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SEPTEMBER
1939


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His passenger sighed, and then belched.

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

“But you’re in England.”

“Well, so are you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“There you are!” said Cattermole triumphantly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Where are we?” Cox asked.

“Sticky ought to know,” Patterson said.

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

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

“Why did we stop?” Cox asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Chap gave it me at the party.”

“Jolly decent of him.”

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

“That wasn’t very nice.”

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

“Really? Not a word?”

“Not one sodding syllable, Sticky.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh, balls,” said Mother Cox.

“How did you start it?” Cattermole asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“There you are, then,” Stickwell said.

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

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

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

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

They stopped walking.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes? What’s up?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Get them back,” the Ram said.

“Now?”

“Instantly.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Or should they be green?

Oh Christ.

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

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

“No, sir.”

“Half as fast?”

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

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

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

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

Mother Cox looked at his flying boots.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Can you?” Cox asked.

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

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

“Nonsense. Tripe. Utter piffle.”

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

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

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

Cox sniffed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“So it is,” Patterson said.

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

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

“Is it funny?” Stickwell asked.

“Oh, unspeakably hilarious.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No,” Barton said.

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

Cox yawned. “Tell the Ram,” he said.

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

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

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

The Ram eased himself into his car and drove away.

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

“What d’you méan?” Barton asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, but look at all that manure.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hope not, sergeant.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Nearly? What went wrong?”

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

“Oh, oh, oh.”

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

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

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

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

“Jesus, I’m cold,” Cattermole said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

No answer.

“How odd,” he said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Heifers,” Cattermole said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What d’you mean, ‘got anything’?”

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

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

“Lockjaw? Why lockjaw?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Stickwell grunted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But I can’t walk.”

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

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

“Messerschmitt 110,” said Mother Cox.

“Junkers 88,” said Moke Miller.

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

Moran looked at the other pilots in the lecture room.

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

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

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

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

“Useless fart, Moke,” said Patterson.

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

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

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

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

Patterson whistled. “But what an undercarriage.”

“Hullo, chaps,” Cattermole gasped.
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