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Dawn was beginning to soften the edge of the night as the Buick convertible cruised through the Essex countryside. Its driver was a small man, so short that he had to sit on a cushion and lean forward to see over the Buick’s broad bonnet. His right leg was at full stretch; even so, only his toes pressed the accelerator. The rush of air lashed his curly hair forward.


There were three other men in the car, all asleep. Like the driver, they were young and dressed in lounge suits or blazers and grey flannel trousers. One of them, in the back seat, held an enormous stuffed golliwog, half as big as himself.


A pothole made the car lurch. “Sorry,” said the driver.


The man beside him slowly woke up. For a while he stared ahead, blinking occasionally at the curving lane in the Buick’s headlights, the rushing hedgerows, the branches flickering overhead.


“Sticky,” he said. “You’re on the right side of the road.”


“Of course I am,” Sticky said. He flinched slightly as his wheels flattened a dead hedgehog.


His passenger glanced at him uncertainly, and then looked ahead again. He held up his hands and looked at each in turn. “What I mean is,” he said, “you’re on the wrong side of the road.”


Sticky thought about that as he swung the car into and out of an S-bend.


“So I am,” he said, and crossed to the left-hand lane.


They drove for another half-mile, through a little village and over a bridge, before the passenger said: “Sticky, how long were you driving like that, for God’s sake?”


“How should I know?” Sticky sounded annoyed. “Am I supposed to keep track of everything? Bloody hell, it’s hard enough to steer this beast without remembering every bloody little detail. I mean, damn it all.”


His passenger sighed, and then belched.


“Anyway,” Sticky said, “this is an American car, and over there they drive like that all the time.”


“But you’re in England.”


“Well, so are you.”


“Yes, and I like it here, and you could have killed us all, driving –”


“You don’t like the way I drive? You don’t trust me? Is that it, Patterson? Fine! Drive the rotten thing yourself.” Sticky folded his arms. The car hit a patch of corrugations and drifted across the crown of the road. Patterson grabbed the wheel, over-corrected and had to shove it back. “For Christ’s sake, Sticky!” he cried. Sticky deliberately looked out of his side window. The car zigzagged, jostling the men in the back seat. “Hey, hey, hey,” said one. The other simply groaned and clutched his golliwog. “Stop playing the bloody fool, Sticky,” Patterson said. The road curved to the left and he made desperate adjustments to keep the car on it.


“What’s the matter?” complained one of the men in the back seat.


Sticky tipped his head and arched his body until he was looking backwards over the top of the seat. “My standard of driving does not satisfy young Pip,” he said. “I have therefore relished command of this vehicle.”


“Get your foot off the gas, damn you!” Patterson shouted. He twitched the wheel and just missed a stone wall.


“Relished?” the man with the golliwog said to Sticky’s upside-down face. “What d’you mean, ‘relished’?”


“Relinquished,” Sticky said, and choked slightly on his own saliva. “I said I relinquished whatever it was.”


“He said ‘relished,’” the man with the golliwog told the fourth passenger. “Bloody Stickwell’s pissed again. Look at him. He can’t even stand up straight.”


“Where the hell’s the ignition?” Patterson demanded, scrabbling for the key with one hand.


“I said relished and I meant relished,” Stickwell declared firmly.


“Thank God he’s not driving,” said the man with the golliwog.


Patterson’s free hand thumped Stickwell on the knees until he sat down again. A sharp turn came racing towards them, and Patterson heaved on the wheel just in time. “God damn you, Sticky!” he said hoarsely. The wheel flickered back through his fingers.


“You’re driving on the wrong side of the road,” Stickwell said. It was true. The lights of an oncoming truck glared. Patterson got the Buick into the left-hand lane and the truck flashed by in a blaze of horns. “For the love of Mike, stop the sodding engine, somebody!” he pleaded.


“Think I’ll take a little nap,” Stickwell said, and closed his eyes. As he did so, the engine started to cough. It picked up for a few seconds, then spluttered and died.


“Now look what you’ve done,” Stickwell said severely. “You’ve broken it.”


Patterson heaved a deep and trembling breath. The Buick drifted along, shedding speed, and he edged it onto the grass verge, where it jolted to a stop. The night was very still. He rested his head and looked at the stars. They shimmered with unnatural intensity, blurring and sharpening and blurring again in a rhythm that matched a slow pounding in his brain. “As I live and breathe,” he muttered, “I swear I’ll never drop another drink. Drink another drop. Whichever.”


“That black velvet did it,” said Stickwell. “You shouldn’t have had all that black velvet. I didn’t, and look at me.”


“You look bloody awful,” said Cattermole, the man with the golliwog. “You look as if you’re about to spew.”


Stickwell twisted around to face him. Stickwell had dramatically gloomy features, and in the starlight his eyes were lost in their deep sockets. He studied the golliwog and said nothing.


“I’ve spewed once tonight already,” said the fourth man, Cox. “And it wasn’t the black velvet, either. It was all those American martinis before the black velvet.”


“I don’t remember any martinis,” said Cattermole. “Where did we have martinis?”


“In that rotten club. Before the party. You remember, Moggy.”


“I do not. I certainly had no martinis.”


“You had three,” Patterson announced. “And then you spewed.”


“Our big mistake,” said Cox, “was starting off on cider. I said at the time –”


“Were those things martinis?” Cattermole asked. “You mean those funny-tasting things, with the vegetables floating around in them?”


“I think I’m going to spew now,” Stickwell said.


“There you are!” said Cattermole triumphantly.


“It has nothing to do with the drink,” Stickwell announced. He spoke with some difficulty, as if he had a mouthful of chewinggum. “It’s all this wild careering around. Very sick-making.”


“Well, get out, first,” Patterson told him.


“At this speed? Are you mad, Patterson?”


“Watch out, Pip,” Cattermole warned as Stickwell’s head began to droop.


Patterson threw open the door and half-fell onto the grass. The sound of harsh retching began. “Shit,” said Patterson.


“Highly unlikely,” Cattermole remarked. He and Cox got out. There was just enough light leaking into the sky to silhouette hedges and telephone poles.


“Where are we?” Cox asked.


“Sticky ought to know,” Patterson said.


“Sticky’s got his hands full at the moment.”


“Really? That stuff’s not worth keeping, Sticky,” Cattermole called out. “Chuck it away.”


“Why did we stop?” Cox asked.


“Ran out of fuel,” Patterson said. “Had to make an emergency landing in pitch darkness. Brilliant bit of piloting.”


Cox climbed onto a tree-stump. “Nothing but fields,” he reported. “Not much chance of getting the Buick filled up here.”


“Sounds like Sticky’s doing his best,” Cattermole said. The painful noises in the car eventually tailed off into feeble coughs and gasps. Stickwell appeared, grey-faced in the gloom, and stretched out on the grass.


“What time is it? We ought to be getting on,” Cox said. “How far to the airfield?”


“Do stop worrying, Mother,” said Cattermole. “Have you noticed, Pip …” He yawned, and closed his eyes. “… noticed that Mother always starts worrying when it’s too late to do anything?”


Nobody answered. After a while a bird started to sing in a nearby tree. Stickwell swore at it and it stopped.


“I’m in enough trouble with the Ram as it is, that’s all,” Cox said. He had a long nose, slightly crooked where he had broken it by running into a gatepost at the age of six, and this made his face look even longer and narrower than it was. “He really hates me. You should have heard him go on about it. He went on and on and on.”


“Quite right,” said Cattermole. “It wasn’t your Hurricane. It belonged to the British taxpayer. You ought to be more careful with other people’s property. You behaved abominably.”


“I got the lights confused, that’s all. I thought green meant up and red meant down. Next thing I knew the prop was chucking out great lumps of grass and the Ram was giving me hell.”


Stickwell groaned, and rolled onto his side. “Think yourself lucky,” he said. “Chap I knew did what you did, only he cartwheeled the whole bloody kite, arse over tit, right down the runway.”


“It’s those damn indicator lights,” Cox said. “I expect he got confused.”


“He certainly looked confused,” Stickwell said. “His kneecaps were all mixed up with his shoulder blades.”


Cattermole made himself comfortable against the tree-stump. He had a tall, beefy body topped with a surprisingly small and delicate head; he looked like an idealised Grecian prizefighter, which was totally misleading: he was strong but he was lazy. “Anyway, the Ram’s in London,” he said. “Won’t be back till lunch.”


Mother Cox prowled around, kicking at dandelion heads which stood white in the darkness. The seedballs shattered and vanished immediately in the still air. “We really ought to start walking, you know,” he said.


“Where did you get that damn silly golliwog, Moggy?” asked Stickwell.


“Chap gave it me at the party.”


“Jolly decent of him.”


“Yes, that’s what I thought. Mind you, I had to fight him for it.”


“That wasn’t very nice.”


“Exactly what I told him, Sticky. He wouldn’t let go of it. ‘Look, old chap,’ I said to him, ‘this golliwog’s no damn use to you any more,’ I said, ‘one of its arms has come off,’ I said. Which it had. Then he said something rather unkind so I punched him in the eye and after that he gave me the whole golliwog, arm and all, without a word.”


“Really? Not a word?”


“Not one sodding syllable, Sticky.”


“Well, it’s the thought that counts, I suppose … Hullo, here comes a bus.”


Mother Cox looked around eagerly. It was not a bus but a tractor, bellowing and backfiring as the driver gunned the engine. It slowed as it neared them and Pip Patterson shouted from the driver’s seat: “Jump up! Can’t stop! Jump up!” He was towing a farm-wagon. They scrambled aboard it and Patterson accelerated with a suddenness that jolted them off their feet. Stickwell, sprawling in a scattering of straw, saw a light waving in the roadway. Someone was chasing them. In the distance he saw a house, its upper windows lit; as he watched, more lights came on. The man with the flashlight kept chasing until they reached a downward slope and the tractor outpaced him.


Its passengers clung to the sides of the wagon as Patterson, with no headlights to guide him and with the rush of air making him blink and squint, charged down the gradient. The tractor tyres bounced on bumps and spat up a thin spray of gravel. Moggy Cattermole tried lying on his front, but the bouncing hurt too much; so he lay on his back, which hurt even more; so he got to his feet just as the wagon hit a pothole and knocked him down. “Holy hell!” he shouted. Sparks were streaming out of the exhaust.


At the foot of the hill the road funnelled into a narrow bridge over a river. Patterson caught a glimpse of shining water, scarred by the panicking flight of duck. He tightened his grip on the thin wheel and aimed for the centre. As the walls closed in he shut his eyes. The tractor rushed across, its trailer savagely whacking the stone buttresses and leaving a trail of ragged splinters.


When the rumbling ceased, Patterson looked again. They were dashing past a sleeping pub; in the past few minutes the sky had lightened and he read the sign: The Carpenter’s Arms. A crossroads lay ahead, but he couldn’t read the signpost and he had to guess, so he guessed they should turn left and at the last instant changed his mind and turned right, winding the wheel as if the tractor were a boat and feeling it lean all its weight onto one side like a boat. Shouts came from behind, desperate enough to penetrate the din, and he glanced back to see the wagon skidding, its tail drifting wide as the wheels lost their grip. A screech of metallic pain came from the towbar. The wagon strained to escape, failed, got dragged back into line. The shouts were audible as curses. Patterson waved, and settled down to master the controls.


He barrelled across the countryside for a further ten miles while the dawn gradually bleached out the night and at last the sun nudged over the horizon. They might have travelled all the way to the airfield like this if Patterson, getting too cocky, hadn’t attempted a flashy gear change while going up a steep hill. He missed the gear and had to come to a halt. He found the gear and tried to restart but released too much power. The tractor leaped forward and snapped the towbar. The wagon rolled downhill for ten yards and gently wedged itself in a hedge.


Patterson switched off the engine, set the brake and climbed down.


“You’re a maniac, Pip,” said Moggy Cattermole. He sat on the trailer, brushing straw and bits of dried dung from his clothes. His hands were filthy and his forehead was bruised. Mother Cox wore a moustache of dried blood. Sticky Stickwell had rolled in an agricultural chemical of sulphurous yellow. “You’re a raving maniac,” Cattermole accused. “Why did you have to drive like that?”


“Someone was chasing us. Had to get away. After that I couldn’t seem to get the speed down.”


“Whose is this stuff, anyway?” Cox asked.


Patterson strolled to the tail of the wagon. “Harold Hawthorn, it says here. Nutmeg Farm, High Dunning. Why?”


“Well, we pinched it from him, didn’t we? I mean, you pinched it.”


“Not necessarily. Maybe the bloke who was chasing us pinched it from Harold Hawthorn.”


“Bloody farmers,” Stickwell said. “You can’t trust them an inch.”


“Where the hell did you find it, Pip?” Cattermole asked.


“In a farmyard. Inside a barn, actually.”


“There you are, then,” Stickwell said. “Obviously a dump for hot tractors. Bloke chasing us was some sort of agricultural fence. No wonder he didn’t want us to get away. We know his guilty secret.”


“Oh, balls,” said Mother Cox.


“How did you start it?” Cattermole asked.


“The key was in the ignition,” Patterson said. “I just swung the handle and off she went, first time.”


“This must have been their getaway tractor,” Stickwell said, brushing yellow powder out of his hair.


“With a great big farm-wagon hitched on behind?” Cox said.


“For the rest of the gang, Mother,” Cattermole explained patiently. “We’ve stumbled on a very big organisation. We shall probably get a medal for this.”


“We’ll get a colossal bollocking from the Ram if he ever hears about it,” said Cox.


“The Ram’s in London,” Stickwell said. “God’s in his heaven and I’m damn hungry. There’s nothing like a good healthy spew in the fresh country air to give a chap an appetite.”


Patterson climbed back onto the tractor. “Home for breakfast, chaps!” he said. But this time the tractor refused to start. They took turns winding the starting-handle; nothing came out of the engine but soft grunts and feeble puffs of black smoke. “Buggeration,” Patterson said.


“Come on, let’s walk,” Mother Cox urged. He was growing more and more nervous as the sun rose.


They set off. Stickwell and Cattermole began a serious conversation about the significance of becoming twenty-one; the day before had been Pip Patterson’s twenty-first birthday. “It’s a definite milestone,” Stickwell said. “Right to vote, for a start. And you can get married. Take out hire-purchase debts. Go bankrupt. Get a mortgage.”


“Who cares about all that junk?” said Moggy Cattermole, who was only twenty. “I’m not interested in any of it. Are you, Pip?”


“Not much.” Patterson was beginning to worry about the broken tractor and its battered trailer.


“The big danger, as I see it, is women,” said Stickwell. “Once they know you’re twenty-one and therefore legally available, they’ll do absolutely anything to get your bags off.” Patterson looked interested. “Pure and innocent they may appear,” Stickwell warned, “but you can’t trust ’em in a dark corner on a hot night. That’s my experience.”


“You don’t say?” Patterson was intrigued.


“My father once told me that all women are natural predators,” Cattermole remarked. “He said they’d strip you naked and suck your blood and then send you the bill.”


“There you are, then,” Stickwell said.


“Mind you, he had five sisters and three daughters. And two wives.”


“Outnumbered from the bally start, poor devil,” Stickwell said.


“What d’you mean, Sticky: they’ll do anything to get a chap’s bags off?” Patterson asked.


“I think we’re going the wrong way,” Cox said. Patterson looked at him with dislike. “Well, it’s no good us walking away from Kingsmere, is it?” Cox demanded. “I think we ought to find someone and ask.”


They stopped walking.


“What a bore you are, Mother,” Cattermole said. “I certainly shan’t invite you to my twenty-first party.”


Heavy trampling sounds came from the other side of a hedge, and two large horses looked at them. “Hullo!” Stickwell exclaimed. One of the horses blew smoke through its nostrils.


“I think they’re trying to tell us something,” Patterson said.


Hector Ramsay couldn’t wait. He had never had the gift of patience.


When he was a boy his restlessness had been quite endearing, sometimes; at boarding school, or at home in Hampshire, during the school holidays, young Hector had always been the leader of the gang, not interested in explaining or persuading but so brimful of energetic ideas that he usually got his own way by sheer thrustfulness. Or, looking at it another way, obstinacy.


As a young man he went on attacking life with a sledgehammer, as if it were some gigantic clam to be forced open. This was less attractive than his boyish gusto; it showed a relentless determination to succeed that most people found praiseworthy at first, a bit grim after a while, and frankly bloody tedious before long. If it was theoretically admirable for a seventeen-year-old to know so precisely what he wanted – he wanted to be the youngest-ever wing commander in RAF Fighter Command – in practice Hector Ramsay’s single-minded ambition was a bore. Even his father (by then retired from the Royal Navy) found him wearing, and his mother had long ago given him up, ever since the time he refused to attend his eldest brother’s wedding because it clashed with Open Day at the local RAF station. There had been the most enormous family bust-up over that. In the end Hector had gone with them to the church, slouching and silently contemptuous of the whole silly ritual; but he walked out halfway through the ceremony. He got into one of the hired cars and had himself driven to the airfield, where he spent the rest of the day happily climbing in and out of cockpits. There was an even louder family bust-up when he got home, although his mother admitted to herself that she was wasting her breath.


Hector knew what he wanted, and he couldn’t wait to get it. She sometimes wondered why he was so impatient. Because he was the youngest son? Because both his brothers had already done well in the Navy? Was that why Hector chose the RAF? Was he self-centred because he wanted to be a fighter pilot, or did he want to be a fighter pilot because that satisfied his self-centred nature? It depressed her that he was so intensely narrow, and sometimes she even wondered about his brain. His had been a difficult birth, late and awkward and full of pain. Hector hadn’t seemed to want to come into the world at all, he’d been dragged into it; and ever since he discovered what it was like, all his energies had been spent on getting far away from it. In a fighter plane. Alone.


So everyone was relieved when Hector Ramsay won a scholarship to the RAF College at Cranwell. He did well, got his commission, got his wings, got his posting to a fighter squadron. The family relaxed and began to treat him like a normal human being. There was even a spell when it almost looked as if Hector might get engaged.


He was flying Gloster Gauntlets – fixed-undercarriage biplanes with twin machine-guns, pure Dawn Patrol stuff – from an airfield in Cambridgeshire. She was Australian, a diplomat’s daughter, studying at one of the art schools on the fringe of the University. Her name was Kit and she had a freckled candour – together with legs like a dancer’s and breasts like grapefruit–that surprised and captivated him. She took him to bed (in her rented cottage at Grantchester) on his third visit, and that experience made him eager to return. What on earth did she see in him? Well, he wasn’t bad-looking, he had a kind of unblinking concentration that amused her, and he was in a different class from those flannelled undergraduates, all books and bats and bicycles, who jostled for her attention: at least Hector Ramsay did something; sometimes she could even smell the engine-oil on him when he came straight from flying. But what attracted her most was his enormous need. Here was a man so isolated that he could not reach out. Kit gave him her love, or so she believed, as an act of lifesaving. He was irresistible. For a few weeks they were like a nut and a bolt: gratifying when together, useless when apart. It wasn’t even necessary for them to say very much; they knew what they thought and they knew what they wanted. Once, when they were getting into bed, she paused and sat back on her heels and said, “Presumably you’re in love.” Hector crouched with his chin on his knees and hugged his bare legs, while he thought about it. “Presumably,” he said. They looked at each other. He was thinking: Am I? How do I know? How can I tell? She saw the act of thought crease his forehead like wind ruffling water, and she laughed. He raised his eyebrows. “Tell you later,” she said. But she never did.


The trouble began when he realised he was becoming addicted to her. If they didn’t make love at least every other night, he developed a craving for sex that obsessed him until it was satisfied. Then the craving started all over again. Sex obliterated his interest in food, duty, news, smalltalk, even flying. He could be in the cockpit running-up his engine, getting ready for take-off, and in all the shudder and roar he sat brooding over a vision of Kit seen in the spinning arc of the propeller, naked and ready, while his limbs twitched and went slack and his mouth accumulated saliva. Eventually, reluctantly, he had to straighten up and swallow, forgo his lovely vision, concentrate on getting this throbbing machine up in the air.


It worried him, this addiction. There was the risk that it might affect his health. He noticed a certain lassitude on the mornings after his nights with her. It wasn’t weariness or fatigue; it was more like abstraction tinged with irritability, but that sort of thing could easily lead to carelessness. When he was flying, his reactions seemed a little slower, his senses not quite so acute: his eyesight, especially, wasn’t as sharp as it ought to be. That was a myth, of course, a tired old joke: too much sex had absolutely no effect on eyesight, none at all; everyone knew that. On the other hand, Hector couldn’t focus as quickly or as clearly on distant objects as he used to be able to do. Also there were occasional headaches.


He wanted to discuss it with her but he was afraid to. Talk might destroy everything. He tried to discuss it with the RAF chaplain, failed to find the words, and left that man puzzled and wondering. One night he wrote a painful letter to his father, asking advice, but when he re-read it next morning the facts were so appalling that he tore it up and burned the bits. His hands were trembling; his mouth was twisted sideways in despair and disgust. Before he quite knew what he was doing, his legs were taking him to the adjutant’s office. He asked to see the squadron commander, urgently. The adjutant obliged.


“I want to apply for a transfer, sir,” Hector said huskily. “Immediately.”


“Yes? What’s up?”


Hector clenched his teeth and stared at the blurred, upside-down markings on the CO’s blotter. “Bad love affair, sir,” he said. He felt sick.


The CO propped his chin on his fist and made his pencil spin on the desktop. Bloody silly reason for a posting, he thought. On the other hand it explains why he’s been looking like a constipated cow lately … The pencil skittered to a stop. He looked up and delivered his all-purpose, wry smile. “We’ll miss you, old boy,” he lied fluently.


Hector was lucky. A violent mid-air collision had suddenly created an urgent need for pilots in another Gauntlet squadron which was scheduled to give an important aerobatic display in two weeks’ time. This squadron was based outside Aberdeen. Hector was on the train to Scotland that same evening. The last thing he did before he left was send a telegram to Kit. A telegram was much easier to write than a letter, and it had a curtness that suited his state of mind. He never saw her again.


Pilot Officer H. G. Ramsay’s file followed him to Aberdeen in due course, with a handwritten note that read Emotionally immature? That uncertainty didn’t stop him getting promoted to flying officer a year later. Flying was no longer the most important thing in his life. He was hungry for promotion; flying was simply the fastest route to his goal of becoming Fighter Command’s youngest-ever wing commander. He went on courses, and passed them. He changed squadrons, changed aircraft, flew Hawker Furies, Gloster Gladiators, Mark Two Gauntlets. His eyesight was no better but it was no worse: things sometimes tended to blur a bit, that was all. It didn’t stop him getting promoted to flight lieutenant.


By now the year was 1937 and war was obviously on the way. Hector Ramsay was, naturally, impatient for it. Flying was all very well, promotion was all very well, but what he really yearned for was the chance to lead a squadron in battle, to make a score, pick up a DFC, maybe a DSO. The autumn of 1938 looked very promising. Germany marched into Czechoslovakia and everything pointed to war, what with hundreds of thousands of children being evacuated from the cities of England, trenches dug in parks, gasmasks issued, a balloon barrage over London, all leave cancelled, camouflage paint hastily slapped on the aircraft. To top it all, Hector became a squadron leader.


That was when he got his nickname. He was given a squadron – it was called Hornet squadron, nobody quite knew why – that was equipped with Furies. It was stationed at RAF Kingsmere in Essex – exactly where the German bomber fleets were expected to cross the coast. The Fury was a delightful little biplane with a top speed of 220 mph, whereas Germany’s standard bomber, the Heinkel III, could fly at nearly 250 mph. The Dornier 17 was said to be even faster.


At his first meeting with his pilots, Hector Ramsay stood on a table and said: “Gentlemen, prepare to defend your country. Our aeroplanes are too slow. We cannot catch the Hun bombers. Therefore we must ram them.”


His announcement caused a thoughtful silence. In the event war did not break out; but from then on, Squadron Leader Ramsay was known as The Ram. Secretly, this pleased him. He acted up to his image – that of a pugnacious, aggressive commander, impatient for conflict, a leader whose men would follow him into the jaws of death if he gave the order – and he worked them hard.


In June 1939 Hornet squadron exchanged its Furies for Hurricanes. The Ram was immensely pleased. He launched the most impressive training programme anyone could remember. It called for an extremely tough schedule of physical exercises to improve stamina as well as a vast amount of flying and theoretical work on engine maintenance, meteorology, gunmanship and the like. The Ram drove himself as hard as his men, and after five days he went down with a severe attack of shingles. The sores became so painful that he could scarcely move. Bitterly disappointed, he went off to a hospital in Torquay, determined to fight his way back to health in the minimum possible time. The squadron trundled on under a succession of temporary commanders, and this worried him. “Just rest and relax and forget everything for a while,” the doctors said. “Let’s face it, you’re not going anywhere like that, are you?” The Ram smiled and agreed, but inside he was a-twitch with anger and impatience. The shingles got worse before they got better.


He was released in the third week of August and went straight back to Kingsmere. Maddeningly, the squadron was on leave. “The previous CO thought it was a good idea,” explained the adjutant, Flight Lieutenant Kellaway. “I mean, what with the balloon likely to go up before very long. A chance to see their families and so on.”


“Get them back,” the Ram said.


“Now?”


“Instantly.”


The telegrams went off. It was three days before the last man turned up. Pilot Officer Cattermole had been salmon-fishing in a remote corner of Ross and Cromarty. He brought a couple of fifteen-pounders, which he donated to the mess. The Ram was not impressed. “I don’t like fish,” he said stiffly, “and I don’t like pilots who take foreign holidays when Hitler’s about to go on the rampage.”


“Not foreign, sir,” Cattermole said. “I went to Scotland.”


“Scotland’s bloody foreign,” the Ram growled. Cattermole widened his eyes. “I’ve been there,” the Ram told him. “I know where it is, and it’s not in England, which is the country you’re paid to defend, laddy!”


“Britain, actually,” said Cattermole, whose mother was Scottish.


“You leave the political geography to me. Now get out of that damned silly fancy-dress.” Cattermole was wearing a Norfolk jacket, heather-mixture breeches with knee-length stockings of purple plaid, and hill climber’s shoes. “You look like the Hound of the Baskervilles.”


Cattermole blinked. “Are you sure you’ve got that right, sir?” he said.


“I’m the squadron commander,” the Ram said, smiling grimly. “I don’t have to get it right. I just have to say it, and it is right. Now I want you flying in half an hour.”


Cattermole turned to go, but hesitated. “My Hurricane’s having some new bits put into it,” he said. “The fitters didn’t expect me back so soon.”


“Then take somebody else’s Hurricane.” The Ram waved at a machine that was coming in to land. “Take that one.”


“That’s a Battle, sir.” They shared the airfield with a squadron of Battle bombers: single-engined monoplanes, sadly underpowered. The Ram squinted at it. “Well, what d’you expect me to do?” he demanded. “Turn it into a pumpkin?”


He kept them training all that day, using every available aircraft. They went up in sections of three to practise interceptions on civil airliners heading for Croydon airport. It was at the end of one of these flights that Mother Cox suffered from confusion.


Cox was an average-to-good pilot most of the time. Unlike some, he had a bird-like sense of how and why the aeroplane flew. Where the power came from was a sweet mystery to him: by some magic the twelve cylinders in the Rolls-Royce Merlin engine made the propeller spin at a highly satisfactory speed as long as he followed certain rituals involving magnetos and boost and radiator shutter and various other conjuring tricks in the cockpit; but – despite attending many lectures on the Merlin – he never really knew what made it go. On the other hand he understood instinctively what made a Hurricane fly. As soon as he released the brakes and let it roll for take-off, Mother Cox began to sense the wash of air over and under the wings, the hint of lift in the tailplane, the hurrying stutter of the wheels, and then that vast invisible rush that rewarded the whole machine with the gift of flight.


For Mother Cox it was all as natural as swimming in the sky: he knew how his Hurricane felt when he made it bank, or dive, or side-slip; every throb and twitch was a message to his hands and feet and the seat of his pants. The feel of speeding air on his wings was as real to him as the touch of rushing snow to a skier.


All of which made it the more unfortunate that Mother Cox’s brain had a design fault. Once in a while it failed to perform some very elementary job, like remembering the difference between left and right, or knowing which way clockwise goes.


On this day he had finished an hour of practice interceptions and he was ready for a spot of tea. He lost height on his approach to Kingsmere aerodrome; turned where he usually turned, just beyond the village church; watched his airspeed drift down from 130 to 120 to 110; and lowered his flaps. The sudden drag checked the Hurricane. Its speed fell away and the great humped nose lifted itself. He could see very little of the airfield ahead but directly below him the rusty tangle of the barbed-wire perimeter fence came into view. He left the wire behind, carefully saving height until the speed was down to 90, and as it slipped into the eighties he let the plane sink and sink, groping for the grass, still holding that last-second balance between lift and gravity until the wheels could meet the ground and run to a safe standstill: another flight, another landing, another scribbled entry in the logbook. The tail-wheel touched and raced. The Hurricane sank onto its belly and hurled Mother Cox against his straps as its gaping air-scoop rammed into the turf and hacked out a brief trench before it got ripped off and flattened, by which time the great two-bladed propeller was digging its own grave with appalling speed and a noise like a thousand circular saws gone berserk, a racket which ceased as the blades thrashed themselves to splintered death and the engine abruptly cut out. Mother Cox had done that. He was frightened and bewildered but he had just enough sense left to do that. The mutilated Hurricane skidded along with its nose in the dirt while Mother Cox wondered what the holy hell had gone wrong. It couldn’t be his fault. The undercarriage was locked down. The red lights proved that.


Or should they be green?


Oh Christ.


The Ram was sitting at his desk, leafing through an Air Ministry publication, when Mother Cox reported to his office ten minutes later. He did not look up.


“Hitler has two thousand bombers,” the Ram said. He spoke so softly that Cox had to lean forward. “We have fewer than five hundred fighters. Now some of our fighters are biplanes, so they have two wings. Does that make them twice as fast?” He looked up. His stare was intense and unblinking.


“No, sir.”


“Half as fast?”


Mother Cox didn’t know what to say. He could hear himself breathing; it sounded heavy and deliberate, like a sleeping animal; after a couple of seconds he sniffed sharply, just to break that awful rhythm. “Our biplanes aren’t much good, sir,” he mumbled. A fear was forming at the back of his mind: the Ram was going to have him transferred to some bloody old Gladiator squadron.


“Not much good,” the Ram murmured. “Not much good … That’s far too vague, Cox. It really is. War is a precise and calculated business. You shoot to kill. If you miss a Hun, would you say that you are not much good?” Again, the rigid stare. Cox briefly shook his head. “Would you say that you are bloody awful?” the Ram asked. His voice was rising. Cox just looked, his expression as flat as his spirits. “Would you say that you are sickeningly lousy?” the Ram demanded. He threw the Air Ministry publication into a desk drawer and kicked it shut; the bang made Cox jump. “Would you say that you are a sodding disgrace to the Royal Air Force in general and a stinking menace to Fighter Command in particular?” The Ram stood up. “Would you say that you are acting as a collaborator and fifth columnist for the benefit of Nazi Germany,” he shouted, “and therefore a traitor, a filthy despicable traitor to your own country?” He hit that last word with a passion that made the clerks in the next room stop typing.


“Sir, that’s not fair,” Cox protested. “Damn it all, I only bust the undercart and –”


“Not fair?” the Ram roared. “Not fair? What if Hitler sends his two thousand bombers against us tomorrow? What if his entire bloody air force is on its way here now? How do you plan to shoot them down, Cox? Are you going to run into the wind with your arms flapping and a Colt revolver gripped between your tiny teeth? Because you’ve made very damn sure that one Hurricane won’t fly, haven’t you? Ploughed up my nice field with its poor suffering belly, didn’t you? Bust the prop, gave the engine a hernia, and dragged the aeroplane’s guts through the dirt while you sat in the cockpit picking your nose and listening to Ambrose and his Orchestra on your radio, and don’t tell me I’m wrong because the control tower kept screaming at you throughout your approach but you weren’t bloody well paying attention!”


Mother Cox looked at his flying boots.


“This squadron’s gone to hell in my absence,” the Ram said. His voice had fallen to a rasp. “You treat it like a bunch of playboys in a private flying club. Well, by God I’ll see you all in hell first. I’ll kick every arse in this squadron until either you make yourselves worthy of it or my right leg gets worn to a bloody stub.” He clipped Cox with his shoulder as he strode past him and flung open the door. The faces of the clerks were diplomatically blank. “Get a shovel and fill in that disgusting hole, Cox,” he ordered. “You break the shovel and I’ll have you court-martialled. Go.”


Mother Cox went. It was a very long hole, and darkness had fallen by the time he filled the last of it.


The next day was the last day of August. A sea-fog reached Kingsmere before dawn. By eight-thirty, when the pilots assembled in one of the hangars, it was still blowing across the field in slow drifts of smoky grey, chilling everything it touched.


“I see the war-clouds are gathering again,” Patterson said. A couple of heads turned. He was reading a newspaper.


“Are those new war-clouds?” Stickwell asked. “Or are they the same old war-clouds that have been gathering all year?”


Patterson consulted his newspaper. “It doesn’t say,” he said. “All it says is the war-clouds are gathering and once again Europe is at the crossroads.”


“That’s a bloody silly place to be,” Cattermole remarked. “I mean, what with the war-clouds gathering and so on. A bloke could get jolly wet.”


“Our fearless leader has an umbrella,” Patterson said. “They’ve got a photograph here to prove it.” He raised his newspaper to show them.


“But have they got a picture of a war-cloud?” Stickwell insisted. “I don’t trust these newspaper people. I bet they can’t tell the difference between strato-cumulus and cauliflower au gratin.”


“Can you?” Cox asked.


“Of course I can. Cauliflower au gratin is the stuff we chuck at the guests on mess nights.”


“And, in your case, probably miss,” Cox said.


“Nonsense. Tripe. Utter piffle.”


“I thought Strato Cumulus was an Italian film star,” Cattermole said.


“Come off it, Sticky,” Cox said contemptuously. He was still feeling his blisters from yesterday’s shovelling. “How often did you hit the target at that armament practice camp? Never.”


“No, but once or twice I nearly got the plane towing it.”


Cox sniffed.


“I always used too much deflection, you see,” Stickwell explained. “Those training things are far too slow for me. My brain works at lightning speed. One of the drawbacks of genius, suppose.”


“That was a remarkably funny joke I made about Strato Cumulus,” Cattermole said, looking up into the gloom of the roof, “and not one of you blighters laughed. Not one.”


“Joke? You made a joke, Moggy?” Patterson put his paper away. “Sorry I missed it. Affairs of state, you understand. Never mind, I can give you a minute now. Tell it again.” He cocked his head attentively.


Cattermole sucked in his stomach, and stared over their heads. “My talent is too fine and rare a thing to be wasted on the wind,” he said loftily.


Patterson waited. “That’s not very funny,” he said. “Sure you haven’t left something out?”


Cattermole walked away and began idly kicking the tyres of the nearest Hurricane.


“Actually, it was funnier the first time,” Stickwell said. “When Moggy said he thought Cauliflower Au Gratin was a French railway station.”


“So it is,” Patterson said.


“Test the lights,” Flip Moran said to Cattermole. Moran was ‘B’ flight commander, a stubby Ulsterman with an accent that gave his words a hard cutting-edge. It was his Hurricane that Cattermole was kicking. “Try the horn, why don’t you?”


“Somewhere near Bordeaux,” said Patterson. “I’ve passed through it many a time.”


“Is it funny?” Stickwell asked.


“Oh, unspeakably hilarious.”


“Get in and try her on for size,” Moran told Cattermole. “Take a spin around the block. Go on, give her another kick if you feel like it. Give her a real good kick.”


“Don’t be tiresome, Flip,” Cattermole said.


“She’s my machine,” Moran growled. “Kick your own plane if you must kick something.”


“No, I couldn’t do that. I’m not at all sentimental about aircraft.”


Cattermole’s flight commander, Fanny Barton, strolled over. “Stop causing trouble, Moggy,” he said, “or I’ll beat you up.” Barton was a New Zealander, tall and athletic, with hair that was so fair his eyebrows were almost invisible.


“What a good idea!” Cattermole said. “Let’s have a scrap, ‘B’ flight against ‘A’ flight. Let’s have a jolly good scrap. I’m getting cold.”


“No,” Barton said.


“Game of rugger, then,” Cattermole suggested. “We can use Dicky for the ball.” He went towards Dicky Starr, the youngest and the smallest member of the squadron. “No fear,” Dicky said, backing away. “Just for a couple of minutes,” Moggy wheedled. “Come on, be a sport, Dicky. We’ll pay for anything we break.” He made a grab, and Dicky dodged behind Cox. “Get out of the way, Mother,” Cattermole ordered. “I’m too tired,” Cox said. “You’ll have to go round the outside.” Cattermole scowled. “Buck up, Mother,” he said. “This is not the proper squadron spirit.”


Cox yawned. “Tell the Ram,” he said.


A car came sliding through the fog, its headlights making the murk seem more solid, and stopped. The Ram got out, carefully; the scars from his shingles were still sensitive.


“Sorry about all this muck,” he announced. “The met people promised me it would lift half an hour ago, and they should know. That being so, I propose to get the whole squadron airborne at once, on the assumption that conditions will have cleared by the time you have to land.”


There was a moment of frozen silence while the Ram turned and examined the fog. He turned back and said: “Now that I have your undivided attention, flying is cancelled.” They relaxed; some even chuckled. “Instead there will be a cross-country run, twice around the airfield.” The chuckling ceased. “Get into gym kit and report to the adjutant at the main gate in fifteen minutes.”


The Ram eased himself into his car and drove away.


“At least his eyesight hasn’t got any worse,” Moran said as they walked back to their quarters.


“What d’you méan?” Barton asked.


“Well, he can see this fog all right. I just wonder if he’ll be able to see the enemy as clearly. Before they see us, that is.”


“It doesn’t really matter all that much. We’re faster than they are. They can’t get away, can they?”


“Ah, no, of course not.” Moran turned up his collar. “Now why didn’t I think of that? Dear me, Moran. You’re a terrible booby.”


“Not that it isn’t an advantage to be able to see the enemy first,” Barton said. “Obviously it’s an advantage.”


“Maybe we can persuade the Germans to use bigger aeroplanes,” Moran said. “There has to be some simple solution.”


They assembled at the main gate. “Remember,” the adjutant said, “your route is outside the perimeter wire, so you can forget about short cuts. I’ll time you. My advice,” he went on, as they rubbed their bare arms and hopped from foot to foot, “is take it steady, pace yourself, and don’t try to jump the ditches. Run through them. That’s what I used to do.”


They hooted their derision. Flight Lieutenant Kellaway had flown in the Royal Flying Corps; he was now forty-two; they treated him like an ancient. Stickwell said: “And my advice to you, adj –”


“Yes, yes, I’m sure. Off you go, then. Have a good time. The Ram will be along to see you finish.”


Grumbling loudly, they trotted away and joined the road that ran alongside the aerodrome. The talking soon stopped. Kingsmere was a big field, at least three miles around.


After about fifty yards, Stickwell jogged alongside Cattermole. He jerked his head towards the rear. Gradually they dropped back. Stickwell slowed to a walk and let the others disappear into the gloom. “What’s up?” Cattermole asked.


“I’ve had a better idea, Moggy. Let’s double back and hang around at the other side of the main gate until those twerps turn up. Then we can just tack on the end again.”


“The adj is there. He’ll see us go by.”


“Not if we cut across the fields. Come on.”


They crossed the road and looked for a gap in the hedge. There was none.


“There’s bound to be a lane turning off this road somewhere near,” Stickwell said.


They walked for a quarter of a mile before they found the lane. It was deeply rutted and very muddy. “I don’t fancy that,” Cattermole said. “It’s knee-deep in dung.”


“It’s heading in the right direction, though. Come on, Moggy. I expect it links up with a decent road further on.”


“Yes, but look at all that manure.”


Stickwell looked at it. “All right. What’s your suggestion?”


Cattermole frowned. After a moment Stickwell set off up the lane. Cattermole watched him and, without enthusiasm, followed. Trapped between high hedges, the fog seemed, if anything, thicker and colder.


“Shit!” Cattermole said. He stood on one leg and looked at the other foot. “Come on, Moggy,” Stickwell called, “or we’ll be late.” Cattermole put his foot down and squelched after him. The lane angled sharply to the left. After fifty yards it was crossed by another and even more primitive lane. Stickwell paused briefly, and then turned right. Cattermole followed. Both his feet were soaking wet, and having wet feet was a condition that Cattermole had disliked intensely, ever since childhood.


“One thing’s certain, sir,” said the sergeant of police, “it won’t be a bit like last time.”


“Mmm.” Kellaway didn’t want to talk about the last time, but he was drinking the guardroom’s tea and eating the guardroom’s biscuits so he had to be polite. “Ah well,” he said.


“I mean, I can’t see us going through all that business with trenches and stuff, can you, sir?”


“Hope not, sergeant.”


The sergeant broke a biscuit in half, considered dunking it, glanced at the adjutant, and thought better. “You were in the last lot, weren’t you, sir?”


“Yes.” Kellaway walked to the window. The fog drifted past like wet smoke.


“Still, I don’t suppose it was all bad, was it, sir?” The sergeant dunked while he had the chance. “From what I hear there used to be quite a bit of what-you-might-call chivalry when you and Jerry had a scrap.”


“Chivalry?” Kellaway gave it some thought. After a while he saw his own reflection in the window and blinked with surprise. He didn’t think he looked forty-two. He thought he looked a rather rumpled twenty-one. “Oh, in the beginning I suppose … Of course I wasn’t there then, but for the first year or two I don’t think either side took flying all that seriously. Later on, when it mattered and things got somewhat desperate, I can’t honestly remember much in the way of chivalry.”


“But it wasn’t like being stuck in the mud getting shelled to kingdom-come by someone you couldn’t even see, was it, sir?” the sergeant persisted. “I mean, at least you blokes were out in the open. More of a duel, like.” The sergeant dropped a duster onto the linoleum and worked it with his foot, removing a couple of faint prints. He should really have left it for the defaulters to do, but he hated looking at smudged linoleum. “I read somewhere that your average RFC pilot lasted three weeks, sir,” he said. “Three weeks!” He shook his head.


“Oh, I knew a chap who lasted two years,” Kellaway said. The sergeant smiled politely but Kellaway could tell that he was disappointed. “On the other hand the new boys usually got knocked down pretty swiftly,” he added. A runner emerged from the fog. Kellaway opened the door and waved. “My goodness, Barton’s absolutely covered in mud …” He went out and counted the gasping runners as they finished their first lap and began their second; waited for a while; came in and shut the door. “Two missing,” he said. “Maybe they’ve got cramp.”


“I’ve seen that tree before,” said Cattermole.


Stickwell stopped, and looked at the twisted trunk climbing into the fog. “Don’t be preposterous, Moggy,” he said coldly.


Cattermole went over and touched it. “Definitely the same tree,” he called back. “I’d know it anywhere.”


“Impossible. We’ve never been in this field before. You’re imagining things.”


“Same tree,” Cattermole insisted. “You know what that means, don’t you?” He walked back to Stickwell.


“I never trusted that bloody silly path in that sodding great wood,” Stickwell muttered savagely. “Damn thing went round and round like a drunken corkscrew.”


“Talk sense, Sticky. You can’t have a drunken corkscrew, for Christ’s sake. It’s not possible.”


Stickwell glared. “All right, then. All right. Since you’re the expert, you pick a route. Go on.”


Cattermole sighed, and looked unhappily at the wandering grey walls of damp and cold that blotted out all landmarks except the twisted trunk. ‘There’s only one way out of this,” he said. “Dead reckoning.” He tapped his wristwatch. “Point the hour hand at the sun, bisect the angle between that and twelve o’clock, and you’ve got true north.”


Stickwell wiped moisture from his face. “Where did you learn that?”


“Boy Scouts. I was nearly a patrol leader.”


“Nearly? What went wrong?”


“I’d rather not say, if you don’t mind.”


“Oh, oh, oh.”


“Where’s the sun?” Cattermole asked, raising his wrist.


The fog had a slightly more luminous quality in one area. “Over there,” Stickwell said. He waved his arm through a wide arc.


Cattermole shuffled about until the hour hand was pointing in that general direction. “Bisect the angle …” he muttered, and carefully pointed with his right hand over his left shoulder. “If that’s north, then the airfield must be …” He looked enquiringly.


“South,” Stickwell said confidently. “Main gate’s on the north side, isn’t it?”


“Jesus, I’m cold,” Cattermole said.


They strode briskly into the fog. “Whatever happens we must stay on this bearing,” Stickwell said. Cattermole, trying to look at his watch and also avoid cowflaps, grunted.


Within a minute the ground underfoot began to be boggy. They plodded on. Stickwell lost a gym-shoe, sucked off by a particularly greedy bit of bog. They came to a ditch, waded through it, and climbed the bank to find a barbed-wire fence on top. Cattermole went over first and got his shorts hooked while straddling the wire. Stickwell tried to free him and dragged the barbs across the inside of his thigh. “Stupid bastard!” Cattermole shouted.


“Don’t you talk to me like that,” Stickwell said. He was very angry, but he was also on the wrong side of the wire; and he was a lot shorter than Moggy.


Fanny Barton finished the run first. The fog had begun to fade, and Kellaway saw him fifty yards away, running as easily as most people walk. God, what a splendid-looking chap he is, the adjutant thought. I wish I could draw him. I wish I could draw his smile. As the figure came closer he imagined Fanny Barton’s smile, the way it began with the eyes, wide-set above high cheekbones, and then suddenly reached the mouth and stretched the slim lips so that they made deep, bracketing creases outside them; and then just as quickly the smile faded and left Barton’s usual expression: alert, watchful, ready.


“Well done, Fanny,” Kellaway said, and was rewarded with that flash of smile. “Jolly good show.” The others were soon in sight, their wet gym-shoes pattering on the roadway like faint applause. Barton jogged up and down while they came in, everyone mud-streaked and panting dragon-breaths. “Jolly fine, damn good effort,” Kellaway called out. “Sterling stuff. Rule Britannia.” Billy Starr was the last to finish. They cheered him in, and he ran the last ten yards backwards.


“Truly magnificent,” the adjutant said. “Has anyone seen Moggy and Sticky? You should have lapped them.”


No answer.


“How odd,” he said.


“Those blasted cows are following us,” Stickwell said.


“They’re not cows, they’re heifers,” Cattermole told him.


“Thanks very much, Moggy. That’s a great help. When the buggers trample me to death I’ll feel a lot better for knowing they’re not cows. Bloody hell, there’s millions of them.”


The fog had lifted a little, and the field they were trudging across was indeed full of cattle, many of which were trotting after them.


“They’re just curious, Sticky. Ignore them.”


“Oh, sure. Ignore a dirty great horn up my rear end. Let’s get out of here.”


Stickwell began running. The cattle increased speed to a slow gallop. By the time he had covered fifty yards a small herd was cantering after him.


Cattermole plodded on, watching them fade into the fog. Several minutes later, when he caught up, Stickwell was on the other side of a fence and he was throwing lumps of mud at the animals. “Bloody brutes tried to eat me,” he complained.


Cattermole climbed the fence. They walked along a farm track and met a man mending a gate. “Which way to Kingsmere aerodrome?” Stickwell asked.


The man looked at them and tossed his hammer from hand to hand. “How do I know you’re not German spies?” he asked.


Stickwell glared. “What makes you think German spies go wandering about Essex in their underwear, covered in shit and chased by wild bloody cows?”


“Heifers,” Cattermole said.


The man whacked the gatepost a few times while he thought about that. “Go back the way you came,” he said. “Take the second turn on the left, and Kingsmere’s three mile straight on.”


“Three miles?” Cattermole said faintly. “Three miles?”


“He’s lying,” Stickwell said. “He thinks we’re spies, he’s deliberately sending us the wrong way.”


The man contemplated his gatepost and gave it another whack. “Now get off my land afore I set the dogs on you,” he said.


“Come on, Sticky,” Cattermole said. They trailed back the way they had come.


Shouts of challenge, and unoriginal insults, and howls of pain, and hoots of laughter echoed along the corridor. Fanny Barton lay in a hot bath and listened: that was Moke Miller’s laugh, so it must be Fitz Fitzgerald trying to pick a fight with Mother Cox, since Moke and Fitz usually stuck together; and those forthright Lowland curses must be coming from Pip Patterson, who didn’t usually put himself out to protect Mother, so he was probably just trying to get past the others without being flicked with a wet towel. The bathroom door shook as bodies crashed against it. Barton breathed deeply and easily. He knew he wouldn’t be disturbed. There was a powerful rumour going about that the Ram intended to weed out several pilots, so this would be a very bad moment to annoy a flight commander; what’s more, Fanny had always made it clear that he didn’t enjoy horseplay. If the others wanted to wrestle and chase and chuck things at each other, that was okay as long as it didn’t involve him. He wasn’t being stuffy; it just wasn’t his style, that’s all.


Fanny’s real name was Keith. He’d been christened Keith Donald Hugh because his father was intensely keen on cricket; one day, he hoped, his son would play cricket for New Zealand, in which case he would need three good initials to distinguish him from all the other Bartons. The boy was hopeless at cricket. He was good at athletics, but that meant less than nothing to his father: running round in circles, waste of time, where does it get you? After cricket, only two things mattered to Mr Barton: sheep, and the royal family. His house had very few pictures, but what there were showed either prize Merino rams or King George in his robes. Both subjects had a heavy-lidded, overdressed look, and Keith grew up associating the one with the other. He came to hate life on the farm. It was dreary, exhausting, repetitive work with a lot of greasy, clumsy, bloody-minded animals. The first chance he had, he got out: out of the farm, out of New Zealand, right across the world to Britain, into the Royal Air Force.


That was a very long time ago. Now he was twenty-four and a flight lieutenant. He couldn’t even remember how he’d got the nickname Fanny. Everyone had a nickname in the squadron, it was part of Fighter Command’s undergraduate quality: an implacably bright, slangy, superficial attitude, the kind of outlook that took nothing seriously except the supreme importance of being in Fighter Command; and that went without saying.


He pressed his feet against the bath, rested his neck on the other end, and slowly tightened his muscles until his body began to emerge from the water. He pushed harder until his buttocks were clear and he was arched, dripping and steaming, in the cool air. After a few seconds the strain made his muscles quiver. Outside, the horseplay had ended; the corridor was quiet. Fanny Barton held his breath and idly wondered what would happen to a well-trained and beautifully co-ordinated body when it received a burst of machine-gun fire at a height of three or four miles. The idea did not disturb him. He had thought about it too often for that; and in any case it would be somebody else’s body taking the bullets, not his. He lowered himself, welcoming the warmth, and reached for the soap.


“You’re bleeding all over my leg,” said Cattermole. He was carrying Stickwell on his back.


“I know,” Stickwell said. “Don’t worry, it’s only my toe. Mind you,” he added, “it hurts like hell.”


The fog had continued to lift, and now it was only a tawny haze. The lane stretched in front of them, dead straight for at least half a mile.


“You wouldn’t have cut your stupid foot if you hadn’t lost your stupid shoe,” Cattermole grumbled. He stopped, heaved his passenger to a more comfortable position, and plodded on. “I didn’t lose my shoe, did I?”


“Think yourself lucky, Moggy. Very, very lucky.”


Cattermole thought, and glanced down at the fresh blood streaking his leg. “I hope you haven’t got anything, that’s all,” he said.


“What d’you mean, ‘got anything’?”


“I mean I don’t want to get infected.”


“How the hell can you get infected? I’m the one who’s hurt, for God’s sake. If anyone’s going to catch lockjaw it’ll be me.”


“Lockjaw? Why lockjaw?”


“Oh …” Stickwell tried to remember some sixth-form biology. “Blood poisoning. You cut yourself and then tread in cowdung and … Anyway, it’s not very nice, I can tell you. You go paralysed and die, or something.”


“I see,” Cattermole said. “And that’s the filthy muck you’re spreading all over my leg, is it? Thanks very much. Charming, I must say.”


Stickwell leaned out and looked down. “You’ve already got every other kind of filthy muck on your leg, Moggy. Mine won’t do you any harm.”


“For Christ’s sake stop rocking about.” They covered another forty or fifty yards in silence. Then Cattermole said: “What time is it? I can’t see my watch.”


Stickwell twisted to the left. “Looks like ten past ten,” he said.


“Ten past ten … Say we left about nine … Hell, the others must have finished hours ago.”


Stickwell grunted.


“The Ram’s not going to like this,” Cattermole said. “You know how keen he is on physical fitness.”


“Potty about it,” Stickwell muttered. He was getting pins-and-needles in his legs.


“Kellaway says the Ram keeps talking about chopping chaps who aren’t fit enough.”


“I’m fit,” Stickwell said. “Nothing wrong with me. I just can’t walk, that’s all.”


“Imagine getting chopped and posted to some bloody awful Battle squadron,” Cattermole said. “I don’t fancy that.”


“Do get a move on, Moggy,” Stickwell said.


“All because of coming in last in a damn-fool cross-country run. No fear.” Cattermole dropped his passenger and began running. Stickwell’s legs folded and he sprawled on his back. “Moggy!” he cried. “Moggy, you bastard!”


“I’ll tell him you’re on your way,” Cattermole called back.


“But I can’t walk.”


“Then hop!” Cattermole shouted. “Hop!” He demonstrated the action, a lanky, filthy, half-naked figure hopping down the middle of the lane. Stickwell sat and watched him go. A breeze was at work on the remains of the fog. He shivered, and got to his feet. “Bollocks,” he said to the world at large.


“All right, what’s this?” Flip Moran asked. He flashed a card about a foot square and hid it behind his back.


“Messerschmitt 110,” said Mother Cox.


“Junkers 88,” said Moke Miller.


“Balls. It’s a 110,” said Pip Patterson.


Moran looked at the other pilots in the lecture room.


“Well, it’s not one of ours,” said Dicky Starr.


Moran held up the card. “Messerschmitt Bf 110,” he said. They stared at the plan-view silhouette of a twin-engined plane. Miller groaned. “So what’s the difference?” Moran asked him.


“Twin tail-fins on the 110,” said Mother Cox. “Obviously.”


“Flip had his fingers over the tail,” Miller protested.


“Useless fart, Moke,” said Patterson.


“The Jerries are very keen on this machine,” Moran said. “It seems they’re using it in Poland at this very moment.”


“It seems they’re using everything in Poland at this very moment,” said Cox.


“Two Daimler-Benz engines, each as big as a Merlin,” Moran said, “so it’s not slow. Now then, what’s this?” As he flashed another card, Cattermole opened the door and they all turned to look. He was still in gym-kit, and his chest was heaving.


“That’s a Fokker,” said Fitz Fitzgerald confidently. “Ugly, isn’t it?”


Patterson whistled. “But what an undercarriage.”


“Hullo, chaps,” Cattermole gasped.


“Terrific camouflage job,” Fitzgerald said. “Blends perfectly with the sewage works.”


“Where’s the Ram?” Cattermole asked. “I’ve looked everywhere.”


“He’s gone to London with the adj,” Barton said.


“What?” Cattermole sagged against the wall. “Why?”


“There’s something odd about you, Moggy,” Moran said. “Did you omit to shave, or what is it?”


Cattermole sank to a squat, leaving a long wet stain on the wall. “What a swindle,” he muttered.


“Is that real blood, Moggy?” asked Starr, pointing.


“Not mine.” Cattermole picked feebly at his leg. “Sticky’s.”


“You ran him down, did you?” said Fitzgerald. “And then you kicked him to death?”


“He had it coming to him, rotten little swine,” Miller said. “Bags me his Buick.”


“Why’ve they gone to London?” Cattermole asked again.


“There’s a flap on,” Barton said. “The Ram’s been called to an urgent meeting at the Air Ministry.”


“Bloody Poland, I suppose,” Cattermole muttered.


“Europe is at the crossroads,” Patterson said knowingly. “Hold you it was. You watch. Anything might happen.”


The telephone rang and Moran answered it. The message was brief.


“Get your woolly socks on,” he told them. “That was the controller. Squadron’s been put at fifteen-minute readiness.”


“It’s those damned war-clouds,” Patterson said.


When Stickwell hobbled in on blistered feet, everyone else was in flying kit. The squadron remained at readiness for the rest of the day, nervously bored, arguing about the BBC news bulletins (rapid German advances, resolute Polish resistance, intense diplomatic activity) and passing around the various rumours that sifted in from God-knew-where (sector ops room? sergeants’ mess? a visiting ferry pilot? the Battle boys across the way?) to the effect that a pair of Spitfires had shot down a reconnaissance Dornier over Kent; the Duke of Windsor had met Mussolini; the Prime Minister had collapsed with a heart attack (“That’s the only attack you’ll get out of him,” Flip Moran remarked); U-boats had torpedoed an American liner in mid-Atlantic; a cloud of poison gas was drifting over the English Channel; and trains loaded with tanks bearing Polish markings had been seen arriving at the Port of London.


It was a long, restless afternoon. At about four o’clock Fanny Barton tried to contact the Ram at Air Ministry, just to know what was really happening. A harassed telephonist connected him to an air commodore called Ramshaw, who seemed to be in a crowded and noisy room; he let Barton say a dozen words, barked “How the hell should I know?”, and crashed the phone down. Ten minutes later the adjutant telephoned Barton. “I got some sort of message that you’d got some sort of message,” he said. “Not really,” Fanny said. “I just wanted to keep in touch with the CO.” Kellaway laughed. “So do I, old boy. Haven’t seen him for hours.”


“What’s happening?”


“God knows. This place is pure bedlam. I can’t even get a cup of tea.”


“We’re on standby.”


“Are you? Jolly good. Actually I think everyone’s on standby, except me. I’m at instant readiness, although for what I really haven’t the faintest … Ah, thanks immensely … Tea at last,” he told Fanny.


“They say some Spits got a Dornier over Kent,” Fanny said. “Is that right?”


“Spits? I heard it was Defiants from 264 Squadron. Only it wasn’t a Dornier, it was a –”


The line went dead.


“Any joy?” Cattermole asked, from an armchair.


“Not much,” Barton said.


“Come and play ping-pong, Fanny,” Starr called. “I’ve smashed everybody else. If I beat you I’m world champion.”


They were released by the controller at 8 p.m. “So much for your wonderful war-clouds,” Cattermole said as they peeled off their flying overalls.


“A little more respect, young man,” said Patterson, “or you won’t get invited to my twenty-first birthday party.”


“When?”


“Today, actually. Not that I’ve arranged anything …”


“Don’t worry about that, Pip. Sticky, d’you feel like a party? Silly question. Okay, you can drive. Where’s Mother Cox? Mother, lend us a couple of quid.”


“No fear.”


“Well, all right, a fiver then. It’s for a good cause. We’re going to get blotto.”


“I might come with you,” Cox said. “I could do with a glass of ale. We won’t be late back, will we?”


“Heavens, no!” Cattermole said.


When Squadron Leader Ramsay and his adjutant arrived at Air Ministry, they were told that the meeting had been rescheduled for later in the day; meanwhile a secret briefing had been laid on, so secret that Kellaway was excluded; so secret, indeed, that nobody seemed sure where it was taking place. An elderly warrant officer with a clipboard searched repeatedly through a sheaf of duplicated papers and eventually directed the Ram to a remote anteroom. This turned out to be full of Bomber Command aircrew. One by one they were called out until, after an hour, only the Ram and a Fleet Air Arm liaison officer remained. Nobody knew why they were there. Nobody knew anything about the elderly warrant officer. The Ram cornered a civil servant and for ten minutes there was intensive telephoning around the building. “Group Captain Matthews wants to see you both,” the civil servant said at last. “Room 4502.”


“Who’s he?” the Ram asked.


“I’m not sure. He’s either DTA to the AOCFFU, or he’s deputising for PQLO on the ADGB, You’ll have to ask him, I’m afraid.”


They had no opportunity to ask him. As soon as they entered room 4502, Matthews handed each of them a booklet called Glossary of Anglo-Polish Aeronautical Terms. “See what you make of that,” he said. “Back in ten minutes.” He hurried off.


The Ram waited half an hour and then went in search of fresh orders. The corridors were full of urgent figures clutching important documents. He saw a flight lieutenant whom he recognised as the assistant to the staff officer of an air vice-marshal in Fighter Command, and explained his problem. “Crikey, you ought to be in Conference Room G,” the flight lieutenant said. “Something to do with anti-aircraft fields of fire, I believe …” But when the Ram found Conference Room G it was occupied by a pack of wing commanders arguing about aviation-fuel stocks.


He thought hard for a couple of minutes, and decided to cut his losses and get back to Kingsmere. The adjutant, however, was not where he had left him. He asked at the reception desk. Nobody knew anything about Kellaway but there was an urgent message waiting for Squadron Leader Ramsay: call extension 7171 immediately.


The Ram dialled the number and got a group captain called Blakey. “Ramsey, where the hell have you been?” he asked. “You’ve missed two crucial meetings already. See me before you go. I’ll try and brief you. Oh for Christ’s sake shut up” he said as another telephone shrilled.


Inevitably, Blakey was no longer in his office when the Ram got there. The day continued like that. By six o’clock, when he was almost too tired to be angry, he came across Group Captain Matthews again. “You can forget about that Anglo-Polish glossary,” Matthews said wearily. “It’s all been changed. I don’t know what the new plan is yet. If I were you I’d get myself a room in a hotel.”


“I must find Group Captain Blakey first, sir. He said –”


“Blakey? Blakey’s gone to France.”


Matthews hurried off. The Ram leaned against a wall and watched the endless tide of Air Ministry staff and RAF personnel flow past. Quite soon, Flight Lieutenant Kellaway flowed with it, chatting to a young WAAF. “Ah, there you are, sir!” he said. “I’ve been looking all over … These are for you.” He held out a bundle of dun-coloured files, tied with green ribbon.


“What’s that?”


“I wasn’t told. The usual bumf, I expect.”


“I’ve seen enough bumf today. Come on, adj, I’m starving. We’re going to find a hotel.”


They found a hotel and had dinner. During coffee a message came from Air Ministry ordering the Ram to report at 11 p.m. to receive a telephone call from Group Captain Blakey. At 11.15 he was sitting in Blakey’s office when the call came through. Blakey was in Paris and the line was bad. The Ram strained to make sense of the cracklings and distortions. The only words he could be sure of came at the very end. “Got all that?” Blakey demanded. “No!” the Ram shouted. Blakey hung up.


The Ram went back to his hotel, went to bed, and awoke at 3 a.m., his brain urgent with anxiety. He considered telephoning Air Ministry for orders. No, no, no: waste of time. He thought of telephoning Kingsmere. But what could they tell him? Or he, them? No, no, no. He walked around the room and saw the bundle of files on the dressing-table. He undid the green ribbon. Reports and records of the squadron’s performance at various summer training camps and exercises: air-to-air gunnery, cross-country navigation, tactics of air fighting, formation flying …


Ten minutes later he went next door and roused the adjutant. “Get dressed,” he said. “We’re going back to Kingsmere.”


He was waiting behind the wheel when Kellaway hurried out of the hotel, unshaven and sticky-eyed. The Ram had the car moving before the door was shut, and he had it up to sixty before they reached the first corner. Kellaway blinked as the intersection hurtled towards them, and he fumbled for the leather grab-strap as the tyres hammered over some tramlines. “Is there a flap on?” he asked, his voice shaking.


“Not yet,” the Ram said. “But there soon will be.”


He heaved the bundle of files up from between his feet and dumped it in Kellaway’s lap. “My squadron has degenerated into shit condition, adj,” he said, and clenched his teeth as the car bucked over a stretch of lumpy road repairs. “The Luftwaffe is fighting fit while my lot are fit to drop. They’re all cretins.”


“Surely not all, sir.” Kellaway was struggling to untie the green ribbon.


“No, not all. Some of them are imbeciles, and one or two are mental junkyards. Pilot Officer Cox, for instance. Just look at Cox’s score on that elementary navigation test. Just look at it.”


“Shocking weather that day,” Kellaway said, still picking at a knot. “Wind and rain and –”


“Ah! Goering’s promised not to attack unless it’s nice upstairs, has he?” The Ram bullied the gearbox into submission as he took a sharp bend. “That’s good news for Pilot Officer Cattermole then, because it seems he’s utterly incapable of maintaining formation in anything stronger than a mild breeze.”


“I seem to remember young Cattermole wasn’t terribly well that day, sir,” Kellaway said. “Nasty head-cold.”


“Yes? And what was Flying Officer Stickwell suffering from when he missed the towed target three days in a row? Scarlet fever? Beri-beri? St Vitus’ Dance? Not that Pilot Officer Miller did any better with the fixed target, did he? Somewhere in that bumf you’ll find a fascinating account of how Miller and his Hurricane slaughtered several innocent sandbanks but mercifully spared the target. What’s Miller’s problem, adj? Can’t he fly and shoot at the same time? Or was his mother frightened by a bunker?”


Kellaway tried to think of an excuse for Miller and couldn’t. “The chaps did do rather well in the aircraft-recognition competition,” he said.


“Yes, they did, didn’t they? Amazingly well. Came fifth out of nine. By their standards that’s bloody brilliant. I expect they all thought they deserved DSO’s for that. They only failed to recognise four aircraft in ten. Quite a triumph. Makes you proud to be British.”


Kellaway gave up: the knot was unpickable. “It’s been rather a difficult summer,” he said.


“Don’t worry, adj, I’ve got some solutions lined up. All those jokers will get the boot. You watch me shake the tree, adj. See the rotten apples fall.”


Even with the Ram’s heavy foot on the accelerator it took them an hour to get clear of London. They made good time up the old Roman road to Colchester and then got stuck behind a succession of milk-trucks and, after them, an army convoy, trundling fieldguns at a sedate thirty miles an hour. The sun was high enough to be dazzling when they turned east at Chelmsford. Now the roads were narrower, with fewer passing-places, and the Ram’s foot jumped repeatedly from accelerator to brake. Kellaway’s arm ached from gripping the grab-strap. His stomach groused loudly about hunger made worse by continuous nervous tension. At last Kingsmere aerodrome came in sight. The RAF policeman saluted and raised the barrier, and the Ram sprayed gravel as he parked outside the officers’ mess. It was just six o’clock.


Kellaway got out, and massaged his numbed backside. The sunshine was pleasantly warm and blessedly silent. “Breakfast,” he said. It sounded like a one-word history of Western civilisation.


“Bugger breakfast,” the Ram said. “You take ‘A’ flight, I’ll take ‘B’. I want them on parade in ten minutes, maximum.” He strode off.


Kellaway had the easier task: only two members of ‘A’ flight were in their rooms, Fanny Barton and Dicky Starr. As the pilots assembled, yawning and doing up tunic buttons, he said: “I’m afraid there’s no sign of Stickwell, Cattermole, Patterson or Cox, sir.”


The Ram stared. His eyes had widened slightly, his nostrils were tight, his whole face seemed stretched. He turned away. “I don’t care a damn if you all get killed tomorrow,” he said.


That woke them up.


“I do care if this squadron fails to play its full part in the air defence of Great Britain,” he said. “I care if these scarce and valuable Hurricane fighters get shot down. I care very much if the German bomber fleets not only destroy these Hurricanes but also proceed to destroy their targets, killing God-knows-how-many civilians who at this very moment are gullible enough to put their pathetic faith in your supposed skill and determination when, if they knew what I know, they’d realise you probably couldn’t hit a Zeppelin even if you could see one, which is unlikely, because according to these reports, nine out of ten of you can’t piss against a wall without filling your left boots to overflowing!”


He paused for breath. The pilots frowned, or gazed at the ground. The adjutant sucked his teeth and thought about bacon.


“This squadron is incompetent,” the Ram said. “It cannot fly straight, it cannot navigate efficiently, it does not know its battle tactics, and its aerial gunnery is a waste of good bullets. You are not fighter pilots. You are a cheap, dishonest imitation of fighter pilots. This state of affairs will change, with effect from now. You will do one of two things extremely rapidly: you will get better, or you will get out. That is not a threat …”


The adjutant cocked his head. He thought he had heard the sound of horses’ hooves.


“… nor is it a warning. That is a statement of fact. I estimate that within seven days half of you will have been chopped. Always assuming the Luftwaffe does not get here first and perform the eliminating for me …”


The adjutant strolled to one side and listened. Yes, definitely horses’ hooves. Odd.


“… which I can tell you seems more and more likely with every passing hour. You can also take it from me –”


Two large and shaggy farm-horses cantered around the corner, their broad hooves kicking up pebbles. Cattermole and Stickwell rode one, Patterson and Cox the other. The horses wore rope bridles, with the pilots’ neck-ties fastened to them as reins. Cattermole whooped, huskily: he had been whooping a lot; it kept the horse going. Patterson saw the pilots and waved. “You’re saved!” he shouted. “The cavalry’s here!” Then he saw the Ram. “Oh my Christ,” he muttered.


An RAF police corporal came after them on a bicycle, pedalling hard. The horses circled the group of pilots, gradually losing speed. The corporal halted, dismounted, saluted. “Very sorry, sir,” he said, breathing fast. “Couldn’t stop them, sir. Jumped the barrier, sir. Broke the pole, sir.”


The Ram nodded.


“Stop, blast you, stop,” Cox said bitterly to his horse. The animals were down to a trot. “Let me off, damn it.”


“Cowboys,” the Ram said bleakly.


Stickwell slid backwards over his horse’s rump and fell to the ground. It was a long way to fall and he was slow to get up. “God, I’m thirsty,” he moaned, and realised that it was the wrong thing to say.


“Cowboys,” the Ram repeated. “Heading for the last round-up, no doubt.”


The horses finally stopped. Patterson and Cox got off. As Cattermole tried to dismount, his horse shook itself and Cattermole went sprawling on his hands and knees. All four men looked bleary, hung-over and stained.


“You seem to have had a busy night,” the Ram said. “You seem a trifle fatigued. We can’t have that. I know just the thing to buck you up. Squadron battle climb. Take off in twenty minutes.” He grinned, briefly, stretching his mouth like someone testing a rubber band, and walked away. Kellaway went with him. ‘B’ flight waited a moment to let them get ahead and then followed.


Fanny Barton went over to Cattermole, still on his hands and knees, and kicked him. “Get bloody up,” he said. “Where the hell have you been?”


“It wasn’t my fault, Fanny,” Mother Cox told him. “I’ve been trying to get them home for hours. Honestly.”


“Crawler,” Patterson said.


Cattermole heaved himself up. “What’s going on, Fanny?” he asked. “Has Hitler declared war?”


“No. But the Ram has, and he’s looking for pilots to chop, so you four must be top of his list, wouldn’t you say? What the blue blazes have you been up to?”


Stickwell scratched his head, and discovered some straw. “Car broke down,” he said.


“Want to buy a nice horse?” Cattermole inquired.


Barton kicked him again, but Cattermole was already so bruised by events that he merely blinked. “Corporal, put those horses somewhere safe,” Barton ordered. He gave Cattermole an angry push. “Go and soak your heads, all of you,” he said.


“I can’t possibly fly,” Stickwell announced, “not in my condition.”


“Then get up there and crash,” Barton told him. “And make a bloody good job of it.” He shoved Stickwell, who collided with Patterson. “Run!” he shouted. They began a shambling trot, which got faster as Barton threw stones at them.


For fifty yards behind the Hurricanes the grass was flattened by the wash from their propellers.


Hornet squadron, twelve-strong, was drawn up in the arrowhead formation that the Ram favoured for battle climb. Each section of three aircraft formed a V. The Ram, being squadron leader, was at the point of the leading section. Two of the other sections positioned themselves to right and left so as to form a larger V, while the fourth section was tucked in behind. Kingsmere had no runways. Once the squadron was formed-up and heading into the wind it was ready for take-off.


The Ram glanced left and right to make sure everyone was watching him. The control tower had given them clearance. No Battles were wandering in or out of the aerodrome. He checked his watch: nineteen minutes since he gave the order. Not bad. The ground crews had been on duty already, so warming-up the planes had been quite straightforward; nevertheless the pilots must have got themselves kitted out and plugged-in and taxied-out and formed-up in double-quick time. Showed what they could do when they took their fingers out. He released his. brakes and eased the throttle open.


Standing on the edge of the field, Kellaway and Dicky Starr watched the squadron start to roll. Dicky was reserve pilot that day; and when the trembling thunder of engines suddenly magnified to an aggressive, ear-battering bellow, he couldn’t keep still. He walked and skipped a few paces, his fists clenched in encouragement. The Hurricanes bounced and rocked as they gained speed; stray leaves and bits of paper and old grass cuttings got hurled into the air. When the Hurricanes’ tails came up, smoothly and quickly, it was as if large weights had slipped off them. Simultaneously the engine-notes altered, booming bigger and harder now that the wings were cutting the air more cleanly. Dicky Starr watched, and flew with them in his imagination: left hand on the throttle (keep her speed up), right hand on the control column (keep her nose up), feet hooked into the rudder-pedal stirrups (hold her straight), eyes, ears and backside acutely aware of the shape of the formation all around, of the health of the engine in front, of the racing judder of the wheels beneath.


The Ram’s Hurricane detached itself from the ground first. As it skimmed the grass the others lifted themselves. Within seconds their wheels were folding inwards and the squadron was climbing hard. The thunder faded to a soft roar, the roar to a growl. The planes diminished to a bundle of dots, which merged into one large speck and was lost to sight.


“Dicky, d’you know anything about rugger?” Kellaway asked.


“Not much.” Starr was cautious. “Damn-all, really. They have scrums and things, don’t they? And the ball always bounces the wrong way. Why?”


“The Ram’s told me to fix up a game against the Battle boys later on this morning. I’m just wondering –”


“Rugger? Us? Against them?”


“Why not?”


“Well …” For a moment Starr didn’t know where to start. “It’s Sunday,” he said. “Nobody plays rugger on Sunday.”


“Evidently the Ram does. He’s already had a word with their CO. His chaps are quite enthusiastic.”


“I bet they are. Have you seen them? They’re gorillas. They’ll murder us, adj.”


“Nonsense. They’re a jolly decent bunch. Anyway, the Ram reckons you all need a bit of toughening-up. He thinks you’ve been having it too easy.”


“They’ll kill us,” Starr said gloomily. “They’re maniacs. Anyone who flies a Battle must be loopy. That’s how they get picked. If you can think, and feel pain, they won’t have you.” He brightened up. “Anyway, we’re bound to get put on readiness again, so rugger’s out of the question, isn’t it?”


“Wrong, old boy. The controller says we’re released to forty-minute availability until twelve-noon. And there’s something else, too. The Ram wants slit-trenches dug. Somewhere near dispersal, he says, so you can all dive into them if Jerry suddenly pays a visit. Right here would do, I suppose.”


Starr whacked his heel against the turf and failed to make a dent. “Pure concrete,” he said. “We’ll break our necks.”


“I’d better get the digging started.” Kellaway went in search of the NCO’s.


The purpose of a battle climb was to lift the squadron to combat height in the minimum time. It was hard work for men and machines, the engines slogging away to win a couple of thousand feet every minute, the pilots having to hold tight formation through cloud and air pockets and a change of atmosphere equivalent to climbing the Alps in a quarter of an hour. There was no chance to relax: everything and everyone toiled flat-out. It was the Ram’s favourite manoeuvre.


“Jester Leader to Red Three: close up, damn you,” he ordered for the third time.


Stickwell was Red Three. His wingtip was ten feet from the Ram’s wingtip. He cut the gap to five feet and concentrated grimly on holding position. His stomach kept jumping as if someone were poking it with a pencil, and his mouth tasted stiff and sour; also his skull seemed to be pressing down on his eyeballs. He knew it was only a matter of time before he was sick.


At last the Ram looked away from him. Just you wait, Flying Officer Stickwell, the Ram said to himself. I’ll teach you to get blotto. I’ll spread your guts all over this sky before I’m through. He opened his transmission switch. “Jester Leader to Red Two: where the hell d’you think you’re going?” he said.


Cattermole was Red Two. He had already been sick: the effect of too much pure oxygen on a system thoroughly abused by alcohol and horse-riding. Oxygen was a well-known hangover cure for fighter pilots but on this occasion, although it had cleared his head, it had also emptied his stomach. He didn’t mind being sick but the vomit had splashed onto his gloves and made them slippery. Whenever he tried to wipe them clean, he wandered out of formation. “Sorry, Leader,” he said, and drifted back.


You’ll be sorry when we get back, all right, the Ram thought. You won’t even stay for lunch, my lad. He checked on Blue Section. “Tighten up, Blue Leader,” he said. “Stop dawdling.” Flip Moran brought his section forward by half a length, and the Ram put a mental question-mark beside Blue Two. Miller. Moke Miller. Always larking about. Not a bad pilot but harebrained, no strength of character. It took more than flying ability to be a fighter pilot. In this squadron, anyway …


At seventeen thousand feet they levelled out and gained speed until they were cruising at about two hundred miles an hour. The last layer of cloud was a mile below them. They seemed to be hanging in a vast blue dome.


“Tighten up, everyone,” the Ram said. “Stop wasting space.”


The squadron inched together. Pip Patterson, flying as Yellow Three, had to watch his section leader on his right and also keep an eye on Red Two, ahead to his left. Both planes were so close he could count the rivets in the cockpit panels. Fanny Barton was Yellow Leader and he kept a straight enough course, but Moggy Cattermole was forever straying sideways. Patterson’s hands were sweating. His ears buzzed and popped; they didn’t like battle climbs, and every time they popped, a shower of tiny specks flickered across his eyes. He hated Moggy Cattermole’s bad flying. If Moggy drifted out any further, Pip would have to fall back to miss him. Green Section was just behind. Pip had once seen the tailplane of a Hurricane after it had been chewed up by a propeller. It was a mess. The propeller hadn’t been much good for anything, either. How the hell did you get down – three miles down – with a smashed rudder? Or a bust prop? Or – if bloody Moggy hit you and knocked you back into Blue Two – with both?


“Sections line astern,” the Ram announced. “Flights echelon port. Go!”


He held his position and watched closely for blunders. Green Section swung away to its left, clearing the air behind him. Red Two dropped into the space behind his tail, Red Three fell in behind Red Two. Yellow Section followed, each aircraft keeping slightly below the one in front in order to miss its wash. Now ‘A’ flight was in line astern and completely invisible to the Ram. He studied ‘B’ flight. They were almost in formation, weaving snake like as an adjustment worked its way through, then settling into a straight line. Not bad, not bad at all. “Shambles,” he told them. “Sloppy, scruffy, slow. Wake up! Squadron in vic. Sections astern. Go!” The section wingmen swung out, reformed vics, closed up. He looked across at the twin arrowheads of ‘B’ flight. “Wake me when you’ve finished,” he said. “And remind me to give you something for your arthritis. Squadron in vic, sections echelon starboard. Go!”


The Ram drilled his squadron intensively for the next half-hour, often changing course as he changed formation, sometimes changing altitude too, and always nagging at them to tighten up, sharpen up, get a move on. It was relentlessly demanding work, but the knowledge that a single misunderstanding could mean a collision completely overcame fatigue; at the end even Cattermole felt clearheaded.


“We can’t have a battle climb without a battle,” the Ram announced. “Lacking enemy aircraft, we shall make do with cloud formations, which even you should be able to hit.” He led the squadron down in a series of plunging power-dives, each culminating in a mock-attack that led to a steep, turning climb and a rapid change of formation to set up the next power-dive. They finished within sight of the airfield. The Ram put them into sections line astern and took them into the circuit.


All the way down he had been thinking about whom to chop. Cattermole, obviously. And Stickwell, of course. Cox? Yes, Cox had asked for it. Miller, too. That made four. Chopping four ought to shake up the rest more than somewhat, he thought.


Halfway around the circuit. Speed: 160 and falling. Undercarriage selector lever to “down”. Usual hydraulic whining. Double clunk as the wheels lock. Green light on. All correct.


The big question was: when to chop? Sooner the better, obviously. But with the international situation so tricky the squadron couldn’t be left below strength. Not even for a day.


Speed: 135 and falling. Height: seven hundred feet. Slide the hood open and lock it. Nice bit of breeze. Downwind leg. Turn to port. Nice view of the rest of the squadron all strung out, descending. Good plane, the Hurricane. Tough, fast, chunky. And lethal. Blast any bloody Heinkel or Junkers to hell and gone in ten seconds. Five, even. Flaps down. Final approach.


Well, they would all play in this game of rugger, anyway, chopped or not. Do them good. Got to be fit to fight.


Over the barbed wire. Usual crowd waiting to watch the squadron land: groundcrew, fire tender, bloodwagon. And the adjutant, standing over there at the side all on his own. Funny how you could recognise people by the way they stood …


Maybe four was too many. Three might do. Give Cox another chance. Yes.


Down. Down. Gently down. All power off … now! Up comes the nose and onward she floats, sinking, sinking, until bump, rumble and squeak, she touches the ground and runs.


Yes, chop three. If not today at least tomorrow. But why not send for replacements now, immediately? Of course, good idea! They might even arrive tonight, with luck. Why not indeed? Yes, definitely. Got to get the old adj cracking on that straight away. Where was the old adj?


The Ram let the Hurricane run off most of its speed, and then used the brakes to swing the nose from side to side until he found him. Kellaway was still standing on his own, near the perimeter fence. The Ram turned towards him and gave the engine a hint of throttle. As long as the massive, uprearing nose of the Hurricane blotted out the adjutant’s figure, he knew that he was heading the right way. The Ram taxied briskly across the grass, rehearsing in his mind the orders that would send the adjutant hurrying to the telephone: Listen, I’ve decided to chop three of these useless buggers and I want you to – 


With a jolt that made his teeth click, the Hurricane’s wheels hit a slit-trench and the plane tripped itself up. The nose dug hard into the turf, its momentum hoisted the fuselage like a heavy flagpole, and the Ram found himself hanging in his straps, looking down the cowling at fragments of propeller sticking out of the grass.


He swore, savagely. He was not hurt, was not even stunned; but he was acutely aware of how foolish he must look. The rest of the squadron was coming in to land. It was imperative that he get out of this humiliating position at once. The last thing he wanted was to be rescued, manhandled to safety by the men he commanded. He could hear people shouting. There was no time to lose.


He disconnected the radio and oxygen leads, released his safety-straps, and got his feet onto the instrument panel. After that it was a matter of swinging his legs over the side and dropping to the ground.


The radio lead was a damn nuisance. It kept knocking him in the face. He flung it away but it bounced back and hit him in the eye.


A patient man would have ignored it, or tied it to something. The Ram grabbed it and hung from it. He had manoeuvred all of his body except an arm and a foot outside the cockpit, when the radio lead popped out of its socket. The Ram’s free hand scrabbled uselessly at the Perspex canopy.


It was a drop of only ten feet; but the Ram was a heavy man in full flying-kit plus parachute, and he landed on the back of his head. The impact snapped the third and fourth cervical vertebrae.


Before he fell, groundcrew were running towards him with ladders. Hector Ramsay could never wait. It was the death of him.


The adjutant was on the telephone when Fanny Barton came into his office.


“Well, see if you can give me a couple of minutes with him, would you?” he said. He covered the mouthpiece and whispered: “Air Ministry. Frightfully busy. Flap on.” Fanny sat on the edge of the desk. He was still in flying overalls and boots.


“Ah, good morning, sir,” Kellaway said. “It’s about the CO, Squadron Leader Ramsay … I’m afraid he’s dead, sir. A flying accident. He fell out of his Hurricane …” Kellaway swung his feet onto the desk and listened to the voice from Air Ministry. “Oh no, nothing wrong with his parachute, sir. You needn’t …” He listened some more, picking his teeth with a matchstick. “Well, to be strictly accurate, sir, he wasn’t technically airborne at the time …” Kellaway listened, and rolled his eyes at Barton. “Put that way, sir,” he said, “you’re right, it wasn’t a flying accident at all … Mmm …” Kellaway heaved a sigh. “Damned if I know  what I’d call it, sir. But call it what you will, it’s still a broken neck, isn’t it, and …”


Barton heard angry words being spoken. Eventually Kellaway replaced the telephone. “He wants to know where we think he’s going to find another CO on a Sunday morning. Do we think Air Ministry is some kind of domestic employment agency? Would we like half-a-dozen housemaids and a couple of butlers? Don’t we realise the balloon is about to go up?”


“Is it?” Barton asked.


Kellaway looked at his watch. “Come on,” he said. “The Prime Minister’s going to say something on the wireless in ten minutes. By the way, Fanny: you’re senior man, so you’re in charge of the squadron for the time being.”


They walked from the administrative block to the officers’ mess. It was a calm, quiet morning. Swallows and housemartins flashed and flickered between the buildings. The bells of Kingsmere church sounded clear but small. Their miniature clamour ended and a single bell began to toll.


“Poor old Ram,” Barton said.


“I cancelled the rugger match, by the way.”


“Yes, of course … It’s so peculiar that he turned off and taxied into that trench. I wonder why?”


The adjutant shrugged. “Peculiar things happen. I remember once a chap was sitting on his tractor mowing the aerodrome when a plane taxied past and the wingtip cut his head off. Sheared it off at the neck, clean as you like. Tractor went on, mowing away, and the pilot took off. Didn’t know what he’d done. Wouldn’t believe it when he landed, thought we were pulling his leg. We had to show him the head. Chap called Blackmore, Nigger Blackmore. He wasn’t a nigger, of course; that was just what we called him.” They walked in silence for a while. “No reason why a nigger couldn’t fly a plane, I suppose,” the adjutant remarked. “Stranger things have happened.”


“I’ve just realised,” Barton said. “I shall have to appoint someone acting flight commander.”


“Yes. And you’ll have to write to the Ram’s next-of-kin, too.”


Barton hadn’t thought of that, and he didn’t fancy the idea. “What on earth am I going to say?” he asked.


“Tell them he died while leading his squadron in circumstances of unusual hazard,” Kellaway said. “Tell them he exhibited a complete disregard for his own personal safety.” They went up the steps of the mess.


Nothing much happened at Kingsmere on the rest of the first day of the Second World War. The squadron – like every other unit of the Royal Air Force – was placed on alert. There were a couple of false alarms, but no attack came. The pilots hung about the mess and grew bored. There was a general feeling of relief that at last the decision to fight had been made, but there was no exultation. This was partly because the Ram’s death had left them in the lurch: just when they needed some leadership, their leader was no more. Yet nobody mourned him. Nobody really missed him. It was as if his shingles had recurred and he had gone back to hospital in Torquay, instead of into the station mortuary.


Fanny Barton put Sticky Stickwell in command of ‘A’ flight and made Pip Patterson Yellow Leader. It was the obvious thing to do: Stickwell had more flying time than the others. All the same, Barton worried about it. He worried about the lack of action, too. Every hour he telephoned Group operations room.


“Still no plots on the table, old boy,” Group said.


“Not much of a war, is it? My chaps are bored rigid.”


“Give the Hun a chance. It’s a long way from Germany, you know. Anyone at your end doing the Sunday Times crossword, by any chance?”


“They’re all outside, playing cricket.”


“Pity. Three down’s got me really stumped.”


Barton joined Flip Moran, who was leaning out of a window. “Bad news,” Barton told him. “Group ops are having trouble with the crossword.”


Moran grunted. Together they watched as Fitz Fitzgerald, clumsy in flying-boots, ran up and lobbed a tennisball at Moke Miller, who flailed and missed.


“I keep thinking I ought to be doing something,” Barton said.


“You are. You’re waiting.”


“I mean, as squadron commander.”


“You’re in charge of the waiting.” Moran’s Ulster accent was rich and slow, and touched with mockery. “That’s a heavy responsibility, Fanny. It’s not everyone could make a success of it.”


Fitz bowled again. This time Moke slashed at the ball and sliced it straight at Pip Patterson, who was standing drowsing in the warmth. He dropped the catch.


“I wonder what sort of a show we’ll put up,” Fanny said. “I mean, we’re not exactly crack flyers, are we?”


“If you want my opinion,” Moran said, “I expect the entire squadron to be shot down and killed within thirty seconds of encountering the enemy. Death will be instantaneous, so there will be no unnecessary suffering. Does that reassure you?”


“Not really.” Barton scratched his head on the windowframe. “If we’re all killed, who’ll write up the squadron log?”


“You’re right. I’d better stay behind.”


“You wouldn’t mind, Flip?”


“Not at all. How d’you spell ‘massacre,’ by the way?”


“Two q’s and a small f.”


“Ah. And there was me thinking it had a p in it. What a comfort it is to have an educated commanding officer.”


Towards the end of the afternoon an elderly, jovial wing commander arrived. He was making a tour of all Fighter Command bases, lecturing on the German bomber threat. Hitler, he told the pilots, was expected to launch an aerial knock-out blow against England. This meant against London, since the nearest German airfields were three or four hundred miles away and therefore out of range of the rest of England, but in any case London was so exposed and vulnerable that it was the obvious target. The Air Staff reckoned that Germany had at least sixteen hundred long-range bombers available and that this force (if they all got through) could drop about seven hundred tons of bombs on the capital every day for a fortnight. Now that was an awful lot of bombs, the wing commander pointed out, and just to give some idea of what it would mean in human terms, calculations had shown that in the first six months, this scale of bomber attack would kill six hundred thousand people and injure twice that number, not to mention the damage to buildings and things, which would be colossal, of course. “So you see why we’re all depending on you chaps,” he said, smiling warmly.


Afterwards, he asked if there were any questions.


Moggy Cattermole raised his hand. “Have you any advice, sir,” he said, “on the best way to tackle the Hun?” He spoke in a mock-heroic tone of voice, and Fanny Barton flashed him a warning look, but the wing commander was only too willing to answer.


“A leopard doesn’t change his spots,” he said. “Your typical German was a bully and a brute in the Great War, and he’s a bully and a brute now. Like all bullies, he’s a coward at heart.” Flip Moran shut his eyes. “So take the fight to him,” the wing commander urged. “Go in with all guns blazing, that’s what we used to do. You’ll find the average Hun hasn’t much taste for hot lead.”


“Thank you, sir,” said Moggy. “Hot lead,” he whispered loudly, “that’s the stuff to give ’em.”


The adjutant led their visitor away for a drink, but there was to be no alcohol for the squadron as long as daylight lasted. The Group controller kept them at readiness until dusk, and then released them with a warning to be available again at dawn. It had been a long day. For Cattermole, Stickwell, Patterson and Cox it had been two long days and a long night. “Feel like a beer at the Squirt?” Stickwell asked, yawning. The Squirt was their local pub, The Fountain. Cox shook his head. Patterson thought about it. Cattermole said: “Not if it means walking there and back. D’you know, I think I might get an early night for once.”


Nobody else wanted to go to the Squirt; for one thing, it had just started to rain. Cattermole went off to bed. The other three hung about for a while, too tired to make up their minds, and then wandered off to bed as well.


An hour later an airman banged on their doors and announced that the CO wanted them in his office immediately. They were still groggy with sleep when they got there. Barton was sitting at his desk. The adjutant stood behind him. “For God’s sake, Fanny,” Stickwell grumbled, slumping into a chair. “Can’t a chap ever get a decent night’s rest?”


“Stand up,” Barton ordered sharply.


“Oh, don’t be so bloody officious,” Stickwell muttered, and did not move.


“Flying Officer Stickwell,” Barton said, “I have given you an order.”


At once Pip Patterson took his hands out of his pockets. The atmosphere, he noticed, was cold and hard. The adjutant was watching very carefully, and Fanny Barton had a look on his face that said You tread on my toe and I’ll break both your legs. “Sticky, you idiot, get up,” Pip whispered.


“Bollocks,” Stickwell said, with all the force and intelligence of a three-year-old child. He was still stupid with sleep.


“Come on, Sticky,” Mother Cox said irritably. “Do as he says.”


“Why should I? I can hear just as well sitting down, in fact I can hear a damn sight better – Hey!” Stickwell shouted as Cattermole grabbed him and yanked him upright. The chair fell over.


“Two reasons,” Moggy said. “One: he’s the CO. Two: you’re on active service.”


“All right! let go my hair.”


“And three,” Pip said righteously, “if we stand, you stand.”


“Okay, for Christ’s sake!” Stickwell glared at Fanny Barton. “I’m up. We’re all up. What d’you want?”


Barton half-closed one eye and looked at him.


Stickwell straightened his rumpled tunic, rubbed his left elbow, and smoothed back his hair. Nobody spoke. He eased his collar and did up a stray button. At last he met Barton’s gaze. “What d’you want, sir?” he asked.


Barton opened the half-closed eye. “I want you to take those horses back where you found them,” he said. “And I want you to do it now.”


Rain pattered against the window.


“We’ll never find that field again, sir,” Cox said gloomily. “Not in the middle of the night.”


“Oh yes you will. You are commissioned officers in a squadron of Fighter Command in the Royal Air Force. You are not a bunch of hooligans living off the land and stealing whatever you fancy. You’ll find the horses loaded on a lorry at the main gate. That’s all.”


When they had left, the adjutant said: “Well done, old chap. Jolly well done.”


Fanny Barton was still staring at the door. “Somewhat heavy-handed,” he said.


“Not a bit.”


“It felt sort of … What did Sticky say? Officious.”


“Utter rubbish. You had no choice.”


Barton sucked in a deep breath, held it, and let it out in a snort of dissatisfaction. “Why do they have to behave like such bloody lunatics, uncle?”


“Oh well … They’re all a bit mad, you know. They wouldn’t do it unless there was a damn good chance of getting killed, would they? So they can’t be completely normal. They’re not what you’d call model citizens, any of them. More like vandals, I suppose. They’re just itching to be turned loose with an eight-gun Hurricane on some lumbering great bomber. I mean, that’s your average fighter pilot’s attitude, isn’t it? Show him something, anything really, and deep down inside, his first reaction is: What sort of a mess could I make of that with a couple of three-second bursts? Herd of cows, doubledecker bus, garden party – makes no difference what it is, that’s the thought in the back of his mind. Not surprising, really. I’ve often thought it’s a damn good job they’re in the RAF, otherwise they’d all be out there blowing up banks.”


“You really think most fighter pilots are a bit mad?” Fanny Barton asked.


“All the ones I’ve known.” Kellaway laughed as he remembered. “We had a chap once. He used to fly upside-down between the Lines at fifty feet, just to show them what he thought of them.”


“Show who?”


“Both sides. Everyone was firing at him, anyway. The French always fired at any plane they saw, as a matter of policy. He used to say it was easier to dodge the stuff when you were upside-down, because you could see it coming up at you.”


“What happened to him?”


“Good question. What did happen to him? I know they never shot him down, not when he was playing silly-buggers …” Kellaway screwed his face up in an effort of memory. “I think one day he just didn’t come back, that’s all.” He strolled over to the window and examined the soaking night. He flinched as a gust flung rain at the glass. “Not an uncommon state of affairs, of course.”


“What about you, uncle? Were you a bit mad, too?”


“Ah, well …” The adjutant smiled roguishly. “I suppose I must have been. I was bloody lucky, I can tell you that.”


“And me? I’m a fighter pilot. How mad am I?”


The question made Kellaway slightly nervous, and he took his time considering it, running a fingernail back and forth along his lower lip. “Let’s put it this way, Fanny,” he said. “My guess is, when it comes to the push, you’ll probably find that you’re a good deal madder than you think you are. Anyway, you’ll know soon enough, won’t you?”


Nothing exciting happened the next day. All morning, the Group controller kept them on fifteen-minute readiness. By lunchtime they were dulled with tedium; they had stopped wearing their flying overalls and boots, because it was too hot; the prospect of the afternoon stretched drearily and endlessly before them, probably even hotter and more tedious. There was a limit to the number of lectures the pilots could be expected to listen to, and Barton had already used up the most interesting ones – emergency landing and ditching procedures; enemy aircraft recognition; how to bale out; ranks and badges of the German Air Force – so he was glad to see a despatch-rider turn up with an urgent package from Air Ministry.


It contained two dozen duplicated documents, each numbered and stamped in red CLASSIFIED SECRET. They were titled Useful Polish Terms and Phrases for British Aircrew. With the package came a memorandum, signed by Air Commodore Bletchley, to the effect that each pilot must memorise these terms and phrases within twenty-four hours. It was essential, he said, that not only the contents but also the very existence of this material remain secret.


Fanny distributed them, got each man to sign for his copy, and gave the signed list (with his own countersignature as confirmation) to the despatch-rider, who roared off to London.


For a brief and rare moment, the only sound to be heard in the mess was the whisper of turning pages.


“Varmvatten,” said Flip Moran, “is Polish for ‘hot water.’”


“They should know,” Stickwell said. “They’re in it.”


“Vad ar det som har hant? means ‘What’s going on?’” Mother Cox said.


“And crash-bang-wallop means the Luftwaffe has just blown up the railway station,” Cattermole remarked. He lay slumped in an armchair, drowsy after too much lunch, his copy lying unopened on his stomach.


“What a cockeyed country,” Billy Starr said. “They eat something called kottbullar med lingon. Meatballs with cowberries.” He made a face. “Cowberries.”


“I like it,” said Moke Miller. “Or as we say in Warsaw: Jag tycker om det.”


“You’ve got until tomorrow to learn that lot,” Fanny said. “I suggest you test each other. Okay? Right. I’m going to phone Group.” He went out.


Moggy Cattermole took his copy by the corner and dropped it into the waste basket. “Bumf,” he said, and shut his eyes.


“Hey, steady on, Moggy,” Billy Starr said. “That stuff’s secret.”


“The Air Ministry knows no secrets,” Moggy murmured.


His action produced a few smiles, but only a few; Cattermole was not universally popular. He was bigger and heavier than anyone else, and when he was bored he had a habit of strolling about the mess, snatching newspapers and magazines which he then redistributed arbitrarily, giving the gardening page to someone who had been deep in the football results, and so on. Once, back in the early summer, a member of ‘B’ flight by the name of Gordon – nicknamed “Flash” because he was so reserved – had seen Moggy coming and had taken a firm grip of his Daily Express. A friendly struggle led to a friendly fight, and within a minute Flash Gordon’s nose was bent and his Express was spattered with blood. It was an accident; but as Flip Moran remarked, so was the Titanic. “What you must remember,” Flip said, “is that nine-tenths of Cattermole’s charm lies beneath the surface.” Many agreed.


“Please yourself, Moggy,” Billy Starr said. “Just don’t come to me for help when we get to Poland.”


“Wouldn’t dream of it, old boy.” Cattermole’s breathing had become slow and regular. “The rest of you, please try not to move your lips when you read,” he said. “It makes such a din.”


He was asleep when Fanny Barton came back with the news that Group had given permission for one section at a time to carry out flying training, as long as the aircraft were fully armed. “Green section goes first,” he said. “Then Blue, Yellow, Red.” Before he had finished speaking, Green Section’s pilots were reaching for their overalls and boots. The others slouched and watched. Fanny looked at this mixture of eagerness and envy and was overtaken by memories of the schoolroom, of inky drudgery, of the lucky few released to play games while the rest remained trapped. “Keep within five minutes of the aerodrome,” he said, and that too raised echoes: Stay in the school grounds... Moggy Cattermole’s eyes half-opened as Green section hurried out. “Deserters,” he said. “Ships leaving the sinking rat. Gun ’em all down.”


Now that everyone had something to look forward to, the afternoon passed more quickly. And there was soon something else to talk about: an intelligence officer had been posted to the squadron.


He was a middleaged flying officer with a domed forehead, hornrim glasses and a face that seemed designed to show off his false teeth – beaky nose, narrow jaws, wide cheekbones. His name was Skelton, and they were impressed to learn that he was a Cambridge don, called up because he was in the RAF Reserve.


“I’ve never met a don before,” Moke Miller said. “What sort of donning do you do?” Skelton frowned. “What Moke means is,” Fitz Fitzgerald explained, “what d’you teach?” Skelton pushed his glasses onto his forehead and compressed his features until his eyes were squeezed shut. “I mean, perhaps dons don’t teach anything,” Fitz suggested.


“In a sense.” Skelton’s face relaxed to normalcy. “And in the greater sense, perhaps nobody teaches anything. Teaching is a fraudulent word that should be abolished. There is no teaching, there is only learning. One encourages learning. At least, that is the theory.” He let out a snort of mirth and replaced his glasses. “History,” he told Moke. “Modern history.”


“Really?” Pip Patterson was interested. “I’ve always wanted to know about history. You can tell us all about it.”


“I wish I could. I don’t know all about it.”


“Oh, come on. You must know something.”


“I know something about the later sixteenth century. Not much.”


“Sixteenth …” Pip worked it out. “That was the Tudors, right? Queen Elizabeth, Spanish Armada, Sir Francis Drake, etcetera?”


Skelton was shaking his head. “I’m afraid my knowledge of them is very sketchy indeed.”


Fanny Barton asked: “What do you know about?”


Skelton removed his glasses altogether. Without them, his eyes looked worried. “I know something about the development of radical political thought in Elizabethan England,” he said. “But I can speak with confidence only about the influence of the Puritan sects in the northern counties.”


“Well, that’s something,” Fanny said.


“And with absolute confidence, only about those sects in the latter years of Elizabeth.”


“I see.”


“It’s a very rich field, you know, very rich indeed. The source material is extremely dense. One hardly knows where to begin.”


“I usually start with A to K,” Cattermole said, “and then look in L to Z later on.”


“Moggy, behave yourself,” Fanny said.


“Might you be interested in the work of the later Elizabethan north-country Puritan sects?” Skelton asked Pip.


Pip weighed politeness against honesty. Honesty won. “No,” he said.


“I think you’re wise. The more I study them, the less I like them. Thoroughly unattractive people, in the main. It will be refreshing to get away from them.”


At some point in the evening, Skelton was nicknamed “Skull”. He was rapidly accepted into the squadron, especially when they found he was good at card tricks. As intelligence officer he could tell them nothing new about the war, but then there seemed to be little or nothing worth knowing. The blackout was working. People were busy sticking lengths of tape across their windows to save themselves from being sliced by flying glass. Evacuation continued: the trains were full of mothers and children. Large barrage balloons floated in silvery fleets above the cities. The newspapers were busy with Poland’s heroic resistance, with cavalry fighting tanks while Stukas screamed out of the skies and Warsaw burned; but Poland was more than “abroad”, it was foreign, distant, remote, not really European at all, more like a part of Russia. A year ago, Hitler had been groping for Czechoslovakia and the Prime Minister had talked of this as “a quarrel in a far-away country between people of whom we know nothing.” Czechoslovakia had gone down. Now it was Poland. As far as the pilots were concerned, it was a distinction without a difference.


Not surprisingly – with Fanny Barton absent, attending to paperwork – the pilots soon lost interest in the Air Ministry’s secret Anglo-Polish glossary. Flip Moran went around and quietly gathered up the copies and gave them to the barman to keep. The second day of the war ended as boringly as the first, except for one thing. The BBC announced that a passenger ship, the SS Athenia, outward bound from Britain, had been torpedoed and sunk in the Atlantic with heavy loss of life, including many children.


That was nasty. That was a damn sight closer to home than Warsaw. The Navy had better get its finger out and do something about those bloody U-boats. Everyone was agreed on that. Group released the squadron at dusk, just in time to get over to the Squirt for a beer.


While he was shaving, Fanny Barton realised that this was now his third day as squadron commander. He wondered why Air Ministry was taking so long to replace the Ram. The thought drifted into his head that maybe they were waiting and watching to see what sort of a job he made of it. If he made a good job, maybe they would let him keep the squadron permanently.


The idea excited and worried him. That face in the mirror looked intelligent and disciplined, but was it old enough? Strong enough? Hard enough? He bared his teeth at himself to see how brave and dashing he looked. Not very. It would certainly be gratifying to be a fullblown squadron leader; thrilling, in fact; on the other hand leading a whole squadron, taking command of a dozen Hurricanes, telling them where to go and what to do, and if he got it wrong then men got blown up, shot down, killed – that was a hell of a responsibility.


Hell of a responsibility.


After breakfast he called a meeting of Flip Moran, Kellaway and Skull.


“I’ve talked to Group again,” he said. “I told them we can’t go on sitting around here waiting to be scrambled from dawn to dusk, it’s bad for the chaps, they’re getting thoroughly browned-off. Well – surprise, surprise, Group agrees. I think they’ve been given the same treatment by other squadrons. Anyway, this is the new deal: one flight released, the other flight on twenty-minute readiness, starting now.”


“What is twenty-minute readiness, exactly?” Skull asked. Flip looked sideways at him. “My dear fellow,” Skull said sharply, “if I am to be an effective intelligence officer I need to understand these terms.”


“Didn’t anybody ever tell you?” Flip said.


“Once, a very long time ago. No doubt the system has been changed since then.”


“We’re either ‘released’ or ‘available,’” Fanny said. “If we’re ‘released’ we can leave the airfield. ‘Available’ means we stay here. ‘Brought to readiness’ means we’ve got to be ready to take off in whatever time the controller says – thirty minutes, twenty, fifteen, it depends how serious he reckons things are. If he knows he’s going to want us off in a hurry he puts us on five-minute standby. If it’s a hell of a hurry, two-minute standby.”


“I see,” said Skull. “Thank you.”


“And in an extreme emergency,” said Flip, “the ground crews have been trained to catapult the aeroplanes into the sky, using powerful lengths of knicker-elastic.”


“How resourceful of them,” Skull said. “No doubt it creates a most impressive twang.”


“If you two want to practise your backchat, find a better time for it,” Fanny said. His curtness surprised them. He surprised himself a little, and he rapped on his desk to confirm his authority. “I’m not satisfied with the squadron spirit,” he said. “There’s something lacking, I’m not sure what, but …” He chewed his lip and looked at them. That was pretty bloody feeble, Barton, he thought.


Nobody answered. Skull couldn’t be expected to comment, and Flip had gone into his shell. The adjutant was lighting his pipe. “Well?” Fanny said.


Kellaway put his head back. He blew a great plume of smoke at the hanging light and made it rock. “The boys are a bit stale, aren’t they? Cooped-up too much, no action. Why not give them a spot of recreation? Fitz has that dinghy of his down at the harbour, and …” He stopped to take a shred of tobacco off his tongue.


“I don’t think they’re stale. On the contrary, they’re half-baked.” Fanny looked at Flip and thought he saw a tinge of hostility in Flip’s expression. Again he surprised himself by welcoming this discovery: the act of command provoked tension, and tension could be enjoyable. Well, well. “Right, this is what we’ll do. ‘A’ flight stays at readiness this morning, ‘B’ flight takes over this afternoon. That gives ‘B’ flight all morning to get upstairs and learn a thing or two. Work your flight hard, Flip. I’m sure they’ll feel all the better for it.”


Flip stood. He seemed to have something in his left eye. He rubbed it unhurriedly. “What do you want us to practise?” he asked at last.


“What do you need to practise?” Fanny gave him five seconds to answer, and said, “It’s up to you, chum. Find their weaknesses and get rid of them. Okay?”


On his way out, Flip paused. “You haven’t forgotten the Polish phrasebook,” he said. All expression was carefully ironed out of his voice.


“No.”


“Is there to be an examination?”


“Certainly. I test my lot this morning, you test yours this afternoon.”


“Ah.” Flip nodded several times, and gently closed the door behind him.


Fanny chewed on a pencil, examined the battered end, looked at the adjutant. “Not exactly jumping for joy, is he?” he said.


Kellaway sat comfortably, legs crossed, arms folded, pipe drawing nicely. “Nose out of joint,” he said.


“That’s damn silly. He knew I was senior flight commander. What did he expect?”


Kellaway nodded. “Funny chap, young Flip. Too much self-control, maybe. He never allows himself to let rip, does he? Lots of ambition steaming away under the surface, I sometimes think.”


Fanny sniffed. “If he has any ambition to remain a flight commander he’d better buck his ideas up, that’s all.”


“Should I know what all this is about?” Skull enquired.


“Oh … nothing serious.” Fanny got up and strolled about the room, scuffing the linoleum. “Some of the fellows don’t seem to approve of me as boss of this outfit. Sticky wouldn’t say a word to me all day yesterday. Moggy won’t miss a chance to make trouble, either.”


“Nothing new there,” Kellaway observed.


“And Mother Cox keeps looking at me as if I might bite his head off.”


“Mother’s chop-happy,” Kellaway said. Skull raised one eyebrow. “Scared of the sack,” Kellaway explained.


“Perhaps if you were to reassure everybody on that score,” Skull suggested.


“No fear,” Fanny said. He jumped, grabbed a roof-beam, and hung easily, arms half-bent. “If someone’s no good, I’m going to throw him out.” He began doing slow pull-ups. “I’m not here to make the blighters happy,” he added.


“I used to be able to do that, once,” Kellaway said wistfully.


“Some hundred thousand years ago we could all do it quite expertly,” said Skull.


Fanny dropped to the floor and dusted his hands. “Uncle, can you look after this Polish test? Don’t ask them everything, just the basic stuff.”


“Sorry, old boy. I’ve got to attend the inquiry.” Fanny looked blank. The adjutant said: “You know, about what happened to the Ram. Air Ministry inquiry. Starts at ten in the lecture room.”


“Oh.” Fanny had completely forgotten. “Of course. Well, you’d better do it then, Skull.”


“Actually, Skull ought to be there too,” Kellaway said. “I’m attending as a witness, you see, so we need someone to represent the squadron, and obviously you can’t go in case of a scramble.”


“Blast. No, I suppose you’re right. Hell. I’ll just have to test them myself, then. What a bind.”


“Oblige me with a little information about the Ram,” Skull said.


“Fanny’s predecessor,” the adjutant said. “Fell out of his Hurricane and broke his neck.”


“Goodness.” This bald statement quite startled Skull. “How tragic.”


“These things happen.”


“I know, but … It must have been a terrible blow.”


“Not really.” Kellaway tapped out his pipe. “More of a snap than a blow. I doubt if he felt a thing.”


“They’re not going to like swotting up all that Polish stuff, are they?” Fanny said gloomily. “What am I going to do if they get everything wrong?” There was no answer to that. “Oh well,” he said. “Better get on with it.”


His first problem was finding the Polish stuff so that they could swot it up. Nobody knew where the Air Ministry papers were. Mother Cox thought that Flip Moran had collected them and put them somewhere. The rest of ‘A’ flight stood or sat around and tried to look concerned. Fanny heard ‘B’ flight taking off, and briefly contemplated going over to the control tower, calling up Moran on the R/T, and getting the information from him. He remembered what Moran had looked and sounded like when last seen: unhelpful. Moran would fiddle with his radio to create a lot of howls and crackles and would then report, Sorry, your transmission garbled. Fanny turned away and organised a search.


‘A’ flight hunted enthusiastically in all the most unlikely places: under the carpets, inside the lavatory cisterns, down the backs of the sofas (Pip Patterson found sixpence and half a bar of chocolate), behind the pictures on the walls. Sticky Stickwell accidentally burst a cushion, and got severely blamed by the others: too severely, Fanny decided, after they had worked it up into a kind of contest in condemnation, and he made them shut up. Mother Cox found a mouse in a broom cupboard, and at once they were all in full chase. The mouse escaped, but not before Moggy had broken a lampstand; which prompted another barrage of blame, until again Fanny had to step in and use his authority.


It was galling. He knew they were playing the fool, he knew he was being mocked. He could feel his temper slipping, and yet he didn’t know what else to do. For one thing, it was worrying to have lost all those secret papers, for which the Air Ministry had his signature. He stood in the middle of the mess, clenching his fingers around his thumbs, and saw something sticking out behind a row of bottles on the top shelf above the bar.


‘A’ flight showed loud astonishment and pleasure at the discovery of the papers. “Never mind all that,” Fanny snapped. “Who searched the bar?”


“Moggy did,” said Sticky.


“Oooh, what a whopper!” Moggy said. “It was you. You know it was you.”


“Never. It must have been Dicky, then.”


“Me? I’m too small, I can’t see up there, I –”


“Who was it got the step-ladder?” Pip asked. “Someone did. Wasn’t it you, Mother?”


“That’s right, put the blame on me,” Mother said huffily. “Every time something goes wrong it’s always –”


Fanny hammered a glass ashtray on the bar. “Forget it!” he shouted. “We’ve found the bloody things. Now let’s get to work. Written test at twelve o’clock.”


The rest of the morning was silent except for yawns, sighs, the shuffling of feet and the rustling of paper. At noon, Fanny distributed sheets of foolscap and read out his questions, one by one. Half of them called for the translation of Polish phrases into English; the other half, of English into Polish. There were forty questions in all. He was relieved to see that everyone took the test seriously; indeed they looked quite weary by the time it was finished.


As he was collecting their answers, Kellaway and Skull came in with the members of the panel of inquiry. Fanny stuffed the papers inside his tunic and went over to play host.


During lunch the talk was not of the Ram’s accident but of Bomber Command’s attacks on German warships in their North Sea bases. This, it seemed, was the only form of air offensive approved by the Cabinet, and the bomber crews had been ordered to take the greatest care to avoid injuring German civilians. Twenty-nine Blenheims and Wellingtons had reached their targets; seven had been shot down. Another formation of bombers had dropped leaflets over Hamburg and Bremen by night.


“Leaflets?” Fanny said. “What are we trying to do: bore them to death?”


“Don’t you be so sure,” said one of the visitors. “When I was on the North-West Frontier we often dropped leaflets. And in Mesopotamia. It was a jolly good way to tell Johnny Arab to behave himself, or else! It worked, too, as often as not. They knew we meant what we said, and they changed their ways.”


“Suppose they didn’t,” Skull said. “What then?”


“Oh, we went back and blew them to bits, of course. But they couldn’t say they hadn’t been warned, d’you see? That was the point. It’s very important to follow correct form with these people.”


“Did our bombers sink any German ships?” Kellaway enquired.


“I expect we knocked a few of them about a bit,” said the visitor. “The really interesting thing is what happens now. I can’t see Jerry letting us have a go at him without him coming over here and having a go at us, can you? Frankly I hope he does, and the sooner the better. Then the Government will have to think again. The gloves’ll be off, and we can really hit Jerry where it hurts.”


“So you expect a counter-attack pretty soon?” Fanny said.


“Don’t you?” The visitor steered his last potato into the middle of his plate and forked it with a deadly stab. “I think you should.”


The warning increased Fanny’s nervousness about leaving Flip Moran in charge while he took ‘A’ flight up. He went to his office and telephoned Group operations room. They had no news. Nothing had changed. The only plots on the table were friendly.


“The weather’s begun to close in a bit,” Fanny said. “We’ve got three-tenths cloud at about five thousand feet here.”


“That will probably thicken. The met men expect six- or seven-tenths by the end of the afternoon. Still fairly high, though. Nothing to worry about.”


Fanny thought: The sooner I’m up, the sooner I’m down. “We’ll go now,” he said.


“Good for you. I shall watch your perambulations with interest.”


Fanny called the officers’ mess, asked for Pip Patterson, and told him to get ‘A’ flight off their backsides and moving because takeoff was in twenty minutes. He also told him to ask Flight Lieutenant Moran to report to the CO’s office at once. Then he telephoned the flight sergeant in charge of the ground crews and gave orders for ‘A’ flight’s aircraft to be warmed up. He sat back and listened to the silence and realised he had done it all wrong: he should have left the ground crews to Pip, and he should have told Flip to meet him in the locker room, or better yet at his plane. Now he was stuck here, waiting. Blast. Why didn’t he think first?


Five minutes passed. Fanny was twitching with angry impatience; he could feel his heart thumping as if it were trying to get out. He allowed one more minute, watching the second hand stroll around the face of his watch, and then he set off. He met Flip Moran coming along the corridor: not slowly, but not rapidly, either. “For Christ’s sake, Flip,” Fanny said. “Where the hell have you been?”


“I’ve been in the lavatory, moving my bowels,” Flip said. “That’s something we mere humans have to do occasionally.” His voice was dead level.


“Well, you chose a bright bloody time to do it.”


“Is that so?” Flip allowed his eyebrows the smallest flicker. “Had I known you were interested in my bowel movements I would have recorded the size, weight and specific –”


“Don’t be so bloody silly. Anyway, I haven’t got time to argue about it now.”


“I’m not arguing,” Flip said.


Fanny looked at his watch. Thirteen minutes to take-off, and the locker room was miles away. He forced himself to be calm. “Listen,” he said. “Two things. First: if there’s any kind of flap while we’re up, any kind, I want to know about it straight away, which means you get on the R/T and tell me. Understood?”


“Even a thick Irishman can understand what that means.”


Fanny felt the sting of sarcasm. “Good. Secondly, I want to know what you were up to with those Polish-language papers. Why the hell did you hide them behind the bar?”


“Hide? I hid nothing. The stuff was left lying all over the mess, so I gathered it up for safe keeping.”


“Too damn safe. We couldn’t find it.”


“I don’t know why that should be. Everyone saw me give it to the barman.”


Fanny opened his mouth to say Then why … But he knew the answer, and looking at Moran he knew that he knew it too. Which meant that everyone knew. ‘A’ flight had made an ass of him. He was their squadron commander and they were treating him like some doddering old school-teacher. Jesus Christ Almighty, there was a war on! Did they want to start another?


He turned and walked out of the building, fast. An airman was cycling by. He ordered him off the bicycle, took it and pedalled hard, past the admin block, past the mess, past the stores and the sickbay and the camp cinema, to the huts where the pilots had their locker room. Hurricanes were roaring in the dispersal bays; some were beginning to taxi out. He dropped the bicycle and ran inside. The room was empty. He unbuttoned his tunic with one hand while he rummaged in his locker for a long white sweater. His tunic opened and a bundle of papers splashed to the floor: the Polish test answers. Fanny swore, scrambled them together and was stuffing them into the locker when he noticed something odd about the top sheet. He pulled it out. Every question had been answered with the same short phrase: BALLS TO YOU. Nothing else. BALLS TO YOU, forty times over. He looked for the name at the top. Mickey Mouse.


Fanny pulled out the next sheet. Another Mickey Mouse had written UP YOUR KILT! forty times. He checked the next. Mickey Mouse again: ARSENAL 3, BLACKPOOL I, was the answer to everything. Another sheet, same name. I must not pick my nose in class, it said, over and over. Only Mother Cox had signed his name and made an attempt to do the test, and most of his answers were blank.
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