he never could shut up. 'Well, I didn't ask to come.' Peering over Alfred's head on the first day, beaming about at the hangar full of blue: men standing as if they could think to do nothing else: others searching as if they were late, as if they'd lost something, or had been forgotten: others not alone, beginning to be not alone. 'Matter of fact, the King asked me. I got a written invitation – through intermediaries, that's just what you'd expect, but it should make a difference, you would think. Of course, I volunteered for this part. And not a soul's been civil to me since – except you.' He beamed down and Alfred could see no doubt in him, no unease, only this sense that he was being entertained. 'Wouldn't have turned up, if I'd known. I mean, it's hardly been efficiently organised, thus far. More like a total fucking shambles.' And the amiability in his voice had made his swearing not a personal thing, or angry, more of a musical addition. 'Truly. I mean, a man could catch his fucking death of cold here, for a start. And I suspect worse.'

Alfred, his words in a lump under his tongue, ashamed of themselves, but getting out a decent-sounding, 'Yes.' He was keeping things short, sticking to the phrases he was safe with, the ones he'd cut away from Staffordshire, that could sound fully RAF.

He still practised in his head.

Yo bin and yo bay. Yo doe and yo day.

You are, or you have been and you aren't, or you haven't been. You do and you don't, or you didn't.

Everything getting longer when you started to say it that way – and harsh, too, the h's everywhere to trip you, having to hack out each one.

I bin.

I am. I was.

The way I was. The soft way I was.

His dad had always said, 'Doe talk soft.' But he'd meant don't talk as if you're stupid, he'd meant Alfred was stupid. Now Alfred was talking hard.

Still, he didn't sound like Pluckrose, wouldn't want to – Pluck-rose had come from another England. Pluckrose could have been on the wireless: a police inspector, maybe, a friend of Paul Temple, or a gentleman with missing papers who seeks the help of Sexton Blake. A gentleman with lots to say and currently engaged in listing his complaints.

'Some of those big tins of jam, you know – they're from the Great War. Plum and apple jam, rejected from the trenches. That can't bode well.'

Alfred wasn't going to sound like Pluckrose, only like his altered self, his best guess at how a Sergeant Day would be.

For Alfred's other alterations there'd been drill, there was assistance, and he'd had taken to it all with a sort of delight: fitting his hands, winged into each other for standing at ease, getting the loop of the cocking toggle over the stud in one, checking the travel in the breech block, learning his movements, his new form — the man at the turret's centre, the heart of a gun.

And it had felt like choosing, like being free. Some mornings it lit in his breath: a permission to keep this fresh skin, to love the patterns and the habits of his airman's life. Now, though, it might be different, this was somewhere operational and serious, too busy for you to get help. Parts of him, like his speaking, they weren't quite right, they didn't work well and perhaps this was an indication of other more serious faults he hadn't found yet. He could see himself failing, washing out, disappeared up North to somewhere cold and pointless, erking away at potato peelings and latrines. And wouldn't that be a sort of cowardice: a fear you don't have to admit, because you just sneak yourself out of danger by making too many mistakes? And maybe you've hurt other people before that, because you were scared. That's what they always told you – panic and you'll damage valuable equipment, you'll waste us trained men.

Pluckrose was still talking, while glancing at the doorway, the ceiling, at Alfred and Alfred's forehead – which was frowning – and at the single wing above Alfred's breast pocket – AG embroidered at its root, the gunner's brevet, the sign of his qualification. The first test that Alfred ever passed. The first he'd ever taken.

Pluckrose winked. 'Not out hunting for yourself, though? Under instructions? Go thou forth and gather up a crew?'

'I found you for the skipper.' This a mumbled chain of Black Country noises – I fownd yo fur the skippah – but never mind, because here was the first time that he'd said it – skipper – and felt the sparking kick inside his chest, beneath the weight of that single wing. Alfred had a skipper, he was under instructions, he was all right. He was solid while the whole place was uneasy with confusions he couldn't fathom: restless men and the rattle of wind against loose metal somewhere and the lot of them left here after the pep talks to sort themselves out and knowing they'd have to manage, get this done right, because you couldn't end up with the spare bods and the runts, couldn't be forced into a crew with nothing but wazzock-looking baskets, the types who'd kill you.

He'd thought it very quickly, but very clear – the types who'd kill you – he'd allowed that, but it made no impact, perhaps because he'd hoped he was already a little lucky, being fixed up, crewed up, safe.

Lucky and almost showing a grin. He had his skipper.

He'd been able to tell Pluckrose, 'So come on then. Skipper's waiting.'

But the skipper needs to be first. If you've got to go dragging it up again, then you have to start with him.

The skipper is the one who stood behind you and a touch to starboard, stood and waited for you to know it in all that crowd, to see if you had a sense of him, had instincts. When you turned he was solemn, arms folded, staring at you, the peak of his cap leaned forward so you caught no more than a glimmer from his inspection: he was keeping mum about it, but already seeming close to satisfied. 'You married?' Not making fun of you with this, not intending disrespect, letting it seem that you were pals in a way and you'd had other times together and this was the end of an old conversation, the last thing to check.

He angled his head for an instant and then you could see his eyes, what you were certain must be proper pilot's eyes – you hadn't a clue about anything, but they really ought to be like this: their interest too far forward and an odd temperature at their back. Later, you'd see the same in other men and you would think of the skipper, whether you wanted to or not.

You realised he was waiting for an answer and you choked out, 'No, sir. I'm not,' as if you were a boy, had never touched a woman.

And, then again, you weren't married and you had touched only yourself and then fretted about it and you were almost infinitely younger than you thought.

Infinitely: a word you'd learn soon – once infinity started to drive up and breathe against you. Infinity is fond of wars, they give it a way to come in.

'No, sir. I'm not.'

'Decided I'd ask. Better to have all bachelors. Simpler. That's my plan.' And he takes off his cap and he reaches forward and, before you can intend this, you are bare-headed also and shaking his hand. There's the grumble and shout of so many others round you, nudges as men pass, and you drop the grip, but are together now. He examines your face and stops you moving and you watch something hard turn in the light, light grey of his look and you feel that he'll do what he has to, whatever that might be, and it seems he's caught this in you, too, and is content. You will both do everything required.

'Position?' He's almost grinning.

'I can take mid-upper, if I have to.'

'But you'd rather not? Rather be out in the tail turret on your own.'

'You get a nicer view.' And they kill you. You're the one they're most likely to kill – that's why it's been what you've wanted, from the very first time you heard. 'I like a nice view.' From the very first time you heard.

'Thought so.' Said in a way that had warmth about it, when that was nothing you required – you only needed to get what you wanted, were asking to get what you wanted. And he gave it. 'I thought I had the right man.' And now he did grin. 'I'm Peter Gibbs.' He rubbed at his hair, letting you see that its colour annoyed him when he thought of it. 'Or Sandy. For obvious reasons.'

You had to raise your voice above a swell of noise and this had been known to make it unreliable, although at that moment you didn't care. 'Day, Alfred.' Surprising yourself by saluting properly, absolutely the way they wanted, the way a well-disciplined dog might if it could. You stretched up into it, you added lustre to the service, you believed in the rank and believed in the man and believed in yourself, even yourself. After which you were embarrassed, naturally. Saluting with your cap off – how big a bloody fool could you be.

But the skipper was easy about it as you covered your head, felt a sweat – and he was grinning again: for you, not at you. An officer's accent, only not like an officer. 'I do want a tight ship, Sergeant.' This something he's considered which he tells you to make it true. 'But I don't think we'll have much time for ceremony.' His voice with a kindness in it that will take you and lead you to trust. 'Picked you first, because you have to watch my back. You sing out and I'll fly us right up our own fundament if I have to. Make the attempt, anyway. Evasion will take place.' And then, in case you think he's a line-shooter, 'But I'm a rotten pilot, actually. So this is your last chance to get away ...'

You grin to him for an answer, then press on, 'Well, if all else fails, like, you can just take us round in circles anti-clockwise and screw the bulbs out of their searchlights ...' Which is a very old gag, but you need it to cover the pause, because neither of you can guess how this will be, but it's impossible to admit that, no future in it, and so you let one plan seem as likely as another, because all of them have to be at least half mad and both of you have to sound certain when you are not and you suspect that you may start laughing, shadow-boxing, singing 'Jerusalem': you can't predict: anything to lead your mind astray, because you are actually here and beginning to be aircrew and in a war – yourself in the whole of a war – and because you are so alive, so infinitely, infinitely alive.

The skipper coughs, not complaining, but he would like to be in charge, thanks, and you enjoy quieting down for him, having him make you focus. You can focus – a good gunner concentrates.

'Sergeant Day, I'm going to scout round for a bomb aimer. You get me a navigator, would you? Rendezvous by that fire bucket in ten minutes.'

'Right you are, sir.'

You're almost off when he touches your arm, bends in to be level with you. 'Look, I should suppose a gunner wants to shoot things, yes? Well, I rather hope I never let you get the chance. Unless you can aim with your head banging off the turret roof. I want to get us through and bomb. It's our job to bomb. If you won't like that you should tell me now.'

''Course. We have to bomb.' But a disagreement in you, the taste of how they've trained you and liking to hit your target, understanding how to put yourself into a kill: one thousand, one hundred and fifty rounds per minute – you know the hot, dark trick of that.

'Sure? I mean arse-splitting turns will not be in it.'

You let go, though, because you have to: he's your skipper. 'If there's a fighter in my way and getting too friendly, I'll fire at it. But I'll be singing out all the while.' You liked that singing out – the way he would put it. 'Don't mind getting my head lamped when you dive – nothing valuable in there.'

'When you say go, I go.'

'When I say go, you go.'

But he'll get his wish: the bombing will always be the thing, what you're for, what Bomber Harris says you're for, the Big Boss. He says you're to be the boys who bring the whirlwind.

And you don't only obey the skipper, you want to obey him and that makes a wonderful difference. Even if in the end it amounts to precisely the same thing. Saying more than you'd expected, 'We'll bomb. We'll bomb the bastards.' And you don't mither, don't flap, because you're comfortable with Pilot Officer Gibbs; you always will be. The skipper is safe and you know it. 'Never mind me squirting tracer all over the shop – corkscrew us out of bother and we'll make it home.'

'When you say go, Boss.'

'When I say go.'

Then a different smile from him, bigger, a bit half soaked. 'That's the stuff, Boss. We're agreed.'

No reason for him to call you Boss – maybe he wants to feel lighter, because you've just given him command, or maybe because you're small and this makes it funny. You never can work it out, but from now on he does call you Boss and this makes the others do the same until, by the end of the week, it's your name. Silly one to pick when you've never been a boss of anything.

When you bring him Pluckrose, again there's a shake of the hand and you notice how the skipper moves: that he's gentle, precise, and you might mistake him for being not much of a man, but really there is just no waste about him. He puts himself exactly where he chooses and is still. If he hit you, he would do it very quickly and very well.

No bomb aimer, yet. 'Sorry, Boss.' Skip shrugs at you, enjoying that he's rueful. 'Couldn't find anybody quite right. Who's this?'

Pluckrose in and explaining, before you can answer, which isn't a shock.

'Pluckrose. From a long line of Pluckroses: my father, and my grandfather and my so forth, all of them Pluckroses to a man and my mother, of course, picked it – plucked it – although possibly under the influence of drink – and so, having put up with it themselves, they were delighted they could pass it on to me.' He doesn't appear to breathe, 'Those of them still living. The others might well have been less enthusiastic, although who knows – once a Pluckrose, I'd suppose always a Pluckrose.' And the skipper watches him, unreadable and still, and you wonder if you've made a terrible mistake in bringing him a Pluckrose. 'You can imagine how much I look forward to meeting strangers – especially popsies – and, my, how I liked my schools – all eight of them. I have really no education to speak of, can barely add up, so I wouldn't rely on my calculations at any point – geometry is a foreign land to me – and foreign lands, of course: they're a foreign land to me, too. Struan Macallum Pluckrose, that's the complete set of luggage – the very tiniest touch of Scotland there on my mother's side.' Pluckrose blinks down at the skipper, allows a moment of remarkable silence, 'Would you like to see my logbook?'

Offering this before he's asked, his face fighting between resignation and a peculiar kind of glee, and the skipper studying each page very calmly, closing it, softly handing it back. 'Well, nobody's said you're dangerous.'

'I can be very plausible, if I have to.'

'Which might come in handy.'

Pluckrose exhaling, seeming to lower by half an inch and no longer close to bellowing. 'I'd hoped it might.'

'Peter Gibbs. Sandy.' The skipper rubs his neck, glances at his navigator – which is Pluckrose – and then at his tail gunner – which is you – and then the hangar where more knots are forming, pairs and teams of men gaining definition. 'This is only a guess, you know ...' he murmurs just loud enough for the pair of you, his crew, 'but I think we might take a bit of getting used to. So perhaps from now on, we should travel en masse, formate in a nice little vic and introduce ourselves together. Then they can take us or leave us in one go.'

* * *

Vasyl had declared lunch on the grass, unpacking half a decent loaf, cheese in a greaseproof wrapper, three boiled eggs. Awkward that – you can't share three between two people.

'Is fine. I have my knife.' Vasyl seeming a touch shy, smoothing his hand into his trouser pocket and bringing out a clasp knife, a small thing. It could still do you harm, but was nothing to fuss about. 'My famous knife, yes?' Letting it lie on his palm for a moment until it became all innocence, cutlery, an object with no sense of purpose. Then he cut the egg lengthwise through its shell, very earnest, and making a good job of it, the blade plainly very sharp. 'There, you see? Fair is fair.' Holding out Alfred's half in a wide, reddish hand.

So they had one thing in common: understanding food.

Bash, we called it in the camp. Bash. Maybe that made it easier to cope with. You expected things of food., you had high hopes; never quite knew where you were with bash. And you had to be careful with it, keep things equal and correct.

Not that they didn't have more than enough at the minute. A comfortable ration for this afternoon and a bottle of cold tea apiece – real tea, none of that ersatz stuff made out of daisies, or God knew what – and meals laid on for the rest of the time, generous portions.

But you could still worry.

The thought of food had followed Alfred for six years now, long after the end of the war: that and the preventative hunger, the drive to take what he saw, whenever he saw it, in case there was nothing else after. He'd kept chocolate with him every day; and a new slice of bread each morning, to help him be at ease. This was how you discovered that you were an animal – you caught yourself hoarding, savage, feeding: mind shut.

You'd think all those books would make a difference, wouldn't you, our kid'? That's what everyone said would happen. You end up around reading people, ones who like their words and are comfortable with them, and you show an interest, a curiosity, and that's your affair and no one else's business and you find yourself growing – a little chap, but big inside, quite roomy. Only then they pile in, the reading people, gang up on you and interfere and they want you to be like them, their boy, their babby, and they give you more refined concerns – according to them, you've never been bothered by anything worthwhile – so now you have rarefied worries and delicate problems, like your head's been turned into a parlour and there's nothing there can stand your touch – and they give you words that you can't quite operate to put in your new voice and this is supposed to make you finer and a finished man. A great opportunity for self-improvement, war.

Unless you're hungry.

Then you end up just like any other dog.

Still, they'd had a point. Being an autodidact – horrible word, autodidact, but one of the first you teach yourself: all by yourself, without the reading people, without anyone – being an autodidact had made a difference. Without the books, you might not have been so thoroughly ashamed. Or disappointed. Your shame might have been unavoidable, very probably it was, but not your disappointment.

Oh, give it a rest, though, can't you? All of that was years ago and you could have had it worse.

And you were warned – by someone who was taught in schools – Ivor Sands told you and his whole life is books – go scraping about in your past and you'll get hurt, you'll remember and hurt. But you wouldn't be told.

Alfred rubbed his fingers through his scalp.

Won't need a punch in the head at this rate – doing it very effectively from within.

He lowered his eyelids, turned his face to the heat and stared at the muffled light, the blood sun.

Time to get yourself in order, Day. No more self-indulgence. Think of your egg -your nice half chooky egg. That shouldn't be neglected.

He looked down at it, peeled away the shell, his mouth suddenly overinterested, wet.

My, but wasn't it all just a big, free university – the university of war – with HE and armour piercing and incendiaries, just for a lark. And so much to find out: the far edges of people and the bloody big doors into nowhere that you don't want to know about.

Enough of that, though. If you keep yourself in charge of your thinking then things stay friendly and polite.

So keep in charge.

And then what?

Let us consider the things for which we should be grateful.

For instance?

For instance, you wouldn't deny that it left you with a grand appreciation of your grub. When there is food, you don't take it for granted. No indeed. It's just as if you can't help saying grace.

Amen, straw women, rubber babbies all a-swimming.

But those regulations no longer apply.

No more playing silly buggers over God now, either.

He focused himself on his egg and biting, hid inside that – the nice cling of the yolk, a dab of it slightly creamier where it was undercooked. 'Nice enough, I suppose. No salt, though.' When he licked his lips he could feel the tickle of hairs – eating was going to be different now, very slightly. He liked that.

'Apologies. I forget my head.'

Vasyl threw across a twist of paper that did indeed conceal a hollow full of salt. Must have been a Boy Scout. If the Ukraine had Boy Scouts. Alfred suspected that Uncle Joe would not be all that keen and wasn't there some other outfit they had in Russia, some socialist arrangement?

'An egg with salt, now that's more like it.' Bread made it better yet. Sip of tea. A modest slice of cheese. You couldn't complain.

'Want some of this?'

'Bloody hell.'

Vasyl brought out a tin of Klim and, quick as you like, had it open, something about this seeming a kind of threat. It had been four years since Alfred had seen a tin of Klim and the tiny shock of the banded label, the fat, square lettering, hurt him slightly, made him swallow. 'Bloody, bloody hell.' Klim had been behind the wire. It didn't belong in 1949.

'You don't like? Milk – is good for you.' Vasyl watchful, more interested than he should be. 'Make you grow long bones.'

'Bones are long enough, thanks.' Being sure to sound sharp. 'Wouldn't want to grow out of my clothes. At home we all have to economise, you know. Save pounds, get dollars, that kind of thing.' Because you couldn't let him start assuming you would put up with anything. Unwise to stand out, or throw your weight around, but you couldn't let somebody mark you as a target, either. Show them you're not afraid and then you're halfway to winning the fight. 'Just a surprise to see it. Klim. For some reason I'd have thought they'd blow every Klim production plant sky high and then bury every tin of it at sea. Bloody Klim, from bloody herds of swoc, eating bloody fields of bloody ssarg. I took it as a sign that somebody out in the world had a sense of humour. Very necessary, a sense of humour.' This was too long, too big, giving Vasyl leverage he could use. Which was what he'd wanted, no doubt. Better not to get angry, though, because that could lead to weakness and other sorts of grief. 'But maybe I'm taking things too much to heart, just because I still dream of the stuff. Often.' Wrong – Alfred watched in Vasyl's eyes how this invited an intrusion, showed a fast way in. 'And everyone's been so busy in the peace: keeping the rationing going, taking whatever they like, making sure that we stay cheerful and all get what we deserve. We've every one of us got what we fought for, hadn't you heard?' Alfred aware that he now sounded as bitter as Ivor Sands, when he wasn't like Ivor, was sure that he wasn't as damaged as that. Still, despite his complaining, Alfred reached and took the can, shook out a palmful of that old, dry sweetness. 'Christ.'

'Taste pleasing? The way you know?'

'Tastes like hell. And I like my tea black. You can keep the rest.' A flutter in his stomach, so he lay back, breathed for a while.

But Vasyl was in the mood to take advantage, couldn't wait to dig. 'Tell me a thing, Mr Alfred.'

Tongue at your top lip, cleaning away the memory. 'No.' That was the trouble with a moustache – it made things linger.

'You sleep?'

'Everybody sleeps.'

'You sleep the way you like to? You enjoy your sleep? Is enough for you, your sleep?' The man in a rush for something, after blood. Like the doctor at Cosford, the trick cyclist. Same style. Wanting to steal what was left of you and pretending you shouldn't object.

'My sleep is more than enough for me, thank you. I sometimes have to wake up early, just to keep it from wearing me out.'

'And now you are here in Germany again, pretending to be in a camp – now with this, you sleep?' The fucker guessing, correctly guessing, that insomnia – a charming word, that, full of Latin – insomnia had been a problem but, since coming here, had abandoned him completely.

Such conditions could go either way, Alfred supposed, but it turned out the hut noise had soothed him: the breathing, creaks, the shift of bodies, the chafing night din of a barracks, none of it annoyed him any more. Instead he'd gained a sleep like drowning, like being swallowed, a crush of grey taking him off as soon as he lay down and folding over him, thick and seamless, until they had to shake him at reveille, haul him back up to the light.

No need to mention that yesterday morning you'd gone round to have a swill, get yourself presentable, and had to pause, sit down on the clean, fake steps of some other clean, fake hut and realise you were tearful, ached, because the pretend camp, pretend fences, pretend guards – they had been what you wanted. The bastard thing had made you miss it. The fucking thing had put itself inside you so deep that you felt this happiness to see it built again and straggling with men: pretend Kriegies – Kriegsgefan-gene. all German, that word – pretend POWs, like yourself and more than only you coming back for their second time, volunteering for their prison, more than only you – and you were fucked off with yourself and fucked off with them and fucked off with the thing and its taste and its fear and its living in you and fucked off that it wouldn't be long before filming was over and they'd send you home.

And I'm looking for the faces, too. From when it was real. From when we were Kriegies.

Because some of it here can seem so much the same and that leads you to expect them, even when you're certain they're not coming: the boys you need to see.

Alfred rolled on to his side, saw Vasyl tip his head back and eat the Klim out of the can – just pouring it down too fast to taste. It made the bugger cough for a moment before he paused, spoke again, the words thick with milk. 'I said, do you sleep, Mr Alfred? In my camp – in my real camp. I sleep.'

'Then why come and do this? If your camp is so bloody lovely, why don't you stay in it? Want to be a film star, do you?' Alfred felt his tiredness coming, inviting a pain in the head. 'Or didn't you get enough of the fucking war?'

'Displaced Persons, we have no choice until they decide what to do with us, we must stay where they keep us. Work is a way to leave.' Vasyl sighed as if he was a man of distinction and excellent schooling, someone cultured who loved porcelain and perhaps symphonies and it was a very great shame that a person of so many qualities should be suffering so badly and speaking to a so much lower type who was too stupid even to notice. He made a point of emptying the rest of the Klim out on the grass, wasting it, watching Alfred for any reaction

Alfred just made a smile and didn't shout and looked as if he might be stupid, because he was good at that – self-taught. Self-defence.

'We have to be very patient and wait very nice with each other and not speak a great deal, or ask questions. It is very dull.' Vasyl lit yet another cigarette. 'This making a film is a thing to do which is not concert party, or recital with poetry, or digging a field, or debate concerning democracy and the future – in preparing tomorrow's peace, English influence will never be devoted to a policy of enslavement. I have heard this enough times to remember. Always lectures. Always the same.'

'Funny, I've never heard it at all.'

'Swiss people, they say it in the war. What the Swiss understand is nothing. Very small people in their minds and thieves and trying to say what everybody should resemble.' He licked his forefinger, dipped it in the little pile of Klim on the grass, licked again. 'And we get paid. For what work we do with this film, they pay us six marks any day.' As if anyone might believe he had need of the money. 'Currency is useful and my intention is to improve my speaking English.'

'You're supposed to be playing a German.'

'German I know already.'

'Me too, our kid. Me too.'

Beyond which they ate for a while in silence and Alfred must have drifted, dozed, because when he woke the thought of the boys was with him again, the whole pack of them, staring into his head. Dickie Molloy there in a temper, kicking at a wall and then running off limping up the lane, yelling like stinko as he went, and Bill's mints, Bill Torrington's peppermints – inexhaustible supply he had from some cousin who worked in a factory that made them – never got anything useful, like sugar, only peppermints – and Edgar Miles who quietly looted them three seats for the mess from a bombed-out cinema – made everywhere smell of burning – and Hanson who was a bastard.

'Give us a look at your thumbs.' Hanson with his frayed cuffs, his uniform that looked as if he'd been buried wearing it. 'Come on. Thumbs.' By this time Alfred and the skipper had gathered up Pluckrose, Torrington, Molloy and they were looking for a W/Op. Pressing on regardless, this scruffy article was following them, making straight for Alfred, 'If you're a gunner ...' when they didn't want him, when nobody wanted him. 'Show us your thumbs.' A round head and flat little eyes, needling.

'I am a gunner.' What else could Alfred say?

The skipper and the rest had stopped, had turned to wait at Alfred's back and so he had to get this right and be the man they took him for, one who stood his ground. 'I am a gunner.'

'You say you're a gunner.'

'That's because I am a gunner.' This heating him in his legs, his neck and the weight of the crew behind him making him reckless, letting him prop his fists on to his hips and stand. 'What are you}' And someone, he'd guess Pluckrose, making this low chuckle in his throat at that, appreciating the show.

Hanson wove his fingers together, stretched them, popped his joints. Filthy nails he had and the smell you would get if you slept with your guns. He glowered at Alfred from under dank blond hair, making a meal of things and raising up both of his thumbs. 'Gunner's thumbs.'

And, after a moment, the others had punched out a single, solid laugh between them and Torrington and Molloy had patted Alfred's shoulders, but he hadn't shifted, because Hanson had to be the one to move, to flinch, and Alfred's heart had seemed high in his chest and eager.

'Lord, it's like a mongoose with a snake.' Pluckrose at his back, gentle. 'To paraphrase Wellington – I don't know if they're going to scare Goering, but they put the fucking wind up me.'

Hanson breaking off then, giving a grin. 'Straight AG.' And waiting for the word.

'What do you say?' The skipper at Alfred's side now. 'Do we want him?'

He liked being given the power to pick. 'Not sure.'

'Do we need him, Boss?'

'Probably.' Alfred surprised to hear himself. 'Probably we do.' He'd not looked at Hanson after that, had avoided the sight of him for the rest of the day.

Edgar Miles had wandered along to them soon after, yawned a bit, stood at his usual shambolic angle – looked so slack that you could pour him, carry him off in a bucket – and he said he would like to be part of a crew that laughed, which had set them off laughing again, nearly howling, this time Alfred and Hanson joining in, because this made the seven of them fit and seemed like the start of how they'd be and meant they were complete, crewed up.

Not that they weren't a lifetime away from knowing anything: they'd only had a round or two of training from madmen being rested between tours. Still, no need to worry, a lifetime wasn't all that long.

And they had so many ways to pass the time.

'Why don't you do her, so? Why don't you do the deed?' Molloy, a little drunk one evening, maybe two weeks since they'd met, and punching Alfred's arm, 'If you have a lady friend.'

There are things that you never imagine.

'You do have a lady friend.' Molloy flushing a touch with the lateness of the hour and drink taken, but still mainly pale.

'I didn't say I did.'

There are things you should never remember.

'Ah, but you have to. No choice. Special circumstances with a war on and such.' Face and hands white as paper and the eyebrows, eyes, mouth – the features all dark, as if they were drawn on, added in black ink.

'I didn't say I had a lady friend.'

'Ah, you do, though. I heard. Straight gen. You've one and another one for Sundays, surely.'

Pluckrose nudging in, 'You mentioned there was a war on? You know that would explain all the fucking noise.' This in the low, square saloon of the Duke's Head, their earliest local. The Duck's Head – what else would they call it?

'You've a foul mouth on you.' Malloy smiling and making his eyes round: a touch cracked-looking.

'Thank you kindly, I do my best.' Nodding in a way that made you think of other Pluckroses, And tell me, Dickie ...' of admirals and judges and tall-headed men on horseback and hunting things, their long Pluckrose shins hanging down and their great, thin Pluckrose feet dragging on to the ground. 'Tell me, dear Mr Molloy – with whom exactly are we at war?'

'The Eskimos, you heathen bastard.'

'Really and why's that?'

'Because we've stolen their fucking penguins and now haven't they gone and decided they want them back.'

There are things that you never remember, because you are sensible and have studied unarmed combat. You defend yourself.

'But never mind that, so. You, Little Boss – will you do her or not?'

You defend yourself.

Wish her well if you have to and then get on. Not another thought.

You will not hold a thought of her. You will defend yourself.

Alfred sat up, dry and vaguely breathless. His pack was leaning against Vasyl's on the turf, but there was no sign of Vasyl himself beyond a white mound of milk, ants working at it.

Oh, well.

He took a moment to imagine cleaning off his mind, washing it down with petrol, removing the stains. Sometimes this worked after dreams. The thing was to concentrate on something else and let them fade.

I suppose I could manage the journey back alone – the camp's about due west. I'd recognise the route, more or less. So flat around here, I'd be able to see it from a good way off. But if I went wrong, there are places out here you wouldn't want to come across. Things left behind.

No hurry, in any case. He enjoyed a long swig from the bottle of tea then stood, brushed at his trousers, thought how green the air was: a day's sun raising the scent of live earth, animal heat.

I don't get out in the country enough. I don't exercise any more. Still, I can change that. If I'd like.

He'd no time to consider how, because a clatter in the low trees and the slash of a stick being swiped into leaves announced that Vasyl was heading back He liked to proceed by breaking whatever he could.

'Good evening, good evening. You are awake. This is splendid. We have just the time to walk and be there.'

'You've seen it?'

'Yes, yes. I don't bring you all this way for no reward.' He bent to his pack, couldn't help hefting it slightly, checking it, to see if Alfred had taken anything, disturbed it. 'Your belongings, you carry them. We may not pass this way again.'

Alfred checking his own pack on principle, slow. 'We never pass this way again. That's the law.' Happy he'd puzzled Vasyl with that, 'All right, then. Lead on, Macduff.'

'This is from William Shakespeare, correct?'

'This is from William Shakespeare, correct.'

But I still have the advantage, because I found Shakespeare myself. Nobody just gave him to me in a school: I earned him.

There was sort of rabbit track and Vasyl set off along this, through young trees and over uneven ground.

Alfred followed. 'How do you know this is the way?'

'A British captain told me. They said the way and the place. He was there. He was with Montgomery also – saw him take the signatures for that first little surrender. He tells me one of the German officers has a briefcase with him: a very full briefcase, as if he would need it. As if they would let him keep it. That was a blooming good day, yes?' Vasyl monitoring Alfred's face as he said this, getting too loud.

Alfred ignored him and they started off, pushed to a broad rise of tawny grass, junipers rearing up from it in dark plumes, banks of heather showing the first bluish haze of flower. Vasyl's stamping about drove up a rush of small birds and Alfred hoped they were larks because he liked the thought of larks.

Once they'd walked to their little horizon another had stretched beyond a break of trees and laid itself down in a shimmer of sun. There were sheep standing in the distance, or else pale rocks, and a cluster of buildings that could have been barracks at sometime: perhaps still were, but for an unintended army. There was a thin road, a shine that could have been from the windscreen of a truck.

Alfred inhaled, the breeze sweet, tranquil, healthy.

'OK.' Vasyl planted himself and folded his arms, staring firmly at a patch of grass. It seemed entirely like any other.

'What's OK?'

Vasyl frowned. 'We are there.'

'I don't see anything.'

'What would there be to see? This is their whole aim, they don't make a memorial. He kills himself – in Uelzener Strasse, over in Lüneburg, you can go and discover – and they bury him where nobody will know except who did it. No bastards coming to put flowers.' Vasyl turned his back slightly unsteadily, fumbled and began, Alfred realised, to piss. 'You tell anyone I come here and I put what I like, which is best.'

And what should you do if you're standing where they buried Himmler? Dance, maybe, if that didn't seem too frivolous, or wish him in hell if that didn't seem too late, or – why not? – piss on him. There wasn't a drill set down for the occasion. Plus, Alfred hadn't planned this far, not having believed they would find the place and not exactly sure they really had. The ground here looked just the same as all the rest, the air still tasting very fine.

Vasyl was dogged: emptying himself, you would have thought – an impressive volume. 'You say to anyone who asks.'

Say what, mate? That you can hold about a bloody quart? That you're like Mr Woo in the air-raid warden song – could put out afire?

Alfred rubs the skin above his eyes, concentrates. 'How can you tell this is it?'

Because Alfred sounded annoyed and Vasyl maybe didn't expect this and so he snaps, 'I can tell.'

'But didn't they ...' Perhaps pushing his luck here, 'I'd heard they ...'

Vasyl finished at last and faced him, fly rebuttoned, suddenly belligerent.

Alfred continued all the same. 'I heard they came back and dug him up, cremated him.' The little, harmless knife still sleeping in Vasyl's pocket, he was sure. 'Is that wrong? I did think that they'd dug him up.'

Vasyl stamped his foot, the dried earth under it sounding hollow. 'I heard this. I know it. I don't care.' The crickets had stopped. Everything had stopped. 'He was here for months before that. You know a body buried for months?' He flickered a slow glare at Alfred. 'I know bodies buried for months. They don't get him all out. Some of him is left here. Enough for me.' He spat.

'Well.' Alfred pulled his side cap out of his pack, set it in the proper place: badge in centre of forehead, edge angled to one inch above right eyebrow. 'I suppose I should make my contribution on behalf –'

But he can't finish, can't begin, because there is a shout among the trees to their left, the sense is unclear, but there is running, drawing nearer.

A chase.

Alfred spinning, a stupid, huge fear jumping in him and nowhere to hide, but then here comes a young girl – ten, or so – laughing and running, enjoying the end of her day and brought up sharp when she breaks through the cover, sees men.

'It's all right. Don't worry.' Alfred's voice sounded violent to him, like a threat, and the girl's mouth opened, but then only closed again. She was keeping a cloth full of something tight to her chest – perhaps valuables, perhaps food, something she's gathered on the heath. Her dress is close on her body, pretty, unprotective.

'Allusgoot. Allusgoot. OK?' You've seen it before – the way she won't move and can't understand you because she is terrified and no languages can reach her. You want Vasyl to help with this, but you can't take your eyes from hers, because that may make her worse and it seems that she also wants to look at Vasyl, be sure of him, but she cannot and now the other runner appears: a woman of about forty and quite plump, happy to be a little cross with herself and surprised with the way she is out of breath and having this fun, this time away from anyone's disapproval but her own. The joy falls from her in a step. She sees you. She halts and you know she would like to be closer to what is clearly her daughter, but isn't sure if this will help – maybe she must be the distraction that lets the girl try to get away, maybe showing no love for her will be safer, maybe open affection will make you be unkind. She looks past you to Vasyl and something complicated happens in her face.

'It's all right. Allusgoot. Goot.' Easing forward and this scares them even more, which annoys you, although you know that isn't right – is not the way you should be. 'English. Goot. Vassmacken-zeeheer.' The mother's hands are panicking round this square parcel she's got and her lips are moving, trying to find what would work.

And you can't let someone's mother be like that, not while the child has to watch, that's the worst thing, and you say to the woman evenly and slowly, 'Come on now, there's a good wench – we'm pals, see? Kine angst.'

But there is a quality in her attention that finally makes you glance over to Vasyl and feel the air kick round your head, because he is holding a Luger: dressed in his costume, his Feldwebel's uniform, and levelling the gun at them, enjoying the way it is starting to make them look already dead.

'You fucking bastard. What the fuck are you doing? Vasyl! What the fuck are you doing?'

And the mother runs. She takes her chance, pulls at the child and makes this kind of high, whining scream and runs for the trees and Vasyl is going to chase her. He stares at you as if you are insane and then starts forward – this picture from another time – and he is giggling on one low, solid note, delighted with the way that he must look, the way that she must see him, her fear. And you are extremely, extremely – you are upset until you find that you are on the grass and cannot quite breathe and you have stopped him.

You are numb in places and twisting the weight of your hips and your arms operate without you, very smooth and calm, while you wrestle this man who has a gun and you are sure you are going to die and do not want to.

But you've forgotten about what you learned, all that while ago, what your body knows, and here is your foot on his wrist and also your opposite knee is pressing at his throat. Your position is unstable – you do need to make yourself secure – but you have smothered his struggling and he seems almost docile now. And underneath you both there may be some small part of Himmler, but more likely just a depth of earth in a heath where he'd once decreed there should be excavations to uncover an Aryan past, where he'd tried to prove his future – and this what you're mostly aware of, these strange and calming facts – before Vasyl jerks, unseats you, and the pistol is lifting towards you, but you have already caught him, because your arms are free and clever and you hold his wrist and you press your shin across his neck as hard as you can and watch him choke, feel his grip falter until you can take the Luger away and slap him.

You slap him again.

You decide not to mind how many times you slap him. Don't hit him, slap him, let him feel small.

This makes you smile.

You softly wonder if you only want to hit him and why not shoot him. Where would be the harm?

No one might come across a body here for weeks, buried or not.

One of Vasyl's cheeks is ticking, he is slippery with sweat, but he tries to keep his eyes open and to show you he is pathetic, wounded. He intends you to be more sorry for him than you might be for the woman or the girl and this annoys you.

But mainly you notice how carefree you feel, how glossy.

'If I let you loose, you'd better not try that again. You know I can beat you.' This is probably not true. But you do have his gun now and so you sigh, lean back, and sit on Vasyl's chest, but otherwise let him be. He is heaving in air, wheezing, and your pressure doesn't help him.

You watch a breeze going over the far grass, wave scrolling after wave and dropping to stillness. You wriggle your shoulders, exhale. You angle your face to the sun, to the joy of it. You stroke your new moustache.

'You can't tell I won't shoot you?' Vasyl hoarse. 'I just frighten some Deutsch cunts. It's a joke. You can't tell I'm a good person who loves England? I am a good person.' He might almost be about to cry. 'You make me afraid.' He is perfectly convincing. 'Please.'

The labouring of Vasyl's ribcage very noticeable underneath you as you sit and understand that you would like it if he were really afraid and if that was to do with you.

'Please. You must let me breathe.'

But your hating him fades quickly – you haven't the space for it. You are shut in a kind of private uproar which prevents you from thinking anything except that you are so surprised, because it's back: whatever it is that stops you dying has come back. You hadn't wanted to be killed.

You didn't know you'd feel that way again.
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