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17 September 2000  Paddock Wood  Kent.

IN A NORMAL CIRCUMSTANCE car versus pole and the drama that goes with it would  attract plenty of  attention, heads out of windows, neighbours, police, breakdown truck and the like, but on this remote two mile stretch of  road south of Paddock Wood  it was a nil result; there was no one around. Just the one house, Phillip Maynard’s as you came off a tight bend. This meant no neighbours and no whistle blowers, a few cows, some trees, more trees and gardens of hops behind high hedge rows of veteran growth.

It was Sunday at 10a.m. when a seriously deflated ego and a car that wouldn’t start claimed centre stage for Phillip as he opened his front door in response to the screech of rubber on macadam and the sickening thud of metal on, something. This was an old car, really old, but one in considerably good nick and one with which Phillip identified immediately. This was vintage, mint condition and he was surprised because he knew cars. The grandeur of a forgotten era, the classic lines of an Armstrong Siddeley sedan stood out like a dog’s anatomy in this throwaway society of the last year of the 20th century. They don’t make them like that anymore, thought Phillip. It would be sixty five years since it had rolled off the production line; 1935 was his assessment and he was right, though surprised.  He’d owned one himself during his years of male menopause and had been proud of a car whose bodywork was built to fight back when it came in contact with foreign objects. The irresistible force of the car’s near side front bumper had today entered into a compromise with the immovable object of a power pole and as Phillip arrived kerbside the two stood locked in an embrace of distorted chromed metal and fractured concrete; broken and rearranged.

The deflated ego took the form of the vehicle’s driver, a spirited young male whose tender years were easily gauged by Phillip’s experienced eye; sixteen going on seventeen, wanting to be twenty one. In this millennium climate of long haired louts it was unusual to see the short-back-and-sides he boasted reminiscent of the 1940s. The youth seemed oblivious to the slow trickle of blood from his scalp as he fumbled with the ignition to restart the engine that had stalled on impact. He frantically cranked the starter motor with a nil result and its waning tones indicated the battery was losing life.  Phillip wrenched open the driver door and the boy’s activities ceased. He turned wild eyes onto Phillip who with few words and in one decisive action heaved the driver free of the vehicle and deposited him on the roadway.

‘It’s never going to start and you are only compounding the problem. Leave it. You’ll have no battery left. Let me have a look at you. You’re bleeding.’

It was a nothing abrasion, caused by contact with something solid. No stitches were needed and the bleeding stopped as Phillip treated it with his pocket handkerchief. Hurt, but not badly hurt; Phillip made that decision thinking a seat belt could have prevented even that and he noted there was none fitted to this relic from the past. The boy was shaken and hopefully appreciating a lesson that could have been worse.

‘What’s your name, son?’ As he spoke Phillip was engulfed with a shattering emotion of deja vu; he felt he knew this boy, but that wasn’t possible. A considered silence followed as the feeling passed to be followed by hesitant words.

‘Robert, Rob Gardener.’

Phillip took a moment to consider this. He had known Robert Gardener in his youth; this boy looked a lot like him, the way Phillip remembered him; possibly a relative.

‘And how long have you been driving, Rob?’

‘Not long.’

‘Not long enough to know you never brake on a bend, I gather,’ said Phillip. They were standing on the shoulder of the road contemplating the damage. The nearside wing was crumpled and the heavy chrome bumper was folded obliquely against the wheel, trapping the tyre which surprisingly remained inflated. ‘This motor isn’t going anywhere until you get the metal off that tyre, old son, and when you’ve done that you’ve got to get it started.’ Phillip hesitated before lifting the bonnet. ‘It is your car, of course. Why would I think otherwise?’

‘My dad’s car,’ was the subdued reply.

With his head under the bonnet Phillip occupied himself with wires and leads for seconds only before saying, ‘get in. Turn it over.’ The engine sprang into life instantly which surprised the boy, but not Phillip. He grunted with satisfaction as he closed the hood. ‘There was nothing too much wrong there; just a dislodged coil-lead. Turn it off.’

Rob was spellbound and did as ordered.

‘You know about cars, then,’ he said.

‘Only a lifetime’s knowledge, but it didn’t take me that long to learn not to brake on a bend,’ said Phillip. ‘And now you’ve learned early; something you won’t forget in a hurry.’ Phillip walked towards his house, sat on the garden wall and signalled for the boy to join him, which he did. ‘Tell me who it is I have to call.  Somewhere there is someone who needs to know what you are up to. There is no way in hell you are licensed to drive.’

‘My old woman will go off her ‘er head when she sees this lot.’ There was more than a hint of East End in the boy’s tone. ‘I’m a dead man.’

‘Your old woman?’ quizzed Phillip.

‘My mother, my mum.’

‘My old woman would have killed me if she’d ever heard me talk about her like that,’ said Phillip, introducing levity into a serious moment which drew a guilty smile from the lad. ‘Mother’s nice. They deserve that, don’t you think?’ Phillip waited for a response which wasn’t forthcoming. ‘You can use my phone to make the call. Get it over and done with.’

A shake of the head from the boy. ‘A waste of time. I won’t get her that way. It’s Sunday anyway and she’s at church until 12.30.’

‘It’s plan B then.’ Phillip went to his garage and returned with a stout towing cable coiled around his arm. ‘Plan B, you and me,’ he said. Rob watched as Phillip looped the tow rope around the end of the bent bumper then shackled its ends together around the base of the pole before taking his place behind the wheel. ‘Stand back, observe and learn,’ he said and started the engine. He sank his left foot onto the clutch pedal and eased the gear change into reverse. It took but a minute; less. A slow release of the clutch and a gentle increase in revs tightened the cable and dragged the locked wheel backwards through soft earth until resistance was there, but only slight resistance as Phillip fed the throttle to gain a few inches more and with an audible creak the stout metal of the bumper hinged forward and was freed from the tyre. The Siddeley became drivable once more. Rob was in awe of his benefactor. Man and boy stood together and inspected the damage which was obvious, but slight. The tyre was lacerated, but still fully inflated.

‘I’ve got to believe there’s a spare,’ said Phillip, but drew only a bewildered response and a shrug of the shoulders.

‘I dunno. I’ve never thought.’

The spare was at the rear where it should have been. It was a new Dunlop tyre with bristling tread that had never experienced rotation.

‘Have you ever changed a wheel?’

‘No, never.’

The car jack and wheel brace were soon to hand.

‘Here beginneth the second lesson,’ said Phillip. ‘Get that wheel off.’

It was another learning experience for Rob who, under instruction, did the whole thing himself and stood back with a swell of satisfaction when the job was done. In such a short time and in an unpleasant circumstance he was developing respect for this man who had appeared seemingly from nowhere.

‘She's gonna kill me,’ he said. ‘I’m not supposed to have it out, but it’s beginning to be worth it. I’ve never done anything like that before.’

‘Like crashing a car? It could prove to be expensive.’

‘That as well, but changing a wheel, that was neat. Will it go now?’

‘It will, but it’s going nowhere. Not with you driving.’ Phillip looked on as the boy stored the damaged wheel and packed up the tool kit, giving commentary as it happened. ‘You father will have a bit to say about this I reckon.’

‘I think not,’ said Rob, noticeably subdued again. ‘My father has gone. It’s just me and mum now.’

‘And it was his car?’

‘This car was his pride and joy, his hobby. It became mine when we lost him. It’s mine now. All I’ve ever done is polish it until today; and start the engine once a week to keep the battery up.’ He shook his head in sorrow. ‘Now look what I’ve done.’

‘So where do you live?’

‘Goudhurst. Ranters Lane.’

Again a wave of ‘this has happened before’. Phillip knew Ranters Lane even though he hadn’t been near for the better part of fifty years. He was quiet for a while. Neither spoke until it seemed he had made a decision and he spoke decisively.

‘Tell me if I’m wrong, Rob. You inherited the car from your father, but have never been allowed to drive it. Today is your birthday and with your mother at church, in her absence you take the opportunity to take the car on the road for the first time hoping to get it back home before she returns, thinking she will be none-the-wiser.’ The boy was wide-eyed and almost speechless. ‘How am I doing so far?’

‘Yesterday was my birthday. How did you know?’

Phillip was concise and made no reference to the jumble of birthday cards in the well of the front passenger seat area.

‘I know; simple as that. How old are you? Seventeen? No longer under age, but not licensed to drive which is as bad and you live at Trillinghurst  Farm. Am I right?’

The birthday bit was simple, but Phillip didn’t know how he knew about Trillinghurst Farm. He put that down to déjà vu, plus the fact he knew Ranters Lane. There were few houses and Trillinghurst was one of them; he’d lived there.

Rob’s jaw dropped in astonishment.

‘What are you, a detective, or something?’

‘How did you know?’ smiled Phillip.

The jaw dropped further and the eyes widened.

‘You're a detective! Really?’

Phillip held his smile.

‘Yes really, but in another life and another time.’ He jingled the keys to the Siddeley in his hand. ‘I think it’s time we made a move,’ he said. ‘You’re going to have to face the music sometime. Let’s get it over with.’

The boy's face drained of colour.

‘Are you taking me to the police?’ he asked.

‘I’m taking you home, to your mother and if she’s anything like my mother was, you should be more scared of her than of the police.’ Phillip was in the driver’s seat and the engine was running. ‘Get in. We are going places.’ He hesitated. ‘Let me make a phone call first.’ He returned to the house, made the call and was back in five minutes. ‘Let’s do it,’ he said and drove south in a vehicle that performed extremely well for one of its age.

They spoke little during the journey which gave Phillip time to consider Rob’s predicament, his enlightenment of being in the presence of a detective and the crazy thoughts that invaded Phillip’s own mind.  In New Zealand Phillip Maynard had served forty-five years with the police force, thirty-five of which were spent out of uniform in Auckland CIB, where he progressed from a rather green and keen detective constable to retirement as police superintendent, having surpassed head of detectives. At those heights the only way was down and so it had been proven; in a spiral. In his mid sixties and as he professed, in his prime, Phillip and his wife Barbara had everything to live for; a desirable home in an eastern suburb of New Zealand’s largest city, money in the bank, a world cruise on the immediate horizon and a brand new set of golf clubs presented to him by his peers upon his resignation. It was ironic that as Barbara dressed for her husband’s farewell function she detected a small lump under the strap of her bra and being not excessively concerned she vowed to check it out with her doctor at the first opportunity. Having spent his entire adult life at the coal face of crime Phillip was prepared for most things, but not for this. He had seen everything and now it was his turn to feel. It took seven months for Barbara to die. In a short space of time the cancer took charge of her lymph glands and spread through her thorax to claim her life; to terminate a marriage of forty-five years and separate childhood sweethearts forever.

With the funeral over and the dedicated band of well-wishers dwindling, Phillip Maynard became a recluse. He endured life at 114 Shaw Road until it was no longer bearable. With curtains and blinds closed he discouraged visitors and shunned the outside world, allowing Mother Nature to reclaim the beautiful landscaped grounds with an infestation of weeds and long grass.  With no immediate family he was alone and wanted to be more alone. All his training and logic amounted to nothing for him as he gave up on life, but there came a morning when he awoke with a clear mind in acceptance of the fate that had befallen him. It was then he began the long haul back to normality. He opened the curtains and windows and allowed fresh air to saturate the home he loved and he attacked the garden with a ferocity that defied the shame he felt at allowing Barbara’s handiwork to fade. Days passed and he grew stronger until the time came when he was able to decide he could no longer live in the house they had shared for thirty years. The spirit of Barbara was in every room, behind every door, at the top of the staircase and waiting for him in her potting shed.  This was a grand house and much admired. It sold easily. Phillip sold everything: house, cars, boat and furniture. He retained Barbara’s jewellery, burned her more personal items and gave her clothes to the Salvation Army before purchasing a one-way airline ticket to nowhere, anywhere, which resulted in him setting foot on English soil two years from the day of his retirement. For no reason, for every reason, he had returned to his roots, his birthplace, the Weald of Kent.

In the year spent since on English soil Trillinghurst Farmhouse had been high on his agenda, but he hadn’t considered himself ready for it. The place was engraved on his memory; a totally liveable historic building whose foundations were laid around the year 1600. Now it was being forced upon him, ghosts, legends, the lot. Phillip drove into Goudhurst Town with his passenger silent beside him; most probably considering his guilt, thought Phillip as they passed the church of St Mary and idled down the hill to the town centre. The church bells were silent with no sign of the congregation. Mrs Gardener was either inside the church, or long gone. Her son Rob seemed unconcerned by the probability she was close by as Phillip stopped the car outside the local tavern, The Vine Hotel.

‘Not to worry,’ said Rob, reading Phillip’s mind. ‘Mum won’t be there; not now.’

That wasn’t the reason for stopping. A conscientious police officer in gaiters, bike crash helmet and goggles, armed with notebook and ball point was checking registrations and MOTs and the  vintage car that had given way at the intersection was at this moment clearly in his sights. The boy cowered beneath the dashboard with guilt embossed on his features, convinced he was in trouble. A firm raised hand, then a stroll around the vehicle increased the constable’s interest in the vehicle and he positioned himself by the driver’s door to complete his business through the car window. Phillip Maynard was ready and not surprised. He uttered quick words to his passenger.

‘Let me deal with this. Sit still and keep your mouth shut.’

The policeman had freed himself of his leather gauntlets and was intent on business, satisfied he had struck gold. He demanded Phillip’s driving licence and all documentation required to allow any motor vehicle to be on the road. Phillip’s international driver licence fulfilled only part of that obligation.

‘This is not your vehicle sir,’ said the officer accusingly.

‘Correct.’

‘And you know the owner of the vehicle?’

‘I do.’

‘As a foreigner you are aware no vehicle may be driven on British roadways unless they have current MOT certificate, vehicle registration and are suitably insured?’

‘I know those things, officer and as a point of information let me assure you an international driving licence doesn’t make me a foreigner. I’m as English as most people around here. This is where I was born.’

‘Yet this particular vehicle remains in breach of those requirements sir, and is not fitted with the necessary restraints to be on the road. Under the road transport act this could make you liable to penalties up to, if not exceeding, £5,000. Are you now able to explain your actions?’

The man was already turning the pages ready to write the ticket.

‘I am able to do that. With your permission I’d like to make a phone call first. It won’t take a minute.’

Phillip didn’t wait for permission. He took his mobile phone, punched in a number, and held it to his ear. A subdued conversation followed, brief, but effective. Phillip finished talking and passed the phone to the officer.

‘For you,’ he said.

The man was puzzled.

‘Who is it? What’s going on?’

‘It’s someone you may not know, but would certainly have heard of; Chief Inspector Johnny Riggott of the Kent County Constabulary. He’d like a word.’

It took but a minute, after which the officer handed the phone back to Phillip and with bluster put away his book of tickets.

‘I’m sorry you’ve been troubled Mr Maynard. Merely doing my job, you will surely understand. Please be on your way.’

With no more ado he straddled his BMW motorcycle, adjusted his helmet and goggles and was gone. The man and boy seated in the Siddeley looked at each other, one with satisfaction, the other in amazement.

‘What did you do?’ asked Rob.

‘Something you will learn to do one day, I covered my arse. I spoke to Johnny before we left my place. I got official leave to deliver your car back to your place, easy as that. Johnny’s an old mate. We go back years. He outranks most guys in uniform in the area.’

Trillinghurst was five minutes away. Halfway up Ranters Hill Phillip took a left turn into a long lane between high tangled hedges and stopped the car, taking a breath, contemplating his next action, unsure if he wanted to continue. Ahead the towing shapes of the twin oast-houses loomed above the hedgerow, something that hadn’t changed in half a century, but he was immediately distracted from his thoughts when Rob Gardener laid a hand on his arm and asked the question.

‘Is your name really Maynard?’

It was then Phillip realised he hadn’t introduced himself to the lad.

‘It is, Phillip Maynard. I’m sorry, Rob. I should have said.’

Rob considered this for a moment.

‘Flip Maynard. Your friends call you Flip, don’t they?’

Such a casual statement from a young boy had a cooling effect on Phillip’s temperament. How would he know a thing like that? Flip! No one had called him Flip since he was a kid; since he was twenty-one, since he left the army.

‘It’s Phillip. No one calls me Flip,’ he insisted. ‘Why would you think that?’ Only Barbara had called him Flip. That was her pet name for him. Now no one was there to use it. Again it was happening. The awesome sensation of reinvention, déjà vu, took control of his senses, just for the few moments of a tingling heart beat. The feeling passed only to return.

‘No reason, really, except I had a friend called Flip, Flip Maynard.’

The déjà vu wouldn’t go away. It was around him like a force field. He considered he was unwell, relating to the tight feeling in the chest and the pain in his left arm, but these quickly dispersed.

‘That’s interesting,’ said Phillip. ‘When I was young I once had a friend named Robert Gardener.’

He paused long enough to consider the relevance of that then moved the car forward and circumnavigated the double dog-leg turn in the driveway to emerge onto the forecourt of Trillinghurst Farm House which was bathed in sunlight. The place was untouched by time. Fifty years had done nothing to change the ambience of the 400 year old house and its surrounding area. The breath of hops was in the air from the red tile cones of the two kilns on their circular red brick bases. The oast houses dwarfed the cottage that lay, squat in their shadow, and the shuttered Dickensian windows and closed front door did well to deny their secrets to the outside world. Phillip acknowledged Rob’s directing finger and stopped the Siddeley in its rightful place beneath the eaves of an open barn, scattering a brood of clucking hens and charging geese in the process. Phillip remembered this barn. The dated Ferguson tractor at the rear, stationed between bales of hay, looked as though it were used yesterday. Rob was immediately out of the car and Phillip followed. The pains in his chest were gone. He was feeling okay now. Outside the barn he waited expectantly with eyes on the house as the boy closed the doors.

‘Mother isn’t there now,’ he said.

‘Then I’ll be on my way,’ said Phillip, ‘and leave you to do the explaining. You know where I am if you need me. Tell her to give me a ring. Maybe we will meet again.’

‘Yes, maybe we will. I’d like that; and thank you, Mr Maynard.’ He had a thought. ‘But how will you get home? You can’t walk.’

Phillip tapped the breast pocket that held his mobile phone and smiled.

‘I called a taxi while you were closing the doors. I’ll meet him on the road. Take care.’

He walked the lane to the road, pausing at the dog-leg to look back on Trillinghurst and his newly found friend. Rob stood in the clearing and he acknowledged Phillip with a strong wave above his head, then turned and went back into the barn where the car was parked. Phillip reached the road and seated himself on a style on Ranters Lane to await his taxi. The tingling in his arm had stopped. He felt good.
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PHILLIP AWOKE FROM a deep sleep. He felt warmth and peace, but a tight compression in the chest made him aware of a condition that continued and needed attention. Why had he delayed? He has the answer to that. It was because the death of Barbara had eroded his will to live and he had refused to care. He would see a doctor; today. He struggled to open eyelids that were glued together. The room was dark, tinged with low light that filtered from the wall panel above his head. The constant ping, ping, ping of some electronic device disturbed him. What the hell was it? Where was he? He attempted, vainly, to lift himself from the bed, to be free of the coverlet that crowded him before surrendering to his body that told him he needed rest. ‘Give it a few minutes yet, Phil,’ he told himself. ‘There’s no hurry. You’ve earned a lie-in.’ He settled back into his bed.

Staff nurse Lorraine Dawson was close to hand and warmed to the flicker of eyelids that was always encouraging in her IC unit. This had been a tough one; two days her patient had been in an induced coma in a life and death situation, but today, early, there had been positive signs, with true reward for her labours forthcoming as the sun set on the last Tuesday in September. Lorraine wasn’t in the habit of losing patients in her care and now wasn’t the time for change.

‘You’re awake now, Phillip,’ she whispered. ‘There’s no fooling me. Say hello, you have slept long enough.’

Phillip’s eyes widened. The opaque white shape that hovered beside his bed gained dimension and definition and he became startled, alarmed at his surroundings as he deduced where he was. Nonetheless he asked the basic questions he himself had been called upon to answer on various occasions during his police career.

‘Where am I? What am I doing here?’

Lorraine Dawson’s voice was soft and soothing and Phil found it difficult to hear all she was saying. She pushed a button by the bed and summoned assistance. ‘You’re safe and well, Mr Maynard. The worst is over for you now.’ A second nursing sister appeared and Lorraine issued an instruction. ‘Peggy, please page Mr Stillman. He will want to be here now.’

Peggy vanished from sight and returned after a short time.

‘Twenty minutes,’ she said. ‘He’s on his way.’

Phillip’s lips were dry, his voice croaky as he said, ‘who’s Mr Stillman? Is he someone I should know?’

‘Ellery Stillman is your heart specialist, your cardiologist, and is someone you will come to know very well.’ Lorraine leaned close to apply a hot towel to his forehead. ‘He’s a fine man. He saved your life. He will be here to see you soon, so rest a while and he will tell you all there is to know.’

Phillip was sliding into secondary sleep. Dozing, he asked the question, ‘where am I?’

‘You are in the Darent Valley Hospital, Phillip.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘It’s in South Darenth, just out of Dartford in Kent.’

Phillip didn’t hear her reply. He was sleeping and still sleeping when Ellery Stillman walked into intensive care fifteen minutes later. The heart surgeon was quick to his task and completed the necessary checks which now were a formality then lingered as he considered the probability his patient would come awake. He waited and was there when Phillip stirred with a groan of discomfort. Lorraine was immediately to his side with Stillman on standby.

‘Welcome to the world, Mr Maynard,’ he said. ‘You are doing well. We are delighted now with your progress.’

Phillip had the questions and Ellery Stillman was the man with the answers. Ellery Stillman, FRACS, a calm, serene figure of maximum height in his late forties whose air of dignity was enhanced by the greying bristles of a cropped goatee beard that encroached into the sleekness of his dark hairline. In clipped Oxford English he explained how Phillip had been transported by ambulance from the driveway of his house in Paddock Wood at an opportune moment to interrupt the surgeon’s Sunday afternoon game of golf.

‘We had to stop your heart, dear chap. The old system there was in need of tidying up. It’s as well we did for it was a matter of time before it stopped of its own accord; and then it wouldn’t have started again. I can’t bore you with the story of your decreased blood supply, but we had to cut and snip a bit here and there and change the location of a vein or two in that carcass of yours. You might find your inside leg is a bit sore for a few days. Your left coronary artery was full of gremlins. Nasty.’

With no control of his senses Phil was dozing again. When he awoke he was alone with just the ping-ping of the IC unit and the whir of the air conditioning that lulled him into a deeper sleep. He was welcomed into a world of dreams and fantasy where his focus leapfrogged from one elusive illusion to the next as his unfettered mind jostled with the projected silences of images and characters who slipped away from reality as he grasped for them. Things and events that could never be real flickered across the screen of his mind emblazoning indelible impressions on the lining of his memory. The gates of Trillinghurst Farm were opened to him and he drove the Armstrong Siddeley of his recent past back through the pages of time, across grass commons where children played, through orchards and gardens of unpicked hops where sets of pickers scratched away at the laden hop bines. Then came noise as the dreaded throb of aircraft engines drew the gaze of the pickers skywards where black swastikas stood out on the dark shapes of low flying German bombers. Everyone trembled as the crunch of exploding bombs shook the scene and a hail of machine gun bullets raked the earth. Britain was at war and under fire.

Phil was able to counsel himself this was only a dream, yet it was real, for some of this was a replay of events that had torn families apart in his youth; had torn his family apart. This was the Battle of Britain and a stark memory, not a wish his heart was making. What a stupid song that was! He’d been there and now he was somewhere else as he romped in the hay with a pretty young girl of his own age.

‘Phillip,’ she called his name  and he answered with excitement.

‘Barbara, I’m here.’ Then he wasn’t there. He was in New Zealand and it was his wife Barbara ahead of him down a long, long road and she was calling him to follow.

‘Hurry Flip. Don’t make me wait for you.’ Again the sky was filled with aircraft, this time fighter planes, Hurricanes, Spitfires, Messerschmitts, all an integral part of his past and each intent on destruction as they performed their aerial ballet against a background of clear blue sky. Swirling, circling vapour trails left their footprints on his mind’s eye, widening into white pathways to eternity as they dispersed in the heavens. A shrill voice cut clearly across the clamour.

‘There’s another one down!’

It was Rob Gardener, astride a five barred gate, pointing frantically to the sky.

‘It’s one of ours.’ Another voice, breathless; it was Barbara again.  ‘That’s five; two of ours, three of theirs.’

Phillip saw it, clear. The unmistakable shape of a stricken Spitfire detached itself from the swarm of aircraft that filled the sky and plummeted in a direct line to earth. The sun glinted on segments of its twisting shape as it fought to free itself of a trailing cloak of black smoke and orange fire. It was followed down by a victorious Messerschmitt that dipped its wings in salute as a black bundle tumbled from the cockpit and transformed itself into a billowing canopy of silk that floated to earth. Like a disjointed video tape the scene flicked forward to a field of root crops with a straggle of people converging on a smoking hole in the ground. He was with Rob and Barbara and people he didn’t know staring into the crater at the unrecognisable remains of the Spitfire that had injected itself into the rich Kentish soil. The perimeter of the crater was heaped in steaming earth, like a giant wormhole and the ground was littered with sugar beet that had experienced an unpremeditated harvest. This was not a dream, Phil told himself. I’ve seen this. I’ve been there. Then he was alone, removed from that place, wandering through aisles of towering hop bines whose tails tugged at his clothing and roughened his skin. Loneliness crept over him and he called Barbara’s name, knowing she was near. He called again and again until eventually a voice responded.

‘This is Lorraine, Phillip. Barbara isn’t here, I’m sorry. You’ll have to content yourself with little old me.’

Phillip was wide awake. His head was clear now. The fantasy of his dreams faded. Lorraine was close, disconnecting tubes and leads, unplugging the life monitoring system upon which he had relied for three days. He felt rested, more so than he had done since Barbara’s death. It took a moment for him to separate Ellery Stillman from the scattered dregs of his dreams, but very soon the logic of his situation took control. He spoke to Lorraine’s back as she was exiting the room.

‘I had a heart attack.’

She checked her stride and returned to his bedside.

‘You surely did, but you are fine now thanks to Mr Stillman and that grandson of yours. Well on the road to recovery, it would seem.’

‘When did this happen. I’m not sure about anything; and I don’t have a grandson.’

‘It was Sunday, late afternoon when you were brought here.’

‘Yesterday?’

‘No, Sunday. Today is Wednesday. Peggy was on duty. She said your grandson was with you. She must have been mistaken.’

‘I’ve been here four days? And I’ve been unconscious all that time?

‘Most of it. You were awake for a spell last night. You spoke to Mr Stillman.’

Phillip took a moment to digest her words.

‘Yes, I remember now. So who called the ambulance?’

‘The 999 call was made on your mobile phone, by you we thought, or by your grand . . . , by the boy.’

‘I didn’t make any call that I remember. From my house?’

‘That’s what we were given to understand. The young man was with you when the ambulance arrived. Undoubtedly he saved your life.’

‘And he rode with me in the ambulance?’

‘They said no, the attendants. He was here when they arrived.’

‘Are you able to describe him?’

‘Easily. He has been here every day since. In fact he was here a half hour ago, teenager, about fifteen, sixteen, short dark hair, Fair Isle sweater; a very nice young man’

Robert Gardener!

‘Was he with his mother? How did he get here?

‘He was alone every time. I have no idea how he got here.’

Stupid boy, thought Phillip. He’s been driving that car again, but why? Why had he returned to Paddock Wood?  Phillip was left alone again to wrestle with the enigma of Rob Gardener, but Lorraine returned quickly to be the target of his questions, which she discreetly ignored.

‘The good news is you are to be moved out of intensive care. We have a lovely private room prepared for you where you will stay until we send you home.’

‘When will that be?’

‘That depends a lot on you and if you behave yourself. The word from above is a week, ten days, but don’t bank on it. Now if there is anything I can do for you, you must just say.’

She had Phillip propped on his pillows and the sight of the four blank walls of the IC unit did little for him, but he was alive and he had no complaints. One step at a time, but the thought of a move into a room with a window and some light was encouraging.

‘There is something. I’m starving. I could handle a bit of food and a pot of tea.’

Lorraine brightened.

‘That is good news and what I like to hear.  I’ve already taken care of that. Immediately if not sooner,’ she said. ‘I’ll bring an extra cup for your visitor. He’s been here every day and Mr Stillman said he’s allowed.’

A visitor! Phillip knew no one. His bank manager, his car mechanic, the landlord of the local pub? It ended there, but no, here was the man he had travelled 12,000 miles to see and it still hadn’t happened; and why did it have to happen this way? Johnny Riggott was out of uniform today, tall, sun drenched, debatably blonde  verging on grey, but under the blanket of the years in between he hadn’t changed much; maybe a slight padding around the rib cage. His dry sense of humour he unleashed immediately on his army buddy from the fifties.

‘If this is what retirement does for you I will maybe think again about hanging up my boots,’ he said. ‘I had you down to play on Saturday. What do I do now?’

How many years had it been since these two were stationed in the same army unit in the Suez Canal Zone of Egypt? Many years, yet in an instant now, from one to the other, nothing had changed. Two years of sharing a billet on the salt flats of Port Said enabled a man to learn a lot about another and in that time Phil and Johnny formed an allegiance thicker than blood. When forced into conscription by compulsory National Service to king and country both had opted for the longer ride and signed on for three years with the colours, a decision neither regretted and one that proved beneficial to them both. The hard school of army learning saw them progress through NCO ranking to sergeant, Phillip in his role of automotive engineer and Johnny in signals and communications. On demobilisation each man went his own way and parting was a sweet sorrow, and that is where the friendship was tested. Phillip followed his heart to New Zealand in search of his illusive love Barbara where he began a career in the police force and Johnny returned to England where he began a career; in the police force.

For Phillip, New Zealand had come as a surprise as well as a challenge. Barbara at seventeen years of age was under strict parental rule and their decision to immigrate meant she too was destined to a future in a new land.  Phillip had long vowed to follow his sweetheart to the end of the world and this he did, but it was four years before the relationship was cemented in marriage. Johnny Riggott stood as best man on the day on the first of many reciprocal visits to New Zealand, but today, forty five years later, the two men were confronting each other for the first time in three years. The shroud of sorrow that had covered Phillip’s life had not lifted enough for him to share Barbara’s death with his friend until this moment. The phone call Phillip had made to Johnny on the Sunday before was the first indication he had that Phillip was in the country.

It was a bad time for them. The frivolity ceased when Johnny said, ‘how’s Barbara. Did she travel with you?’ He learned a lot that day and the joy of reunion suffered a sad blow as Phillip spilled his grief. Johnny was shocked to learn Barbara had died eighteen months before and Phillip had chosen not to confide in him and even more frustrated when told he’d leased the cottage in Paddock Wood and told no one.

‘But we’re mates,’ he pleaded. ‘We’re lifelong mates. You should have told me. I’m the one you can tell everything to.’ Johnny was on the verge of anger. ‘You needed me,’ he remonstrated. ‘You should have shared this.’

As expected, the situation settled down and they were able to discuss more relevant things, like where Phillip would live when discharged from the hospital and this became, ‘no contest’.’

‘You’re coming to my place, mate.  No argument. You’ll stay with me and Linda until you’re back to 100 percent; or forever whichever is sooner.’ Johnny and Linda Riggott lived in Deal where plans for Johnny’s retirement were centred on the country-style house they had recently bought near  the Deal Golf & Country Club; both were keen golfers. It was agreed, but Phillip was still puzzled by one thing.

‘I need to know how you knew about me being here. How did they get on to you?’

‘You’re the detective, my old son. What would you have done in their shoes?’

Phillip has already thought about that.

‘Mobile phone?’ he said.

‘Spot on. The hospital needed next of kin in the emergency. They went through your recent calls and got me. I know now why I couldn’t get Barbara in New Zealand. I took the responsibility for your surgery.’

‘And I’m glad you did. Thanks mate.’

It was ten days before Phillip was discharged from hospital. He spent three weeks with his friends in Deal before it was agreed he was well enough to be freed of their shackles to return to Paddock Wood. For him a lonely cottage in a lonely lane was still a more attractive place to live, grateful though he was. It was the last week in October; the hops were gone, the landscape was changing and daylight hours  growing fewer. He looked forward to time alone. He loved his mate, but time alone, he needed that and he found solace in the seclusion of his cottage. Daily contact on the phone and weekly visits from his friends were part of the healing process and as the bleak blanket of winter spread across the countryside Phillip recognised he was fit and able once more to lead a normal life, albeit without Barbara.

Trillinghurst Farm and Robert Gardener had never been far from his thoughts and as Phillip convalesced he became determined to return there and seek out the boy to thank him for his part in his recovery. Came the first Sunday in November; a clear morning with strong frost bristling on the grass and hedgerows. The car heater was called into action generating heat that wasn’t apparent until he took the turn into Trillinghurst off Ranters Lane. Phillip loved this place and was again gripped with a wonderful feeling of déjà vu as he approached. Around him the oaks and elms were bare of growth, their skeletal branches painting a vastly different picture against the slate grey sky to that of late September when he was here last. He recognised the need for his overcoat as he parked his Renault in the shadow of the oasts and scurried up the paved pathway to the cottage. The front door stood partly open, on the latch, and he raised the cast iron knocker just the once to let its sound rattle through the still dwelling. He turned to survey his rear as he waited for a response. The area was strangely quiet, with no sound of bird, nor beast. Of the free-ranging brood of hens and gaggle of geese from his earlier visit there was no sign and he then noticed his tyre tracks were the only ones to have cut into the heavy frost of the driveway. His palate picked up on the taste of charred wood and the sight of tendrils of white smoke trailing from the cottage chimney cheered a dull day. Phillip turned to knock on the door again and was startled by a figure framed in the doorway; a woman, slim, quite beautiful, around forty years old. Her dress was plain overalls and wellington boots, and the toggles of her black duffle coat were unfastened to show a red sweater. A knitted purple beret was pinned to the tussle of auburn hair that reached to her shoulders. Blue eyes contrasted with the clear skin of cheeks tinged with a blush of natural pink and her gaze was direct and unblinking. She spoke. ‘Hello, Mr Maynard. Robert isn’t here today.’
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Chapter 3
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THE DOORWAY WAS SMALLER than he remembered it, but he had been barely five feet tall then. Now he was a foot taller. He could have laughed. He carried humorous memories of his father crunching his skull against that oaken beam door frame on more than one occasion when they had visited. Today Phillip too would need to stoop slightly if he were to avoid contact, but that didn’t eventuate for the lady didn’t invite him in and gave no indication that she would. She advanced towards him as he stepped back, pulling the hood of the duffle coat over her head, closing the door behind her and restricting the view he’d been given of the country kitchen with the raw wooden table laid for a meal. A fire burned in the hearth; the tempting smell of roast beef hung strongly on the air. A dog appeared as if from nowhere at her heel; a Dalmatian, its black dappled coat a fitting contrast with the coldness of the day. It sat still and unresponsive as it awaited direction from its mistress.

‘I know you’ve been here before,’ she said. ‘Be my guest. You are welcome to look around the place if you want to, but we have to go now. I need to find my husband.’

Here before? How on earth would she know that, he thought? We, were obviously the lady and her dog.  She moved silently, a huddled shape in her duffle, to the small picket gate between the house and the oasts and passed through before he could respond. The dog followed. Phillip was bewildered and called after her as she passed out of sight, but she made no reply and was gone from his vision before he reached the gate which had swung shut with a thud on its return spring, shuddering a spray of frozen moisture from its ledges. Undeterred he passed through the gate in her wake onto a common of frozen grass to find her gone. Her footprints led into the hoar frost, dwindled then were no more, leaving a puzzling blanket of untouched whiteness.

This part of Trillinghurst held a special attraction for Phillip. In his youth the centre of the common had featured a massive walnut tree and below that a line of oaks flanking a dirt road that led to a formation of hoppers’ huts, the temporary accommodation for the seasonal pickers who descended on the weald at harvest time. The walnut tree remained, but the oaks and the hoppers’ huts were gone, having become obsolete when harvesting machines were introduced in the early sixties to replace the importation of labour required to strip the hop bines of their yield. Progress dictated a man and his machine could achieve in two days the same result as a team of fifty pickers in four to five weeks; and thus ended the tradition of a seasonal activity upon which families in the East End of London relied as their only chance of a holiday away from the Smoke.

Ignoring the ground conditions Phillip crossed the common to the old hut area and his heart shrank when he saw the replacement for what had been home each year for hundreds of dedicated hop pickers.  More progress by the bourgeois had dictated the installation of an in-ground swimming pool and a fully fenced hard-seal tennis court with changing rooms, all showing signs of neglect. To his mind it was sacrilege to find the natural playground of his youth contemptuously desecrated to become a synthetic playground for the rich. This had been ours, he thought, all we had and nothing was more precious. Phillip was rich now; he wasn’t short of a quid, yet he sensed something indecent here as the playgrounds of those that had, overrode the bare necessities and memories of those who had not. He resented that. He felt mild anger rise and a moment of thinking had him realising he was starting to care about something for the first time since Barbara’s death. Could that be a bad thing?

The slight wind blowing from the north reduced the temperature as it increased in force. He thought of turning back to the car, but no, he was here now and he needed to make one circuit of the main hop garden to bring his past into perspective with the present. Mud on his shoes and clothing was of no concern to him as he worked his way through the hop poles across the frozen clods of soil that harboured the roots of next year’s harvest. One didn’t need to look too closely to detect the regimented rows of four-cluster hop-bine roots that lay dormant awaiting the spring that would bring them to life. Then the work would begin. The soil would be tended, the support strings run to the wires in preparation for the new growth and with the new season the field would come alive. With the passing of a small amount of time it would change its presentation from a savaged landscape to yet another blooming miracle of nature.

This trip of nostalgia held one final purpose for Phillip. He forged on through the harsh terrain to where the tractor track around the hop garden widened in the furthermost corner and dipped below an oak. It was there a wide vehicular bridge crossed the stream that divided two hop fields. The upper structure of the crossing was more recent, but the foundations and lower beams were original and dated back decades, made from the stoutest timber and little had changed there since Phillip and his friends had explored them as children. The water of the steam here was shallow, ice-cold rippling over flat pebbles, but the gully was deep, offering room for a man to stand straight beneath the span. It was slippery underfoot as he made his way into the shelter of the bridge, apprehensive that he sought would still be there; knowing it would be. The timbers were the same, old, darkened by age and he became excited at the thought of seeing something that had been hidden for more than fifty years. It had to be there. It was impossible to think someone had taken it, but first things first. He halted beneath the centre of the bridge and knelt against the bank of earth where bridge and ground met. Even though the light was fading he saw it, but mainly because he was looking for it. A 12 x 12 inch cross bearing beam ran the width of the road, the dark brown of the wood darker than he remembered and coated with the grime of time, but even so the fine, hard grain stood out in ridges.  Phillip was reminded of the day when attempting to carve his initials. The blade of his pocket knife had been rejected by the surface and had closed shut across the second finger of his right hand, but his determination to emblazon his love for Barbara into that log forever that day had not been deterred. He bled a bit and went home to his mother who bandaged the wound and scolded him for his carelessness then he returned to the bloodied scene with the necessary equipment to pledge his undying love for ever; and it was forever, for it was still there.

The entire process that day had taken over an hour and he had been late home for dinner when he finished. He had drawn it first in white chalk on the plain surface of the beam; a cupid’s heart with an arrow through the centre, then the proclamation; PM loves BG.  His heart sighed when he saw the same fifty years on, on this cold day in November. He had taken a hammer and a steel punch from his dad’s tool box to indent his declaration into that hard wood that offered mild resistance to his passionate blows, making minute holes, roughly a quarter inch apart, hammered to form the written word.  The blood from his wound that he’d smeared over the message had not survived fifty years. Today Phillip brushed aside the dust and webs from the beam and softly called Barbara’s name as he fondled his carving then slid his hand along the top of the beam to claim his father’s hammer that he had placed there that day. It was dirty, rusty, bedded in leaves and moss, but more valuable now to Phillip than it had ever been. A further exploration also yielded the steel punch, a keepsake that he put in his pocket. The hammer he tucked down his waistband then he withdrew from his past and made his way up the hop field, back to the house where his car was parked. It was time to go. He had been away long enough; more than an hour had passed since he arrived.

He made his way across the common through wet grass as bitter rain squalled in from the north; something for which he wasn’t prepared. His clothes and shoes were a mess and at that moment nothing seemed more important to him than a hot bath and the steak he had lined up for his next meal. Through the drizzle the hooded shapes of the oast houses loomed,  spurring him on to his goal and the comfort of his car.  He was sorry to have missed the boy and thought to knock the door one more time with the hope he had returned, but as he passed through the gate by the oasts he became aware of activity by his car. He’d left the Renault parked across the entrance to the barn where he’d parked the Armstrong Siddeley those weeks before and as he approached now someone was intent upon entering his vehicle. A crouched figure was messing with the driver’s door handle and indeed had gained access before Phillip could take more than a couple of strides. He lunged forward with a cry of protest which diverted the man’s attention from the glove box through which he was rummaging.

‘What the hell do you think you’re up to? Get out of there.’

The man had been sprawled across the front seats and as he withdrew from the car it became obvious to Phillip’s trained eye who he was, or rather what he was. The heavy overcoat hid nothing and the man
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