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  Sergeant Millom got up on the twenty-seventh of May after another sleepless night. Outside his one-man police station, the sun shone on the little river that danced through the

  village. The clock in the tall tower of Beaminster church chimed eight, disturbing the pigeons on the parapet. A horse and cart passed, its clop and rumble echoing between the honey-coloured

  houses.




  It should have been peaceful, but the warm east wind carried, like persistent distant thunder, the rumble of German guns. Jerry had reached the French Channel Ports. The King of the Belgians had

  surrendered. The British Expeditionary Force and their commander, Lord Gort, were trapped around Dunkirk with their backs against the sea.




  The news on the radio sickened Sergeant Millom. All the tripe about planned strategic withdrawals, and our troops being in high fighting spirits, and how many Jerry tanks the French 75s were

  knocking out. The newspapers sickened him, too, with photographs of grinning Tommies giving the thumbs-up. Probably photos a month old. They wouldn’t be grinning now, poor sods. Even if they

  weren’t lying dead in some Belgian ditch with the rats at them. Sergeant Millom had fought in the trenches in the last lot; he had never managed to forget the rats . . .




  Neither could he forget that Jerry was only nineteen miles away, across the Channel, from an England that dreamed defenceless in the morning sun, its only army trapped around Dunkirk. And among

  that army, his Tom. Tom was all he had left since Agnes died. He kept remembering Tom laughing on his fifth birthday. Teaching Tom to ride his first bike. Tom still laughing when he went to join up

  and do his bit, though he wasn’t any kind of fighter. Tom was a motor-mechanic, with the Service Corps. He hadn’t minded Tom going off to France, because he’d be a mechanic, safe

  miles behind the lines. But now . . . he hadn’t heard from Tom for a fortnight. Since the Jerry push started.




  Tom and the rats. He could hardly see straight for thinking about Tom and the rats. And suppose Jerry invaded England? Won? What was left to stop him, with the Army trapped around Dunkirk? As a

  policeman he’d have to work with Jerry, keeping law and order in the village. But working with Jerry would make him a traitor, a Quisling. Unless he refused and resigned. But Jerry might

  shoot those who refused and resigned. Who’d look after the village then? Some Gestapo swine in jackboots, kicking people around . . .




  He was still fretting over his shaving when a knock came at the door. He answered it with the soap on his face. A stranger; nasty-looking bloke in a black trilby hat and long grey overcoat, in

  spite of the heat. Millom distrusted all strangers now. Jerry had dropped paratroops in Holland and Belgium, disguised as vicars and nuns. So Millom was sharp with him, though he guessed the

  stranger was another copper, if only from the size of his highly polished boots.




  ‘Hillfield. Inspector. Special Branch.’ The man produced his official card, and stared rudely at the soap on Millom’s face. ‘Don’t stand there dithering, Sergeant.

  We’ve got a spy to catch.’




  Millom gaped. ‘Here? In Beaminster?’ He knew everybody. Poachers, wife-beaters, drunks. But a spy?




  ‘Woman. Name of Wensley. Florence Wensley. Brereton House. By the church, I’m told. Pretending to be an evacuee.’




  ‘Florrie Wensley? Little Florrie Wensley? I’ve known her since she was a kid. Family come here every year for their summer holidays. Her husband’s in the RAF. She’s just

  had a baby. There’s been a mistake . . . I’ll ring my superintendent at Bridport!’




  ‘No mistake. She’s been sending false telegrams. Creating alarm and despondency. Military censors picked them up. Look!’ He waggled a slip of paper.




  Millom took one look and turned pale.




   




  

    

      LORD GORT MISSING THREE DAYS STOP PLEASE REPORT ANY SIGHTING IMMEDIATELY STOP FLORENCE


    


  




   




  Hillfield grinned evilly. ‘That set the cat among the pigeons in Whitehall, I can tell you. Till they checked Gort was safe. He keeps moving his Army HQ, see? And his communications keep

  breaking down. The Prime Minister was frantic.’




  He jerked his thumb towards the church. ‘C’mon, Millom, don’t stand there all day with soap on your face. There’s a war on.’




  The front lawn of Brereton House was littered with kids’ tricycles, balls and tiny red sandals. Through the wide-open windows at least two babies could be heard crying.

  Florence Wensley answered the door. Sergeant Millom had always thought her very much a lady, but she didn’t look a lady this morning. She look a pale, weary wreck; her fair hair was greasy,

  hanging in strands round her face. She was holding the baby, and the baby had been a bit sick down her jumper. And when she saw Sergeant Millom’s uniform she went as white as a sheet.




  ‘Geoff,’ she said. ‘Something’s happened to Geoff.’




  Sergeant Millom remembered the husband in the RAF. Flying Blenheims somewhere in France. They said Blenheims were flying death-traps; too slow, not enough guns. They said Jerry was eating them

  in handfuls for breakfast. They said Geoff Wensley was the last of his old squadron still alive.




  And Geoff was lost somewhere in France; like Tom. Millom wanted to say something to comfort her; to say they hadn’t come about her husband. But Hillfield took his wrist in a grip like

  iron, and said coldly, ‘Can we go inside, Mrs Wensley?’




  The swine didn’t care. He was using it to break her up. All he wanted was his spy. A confession.




  They went into a front room; pretty once, but faded now, and littered with children’s toys worse than the lawn. Florence Wensley sat down in the sagging settee like a falling brick. She

  was away somewhere inside herself, her eyes blank. The baby, catching her mood, began to cry. Florence’s long, pale hands, spotted with drying potato-scrapings, moved automatically to soothe

  it, like mechanical things. The lines seemed to grow across her face as Sergeant Millom watched. She seemed to wither, turning into an old woman. That’s what will happen to me, he thought,

  when I hear about Tom.




  Mrs Wensley made an effort. Her blue-grey eyes came back into focus, like a submarine coming up to the surface, putting up a terrified blue periscope.




  ‘He was only twenty-five,’ she said. ‘The RAF was his whole life. He was a Regular. He joined up in 1938, straight from university . . .’




  Sergeant Millom could bear it no longer. He blurted out, ‘It’s not about your husband, Mrs Wensley. It’s about that telegram you sent.’




  She stared at him, turning her head slowly. ‘Not dead?’ she said. ‘What telegram?’




  ‘A telegram about Lord Gort . . .’




  She looked bewildered. ‘Lord Gort? She’s lost.’




  Sergeant Millom thought he was going mad. ‘She’s lost?’




  ‘Lord Gort’s a cat . . . Geoff’s cat. We got her just when the war broke out. As a kitten. The BEF was going to France, and everyone was talking about Lord Gort. So Geoff

  called her Lord Gort. We thought she was a tom; but she had kittens. Mummy and I brought her here when we were evacuated from Dover, but she wouldn’t settle. She went missing five days ago.

  We thought she’d go home to Dover. So I telegrammed our old housekeeper to keep an eye open for her . . . has she turned up?’




  ‘Not as far as we know, Mrs Wensley,’ said Millom solemnly. He watched life start to drift back into the woman’s face; watched her summon up enough courage to ask the vital

  question.




  ‘And Geoff? My husband?’




  ‘We know nothing about your husband at all, Mrs Wensley.’




  Her pale smile was the best thing he’d come across in a week. From being ugly, she became pretty. From looking stupid, she became lively. It was like watching Lazarus return from the

  dead.




  ‘I’m not satisfied,’ snarled Hillfield from the corner.




  As if in answer, the door opened, and an older woman came in. An older version of Mrs Wensley, but with a nose formed for command and a mouth as impatient as a rat-trap. She was wearing the

  green uniform and absurd schoolgirl hat of the Women’s Voluntary Service. ‘God, these evacuee mothers . . .’ she said. Then she saw Sergeant Millom’s uniform and her face

  fell apart, too.




  ‘Something’s happened to Geoffrey,’ she said, flat and dead.




  ‘No, no,’ said Sergeant Millom. ‘We know nothing about Geoffrey.’ He felt as if he were some dreadful plague, haunting the village, tearing people to pieces.

  ‘We’ve come about Lord Gort.’




  The older woman’s face resurrected quicker; she was more used to the blows of life. ‘Oh, good. Has she been found?’




  ‘No, I’m sorry. She hasn’t.’




  ‘Then, why have you come?’ Suddenly the older woman became bossy, angry, ready to work off the fright she had had, in rage.




  ‘My colleague will explain all about it,’ said Sergeant Millom. ‘Goodbye.’ He shook hands with both the women, and walked out. Serve the miserable swine right. Let him

  explain.




  After twenty minutes, Hillfield rejoined him, looking furious.




  ‘Thanks for nothing.’




  ‘You’re welcome,’ said Sergeant Millom.




  ‘I’m not convinced, you know. Calling a she-cat “Lord Gort”.’




  ‘I’ve checked with the neighbours. She’s been round the village calling to that cat for five days. Only they thought she was calling “Lord God”. They thought

  she’d gone potty – religious mania – on account of her husband being in France flying those death-trap Blenheims . . .’




  ‘Couldn’t care less,’ said Hillfield. ‘I’ve wasted a whole day. It’s beyond belief, sending telegrams about bloody cats. Don’t they know

  there’s a war on?’




  ‘Oh, I think they know there’s a war on. You haven’t got anybody trapped in France, then?’




  ‘What’s that got to do with it?’ said Hillfield.




  Millom just walked away and left him standing there.




  Meanwhile, the innocent source of all the panic in Whitehall was moving slowly east, along the high ridges of the downs that overlook the English Channel. A biggish black

  she-cat with only a few white hairs, invisible beneath her chin. It is impossible to understand exactly what was on her mind. But she was used to having her own way. She did not like noise and

  upset. She hated the strange house at Beaminster, full of women and children, tears and tantrums. She hated the smells of sour milk and nappies, and the toddlers in every room who would not leave

  her in peace. She hated the close-packed smells of the Beaminster cats when she went outdoors; cats who attacked her in defence of their own territory wherever she walked.




  And she hated the way her own people no longer had any time to stroke and fuss her. She hated the kitchen scraps she was fed, instead of fresh-boiled fish. Above all, she hated the new baby.




  She was going back to where she’d been peaceful; where she could spend hours alone, sleeping on the silken coverlet of a sunlit bed in the long afternoons; where she could go to the

  kitchen and get fresh fish and milk on demand. Somehow, sure as a homing-pigeon, she knew it was ahead.




  More dimly – and this was something no homing-pigeon knew – she knew her real person was ahead; only further off, much further off. She remembered his gentle voice

  calling her, in the mornings; the tobaccoish smell of his hand stroking her. She remembered riding about on his shoulder, while his gentle hands caressed her. She remembered the game in the garden,

  when he lay hidden in the long grass, and flicked his white handkerchief while she stalked him. Then she would pounce on him, and they would roll over and over in mock-fury, until the ecstasy of

  his nearness grew too much for her, and she would scamper off, her back twitching with too much pleasure. To stalk again. And the long evenings by the fire, in his lap, when she would end up lying

  on her back, paws in the air, and her head hanging abandoned down his long shins.




  Somewhere ahead, there was endless happiness again. And she knew how to get there.




  Meanwhile, she was not unhappy, merely tense. She had learnt a few things already. She had learnt to avoid the coastal road, with its endless streams of green army lorries, its vile noise and

  its vile smell. She preferred soft grass under her feet, and the silence of the Downs, the occasional, widely spaced smells that marked the tracks of other animals, strange cats among them. She

  paused often, to sniff a sticking-out twig or a tall blade of grass, where another creature had paused to mark its territory. Her ears turned backwards and forwards constantly, assessing every new

  sound carefully. To her eyes, the world was a fuzzy grey blur, which a human would have thought near-blindness. Only when things moved could she sense them clearly; the flight of the smallest fly

  caught her eye.




  Some sounds and smells would have frightened her if they had not been so far off. She could hear the explosions around Dunkirk far clearer than Sergeant Millom ever would, and not simply because

  she was nearer to them. She could smell the burning rubber and oil, the smell of the dead, which he would never smell. But far off, so they did not worry her. Nine Hurricanes flew overhead, en

  route for Manston, and then the Battle of France. But she didn’t look up; she had long discounted aeroplanes flying overhead. The fat flies buzzing in the hedgerows were more

  interesting.




  She was already in trouble, though she did not know it. Hunger gnawed at her belly. In rejecting the road, she lost the dead rabbits and birds that lay thick on its verges, killed by the passing

  lorries. She was already hungry enough to dare approach farmhouse kitchens; but there were always other cats there, or dogs, or people who threw stones. She had some instinct to hunt, but had never

  practised it. Instead, she’d chewed a few beetles and spiders. She still weighed seven pounds, but she had been nine when she had left home. Her once-sleek coat was matted with the burrs of

  goose-grass which her tongue could not cope with.




  And her journey was too slow. She did not dare cross an open field; she kept close to the cover of the hedgerows. She wasted too much time assessing every strange sound and smell. She crept

  along too close to the ground for speed. In five days, she had covered only forty miles. Things would need to change for her, or she would never reach home alive.




  She found a dead vole in the next hedgerow; caught and left by a cat from a nearby farm. She mouthed it, then left it. Voles taste vile. A cat will always catch them; but it will have to be

  really desperate before it eats one.
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  In the days following she had no luck with rabbits. She had the instincts to stalk, pounce, bite for the neck, but they were buried too deep in her idle past; they came back

  too slowly. She hesitated, and was lost. She didn’t understand how to use the breeze in her favour; always the rabbits scented her. And she was black, the worst colour for a stealthy

  approach. She did not keep her rump and waving tail low enough. Always she heard the rabbits’ warning thumps, and saw their bobbing white scuts as they went to ground.




  Her nearest approach to success turned into the worst. By accident, she approached upwind, so they didn’t scent her. By accident, she used the gap in the hedge they had made. She emerged

  two feet from a baby rabbit, which froze defensively, because it was too close for flight. She gathered herself . . .




  Then the rabbits feeding further off sensed her. A crescendo of thumps and the whole group was streaking for safety the only way they knew – back to their burrows through the narrow gap

  where she stood. She was flattened by an avalanche of brown bodies, some bigger than herself. While she got up, shaking her head to clear it, the paralysed baby rabbit came back to life, and

  rocketed from under her nose.




  As she travelled on, she was limping quite badly with her right foreleg. By midday she was thirsty and weary. The downland was parched, its streams dried up by the summer heat. But there was a

  building ahead. The smell of man; a sour, off-putting smell of fear; but also the smell of food.




  Stalker rested his big binoculars on the sandbag wall, and rubbed the back of his neck, where the strap cut into it. He was round-shouldered, and getting more so, and the

  weight of the binoculars didn’t help. He hated the long thinness of his body, the bandy legs and sunken chest that were the mark of sub-clinical rickets. The body that had kept him out of the

  Army: medical grade 3C. The recruiting sergeant had said he was good for nowt, except maybe as a pull-through for cleaning out rifle-barrels. Stalker’s face still burnt from the shame of that

  day, the memory of his own nakedness, the odd pitying looks of the doctors, the guffaws in corners. Civil Defence wouldn’t have him either, nor the newly formed Local Defence Volunteers. Too

  much of a liability . . .




  It seemed a miracle when Jones from the Bird-watching Club had rung him up. They needed people for the Observer Corps, to watch for enemy planes from the clifftop observation posts.




  Unable to believe in his good luck, he blurted out, ‘Do you really want me?’




  ‘Nothing wrong with your eyes, Stalker. Or your binoculars. Can you get to the post above Barton Links?’




  He was sure it was his binoculars they really wanted. He hadn’t stinted himself with his binoculars. Barr & Stroud, the best pair in the district. And he had a car, of course, when

  some of them hadn’t. Barton post was lonely and hard to get to; no close bus service now.




  So he’d gone, looking forward to men’s company and talk about birds. Lots of the Corps were bird-watchers.




  No company. When he’d reached the little sandbagged hut, it was empty. It had been empty a long time. The notices on the notice-board were bleached into invisibility. The floor was covered

  with last season’s dead leaves. The phone had cobwebs. He was amazed when he picked it up to find that the RAF switchboard still answered.




  The reason for its desertion wasn’t hard to spot. The post had been built in the wrong place, as so many things would be built in the wrong place in 1940. It covered an area already

  covered by the advance posts on the Isle of Wight and Portland Bill.




  But he came to love the loneliness and the silence, the calling of peewit and curlew, the starlike flowers of the downland grass and the incredible views over the shining sea, from the curving

  line of Chesil Bank to those mysterious towers at Ventnor in the east. If he met his death, this was where he would choose to meet it; in the quiet of the long summer holiday from school, among the

  few things he really loved. School had finished early this year; the boarders packed off home when the German breakthrough started in France. Too near the south coast for the Head to take risks.

  June, July and August stretched barren before him, with Janet tied up in her warm, busy way with WVS and National Savings and evacuees. He had no taste for his beloved garden this year. Too much

  like hiding away, and hiding away just made you even more frightened.




  Frightened of being a Jew.




  Not wholly a Jew. Only one-eighth a Jew. His grandparents had solid British names like Jennings and MacDonald, Reeves and Stalker. But he’d had a great-grandmother called Cohen. When the

  Invasion came, it would come to light. The Nazis took endless trouble weeding out Jews. They would go through the records at Somerset House just as thoroughly as Stalker had, all those years ago,

  in the search for his family tree. And then would come the concentration camp, the obscene striped pyjamas, the beatings-up and the humiliation of being made to jump through hoops like a

  circus-animal.




  He would kill himself first. He had the little packet of arsenic in his pocket. Not hard to buy, when you were a science teacher. At least it would be quick. Janet would be better off without

  him. She was all British; he’d checked back eight generations. He hadn’t told her any of it. No point in two people worrying . . .




  He came out of his recurring death-reverie like a swimmer breaking the surface of a black pool, back into the quiet sunlight. C’mon, Stalker, do your job, your last job. Watch for

  Nazis.




  The circles of his binoculars covered sunlit sky and sea with the absolute concentration he gave everything. Nothing unusual. A small coastal convoy, edging its way past the Needles. You

  couldn’t hear the guns at Dunkirk today. The wind was in the wrong direction. But there was a little dark bird calling, further down the hill. Meadow pipit?




  A roar of aircraft behind his back. But he knew they were British before he turned. Defiants, with their fat bodies and rounded wingtips. Going to the battle. Heroes. He logged them

  scrupulously, envy in his heart.




  He was sipping tea from his Thermos when he saw the cat limping up the turf towards him. His first thought was that black cats were lucky. But through his binoculars she didn’t look very

  lucky. She looked thin, beaten, furtive, and her fur was staring.




  He had no feelings about cats, one way or another. But she was an event in the monotony. Company. When she paused, throwing back her head to sniff, ten yards from the post, he took a

  pressed-beef sandwich from his packet, and sallied out to meet her. She fled, though he called to her as softly, as gently as he could. He thought bitterly that he couldn’t even give a

  starving cat a beef sandwich properly. He tore up the sandwich and dropped the pieces on the grass and went back inside, watching her through the dark slit that was so much like a

  bird-watcher’s hide. He watched with sad satisfaction as she sniffed and ate the sandwich; then turned his attention back to the sea.




  Next thing he knew, she was up on the sandbags beside him, purring wildly, rubbing herself in ecstasy against the hand that held the binoculars. He laughed at his sudden success; his popularity.

  He gave her another sandwich. That, too, vanished instantly.




  He became drunk on doing a fellow-creature good. In all this terrifying world, here was someone to whom he could make a difference. She got the rest of his lunch and tea. He had no appetite; his

  fear made him feel slightly sick all the time. Janet told him off when he brought back his sandwiches uneaten. He stroked the cat tentatively, horrified at the way her spine-nobbles stuck out, the

  sharpness of her pelvic bones.




  ‘Poor old puss. You’ve had a hard time . . .’




  The cat began to purr brokenly, so softly he could hardly hear her. She sat down on the sandbags by his elbow and began to wash herself. Somehow, she made the abandoned post feel fully manned,

  with a proper garrison. Like home. The afternoon sun seemed warmer. The war in France not quite hopeless. The blood seemed to move in his veins for the first time in a fortnight.




  ‘You stick by me, puss. We’ll see you right.’




  That evening, when he packed up, he took her home in the car. He’d been scared she might struggle, escape. But she sat on his lap quite naturally, as if she were used to cars, had sat on

  her late owner’s lap in the same way. He thought her late owner must have been a merry, crazy young man, to drive around with a cat on his knee. He felt a bit of a dog himself . . .




  Janet gave the cat the rest of the stew they had for supper. Again, the cat ate as if she hadn’t eaten for a month. They worked for an hour, getting the burrs out of her coat. It was Janet

  who made the fuss about the little brass medallion on her collar.




  ‘Lord Gort? D’you think she belongs to Lord Gort? There’s a Dover phone number. She’s a long way from home. You’d better ring them up.’




  But the phone just rang and rang, in the empty house on the sea-front at Dover. Stalker was not unhappy to get no answer. He stretched his endless legs across the hearthrug, careful not to

  disturb the sleeping cat. And listened to the news, read by Bruce Belfrage. The world seemed a little better than it had seemed for many days.




  Each day he drove the cat up to the post with him. Janet teased him; but she was glad he seemed happier. The cat threatened to eat them out of house and home, what with the

  rationing. But she grew sleeker, and ceased to limp. At the post, she would vanish for long periods, practising her hunt for rabbits. She brought her first prey back to him. It was still alive so

  he drove her off with wild shouts. It died convulsing in his hands, leaving just a smear of bright blood from its neck on one of his fingers. It seemed so new, so perfect, so scarcely begun; the

  tiny death, linking up with the terror across the Channel, blackened the whole morning for him. He took the rabbit home and buried it sadly underneath the rhododendrons, wrapped in a good

  handkerchief.




  But, by and large, his mood was upwards. He reported more decisively down the telephone, though there was little to report. He chatted up the girl on the switchboard, who had no more to do than

  he had. He learnt her name was Marge and she had worked in a draper’s before the war.




  There was, for some absurd reason, a tiny weathered flagpole attached to one corner of the post. He brought the Union Jack from home that they’d bought for the Coronation in 1937. He

  watched it flutter bravely, and thought sadly of happier times. In the long sunlit watches, he lettered a red and white signboard to read:




   




  ROYAL OBSERVER CORPS.




  With the flag flying, the board up, the Austin Seven parked nearby and the cat washing, the post lost its ghostly look.




  And then, on the fourth day, it happened. He’d just been following the progress of another westbound convoy, on an afternoon of exceptional clarity that promised rain, when he raised the

  glasses and saw tiny dim shapes out over the Channel. He thought at first they were gulls, but their formation was too rigid.




  They had drooping gull-wings, though. And only one kind of aircraft had drooping gull-wings. The silhouette leapt into his mind’s eye, out of the aircraft-recognition manual that he knew

  by heart.




  Junkers 87s. Stuka dive-bombers that had blasted their black way through the newsreels from Spain to Poland, Holland, Belgium and France. Hitler’s terror-bird that turned armies into

  fleeing rabble. Nothing could stand up to the Stuka. It was always the beginning of the end . . .




  I must be dreaming, he thought. Eyes playing tricks. He had lost the faint silhouettes. He refocused desperately and found them again. Watched them grow nearer, paralysed as in a nightmare.




  Then he grabbed the phone. Talked of vectors and angels, estimated distance and gave numbers in a calm voice he didn’t recognize and which certainly didn’t belong to him. To his

  amazement, Marge took him seriously, though there was a gasp as she absorbed the shock of it. Nothing like this had ever happened to either of them before. He heard his message being taken up by

  other female voices, as if it were being sucked into some vacuum-cleaner, getting bigger and bigger all the time.




  He hung up the phone and raised his glasses again, terrified that the shapes wouldn’t still be there; terrified of being in trouble, getting laughed at for giving a false alarm. But the

  gull-winged shapes were there, larger and clearer now. Turning towards the crawling coastal convoy. From being afraid for himself, he became afraid for the helpless ships.




  It was like the time he’d watched a spider trap and eat a bluebottle. The same cold inevitability; the same insect efficiency; the same feeling of helplessness, of being outside, of not

  understanding. He saw the Nazi squadron-leader waggle his wings, and the first dive-bomber lift a little and then plunge. A bit like a tern diving for fish . . .




  Tiny shellbursts in the sky, as the leading ship opened fire. Hopelessly off target. The bomber pulling out in a graceful curve, echoing the curve of the tiny bomb towards the second ship . . .

  a slowly growing column of white water, as the bomb missed. Then the delayed sound of the bomb bursting, rolling across the quiet sea.




  Then the second bomber diving, and the third. They seemed so casual, taking their time. They couldn’t go on missing . . .




  There was a sudden roar over his head, coming so suddenly it made him jump out of his skin. A tight wedge of brown planes shot into view through his observation-slit. Brown, therefore British.

  Single-engine fighters. Pointed wings, therefore Spitfires . . .




  He watched the two groups of planes closing, willing the Germans not to see their danger till it was too late. Hands clenched, sweating, he felt great waves of hate and rage bursting out of him,

  through his eyes, through the binoculars, as if he had a deathray inside his head.




  The two groups of planes met, with a noise like a boy running a stick along metal railings. Then they exploded into a whirling cloud of planes, weaving meaningless patterns, like midges at

  sunset. Then a long plume of smoke across the sky, like a brushstroke spreading on wet paper. Not a British plane, oh, God, let it not be a British plane on fire! No. As the plane turned in its

  death throes, he saw the hated gull-wings.




  Another growing brush-stroke, and another. All German, something was fearfully and wonderfully wrong with Hitler’s devil-birds. They were dying all over the sky. He heard a voice yelling

  and screaming and shockingly blaspheming. A mad voice that called for death and blood and burning. He realized with a shock that it was his own. All the fear and hate of weeks streamed out of

  him.




  It was as if he was overheard. A gull-wing was coming straight at him, the noise of its screaming engine growing like a railway train coming through a station. He saw his own death coming. He

  never saw the British plane behind, until he heard again, louder, the noise like the sound of a boy running a stick across railings, and the sandbags in front of him exploded into his eyes and he

  was blinded.




  He kept on hearing the cat mewing querulously, as if she wanted feeding. He pulled out his handkerchief, and tried to get the tears and sand out of his eyes. The hanky smelt of

  oil from the car.




  All was silent. With still-streaming eyes, he went outside. Out to sea, the convoy crawled on, unharmed. There wasn’t a plane in sight. Until he looked behind the post.




  It lay there, quite close, with its nose dug in the turf. It looked as big as a house, the black crosses shining with varnish on the pale green undersides of the wings. It had dug up the turf

  like a plough; the exposed chalk was half muddy, half creamy white. One of the plane’s wheels had collapsed; it was resting on its big round bomb, still in place.




  He didn’t know whether to run to it, run away, or phone the switchboard. But something made him walk towards it, though he knew it was a foolish thing to do. He walked up under the

  towering tail; looked up at where the rear-gunner should be. All he could see was the round holes in the metal; the metal was all buckled and shiny where the bullets had knocked the paint off. The

  tail looked like a colander, it was so full of holes. And red seeped from the holes. A drop fell on his hand, and he licked it and it tasted of blood, like when you cut your finger.




  He went round slowly to the front, dreading what he would see. But the pilot was alive, just sitting there with the cockpit-cover back and his goggles pushed up on his helmet, smiling to himself

  as if he were relaxing on the beach. There was a frightening smell of petrol. Liquid dripped on to the steaming engine, and evaporated with a hiss. He knew the plane was going to explode at any

  moment. He knew he should turn and run. And the pilot just sat there, grinning mildly and stupidly, as if he had all the time in the world . . .




  ‘Come on,’ Stalker shouted. ‘Come on!’




  The pilot waved a gloved hand at him idly, as if to some casual acquaintance.




  Then Stalker went mad. He tried to scramble up the wing, with the metal slithering, scrunching and buckling beneath his feet. He grabbed at the pilot’s shoulder, to stop himself falling.

  There was a harness holding the pilot in. It was supposed to have a release-button somewhere in the middle of it, but he couldn’t see it. In his frustration he ripped the pilot’s helmet

  and goggles off, and slapped him on the face.




  ‘Ja, ja!’ said the pilot understandingly, as if not offended. Then he seemed to get the idea, and pressed the release button for himself; at last the harness slipped off him. And

  somehow Stalker hauled him out, and the pair of them did a mad waltz on the crumbling wing and slithered off on to the turf. Stalker grabbed at something painfully hot, and hauled both of them to

  their feet; he only realized afterwards that his hand was badly blistered. Then they were running and staggering towards the post. Stalker pushed the pilot in, shouting, ‘Lie down, lie

  down!’ And grabbed the phone and got the switchboard.




  Then the world fell on him.




  ‘Just you lie there for a moment, sir,’ said the policeman. ‘You’ve had a nasty shock, the plane blowing up like that.’




  Stalker stared around wildly from his place on the turf. The post was a tumbled heap of burst sandbags, and where the plane had been was just a vast shallow white crater. But his Austin Seven

  was still on her wheels. Didn’t seem a scratch on her, apart from a crack across the windscreen. They said bomb blast did funny things.
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She was the Blitzcat.
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