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Chapter 1
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Cheltenham, May 1944

Jack Harris was in hell.

Impenetrable mist swirled around him, broken only by the crack and flash of machine gun fire and the cries of the damned. He was helpless, caught between enemy fire, the mountains, the marshy riverbank, and the roar of rushing water.

The sucking mud gave way beneath his feet.

He slid into the torrent of the river, thrashing against the flow when he saw Tim ahead of him, floating away, just out of reach.

Alive or dead?

Jack harnessed his dwindling strength. I have to reach Tim, he thought desperately. I must save him. It’s up to me.

However hard he fought, the current proved stronger. When he was almost close enough to grab Tim, the relentless water intervened. Jack watched helplessly as Tim was swept away from him.

I’ve got to keep trying.

As Jack braced himself for a final effort, he became entangled in weeds and broken branches. They wrapped themselves around him, forcing him downwards. He had one last glimpse of Tim’s pale face before the water engulfed him forever.

Sinking, sinking, sinking...

* * * *
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Jack awoke with a gasp, breathing in clean air.

Rather than detritus of the river far away in Italy, he was tangled up in his bed sheets in a muck sweat.

His first thoughts were of Tim. In the dream, he was lost forever, due to Jack’s failure. But Jack’s waking mind knew differently.

He’s safe.

Jack’s relief was so profound that he shuddered. He wiped the perspiration from his brow.

It’s another bloody nightmare, that’s all. Tim’s at home in Tewkesbury, not at the bottom of the Garigliano. He was injured and shipped out like me when us Sappers tried to cross in advance of the main force, Jack told himself by rote, as the terror of the dream began to fade.

Jack instinctively touched his injured leg.

Still there, he thought. Thank God.

His fingers brushed reassuringly over the newly healed wound on his thigh, where the bone had snapped, breaking the skin.

Jack untangled himself from the clinging bed sheets and sat up. He automatically stretched out a hand to find the pack of cigarettes on the bedside table.

Not fully awake, he groped around without success, wondering where he was.

Not hospital, he thought. Too dark and too quiet. Am I home?

His surroundings seemed familiar but didn’t quite align with his childhood bedroom that he had shared with his brothers in his parents’ overcrowded house in Brunswick Street. As his sleep-fogged brain started to clear, he remembered the events of early spring after he’d been discharged from hospital and subsequently, the armed services.

I’m at Uncle Stanley’s place. In the flat above Uncle Walter’s shop. I should be used to waking up here by now, Jack mused, since I’ve been here nigh on four months.

With a cursory glance towards the blackout curtains, Jack switched on the bedside lamp to confirm his whereabouts.

That explains the lack of gaspers.

Jack’s Uncle Stanley was prone to bouts of pneumonia after a gas attack during the last war. Since tobacco fumes aggravated his condition, this was a rare household where nobody smoked.

Jack had left his packet of smokes downstairs in the pocket of his overcoat for this very reason. In case he awoke in the night, and lit up, regardless of his whereabouts. He didn’t want the smoke to trickle under the door and across the passageway to the front bedroom and make his uncle ill.

A fine thank you that would be for rescuing me from Mum before she drove me doolally.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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As often happened after a particularly bad dream where Jack had cried out unawares, he heard the bedroom door opposite open and the approaching sound of slippered feet.

Stanley appeared in the doorway, blinking in the lamplight.

“Sorry, Uncle Stanley. Did I wake you?”

Jack’s uncle sat on the edge of the bed.

“I was only dozing. I don’t sleep much these days. Got out of the habit when you were away. Is your leg playing up?”

“No, just a nightmare.”

Stanley nodded. “Fancy a cuppa?”

“If you’re offering, I might choke one down.”

“Cheeky blighter.” Stanley smiled and patted Jack’s good leg. “I won’t be a tick.”

“It’s not like I’m going anywhere.”

Jack might be a grown man of twenty three but he found his uncle’s calm presence as soothing as if he was still a small boy.

The sound of Stanley pottering around on the floor below relaxed him.

When he’d first come to stay with his uncles, he’d been mortified that his dreams had disturbed Stanley. But his uncle had explained that Walter had been the same for many years after the first war.

“What happened in the trenches stays with a man forever. I’m long used to it, my lad. Never you worry.”

That reassurance had meant the world to Jack.

Stanley had arrived in Cheltenham when Jack and his twin sister Ginny were infants. Jack couldn’t remember a time before his uncle was part of their daily lives. He simply couldn’t imagine life without his Uncle Stanley.

Or Uncle Walter for that matter.

Until he’d signed up with the Royal Engineers, taking the cue from his older brothers, Jim and Donald, Jack had taken his uncles’ relationship at face value like the rest of the neighbourhood. Even before the wartime housing shortage, they were widely regarded as two confirmed bachelors who roomed together for company.

Only recently had Jack realised that Stanley and Walter were as much of a married couple as his mum and dad, and that they shared the front bedroom of the flat. This new awareness wasn’t because of any alteration in his uncles’ behaviour but an unexpected inner transformation.

When Jack had got to know Tim Powell; well, the scales fell from his eyes in more ways than one. He recalled the first time he looked at Tim in that way. Not like a good pal, but so much more. He tingled as he remembered the answering desire and warmth in Tim’s grey eyes as he smiled at Jack.

I can’t believe I was so thick-headed not to see the signs before. But then, I didn’t have a clue, did I?

Jack steered his thoughts away from the painful uncertainty of first love as his uncle reappeared clutching two mugs of tea.

“There you go, lad.”

Jack’s hands closed around the comfortingly hot mug as Stanley resumed his perch on the side of the bed.

Jack was grateful to his uncle for rearranging his ordered life to accommodate him, together with helping him to get a job. Since his leg was only partially healed, and he had been warned by Dr. Montague that he might never be fully fit again, Jack was on light duties in the shift pattern at the aeroplane factory further down the High Street.

“I reckon we’ve more work to do tomorrow on those wing parts.”

“Most likely. That’s if they haven’t sent the wrong sort of rivets again.”

Nephew and uncle rolled their eyes about the vagaries of the supply chain despite huge demand. Since the early years of the war, Regent Motors had become an outpost of The Gloster Aircraft Company producing jet aircraft as fighter planes rather than automobiles.

Once Jack’s leg had mended enough so he could at least stand up, even if he didn’t use the prescribed walking stick as much as he should, his uncle had made introductions at his work place. Not that they were likely to turn down a trained mechanic and an ex-soldier with engineering experience.

Even with a duff leg.

Jack took after his uncle in more than appearance, having the knack to fix any machinery or find his way around an engine.

Their work was a regular topic of their midnight chats although they were careful not to let slip any specifics. Not that there was anyone to hear them. Uncle Walter was not only completely trustworthy but fast asleep in the other bedroom.

Stanley sipped his tea, still looking spare and spry well into his forties. His short dark curls, a little longer than Jack’s previous regulation haircut, were barely touched with grey. Regarding his uncle, Jack could see how he might look in twenty years time. He only hoped he would be as steady in character.

Currently, between his convoluted romantic life and his guilt at leaving his fellow Sappers in mid-campaign to help the Allied forces across the terrain and take Monte Cassino, Jack was at sixes and sevens.

In the same easy tone, Stanley asked, “Have you heard from your friend Tim recently?”

Jack shook his head.

“Ah, well.” Stanley reached across to collect Jack’s empty mug. “I’m sure you’ll get word soon enough. Do you reckon you’ll be able to doze off now?”

Jack’s tumultuous dreams now seemed distant and unthreatening.

“I reckon I will.”

“Then I’ll wish you good night.”

Stanley got to his feet. Again, Jack was reminded of how much he owed his uncle.

A place to stay, useful work and peace of mind.

“Uncle Stanley, do you mind me being here?”

Stanley’s dark eyebrows rose in enquiry.

“Why would I mind? It’s good to have you home and even better to have you staying in the flat, with your mum’s blessing of course. You’ll have a place with us for as long as you need. I’m speaking for Walter, too, I might add.”

“Good night, then.”

Jack lay back on the pillow and was almost asleep before he remembered to switch off the light.

* * * *
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