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  Foreword:  Sunday 15th May 1975 - A Mantra.


The Liverpool waterfront sparkled like an elusive gem. We were standing on the Wallasey side of the river, marvelling at the beauty of it, gazing and dreaming in the darkness. The entire band were there. That meant that there were three of us. Oh, and Sharon who was my girlfriend at that moment in time, but who would be Dave’s a little later on. Probably sounds confusing but it isn’t really. One thing is however certain. It was a very long time ago. 
We were about to appear in “The battle of the bands”, trumping Bill & Ted by some twenty years or so. It’s a good line of course, but it was actually called a “Grand Group Talent Contest” (Heat three, no less), which is starting to sound more like “Talent Trek” and there we have it – the smoothest link from Bill & Ted to Phoenix nights that you are ever likely to see!
After that, of course, we would be really, really famous. Bigger than the Beatles, for sure. We didn’t stop and think that we could have actually made a few quid doing other people’s songs. Venues were suckers for a few Beatles and old rock songs and we were pretty good at that. Oh no. We only played our own stuff, which naturally, unlike the band name - Mantra - was going to change the future of pop music. Or so we thought.
Uniformly, it was of course, complete shit to anyone else. To us it was mana from heaven and our only real reason for existing at all. What was it John Lennon said? Ah yes – “life is what happens to you when you are busy making other plans”, and so it was with us. Life got in the way. My friends went to university. I didn’t. Things move on, and when you look back it’s impossible not to feel the love and hope for those days, when everything seemed to be ahead if you, and was so clear and simple. Time drifts on. So do you. 
But we didn’t know that then. We were going to be famous. Change the world. 
The competition was to be held in Liverpool. Gulliver’s club, a venue that none of us knew the first thing about. We even had to go on a reccy the week before to find out where it actually was. It turned out to be an okay kind of place. On the night we came joint second. 
Out of three.
Yeah. That bad. Before we went on, we had to pinch the rubber mat from the gents to put under the drum kit as it kept sliding all over the stage. Oh, and I dropped a drumstick halfway through a song. To top it all we got the equipment there in a full-size furniture van that nearly got wedged between two cars in the alley behind the club. If it was your Ford that you found missing a wing mirror that night then we’re all collectively very sorry indeed.
At that moment in time however, that was all in the future. We had a final night’s worth of practice, and then it was full steam ahead for fame and fortune. Yet what a summer that was! A year before finishing school, the sun was bright and the days long. Endless, even. It seemed as if anywhere you went that summer the sound of guitars wouldn’t be far away, floating on the breeze, floating out of someone’s bedroom window as they practiced their chords or a song, or maybe a band practising in their mum’s front room, the doors and windows padded with mattresses and cushions in a vain attempt to keep the sound in.  Poor bloody neighbours!
We would practice our harmonies sat in a huge playing field, far away from any interruptions or distractions. Yet even there in the middle of nowhere there was still the sound of guitars that would come floating from somewhere. Somebody practising in their bedroom perhaps. Not important where it came from, really. It was never far away.
We were all seventeen. We had the future ahead of us. This would of course all start with us winning the competition over in Liverpool. Our heads full of music, fame and fortune. We were young, optimistic and we were, dare I say it, a little on the naïve side…
In terms of real-life experiences, we were of course total novices. In truth, we knew absolutely nothing about anything at all.
Now that’s just a story like any other. Nothing remarkable about it but you see, when you look at Liverpool there are so many tales, even if you are not part of them, there is history everywhere and it’s not just the Beatles, it’s the people and the places. Like four teenagers stood in the dark daring to dream unaware that in the end it is very, very true that the love you take is equal to the love you make.
Of course, all Scousers love a tale, and the thing with tales is they grow with time. They breathe out. I will expand a little. When I was eighteen, I had a row with my then boss of a Co-op grocery store and in a fit of temper shouted at him and kicked a case of tinned peas in anger. The manager was a right old stickler and gave me hell for months after. Some twenty (or so) years later I bumped into someone who had worked with me at the same shop and had witnessed the row. 
“Do you remember that row you had with the boss?” she smiled. I nodded in agreement. “Fancy you chasing him around the shop with the butcher’s knife.” She smiled dreamily, “God knows what would have happened if you had caught him.” 
And she was serious!
So, Stories grow. We all know this. The stories in this book are a little like that. They have grown too, but grown in my head. All I have done is filled in the corners, coloured in the borders. Some are sad, most less so. I like to think most are optimistic and full of hope.
Just like Liverpool, in fact.






  
  Bob the Balloon, Al Capone & The two Bob Bouncer


When I first started work on the docks one of the very first things that the foreman said to me was that as I was new, all of the other Dockers who I worked with would listen quite carefully to every word I said and that they would then choose a name for me from something that I had said, perhaps how I behaved or even perhaps something I wore. To give you an example, the foreman, whose real name was Bob was called, “the balloon”. Bob the balloon is how everyone referred to him. They called him that because he had a habit of saying, “Don’t let me down lads, or the bosses will blow me up”! To be honest in that first week I heard him say it a fair few times so fair do’s. Bob the balloon it was. 
The second bloke had given his favourite saying away before I ever learnt his name. On my first day he had popped his head around the corner of the shed we were in and asked, “Where’s the gang, Bob?” All the dockers called him Al Capone of course, which even I managed to work out why he was called that straight away.  Anyway, I was a stubborn bugger back then and so I thought to myself, “Well okay. I’m not going to make it easy for them. I’ll just keep schtum for a couple of weeks and only respond with a “yes” or a “no” whenever it was needed. Apart from that I’d give away nothing. I’ll try and act completely normal and not wear anything outlandish.” So that’s what I did. I just thought that it would be funnier if they had to work at it than if I gave myself away by saying or doing something daft that they would immediately pick up on. After all, once I was stuck with a name then that was that. There was no changing it. I thought that if that was the case then I was going to make them work for it.
You could see that some of the older Dockers had sussed out what I was up to, and just left me to it. They had probably seen this many times before. A few of the other blokes tried to get me talking but I wasn’t having any of it. I had set myself a couple of weeks and then after that see what happened. Looking back this was quite some years ago now, but the way I remember it, it only took them until the start of the second week to give me a name. To this day some people on the dock only know me as “The quiet man”. That was some forty odd years ago now, and so “The quiet man” it was.
How can I describe the docks to you when I first started? You were looking at just over seven miles of industry, cargoes from all over the world bound for every corner of the country, and every single bit of it was man handled by thousands of the hardest working, funniest men I have ever had the privilege of meeting in my entire life. Don’t get me wrong but it was almost like being on a completely different planet. It wasn’t just the exotic cargoes that used to pass through every day, because a lot of them weren’t very exotic at all. In fact some of them were downright nasty. Chemicals and what have you. Stuff that you most definitely don’t want to be trailing home. Of course, there were an awful lot of things that you were made up with if they did by some strange chance happen to follow you out through the dock gates and past the security guys and ended up in your house! Believe you and me, an awful lot of it did. That would be the “take home” as we called it. The biggest culprit of the “take home” was the docker called “The Drunken Overcoat” as he used to stagger out of the gates laden down with his “take home” every night. Rumour had it that on one occasion he had smuggled out an entire dinner service, including a huge soup tureen, all under his overcoat!
I am getting ahead of myself though. So, there I was, new to the docks and once I had the nickname of “The Quiet Man” I admitted defeat and I began to open up a bit, and soon I was accepted as just another one of the lads and that was that. I was hardly surprised to find that on different days you would be working on all kinds of various cargo, and depending on what it was or the size of it, you were mixing with lots of Dockers on and off. It soon became obvious that everyone had a tale to tell about someone else on the dock. Who was up to what, and so on. The names went on and on. You found yourself forgetting their real name and using their nickname instead. In fact, quite often you would be working with someone for years and never actually know what their real name was. You would just refer to them as their nickname. Like “The London Fog”, which was the name for the docker who always seemed to vanish when there was any heavy lifting to be done. You’d probably refer to them as a “glass back” these days, but it means the same thing in the end. London fog never lifts, you see?
One of the Dockers I worked with all of the time was called, “The Ghost”, because he was always moaning, and me other big mate at the time hated the bloody place. He was always saying he wanted a change so he was called, “Doctor Jekyll”. We were put into a gang which was usually about ten of us, though the number of people in it tended to change from time to time. I can remember “The Plazzy Surgeon” (he was a good grafter), “The Reluctant Plumber” (wouldn’t do a tap), “The Lazy Lawyer” (he always used to struggle with cases), “The Two Bob Bouncer”, “Van Gogh” (when asked for anything he would always say, “I’ve got one ‘ere”) and “The Olympic Torch”, who never went out, allegedly.
On most days the ten of us used to have our lunch together, and what with times being hard and what have you we tended to find that whatever we had on our butties that day was what was going to be on them all week. So, we devised a system called, “The Divvy Up”. What all of us would do is to put all of our sandwiches still wrapped up on the table in the shed, or wherever we happened to be, and then we would all take turns to pick one out that wasn’t our own. That way we would all have a bit of variety throughout the week. Sometimes you would end up with jam or even marmalade, though sometimes it worked out okay and you had something that was nicer. It was a good system and it worked pretty well.
We were sat there one day chewing over our sarnies and discussing the policeman on the Gladstone gate called “One a Day” as he used to, as you would expect, catch one docker a day trying to leave the docks with his “take home”. “The good shepherd” had been caught with a whole frozen lamb under his coat the week before, and his explanation that he was simply keeping the lamb warm didn’t count for much at all, but it did explain where his name came from. 
“He’s lucky he didn’t bloody end up with pneumonia” said the Lazy Lawyer, to which Van Gogh just nodded. 
“Should have cut it up first” mused the Olympic Torch and there were several nods of agreement. We carried on with our food and some of us had a smoke when the vicar put his head around the door. 
“Hey men!” he shouted, “The Piano”” (called as such as everyone plays on him) “has some nights going if anyone’s interested?” Most of the lads shook their heads. It had been a long week and we were all pretty knackered. Everyone except the Two Bob Bouncer who just strode along ahead of us the same as usual. He didn’t seem to be tired at all. Mind you, I did notice that even he didn’t take up the offer of doing a night shift. “The Jelly” would probably snatch their hand off, though. After all, he was always saying it would only take one night and he would be set.
One by one we headed back to work. I was walking with The Reluctant Plumber, who true to his name seemed to be lagging behind me just a bit. “Why do they call him the Two Bob Bouncer?” I asked, realising that I either couldn’t work it out or hadn’t been told.
“Dunno.” said the Reluctant Plumber, and turned to the Plazzy Surgeon who also shook his head.
“No idea.” he said. I just smiled and left it at that. It probably had something to do with his size, I remembered thinking. Two Bob was in fact, enormous. Perhaps time is playing tricks with me but in my head when I think about him I have him as at least six and a half foot tall, and probably just as wide as well. What I do remember for certain, is his hands. They were like bloody shovels. Enormous. Each finger was about twice the size of mine, and I’m not a small bloke by any stretch of the imagination. Suffice to say that the Two Bob Bouncer was very popular on any gang he worked on purely for how strong he was. Sometimes it seemed as if he could manhandle a crate out of the hold on his own. A big man. A very big man.
He had been there years, as well. Longer than most could remember. The Ghost told me that he was sure he would be coming up for retirement this year. He certainly didn’t look old enough to retire by the look of him, but generally he was that big that it was difficult to take him all in at once anyway. So, I assumed because he looked like a bouncer then that was where his name came from. But it’s not like me to let anything go, and over the next few days I asked a few of the older guys on the dock if they knew the origins of Bob’s name.
None of them did.
It was quite funny really, seeing them searching their memories for any recollection of exactly where the name, “The Two Bob Bouncer” came from. Especially when I was told that his real name was Martin, though I for one had never heard him called that. There were a few outlandish theories pushed backwards and forwards, but nothing that made any real sense. Most of them concluded that it was indeed, as I thought, merely something to do with Martin’s size, and simply that he would definitely make a very good bouncer. Not that, as far as any of us were aware he had ever done any work as a bouncer. In fact, he was quite the opposite. A gentle soul. Rarely had anything bad to say about anyone, even when they deserved it, and he pretty much kept himself to himself.
When we finished that night, I found myself running for the bus with The Two Bob Bouncer just behind me. Best to explain that the buses way back then were not the same as they are now. The old buses had a conductor to collect the fares, and the back of the bus was wide open. A quite wide step led either up the stairs to the top deck, or through to the lower one. The conductor would let the driver (who was cossetted away in a little cabin at the front of the bus) know when to stop by ringing a buzzer or bell once, and ring it twice to tell the driver to drive off.
As the two of us ran for the bus that day however I could see that it was absolutely chocker. I leaped on to the back of the bus just as the conductor rang the bell twice to tell the driver to move off. The Two Bob Bouncer was right behind me but the conductor held out his hand to stop him getting on as the bus began to move.
“Full up, mate.” he said, as Two Bob stopped in the road. “No room. Not even for one more. Get the one behind.” Bob just looked at him, now keeping pace with the bus as it tried to move off into the traffic along the dock road.
“Is that right?” he said. “Not even one?”
“That’s right.” gulped the conductor noticing for the first time just how big Bob actually was. “Not one.”
Two Bob reached on to the bus and lifted the conductor off his feet and placed him effortlessly on the road.  “You’ve got room now.” he said gently as the bus gathered speed. Just in time for The Two Bob Bouncer to jump on to the bus in his place. I swear I could feel the platform tilt as he got on. “You have now.” repeated The Two Bob Bouncer as the bus pulled away, the conductor now running after it, trying to catch up with the slowly accelerating bus and failing completely.
There was a roar of laughter throughout the carriages as it moved away, the conductor in hot, but useless pursuit. The loudest cheers, of course, came from those who had yet to pay their fares. Especially “The Baldy Rabbit” sat down the front who never seemed to have his fare.
“Hang on! Come back!” we could hear the conductor yelling but soon we were too far away and he just came to a halt in the road, shaking a fist at us as he came to a sudden breathless stop. Then we were gone. Bob just grinned at me and we took it in turns to operate the bell as the bus continued on its route, people getting on and off as it went about its way, the driver seemingly completely oblivious to the fact that the bus no longer actually had a conductor on board at all. It was at this point that I thought I would chance my arm and see if I could get an answer straight from the horse’s mouth, so to speak.
“So why do they call you the Two Bob Bouncer then?” I asked, but he just grinned at me and said nothing. There was an awkward silence, but it didn’t last long as shortly after that it was my stop and off I went. Half an hour later as I was supping a quick pint before returning home the conductor passed us, obviously intent on walking to the depot. He got a round of applause as he went past. I seem to recollect that “Beams On Toast” and “Golf Ball” were there that night, and we all stood laughing as the conductor continued on his way. Probably too proud to jump another bus.
Beams on Toast, by the way was a right character. Used to operate the cranes. During his first few weeks on the docks, he was lifting a cargo of steel girders with the crane with the wind caught the metal, causing it to smash into the canteen that was full of dockers at the time. It was bloody lucky that the beams only caused minor damage, and the dockers who were in there having their breakfast were bloody lucky not to be killed. Anyway, “Beams on Toast” it was from then onwards.
Golf Ball used to work on the ships and he had a talent for falling down any hole that came his way. Not clumsy, as such. He just seemed to have trouble going around them. One thing about Golf Ball though was his singing. Get a few pints down him and the pub would come to a halt as he sang. His voice would lift us, soaring out into the night, and many a man there would join in too, perhaps a tear at the corner of their eyes. These were hard men. They had to be. But when Golf Ball sang, some of them used to cry like babies. That was a long, long time ago and I can still hear him singing. I think in my heart I would rather be dead than lose that memory.
Anyway. Why Bob was called, “The Two Bob Bouncer” was now beginning to eat at me. Nobody seemed to know where his name came from! By now people were beginning to get fed up of me asking the question, and if anyone ever asked him directly, as I had found out before he would just grin and then carry on as if no-one had said a word. A couple of weeks later I overhead one of the foremen, “The Mirror” (“Whatever you do reflects on me”), talking to another foreman, “The Sheriff” (“what’s the hold-up”) about The Two Bob Bouncer, and that he was due to retire at the end of June. That was less than three weeks away. I decided to step up my efforts to find out where he had got his name from.
To no result whatsoever. Quite simply, nobody knew. It was strange really to see anyone you cared to ask draw a blank. It was almost as if something had been hidden right under their noses, and they had never noticed it. There were the usual theories, but nobody really knew. Not even the Dockers who seemed to have been there forever. Presumably Bob had been there longer than them and the origin of his name was therefore before their time. Whatever the reason, nobody could cast a light on where he got his name from. Weeks passed. The Two Bob Bouncer of course had nothing to say about it at all. Even on his last day he stayed quiet, and slowly I became resigned to never finding out.
That last day we were all working on a dirty cargo set for the Dunlop works. We called it carbon black, or just, “the black”. You would get a special pay rate for handling it, though God only knows what it did to us. It wouldn’t happen now. Health and safety would have a bloody fit. Anyhow, we are all down in the hold as the stuff was hauled up from the ship and over the dock and into a long row of wagons parked on the quayside. It was dirty, hard work and we were all exhausted. Once we were done, one by one the gang made their way back to the dock. I was fair knackered, covered from head to foot in this bloody awful black stuff, and was slower to make my way up than most of the others. We all looked as if we had been working down a bloody mine! I was slumped against a packing case trying to raise some energy to move when I realised that there was only me and The Two Bob Bouncer left. I had to laugh. He was about to retire and he looked as if he had more energy left in him than the rest of us put together! Certainly more than me, anyway! He was standing on a packing case on the other side of the hold, looking up at the bright sunlight shining through from up above. He too was black from head to foot, and he seemed lost in his thoughts.
“Why are you so interested in why they call me The Two Bob Bouncer?” he suddenly said. He was not even looking at me. As I replied the sun hit him from up above until he looked like some kind of huge statue made of black stone.
“Just being nosey, like.” I said defensively, and still without looking at me he grinned at that.
“Fifty years on the dock.” he whispered, and it was almost as if he was talking to himself. “Where did it go?” Then he seemed to come to a decision.
“Have you got a two Bob bit on you?” He asked. Still looking up at the sun. Two Bob was a fair old bit of money back then, though. That’s two shillings to you. He must have read my mind. “Don’t worry. You’ll get it back.” and I noticed that he pulled a two Bob bit out of his pocket. I did the same. Wondering what he wanted another one for.
“Catch.” I said, and threw it at him even though he wasn’t even looking at me. He was still gazing up at the sun, the other two Bob bit in his hand. Without looking he caught it with his other hand easily. Somehow I knew he would.
“This.” he said, turning to face me now, the pair of us alone in the hold, both as black as the ace of spades. Him standing on top of the crate, the sun pouring down from above. 
“This is why they call me The Two Bob Bouncer.” And he threw both of the coins high into the air. They sparkled in the sunlight before they slowly fell back down and he caught both of them on the back of his hands. Then he started to move them from knuckle to knuckle, flipping them across the back of his fingers in each hand. When they got to the end he flicked them back to the start and began again. Both hands at the same time. It was an amazing thing to watch. Then he began to get faster, the coins almost a blur now, moving rapidly across the back of his hands, tumbling, bouncing from finger to finger. Flick. Back again. Faster. Flick. Faster still. Until the coins became a silver blur, and all the time he smiled. Never even looked at them. Just smiling at me. Faster still. Then the coins danced. After a minute or so as I stood mesmerised, he gave them a final flick and both of the coins flew into the air and he caught them. Threw one back to me.
“That was amazing.” I began to stutter, but The Two Bob Bouncer was already down off the crate and on his way out of the hold. I just stood there stunned as silence fell all around me. I eventually too headed up to leave, but by the time I had got my stuff together The Two Bob Bouncer had already gone.
Do you know that was some forty years ago, and I swear I’ll never forget those coins flying across his hands. It was like magic. As if them two silver coins had defied the law of gravity or something. Even now, so many years later I can still see him in my mind as if it was yesterday. I can see him quite clearly, standing as tall as a statue up on the crate, bathed in sunlight, coins flying across the backs of his hands as he just stood there and smiled.
But do you know the strangest bit? I have never told anyone before about it. Why the Two Bob Bouncer was called just that. Sad really, if anyone other than me remembers him they have no clue why he was called that at all. Or perhaps who he was. That he existed, and if that is true of him, then all this time later it’s true of me as well. 
Here I am. This me. “The Quiet Man”. Because it’s my turn to leave what is left of the docks now, because most of its gone. Eroded by time and changes in how we do things. Move goods around. Progress, they call it, but me? I’m not sure.
The one thing I am sure about is that the only thing that I get to “take home” these days is meself. But one thing that can never be eroded are my memories. The coins flying across his hands. The lads I worked with. The laughs. The camaraderie. They can try and take the docks, but they can’t take them – not really,  because they’re  mine, and always will be. Ah well. Best to keep schtum. Say nothing. “The Quiet Man” I was, and the quiet man I shall be. Seems kind of fitting somehow.






  
  Nec Aspera Terrent


There’s a unique, wonderful smell to a real traditional Scouse pub. It’s a strange old mix of stale beer and fags. Now bear in mind I’m not talking about any of your flash clubs or upmarket stuff now. I’m talking about a real old fashioned Liverpool pub. The kind of place where you go to drink beer and if you feel like it, chat to some of your mates that just might happen to be in there at the time. It is the kind of place where all the drinks are brown, black or gold. No blue or green or pink crap or any of that sort of stuff that all of the kids seem to drink these days. No. I’m talking about the traditional pubs, though I suppose they are all slowly disappearing now. There’s still plenty left in Liverpool though if you know where to look, though you won’t find them advertised in the Echo. The only social events these places take part in are sing songs on a Saturday night, darts mid-week, and that’s your lot. It is the kind of place I dreamed of when I was out in Afghanistan. 
I don’t have to dream any more, of course. The IED that blew off my left leg from the knee down fixed that one for me. A couple of months in an army hospital and then back home with a pension. Oh, and only one leg of course. One and a half if you want to get really technical about it. Could have been worse. The bloke who was standing next to me when it went off was more or less cut in half. No pension for him.
Some days I wish I was him. 
The nights are the worse. Sometimes I can feel my left leg. It even itches. But it’s the nightmares that are the worse. I’ve been assessed for post injury trauma and all that and they reckon that I’m doing okay. Perhaps they would change their minds if they could see me in the early hours of the morning when I’m lying awake. The cold sweats.
My artificial leg is like a metal strut that attaches to the base of what’s left of my real leg. It looks like some sort of mechanical thing, I suppose. I could have had something that resembled a tailor’s dummy’s’ leg. They even said that if I chose to do that then they could get it to match my skin tone. I told them I’d rather let people see what had happened to me. I didn’t want it to be a secret. I didn’t want it to be hidden. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not proud of it. It’s not some kind of stupid trophy or badge of honour or any of that kind of thing. I do refuse to cover it up though. All the pants I wear I cut the left leg off at the knee. It’s half me being bloody stubborn and refusing to cover it up and the other half trying my best to keep it cool. Take it from me, that bloody thing itches like hell and it gets hot as well. At least keeping it exposed to the air keeps it from getting too warm.
Kids are fascinated by it. They look at me as if I am some kind of robot, and they frequently stop and stare, pointing at me, asking questions, before their mum or dad pull them away. I sometimes pull faces at them, or do something to make them laugh. The kids don’t get on my nerves at all. It’s the looks of sympathy that do my head in. But the worst ones are the ones where they pretend not to notice at all. You can see the shock on their faces when they first clock the leg, and from then onwards it’s... what’s the expression? Oh yeah. Like there’s an elephant in the room. Sometimes I’ll sit down and take the bloody thing off just to spite them. Go on then, soft lad - ignore that!
Did it on the bus the other day. That of course is when I become invisible. Suits me. Better than the other looks they were giving me. It really freaks the kids out, though. When I do that you should see their faces. Like I’m a monster off Doctor Who or something. Worth doing just for a laugh, though.
So. That’s my dancing career over, and as the old joke goes, I’ll probably never play the piano again, so how do I pass my time? The dole office is keen for me to sign up for some disability related back to work scheme but they can do one. It’s a proper job or nothing. Until then I’m happy to wander the streets and spend a few hours in the pub each day. I don’t always go to the same pubs though. I need to exercise the leg so sometimes I wander a bit further afield from where I live, though I only ever bother with the old traditional pubs. It seems less likely that I’ll come across anyone of my own age in one of them is one of the reasons I seek them out. The other is that in there most people just leave you alone. Have a beer. Play the slotties. Go home. Simple. No one seems arsed about the leg which is fine by me.
On the day I’m going to tell you about I was half way between the docks and home and found what looked like a real contender of a pub on the corner of a quiet street. Real dingy and dusty looking. Perfect. I opened the door, and as I said before the smell of stale beer hits you straight away. I can usually tell almost immediately when I go into a pub I’ve never been in to before whether it’s going to be any good or not. Just by the smell. Today I was definitely on to a winner.
I had entered by the bar, which was relatively small, but I could see across it into the lounge that that part of the pub was not much bigger. It was also closed. I propped the stick up against the wall and waited for the barman to appear. Oh. I forgot to mention the stick, didn’t I? I don’t need it a lot of the time but if I’m off for a wander then it helps if I get tired. I don’t need it to walk now, though there was a period of time when I did. Anyway. The barman appeared as I had a quick look around the room. Wooden floor throughout, a bit of a dart board on the other side and a few stools at the bar itself. Behind me, by the window, three small round tables. Stools on one side, a long low bench kind of thing running behind them against the wall. Perfect.
“What are you having, mate?” the barman asked and I ordered a pint of bitter and he began to pull it. The bar was almost empty. There were two blokes having a casual game of darts, just whiling away their lunch break, by the look of it. The only other person in there was an old guy sitting at a stool by the bar, upon which in front of him was a newspaper. He seemed to be doing a crossword. Every old pub in Liverpool of course has a little old man sitting at the end of the bar. Any good pub, anyway. It is always the way in Liverpool. This guy was impeccably dressed. Neatly pressed trousers. Blazer. All that was missing was the medals. Anyway, they all completely ignored me, which was fine. I paid for the beer and took a seat against the wall. I rested the stick on one side of me and had a sip. It was ace.
I should at this point really explain that at best during my daily jaunts I would probably at the most have two pints of beer. Two and a half at a push. It wasn’t about the drinks, you see. It was about losing myself. As if by being there I was a part of something but at the same time not sticking out. It’s hard to explain, really. That’s how I felt though. While I’m at it I also I need to explain the art of drinking beer slowly. The secret is to sip, and not sup. I could very easily make a beer last an hour without even thinking about it. I liked to take my time. It’s not as if I don’t have plenty of that to spare now, is it?
So there I sat as the sun streamed through the frosted glass half windows from behind me, reflecting the dust that caught the light, splashing on the stained, sticky looking wooden floor. So I became invisible. The two men playing darts upped and went after about three quarters of an hour and the barman disappeared into the bar to do something or another. “Give us a shout if anyone needs anything, John” he said to the old man who was still sat on his stool at the bar engrossed in his crossword, who merely nodded and returned to his paper, resting his pen on the bar and peering at his puzzle. From time to time he would quickly pick it up again and make a few scribbles then put it down again. So there we sat. Sun through the windows and the occasional sound of cars passing on the street outside. I could have sat there all day. After about an hour though I decided to get another pint. Leaving the stick by the table I took the empty back to the bar and rapped my knuckles on it to summon the barman who was still missing.
The old man sat at the bar looked up from his paper and over his thick black glasses he had balanced on the end of his nose. “Billy!” he shouted, looking at me and the barman re-appeared. I ordered another pint and he proceeded to pour it. The old bloke, or John, as the barman had called him, took his glasses off and put them on top of his newspaper. “Afghanistan, was it?” He asked. “Or Iraq?” I just looked at him.
“Afghanistan.” I more or less mumbled. This had taken a turn for the worse. If my pint hadn’t been almost already poured, I’d have had a half and got off. Too late now. Billy the barman just ignored both of us and carried on pouring the pint before placing it on the bar.
“I’ll get this one, Billy” said the old man and reached inside his jacket.
“Nah. It’s alright mate.” I said. “I can buy my own beer, thanks.” The way I said it made it perfectly clear that was the end of it. John nodded at me and his hand came out of his pocket empty.
“Fair enough.” he said, “Though there’s nothing wrong with an old soldier buying a beer for another ex-soldier.”
“I don’t want charity, mate.” I said, and it came out more of a growl than a statement. It was meant to.
“Charitys got nothing to do with It.” the old guy said, “But suit yourself.” He picked up his pen again and returned to his crossword. Ignoring him I picked up my pint and returned to my seat. I was thinking that the second pint was going to go down much quicker than the first one.
At the bar John put down his pen again and turned on his stool to face me. “First Lancs was it?” he asked, referring to my regiment. It was of course impossible for any two ex-servicemen to meet without swapping this crucial piece of information. He was bang on as well.
“Yes.” I replied tersely, and John nodded.
“Kings.” he said, pointing with his thumb to himself. I merely nodded, wanting the conversation to stop there. I had a sup of my pint. John was still watching me.
“You remember the regimental motto?” he asked and I nodded, though I couldn’t really see the relevance.
“Nec Aspera Terrent.” I said, and he nodded, as if this was some kind of test. It looked as if I had passed.
“Come on a bit they have.” he said, pointing to the metal strapped to the stump of what was left of my leg. It was a funny thing really. Despite always having it exposed to anyone who dared to look at it, it really got me would up when anybody actually did have the guts to mention it.
“Right.” I said. “Remind me to compliment the hospital on it next time I pop in to have it polished.” John just looked at me and smiled. That somehow made me even madder than I already was. I took another sup of my pint. It was already nearly half gone. I just wanted out of there by now, but my temper got the best of me. “Anyway.” I snarled. “What the hell do you know about it?”
John smiled again and I could feel my colour rising. Then slowly he leaned forward and raised his left trouser leg to reveal the end of what was very obviously a plastic leg. Noticing my shock John grinned again.
“Snap.” he said as he lowered his trouser leg. “Same leg, even.” I simply nodded. “So, I’ll think you find I do know a fair bit about it.” He took a sip of what looked like half of mild.
“Sorry.” I said, and meant it.
“I don’t want your sympathy.” he said but he wasn’t being entirely serious I could tell. He was just giving me back my own bit of bitter medicine. That meant no charity. No sympathy. That I can’t be hurt that way. Can’t be reminded that way.
“How did it happen?” I asked. It was the only thing I could think of to say.
“Oh, pretty much the usual.” he said and he seemed to half drift away, as if he was daring himself to remember. “Bloody Germans. Three sodding months short of the end of the war. No VE parade for me. I was too busy pissing into a little tin bucket on a hospital ward up Durham way.” He chuckled. “Still. It was a very long time ago.”
I nodded at him and he slumped slightly in his seat, staring at the floor, lost in his memories. I left him to it. Truth is I felt more than a little guilty. I had jumped the gun a bit. Mind you, that was typical of how I am these days. Always quick to take offence. The medical discharge unit said I needed to confront my anger issues. Cleaning up a bit what I actually said in reply, I can tell you that I told them that all I wanted was my leg back, and since that didn’t look very likely I was perfectly entitled to be angry. 
So they strapped this bloody metal thing to me. I wore it as if it was a flag. Or a warning. I don’t know. I just wore it, though sometimes in the early hours of the morning I thought that perhaps it wore me, and not the other way around.
“It’s hard to come to terms with, isn’t it?” said John, and I nodded. “You don’t want it to define who you are, but somehow it does. I think if anything you have to let yourself come to terms with it, before it does become who you are.” He frowned, almost apologetically. “Do you know what I mean?” he asked. I thought that it looked as if he was reading my mind, and that it was probably the most bloody sensible thing I’d heard in the last year, and told him so. He smiled at that and we both went silent for a time. The sun continued to stream through the dusty windows and I began to sip, rather than sup, my pint again.
“Though if I were you, I wouldn’t take to exposing it all the time like that.” he paused as he saw my face darkening a little once again. “Must be bloody freezing in the winter.” he finished and I almost went to remind him that it didn’t actually have any feeling at all before I noticed him laughing quietly. I felt like a fool then and joined in. It felt so good, did that.
“I’ll have that pint now, if you’re still offering.” I said, draining my glass.
“Billy!” shouted John who returned back to the bar relatively quickly this time. “A pint of bitter for my friend here.” he said, “And half of mild for me. Tell you what. To hell with it. Make it a pint.” The drinks were poured and John put mine on the table in front of me before returning to his bar stool.
The next hour or so was spent covering the usual things that ex-army people would cover. The regiments, the postings, the food. All of the normal stuff. We were both sipping now, and for while I forgot all about the leg. That is how I referred to it in my mind. “The Leg.”  As if that kind of bundled all of the issues I had with it into one unhappy little place. Slowly it wormed itself back into my mind, though. It always does.
“How do you learn to cope with people looking at it?” I asked, and John nodded.
“I was joking before, son.” he said, “But you’ve no need to wear it open like that. Cover it up for a start.”
“People will still know, though.” I said. “Even with the stick it’s one hell of a limp!”
“Exactly.” he said. “But people don’t stare at a limp. It’s not doing you any favours. Put the scissors away. It will help.”
I nodded, unconvinced. “What do you think people think when they stare at you?” I asked. I, of course, already had my answer, but John wasn’t letting me off the hook so easily.
“What do you think they think?” he asked, and his eyes widened slightly, eager for a response.
“Uhm.” I pondered. “Disgust. Sympathy. Horror.” I spat each word out slowly, completing the same old mantra that seemed to have settled like a clot in my brain. John nodded at each word and we sat in silence for a moment. A car drove past the pub, its stereo playing loudly. The sound of guitars filled the air faintly as the car continued on its journey then faded.
“Yes.” said John, nodding. “Anything else?”
I searched for a plus point. “I think the kids think it’s pretty cool.” I said and John roared laughing.
“They do, don’t they?” he coughed. “Little beggars. My grandkids used to ask if they could go and visit their robot granddad John.” We both laughed. John paused to consider. Finishing his pint, he put his empty glass down on the bar.
“Another?” I asked, and John shook his head.
“I’ve had more than enough for today already. Any more and I’d be unsteady on my leg!” he finished and tapped his artificial leg, laughing to himself. “No good hopping home pissed. The missus would tear me good leg off and then I’d be well and truly buggered.” we both laughed and John stood from his bar stool and came to sit on the stool across the table from me.
“Thinking about the things people think when they notice your leg.” He said dreamily. “What about respect?” he said. “Do you think they think of respect?”
“Respect?” I snorted. “I don’t think so. I don’t think anyone looks at what is left of my leg and thinks of respect. No way. Hang on a minute.” I paused, making a show of looking up in the air as if thinking. “There you go. I’ve just thought of another one. “Pity.” That’s definitely written all over faces when I catch them staring.” I slammed my open palm on the table. I was getting annoyed again.
“I mean it.” said John. “Respect is a funny thing. It’s something that you don’t go looking for but it can arrive from almost anywhere completely unexpected.” He noticed the look of







