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About the Book

There were seven in the crew – seven very young and very inexperienced airmen who, nearly every night, flew their heavily-laden Lancaster bomber into the exploding skies over enemy Germany.

On almost their first flight Piers, the navigator, managed to get them lost and Van, the pilot, nearly crashed the plane on landing. Charlie, the rear gunner, who was only seventeen but who had lied about his age, spent his time reading poetry and trying not to spew his guts out on every flight. They were from mixed backgrounds and nationalities but somehow, heroically, they welded together into a courageous fighting unit, helping each other and desperately hoping they would survive their thirty bombing raids.

And on the ground were the women who waited. Assistant Section Officer Catherine Herbert, in love with Van but already committed to another man. And Peggy, the little waitress who found herself being ardently wooed by the aristocratic Piers. There was Ruth, the land-girl, falling in love in spite of herself. And Charlie's young and pretty widowed mother, living right on the edge of the airfield, praying every night that her son would come back.
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THE CREW

Margaret Mayhew


For Mary and Keith

And in memory of Jack


Foreword

A lancaster bomber required a crew of seven men: pilot, navigator, bomb aimer, flight engineer, wireless operator, mid-upper gunner and rear gunner.

During the Second World War, the average age of a crew was twenty-four and, at the height of RAF Bomber Command’s strategic offensive against Germany, their chance of surviving a tour of thirty operations only one in three. By the end of the war 55,573 men in aircrews had died and the casualty rate in Bomber Command was the heaviest of any British Service.

In the words of Winston Churchill: They never flinched or failed. It is to their devotion that in no small measure we owe our victory. Let us give them our salute.

This novel tells the story of seven such men. And their women.


One

THEY WERE LOST. Again. Christ only knew where Piers had got them to this time, because he sure as hell didn’t. Even if the whole damn countryside hadn’t been covered in cloud, he wouldn’t have known without some obvious landmark. The crazy jumble of fields and woods and villages all looked the same to him – when you could see it at all, which wasn’t often.

Jesus, the weather they had over here! Cloud, rain, fog, sleet, snow, more rain, and still more rain, and still more cloud. And it was supposed to be spring. Bad enough on the ground. Up here, bloody murder.

By now they should have landed safely back at base, be stripping off their flying gear, lighting up, cracking jokes, acting the confident, close-knit crew – the jolly old comrades they were supposed to have become. Instead, they were still wandering hopelessly about the skies. Van peered downwards, trying to see something – anything. About fifteen minutes ago, when there’d been a gap in the clouds, he’d caught sight of the sea, which meant they were very likely heading in the general direction of Holland. Any moment now some Jerry fighter was probably going to appear and make it the end of a perfect day. The end of everything.

He flicked the mike switch on his mask and tried to keep the worry and irritation out of his voice. ‘Pilot to navigator. What’s our position, please?’

‘I’m frightfully sorry, skipper. I’m not absolutely sure. Can you possibly hang on a moment?’

God help us, he thought. We’re lost and Piers is frightfully sorry. At the moment, all we’re doing is stooging around in broad daylight. When we stop playing games and have to go and drop bombs on the enemy in the dark, the Jerries won’t need to waste shells bringing us down, we’ll do the job ourselves.

He could sense his flight engineer’s seething impatience beside him. Jock must be cursing his luck at being assigned to them – which Van had a strong suspicion had been done in the hopes of improving their performance. Tough deal, Jock! Top of his course and stuck with a Yank pilot who had yet to show he could make a halfway decent landing, a navigator who didn’t seem to know north from south, an Aussie bomb aimer who’d flunked the new bomb sight exam, a mid-upper gunner who evidently couldn’t hit a rat in a barrel, a wireless operator older than God and a kid rear gunner who read poetry. When some guy had told him in friendly fashion over a beer in the Mess that they were odds-on favourites to be the first crew to get the chop on ops, if not before, he hadn’t been a bit surprised.

Nothing from Piers. What the hell was he doing back there? It wasn’t that difficult, for Christ’s sake. He was about to press the mike switch again when the clouds suddenly parted and he saw Lincoln Cathedral down below the Lancaster’s port wing, its three big towers sticking up cheerily from the city hilltop: a landmark he knew and was learning to love the hard way. Not even Piers could get lost – they were only twenty miles from base.

Now it could be his turn to screw up. He brought the Lancaster bomber down steadily, praying he’d manage a passable landing this time and not give them all something else to worry about. The runway lay ahead, a mile-long, straight concrete scar across that mishmash of English fields. All he had to do was get her down onto it in one piece. All twenty-five tons of her.

At a thousand feet, Flying Control gave him permission to join the circuit downwind.

‘Undercart down, please, engineer.’

Jock acknowledged curtly. ‘Undercart down.’ His hand reached for the lever. After a few seconds the green lights came on. ‘And locked.’

He made all his landing checks and turned cross wind.

‘Flaps twenty, please, Jock.’

‘Flaps, twenty.’

He was driving eight thousand horses. Under the thick flying clothes, his body felt clammy with sweat, his muscles rigid. Six lives in his hands, besides his own. He could take advice from the rest of the crew, but he was the guy who had to make the final decisions. And they’d better be the right ones.

Control crackled again in his ears. ‘You’re clear to land, G-George.’

‘Thank you. Pilot to crew. Stand by for landing.’

He turned on finals at seven hundred feet, pointing the Lanc’s nose straight at the runway. The heavy bomber roared over the Lincolnshire farm land, sinking gradually. All tickety-boo, as the RAF said.

The airfield boundary was coming close.

‘Full flap, Jock.’

‘Full flap.’

They were over the boundary hedge and the rubber-streaked runway rushed up at them. Too fast. The Lanc’s port wheel hit it first – hard and with a loud squeal. She bounced high, lurched, and bounced and lurched again as the starboard wheel crunched down next, the wing dipping horrifyingly close to the ground. There were two more bounces and a thud-thud as her tailwheel slammed down. The nose reared and yawed in front of him. Shit, shit, shit!

They were halfway down the runway before she’d settled and he had full control. He should have given her the gun and gone around again. Wrong decision. Total screw-up. Nobody said anything. Not a word. They were probably too bloody frightened to speak. Or too disgusted, like Jock who was wagging his head slowly from side to side.

At dispersal, when the Merlins had died, Van unfastened his harness, pulled off his helmet and wiped the sweat from his forehead. The others were clattering and clanging about in the metal fuselage behind him, making their way aft. He didn’t blame them for being keen to get out. When he joined them outside nobody said anything to him then either. They were huddled in a foot-stamping, arm-swinging group at the edge of the tarmac, faces turned into the teeth of the wind away from him, looking for the crew bus – Jock, Piers, Stew, Harry, Bert and Charlie.

Van fumbled for his cigarettes and lighter. His hands were still shaking, and he had trouble getting flame and cigarette tip together in the lee of his Irvin jacket. When he lifted his head he saw the Bedford coming along, speeding round the peri track towards them, a WAAF driver at the wheel. It had started to rain again.

‘Reckon he’ll kill us all, if Jerry don’t first,’ the wireless operator, Harry, said in his flat Yorkshire. ‘We could have gone off the runway and gone arse over tit, Bert. Blown oop in bloody flames.’ He stood by the bar in the Sergeants’ Mess, a pint of beer clutched in one large hand, his pipe in the other. He was a big fair-haired man – built like a brick shit-house, Bert always told him affably. The mid-upper gunner, dark and with a wide grin like a monkey, barely reached his shoulder. Side by side, they looked and sounded like a music hall act.

‘Be fair, mate, you don’t do such a good job twiddlin’ the old knobs neither. Blimey, you got that dance music once, remember? I was doin’ a quick-quick-slow up in the turret. Let’s face it, we’re none of us so bloomin’ marvellous.’

Harry nodded. ‘Aye, that’s true enough. How you got through gunnery school with your eyesight, I’ll never know.’

‘Luck an’ bluff, cock. That’s ’ow,’ Bert said chirpily.

‘And what ’appens when you’re supposed to shoot down a Jerry fighter for us? I’ll tell you what’s goin’ to ’appen, Bert, you’re goin’ to miss ’im.’

The gunner grinned. ‘We’ll ’ave to find Germany first and that’s not goin’ to be so easy with our nav.’

‘Aye, we’ll end up in Timbuctu, more like. You’d think with all the education he must ’ave ’ad that he could do a better job.’ Harry took a swig at his beer. ‘Oh, well. No good worryin’, I s’pose. There’s nowt we can do about it. Can’t change horses in midstream.’

‘Mid-air, you mean, mate.’

Charlie, the rear gunner, who was even smaller than Bert, sipped his beer, listening to them. With every sip he tried to hide his shudder at the taste. Everyone in the Mess seemed to be downing pints of the stuff. He watched Harry take another swallow and the level in his mug sink rapidly. It would soon be time for the next round and they’d wonder why he hadn’t half-finished his first one yet. He took another desperate gulp. He was still feeling a bit sick from the flight, which didn’t help either, and the smoke from Harry’s pipe and Bert’s cigarette was making things even worse. He’d bought some Woodbines himself, hoping he’d look older if he smoked, but every time he lit up it made him feel dizzy.

He hadn’t said anything, but he was just as worried about the skipper. There was a lump on his head where it had hit the turret roof on that dicey landing. He’d thought they’d had it for a moment. Going to do a ground loop and not much chance of him getting out. None at all if the doors behind him went and jammed. The rear turret wasn’t the safest place to be. Someone had told him that Tail-End Charlies were the ones most likely to cop it. There were always blokes who liked to put the wind up you. Got a kick out of it most probably.

He hadn’t exactly chosen to be a rear gunner. ‘With a name like yours,’ they’d said to him at gunnery school, ‘you haven’t got much option, have you lad?’ But he was very proud of his AG badge with its one wing, and of his three stripes, and he didn’t much mind being all on his own in the tail, being dragged backwards in his fish bowl through the skies. It gave you a lot to look at and a chance to think about things. And sometimes he recited poems to himself. They’d teased him about his book of poetry, of course. It had fallen out of his pocket once and Stew had picked it up and turned the pages over, as though he couldn’t believe his eyes.

Jesus Christ, Charlie, what’s this? Poems? The bomb aimer had read a bit aloud in his Aussie accent.


My heart leaps up when I behold a rainbow in the sky

So was it when my life began;

So is it now I am a man;

So be it when I shall grow old,

Or let me die!



He’d handed the book back, shaking his head. ‘Strewth, if you’re going to be beholding bloody rainbows, kid, we’ll all be dying with you.’

Charlie took another small sip of beer. Harry’s mug was nearly empty now. How on earth could he get it down so quickly? Must be all the practice. He was really old, Harry. More than thirty – years older than the rest of them. Bert was nineteen, Jock twenty, Stew twenty-one. He wasn’t sure about Piers and the skipper, but they’d be somewhere around that. He was easily the youngest himself, as well as the smallest, which was handy as it was a bit of a squash in the rear turret.

Bert tipped up his mug and drained it. ‘Time for another.’

‘Your shout, Bert,’ Harry said firmly.

‘OK, OK. Get it down, Charlie, and give us your glass.’

‘Not quite ready, thanks.’

‘Blimey, come on . . . you won’t grow up to be a big strong man like ’arry if you don’t drink up your beer like a good boy.’

He couldn’t. He just couldn’t. Luckily Harry saved him.

‘Leave him be, Bert. The lad’s takin’ his time, but I don’t mind if I do.’

Up the other end of the bar, the bomb aimer, Stew, was buying a beer for himself and a lemonade for Jock. He handed over the glass of lemonade to the flight engineer with a grimace. ‘Don’t know how you can drink that muck, sport.’

‘Och, it’s no so bad.’

‘Have a fag?’

‘No, thanks.’

Strewth, the bloke didn’t booze and didn’t smoke, and didn’t chase sheilas either. What the hell sort of a life was that? No flaming fun at all. Stew stuck a cigarette in his mouth and flicked the wheel of his lighter with his thumb. As usual the bloody thing was playing up. If it hadn’t been his lucky mascot he’d have chucked it away long ago. He went on flicking the wheel harder and harder.

‘What d’you reckon our chances with our Yank driver, then, Jock?’

‘Not too good.’

‘He was fair enough when we were on Wimpeys, but seems to me he just doesn’t get it with the heavies.’

‘Aye, you could say that.’

‘Think he’ll get any better?’

‘I certainly hope so.’

The lighter suddenly burst into flame and Stew bent his head to it. He took a drag at the cigarette and blew smoke upwards.

‘Anyway, far as I can see, it’s not going to make a blind bit of difference. It’s odds-on we won’t be coming back to land at all. We’re the favourites for the chop, did you know that?’

‘I’d heard something of the kind.’

Jock didn’t look like he gave a bugger. He was a cool customer and no mistake. Must have ice in his veins instead of blood, Stew thought. Maybe it was the climate in Scotland that made them like that. Most Aussies, himself included, thought themselves pretty tough blokes, but he wasn’t sure the Scots hadn’t got the edge. He’d come across one or two others like Jock: steel eyes, voices like glass breaking, made of cast iron. They could generally drink you under the table as well, which made it even weirder that Jock never touched a drop. Didn’t swear either, which was the weirdest bloody thing of all.

You couldn’t tell so easily about the English lot. They hid it. Put up a smokescreen. They might have a streak of yellow a mile wide or be brave as hell for all he knew. He hadn’t a clue how their four would turn out when it came to the real thing – when the chips were down. Harry and Bert were probably OK. Harry had one foot in the grave but he was one of those solid north country types, and if he ever learned to work the radio set properly he might do all right, and Bert was a wiry little cockney bastard who told some good blue jokes, even if he wasn’t Dead-Eye-Dick. But Charlie was a worry, same as the skipper. For a start, seventeen was too bloody young for this caper; they ought to have rumbled him at the recruiting office. And any kid who read poetry about rainbows wasn’t exactly going to be the killer type. He’d be dreaming away and gazing at the flaming stars, or something, and they’d go and get their arse shot off. The only thing he’d be any use for would be to keep the tail down on landing.

Stew took another drag at his cigarette. As for that drongo, Piers, getting them lost all the time . . . well, they might as well take up a ball of string next time. When it was time to go home, Charlie could wind it in from the rear turret and they could fly down backwards so the skipper could try landing that way for a change. How the hell Piers had got to be an officer he’d never know, unless it was the toff talk that had swung it. Or his posh family had pulled some strings.

He frowned. Not that he’d any right to throw stones when it came to cocking-up. He’d gone and failed that bloody exam at the Heavy Conversion Unit, hadn’t he? No excuses, but it had been a snap test, after all, with no time to bone up for it, no chance to get all the facts on the new bombsight and fuses and detonators properly fixed in his memory, like he’d done with all the previous exams he’d passed OK. They’d sprung it on them and it had been a bastard. There’d been more blanks on his paper than answers, and when the chief bombing instructor had hauled him in and chewed him into confetti, he’d thought they were going to throw him out of the Unit then and there. Like a condemned man, he’d pleaded for another chance and they’d let him do a special two-day course to catch up. Now, he wasn’t so sure he should have been so flaming keen. If he’d kept his mouth shut they’d’ve replaced him and he’d’ve ended up with another crew, not this lot. Still, too late now. Too bloody bad, sport!

Christ, what a way to crew-up! They stuck you in a hangar with a hundred or more other blokes you didn’t know from Adam – pilots, navigators, bomb aimers, wireless operators, gunners – all milling about, and told you to sort yourselves out, chaps! You were expected to pick your partners like you were at a bloody dance. Only you weren’t choosing partners for an evening’s hoofing; you were trying to pick the men you were going to have to trust with your own sweet life.

He’d wandered about the hangar, not knowing what the hell to do for the best, and when he’d stopped for a fag his lighter had gone u/s on him. A bloke standing nearby with pilot’s wings and a Canada shoulder flash had given him a light and it had seemed a good idea to join up with another colonial, not being too sure about the Poms, so they’d shaken hands on it. Later, of course, he’d discovered that Van was really a Yank in disguise. Pretty soon Harry had come by with the kid Charlie in tow, like a minnow on a line. They’d still needed a navigator, until Piers had come up, stammering and blushing like a sheila, and asked if they’d mind awfully if he butted in. If they’d known then that he couldn’t find his way out of a paper bag, they’d’ve minded quite a lot. Bert had teamed up with them as mid-upper gunner when they’d gone on from Wellingtons to Lancs, and their flight engineer had been assigned whether he liked it or not. Poor old Jock, he’d had lousy luck to get stuck with them. Well, they were all stuck with each other and all you could do was bloody pray.

It was a frightful scrum in the Officers’ Mess. Piers waited his turn patiently to order a sherry and stand his skipper a beer – the least he could do after the mess he’d made of navigating. ‘I’m terribly sorry about making such a hash of things again today, Van.’

‘Forget it. I’m just as sorry about that landing.’

‘Gosh, that’s all right. It can happen to anyone, I expect.’

‘Not to most guys. Maybe we’ll both improve, in time. Cigarette?’

‘Thanks awfully. I rather like your American ones.’

He took one of Van’s Chesterfields. The smoke felt good going into his lungs; so did the sherry going down his throat. They both made him feel better. After all, he wasn’t the only one who’d messed up; that landing had been bloody awful. He’d really thought they were going to cartwheel, in which case that would probably have been that. He’d seen a Halifax do it: stand on one wingtip and flip right over like an acrobat before it had gone up in a mighty whoomph. No-one had got out. And he couldn’t see them getting out of a Lanc quickly, either. If anything happened in the air, they were all supposed to bail out by the nose escape hatch so they didn’t go and smash into the tail. On the ground, in flames, God knows if they’d be able to get to any exit in time. They’d probably be caught like rats in a trap. He tried not to think about that. Not much point. In fact, absolutely no point at all.

Just the same, he’d no regrets about volunteering. The parents would have preferred him to go into the Army, following family tradition, but he’d always liked the idea of flying. If he hadn’t failed the course, he’d have been a pilot, but navigator wasn’t a bad alternative. And it wasn’t as though he didn’t know his stuff – you couldn’t get through the training unless you did – but when it had come to the real thing, he kept getting into a complete panic and losing his head; forgetting everything he’d learned.

The thought of letting the rest of them down – maybe getting them all killed, not just lost on a training exercise like today – filled him with a sickening horror. To get oneself killed was one thing, to be responsible for six other deaths along with your own, quite another. Of course, it was the same for each of them. Their lives depended on the other chaps doing their jobs properly. They were bound to each other like links in a chain – and a chain was only as strong as its weakest link. He hoped to God that link wasn’t himself.

In a couple of weeks they’d be posted to an operational station somewhere and doing their first sortie. The first of the thirty. The chances of getting through the tour weren’t terribly good, he knew, but he tried not to think about that either. After all, they could be one of the lucky ones. Survive your first five, he’d heard somebody chant, and double your chances of staying alive.

He wondered why Van had volunteered to fight in a war that hadn’t been his country’s problem. The skipper never talked about it – hardly talked about himself at all – but he must have joined up long before the Japanese had attacked the American fleet at Pearl Harbour. From the little he knew of America, mostly from films, they seemed to live pretty comfortably over there. Certainly a lot better than wartime England. Plenty of food and everything, and no bombs. Mad to come here.

‘Think anyone’d mind if I played that piano?’ Van said, nodding towards the beer-stained upright in the corner of the Mess.

‘Golly, I shouldn’t think so.’ He watched his skipper make his way across the room, park his beer and cigarette and sit down at the keys. He played a few bars of a song that Piers recognized vaguely but couldn’t put a title to. After a while he realized that Van was rather good. A lot of the chaps had stopped talking and were listening, and some of them gathered round the piano. Piers drank his sherry and smoked his American cigarette and listened. He felt a lot better now. With any luck they’d be posted somewhere decent – one of the pre-war aerodromes with proper buildings, not tin huts. And before that, there’d be some leave so he could get home for a few days. He was looking forward to that.


Two

IN THE FADING light, the bombers were emerging from their dispersal pans and lumbering after each other round the perimeter track, like elephants in a circus ring.

Assistant Section Officer Catherine Herbert stood with the small group of station personnel beside the runway, watching the Lancasters and waiting to wave them off. Whatever the weather, every kite was seen off on every op, and every time she wondered which ones they were waving goodbye to for ever.

Although it was May, there was a cold wind blowing hard from the Wolds and she had to hang on to her cap. The hedgerows and a huddle of bent trees along the eastern edge of the aerodrome were the only protection on the piece of flat Lincolnshire farm land that had been turned hurriedly into a wartime bomber station. The ancient farm buildings lay at the northern perimeter and a raw group of Nissen huts and wooden shacks had sprung up among the trees to the east. Drab brown and green camouflage, ugly corrugated iron and asbestos, concrete paths linked across oozing mud, gigantic steel hangars, barbed wire, the deafening roar of heavy bombers, a ceaseless wind. That was RAF Beningby.

She had hated it at first, and then gradually got used to it. There was a war on, after all, which meant getting used to everything – including men dying.

The big four-engined bombers had only been with the squadron a few weeks, and they were an impressive sight. And an impressive sound. Mingled with the steady roar of the engines, the WAAF could hear the short extra bursts of power and the sharp squeal of brakes as the pilots steered along the narrow, winding track between the blue and amber lights. Once or twice she’d seen a bomber run off the concrete edge and bog down in the mud, which meant a long delay for everyone behind while the aircraft was hauled out. It was usually a sprog crew and there was one on this op. She’d spotted them at the briefing, as easy to pick out as new boys in a school class: not knowing where to sit or what to do, taking industrious notes, making neat little diagrams of flak and searchlight batteries, and paying more attention than all the rest of the old hands put together. All too often she never saw sprog crews more than once or twice: the first five ops were known to be the trickiest for them. But if they got through those, they had a fair chance of surviving the remainder.

The target for tonight was St Nazaire, and they were off to lay mines in enemy waters. Gardening, the crews called it, and the mines were vegetables. Nobody called anything unpleasant or dangerous by the proper word. You didn’t get killed, you ‘bought it’, and you didn’t bomb the enemy, you ‘clobbered’ him. The atmosphere in the briefing room had been almost light-hearted. Not Hamburg, or Cologne or Stuttgart . . . just a milk-run. Piece of cake.

The leading bomber had reached the end of the peri track. When the red light from the controller’s caravan winked to green, it rolled forward onto the start of the main runway and swung round into the wind to face the flarepath lights. The engines howled and faded and the Lancaster hovered for a moment before she leaped forward with a mighty roar. She passed the waving group, engines bellowing. The tail lifted and further on down the runway the elephant rose slowly and majestically into the air, to become an eagle.

Catherine watched the first one climb away, red and green wingtip lights fading into the distance, and then turned back to the second, already in position at the end of the runway. One aircraft would take off every ninety seconds.

The sprog crew’s rear gunner waved back as he went by. They were in S-Sugar, the ropey kite. She hoped they’d make it.

Charlie had seen the people waving to him and he’d held up his gloved hand awkwardly in reply, wondering if that was the right thing to do. They were distant shapes now, grey blobs getting smaller by the second as the bomber raced on, carrying him down the runway. The tail was already off the ground and he could feel it swinging; he prayed the skipper would keep her straight. They’d got six fifteen-hundred pound sea mines on board, and that morning one of the ground crew had told him a horror story about another new crew who’d gone careering off the runway when they were trying to take off, all loaded-up for their first – and last – op. The Lanc always wanted to go left, apparently, and once you got a bad swing with a heavy load, you’d more or less had it.

So far as he could tell, though, the lights flashing past looked at the proper angle to the tail. He kept his eyes fixed on them until, suddenly, they dropped away beneath and he knew they were airborne. The dark roof and chimneys of the farmhouse at the edge of the drome went by below, and he and his Brownings were pointing downwards to earth as they climbed. The flarepath became little pinpricks of light and RAF Beningby disappeared from view. He wriggled around on the seat pad to get more comfortable. It was a bit like being packed in a glass suitcase. The metal doors behind him formed a back rest, the control column, with hand grips and triggers, was between his legs. If he stooped his head a little, the gun sight lay immediately in front of his face. With the illumination switched on, he could see the red circle with a dot in the middle superimposed on the dark landscape below.

He reached down with his right hand for the lever and unlocked the turret on its rotating ring so he could swing round, searching the skies above and each side and below him. He was the eyes in the back of the crew’s head. They’d been taught that over and over in training. He had to keep a constant look-out for anything and everything behind and report to the skipper instantly. And if it was an emergency, with a fighter suddenly attacking from the rear, he had to tell the skipper which way to turn fast to get away and not muddle starboard and port because he was facing backwards. You had to think fast and get it right. It was a big responsibility and he worried about it a lot. He must hold his ammo if the fighter was out of range, but if it came near he had to give it everything he’d got. Luckily, he was a good shot. It had come naturally to him in the training and, unlike Bert, his eyesight was perfect: like a cat in the dark. Bert could see all round from his turret, on top in the middle of the kite, but he hadn’t got such a good view of what was happening at the rear, and none of them could see the blind spot right underneath without the pilot rocking the wings.

Charlie found it a bit nervy, not to be able to see anything forward. All he could do was listen to what the rest of them were saying about what was happening up front and hope for the best. He could hear them talking to each other over the intercom now: short, crackling exchanges in his headphones. The skipper’s drawling Yank accent, Jock’s Scottish, Piers’s posh one, Stew’s Aussie, Harry’s Yorkshire, and Bert’s chirpy cockney. Easy to tell which was which without them saying, though they nearly always did. You had to be quite sure who was talking so there were no mistakes.

He didn’t understand why people kept on telling him horror stories. Maybe because they thought he was the kind to frighten easily. He was windy at times, but he wasn’t going to show it if he could help it. Still, that take-off story had rattled him and when they were getting into the crew bus to go out to dispersal he’d gone and picked his parachute up by the release handle so it had come undone all over the place. They’d had to hang about while he went and got another, and he’d felt a right noddy. Then one of the other crew in the bus had leaned across, grinning, and asked if he could have his egg if he didn’t come back. It was a joke, of course, and he’d managed a laugh with everyone else, but inside he’d felt a bit queasy.

It wasn’t really the idea of dying that worried him, so much as the way it might happen. None of the possibilities was very comforting, except being blown to little bits, because then you wouldn’t know a thing about it. The thought of having to bail out was almost more terrifying than anything else. He wasn’t too good with heights and the idea of throwing himself into space . . . well, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to do it. Whatever happened, he’d be on his own unless he could make it all the way up to the nose escape hatch, which wasn’t very likely. Nobody envied him being in the coldest and loneliest place on the kite, but the cold wasn’t too bad with his electrically heated suit, and he could hear the others and they could hear him.

In training they’d been told that rear gunners were one of the most important members of the crew, and he had nearly twice as much ammo as the other two turrets put together to prove it. So he was proud of being Tail-End Charlie. And if it came to dying, what really mattered, to his way of thinking, was whether the cause was worth it. He thought it was.


We must be free or die, who speak the tongue

That Shakespeare spake; the faith and morals hold

Which Milton held.



That was out of his poetry book. By Wordsworth. He repeated the words to himself often. Some of them had to die to stop Hitler. We must be free or die. Britons never, never, never shall be slaves.

He wished Mum could understand, but the only thing she could really see was that she might lose him. He knew that would be hard because he was all she had, but it couldn’t be helped. She’d never said a cross word when he’d gone off to the recruiting office and lied to them about his age, but he’d heard her crying in her bedroom and he’d felt very bad about it.

It was dark now – darkness and engine noise and vibration, all around him. The skipper’s voice spoke suddenly in his ears: ‘Pilot to rear gunner. OK back there, Charlie?’

He pressed his mike switch down carefully, still not easy with speaking out over the intercom. ‘OK, skipper.’

He went on searching the night skies.

They dropped the mines in what Van hoped were the waters off St Nazaire, Stew letting them go at three-second intervals. For once Piers had sounded sure about their position, but that might not mean a damn thing. There was no flak and no enemy fighters; nobody seemed to be taking any notice of them at all. He had a feeling that it was never going to be this easy again.

They flew back over the Channel and crossed the English coast at what should have been Portsmouth but was probably somewhere else, because later they turned out to be at least fifty miles off course. Piers was frightfully sorry about it, as usual, and eventually got them back to Beningby after a circular tour of Lincolnshire. Van managed a reasonable landing with only a couple of bounces, and they were ferried back from dispersal in the crew bus. He sat in front beside the WAAF driver, a jolly, red-cheeked girl who made bright conversation about the weather as though they were taking a pleasure drive out in the country. Apparently it was going to be a nice day, or what passed for one. The smell of dew-damp grass reached him pleasantly through the half-open window. He wondered just exactly where they had dropped the mines.

Catherine saw the sprog crew come into the debriefing room. All the other crews had already gone off for their breakfast and for a while she’d been afraid that they’d bought it on their first op. She watched them gather round a table: two pilot officers and five sergeants. They’d yet to do a really dicey trip, so they hadn’t that dazed look she knew so well. That would come later. A fairly typical crew, except that someone had told her the pilot was an American. He’d be the tall fair one with the wings, chewing gum. The other officer, also fair-haired and wearing a navigator’s badge, looked very English and very anxious. The bomb aimer was a stocky, aggressive Australian in the royal blue of the RAAF, and the flight engineer with the reddish hair and dour expression was probably Scottish. The two gunners were the smallest and youngest-looking of the crew, one of them scarcely more than a boy. The wireless operator, a big man, was obviously considerably older than the rest.

They were behaving like most crews at the start of their tour: like a group of virtual strangers with nothing much in common. Because it was their first op, they would try to answer all the de-briefing questions conscientiously in every detail. Later, they’d learn to rattle through it as quickly as possible and escape to their eggs and bacon and their sleep. If they lasted that long. Some said the first op was the diciest of all, and they’d survived it. Still, it had only been St Nazaire.

She watched them lighting cigarettes and drinking their cocoa. The wireless op was filling a pipe and poking at it with a match, the Aussie bomb aimer tipping back his chair perilously on its hind legs. She watched the navigator lean forward earnestly to answer a question from the intelligence officer, the dark-haired gunner speak up with a cheeky grin and the very young-looking gunner smother a tired yawn. Then the skipper glanced across the room in her direction and she turned back to her papers and picked up her pen.

‘I’m afraid it’s been empty for some time, Mrs Banks. It’s rather damp.’ The estate agent stood aside to let Dorothy into the cottage and she stepped past him into the dark front room.

She could smell the damp and see mildewy patches of it all along the bottom of the walls. Still, there was a nice fireplace with a good-sized grate, and if she could get a fire going and dry the place out, it would help. The few bits of furniture weren’t up to much, but a good clean could work wonders. She followed the man into the kitchen at the back of the cottage. The range was thick with rust, the cupboards lined with old and yellowed newspaper. In the lean-to scullery beyond, there was a stone sink containing several dead spiders, some dead woodlice and a bath full of logs. A narrow wooden staircase, hidden behind a latched door, led to two bedrooms upstairs, with iron bedsteads and rickety chests of drawers. They clumped downstairs again.

‘I’m sorry it’s not in better order, Mrs Banks. I’d like to have been able to show you something more attractive, but it’s all we have to let on our books in that price range at the moment, and you said it had to be in this exact area.’

He was looking at her in a worried sort of way, as though he hoped she wouldn’t take the cottage. But she could see that she could make something of the place, with a bit of work, and she wasn’t afraid of that. She moved over to the sitting-room window. The sill was littered with dead flies and bluebottles, the glass clouded with grime. She rubbed at it with her fingertips, clearing a patch.

The bomber station lay on the other side of the road, and if it hadn’t been for the hedge she might have been able to see the runway. She could hear the sound of engines rumbling like distant thunder. The thunder grew louder and a big plane rose suddenly into view. As it climbed, she could see the black-painted underside of its body and wings. The window pane shook beneath her fingers. When the roar had died away, the estate agent apologized again.

‘I’m afraid you’d get quite a lot of noise. Beningby is very close . . . the RAF bomber station.’

‘Yes, I know,’ she said. ‘That’s why I wanted to be here.’

‘Oh?’ He looked at her, puzzled.

‘My son’s just been posted there. He’s a rear gunner. In the Lancasters.’

He looked even more puzzled. ‘Forgive me for being personal, Mrs Banks, but you don’t seem nearly old enough.’

‘I was only seventeen when he was born.’

He smiled. ‘That explains it. Well, I’m sure he’ll be glad to have you near him.’

‘He doesn’t know yet. I haven’t told him.’ She hesitated. ‘To tell the truth, I’m a bit worried he’ll think I’m fussing. That it might embarrass him with the others . . .’

‘I wouldn’t worry too much, Mrs Banks. Anyone would understand. But won’t it make it rather hard for you? To be so close? To see it all going on. Wouldn’t it be better to stay at home?’

She shook her head. ‘I’d sooner be here and have more of a chance of seeing him . . . while I can. We live in Kent, you see. It’s a long way away.’

‘How does your husband feel?’

‘I’m a widow. He died a long time ago. Charlie was our only child. He’s all I’ve got.’

He said gravely, ‘I know how you must feel. But are you quite sure you’re doing what’s best for you?’

‘I don’t care about myself,’ she told him. ‘I only care about Charlie. And I’ll take the cottage.’

Peter was waiting for her at the bar of The White Hind. Catherine threaded a way through the RAF uniforms, past the beer swillers and the line-shooters . . . came back looking like a colander . . . could’ve stepped out and walked on the bloody flak . . . can’t have been me, old boy. I was over Bremen at the time . . .

‘The usual?’ Peter asked when she finally reached him. He leaned across the counter and ordered the shandy. They clinked glasses. ‘Another one chalked up,’ he said. He’d been to Stuttgart the night before and two of the other Lancs hadn’t come back. He wouldn’t mention that, of course. It wasn’t done to talk about the losses and the dead comrades. You pressed on regardless.

Somebody bumped into her and sloshed beer over her sleeve. Peter took hold of her arm. ‘Let’s get away from this bloody mob.’

They found some space in a passageway off the bar and she mopped at her uniform with her handkerchief.

‘I hoped it’d be you de-briefing us, Cat.’

‘Not my turn. Sorry.’

‘We had that bastard Pilson. I think he takes pleasure in spinning it out as long as he can.’

‘He’s only doing his job, Peter.’

‘Is he? Sometimes I think he just wants to throw his weight about – show what an important chap he is, safe and sound on the ground while we risk our bloody necks.’

The strain was getting to him, she thought. He never used to sound so bitter. Never took any notice of wingless wonders like Flight Lieutenant Pilson, who’d never flown anything but a desk in his life. He looked very pale, with dark marks under his eyes like bruises, and these days he rarely smiled.

She touched his arm. ‘You need a break. Haven’t you got some leave due?’

‘Well, we’ve moved up a couple of places on the roster since last night . . .’ He was referring to the missing crews – obliquely.

‘Will you go home?’

‘I’d sooner go somewhere with you, Cat.’

It wasn’t the first time he’d asked her and she’d always refused. This time she couldn’t have gone anyway. ‘I can’t get leave at the moment, Peter. It’s too busy.’

‘Surely you could get a forty-eight at least?’

She shook her head. ‘Honestly, I couldn’t.’

He looked hard at her. ‘You could if you really wanted.’

‘I’ve told you, I can’t.’

‘And I don’t believe you.’

‘I’m sorry but it’s the truth.’

He stared down into his beer. ‘I want a lot more than just a quick forty-eight somewhere, Cat. I’m talking about us being permanent. I want us to get engaged and married – asap. You know that. I’ve asked you enough times.’

‘I still think we ought to wait, Peter.’

‘Because I’ll probably get the chop?’

‘No, that’s got nothing to do with it.’

‘Then why won’t you?’

She said truthfully, ‘I don’t know. I just think we should be very sure. We’ve only known each other six months.’

‘I’m perfectly sure.’

‘Please try to understand. Don’t make it so difficult.’

‘It’s you who’s making it difficult. So bloody complicated when it’s perfectly simple.’

‘Oh, Peter . . .’

‘Oh, Catherine,’ he mocked her, and then smiled suddenly. The tension went from his face and he looked more like his old self. A different person. ‘Oh well, I suppose I’ll just have to learn to be patient.’

She smiled, too, relieved at his changed mood.

More people had come into the bar, and among them she noticed the American pilot with one of the Code and Cypher WAAF officers. Fast worker, she thought. She couldn’t see any of the rest of the crew, but then he wouldn’t want them around on a date, cramping his style. She wondered what the others were up to and whether they’d stuck together like crews usually did.

‘Lend us five bob, would you, Harry. Just till pay-day.’

‘Five bob! What for?’

‘I’ve asked this WAAF from Parachutes out to the flicks in Lincoln, see. A real smasher, she is.’

‘You shouldn’t’ve asked her, Bert, if you can’t afford it.’

‘Aw, come on, Harry. You were young – once.’

‘I’ve forgotten what ’twas like.’

‘You’ll ’ave it back next pay-day.’

‘Aye, that’s what you said last time, and it was two of ’em before you coughed up, lad. I don’t know what you do with your money, Bert. You never seem to ’ave any. You ought to learn to manage it a sight better. Save some of it. That’s what we do up north.’

‘Blimey, I didn’t ask for a lecture, Harry. Just five bob. Come on, do us a favour. She’s a corker!’

‘I don’t know . . . you and your girls, Bert. You’ll ’ave to settle down one of these days and stop your larkin’ about.’

‘’Ave an ’eart, mate, I’m only nineteen. Don’t want to lock myself up for life yet, do I . . . not if I’ve got any sense. Got to get about a bit first. Find out what’s what. Part of me education, see. Come on, be a sport.’

Harry sighed. ‘All right. Just this time. But no more, mind.’ He handed over two half-crowns and Bert was out of the door faster than a greyhound out of its starting gate, leaving him alone in the hut. The other crew sergeants they shared with were away on leave, and even Charlie had gone off somewhere.

He sat down on his iron bed, beneath the line of threadbare RAF blankets slung to dry from the roof. Without the other lads around, the place got him down. It was a right slum and no mistake: what with the blankets overhead, the greatcoats stuck on pegs all along the walls, muddy boots lying around, Stew’s girlie magazines strewn over his mattress, tin-lid ashtrays overflowing with cigarette stubs, unwashed Thermos flasks left under beds, a sorry collection of broken old chairs, the empty coal bucket upside down in a corner, an oil drum for a rubbish bin – overflowing. No wonder they got rats.

They tidied it up now and again, but on an operational station nobody bothered much about inspections and bull like that. Too much else to worry about. And you didn’t notice the mess when everyone was there. It was different then – with all the talk going on and the joking and leg-pulling and the laughs they had.

He picked up a tattered paperback from the floor. No Orchids for Miss Blandish. It fell open where the saucy bits were. They’d all read it in turn but he wasn’t sure that Charlie ought to have read it at all. Personally, he hadn’t thought much of the story, but he’d kept that to himself. He rubbed his hands together. It might be May but he could have done with a bit of warmth from the coke stove – if there’d been any fuel. He felt cold and depressed, and Bert had set him off thinking about things again, which never did any good. There was no girl he wanted to take out. Once bitten, twice shy, that was the trouble. Perhaps if he’d got about like Bert beforehand, he might have known better.

He sighed and took the creased snapshot of his ex-wife and their daughter out of his breast pocket and stared at it for a while. It had been taken more than four years ago when Paulette had only been a toddler; Rita was holding her in her arms, turning her round to face the camera. When he’d taken the picture the two of them had been all the world to him. Now, he didn’t want to look at Rita at all because the sight always gave him pain, but he hadn’t a photo of Paulette on her own, so he couldn’t look at one without the other.

When he’d first set eyes on Rita she’d been working in a tobacconist’s shop in Leeds. He’d gone in for some cigarettes, in the days before he’d taken up a pipe, and she’d been standing there behind the counter – all dressed-up like she was going to a party in a white frock and rows of beads. He’d fallen in love with her there and then. He’d gone back a lot more times and bought a whole lot of cigarettes he didn’t need before he’d finally screwed up the nerve to ask her out. It’d been a couple of years, though, before he’d found enough nerve to ask her to marry him. Luckily he’d had his steady job with the toy company and a bit put by, so he’d got something to offer, and Rita was tired of working in the tobacconist’s shop. She liked nice things and it had cost him a tidy penny to keep her happy because she got bored and restless so easily. He hadn’t minded, though. He’d thought she was worth it. And when Paulette had come along he’d felt like he was the luckiest bloke alive. He’d sooner have called the baby something simpler – Susan or Joan – but Rita had found the name in one of her film magazines and he’d gone along with it to please her, same as he always did.

Then Rita had met another man: someone from down south with much more money than he had and with a house for her and Paulette to live in, not a poky rented flat. And that had been that. He’d let her divorce him because she’d said it would be best for Paulette, and he sent money regularly as clockwork for his daughter’s maintenance. But he hardly ever saw her. At first he’d tried travelling down south every fortnight or so and taking Paulette out for a day, but after a time he’d come to realize that his daughter dreaded his visits. She hated wandering around the park, or sitting in tea-rooms, or doing any of the things he tried to think of that might please her, and when he returned her to the posh house in the avenue, she always ran in without a backward glance, as though she couldn’t get away from him quick enough.

Sometimes he wondered what Rita had said about him to her, what stories she might have made up to set his daughter so much against him. One thing was very clear to him: he wasn’t wanted in their lives any more and, except for the payments, he wasn’t needed. He’d kept on visiting doggedly, but less often, and the older Paulette grew, the more she showed her contempt for him. Then the war had started and he had joined up. He’d given up the flat and spent his leaves at his parents’ semi on the outskirts of Huddersfield, sleeping on a divan in the bleak little spare room. He’d only seen Paulette half a dozen times in the past two years.

Harry went on staring at the photo for a while before he put it away in his pocket. He pulled himself together. No point in dwelling on things. It wouldn’t do any good. Brace up and cheer up. The hut was no place to spend an evening so he’d pop along to the Mess and sink a pint or two. Maybe Jock and Stew were there. Funny about young Charlie sloping off like that on his own. Maybe he’d got some girl on the quiet, too. Happen the lad would surprise them all.

Charlie got off his bike at the cottage gate. There was no name on it but it had a blue front door like Mum had said in her letter, and it was in the right place, on the other side of the drome. He leaned the bike against the front hedge and padlocked it so nobody could nick it while he was inside. As he pushed open the gate, the door opened.

‘Hallo, Charlie.’

‘Hallo, Mum.’

They stood looking at each other for a moment and then he moved forward quickly and gave her a hug. She searched his face. ‘You’re not angry with me?’

‘Angry? Why would I be?’

‘I know I shouldn’t have done it – not without telling you, anyway. Without asking you. You might not want me here.’

‘It’s all right,’ he said gently. ‘I don’t mind. I’m glad you’re here. It’s all right.’

The worry and guilt left her face and she smiled at him. ‘Well, come on in, then. It’s not much of a place, but I’ve given it a good clean and made it as nice as I can.’

He followed her inside and looked round the dingy little front room. He could tell how hard she’d tried. There was a smell of furniture polish and Brasso and carbolic, all mixed up with a fusty smell of damp, and jam jars of bluebells on the table and the mantlepiece and the windowsill. Upstairs, in what was, apparently, to be his bedroom, she had somehow transported some of his books, an old model aeroplane he’d made years ago, even – he blushed to notice – his old teddy bear, propped against the pillow on the bed. She picked it up.

‘I know it’s silly of me, but I thought he might make a mascot for you. I read in the newspaper that air crews have all kinds of lucky things they take with them – some of them toys – and I thought of Sam.’

She held out the bear to him and he took it awkwardly. It had one ear and one glass eye missing and most of its light brown fur had been rubbed away. Sam had once gone everywhere with him – dragged by ear, arm or leg – badly treated for nearly seven years and, for the last ten, forgotten in some cupboard. He’d have to think of some excuse to leave him here. It was bad enough with the poems; if he turned up with a teddy bear he’d never hear the end of it.

Mum cooked him a huge supper of sausages and potatoes with baked beans and fried bread – far more than he wanted, but he managed it to please her. She didn’t eat much herself, but then she never had. She kept on smiling and talking as they sat at the table, but he knew she must be worrying about him, and he didn’t know what to say to comfort her. The fact was he could get the chop easily any day – with or without Sam.

She wanted to know about the rest of the crew, and what they were like.

‘Oh, just ordinary sort of blokes,’ he said.

‘Is the pilot good?’

He thought of the skipper’s kangaroo landings and some scary moments in the air. ‘One of the best. He’s American.’

‘American?’ She looked astonished. ‘That’s not ordinary. What’s he doing with the RAF?’

‘Not quite sure. He joined the Canadian Air Force and they sent him over. Our bomb aimer’s Australian.’

‘My goodness, he’s come a long way as well.’

‘There’s quite a lot of Aussies in the crews. And New Zealanders. And Canadians. Some South Africans, too. From all over.’

‘Goodness
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