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CHAPTER ONE
Walkover



It was good to be alive and young and flying Messerschmitt 109s from Barce airfield in April 1942.


Barce was in Libya, near enough to the comforts of Benghazi and far enough from the Gazala Line, which was a couple of hundred miles to the east, near Tobruk. Beyond the Gazala Line (which existed on the map, but was mainly minefields, and so invisible) were the enemy: British, Australians, New Zealanders, Rhodesians, South Africans, Indians. So you were usually safe enough at Barce. If you were a Me l09 pilot you flew every day – training exercises, mock combat, gunnery practice – just to keep yourself tuned-up. When you landed you could go for a swim in the Med, maybe drive into Benghazi for a meal. It was a good life. Rewarding by day and relaxing by night. It would come to an end soon. One more big shove by the Afrika Korps and Rommel would be in Alexandria. Where would the British go then? India, probably. That was somewhat beyond the range of a 109, even with drop-tanks.


The only thing conceivably wrong with Barce (and the half-dozen other airfields along the coastal strip between Benghazi and Tobruk) was a range of mountains just to the south, called the Jebel al Akhdar; and even the Jebel wasn’t much of a problem because as mountains go they were more like high hills: in fact they had to work hard to reach a couple of thousand feet. Nevertheless, if the weather suddenly closed in – and it could rain like a bastard in this part of Africa – then a bit of careless navigation could lead you to try to fly slap through the limestone escarpment of the Jebel. So far nobody had succeeded in achieving this feat, although a couple of scorched wrecks marked the sites of brave attempts.


*   *   *


Captain Lampard and Sergeant Davis came across one of the wrecks just below the rim of the escarpment and sat in the shade of what was left of a wing while they looked down on Barce. It was midday and the heat was brutal. Lampard had chosen to leave their camp, hidden five miles back in the Jebel, and come here at midday because he reckoned nobody down there would be looking up. And even if someone did look up, all he would see would be dazzle and shimmer and, if his eyesight was phenomenally good, the army of flies that followed Lampard and Davis everywhere. If they followed Lampard rather more faithfully it was not because he was the officer but because he was six foot two and there was more of him to overheat.


Each man examined the airfield through binoculars while the flies walked around their ears, lips and nostrils.


“See the wire?” Lampard said.


“Yes. Concertina, the usual stuff.” Davis spat out a reckless fly. “We can cut it, easy.”


“Might be an alarm wire running through the middle. Cut that and bells start ringing.”


“Doubt it,” Davis said. “Look at the length of the perimeter. Bloody miles. Think of the current you’d need.”


Lampard thought about it while he went on looking, and then said: “Doesn’t matter, anyway. There’s a damn great gap. See? Far right.”


Davis found the gap in the wire. It was where the coastal road passed closest to the airfield. As they watched, a truck swung off the road and drove through the gap. “That’s daft,” he said. “Why string up miles of wire if you’re going to leave a hole? I can’t believe it.”


“Maybe they shut it up at night,” Lampard suggested.


“Can’t see any spare wire lying around. No sentry, either. That’s sloppy, that is. Not like Jerry at all.” Davis was a Guardsman; he disapproved of sloppiness, even German sloppiness.


But Lampard had already lost interest in the unfinished wire. He had turned his binoculars on the built-up area of the airfield and he was watching the arrival of a large staff car, an Alfa-Romeo with the top down. Three officers and a dog got out. The dog was enormous, as big as a young pony. It cantered around the car, skidded to a halt in front of one of the officers, reared up, put its paws on his shoulders and licked his face. He stumbled backwards and the dog fell off him. Lampard saw the silent laughter of the other men. One of them clapped his hands, soundlessly. The dog bounded amongst them and the man whose face it had licked shook his fist, then took a little run, swung his leg and kicked it on the rump. “Did you see that, Davis?” Lampard gazed wide-eyed at the sergeant. “First they invade Poland, then they go around kicking dogs. People like that have got to be taught a lesson.”


Lampard booted the blistered wreckage of the German aeroplane, hard, as they went back up the escarpment. “That’s blindingly obvious,” he said.


“I wonder how much one of these costs, new,” Davis said.


“Ten thousand pounds, I think. Twenty, by the time they’ve got it all the way out here.”


“So there must be about half a million quid standing around down there.” Davis paused to take a last, backward look. “I hope they got good insurance.” Lampard was already at the top, striding hard, rapidly moving out of sight. Lampard knew only two speeds: asleep, and apace.


*   *   *


They came back at ten o’clock that night with three more men: a lieutenant called Dunn and two corporals, Pocock and Harris. Apart from desert boots and black stocking-caps, they wore normal British army battledress, so dirty that it was more charcoal-grey than khaki. They were all bearded and their faces were sunburned to a deep teak that merged with the night. Each man carried a rucksack, a revolver and six grenades. Lampard also had a tommy-gun. There was no moon. From the top of the escarpment, Barce airfield was a total blank. Even the road that ran past it was lost in the darkness.


Lampard could find only one track down the escarpment so he led his party down it. The track wandered aimlessly and took them into clumps of scrub or across patches of scree. The scrub grabbed at their arms and tugged at the rucksacks. The scree collapsed beneath their feet and sent them slithering, hands raked by the broken stones. Before they were halfway down it was obvious that the track had lost them, or they had lost it, or maybe it had never meant to go all the way to the bottom anyway. Lampard waited while they gathered round him. The starlight was just bright enough to let him count them. “Any damage?” he said. Everyone was scratched and bleeding, but Lampard meant something serious, a broken leg or, even worse, a lost rucksack. Nobody spoke.


He followed the contours until he met a dry streambed. At least that’s what it looked like; it was certainly a gully that seemed to take the shortest route down the hillside. He stepped into it and dislodged a rock that made off at great speed, leaving small, rattling avalanches behind it.


“One at a time down here,” Lampard said. “Allow a decent interval. No point in stopping a rock with your head. This is liable to be a bit steep.”


He went first. It was more than a bit steep. By sliding on his hands and backside and braking with his boots he made fast, painful progress. Pebbles scuttled alongside him. Then it got steeper and the pebbles were beating him. He glimpsed a looming boulder blocking the streambed, got his feet up in time and flexed his legs; even so, the shock jarred all his joints and left him sprawled over the boulder with the gun-muzzle poking his ear and the grenades making dents in his chest.


When his breath came back he stood on the boulder. It looked very black on the other side. He tossed a stone and it told him his future: the gully dropped thirty feet straight down. Maybe more.


The others arrived at safe intervals. He led them round the boulder and tried to get back into the streambed lower down but, perversely, there was no streambed. Evidently the water went underground. There was, however, a new track. It wandered, but it always wandered downwards. In five minutes they were on the plain. Fifteen minutes later they reached the road and they were looking at the gap in the wire and at notice boards stuck in the ground at each end of the gap. The notices said Achtung! Minen. They also carried a skull and crossbones. “That’s all balls,” Lampard said softly.


They eased their rucksack straps and waited. The starlight was slightly brighter now, and the notice boards, stencilled black on white, were big and obvious.


“Well, you’re the boss,” Lieutenant Dunn said. They were grouped closely together.


“Hang on,” Davis said. “Let’s think about this.”


“It’s all balls,” Lampard said. “Put up to scare off the Arabs.”


“I don’t remember seeing them this afternoon,” Davis said. “In fact I’m sure I didn’t.”


Dunn said: “You don’t think they might have mined the gap this evening, Jack?”


“Not a chance. Jerry transport uses it as a short-cut to get on and off the airfield. We saw them do it.”


Corporal Pocock, who had gone forward, came back and said: “You can see the tyre tracks, sir. And plenty of footprints too. No sign of mines.”


“What sort of sign did you expect to see?” Davis asked.


“Dunno. Disturbed earth, that sort of thing.”


“The entire bloody gap is disturbed earth.”


“Listen,” Lampard said, “they haven’t mined it for the blindingly obvious reason that they’re going to need it again tomorrow. Satisfied?”


“You’re the boss, Jack,” Dunn said. “I hope you’ve reckoned the odds, that’s all. I mean, it’s just possible that Jerry’s decided not to use it any more. In which case –”


“In which case he’d close the gap with wire, which is ten times faster and cheaper than mines. Agreed?”


Short pause. “Unless he ran out of wire,” Davis said.


“For Christ’s sake!” Lampard said, pointing. “It’s concertina wire. It’s made to stretch, isn’t it?”


Corporal Harris had been tossing pebbles into the gap. “If we had some prisoners we could send them through to find out,” he said.


“Right, that’s enough talk,” Lampard said. “I go first.” He turned and strode into the darkness.


The others retreated rapidly to the edge of the road and lay flat. Lampard’s figure was a dim blur. “What if it really is mined, sir?” Pocock muttered to Dunn.


“I suppose that will become blindingly obvious, Pocock.”


Lampard reached the gap, crouched and stroked the biggest and freshest of the tyre tracks. They were clean-ribbed and firm. He surprised himself by being reminded of the last time he had touched a woman. He was twenty-four, and women were fun, but war was better. He stood and stared. His body was pumped-up with energy. All his senses were supremely alert, competing to serve him best. He went across the gap in a rush of long strides, heels digging into the tyre track. Nothing exploded. He wanted to laugh and cheer and throw grenades; now he knew he was unstoppable. Achtung! Minen, what a lot of balls! He strolled back, casually and a bit jauntily, hands in pockets, to the middle of the gap. “No problem,” he said. He jumped up and down. “Safe as Oxford Street.”


“My old granny got knocked down in Oxford Street,” Harris muttered.


They followed Lampard in single file.


“Mind you, she was pissed as a fart at the time,” Harris said. Lampard ignored him. They set off, in line abreast, widely spread.


Corporal Pocock was the first to find an aeroplane. They converged on him and walked around the Me l09, touching its skin and sniffing its expensive aromas, the fruity tang of aero-dope and the faint, fairground stink of once-hot oil. Now they could see the silhouette of another 109, and beyond that a smudge of darker darkness that promised a third. Lampard jogged down the line and counted ten fighters. He left Davis and Harris to take care of them and moved on with Dunn and Pocock at a brisk run.


Pocock found the second line of fighters, too. A thin mist was rising, enough to absorb the starlight, but a faint reflected gleam from a cockpit canopy caught his eye. He set down his rucksack and hurried on to find out how many more aircraft were parked here. Dunn and Lampard examined this one. “Pretty new,” Lampard said. “The paint’s still smooth and shiny.” He was standing on a wheel and feeling the engine cowling. “It gets sand-blasted damn fast. What are you looking for?”


Dunn was fiddling with the side window of the cockpit. It clicked, and half the canopy swung open. “I had a thought on the way down that bloody mountain,” he said. “Why not stuff the bomb beside the seat? That way you get the fuel tank. It’s L-shaped, the pilot sort of sits on it. Make a lovely bonfire.”


“If it’s full. Might be empty. Anyway, we want the airframe. That’s the expensive bit.”


“You know best.”


Pocock returned, gasping but triumphant. “Twelve of the buggers,” he said.


“Marvellous. Tell you what,” Lampard said to Dunn, “put half the bombs in the cockpit and half on the wing-roots.”


“A controlled experiment,” Dunn said. “The spirit of true scientific inquiry.”


“Wait for me here.” Lampard jumped off the wheel and made off into the darkness. This is too easy, he thought. Where’s Jerry? No sentries? No dogs? It’s a pushover. A walkover. A cakewalk. A piece of cake. There was benzedrine in his pocket, but benzedrine would be wasted on him now. He saw the massive shape of a bomber. His blood was thumping like jungle drums.


It was a Junkers 88, twin-engined and huge. “You beauty,” he whispered. He decided to place a bomb on each wing, between the engine and the fuselage, but the wing was high above his head. He ran to the tail, took two bombs from his rucksack, and used his elbows to heave himself onto the tailplane. He began to walk forward, but the curved fuselage was wet with mist and he slipped and fell, knowing that he was falling and kicking off so that he landed on his feet and rolled over. That seemed enormously funny. For a few seconds he lay on his back and laughed without making any sound except for a bit of wheezing. “All right, you slimy bastard,” he said. He put the bombs inside his shirt.


Next time he sat on the fuselage, straddling it with his legs, and heaved himself towards the wings. Then it was easy. He stuck pencil-fuses into the bombs, planted them and jumped down. It was all so simple. The more he did, the easier it got.


He found a three-motor Fokker transport with a ladder leading to its cockpit. That got a bomb. Moving fast, he put bombs on the wings of two small aircraft, probably spotter planes, and in the cabs of three massive petrol bowsers which reeked of fuel.


He sat on an oil drum and checked his watch: twenty-three minutes since they came through the gap. The first pencil-fuses had been set for an hour, with the later fuses being shortened as time passed. The night was pleasantly chilly: a night made for action. Lampard felt pleased yet also oddly discontented, almost resentful. He had come a very long way to give the enemy a bloody nose and they were nowhere to be seen. “Pathetic,” he said aloud, and got up and walked back to Dunn and Pocock.


“We’ve done all these fighters,” Dunn said, “and we found something that looked like an ammo dump, so we did that too. Also a great stack of boxes. Probably spares.”


“Good,” Lampard said. He kicked a wheel. “I suppose we might as well go home, then.”


They returned to the first row of fighters. Davis and Harris were sitting on the ground, back-to-back, eating some chocolate they had found in a cockpit. “Any luck?” Davis asked.


Dunn said: “Two dozen planes in all.”


“And a sentry,” Davis said. “Harris found a sentry.”


“That’s that, then,” Dunn said. “Home for cocoa.”


“What’s the rush?” Lampard asked. “I’ve still got some bombs left.”


The others were shrugging on their rucksacks, ready to go. Lampard took his rucksack off.


“Look, sir: we’ve done the job,” Davis said. “Let’s not push our luck.”


“Wouldn’t dream of it, sergeant.” Lampard was counting his bombs. “Two. Anybody else got any leftovers?”


“This place is going to be hopping mad in twenty minutes, Jack,” Dunn said.


“I should hope so. Well?”


“One here,” Pocock said reluctantly.


“I’ve got a couple I was saving to leave in the gap,” Davis said.


“That makes five. Let’s see if we can find some nice big hangars and blow ’em up.”


“There isn’t time, Jack.”


“Then we’d better hurry.” Lampard set off, half-running and half-striding, and the others scrambled to follow before they lost him in the gloom. “This is fucking lunacy,” Davis whispered. Dunn grunted: he knew he needed all his breath to match Lampard’s pace.


Lampard hustled them along for about two minutes, gradually slowed to a walk and finally stopped. “There,” he said. A fine sliver of light appeared, no more than a hairline crack in the blackness. Dunn marvelled at Lampard’s night vision while he despaired of his judgement. Light meant people. “Onwards,” Lampard murmured.


It was a hangar, a steel shell as big as a bank. Davis pressed his ear against the side. Sometimes a muttering of voices could be heard, and the faint click of metal on metal. “Occupied,” he whispered. Lampard led the patrol around the corner. The sliver of light came from an ill-fitting blackout around a huge sliding door. Lampard peered in, but saw only a pile of paint tins. Using the tips of his fingers, he felt his way across the sliding door until he found a small hinged door set into it, and grunted with satisfaction: hangars were much the same the whole world over. Dunn was beside him, tapping his luminous watch. “Fifteen minutes to detonation,” Dunn whispered. Lampard took a deep breath. The air tasted sweet and exhilarating, delicately laced by some aromatic desert herb. Before his mind made the decision, his fingers had turned the handle. It opened inwards, as he knew it would. He knew everything, and the knowledge made him smile with delight. The enemy was there to be beaten. All it took was nerve and Lampard had nerve galore.


He sneaked a glance around the blackout curtain hanging inside the door and saw bright lights over broken aircraft and deep shadow elsewhere. Lovely. He slipped off his rucksack and primed all the bombs with fifteen-minute fuses. He put three in his tunic, took a bomb in each hand and strolled into the shadows. His rubber soles made no sound on the concrete. For a long moment he watched Germans in white overalls doing things to the guts of the engines of two 109s. In another area, men were fitting a new propeller. They seemed relaxed and happy in their work. He strolled on and came across an aircraft with no wings or wheels, supported on wooden trestles. He left a bomb in its naked engine. Nearby was a stack of wooden crates, each stencilled with MB and a serial number. MB had to mean Mercedes-Benz. He found a gap in the stack and left two bombs deep in the middle. Someone shouted a challenge. Lampard ducked and stopped breathing. Now we fight! he thought; but the shout went on and on and became the opening phrase of a snatch of opera. Other men joined in, until they were all thundering out the Toreador song from Carmen. Lampard planted his last two bombs, one on a mobile generator and one on a tractor, and strolled back through the shadows to the door, pom-pomming along with the singers because he didn’t know the words.


Dunn had the door open, ready for him. “Jerry’s getting jumpy. He had a searchlight on, sweeping the field.”


“We might as well leave, I suppose.”


“Through the gap?”


“Where else?”


“We’ve only got eight minutes.”


“Ample.”


“They’ll see us when the bombs go off.”


“They’ll panic when the bombs go off.”


“You know best, Jack.”


The rest of the men began moving as soon as they saw the officers coming. Lampard used a luminous compass to find a bearing to the gap in the wire. After a hundred yards they reached a tarmac road. “Good,” Lampard said. “This is faster.” His eyes were feeling the strain of looking five ways at once, but his legs and lungs were strong, and he enjoyed marching fast on the smooth surface. He could scarcely hear the faint tread of boots, but he knew exactly where his men were. They were spread behind him in a loose arrowhead. Dunn was on the far left, Davis the far right, Pocock at the rear. Harris was nearest. High time Harris got made sergeant, he decided. A decoration would be wasted on Harris, but he’d like the extra stripe. And the pay. That thought flickered through Lampard’s mind while he glanced at his compass. He reckoned the time remaining on the fuses. He pictured the gap waiting ahead and the steep escarpment of the Jebel. At that point he strode into a dazzle of headlights that stopped him like a blinding brick wall.


For a few seconds the only sound was the panting and heaving of the patrol. Sergeant Davis spat. Faint shreds of mist drifted across the dazzle. Lampard squinted hard and began to make out three sources: probably headlamps and a spotlight. “Good evening, gentlemen,” said someone in a voice that was urbane and confident, like the head waiter at Claridge’s. “Weapons on the ground immediately, please. Then take two paces forward and lie flat.” Nobody moved. Lampard cocked his head. Five hundred miles away an orchestra was playing Mozart. Very faint, but quite unmistakable.


“Naturally you are surrounded.” A tiny click, and Mozart died. “Unless you surrender, I regret that you must be shot where you stand.” The regret sounded formal but genuine, like Claridge’s turning away a gentleman without a necktie.


Still nobody moved. The initial blindness had gone, but the dazzle was painful and it made the surrounding darkness twice as dense.


“I’m going forward,” Lampard announced without turning to the patrol. “If I am fired upon, you will blow this vehicle to bits. Understand? Never mind me. One shot, and you destroy the vehicle totally and immediately.” He had the sensation of being outside himself, watching and hearing these orders being given. He stepped forward and the sensation vanished.


It was an Alfa-Romeo open tourer, very big. A Luftwaffe major sat behind the wheel. Nobody else was in the car. Lampard stood on the running board and looked around. Empty ground. “You don’t half tell whoppers,” he said. “Now kill the lights and jump out.”


The major pressed switches and the night flooded back. “I may take my stick?” he asked.


Lampard opened the door. The major had some difficulty getting out. By now Sergeant Davis and Corporal Pocock had moved out wide to guard the flanks. Harris searched the German for weapons: none. Dunn said: “I make it three minutes, Jack.”


“More than ample. We’ll take this splendid car.”


“We can’t leave him,” Dunn said.


“Let me kill him,” Harris said.


Lampard said: “Yes, why not? Silly sod’s no use to anyone. Completely unreliable.”


“To escape, you need me,” the German said. Harris had his fighting knife ready, its point denting the man’s tunic just below the ribs. “Go without me,” the major said, “and all will be killed by the mines.” His voice was calm and steady, as if to say: Take it or leave it.


“Nuts!” Dunn said. “We got in, we’ll get out again.”


“I think not. When you got in, our minefield was ausgeschaltet.” He frowned for a moment. “Off-switched. Switched off. You see, our mines are activated by electricity. Now the minefield is active since ten minutes. I myself have turned the switch.”


Lampard nudged Dunn. “What d’you think?”


“It’s possible.”


Lampard stared down. The German’s face was nothing in the night, but his voice had been firm. “Why bother?” Lampard asked him. “What’s the point?”


“Two minutes five,” Dunn said.


“I shall require more than two minutes five to explain our system of airfield security,” the major said. He sounded slightly amused.


“Okay, forget it.” Lampard turned away and plucked the car’s radio aerial. It vibrated noisily, so he stopped it. “You said you could get us out of here.”


“I said that I can try.”


“Oh-ho. You can try. Now why would you want to do that?”


“Jesus Christ.” Harris was sheathing his knife. “Who cares?”


“I care, corporal. I’m not accustomed to being helped by the enemy.”


“It is better than death,” the major said. “Even to a German officer, death is not welcome.”


“Those fuses aren’t tremendously accurate, you know,” Dunn said.


“What’s your idea?” Lampard asked.


“We go in this car and depart through the main gate,” the major said. “I drive. The guards never stop my car.”


“No. I’ll drive. You sit beside me. Let’s go.”


“No. Not a good idea.” Davis and Pocock had come in from the flanks and were scrambling into the back seats, but the major did not move. “Better I drive.”


“If you drive we might go anywhere. Straight to the guardroom, for instance.”


“And then you shoot me.”


“Anyway, I can drive faster than you can.”


“I well know the road. Do you well know the road?”


“Fuck my old boots!” Harris muttered. “I’ll drive and you two can stay here and argue.”


“Take that man’s name, sergeant.”


“This car is mine,” the major said. “The guards see you driving and at once they think, hullo, something smells of fish.”


Lampard opened the door and helped him get in.


“That is good.” The major started the engine.


Lampard vaulted in and sat beside him, tommy-gun across his legs. “Fishy,” he said. “The word is fishy.” The car moved off.


“You agree, then.”


“Faster,” Lampard told the major. The car swung right and left, found a straight, picked up speed. “I may shoot you anyway when we get out,” Lampard said. “Just to calm my nerves.”


“He’s frightfully nervous,” Dunn said to the major. The major smiled.


He drove fast, on dipped headlights. In much less than a minute they were approaching a pair of striped poles across the road. A guard stood in the soft, yellow light of a hurricane lamp; behind him the guardhouse was dimly visible. The guard had a rifle, but he slung it on his shoulder when he recognised the car, turned away and leaned on the counterweight to raise the pole. The major slowed, gave an economical wave, and accelerated through the gap. “Too easy,” Davis said. “Let’s go back and do it again.” The major worked up through the gears with familiar ease. A mile away, a flash blew a golden hole in the night, and then a bang like a thousand fireworks caught up with the car. The men in the back turned to watch. Lampard watched the major. The major watched the road.


A mile and five explosions later, Lampard said: “This is far enough. Get off the road and drive towards the Jebel.” The night was dancing to the flames of blazing aircraft.


The major slowed, but only slightly. “You wish seriously to walk up the Jebel?” he asked. Two trucks raced past them, sirens screaming, heading for the field. The rapid thumping of anti-aircraft guns began. “Just do it!” Lampard shouted. The major changed down a gear. “I know a track,” he said. “A motor track.” A brilliant flash that exposed all the countryside was followed by a dull boom like the slamming of a castle door. “A good motor track,” he said. The entire castle collapsed and the wallop of its destruction washed over the car so violently that everyone flinched. “Bomb dump,” Pocock said, pleased. Lesser thuds and crumps followed. The major changed down again. “I myself have used this track in daylight,” he said. “But you perhaps will rather climb into the Jebel on foot.” He changed down again. Now they were crawling.


“All right,” Lampard said, “we’ll try this amazing track of yours. No lights. I don’t want the Afrika Korps watching to see where we go.”


“Alternative illumination has been provided,” the major said. The sky over Barce aerodrome pulsed and flickered with a red and yellow glow that grew steadily brighter.


He crossed the plain and found his track. The ruts did not match their wheels, and the potholes were as big as buckets. The major charged the car at the hillside as if it were a challenge. Rocks jumped up and savaged the chassis, and the springs groaned under cruel and unusual punishment. The track twisted as it climbed, twisted as it dipped, twisted as it twisted. Later it got worse. Long before that, Lampard had dropped his tommy-gun and was working hard to protect himself from the rush of shocks.


When they topped the crest of the escarpment he shouted, and the German let the car run to a halt. Lampard reached across and switched off the engine.


Corporal Pocock wiped blood from his nose, mouth and chin. “You tryin’ to start a war or somethin’?” he demanded thickly. Blood continued to flow.


“Stop whimpering,” Dunn said.


“Boots off,” Lampard told the major.


“You tear I will run off?” The major got out and took his boots off and gave them to Lampard. “There is little risk of that.” Lampard looked. The heel of the left boot was built up about three inches.


“Why don’t we let him go?” Corporal Harris said. “Let him walk down the mountain in his socks?”


“Search him,” Lampard told Davis. The sergeant rummaged in the German’s pockets, and a small heap of papers and possessions accumulated on the ground. “Back in the car,” Lampard ordered. He scooped everything up and examined it, piece by piece, in the soft light of the dashboard. “You’re a major in the Luftwaffe,” he said.


“So? I feel like a prisoner of the British army.”


“Schramm. P. D. Schramm. What does the P stand for?”


“Paul.” He slumped in his seat, rested his head and shut his eyes. “And your J stands for Jack, I think.”


Lampard ignored this; he was preoccupied with a sheet of typewritten paper. “What d’you make of that, Mike?” he asked.


Dunn stared where Lampard’s finger was pointing. “Abt 5,” he said. “That’s got to be Abteilung 5, hasn’t it? Luftwaffe Intelligence.”


“Lovely grub. That’s the cream on the strawberries, that is. He goes straight to Egypt.”


“Do you intend to introduce yourself?” Schramm asked. “Captain Lampard?”


“Can’t resist showing off, can you?” Lampard stuffed Schramm’s belongings into a rucksack. “Just for that you can come and watch the show.”


They joined the others, who were looking down at the fires on Barce airfield. Even now, there were occasional explosions. An improbable nursery-pink glow was reflected from immense clouds of oily smoke, and the stink of burnt fuel and explosives drifted with the midnight breeze. “What d’you think Abteilung Funf will make of that little lot?” Dunn asked the German.


“Can’t resist showing off, can you?” the German said, which amused the rest of the patrol.


*   *   *


The top of the Jebel was rolling hillside. It rolled for about a hundred and twenty miles from west to east, and twenty or thirty miles from south to north. Sometimes it rolled vigorously and the terrain became rugged, with deep valleys and steep cliffs. It was a blend of the Cotswold hills and the Scottish Highlands; not so green, but plentifully supplied with stunted trees and shrubs, wandering Arabs and herds of goats, and just right for hiding in.


Sergeant Davis drove the Alfa. In half an hour he found the dry wadi where they had left the jeep. Corporal Harris drove the jeep. At one a.m. they reached the main camp, five miles further south in the Jebel. Three vehicles were waiting there: an armed jeep, a wireless truck, and an armed Chevrolet truck, all loaded and ready to move.


The rear party – six men – had started a brew-up as soon as they heard the engines. Everyone got a pint mug of thick, sweet tea with a tot of rum in it while they discussed the raid. Schramm too was given a mug. He tasted the drink and asked if he might have the rum without the tea. “Don’t mind him,” Davis told the soldier who had made the brew-up, “he’s foreign, he doesn’t know any better.”


“You’d better get used to it,” Dunn told Schramm.


Schramm took another sip, and winced. “I have only one cousin and he lives in Leipzig,” he said.


“Yes? So what?”


Schramm sipped his tea, and recoiled fractionally. “Next of kin,” he said.


“Cheeky bastard!” Pocock said.


“Take that man’s name, sergeant,” Schramm said.


“You’re very frisky,” Lampard said, “for a prisoner-of-war with a gammy leg and no boots.” The German smiled. He had a very broad smile which bunched up the skin over his cheekbones and, despite all the arrowhead wrinkles, made his eyes look quite boyish. Lampard smiled back. What a nice chap, he thought. Just waiting for a chance to kill us all and do a bunk.


*   *   *


By daybreak the patrol had moved ten miles further south and the vehicles were tucked away in the curve of a winding valley, beneath an overhang of tall limestone cliffs. The shape of the trucks was lost under camouflage nets, spread wide and held down with rocks. Schramm watched while pretending not to watch. He knew that even the most low-flying aircraft would never find them. It was difficult enough to find somebody who wanted to be found in the Jebel.


The sun rose with its usual abruptness: from grey-green dawn to full daylight in fifteen minutes. Schramm could feel the temperature start to climb, baking the dew-damp out of his clothes. He sat, resting his back against the cliff, and admired the way they worked. Nobody gave orders, each man knew his job. Nobody hurried, but nobody stood and scratched himself and waited to be told what to do. A bit of quiet joking went on, not much. Lampard ducked under the camouflage netting and came out with a jerrican of water, carrying it as lightly as a briefcase. Someone was whistling. Bacon was frying. Schramm thought: They are three hundred kilometres behind our lines and they are at home.


He awoke when Corporal Pocock shook his shoulder. “Breakfast,” Pocock said. For a second or two, the German was in the wrong world and nothing made sense. Then he remembered, and groaned. “You’ll feel better after a nice mug of tea,” Pocock said. “And Mr Lampard says you can have one of your boots back.”


It was the boot with the built-up heel. Schramm put it on and limped after Pocock.


Breakfast was a lavish fry-up: sausage, bacon, steak, potatoes, beans; all out of tins. There was tea by the pint and tinned apricots. Schramm looked at his loaded mess tin. “No sauerbraten mit knödels? he said. “No rahmschnitzel mit champignons?”


“You catch us on a poor day, I’m afraid,” Lampard said. “But when we reach Cairo I can promise you lots of egg and chips.”


“Egg and chips!” Harris said, and his eyelids drooped at the thought. “I’d kill for a plate of egg and chips.” A few men laughed, but only a few; evidently it was an old joke.


“Tell you what,” Lampard said to Harris. “If our prisoner tries to escape, you kill him and I’ll buy you egg and chips in Cairo for a week.”


Harris looked at Schramm. Harris had flat grey eyes, as flat as buttons, and they narrowed and widened as he chewed a piece of steak. He swallowed it, sucked his teeth, and said: “You look like a sporting gent. I’ll give you a kilometre start and I bet I kill you inside twenty minutes.” He stabbed a sausage and twirled his fork.


Schramm ate a fried potato and studied the sergeant as if sizing him up. Then he ate another potato, still looking at him.


“Not interested?” Harris said. “Don’t blame you.”


“Oh, it interests me. Not as a piece of sport, because for me war is not sport. I am thinking, what is the possible stake? What do you own that I want to win, maybe?”


Harris unbuttoned a pocket and took out a very old and dirty rabbit’s-paw. “Lucky charm?” he suggested.


“If I win it,” Schramm said, “it will not have been lucky, will it?”


“He’s got you there,” Pocock said.


“Only bloody time he will get me.”


There were caves in the cliff, and the men carried their bedrolls into them. Schramm expected to have to lie on the ground, but he found that the back seats of the Alfa had been removed and taken into a cave for him to sleep on. “Most kind,” he said.


“Our pleasure,” Lampard said. “Tell me: do you think your people are out looking for us?”


“Yes.” Schramm made a pillow of his tunic. “Hundreds. Thousands.”


“Jolly good. Where?”


“Here, naturally. The Jebel.”


“Why naturally? For all they know we came by submarine. Or we could be hiding out in Benghazi.”


Schramm covered a yawn with his hand. “If you please ... Could we discuss this later? I am not so young as you. I tire more rapidly.”


“My dear major, I do apologise. Shocking manners.” Lampard straightened the car seats and brushed dust from them. “By all means get some rest. You are, after all, our guest. And if there’s anything you need, anything at all... um . .. I’m afraid you can’t have it.” He smiled with such charmingly fake regret that Schramm, already drowsy in the growing heat, thought: He wants me to believe we’re all playing a game. All in fun. Beyond Lampard, standing silhouetted in the mouth of the cave, was Corporal Harris. Nothing funny about Harris. Schramm shut his eyes and tried to ignore the squadrons of wheeling, buzzing flies, and very soon succeeded.


*   *   *


By mid-morning the rocks were frying. By midday the air had had all the guts baked out of it. You could breathe it, given that there was nothing else available, as long as you kept it out of your lungs.


By mid-afternoon, the blaze of noon was just a cool and enviable memory. By mid-afternoon, the sun was dumping a massive glut of heat on the Western Desert. The sun had beaten everyone, beaten them to the ground, left them for dead. The sun was, yet again, undisputed champion of the solar system. And then, thank Christ, it relaxed. The heat eased. Men breathed again.


Schramm had slept, on and off, for most of the day. Now he came out and sat in the shade and watched the patrol get on with the chores of desert life: cooking food and cleaning weapons, refuelling the trucks, checking the tyres, double-checking the radiators, and a dozen other details. Schramm noticed that the camouflage nets were still in place. And there was a lookout on top of the cliffs.


Lampard sat beside him and began cleaning his tommy-gun. “I’m awfully sorry we can’t offer you shaving water,” he said.


“My dear Lampard.” Schramm half-raised a hand to dispel any anxiety.


“Satisfy my curiosity.” Lampard squinted down the barrel. “Does everyone in Abteilung 5 speak such good English?”


“I think so.” Schramm rubbed his chin. He quite enjoyed not having to shave. “Each one of us specialises, of course.”


“Really? What is your speciality?”


“Central London. The Knightsbridge area. But only as far as Harrods.”


Lampard cleaned a spring. “Bloody sand . . . You do talk a lot of balls.”


Schramm took off his right sock. Already there were holes in the heel and toe. He stuffed it in a pocket. “You grew up in Norfolk. Am I right?”


Lampard stared. “You can tell all that from my voice?”


“Oh no. Everything is on your file. What more can I remember? Your middle name is . . . wait a moment . . .” He frowned at his bare foot and clenched his toes. “Roger?”


“Richard.”


“Richard, yes. And two years ago there was an officer you had a fight with. Hooper. Captain Hooper.”


“Good God. Any more?”


“Um . .. Captain Hooper lost.”


Lampard got on with cleaning his gun. “Where did you learn your English?” he asked.


“Oh well,” Schramm said. “It is not a military secret. In 1917 your Royal Flying Corps shot me down. I was for a long time a prisoner of war, very boring, the camp had no books in German so I read books in English, hundreds of them. Dickens, all of Dickens, all Thackeray, Trollope, Kipling, Hardy, Stevenson. And some Americans: Mark Twain, O. Henry, Edgar Rice Burroughs. Others, I forget the names. The Tarzan stories I enjoyed the most. No doubt they symbolised escape, and freedom, and so on. Do you like books?”


Lampard aimed at the sky and tested the trigger action. “I don’t really like anything except fighting . . . After the war?”


“Here and there. This and that. A little teaching. Tour guide for Americans. Some journalism in London. Reuters man in Berlin.” He watched Lampard empty a magazine and clean the bullets. “I find this strange,” he said. “Why do you use a clumsy gangsters’ weapon when you could use the Sten gun, which is half the size?”


“It makes me feel like James Cagney. What were you doing in that car?”


“Listening to Rome radio, on . ..” He tapped his ears.


“Headphones.”


“Yes, headphones. When I saw you I removed them. But you could see nothing, could you? I think you made a great gamble.”


“So did you, old chum. One hiccup out of you and my chaps would have put half-a-dozen grenades into that Alfa.”


“Thus killing you too.”


Lampard slotted the magazine onto the gun and put the gun inside a dust-proof bag. He did not close the bag. “You don’t think that would stop them, do you?”


Schramm tried to grip a pebble with his toes, but it was too big. “It seems an excessively violent way to fight a war, that’s all.”


“Excessive violence is what they enjoy.”


“Especially Corporal Harris?”


“Oh no, not Corporal Harris. Corporal Harris is bored with excessive violence. What Corporal Harris enjoys is some really ferocious homicidal thuggery.”


“And plates of egg and chips.”


Ten feet above their heads, an empty food tin on a string jerked and rattled against the cliff face. “Aircraft,” Lampard called, “aircraft.” Unhurriedly the men left their jobs and sat in the deep shadow. After a while they heard the thin, lazy buzz of its engine, but the noise came bouncing off the valley walls and only the lookout on top of the cliff knew where the plane was. “Harris has a passion for egg and chips,” Lampard said. “He and Pocock got lost after a raid, decided to walk home, about two hundred miles. Ran out of food, so they found one of those Road Houses you’ve got all along the coastal road. Casa something.”


“Casa Cantieri.”


“It was night-time. They tossed in a couple of grenades and killed everyone except the cooks. Pocock wanted to grab some grub and skedaddle, but Harris made the cooks fry him egg and chips. They were all Italians, by the way. The place looked like a slaughterhouse, blood and guts splashed everywhere. Cooks were terrified, and the odd Italian soldier kept arriving. Harris stood by the door with a meat cleaver and chopped them down as they came in. Pocock wasn’t enjoying this very much, but Harris was in his element, in a quiet sort of way. The cooks, of course, couldn’t think straight and they made a nonsense of the egg and chips, so Harris told them to try again. While they were doing that he chopped a couple more late arrivals. Finally the cooks managed to do him his egg and chips the way he liked them. By now Pocock couldn’t eat anything, so Harris ate his share too. Then they left. I don’t think I’ve done full justice to the occasion, but no doubt your imagination can fill in the gaps.”


“I have no imagination,” Schramm said. “It surrendered, in the face of overwhelming reality.”


The tin above them rattled twice. “All clear,” Lampard said. “Your chaps don’t seem to be making much of an effort to find you, do they?”


Schramm gave a sad smile. “You know what German soldiers are like,” he said. “Slack, lazy, disorganised and irresponsible. I expect they’re still finishing lunch.”


*   *   *


The patrol stood around in a loose circle and ate from their mess tins. It was easier to wave away the flies when you were standing, but the flies never gave up. They too had been waiting all day for this meal. It was rich and rewarding: salmon, ham and tongue, sausages, mixed vegetables, chutney, apricots, cheese. All tinned. The only untinned protein to be eaten was the odd, unwary fly.


The wireless officer, a young and balding signals lieutenant called Tony Waterman, said: “If it’s not a rude answer, which part of Germany are you from?”


“Leipzig.”


“Ah.” Waterman nodded, and kept nodding while he thought about that. He was short and thickset, with a very round face that settled naturally into an expression of placid goodwill. “I saw a bit of Hamburg and Hanover, but oddly enough I never got to Leipzig.”


“Yes, I know.”


Waterman smiled his gentle agreement with Schramm’s agreement.


“What d’you mean, you know?” Gibbon asked. Gibbon was the navigator for the patrol. His beard, under the dust, was as red as oxblood. He squinted suspiciously at Schramm, but then Gibbon squinted at everyone. Too much desert sun.


“Major Schramm has a file on each of us,” Lampard said. “In fact he has a file on the entire SAS. You haven’t met Captain Gibbon.” He waved his mess tin by way of introduction.


“How do you do,” Schramm said.


“Intelligence knows nothing,” Gibbon said. “That’s the first rule of war, the one they don’t teach you in Staff College.”


“Corky is right,” Schramm said, which amused everyone except Gibbon. “And congratulations on your Military Cross.”


“See what I mean?” Gibbon said to Dunn.


“Corky hasn’t got the MC,” Dunn told Schramm.


“Soon he will.”


“Really? What for?” Lampard asked.


Schramm licked a bit of chutney off his upper lip. “I am afraid I am not at liberty to tell you,” he said. Even Gibbon laughed at that. Schramm blinked and smiled. “Sorry,” he said. “Accidental pun.”


Corporal Harris scuffed his boots and kicked a small stone towards Schramm. “What have you got on me in your files?” he asked.


“Oh. ..” Schramm thought hard. “I feel sure the records indicate that you are a scholar and a gentleman who would never blow his nose on the tablecloth if he could reach the curtains.” This was said so blandly that it surprised them. Corporal Pocock choked. Everyone else laughed, everyone except Harris. He took a swig of tea, swallowed, took another swig and expertly sprayed it through his teeth. “I don’t think he’s a bleedin’ Jerry at all,” he said to Lampard. “He’s too clever by half. He’s one of ours who’s sold out.”


“Es war sehr schön. Ich danke Ihnen. Ich muss jetzt gehen,” Schramm said.


Lampard looked at Dunn. Dunn said: “I believe that was ‘Thank you for having me, I’ve got to go now’.”


The lookout’s tin rattled. “This must be my bus,” Schramm said. “Shut up!” Lampard snapped. Already the patrol was moving into the deeper shadow of the cliff, trailed by a long streamer of flies. Above their indignant buzz came a distant drone, like a small power-saw in the sky. “Just a Storch,” Dunn said. “Nothing to worry about.” The Storch was a small high-wing plane which the German army used for search or reconnaissance or taxiing generals about the battlefield. It could fly as slowly as an old crow and it could turn inside its own length, but usually it had no guns. Lampard and Dunn settled down on either side of their prisoner and got on with their meal.


“This is the second visit by an aeroplane in less than an hour,” Schramm said. “Perhaps you have been . ..” He searched for the word. “... rumbled.”


“I expect he’s seen our tracks,” Lampard said, “but not for the last quarter of a mile because we went back and wiped them out, so now he doesn’t know which wadi we might be in.”


“In any case,” Dunn said, “he daren’t come down really low to look for us in case he finds us. You saw what we’ve got: three lots of twin-mounted Vickers machine guns. Make a lovely mess of him, they would. Aren’t you going to finish your apricots?”


“Yes. But the guns aren’t manned.”


“He doesn’t know that.”


“How can you be sure?”


“Look,” Lampard said, “I’m in command here. Now shut up and eat your apricots, or I won’t take you to see General Cunningham in Cairo.”


“He is in Alexandria,” Schramm said. “And General Auchinleck now commands your Eighth Army.”


Lampard uttered a cry of exasperation and threw up his hands, losing a boiled potato from his fork. “For God’s sake stop showing off!” he cried.


“Sorry. I thought you would wish to know.”


“Now look what you made me do.” Lampard sucked his empty fork. “That spud came fifteen thousand miles, all down the Atlantic, round South Africa, up the Indian Ocean, through the Canal, across miles and miles of burning desert, scorched by day and frozen by night, just to give me strength to fight the horrible Hun, and you’ve gone and ruined it.”


“If you know so much,” Dunn said, “how come you didn’t know we were going to raid your place last night?”


Schramm ate his cheese. Lampard reached across him and gave Dunn a congratulatory slap on the leg. “Blindingly obvious,” he said. “Well done, Mike.”


Nobody spoke for a while. The note of the aeroplane engine hardened and softened as it turned, invisibly. Dunn flicked a couple of drowning flies from his tea, and drank fast before the mourners could arrive. Lampard yawned and stretched his arms until his ribcage creaked. “Sergeant Davis!” he called.


“Sir?”


“Has the lookout had his meal yet?”


“No, sir.”


“Send up a replacement. This shufti plane is being a bit of a bore. It’ll be dark in an hour and I want to move pronto.”


“Sir.”


Dunn scratched his beard vigorously and examined his fingernails. “What were you listening to, in the car?”


“Music. Mozart. Reception is better away from the buildings.”


“My sister plays the piano. She won a prize for playing the Moonlight Sonata. Mozart wrote that, didn’t he?”


“Beethoven.”


“Oh, well. Same difference.”


“The English are not a very musical race,” Schramm said.


“Dunno about that. We’ve written some damn good songs. ‘Yes We Have No Bananas’. ‘Roll out the Barrel’. All that stuff Vera Lynn sings, like ‘There’ll Be Blue Birds over the White Cliffs of Dover’. And you should see our chaps listening when Lili Marlene gets sung on Radio Belgrade: dead silence, nobody moves. Anyway –”


“Shut up a minute,” Lampard said.


The lazy buzz of the Storch had strengthened and deepened. The sound came bouncing off the walls of the wadi, confusing the ear. Then suddenly the plane appeared, grey as a moth, strolling along, ludicrously slowly, trembling in the last of the waves of hot air. It was low, about three hundred feet, and it was exploring the valley where the patrol was hiding. Lampard was unworried. The trucks looked like scrub and the men looked like the rocks they sat among. The pilot was up in the glare of the setting sun, searching for detail in shadow as dark as a cellar. As long as nobody moved nobody would be seen. “Good heavens. That is a British plane,” Schramm said. As Lampard and Dunn shaded their eyes and tried to make out its markings, Schramm heaved himself up with both hands and began running.


Sergeant Davis got off the first shot. The act of drawing his revolver left him sprawling awkwardly and he missed. Harris fired next, but he had been staring at the plane and he couldn’t focus fast enough on the shadowy figure and he too missed. Dunn got closest. Dunn got a bullet between Schramm’s feet. By then Schramm was twenty yards from the foot of the cliff and dodging briskly, not to make himself a more difficult target but because the stony floor of the wadi hurt his bare right foot, and in any case his boot made him lopsided. He stumbled, almost fell, saved himself with both hands and kicked forward like a sprinter in his blocks. Ten strides took him out of the shadow and into the sunlight, both arms waving like a shipwrecked sailor at a passing sail. Lampard was bellowing: “Hold your fire! Stay where you are! Cease fire! Do not move! Let him go!” Schramm heard nothing. He was prancing along the valley floor, strenuously signalling his existence to the Storch, forcing his limbs into violent action despite the pain in his lungs and the fiery protests of his damaged bare foot. The Storch dipped. Schramm cheered and waved his handkerchief. The Storch lost a hundred feet and circled.


Davis called: “There’s a rifle in the jeep, sir. I can get him with that, easy.”


“No, sergeant. Now everyone listen to me. I don’t want that prisoner killed until the aeroplane has gone. I don’t want him touched.”


By now Schramm was a hundred yards away, heading for the mouth of the wadi.


“You know best, Jack,” Dunn said quietly. “Personally I’d put a bullet through the bastard p.d.q. That little shufti plane can’t land here, and it wouldn’t even if it could.”


“Think,” Lampard said. “The pilot sees a man. The man wants to be seen. He’s not an Arab. He could be this Luftwaffe major the pilot knows is missing, probably pinched by enemy raiders. And all of a sudden – bang! – somebody shoots the bloke. Now what does that tell the pilot?”


“See what you mean.”


“If you got a radio message from that Storch saying, ‘Here’s a funny thing: I’ve just found your missing major, but would you believe it, somebody down there’s just shot him’, what would you do?”


“I’d say ... um ... ‘Give me the map reference and I’ll send a dozen Stukas to work it over’.”


“Right. Think how many airfields Jerry’s got within range of here. There’s time for him to make an attack before the light goes. Ever been Stuka-ed?”


“Once. Bloody murder.” Dunn and Lampard watched Schramm trotting away down the wadi, while the Storch made wide circles above him. After a while Schramm turned a bend and was lost to sight. “The sensible thing for that Storch to do would be to go home and refuel,” Lampard said. But the Storch continued to circle for several minutes. “Buzz off, for heaven’s sake!” Lampard said. And this time it did, climbing to a thousand feet, levelling off and flying north.


“Harris!” Lampard called. Harris trotted over. “He’s crippled in one foot and by now he must be half-maimed in the other, so he can’t have got far. Go and kill him, fast. Get back in ten minutes and I’ll make it double egg and chips for a week.” Harris was already on his way. They watched him go. He ran leaning forward, as if into a stiff breeze.


Gibbon the navigator had joined them. “Given a million soldiers like Harris,” he said, “the war would be over in a week.”


“No, you’re wrong,” Lampard said. “Given a million soldiers like Harris the war would never end.” That made no sense to Gibbon, but he didn’t care enough to argue. “Sarnt Davis!” he called. “Just time for a brew-up, I think.”


*   *   *


Schramm had been limping to spare his right foot. Occasional smears of blood showed behind the toe-prints, while the left boot kept stamping its pattern in the dust.


One stride by Harris covered two by Schramm. Harris reckoned the German must be slowing all the time. Schramm was twice as old as Harris, unarmed, slightly disabled and almost certainly not trained in hand-to-hand combat. If Harris had been capable of pity he might have felt sorry for him. As it was he looked forward to the pleasure of a quick knifing and then the reward of Captain Lampard’s praise.


By now the wadi had taken a bend to the left and another to the right. Still the footprints limped ahead. Harris wondered where the hell the German thought he was going: not to a landing strip, that was certain; too many rocks everywhere; the wadi was strewn with them, many as tall as tombstones. Now the smears of blood were getting bigger. Something lay on the ground ahead: a handkerchief, or part of a shirt. Maybe Schramm had tried to bandage his foot and failed. Harris put on speed until he was running hard, chasing his own shadow. That shadow was Schramm’s piece of good luck. Schramm was squatting behind a rock, hearing the running footsteps get louder and watching the shadow magnify until he took the only chance he was ever going to get and he dived at Harris’s legs. A boot smacked Schramm’s mouth and pain flowered through his head, but Harris suffered much more because he was travelling fast when he tripped and his face skidded along the wadi floor. Schramm lurched to his feet, a rock in each hand, missed with the first and cracked Harris’s head with the second. It was a sharp rock and it dented his skull like a badly parked car. Schramm turned to see who was following; who would fire the squirt from the tommy-gun that would cut him down before the rattle could reach his ears. Nobody followed. Bloody fools, he thought. They don’t deserve to win.


Harris’s right boot was too big for Schramm, so he pulled off Harris’s socks as well, both of them, and took his tunic and his revolver and grenades and knife, then he scuttled down the wadi until he was safely around the next bend. His fingers trembled and his lungs heaved as he dragged on the socks and laced up the boot. He heard himself laugh and didn’t like the sound: too shrill, too triumphant. He had never killed a man before. He stamped his right foot. The boot felt good. He grabbed the weapons and ran.


*   *   *


After fifteen minutes, Sergeant Davis and Corporal Pocock went to find out what was keeping Harris. Davis brought back the body, carrying it slung over his shoulder, the head wobbling and the hands flapping at every stride. Behind him came Pocock, carrying the left boot and walking backwards in case the German had decided to follow them and fling a grenade.


Lampard went forward and met Davis. “This was all my fault,” he said. The body slipped a little. Davis shrugged it back into place.


The rest of the patrol came to look. All they could see of the back of the head was a thicket of flies. Nobody spoke. Someone got a blanket and spread it on the ground. Davis knelt on the edge of the blanket and let the body fall. The flies rose in fury, and at first everyone thought the strange, high-pitched sound came from them; until they realised that Lampard was weeping.


Some men were surprised, but no one was embarrassed: Captain Lampard commanded the patrol, it was his privilege to weep if he wanted to. They withdrew and left him to it.


“What d’you think happened?” Lieutenant Dunn asked Davis.


“Harris must have took his boots off to kick the Jerry officer to death,” Davis said, “and he got a whiff of his own feet and dropped dead.”


“It’s no joke, sergeant.”


“Course not, sir. It might have happened to any one of us. I shared a tent with him, I should know.”


Captain Gibbon strolled over to them. He nodded at the sky, which was primrose-yellow fading to blue-black. “I hope he gets a move on,” he said softly. “Dark in ten minutes.” They glanced at Lampard, who was standing motionless beside the corpse, his arms folded and his head bowed. “Attitude to be adopted, other ranks, for the mourning of,” Gibbon said. “Brigade of Guards drill book, Appendix “F”, Active Service, Foreign Parts, matinees Wednesdays and Saturdays.” Dunn turned away. He, like Lampard, was a Coldstream Guard, and so he felt a loyalty to him; yet now that Gibbon had pointed it out, Lampard’s attitude did look too formal, too posed. There was a lot of Lampard – he had powerful features, an icebreaker of a nose, wide and determined lips, a thrusting jaw – and merely arranging his hefty limbs, finding places to put those considerable hands and feet, gave him mannerisms and attitudes that might seem posed. Dunn was sure that none of this was for effect; Lampard just behaved naturally and it ended up looking like an act.


Lampard knelt and neatly folded the blanket over Harris. “Right, gather round,” he called.


They gathered round.


“Schramm has gone,” he said. “Question is, how far and how fast? Mike: what would you do if you were Schramm?”


“Beat it for home,” Dunn said. “And hope I ran into a search party on the way.”


“You wouldn’t lie up and wait for daylight?”


“Not bloody likely. Sooner I get back to base, the sooner base can scramble some Stukas to catch us in the desert.”


“So maybe we shouldn’t dash off into the desert.” Lampard shut his eyes so that he could massage the lids. “Sergeant Davis looks unhappy.”


“He’s got Harris’s knife and revolver and grenades, sir,” Davis said. “And he’s got a bloody nerve, too. He might just be daft enough to come back in the night and try to do more damage.”


“He’s made a pretty good start at that,” Gibbon said.


“I’m not going to spend the night here,” Lampard declared. Grunts of satisfaction all round. “Assuming the enemy comes after us, which way will he expect us to go? South or east?”


“South,” Dunn said. “Back to Kufra.”


“Yes? Why? It’s seven hundred miles to Kufra. A thousand from Kufra to Cairo. Why should he expect us to make an enormous detour?”


“Because that’s the way we came,” Corporal Pocock said.


“Does he know that?”


“He seems to know everything else,” Dunn said.


One of the fitters broke wind. “Beg pardon,” he muttered. “Bloody cheese.”


“If he thinks we know he knows, maybe he’ll think we’ll go east instead,” Lampard said. “Run parallel to the coast. Less than half the distance. Refuel at Siwa. By far the best route. Blindingly obvious.”


“There’s only one thing wrong with the east route,” Gibbon said. “It’s lousy with aeroplanes, so we get shot up.”


“No danger of getting shot up,” Lampard said. “We just destroyed half the Luftwaffe, remember?”


“I’m not worried about the Luftwaffe,” Gibbon said, “I’m worried about those lousy bastard Beaufighters who used the Rhodesian patrol for target practice.”


“Human error.”


“Just as dead.”


Nobody wanted to discuss it. The Rhodesian patrol of the Long Range Desert Group had been driving across a stretch of sand so flat and so wide and so empty that you could see a lost jerrican at twenty miles, when a pair of RAF Beaufighters found them. There were recognition signals for just such a situation, but the Beaufighters kept attacking despite the recognition signals. Human error. Human dead.


“We bury Harris and then we beat it south,” Lampard said.


*   *   *


Paul Schramm walked all night and reached the top of the escarpment just before dawn. He stopped there and waited for daylight so that he could find a way down to the plain. His entire body ached with fatigue and his feet felt as if they had been tenderised with steak mallets, but he commanded himself to keep moving, to keep limping up and down, to stay awake.


A couple of hours earlier he had paused for a few minutes. He had stretched out on the ground and rested his feet on a bank of earth because he remembered reading somewhere that infantry on the march always did this when they fell out for a break: something to do with letting the blood drain away from the legs. Schramm was not an infantryman. He was a middle-aged intelligence officer with a bad limp, and when he tried to stand, even the limp was a lost skill. His legs were a wash-out: his feet didn’t want to take his weight and his knees disowned any responsibility for anything. It took him a long time to persuade the leg joints to bend again and the leg muscles to carry his weary body along the broken tracks of the Jebel.


His legs’ readiness to quit surprised him. Thereafter he did not trust them. He kept them working all the way to the edge of the escarpment, and then he refused to sit down, although his knees were wobbly and the soles of his feet were hot with blood.


It had been an interesting walk, probably far longer than it need have been because at first he kept losing his sense of direction in the moonless gloom. The wadis wandered and divided and tried to lead him in circles, so he climbed to the highest spot – a ruined tomb, as it turned out – and tried to identify some stars. While he was at it he decided to dump the grenades, which were heavy and awkward. He left them in the tomb. He set off, looking at the stars but thinking of some inquisitive Arab boy getting blown to bits (or, even worse, half-blown to bits). He went back and retrieved the grenades. For the first time since he had killed him, he thought of Harris.


And with pleasure. Schramm was not a violent man. He rarely allowed himself to lose his temper. Given the chance, he would sidestep to avoid treading on an insect. Yet there was something symbolic about whacking Harris on the head. Harris’s weakness had been his brain. His body was splendidly trained to do its job, but his brain was small and weak, too small to consider the possibility that his victim might have the nerve to wait in ambush.


Now, as he trudged away from this high and lonely tomb, wearing Harris’s right boot and stuffing Harris’s grenades back in the pockets of Harris’s tunic, Schramm was amazed at, and appalled by, his own audacity. One attack: one chance. If he had failed, Harris would have caught him in ten seconds and knifed him in twelve. But he hadn’t failed! And how many unarmed middle-aged gammy-legged German officers had cracked the skull of a young thug of a Commando? Schramm shivered with pride. Then, almost at once, he sneered at himself for being such a caveman. To celebrate killing Harris was to come down to Harris’s level.


Ah, but there was also Captain Lampard. Schramm had made a fool of Lampard, too. Furthermore, he had discovered a few useful things about him. Lampard was quickwitted and intelligent: he had let Schramm run away rather than alarm the Storch. He was cocky to the point of arrogance: he should have kept Schramm blindfolded or at least shut away in a cave, instead of allowing him to watch the patrol at work. And the decision to send only one man to catch him was significant. It was as if Lampard had been showing off to Schramm, minimising his escape. Lampard’s nerve was strong, but sometimes his judgement was weak. That was worth remembering.


Soon Schramm forgot Harris and Lampard and the rest of them. It took all his attention to concentrate on walking north. He was not convinced that he was steering by the right stars. Then he had a stroke of luck. The British began bombing somewhere – probably another airfield, maybe Benina or Berka, which were near Benghazi; it was unlikely they would go for Barce again so soon – and he saw the wandering stab of searchlights, which he used as a guide. The raid ended; he trudged on and had a stroke of bad luck: he blundered into an Arab camp and set the dogs howling. He backtracked and made a wide detour. Too wide: he roused another camp. The alarm spread and every dog aroused another dog. The night was slashed with howling. Schramm zigzagged miserably through it all, wishing he had a stick to defend himself; Harris’s revolver wouldn’t be much use if some rabid cur tried to savage his legs. Then, for no reason, someone on a hilltop fired at him. The flash and bang so startled Schramm that he stumbled, fell, and cut his knee. Indignation and pain made a powerful cocktail. He dragged Harris’s revolver from its holster and exploded three colossal, deafening shots at the night. He sprawled on the ground and massaged his right wrist, which had suffered from the recoil. The echoes died and even the dogs were silenced by his fit of rage. He crawled away, cursing. But not loudly.


The rest of his trek was a blur of memory. Sometimes he couldn’t remember where he was going, sometimes he remembered where but not why. Fatigue fogged his brain and left his body plodding on in a state of pointless, pigheaded obstinacy. In the end, arrival at the escarpment came as a small shock.


Then dawn, too, came with a speed that surprised him; or perhaps he had dozed off as he ambled up and down. Anyway, there was no sign of a track down the hillside and no sign of Barce airfield below. He was miles and miles off course.


Full daylight arrived before he found a track. Going downhill made his knees ache and cramped his thighs. He told his legs to stop complaining, they should think themselves lucky they weren’t going up. Somehow or other he reached the bottom. Feeble and wet with sweat. He knew the sun was shining because he couldn’t see it. Already the whole sky was one great roasting dazzle.


The obvious thing to do now was to walk across the plain. Schramm squinted and saw no end to it. His legs got this message and threatened mutiny. Everything he looked at shimmered in the heat. Even he was shimmering; trembling more and more violently. Come on, he told himself petulantly, you are an officer, now demonstrate your powers of leadership, you idiot. He demonstrated his powers of leadership. He got rid of the hand-grenades. One by one he pulled the pins and flung the grenades quite a long way. They exploded with very impressive cracks and crumps and pillars of smoke. Total waste of time and effort, he told himself, by now in a thoroughly bad temper.


As it happened, the grenades did a lot of good. A battalion of infantry, eating breakfast at the roadside a mile away, heard the bangs and sent a squad of men to investigate. They found Schramm trudging unsteadily in the wrong direction. An hour later he was on a bed in the hospital at Barce airfield and a Luftwaffe doctor was extracting bits of sock from the ragged soles of his feet. “How far did you walk?” he asked.


Schramm opened his eyes, then shut them. “Only the first two metres,” he said. “I skipped the rest.” He groaned as more skin came away.


“See what happens to you when you tell bad jokes,” the doctor said.


The station commander, Oberstleutnant Benno Hoffmann, came in. “Well, I tried,” he said. “They say there isn’t a spare aeroplane within a hundred kilometres.” Hoffmann had a camera. He began taking pictures of the feet.


“What’s that for?” Schramm asked.


“Cookhouse. I want it clearly understood that this meat is unfit for human consumption. And even if they had a spare plane they still wouldn’t send it. Smile for daddy.” He took a couple of full-length shots.


“Why not?” Schramm asked. Apart from an occasional twitch as the skin came off, he lay as still as a log.


“Oh, lots of reasons,” Hoffmann said. “They’re at least a hundred and fifty kilometres from here by now, so they’re somewhere in the Sahara, and the Sahara is the size of France, and it’s only four trucks and a dozen men, so if you don’t know where they are you’ll never find them.” He sat at the bedside and felt Schramm’s wrist, seeking the pulse. “Forget about them, Paul. Just think about getting your strength back.”


“I know exactly where they are,” Schramm said. “They’re driving south, fast as they can. They want to squeeze through the gap between Jalo Oasis and the Calanscio Sand Sea. After that it’s wide open desert and they’re safe.”


“Radio the garrison at Jalo,” suggested the doctor, whose name was Max.


“Italians,” Hoffmann said.


“Don’t we talk to our glorious allies?”


“They don’t always listen. They especially don’t always listen if it means going out looking for huge, ferocious, British Commandos.”


“Special Air Service,” Schramm corrected.


“Shut up, you, you’re dead.” Hoffmann frowned at the doctor. “At least, my bit’s dead. How are your bits?” Max left Schramm’s feet and repositioned Hoffmann’s fingers. “Ah!” Hoffmann said. “You nearly slipped away, there, Paul. Try to pay more attention.”


“They’ll go through the Jalo Gap at midday,” Schramm said.


“For all you know they’re still hiding in the Jebel.”


“They’re not hiding in the Jebel.” Schramm’s voice was low but firm. “They’ve used up all their bombs. Soon they’ll be getting low on fuel and food. They want to go home.”


“They told you all this?”


“They told me I was on my way to Egypt. And their trucks are half-empty. I could tell that from the suspension. Too much bounce in the springs.”


“I’ve finished stripping the wallpaper,” Max said. “Now I’m going to paint some magic muck on your feet before I bandage them. This may sting a bit.”


“Oh Christ,” Schramm said. “I know what that means. Give me something to hang on to.” Hoffmann offered his hands and Schramm gripped his wrists. “We’ve still got that Storch, haven’t we?” Schramm asked. “The one that found me?” Hoffmann nodded. He wished Paul would shut up. The grip on his wrists was tightening and sweat was popping out of Schramm’s forehead like rain on a windscreen. “Give me the Storch,” Schramm said. “I can show the pilot where to look.” Now the sweat was chasing itself down his face. “Nearly done,” Max said. They could hear his fingers slapping on the magic muck. “If I find them,” Schramm said, “you can persuade Operations to send a bomber or two, can’t you?”


Hoffmann found himself nodding. “This is pure blackmail,” he said.


“Done,” said Max. Schramm’s grip slowly relaxed.


“You’re not fit to fly,” Max told him.


“He’s not going to fly,” Hoffmann said. “He’s going to sit beside the pilot and look. He’s fit to look, isn’t he?”


*   *   *


Lampard’s patrol was less than halfway to Jalo Oasis when dawn broke. There had been trouble with the trucks: first a puncture, then dust clogging a carburettor, then another puncture. They drove without lights, not knowing who might be out searching for them. It was a moonless night. Once they left the Jebel the country was low-lying desert; neither flat nor hilly, dotted with scrub, very boring; but it was always possible to buckle the steering on a very boring rock. And there was the Tariq el ’Abd to be crossed.


The Tariq was an ancient camel trail. The Jebel formed part of a great two hundred-mile bulge into the Mediterranean, and the Tariq was a short cut across the base of that bulge. German and Italian generals felt uncomfortable at the thought that anyone could so easily travel so close to their flank, and all along the Tariq they had scattered tens of thousands of ‘thermos’ bombs: anti-personnel bombs designed to look like vacuum flasks. Unscrew the cap and it blew your arms off. Drive over one and it blew your wheel off. Maybe more.


Lampard halted his patrol a few miles short of the Tariq el ’Abd when he reckoned dawn was still half an hour away. Within a minute, a fire was lit and a dixie of water was set to boil. To brew up in the desert, all you needed was a large tin filled with sand and soaked in petrol. It burned cleanly and steadily, and for a surprisingly long time. Soon bacon was frying alongside the brew-up.


They had stopped in a hollow. Lampard didn’t care if he was seen by passing aircraft – a fire in the desert wasn’t worth a bomb or even a bullet, there were always Arab fires twinkling on the horizon – but he cared about German armoured cars. After all that havoc at Barce the enemy must be out hunting him. Of course the desert was vast, it was easy to vanish into it, but if you were found there was nowhere to run to and nothing to hide behind. In fact you were lucky if you could run. On his first patrol Lampard had discovered what it was like to have to run: they had been chased for an hour, flat out, by vehicles that might have been German armoured cars or might have been a roaming unit from the flank of the Eighth Army. Nobody could identify them and nobody wanted to let them get close enough to be identifiable, so the patrol just turned and ran, trying not to think about punctures and hoping that if there were any soft sand about, the other lot would get stuck in it. In the end they out-ran them and never found out whether it was a great escape or all a waste of time. That’s what happened when you were lucky. If you were unlucky and they jumped you, it would probably be a very brief fight. In fact it probably wouldn’t be any kind of fight, just a sudden storm of heavy machine-gun fire laced with cannon shells, and the patrol vehicles, being soft-skinned, would get torn to bits. What would happen to the members of the patrol, being even more soft-skinned, wasn’t worth thinking about.


Lampard, Dunn and the navigator, Gibbon, walked to the top of the nearest hillock. After hours of engine-roar, the silence was so total that it was almost painful. The desert had the same kind of crystalline stillness you get on nights of intense frost. The stillness and the silence formed a powerful presence: to break them was to reveal how great they were, how little you were.


The three men stood and listened. Nothing.


“Various possibilities,” Lampard said. “Jerry has no patrols out looking for us. Jerry has patrols out, but not near here. The patrols are near here, but they’re hiding in a wadi, waiting for daylight.”


“Is there anything we can do to alter any of those possibilities?” Gibbon asked.


“No.”


“That’s what I thought.”


They walked back to the fire. “Jerry won’t try to jump us before dawn,” Dunn said. “He hasn’t the faintest idea how strong we are.”


“Mr Schramm will tell him,” Gibbon said.


“Schramm’s still hiking across the Jebel. Anyway, nobody knows we’re the same outfit that attacked Barce. We could be a completely different patrol, lousy with mortars and bazookas and pom-poms plus a couple of anti-tank guns in the boot.”


“I wish we were,” Gibbon said.


“I don’t,” Lampard said. “If you want to slug it out, go and join the Tank Corps. Ah, bacon!” He rubbed his hands and leaned over the fire to sniff the aroma.


“He always says that,” Gibbon said to Dunn. “Every morning he says Ah, bacon! What does he expect? Jam sandwiches?”


“I think he likes bacon,” Dunn said.


“If there’s one thing I like,” Lampard said to Sergeant Davis, “it’s bacon.”


“One day we’ll have scrambled eggs,” Gibbon said, “and he’ll still say Ah, bacon! You mark my words.”


“Got any eggs?” Dunn asked the cook.


“Only dried.” The cook was busy forking bacon into mess tins.


“Don’t like scrambled eggs,” Lampard .said. “They remind me of my prep school. The headmaster’s brother kept a chicken farm. We used to say that if you eat eggs all the time, you feel down in the mouth.”


A fitter called Blake said: “I wouldn’t send any kids of mine away to boarding school.” He spat out a bit of rind. “Not natural.”


They were standing in a circle around the fire. The air was as warm as a sunny English summer afternoon, but the night was still black.


“Oh, I don’t know,” Dunn said. “After ten years at boarding school, the rest of life comes as rather a pleasant surprise.”


“Who’s to say what’s natural?” Davis asked.


“Joe Harris wasn’t natural,” Corporal Pocock said, and took a quick swig of tea as if to wash away the taste of the words.


Tony Waterman, the signals officer, happened to be standing next to Pocock. “Mustn’t speak ill of the dead, old chap,” he said.


“Yes, sir?” Sergeant Davis stopped eating a biscuit and gazed at Waterman. “Why is that, sir?” Waterman was startled. He picked his teeth with his tongue while he tried to think of an answer, and failed.


“Eat too many eggs,” Lampard said, talking to the fire, “and you feel down in the mouth.”


“We got it the first time, Jack,” Dunn said.


“Ask me,” Pocock said, “the only safe time to speak ill of Harris is now he is dead.”


“I thought you were his friend, corporal,” Lampard said.


“Harris had no friends. He didn’t get on with people, except when it came to killing them. He was bloody good at that.”


“Good, but not perfect,” Gibbon said.


“Killing the enemy is an admirable pastime,” Lampard said. “I myself quite enjoy it.”


“How many d’you reckon you killed at Barce?” Waterman asked.


“Hard to say. I expect quite a few went up with the ammo dump. Couple of dozen?”


Waterman nodded. He was Signals, he knew nothing about combat. “Seems reasonable. More than enough to avenge Harris, anyway.”


Gibbon said, looking at the sky: “Can you avenge someone before he gets the chop?”


Most of them let the question pass. It was too complex and uncomfortable; and anyway, who cared? But the idea interested Gibbon. “Premature retaliation,” he said, still studying the sky. “Vengeance in advance. By gum, there’s a lot to be said for it, Tony. It solves so many problems! Strike first and beat the rush! Draw blood now and avoid disappointment later! Revenge is sweet, so why wait until you need some? Shop early while stocks are plentiful.”


“You do blather on,” Waterman said.


“I might recommend Harris for a decoration,” Lampard said.


“His feet smelt worse than any man I know,” Davis said.


“Perhaps a Mentioned in Despatches would do,” Lampard said.


There was a soft grey tinge in the sky. Soon the sand would be touched by shades of delicate pink and green and purple and, for a few minutes, the desert would look beautiful, before everything got roasted white again. The patrol busied itself, topping up fuel tanks and emptying bladders. They wanted to reach the Tariq el ’Abd while the thermos bombs would still be casting long shadows. If they were exposed, that is.


*   *   *


It had not been easy to get the Storch: the plane was overdue for overhaul, the fitters actually had it in the hangar, with the engine cowlings off and the tanks drained, when Hoffmann told them to put it all together and fill it up.


As the plane was being pushed out of the hangar, Major Jakowski’s car arrived, brakes screeching, horn blaring. Jakowski was in charge of airfield protection at Barce and he had just returned from a large meeting in Benghazi where he had been made to describe the disaster that had happened two nights ago: twenty-seven aircraft destroyed, six men dead, twelve wounded, one missing, five large vehicles burned out, also much fuel and ammunition lost,  extensive damage to buildings . . . When he stood up at the meeting and heard his own voice, the list sounded dreadful. It was dreadful. It was like the toll of some massive air battle, without the consolation of enemy losses. Those present had then asked a lot of hard questions of Jakowski. Jakowski had few answers to give. The general who chaired the meeting had not spared him. Next time, Jakowski knew, it would be the Russian Front.


So he had raced back to Barce, thinking hard of all the men whose backsides he would kick. Trouble was, they were nearly all up in the Jebel, searching for the British raiders. Then he saw the Storch. “I want that,” he told Hoffmann. There was a brisk argument which Jakowski lost. He lost because he had no good reason for using the Storch; he just wanted to create the impression of activity by flying hither and yon, seeking out his patrols one after another. That was not what he said. What he said was that he needed the plane so he could effectively liaise with and integrate the units carrying out his clean-up operation in the Jebel. The Storch would give him an essential overview of this. “I’ve got to have it,” Jakowski said. His shirt was black with sweat.


“Wrong place,” Schramm said. He was in a wheelchair. “The British raiding party is not in the Jebel. Not any more.”


By now the pilot of the Storch had arrived. “You want an overview of the Jebel?” he asked.


“Yes,” Jakowski said.


“Well, you won’t get it from this box of bits. She hasn’t got the ceiling. I flew her yesterday. She’s tired out, she needs a new engine. And look at this.” He took hold of an aileron and worked it up and down. “Soft as shit,” he said.


“How can I do my job without proper support?” Jakowski demanded, but the steam had gone out of him.


“She’ll fly, won’t she?” Hoffmann asked the pilot. The man shrugged, but he didn’t say no. “Fly her today and we’ll service her tomorrow,” Hoffmann said.


“You’re absolutely sure there are no British in the Jebel?” Jakowski asked Schramm.


“I didn’t say that. The men who came here two nights ago have left the Jebel, I’m sure. But there may be others.”


Jakowski took off his cap and slashed at the flies. “This isn’t war,” he said. “They didn’t teach us anything about this at Staff College.”


Four medics lifted Schramm out of the wheelchair and hoisted him into the cockpit. They packed cushions around his bandaged feet and fastened his straps. While the engine was warming up he showed the pilot where to go. The pilot folded the map and stuffed it down the side of his boot. “It’s none of my business,” he said, “but if you’re so sure you know where these Commandos are going, isn’t it possible they know you know, in which case they won’t go there?”


“Not Commandos.” Schramm yawned. “SAS.” For the first time since he had escaped, his body was allowing itself to relax completely. “They think that because I know that they know that I know what they intend to do, then I’ll think they’ll change their plans. That would be the obvious thing to do, which is why I’m sure they won’t do it.”


“Why not?”


Schramm’s sleepy brain struggled to explain why not, and eventually succeeded. “Because,” he said, “it would be pointless for us both to do something different.” Now that he heard his explanation it seemed not quite right, but he couldn’t spot the fault. “Too confusing,” he said, and yawned.


“You know best,” the pilot said. “But if you think we’ll see much of anything in the desert at midday, you’d better think again.” He tested the engine until the Storch shuddered against its brakes, and then he let the revs fall to a grumble. “I’m told they built this thing out of what survived from three wrecks,” he said. “Sometimes she feels as if perhaps they lost a few bits. But you’re not interested in that sort of technical detail, are you? No. We might as well leave before one of you has a small heart attack.”


The Storch groaned and stumbled up to three thousand feet, hitting thermals that felt like hump-backed bridges. But once they were above the Jebel the air became cooler and smoother. The cockpit canopy had a canvas screen that kept the sun out; with the cabin ventilation wide open it was really quite pleasant. Schramm let his head rest against the side window and looked down on the landscape he had so painfully limped across: dusty green scrub and grass, red earth fields, grey stone outcrops, all of it split by hundreds of wrinkled wadis. It looked a bit like a very old, stained camel-blanket, dropped and forgotten. The window vibrated gently. It was a pleasant sensation. Schramm relaxed and enjoyed it.


*   *   *


Crossing the Tariq was a walkover.


Gibbon found the tracks the patrol had made when they came north and now they drove south, fitting their wheels into the same ruts. Dead easy. On the other hand there was a dead camel a hundred yards away providing breakfast for a dozen birds and a million flies, which probably meant it had trodden on a thermos bomb. Mike Dunn studied it through his binoculars and reported no evidence of the camel-owner. “I expect the birds ate him first,” Pocock said. “Bloody tough meat, camel.”


“Where on earth do the birds come from?” Dunn wondered.


“Same place as the flies,” Lampard said. “Nowhere and everywhere.”


“I wish something would eat the bloody flies,” Pocock said.


“My brother-in-law sold flypaper before the war,” said Blake, the fitter. “He could’ve made a fucking fortune out here.”


“Give me his address,” Dunn said. “I’ll get him flown out.”


“Too late. Fell down a hole in the blackout. Broke his neck.”


“Ah. Pity.”


“Flies didn’t think so. Best thing ever happened to them.”


It was about two hundred kilometres to Jalo. By mid-morning they were more than halfway there, which pleased Lampard. The more distance he put between the patrol and the Jebel, the greater would be the area that the enemy had to search. There was a danger in speed, in fact several dangers: the trail of dust announced their presence; the broken ground gave the tyres and springs a continual beating; and men who had already driven through the night had to take the heat that came pounding down from the sky as well as the heat that hammered back from their engines, along with the eternal, smothering sandy dust that sought out their eyes and ears and nostrils like a plague of grit. Lampard took the risk of speed because he knew he must have the luxury of time when they crawled past Jalo Oasis. No plumes of dust near Jalo; no bellowing engines. The Italians who garrisoned Jalo were not famous for their aggression, but if they knew how small this patrol was, they might be tempted to come out and chase it. An Italian bullet could be as fatal as any other kind.


At the approaches to the Jalo Gap, Lampard called a halt for a brew-up. The rambling, uneven terrain that spread south of the Jebel was behind them now; they were back in desert, pure and simple, and the land was almost featureless. Heat hit the sand like a punishment and the sand just lay there and absorbed it, too dead to be killed any further.


The flies flew in from all quarters, buzzing with approval. These were the first white men for a week to sweat here. Lampard took a shovel, walked a hundred yards, dug a hole and squatted over it. His personal bodyguard of flies went berserk. He ignored them; he had long ago learned that you could never win the battle with the flies; the only sane thing was to forget them.


He was pleased to note that even from here the vehicles looked slightly soft and vague. The heat-haze that settled on the desert at midday was doing its stuff. It would get worse than this, until visibility fell to less than half a mile. Splendid. He filled in the hole and five hundred flies went to an early grave.


Sergeant Davis gave him a mug of tea, black as tar. Lampard added condensed milk, lots of it, and watched the colours swirl and jostle and blend. He drank. It tasted wonderful. “In the words of the poet,” he said, looking into his mug, “Earth has not anything to show more fair.”


“Oh, I dunno,” said Davis. “I knew a girl in Rotherham. Tits like coconuts.”


“What, all brown and hairy?” said Blake. He wrinkled his nose. “That’s not very nice.”


“How did he know?” Corporal Pocock asked Lampard.


“How did who know?”


“This poet bloke.”


“The name was Wordsworth,” Tony Waterman said.


Davis shook his head. “Not her in Rotherham, no. Her name was Prendergast, Maureen Prendergast.”


Dunn said: “Jerry must have told the Eye-ties at Jalo to watch out for us in the Gap. It’s the obvious thing to do, isn’t it?”


“How did Wordsworth know?” Corporal Pocock persisted.


“Jerry must have told him too,” Blake said.


“If the Eye-ties come out from Jalo to get us, we run for it,” Lampard said. “Flat out.”


“I mean, it’s just his opinion, isn’t it?” Pocock said. “Just Wordsworth’s opinion, that’s all. I mean, he didn’t know everything, did he? Earth has not anything to show . . . How the hell did Wordsworth know what Earth had to show? Probably never been east of Hackney in his whole life.”


“They wouldn’t see anything from Jalo,” Dunn said. “Not this time of day.”


“I bet Wordsworth hadn’t seen Jalo, for a start,” Pocock said.


“I tell a lie,” Davis said. “Her name was Pickering. Her in Rotherham. Maureen Prendergast lived in Barnsley. I preferred Muriel Pickering, myself. Tits like melons.”


“People shouldn’t make sweeping statements,” Pocock said. “Not unless they got proof.”


“I suppose we ought to make allowances for Wordsworth,” Waterman said. “He never knew when to stop. He was the bloke who wrote: ‘and then my heart with gladness fills and dances with the daffodils’.”


“He wouldn’t have liked it here,” Davis said. “Too hot to dance.”


“I knew a Pickering once,” Blake the fitter told Davis. “Not Muriel, though.”


“I reckon anyone who dances with the daffodils must have a few tiles off his roof,” a trooper called Smedley said.


“You’re thinking of Doris. Muriel’s sister. Went to live in Pontefract. Doris Pickering,” Davis said. “Tits like turnips.”


“Let’s go,” Lampard ordered. The fire was out, the gear was loaded.


“Tell me, sergeant,” Gibbon said. “Purely for my information: given the choice, would you prefer tits, or fruit and vegetables?”


“That’s what I ask myself every night, before I go to sleep,” Davis said. “Tits or turnips? Turnips or tits? I could murder a nice juicy turnip now, but on the other hand ...” He stopped because they had all stopped.


Aeroplane.


Nobody spoke. The easy-going buzz, too thin to be a bomber, too slow to be a fighter, could only be a Storch, dribbling along at three or four hundred feet, and it had to be looking for them.


“Let’s knock it down if we can,” Lampard said, “but if anyone fires he’s got to hit it. Otherwise we leave it alone.” The men hurried to their vehicles and peeled the dust covers from the Vickers twin machine guns.


The buzz approached, altered its tone, faded, returned, changed tone again. “Box search?” Gibbon said to his driver. “Sounds like it,” the driver said. In a box search the aircraft flew a series of rectangles, each one butted against the last, slowly working its way along a route.


And then they saw it, soft as a moth, all detail fogged out by the heat-haze.


“Too high,” Lampard said to Dunn. “He can’t see anything from up there, not through this soup. That’s blindingly obvious.”


The noise dwindled and the silhouette dissolved to nothing. “Fathead,” Lampard said. “Right, off we go. Five miles an hour and keep it quiet.” The patrol moved off.


*   *   *


In the Storch the passenger sat behind the pilot. Paul Schramm leaned forward and pointed at the altimeter. “Lose some height,” he said. “Lose a lot of height, in fact. I’ll never see anything from up here.”


“You’ll see even less if I go into that muck.”


“Let’s try, anyway.”


The pilot turned the plane through a right angle as easily as if he were swinging on a lamppost, and levelled out, but he did not lose height.


“They’re down there somewhere,” Schramm said. “I know it. What are you afraid of?”


“I don’t trust this squalid altimeter,” the pilot said.


“For Christ’s sake! It got us over the Jebel! Besides, there’s nothing near here to fly into. It’s all just desert.”


“Maybe. This wreck was being pulled apart in a hangar only an hour ago. I bet they bust the altimeter. Bet they forgot to reset it.”


“Looks good to me.”


“Anyway, there’s desert and desert. I’ve seen dunes a hundred metres high in the Calanscio.” He meant the Sand Sea that formed the eastern side of the Jalo Gap. It did indeed look like a sea: a succession of monstrously heaving waves and swells.


“We’re nowhere near the Calanscio,” Schramm said. “We’re in the Gap, aren’t we?”


“I don’t trust that squalid compass,” the pilot said. “There’s something peculiar about it.” He swung onto another leg of the search and watched the compass react. “Damned mechanics,” he muttered. “First thing they do is bust the compass.”


Schramm lost patience. “Get down there,” he ordered. “Or I’ll have you court-martialled.”


The pilot sighed and eased the control column forward. The haze gradually thickened until it was like flying through industrial smog, yellow-brown, quivering with dust. Visibility was so bad that it was impossible to tell where the haze ended and the desert began. The horizon wasn’t much help: just a blur where brown-yellow turned to yellow-brown. “We’re down,” the pilot grunted. “Hope you like it.”


For ten minutes they searched and saw nothing. By then they both knew they were through the Gap and on the edge of the open desert, with the Calanscio receding to their left and Jalo Oasis falling behind to their right. Schramm realised now what a barren idea this search had been. Guessing where the enemy was didn’t necessarily mean you could do anything about it.


“You know this wreck flies on fuel, don’t you?” said the pilot.


“I know.” Schramm glanced at the gauge. Low.


“You can’t trust that,” the pilot said. “First thing they do is bust the fuel gauge.”


“All right. Since we’ve got to go back, let’s stay down and look for wheel tracks.”


“Is that all you want? Christ, if that’s all you want I can show you dozens of them, hundreds. It’s like an autobahn down there, next exit five hundred kilometres south, Kufra. Our Latin comrades used to have a garrison down at Kufra, you know.”


“I know.”


“That was before the British turned up.”


“I know that too.”


“First thing the British do is bust the Italians.”


“I’ve heard enough from you,” Schramm said. “Just drive the bus.”


The plane flew north. The pilot had been right: tyre tracks were everywhere. Some were obviously old, partly smoothed by the wind, but many were new. Or looked new. Schramm despaired. A month, a week, five minutes; who could tell the difference? Then the pilot nudged him. Schramm looked where the pilot was looking, away to the left. Five square blobs on wheels. “Get closer,” he said.


The pilot circled, edging slightly inwards. The vehicles were moving very slowly.


“Could be an Italian patrol,” Schramm said. “I can’t tell from here.”


“British trucks. Look at the silhouettes.”


“That proves nothing. We captured hundreds of them. Get closer.”


“If I get any closer and they’re not Italian, we’re dead.”


Schramm tried to focus his binoculars on the hazy shapes, but all he got was bigger hazy shapes. “It’s got to be them,” he muttered. “I’m not going back without...” But he couldn’t complete the sentence. He felt slightly sick. Maybe the doctor’s injection was wearing off; certainly the pain had come back, as if an electric fire had been brought too close to his feet. Or maybe the sickness was the effect of all this circling with no clear horizon to cling to. For a wretched moment, Schramm suffered the illusion of hanging motionless while the rest of the world swung hugely and helplessly around him. He shut his eyes.


“Fifty-fifty that’s an Italian patrol looking for your British friends,” the pilot said. “Fifty-fifty it isn’t.”
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