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PART ONE
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Soon after Montcharles the rain started. It fell in fat, heavy drops that danced on the hot road. Gerry flicked on the wipers, slow, then fast, but the rain overwhelmed them. It was no good. He pulled over into a lay-by under a stand of beech trees.


‘Best to stop a bit. It won’t last long.’


The woman next to him said nothing. The rain drummed on the roof with tropical fury, coursing down the windscreen and turning it into a distorting lens so that nothing was visible through the glass except a green, aquarium blur. The din emphasised the silence inside the car. Gerry felt a clammy intimacy descend. He took the yellow Michelin map from the pocket in the door. Number 68. Niort-Châteauroux. He traced a line along the thin black track of back road through the hamlets and villages – Saint-Hilaire, Chapelle Marie, Bresse – to their destination. Thirty more kilometres until they reached Vercourt. Soon the map’s abstractions would turn into bricks and mortar. He sighed and reached down for the lever beside him and pushed it down so that the seat slumped back. He always forgot how much he hated returning, always told himself never again, always went. He took a packet of small cigars from his blazer and gestured for permission towards the woman, who smiled back in a little ritual of assent.


He puffed for a few minutes in silence. Then, as quickly as it had started, the rain let off. A shaft of watery light split the cloud and the damp green and khaki of the trees and fields began to take shape through the glass.


The woman squeezed his hand. ‘It’s never as bad as you think it’s going to be.’ Gerry nodded. He started the engine and they pulled out on to the glistening road.





It was noon when they reached Vercourt. There was bunting stretched across the square, tricolours interspersed with Union Jacks. A sky-blue banner with the cross of Lorraine and the dates 1944-1984 picked out in gold hung from the wrought-iron balcony of the mairie.


Every time he returned, the place had changed a little more. Forty-five years ago the square had been paved with cobbles, ground smooth and shiny by centuries of cartwheels so that the stones gleamed in the light of a strong full moon. At some time in the 1960s the municipality had covered them with tarmac and painted lines to mark parking spaces. Already, beneath the tar skin, the old, hexagonal stones were pushing through.


Forty-five years ago the only businesses on the square were the baker’s, the butcher’s, the café and the hotel. The rest of the square was made up of narrow houses, with heavy stone lintels framing the windows and flat, grey concrete facades, relieved in summer by splashes of red from the geraniums in the window boxes. Once, he had stepped inside one of the houses, and could remember the dense, dark quiet and the mingled smell of polish, cooking and Eau de Javel cleaning fluid.


Half the homes had been turned into shops and businesses now. There was a mini-market, a hardware store, a building society, a newsagent’s and a hunter’s armoury with shotguns, rifles and broad-bladed knives with bone handles displayed in the window below a mounted boar’s head.


The café was still there. It had changed hands several times but sentiment or superstition had preserved the name which glowed now in a flowing neon script but in the old days was painted in signwriter’s three-D on a warped board. L’Espérance. Hope, thought Gerry, as he saw it again, and he brightened slightly.


The Auberge de la Vienne had also survived and prospered. It now had the kind of lacquered antiquity that made it worth a detour as an overnight stop for holiday-makers heading south. Gerry parked behind a Volvo estate car with a Belgian number plate, just by the short path that led to the creeper-covered porch. They got out, stretched and looked around. It was hot and still and quiet. Gerry heard a cough, soft and habitual. Someone was watching them from the shadows of the porch. A large man in his late sixties with a lined and pouchy face stepped out of the shade and walked slowly towards them with his arms held out in greeting.


‘You’re early,’ he said. ‘Come in. The boy will bring your bags.’ He raised the woman’s hand to his lips, then gently pushed her away to arms’ length for an appraising look.


‘Moira,’ he said.


‘Hallo Alain, darling.’ She brushed a kiss onto his cheek.


Then he dipped down to fold Gerry in a brief embrace and Gerry smelled cigarette smoke and cologne.


Alain led them through the stone door, hung with AA and Logis de France badges, and into the flagged hall. There were tapestries on the wall and swords and pikestaffs, wooden coats of arms and singed-looking parchment maps of the region. ‘I’ve put you in room seven again,’ Alain said, holding out a heavy iron key.


Moira took it. ‘I’m going to leave you boys alone for a while,’ she said, and stepped onto the broad staircase behind the young man and woman who were carrying the bags upwards.


Gerry watched her mount the stairs. The weary grace he had noticed when he first met her and which she had carried through life was heavier now.


Alain moved behind a carved wooden bar that sat in a corner of the hall. He pulled at the handle of a stainless-steel door that opened with a satisfying thock, exhaling a gust of coldness, and brought out a bottle of champagne.


The wine boiled into the glasses.


‘Not bad, eh?’


For a moment Gerry thought he was talking of the champagne, but Alain was gesturing around the antique-lined walls of his domain. ‘It’s getting better all the time. It will go on getting better too. Here’s to the future.’


Gerry said nothing and drank. The champagne was dry, almost peppery. The big man looked at him and laughed. ‘Don’t look so worried. What’s the matter with you? The war’s over. You’re here to enjoy yourself. Everything has been taken care of.’





They had been given the best room. Moira lay face down on the bed, her head buried in the heavy counterpane. The silk print skirt settled over her limbs, emphasising the length of her legs and the narrowness of her hips. Her scent, the scent that he’d badgered the RAF boys to bring back from special operations in France in the early days, hung faintly in the air. He felt a rare stirring of desire and sat down heavily on the bed, running a hand tentatively over her bottom.


‘Pissed already, darling?’


She did not say it unkindly. Gerry rose from the bed. ‘Early days yet,’ he murmured.


Up from the square floated a noise of revving and grinding gears. He moved to the window. A small coach was swinging round in front of the hotel. The driver seemed to be having trouble manoeuvring. There was a fierce sigh of air brakes and the engine stopped.


The door of the coach snapped open and one by one a line of elderly men and women lowered themselves, hesitantly, onto the road, clustering at the side of the vehicle to wait for their bags. They all seemed to be talking, and their voices reached up to the window like the chatter of starlings. The women were in floral dresses and pastel cotton blazers, with round straw hats crowning identically permed, grey heads. The men wore blazers with badges sown lumpily on the breast pockets, white shirts and block striped ties. Grey slacks flapped above broad-fitting brown shoes, bought from newspaper advertisements that vaunted their comfort and cheapness.


Gerry looked down. He felt the same queasy fluttering in his chest as he had done at the start of a big show. He glanced in the mirror and smoothed his hand through the ridges of wavy hair. It was more grey than black now, but it was still mostly there. He took his blazer from the hanger and buttoned it over his white cotton shirt. He raised first his left foot, then his right, and polished the toe-cap of each already gleaming shoe on the back of his charcoal-grey flannels. For a moment he held himself stiffly in front of the long mirror, arms pressed to his side. Then he swivelled away from the image and walked firmly out of the room and down the corridor.





They were crowded into the hall when he got downstairs, the men already at the bar, the women standing in a huddle discussing some drama of the journey. Alain moved among them with a magnum of champagne. When they were all filled, he tapped a fingernail against his glass and the talk faded.


‘Let me explain the programme before we all get too comfortable,’ he said. ‘There’s a long day ahead of us. We will have a light lunch here.’ He looked meaningfully at the men. ‘That means going easy on the wine.’ There was a chorus of good-natured boos.


‘At three o’clock there will be a ceremony in the main square where your party will be officially welcomed by the commune of Vercourt. Next there will be a speech in response by Major Gerald Cunningham.’ He waved at Gerry who was standing unnoticed at the foot of the stair. ‘From there we shall make our way by foot to the war memorial. Transport can be laid on for those who don’t feel up to it. Then back to the mairie for the vin d’honneur and dinner.’


Alain hurried away towards the kitchen and chatter flooded the room. The men moved towards Gerry. ‘Hallo boss. You beat us to it then?’ The speaker was slight, red faced with an extravagant helmet of very white hair.


‘Hallo Roy.’ Gerry nodded around the group. ‘Spider, Mark, Frank. Yes, Moira and I decided to make a holiday of it. Stopped over in Paris and after this we’re heading down south. How was the charabanc?’


‘It was a bloody nightmare,’ said a wiry man with a long, horse face. ‘You think the coach operator would run to a karsy given the number of prostate cases on board.’


Gerry smiled. ‘Same old Spider, always bloody moaning.’


They all laughed, and Gerry laughed with them. He put his arm around Spider’s shoulder and guided him towards the dining room.


After lunch they filed out into the square. The wives stood behind a red velvet rope in front of a stage, rigged up from scaffolding poles and planks and swathed in red, white and blue crepe. The men took up their places in the middle of the square. They had pinned up their medals and pulled on their faded old service berets. The weight of the medals pulled at the blazers, spoiling the martial effect. An order sounded from the platform and they shuffled to attention.


From the corner of the square came a discordant blaring that after a few bars took on the ragged but recognisable form of the ‘Marseillaise’ and the band of the local fire brigade marched in. On the tribune stood the mayor, flanked by Alain and a thin woman who appeared to be the mayor’s wife. The mayor cleared his throat and, through a whistle of feedback, began reading from a sheet a speech full of French abstractions, Honneur, gloire, fidelité . . . Gerry felt his attention drifting away. The mayor went on and on. The sun glanced off the windows of the square. Far away a dog was barking. Then the droning words stopped and it was his turn.


He half walked, half marched across the tarmac and mounted the steps, which were tacked with faded red baize. At the top he stumbled slightly. Alain threw him a look of mild alarm. No one else seemed to have noticed. He steadied himself and strode to the microphone, feeling the eyes of everyone on him.


It was the speech he had made at every one of the ten-yearly gatherings, as vague and formulaic as the Frenchman’s. ‘Monsieur le Maire. Ladies and Gentlemen. Comrades. We gather here once again today, a little older and a little sadder, to mark the memory of tragic events.’ A little breeze picked up, rustling the leaves and the bunting.


‘Forty-five years ago this village, along with the rest of France, was locked in a struggle, a struggle to the death, with the forces of darkness and evil. On one side was the might of Nazi Germany. On the other a gallant band of Frenchmen and Frenchwomen, helped in a small way by the force of which I am so proud to have been a member.


‘We were different people with different backgrounds and different ways of doing things.’ He lifted his head and looked around. ‘At times it wasn’t easy. There were moments of despair; long moments when it seemed that the night would go on forever. But we shared a common hope, a belief in justice and humanity. In the end that counted for more than their tanks and their machine guns.’


Gerry lowered his voice. ‘We should thank our good fortune or our God for every day that has passed since then. We should never forget that we are the lucky ones. As we celebrate we should never forget those we left behind. The dead, who are not here today, but who will always be with us . . . Let us remember them for a few moments in silence.’


The only sound was the rustle of the bunting in the breeze. Gerry stole a look around the square. His men looked like soldiers again. They stood rigidly to attention, their faces set hard, sealing in their feelings. The band sat immobile on small wooden seats, staring ahead. Behind the velvet rope, some of the women held handkerchiefs to their eyes. Gerry noticed that a few strangers, neither veterans nor locals, were standing behind them. They seemed embarrassed, standing awkwardly as they waited for the emotion in the air to be discharged.


Then the bandsmen were on their feet again, loading themselves up with their instruments. They struck up a march and stumped out of the square with the mayor and the VIPs and the veterans and their wives falling in behind. The parade shuffled up a long street of flat grey, houses that petered out into beet and maize fields. The road began to rise, leading them towards a wood. Gerry was sweating a little and there was a tightness in his chest. Moira was finding it hard to keep up. The procession turned a bend in the road and there it was. You could drive past it without noticing it, a low, rough monument almost hidden in the pines and oaks at the edge of the forest. The marchers lined up in front of it. The white stone was flecked with moss. It showed a young man, naked, clinging with one hand to a cross of Lorraine with almost erotic fervour while the other pointed to the inscription, Pour Ceux Qui Sont Tombés Pour La Liberté. At the side of the monument was carved a list of names. Until now the events had passed in a somnambulant fuzziness. That morning he had tried to put something inside him to protect him, a cold pillar of indifference that would support him through the day, but as he read the names the furnace doors of the past swung open and he felt his numbness dissolving and tears pricking his eyes.


A young priest began talking but Gerry heard nothing. He was matching the names to the faces, remembering the frightened eyes above the mud-stained tunics, the panic and the shouting and the patter of bullets in the leaves. The words of the priest broke in. He seemed to be taking a long time. He was young and he spoke in a low, solemn voice, portentous and quietly dramatic, and Gerry felt a stab of anger. What was this pious bullshit? What did he know?


By the time it was over he was crying. In all the years he had been coming here this had never happened. The grief came up in little jolts that he could not hide or disguise. Faces were turning towards him. He felt ashamed. Moira put her arm around his waist and turned him away from the group and back down the road towards the village.


When they reached Vercourt, they saw Alain standing on the steps of the mairie at the corner of the square. He saw them and motioned them over with glass-raising gestures. Gerry hesitated. ‘Go on, darling,’ Moira said. ‘I’ll be there shortly.’


Alain led him into a panelled hall where trestle tables covered with white tablecloths were set out for dinner. On each stood big, unlabelled bottles of red wine. Alain poured two glasses and handed one to Gerry, who drank half of it at once.


‘I had to leave before the end,’ he said. ‘How was it?’


‘I don’t know how many times I can go through with this, old son,’ Gerry said.


Alain poured again. ‘You’ll go on doing it until you drop down dead. You know that. Everyone expects it of you. You can’t let them down.’


In twos and threes the veterans and their wives drifted into the hall. They stood among the tables, holding tightly onto their glasses and talking softly, waiting for the last formalities to end. Some local people arrived, but they spoke little English and the veterans no French and, after smiles and handshakes, they stood in huddles on their own.


At last the mayor stepped up onto a small dais that looked like a pulpit in the corner of the hall. He made a short speech, then called for his glass to be filled, holding it rigidly in front of him as if examining it for impurities. ‘To Freedom and Comradeship,’ he said loudly.


‘Freedom and Comradeship,’ they answered back, with the fervour of children being dismissed from class. The hard benches scraped back and they sat down in a rumble of conversation. Six young women appeared with tureens of onion soup and ladled them into thick, white bowls. The guests spooned away hungrily.


Then the bowls were cleared away and the waitresses appeared again with steel, oval dishes of salmon and sorrel sauce. They ate without pause for an hour. The salmon gave way to plates of beef and pungent wood mushrooms. Then came the cheeses – chalky chevre; orange rounds of Reblochon; crusted slabs of Pont l’Eveque – served on beds of straw and vine leaves.


They were men and women of appetite who, every day of their lives, expected to sit down to three square meals, but at the end they were defeated and the apple tarts were barely tasted when they were taken away.


By now the magnums of red wine had been emptied and replaced and emptied again and tall bottles of pale, gold spirit appeared on the tables.


Clouds of cigarette smoke climbed into the rafters. The veterans began changing places, settling down into little groups to trade anecdotes polished by forty-five years of repetition. Gerry was tipsy now, from the wine and from the knowledge that the day was almost over. He was sitting at the head of one of the long tables with the mayor on one side of him and Moira on the other, insulating him from the company of his comrades. Moira tipped some of the yellow spirit into his glass. ‘Go on,’ she smiled. ‘They’re waiting for you.’ Gerry rose and moved down to the middle of the table where Roy and Spider and Mark were sitting, laughing as another old story came to its familiar conclusion.


Spider looked up. ‘Hold up, you lot, the boss has arrived.’


Gerry stood over them, swaying slightly. ‘Someone shift your bum so an old man can sit down,’ he said.


Spider patted the space beside him. ‘Come on, sir. You climb in here.’


At last Gerry felt at ease. The electric chandeliers had been turned off and candles placed on the tables. In the buttery glow, creased skin became smooth and broken veins disappeared and dentures lost their counterfeit gleam, and for a while the light gilded the guests, turning them into characters in some classical tableau, warriors and their women, celebrating victory.


He could not linger too long. It was his duty to talk to everyone before the night was out. He got up, waving down the protests, and moved along the table, shaking hands, swapping stories, recalling those who had died since the last encounter, feeling from each man and woman a charge of affection and respect. Then there was only one table left to visit, hidden in the shadow at the alcove at the end of the hall. Gerry finished the story he was telling to a gratifying burst of laughter and excused himself. As he approached the last table, he realised he need not have bothered. They were not veterans at all, but a group of local Frenchmen and –women and some guests from the hotel. By now Gerry was drunk. He felt invincibly happy, as if the wine and the admiration and the goodwill had been pumped straight into an artery. His eye was caught by a striking middle-aged woman with dense, black hair chopped severely into the nape of her neck. He climbed carefully over the bench and sat down next to her.


‘I am Gerry Cunningham,’ he said thickly. ‘Who, beautiful lady, are you?’


She said nothing. A man’s voice answered in an accent that was not English.


‘She’s my wife, Gerry.’


Gerry turned towards the dimness of the corner of the alcove from where the voice had come. The alcohol and the euphoria lifted. Gerry heard his own voice, slow and heavy as if supplying the phrase needed to fulfil a prophecy.


‘Where do I know you from?’


The man leaned forward into the candlelight. ‘You know me from here, Gerry. It’s me, Tommy. I’ve come back.’
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Later, when he tried to remember, it was the smell of things that brought it back: the scent of honeysuckle and white clover in the field where they waited; then, inside the cockpit, the canvas and leather of his harness and the stink of hot oil and metal and aviation spirit gusting from the engine. Finally, in the cool of the evening, when the day’s fighting was over, the hoppy tang of spilled beer, cigarette smoke and a certain woman’s perfume.


It was hot that summer. Every day seemed warmer than the last. The sun leeched colour out of the land, turning the trees and grass a milky green and the cornfields a tawny, lion-hide tan.


That morning, the sun seemed to have risen specially early, beating down hot on the tarpaulin covers of the lorries that took him, at eight o’clock with the other pilots, from the house to the base then out to the dispersal areas where the Hurricanes were parked in the blast pens, noses tipped eagerly up, waiting for them. They were tired, numb with a weariness that never quite lifted, and he was hungover. No one ever felt much like talking at that hour. They walked to the shade of the hedgerow that ran along the edge of the field, and stretched out on their backs on the springy grass.


Adam lit a cigarette and closed his eyes. He could hear the soft chatter of the ground crew sprawled underneath the planes and a wood pigeon cooing in the distance. Soon he was falling, toppling into oblivion that came up to meet him like a black velvet cushion.


For a while he dozed, floating luxuriously in and out of consciousness. Then a hand bell was ringing, faintly at first but growing louder, and the air filled with the bass throb of engines. He wrenched himself awake. The others were on their feet, jogging forwards, heads down, parachutes bumping absurdly against the backs of their legs, towards the aircraft whose propellers were already spinning invisibly in the shimmering air. He stumbled upright and ran towards his Hurricane, the last in the row, the ground crew waving him towards them like spectators at a race. He caught his foot in a hump of grass, lost his balance, righted himself, ran harder. The first Hurricane was moving off, jolting over the turf towards the tarmac. He reached his aircraft and hauled himself up onto the wing root, swung his right leg into the cockpit and dropped down on top of his parachute wedged into the steel bucket of the seat. The aircrew jumped away. He pushed on the rudder bar and eased open the throttle and the aircraft bounced forward on to the runway.


He plugged in the headset and Buxton’s grimly cheerful voice filled the earphones.


‘There’s a bloody great swarm of them heading our way. Angels twenty, everyone, and listen out.’


He lined up behind Whitbread’s Hurricane, and watched it race away. The runway stretched ahead of him, rising slightly in the middle. He eased the throttle lever forward and released the brakes. The aircraft bounded away, the ridges of the concrete beating under the wheels, faster and faster, then suddenly there was nothing and he was in the air. As he left the ground he twisted his head around looking for the enemy aircraft, but the serene, airmail-letter-blue sky was empty. With one hand he reached down and cranked the handle that wound up the undercarriage. Then he lifted his fingers to the oval gold medal of Our Lady of Czestochowa at his throat and said the prayer. ‘Please ask God to give me one more day.’


His heart thumped and his mouth was dry and sour. He opened the throttle wide and pulled back the control column, watching the altimeter loop steadily as he pushed the Hurricane upwards. He tucked in behind Whitbread. The rest of the squadron were ahead of him and higher, crawling upwards towards the thin wisps of cirrus that hung at 20,000 feet.


He glanced down at the unfurling land. He was over Chichester. The white stone spire of the cathedral reached up out of the drab rows of brick and tile. Then came a muddy estuary, veined with channels, and beyond that the sea, a deep inky blue in the morning sun. A thermal cushioned the weight of the machine as he crossed the chalk cliffs of the Isle of Wight. The land below looked dreamily at peace. Tiny figures stirred in the fields, women, old men and young boys, doing the work of the sons and husbands and brothers who were off at the war. Among the corn sheaves someone straightened, looked up and raised a hand in salute.


Buxton was banking and turning, straining for the height that would bring them level with the Germans. They swung back towards the shore. Ahead were the green upholstered Downs he could see from his bedroom window. A windmill stood out on the side of the highest hill, hung with terracotta tiles that glowed in the sunlight.


His eyes stayed stuck to it for a second. Perhaps this would be his last sight of earth. He pushed the thought aside, quickly made the sign of the cross and jerked his head round, searching the sky again for signs of the Germans.


Still there was nothing. The infinite blue around him was empty. Then he saw them, straight ahead, maybe ten miles off, stacked in neat rows, the size of insects at this distance. He could not count them all. There were dozens. As they got closer they got bigger and he saw the crooked wing line of Junkers 87s, Stukas and, alongside them, shoals of sleek Messerschmitt 109 fighters. He felt a line of sweat crawl down his spine and settle in the small of his back. He began humming to himself, a stupid song of childhood, as Buxton’s voice spilled into the headphones: ‘Corks in, boys. Here they come. Tally-ho.’


The Germans seemed to be heading directly for the aerodrome, whose runways lay spread out invitingly on the flat coast ahead. As they clipped the north headland of the small island that lay before it, the lead machine dropped yellow signal flares and the formation split into groups. The largest kept on towards the aerodrome. The air around him was full of fighters from all the base’s four squadrons – Hurricanes mostly, but he could see Spitfires too, climbing rapidly, clawing for more height.


It was clear now that they had been scrambled too late. The Stukas were almost above the base and preparing to dive. They were slow and ugly when they were flying straight, but when they dived they became almost beautiful. As they approached the target they seemed to stop for a moment before tipping over, one by one, falling from an invisible cliff, slanting down almost vertically as if the pilot was trying to bury himself deep in the Sussex earth, but at the moment when it seemed there could be no recovery, the nose of the aircraft came up, a dark shape tumbled from the belly and the Stuka climbed away. Adam watched, feeling curiously removed, as dirty brown smudges of flak from the Bofors anti-aircraft on the ground blossomed around the cascading bombers, and geysers of mud and debris climbed silently up from the airfield in cypress-shaped columns. Then there was no distance between him and the spectacle and he was part of it and German aircraft were sliding across the air in front of him.


He felt for the milled edge of the safety catch on the firing button and thumbed it open, releasing the lever to drop his seat to get the maximum protection from the engine block in front and the armour plate at his back.


The fear that he felt like a fluttering bird inside his ribcage had left him, and in its place a cold excitement was mounting as he looked around for a target. With their bombs gone the Stukas had lost their menace; they looked slow and vulnerable, foxes weary from the henhouse romp, limping for the sanctuary of home. They turned for France, struggling for height to escape the bursting flak. Below, to his right, he could see a straggling line of five, lumbering in a diagonal towards the sea, and he pushed gently on the control column, taking the Hurricane into a steady, shallow dive. But, as he closed on them, he saw two Messerschmitts flying protectively towards them. He was sure they could not see him. They were five hundred feet below and he had the sun over his right shoulder, which would make him invisible to them until it was too late.


The dappled green camouflage gave them the look of a predatory fish of river or lake, like the pike he had once seen hauled out of a pond near his old house at Novo Polje, streamlined and glistening with a slash of a mouth that ran a quarter the length of its body.


He eased forward more sharply on the stick, manoeuvring the nose of the Hurricane onto the nearest Messerschmitt. It flew on oblivious, gradually filling the whole space of the reflector sight. He held his breath and laid his thumb on the dimpled black plastic firing button. At 250 yards he squeezed. The lines of yellow tracer from the eight Brownings raced away and the nose bucked slightly with the recoil.


The fire streamed brightly onto the cockpit and the engine cowling of the Messerschmitt. He felt a strange intimacy, as if he was bound to his victim by the line of bullets. He pressed down again, feeling the solid platform of the Hurricane shuddering with the pulse of the guns. Sunlit shards of shattered Perspex flew up and scattered in the wake of the Messerschmitt as it rolled slowly onto its back. Then the nose dropped and it fell into a vertical dive, smashing, in a great column of spray, into the sea.


The sky was suddenly empty. The Stukas and the other Messerschmitt had vanished. He was soaked in sweat and frightened again. He had killed a man, his first ever. He was struck by the absurd thought that the Germans would now be seeking him out to punish him. The fight had carried him far away from the land and there was no friendly fighter in sight. He twisted his head around, trying to get his bearings. Then his fears were fulfilled as yellow lights twinkled past him, disappearing into the blue ahead. He gave a yelp of terror, and threw the Hurricane to starboard then immediately back to port in a sharp, diving turn. Something dark loomed over him then disappeared out of his vision.


He glanced frantically round. His body was bunched and knotted, anticipating the thump of pain. But his part of the sky was empty once more.


Away to the right he could see a handful of dwindling black dots, the Stukas and Messerschmitts running for home. The only sign of the fighting now was the looping tracery of vapour trails, already feathery at the edges as they sank into the oceanic blue of the sky.


He let the tension seep from his muscles and pulled down on the spade grip of the control column to swing back towards the shore. As he turned, a shape appeared flying high and to his right, and he saw a straggling Messerschmitt, doggedly holding a heading for the distant French coast, running as fast as he could before his fuel ran out. He was tired and nervous and was about to leave it alone when he thought again, If I don’t kill him today he might kill me tomorrow.



He pulled up the Hurricane’s nose and the silhouette of the German flitted across the hatching of the reflector sight. He fired a burst but he was too close and the bullets overshot, glittering past the propeller. The pilot saw them and pulled his machine hard to the right to climb away, all thoughts of saving fuel gone. There was no point in chasing him. A Messerschmitt would always out-climb a Hurricane. Instead he aimed a long burst ahead and to the right of the Messerschmitt, keeping it concentrated there, hoping that the German’s course would carry him into the focus of the fire.


Then he saw debris tumbling in the Messerschmitt’s slipstream and the aircraft suddenly lost speed, so that it seemed that it was being hauled back to him on an invisible cable. For a second he thought he was going to overtake it, but he throttled back hard and the German was comfortably under his guns. He eased on the column, feeling all the power of the Hurricane concentrated in the trembling stick, and manoeuvred the sight onto the canopy of the Messerschmitt. He pushed on the firing button, a short, ranging volley at first, then a long sustained burst that punched into the hood, tearing it away from the cockpit. The pilot’s head rocked forward and back like a violently shaken doll’s. Then something vital seemed to leave the plane. It fell gracefully away, slipping sideways through the sky towards the ridged calm of the sea, trailing a thin banner of white smoke. He watched fascinated as the waves came up to meet it. For a moment it seemed that the laws of gravity were suspended and the aircraft would settle dreamily above the swell. But then a wing dipped and caught a wave top and the Messerschmitt whipped, cartwheeling forward, through a curtain of spray, turning and turning until it finally settled on the seething water.


When he got back, the base was burning. He flew low once over the aerodrome, looking for somewhere to land. The two big hangars were blazing. The water from the fire-crew hoses was turning to steam before it reached the flames. The runways were pocked with craters. He did a circuit and put down on the one that was damaged the least. As he landed he had to zigzag to avoid the holes. He taxied over to the dispersal area, pausing to let the fire tenders and ambulances race past. All this had happened, he found himself thinking abstractedly, while he had been in the air. It took him a few moments to connect the events.


When he reached the blast pen, a clutch of Hurricanes was already parked. He counted them. There were twelve including him. Everyone in the squadron had made it back. Two aircraftmen climbed onto the wing and pulled back the canopy and he climbed out.


He recognised one of the ground crew, a lean, curly-haired man his own age called Hennessy, who wore a polka-dot silk handkerchief knotted around his neck above overalls that were shiny with grease.


‘How did you do?’


‘Pretty good. I got two definites.’


Hennessy whistled. The crew crowded round.


‘What were they, sir?’ one of them asked.


‘ME One-O-Nines.’


They cheered as if they had shot them down themselves.


‘Well done,’ said Hennessy. It seemed to Adam that he was looking at him for the first time with respect.


‘We’ll take good care of the kite. It’ll be ready to go as soon as you need it.’


‘Thank you.’


He felt his legs wobble as he dropped down from the wing. Whitbread was walking towards him, undoing his helmet and running his hand through blond hair that was plastered to his scalp with sweat.


‘So Adam. Get amongst them?’


‘You bet.’


‘Go on then.’


‘Two definites.’


‘Balls. Maybe by Polish arithmetic. What you mean is one possible but pretty unlikely.’


Adam smiled. ‘Piss off. How about you?’


‘One definite: a Stuka. The thing practically ran into me. I couldn’t bloody miss.’


They both laughed, suddenly exhilarated with the relief of having survived.


‘Come on,’ Whitbread said, pulling his Mae West over his big head. ‘Let’s go and hear what that bugger Buxton has to say.’


There was no more flying that day. The runways were out of action and several of the radar stations were damaged. If the German bombers came back later there would be no one, at least from the Kingsmere base, who would try to stop them. The pilots did not hide their relief. They had been flying for six straight days, three or four sorties a day, and were dazed with exhaustion.


Adam settled into the back of the lorry that would take them back to the house and as he closed his eyes was immediately back in the air again. That morning, for the first time in his life, he had killed someone. He did not know what that meant, or if it meant anything at all. He lay back against the jolting wheel arch of the truck and fell asleep.
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The lorry took them through the dozing countryside, then turned through flint gateposts to drop them in front of a pillared entrance. Updyke House was large and unevenly proportioned, built of flint and brick and covered with creeper and ivy that licked around the sash windows. The hall was cool and dark, panelled in oak and paved in marble. The pilots clattered up the broad staircase to their rooms.


Adam’s room was a servant’s room with a single bed, a wardrobe, a broken-springed armchair and a table. There was a print on the wall of a hunting scene, with stout men clinging to horses, flying over hedges and ditches. The window was open and the white gauze curtains shifted gently as he closed the door. He went to the window and looked out. The air was tainted with the smell of burning petrol drifting over from the base, and he could see oily drifts of smoke rising over the fields. Over to the left, in the middle distance, the plain rose abruptly, swelling into downland. To the right, the dull green of countryside ended in a neat, straight line giving way to the sea.


The breeze from the sea fingered the curtains. The bedsprings groaned as he sat down and pulled off his flying boots. He went to the wash-hand basin and tried to coax some lather from a gritty bar of soap. The water felt cool on the taut skin of his face. He examined himself warily in the square of glass over the basin, looking for signs of change. But he looked just as he had that morning: the same hard blue eyes, dirty blond hair and bony beak of nose, red from the sun. He rubbed the rough towel over his face, tossed it on the armchair and lay down on the narrow bed. The room was bare but he liked it. The British pilots had tried to make their lodgings more homely, with inscribed oars and college photographs, but he had nothing to soften the barracks feel of the room. Everything he had was lost, back in Poland. All he had managed to salvage was the leather coat he had worn at the flying school at Deblin and which made him look like a Nazi, a few framed pictures of his parents and sister and a silver flask his grandmother had given him on the day he was commissioned into the Polish Air Force.


When was that? A year and a half ago? The memory already had a shadowy remoteness. What came after was real enough, though. He often returned in his mind to the frantic, hopeless week of the invasion, camping in pine forests, taking off from hayfields in the high-winged, slow, pathetically armed P 11s for sacrificial encounters with the Luftwaffe. Half the time they had no aircraft. When he did fly he never expected to come back, never dared to think of a future beyond the hot harvest days of smoke, flame and exhaustion. And one morning there were no more planes and no more petrol and they had fled; by car and then by foot over the border to Romania, to weeks of dodging border guards and policemen and living on scraps and charity until he found a place on a steamer sailing from Balcik to Beirut. He had stood with the other Poles on the deck of the SS Patrice as it pulled into a November gale on the Black Sea, tears mixing with the salt spray as their voices lifted and carried over the grey waves to the fading coastline.





‘Poland is not lost forever . . .


March, march Dombrowski from Italy to Poland . . .’





In Beirut, life briefly got better. A Frenchman looked after him and twenty of his comrades, bought them food and clothes and paid for a passage to Marseilles. A message from General Sikorski was waiting for them, welcoming them to France. They were taken by train to an aerodrome in Lyons. And then, nothing. The French had no interest in them, privately absorbed in their own approaching nemesis, but acting as if the war would never come to them. They sat through the winter on the damp banks of the Rhône, drinking when they had the money and getting on each other’s nerves. At last the French gave them uniforms, dark blue scratchy serge, and, after five months, planes that several of them got killed in learning to fly.


Then one May morning it had happened all over again. The aerodrome was attacked without warning. They had never even got off the ground. A few weeks later it was over. Adam had been moved to an airfield near Sedan where the Germans were crossing the Marne. He flew five sorties in a lumbering Caudron, protecting British Fairey Battles as they tried to bomb the bridges. After two days his unit was ordered by the Polish HQ to move to Bordeaux. The roads were choked with civilians and drunken, despairing troops. They offered their guns to the Poles in return for bottles of wine.


They left Bordeaux in a coal ship, the Alderpool, with bombs falling around them. Three days later, on 21 June 1940, they landed in the rain in Plymouth. There had been a month at a training camp near Blackpool, a flying test with an RAF examiner, a few weeks learning how to handle a Hurricane. Then, ten days ago, a posting to Kingsmere, to 404 Squadron Fighter Command, flying and fighting almost every day. And today he had managed to kill his first German.


He was hungry. He got up from the bed and put on his tunic, slipped his feet into his only pair of shoes and went downstairs. He crossed the hall, past the massive stone fireplace and the matching suits of armour that guarded it, into the large, high-ceilinged room that served as the mess, and through leaded French windows that opened onto a balustraded stone terrace. The pilots were gathered by a trestle table that was shaded by a cedar of Lebanon and a monkey puzzle tree.


Adam walked over to where Whitbread was standing next to Miles Miller-Morton, a short, slightly stout young man with smooth pink skin and blond, almost yellow hair. Miller-Morton was a good pilot; after Buxton, the best in the squadron. A small group stood around him listening with various degrees of attention. There was Bealing – uncouth, ungainly, a Londoner who even Adam could tell fell outside the social orbit of most of the other pilots; Jerry Westerham, a dapper boy with good looks and wary eyes who laughed a lot and said almost nothing; Frizell, good-natured, clumsy and barely formed, and Crouch, impatient, doggedly loyal to his hero, Buxton. And last, the least noticeable, hanging hopefully on the edge of the group, was his countryman Ted Sobinski; Ted of the mournful moustache and the spaniel eyes and the soft pot belly, who he remembered dimly from the Deblin days as the owner of a motorcycle that he took to Warsaw on unsuccessful girl-chasing forays. Adam had hardly spoken to him since he arrived at Kingsmere a few days after him. He said hallo to him now.


‘Jak sie czujesz, Tadeusz?’



‘Niezle.’ He smiled wanly. ‘Alive, at least.’


Miller-Morton looked round at the interruption. He had a dimpled beer mug in one hand and a cigarette in the other, and his tunic hung open showing a flash of red satin.


‘Ah, here’s Tomaszewski,’ he said banteringly. ‘What’s this I hear about you claiming you got two today?’


‘It’s not a claim,’ Adam said, a little too loudly, he realised. Miller-Morton made him feel like a foreigner. ‘It’s a fact. ‘


‘No one’s calling you a liar, old man.’ Miller-Morton flapped his arms placatingly. ‘I did too. Only Stukas, mind you. But other people saw mine. Didn’t you, Peter?’


Whitbread smiled and took a sip of his beer. ‘Don’t you get fed up shooting lines, Miles? But if it makes you happy, yes, I did see you knock one down. At least I think it was you. Could have been anyone though, really. It’s so bloody confusing.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Can’t we talk about something else? Like how we’re going to spend the rest of the day?’


Morton-Miller was willing to change the subject. ‘What about going up town?’ He addressed himself to Whitbread and Westerham, making it clear that the others were not included.


‘To do what?’ Whitbread seemed unenthusiastic.


‘No, come on. It will be a hoot. We could start at Delvano’s, or the Troc. Bite of supper. Then the early show at the Windmill. Finish off at the Café de Paris.’


‘Bit of a trek. Just for a piss-up.’


Miller-Morton resumed his persuasion but suddenly no one was listening. Buxton had arrived. He stood by the French windows, glancing around with a rigid, humourless smile. The pilots stopped talking.


‘Don’t want to break up the fun,’ he said, removing an unlit pipe that jutted from his jaw. ‘I just thought you would want to know how we’re faring, after this morning’s fun and games.’


They turned towards him. Now he had everyone’s attention, Buxton began in his cold, jaunty voice. ‘The score sheet looks something like this. We did well this morning. Twelve enemy probables, mainly JU Eighty-Eights but two ME One-O-Nines as well.’ He looked over at Adam. ‘We’ve our Polish friend to thank for those.’


Someone – Frizell? – gave a half-hearted cheer but was shushed into silence.


‘There’s no cause for self-congratulation, though. Far from it. They still got through. They destroyed five Blenheims on the ground and one of the new night fighters. You saw what the base looks like. The big Belfast hangar’s gone and so has the hospital and the mess and half the workshops.


‘The runways should be serviceable tomorrow – if the ground crews pull their fingers out. They’d better be. Because we can be damned sure the Germans will be back.’


He paused and looked around, stabbing the air with the stem of his pipe. ‘It’s very simple,’ he said. ‘This is really a very old-fashioned form of combat. It’s a matter of attrition. We have some advantages – we’re fighting from our own ground. But otherwise we’re pretty well equal. Whichever side wins will be the one with the greater stamina or the greater skill. I think we’ve shown that our pilots and planes are as good as theirs. It will really come down to a question of who can soak up the punishment the longest.’


He glanced challengingly around. ‘That’s all. Enjoy your break. It may be the last for a long time.’


‘Cheerful bastard, Buxton,’ said Whitbread as he filled a mug from the small barrel balanced on the trestle table. ‘I might join you in London after all, Miles. On the eat, drink and be merry principle.’


Miller-Morton seemed delighted.


Whitbread looked at Adam. ‘What about you? Celebrate today’s successes?’


Adam thought for a moment. He had only been to London once. But a great tiredness weighed down on him and Buxton’s speech had depressed him.


‘Not today, thanks. I’m going to get some kip.’


But when he lay there naked under the cool starched cotton sheet he could not sleep. The images of the morning kept crowding his head. He remembered the German pilot jerking under the blows of the Brownings, the wall of spray as the aircraft cart-wheeled across the waves. At three o’clock he got up and dressed. He thought of writing a letter but there was no one to write to. His mother was dead. His father and sister he had left behind in Poland. He had heard nothing of them for six months. Perhaps they too were dead. If not, they were intangible and invisible, swallowed up in the night and fog of Greater Germany.


Adam went downstairs and walked through the house, then out of the front door and up the drive, not sure where he was going. At the gates there was a path, more of a cart track, running alongside the flint wall that enclosed the house and garden. He followed it, skirting a cornfield, until it joined a narrow, metalled lane that wound between high banks and hedges. There were no signposts. They had been taken away to confuse any German agents who might be roaming the Sussex countryside. When he had first heard of this precaution it had made him laugh. Now it made him think about the awaited invasion. The battle in the air was the preliminary. When the air force was swept away the ships would come and then the tanks. He had seen two nations crushed within the last year.


The Poles had gone down under the first blows. It had not been their fault. They had courage but no guns. The French had held out a little longer. They had guns but . . . no, he did not want to think of the French like that. An image returned of unshaven infantrymen reeling in the roads, begging the Poles to take them with them on the lorry to Bordeaux.


And now it was Britain’s turn. No one seemed to talk about the meaning of the war. In the pubs and teashops and barracks they discussed trivial things: rationing, gas masks, the blackout, the price and availability of beer, as if unaware of the great steel mace that was swinging down on them. His short time at the RAF training school had left him with no clear idea of whether the British military had the heart or the skill or the means to resist the stroke when it fell. His instructors had been mild men who never spoke of victory or heroism, and whose rare displays of enthusiasm were inspired by flying technicalities. Possibly it was all a great bluff and beneath the insouciance there was the same trembling terror of what was to come that he had seen so often across the Channel. Or perhaps this blitheness was real, the outward manifestation of an inner dullness and stupidity that blinded the British to the horrors that lay ahead.


It was quiet among the fields and hedges. The frantic violence of the morning seemed very far away. Adam passed a pair of low cottages that seemed too tiny for humans to live in, then the fields ended and he came into a street of pebbledashed terraced houses that turned into a parade of shops. There was a butcher’s, a teashop and an ironmongers. A pile of sandbags was stacked along the post office wall. Outside, two young women had parked their prams by a bench and were sitting talking in the sun. They smiled at him, taking him by surprise. Somehow he had thought himself invisible. Belatedly, too late for them to notice, he smiled back. The encounter pleased him. He went into a tobacconist’s to buy some cigarettes, even though he did not need them.


He glimpsed the sea at the end of a side street and walked towards it. A sign on the promenade warned: ‘DANGER: Persons are prohibited from walking on the beach and foreshore.’ Coils of barbed wire glinted dully in the sunlight all along the length of the front. Here and there stood pillboxes and gun emplacements, with long-barrelled cannon that looked as if they dated from the last century poking out to sea. Despite the obstacles and prohibitions, something was happening on a section of the beach. Groups of men in coarse brown uniforms were standing in rows with rifles with fixed bayonets sloped on their shoulders, while a short man with sergeant’s stripes shouted at them. In front of them, twenty or so yards distant, was a kind of gibbet from which hung a stuffed sack surmounted by what looked like a deflated football. Someone had painted on eyes, a grinning mouth and a nose, and a toothbrush moustache.


One of the men stepped out of the line and lowered his weapon and began trotting towards the dummy, emitting at the same time an unconvincing yell. On reaching the gibbet he began to poke at the dummy, which swung back and forth as if eluding the jabs, its smirking features seemingly enjoying the encounter.


The sergeant swore and bustled forward to seize the rifle from the recruit. Then he squatted in a menacing crouch and launched himself, screaming, at the dummy, which he skewered and slashed, emptying half the stuffing. The men laughed and cheered until silenced by a shout from the sergeant. Another recruit was called forward to perform. This one managed a full-blooded war cry and plunged the bayonet enthusiastically into the dummy’s straw guts.


Adam walked on, towards the pier that jutted out from one end of the promenade, past cafés and fish-and-chip shops and a closed amusement arcade. Set back a little from the front was an old hotel with a pillared entrance and velvety lawns. Several camouflage-painted Jeeps were parked outside. Their drivers, dressed in ill-fitting khaki and oversized green berets with black cockades and silver badges, were lounging and smoking, cupping the butts in the palms of their hands after each drag, then looking around with shifty, darting glances. On the terrace, four or five army officers sat at a table drinking beer. He walked up to the entrance and they nodded to him as he passed.


The lobby was dark after the bright sunshine. Plants stood in glazed pots on the oriental carpet and there were two large engravings on the wall of Highland cattle, heads lowered, drinking at sundown at the rim of a mountain lake. A cardboard poster stood on a sort of easel in the middle of the floor. Adam read: ‘Bristol Hotel Ballroom, Alberton. Dance to the sound of the Miff Smith Dance Band. 8 p.m. Fully Licensed Bar Until 11.30 p.m. Admission 3s. HM Forces 2s.’ Pasted diagonally across a corner was the word ‘Tonight!’


‘Can I help you?’


A young woman was standing behind the reception desk. She was wearing a blue blouse with and had thick, copper-coloured hair that flicked up in points under her rather square jaw.


‘Just looking at the poster, thanks.’


‘You’re one of the RAF boys.’


‘Yes, over at Kingsmere.’


‘You’re foreign.’ She made it sound as if she had made a pleasant discovery.


‘Polish.’


‘Welcome to Alberton.’ She said it with a touch of irony.


‘Thank you.’


‘Now, you will come, won’t you?’


‘To the dance?’


‘Of course. And you’re going to bring lots of lovely boys with you.’


‘It sounds like an order.’


‘Then you should jolly well obey it.’


They both laughed.


‘I shall certainly do my best.’


‘Eight o’clock then.’


‘Eight o’clock.’


Adam was smiling as he trotted down the Bristol steps and along the path where some army officers were climbing into their Jeeps.


‘Heading for Kingsmere?’ one of them asked.


‘Yes.’


‘It’s on our way. Jump in.’


‘You know, I don’t think I will. It’s such a lovely day.’


‘Suit yourself.’


There was an exchange of words that Adam could not hear and a burst of laughter. The Jeeps drove away. Were they laughing at him? He decided he did not care. He took the road out of town. Quickly, the narrow, identical houses and shops thinned out and he was in the country. At a bend in the road he came across what looked like an old barn with a blackboard outside advertising tea and cakes. He sat down at a metal table and a girl of about fifteen with thick round glasses and disconcertingly heavy breasts that showed through her print dress came out. He ordered a cup of tea and a cake and sat back.


She emerged five minutes later with a cup and a plate with a slice of cake.


He broke off a bit and put it in his mouth. It tasted quite good.


As he was finishing his tea he heard an aircraft some way off. Its engine note was uneven, throbbing and fading. He looked up. Not far off a twin-engined aircraft with black crosses on its wings was limping towards him. On a recce mission, he thought, flying over to assess the day’s damage. It was clearly in trouble. The engines seemed to be cutting out, and it was losing height. After a minute something fell from the fuselage and tumbled through the air until a white streak appeared behind it that blossomed into a parachute. Adam left some coins on the table and set off in the direction where he calculated the German would land, a few cornfields away.


When he got there others had beaten him to it. Climbing over a stile he saw two men, agricultural labourers by the look of it, in the corner of the field. A hay cart with a mountainous horse between the shafts stood nearby. As he got closer he saw that one of the men was gripping a pitchfork in an aggressive posture, like a medieval halberdier, while another, older man, held a scythe. A big German was lying on his back in the stubble, still harnessed to his parachute. His face was smeared with oil and he looked scared. The three glanced round as Adam arrived.


‘What’s going on?’


‘We’ve captured a Jerry,’ said the man with the pitchfork, grinning.


‘I can see that. Stand back.’


The German struggled up onto his elbow.


‘Don’t you move!’ The man with the scythe planted a boot on his chest and pressed him back onto the ground.


‘Stop that please.’


They drew back reluctantly and Adam squatted down beside the man, first unbuttoning the flap on his revolver holster.


‘Are you hurt?’ The man looked bemused. Adam tried to remember the German.


‘Sind sie verletzt?’



‘Mein Knochel.’ The man rubbed his ankle.


‘Können sie gehen?’


‘Ich werde es versuchen.’


The German tried to get up but again the old man with the scythe pushed him back.


‘It’s OK,’ Adam said. ‘You’ve done your bit. I’ll take over now. There’s a café over there. Why don’t you go and ask them if they’ve got a telephone and, if they have, then call the police.’


The old man looked reluctant.


‘Who are you anyway?’ he asked nastily. ‘You don’t sound like an Englishman.’


‘Go on, Cyril,’ the man with the pitchfork said. ‘Do what the officer says. We’ll take the Jerry over to the road.’


The old man hesitated, then reluctantly tossed his scythe into the back of the hay cart and jogged off across the field at surprising speed. They helped the German to his feet. Adam released him from his parachute harness and asked him his name and which unit he was from. He told him he was Leutnant Wilhelm Kohler. Then he shut up. His ankle was sprained not broken. He put his arms around Adam’s shoulder to hobble across the field. He was a big, bony man with high cheekbones and jug ears. He made slow progress. Every time he stopped, the labourer growled and poked at him with a pitchfork. When they reached the road the German was sweating. They sat down at the café. The big-breasted girl stood goggling in the doorway, then she disappeared inside and came back a few minutes later with a camera. The two labourers moved behind the German’s chair and stood to attention. The camera clicked.


‘One for luck,’ said the man with the pitchfork.


‘That’s enough,’ Adam said. ‘Please could you now bring us some tea?’


He gave the prisoner a cigarette. Whatever fear the German felt had gone. Now he looked depressed and disgruntled. Adam guessed he had been on a reconnaissance flight, sent over to assess the results of the morning raids, but when he tried to question him the German pretended not to understand. Adam began to dislike him. He had possibly just saved him from death, from being cut to ribbons by farm hands; not the sort of knightly end that a young Luftwaffe airman would wish for. Now he wished he had left him to the peasants. It was, after all, the fate of many a Teutonic knight, toppled from the high saddle that raised him above the herd, pinned down by the weight of his now useless armour, awaiting a dagger thrust through the visor from some scavenging peasant picking over the battlefield.


His thoughts were interrupted by a car driving up fast. The doors opened and four uniformed policemen holding revolvers jumped out.


‘Don’t move,’ shouted the leader, levelling his gun at the table.


‘Please. Don’t shoot,’ Adam said. ‘He’s harmless.’


The policemen looked disappointed. Two of them moved cautiously to the table and placed hands on the German’s shoulders.


‘Easy now, mate,’ the leader said, ‘you’re coming with us.’


‘Hang on a minute.’ The girl from the café was standing in the doorway with her camera. ‘Just one more snap.’


The policemen looked at her, blankly. Then they straightened their uniforms, arranged themselves around the prisoner and looked towards the camera.
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When Adam got back, the house seemed empty. There was no one in the hall and thick beams of sunlight slanted through the leaded windows, making buttery squares on the marble. He walked out onto the terrace. It was deserted except for a black labrador sleeping stretched out on the flags in the late afternoon heat. He could hear music, a thin, beseeching violin, coming from the garden. He walked down the stone steps and across the lawn, past an ornamental pond covered with lily pads to a grove of yew trees.


Buxton was sitting, short legs stretched out, eyes closed, on a wooden bench, listening to a wind-up gramophone. Adam stood immobilised, wondering whether he had been seen. He was turning to go when Buxton’s eyes opened.


‘Tomaszewski. What are you doing here? Why aren’t you off enjoying yourself?’ He made it sound like an accusation.


‘Don’t know, sir.’


Buxton sat upright. ‘Come over here and sit down. And call me Brian.’


Adam went reluctantly over to the bench. There was a silence that Buxton showed no signs of breaking.


Adam noticed a book lying face down on the bench. ‘What are you reading?’ he asked.


‘Oh that. Nothing.’ He seemed slightly embarrassed. ‘Just some cheap thing I picked up.’ The cover showed a woman with smeared lipstick and a torn dress being restrained by a man with a gun.


‘And the music?’


Buxton brightened. ‘Ah, that’s a bit more highbrow. But you should recognise this.’


Adam pretended to listen to the swooping old-fashioned notes, while Buxton looked expectantly at him. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know it.’


Buxton seemed disappointed. ‘You should. He’s one of your lot. A Pole. Hang on.’


He got up and stopped the disc. ‘Here you are. Légende. By Henryk Wieniawski.’


‘Oh yes.’ He had never heard of him. ‘Nostalgia and pathos. I should have known it was a Pole.’


Buxton looked at him blankly then gave his cheerless smile. He picked up his pipe. ‘You speak English pretty well. Not even much of an accent. Not like some of the others. Learn it at school?’


There was no getting away now. ‘Yes. We did French mainly, but I had private lessons in English. My mother was an Anglophile. Perhaps that’s not the right word. She loved Scotland. Her maiden name was Maklinska. She claimed she was descended from a man called Maclean who came to Poland as a soldier a long time ago. She wanted me to go to study in Scotland for a year, but then she died and the war came.’


Buxton’s pipe bobbed as he gripped it hard in sympathy. ‘Sorry to hear about that.’


He went back to the gramophone and put on a dance tune. How old was Buxton? Twenty-seven or twenty-eight? Only a few years older than Adam, yet he seemed to belong to another generation. He came back and sat again, smoothing dark, Brylcreemed hair back from his bulbous forehead.


‘I have a great deal of sympathy for your people,’ he said. ‘You’ve already been through it. We’ve got it all to come. It may not look like it to you, but no one’s under any illusions. A chap said it on the radio the other day. He said if we let the Nazis in then it will mean that the laziest loudmouth in the workshop will be given the power to kick us all up and down the street. I reckon that says it all.’


Adam nodded. Buxton fell silent.


After a while he said: ‘It’s not easy, you know. Leading young men up there to die every day. Some of them have less than twenty hours’ flying time in a Hurricane or a Spit, no practice at dog-fighting or aerial gunnery – and we send them up. No choice really. We either throw everything into the fight or we give up. It’s a question of which side’s supply of young men runs out first.’


He looked at Adam warily, as if he felt he had said too much.


‘Anyway, you’re a veteran. Practically an ace after today.’ He held out a hand. ‘I haven’t congratulated you properly. Well done. Now go off and enjoy yourself and don’t have too much beer tonight. I fear tomorrow’s going to be a big day.’





In his room, Adam thought about the evening ahead. The girl at the hotel was pretty in a wholesome way. He liked the look of her. But what did her invitation mean? Had she taken an instant fancy to him? That hardly seemed likely. He had heard that English girls were more forward than Polish girls, but they had only spoken for a few minutes. Probably she was just being friendly to a lonely foreigner. In either case it would be good to have some companions to drink with if he had no luck with her. He would try and round up some of the others when they gathered for a drink before dinner.


By six o’clock he was feeling restless. He had a bath in pleasantly lukewarm water. He shaved for a second time. He spent some time in front of the mirror, combing back his dark-blond hair, arranging a strand to fall across his forehead. His mother had told him he was handsome, pointing out when girls glanced twice at him in the street, but he never really believed it, wanting to be darker and taller. In the showers at Deblin, at the end of one of the sadistically arduous training marches, he envied the fuzz on the chests of the older students. Even now his body was smooth, but there was hard muscle under the skin.


He tore open a paper parcel and put on a clean shirt. His uniform needed pressing and cleaning. He was shabby; a thin, shabby Pole. He picked up the silver hip flask engraved with an eagle. He usually carried it with him, as a memento, a talisman of his identity, rather than for any practical purpose. This evening, though, he put it back on the table. His old life, he realised, seemed as remote and unattainable as the planets he steered by at night. Poland, real Poland, had ceased to exist for him. Poland had become an idea.


The blurred exhaustion of the last few days had lifted. He felt like getting drunk. He was glad there would be others who would feel the same way. He went downstairs and through the house to the terrace. Bealing, Frizell, Crouch and Sobinski had already taken up position next to the barrel.


‘Crouch is angry with me’ said Sobinski, smiling, when Adam joined them.


‘Oh. Why?’


‘Tell him, Crouch.’


Crouch looked sulky. ‘The subject’s closed,’ he said.


‘All right, I’ll tell him. He says I’m a bad sport.’


‘What have you done?’ Adam asked.


‘Well, in my opinion, I haven’t done anything.’ Sobinski took a sip of beer. ‘But Crouch says I’ve—’ he felt for the phrase, ‘let the side down.’


‘Get on with it, for God’s sake,’ said Bealing, jovially.


Sobinski shrank back in mock fear. ‘All right, all right. Anyway, this morning when we were coming back we saw a Jerry on the end of a parachute.’ He took another mouthful of beer.


‘And what happened?’


‘Well, the funny thing was that he seemed to be OK, floating down like a feather. Then all of a sudden—’ he raised his hand and mimed a rapid descent accompanying the movement with a diminuendo whistle, ‘he fell like a stone. Or a bomb.’


Bealing laughed.


‘It’s not bloody funny,’ said Crouch.


‘What isn’t?’ asked Sobinski innocently.


‘You know damn well. There’s a way of doing things. I don’t know what you’re used to, but shooting parachutists is not on. Not in the Royal Air Force anyway.’


‘But I didn’t shoot him.’


‘Yes, but you altered course to fly over his ‘chute, which amounts to the same thing.’


Sobinski’s bantering manner evaporated. ‘Be careful.’ he said.


Crouch’s face reddened and his small blue eyes glinted with anger. ‘I’ll say what I like, thank you.’


For a moment it seemed possible that Crouch was about to hit Sobinski. Then Bealing broke in. ‘Lay off it you two. You’re supposed to be on the same side.’


‘I would have thought that you might have backed me up. You know what Buxton said about fighting according to the rules,’ said Crouch, switching his anger to Bealing.


Bealing sighed. ‘Why don’t you piss off and annoy someone else,’ he said mildly. ‘All we’re doing is having a quiet drink.’


‘I think I might do that.’ Crouch moved off to another group which had formed by the window, attaching himself awkwardly to the edge of the circle which failed to open fully to admit him.


‘He’s a bit of an arse,’ Bealing said. ‘But he’s all right really, if you can be bothered to make the effort to get to know him.’


From somewhere inside the house a dinner gong boomed. Adam glanced at his watch. It was already seven o’clock.


‘Coming in?’ Bealing asked.


‘I don’t know. I was going to a dance in Alberton. But it starts at eight.’


‘Oh that,’ said Bealing. ‘Miff Smith. I used to go and see him in London. There’s no point getting there before nine. Best to have a few sherbets beforehand. Let’s grab a bite and head off.’


They ate dinner quickly. Like all the meals he had eaten since arriving at Kingsmere, it was good. They had fresh tomato soup, then grilled sole followed by roast chicken. There was even wine, first a German Gewürtztraminer, the subject of some ponderous jokes, then a claret. Bealing explained that the food and drink had probably been donated by grateful local farmers and shopkeepers.
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