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Red Leader Down! Red Leader Down!  
         
                                               A vivid dream sends Matt Allarton a message from beyond the grave. Reading the secret journal of his grandfather — a World War II flying ace — takes him back sixty years into the war-torn skies of Europe. Matt uncovers a terrible secret that clouded his grandfather’s life. He must come to understand how the nightmare stress of combat can drive men beyond the limits, and strive to clear his  grandfather’s name. 
         

Award-winning author Ken Catran’s latest young adult  novel vividly describes the dying days of World War II. It paints a realistic portrait of young men fighting for their country’s freedom — and their own lives. 
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        For Gordon and Myrle McLeod,

good neighbours
      
            




    

  
    
      
      
    
         

        Author’s note
      
            

Many Kiwi pilots served in the RAF, particularly in fighter command. The Air Force Museum in Christchurch is dedicated to commemorating all the New Zealanders who served in the RNZAF and RAF. Displays there tell the story of people like Gus.
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        CHAPTER ONE
      
            

‘Red Leader down! Red Leader down —’
         
My voice screaming into the mask-microphone, then — it’s like a slamming punch, coming from behind — a 20mm shell has exploded on the dorsal armour-plate behind my head. My eardrums are deafened, my eyes misted, I’m choking into the oxygen mask — my brains pounded to jelly.
Lines of orange golf-balls float lazily past my canopy. They’re 20mm cannon-shells and can take my kite apart, like a kid ripping up a lolly-bag.

      Kite — where did that nickname come from?
    
         
Now instinct and training take over. My foot kicks the rudder-bar though my dead brain has said nothing. I’m choking and the red mist before my eyes turns to black: straining in a tight turn as the G-forces press their giant hand. And I am alert to the screaming chatter in my earphones.
‘Break, Reg — he’s on your tail!’
‘I’m hit, engine gone.’
‘Linus, tail, coming in four o’clock.’
‘Red Leader down!’
The last is my own voice yelling again into the throat-mike, punching cold awareness into my brain. I’m half-rolling out, flinching as a dark shape flashes in front. A Focke-Wulf and it keeps on going, wreathed in flames and glycol. Linus screaming exultantly into the intercom.
         
‘Got the bugger — flamer — flamer!’
         
‘Red Leader —’
Me screaming again — suddenly the sky is clear of zooming black shapes and criss-cross orange-white tracer. Clear, the way it magically happens. And we’ve lost height, Jerry and us: hell, no dogfight lasts more than a minute.
My Tempest bucks, my tail ailerons waggle loose, a cannon-shell has scored across my starboard wing. The green-brown landscape below is rising quickly, specked with the black spots of war. And because I am tuned — keyed — to a super-alert, I see something …
         
There are two tiny cross-winged shapes below and, letting instinct drive, I kick the rudder-bar and tip my air craft steeply downward — steep enough for the G-forces to gather dark edges at my eyes. I can see the cross-shapes more clearly: the first has the blunt-ended wings and big-snouted engine of a Tempest and following close, a leaner, dark shape, the Focke-Wulf 190 — just about the meanest and best prop-fighter that Jerry has.
         
Red Leader is trailing black smoke — in trouble — but I can save him.
Do I want to? Jingo Brook was ready to break me this morning — brand me a coward — and this bloody death-ride was of his choosing. So why am I diving? I cannot hear him on the intercom so do not speak myself.
Closer, diving at an angle to intercept. The 190 is hard to catch unawares; those bubble canopies have great visibility and the pilot will be using it as he centres on Jingo. I squint through my own oil-smeared perspex — they are closer, nearly at ground level. The Tempest ducking and weaving, under good control, the chasing Focke-Wulf spurting that orange cannon-fire. Matter of time before he gets Jingo — has he got him?
         
The Tempest is shuddering, white glycol streaming out to mix with the black smoke. I swear he is scraping the tree-tops. More of the orange-spaced tracer, now the Tempest is hit hard as the cannon-shells punch deep. I should pull back, let Jingo die — let him know what it is really like!
         
The Focke-Wulf filling my sights, a red indicator light on my control panel, one good burst of ammo left. That will be enough. My hurt and disorientation are gone, my leather-gloved thumb on the firing button.
         
A moment — thumb hard —
         
Yellow cannon-shells emerge from either wing; the Focke-Wulf jerking up as stricken aircraft do, its canopy shattering. Ahead, the Tempest hits the ground, a wing folding as it slews sideways, scoring a deep black mark in the ground — and I’m too low — too low!
         
I’m hitting the ground —
         
 

A wrenching, horrible moment as I jerked awake in bed. A cold dark night and the sheets tangled around me — hell, what a dream — I felt myself shudder, pulling the bedsheets away as though unstrapping myself from the cockpit seat. So real. But the Tempest fighter-bomber is a World War Two ‘kite’ — his favourite expression.
         
My digital alarm-clock flickered to 3.15 a.m. Registering one hell of a bad dream. It was a dream. So why was I suddenly awake and disturbed? Lying back, pulling the sheets around — why should a dream about something that happened sixty years ago have shaken me?
         
‘Fair cow, those bloody dogfights were.’
That creaky familiar voice snapped me back into reality. ‘Dogfight,’ he’d say when I was a little kid, and I’d imagine winged dogs scrapping in the skies.
Grandad’s voice sounded in the dark room.
‘Cripes, I nearly got killed for Jingo Brook. But boy, I’ve told you that already.’
‘Yeah, you told me Grandad.’
I sat straighter in bed looking at the shadowed figure in the chair by the window. The long skinny figure, always slumped, outlined by the pale moonlight. I put out my hand to the bedside lamp, but I did not switch it on — because I could see him. The gleaming eyes and white bristly eyebrows, white moustache; raising one hand, two fingers missing from that famous last dogfight he used to talk about.
‘So I crashlanded and a few days later it was over.’
3.15 a.m., but somehow not strange to see his slumped skinny figure and hear his voice; not thinking about why he was here, his creaky words sounding clearly.
‘Over to you boy. Cripes, it’s chased me long enough.’
Suddenly this was not a dream — I was too awake and my hand went for the light-switch.
‘Grandad —’ I turned on the light.
I was alone in the room. The chair by the window was empty. Just the chair itself and that poster of the F-16 jet. I could fantasise over that, me, who’d just been up in supervised flights on a Cessna.
         
I liked flying — Grandad enlisted when he was eighteen — and when I was young, he had cracked on about that, although I could not remember a word of it now. He lived only a few hours’ drive away, but I hadn’t seen him for some months — quite a few months.
         
Okay, so was this dream some kind of guilt-trip? It was so real that it tingled in this normal room. Outside, Rasputin the Rooster made his first creaky crow. He always needed a couple to warm up.
I lay back in bed. Still that awful dream tingled, but my new-millennium mind was already rationalising. So, Rasputin working up to a full crow, I lay back and —
— and woke up, the lamp still on and dawnlight strong, yes and Rasputin’s serenade long finished. I blinked, the dawn, even the lit lamp were normal and I could sigh loudly.
Yeah. Some awful dream.
Saturday, first day of the holidays. Long weeks without school stretching joyfully ahead. University next and all my hard-earned savings going into textbooks and fees — a little into flying lessons.
            
I showered, dressed, picked up my watch from the bedside table to put on, noticing it read 7.32 a.m. — also noticing that my digital alarm had stopped at 3.15 a.m.
I could rest and wait for the wakening sounds of our home. Including the rooster who trumpeted his own sexual prowess — Rasputin.

Breakfast was warm Weetbix with sliced banana. Coffee — Mum cannot make coffee. She’s in a long silk dragon-sewn robe from Thailand: bit loud for her tastes, but Dad bought it when they were on holiday there.
         
I thought about telling Mum about my dream, but didn’t. She’d always had a problem with Grandad, and more so after last Christmas. I decided not to tell her about my dream.
‘Did you sleep alright, Matt? You look awful.’
Yeah, Mum thanks. I woke up just after three and had a chat with Grandad. I just shrugged and made the coffee. Dad would be in the basement, checking his e-mail, he runs an internet DVD business. Mum rakes in respectable money as a tutor at the Polytech.
The phone rang — early for a phone call — but it meant Dad was off the computer.
We sat down and sipped our coffee; I got the usual compliment, then Dad came prancing out of the cellar in that awful green tracksuit of his that I’m going to burn one day.
Dad likes his coffee very hot and black. That morning, he didn’t even sip it, though, or try to eat his Weetbix. He waited till we were both seated, then spoke in a very flat voice.
‘Deidre, your father died last night. I’ve just had a phone call from the local cops. A heart attack in the ambulance, on the way to hospital.’
So he was dead. ‘Gone.’ Like a punch in the stomach. He was no longer here, meaning that the raspy creaking voice, those bristling white eyebrows and glinting eyes did not happen.
Mum said nothing, but it was all in the way she looked at her coffee. Dad taking her hand and she lifting the coffee to her lips with the other hand; one little swallow and she put it down again.
         
We had known it was a matter of time. Even though he’d ruined last Christmas by getting drunk and using the F-word too freely. Yes, and glancing around like he didn’t care — like he enjoyed causing trouble. In the long silence, Dad continued talking.
‘About three o’clock this morning. Just after.’
The clink of my spoon hitting the bowl. A last swallow of coffee goes down the wrong way. Coughing, leaning back in my chair. My parents looking at me with concern.
‘Matt, you alright?’ asked Dad.
‘What time?’ came my voice. ‘What time after three?’
Dad shrugged. Actual minutes and seconds were not important — and I’m sure to him, they weren’t. ‘Three o’clock the ambulance arrived — pronounced dead at 3.15, the doc said.’
         
My digital alarm stopped at 3.15 a.m. —
         
When Grandad spoke to me.



    

  
    
      
      
    
         

        CHAPTER TWO
      
            

‘Vandals,’ grunted the cop. He kicked one of the bottles littering the lawn. ‘Local kids, for sure.’
         
Grandad’s place was about six hours’ drive away. Just far away enough for a day’s visit to be too short. One of those little towns with no jobs and nothing for kids. His place was a little two-bedroom weatherboard bungalow. When we had got there, bottles littered the lawn. The local cop had arrived a minute later.
‘How would they know Grandad was dead?’ asked Mum, hugging arms tightly to her body.
‘Small town like this, everyone would.’ He kicked another bottle. ‘They mix that awful local stuff with hard liquor and they’re away.’
Constable Dodd was tall, with a drooping moustache that seemed to pull his long face down. His hair was cut very close, and he was dressed in a blue police jersey and long light-blue shorts and sandals. He looked around again and passed a hand over his long moustache.
         
‘You’ll need to make a complaint.’ This in a voice that said plainly ‘waste of time’.
‘Is there a chance of finding them?’ I asked.
Constable Dodd turned a who-is-this-kid? look on me. ‘Sure. But bring charges? No.’
         
A minute later he was driving down the road.
‘Well, that’s nice,’ said Mum.
         
You see, the night Grandad had died, his house was broken into. Furniture overturned, drawers emptied out, some cups smashed and the mattress slashed. That hurt, the mattress he had lain on just before he’d died.
And what hurt most were the loss of his medals. The D.S.O., Distinguished Service Order, the French Croix de Guerre. They were in a cigar-box in his dresser. The cigar-box now stamped on — and empty.
The medals he had earned in the last bitter months of World War Two. A famous squadron, a last hard aerial battle — ‘dogfights’ they called them. Now some local chick had them as a gift from her boyfriend.
So Mum and I just walked through the house. We breathed in the dead, still atmosphere and looked around. In Grandad’s room the bed overturned and the mattress ripped; the musty smell of flock in the air, specks of it drifting, tickling my nose. I sneezed.
I felt angry and frustrated. I felt guilty too — some six months since I’d seen Grandad. There was always a reason not to drive those six hours. By the dresser were photos torn from their frames; the silver-mounted frames gone. One brass frame dented where someone had trodden on it.

      I will find whoever did this!
    
         
Grandad. Will I ever find him?
         
An odd thought to have. He’d gone and I was left wondering how much I knew him. Somehow I wanted to see him again.
         
Those photos. One showing Grandad — he looked really like me — well he was my age then. Two other guys with him, one in a leather flying jacket, with a long black moustache, the other clean-shaven and young as Grandad was — nineteen? Standing around a huge aircraft with a four-bladed propeller. Inscription on the back: Eighty-second — Me, Nessie and Jingo.
         
My grandmother had died ten years before. After she died, Grandad had closed off. But when I was young, seven or eight, we’d sit at the end of the garden and he’d talk about the early days. He’d flip chocolate at me, knowing I was too young to take it all in, but still he talked — perhaps as much to himself as to me.
Mum said once that Grandad never talked about the war. Wrong: he did to me — problem was, I could not remember a damned thing.
‘Sorry Grandad,’ I said aloud.
‘Oh you’re sorry?’ I could hear his wheezy voice, the emphysema that had helped kill him. Clumping into the room, clearing his throat in that loud awful way. Hoiking before he spoke.
         
‘You’re sorry? Well I have more regard for those evil scumbags who trashed my house than I do for all the family and relatives who treated me like a spare tyre — a flat spare tyre.’
         
‘Not fair, Grandad,’ I muttered.
Not quite fair. My mum did, second marriage and all. But they had always been at arm’s length. Grandad hoiked again, spitting a yellow bullet of phlegm across the room.
‘Think you’re put upon? Well you try Europe in ’45, one bloody big killing mess. Jeeze, the bacon —’
‘Grandad —’
         
‘Don’t interrupt. Lemme tell you how it started.’
So the afternoon shadows deepened and he sat there. It was getting darker, and his voice croaked just like it did at the end of the garden. I was listening with a mix of real and unreal horror as his voice drew me back across those sixty-odd years. Making their own pictures and reality.
         
 


      London. A knocked-about and thoroughly battered old lady of cities. Early September, 1944, lots of rain washing the whole place grey, grey pale civilians in grey raincoats. Those black bowler hats. The rations were bugger-all: I got one decent steak meal in London and that was horsemeat.
    
         

      And on a collapsed wall, white sloppy letters of paint. LONDON CAN TAKE IT. That was right.
    
         

      London had taken it. Daylight bombing, night bombing, a big number earlier that year. Flying bombs, thousands of them. They made a sound like an old coffee percolator, and if it cut out overhead, you were for it. Two thousand pounds of high explosive, take out every damn thing in a twenty-five-yard radius.
    
         

      Then the V-2s, real rockets. Shot up into the stratosphere and down again and they’d take out a whole city block, no trouble. So the shift was on to push Jerry beyond the firing ranges. But he was still full of fight and making us pay in blood for every bloody inch.
    
         

      And uniforms from everywhere. Canada, America, Brazil, us, the Aussies, whole damn Commonwealth. Every shade of skin from everywhere under the sun. Free Corps from every damned country in Europe.
    
         
 We were trained up, genned, just outside London. A crash-course on the new Tempest fighter-bomber — yes and the latest data on the new German wonder-weapons. Gimmicks, said the instructor, just to boost German morale. 
         

      Gimmicks? Yeah, we’d find out about those gimmicks.
    
         
This unreal conversation paused as Grandad slouched further into his chair. He blew noisily out his mouth and the afternoon shadows cloaked him in darkness. His eyes glinted under that thick hedge of white eyebrows.
It was like he was cut out of passing time, like something stuck into a scrapbook. He was speaking on and on and that shadowed cut-out reality stole crazily around me. The shadows were so dark.


      New Zealand-born, but me, Mum and Dad went over in ’36, living in Croydon with little sharp-nosed bi-planes flying over every day. Then the monoplanes doing loops and rolls. So I hung around the airfield, taking it all in and wanting to be a pilot.
    
         

      Not just a pilot — an Ace. Five enemy planes shot down makes you an Ace. So it was the Air Force when I turned eighteen, I was young and gong-happy. And I had a score to settle: Mum and Dad had copped it from some bloody Jerry who had let his bomb-load out too soon. I’d watched the dogfights scribbling white lines on the blue sky. We kids would collect shrapnel, a nose-cap was a real find.
    
         
Yes and those awful little incendiaries. Each day we kids had to line the sportsfields and check for them. They left little brown holes in the grass, we had to stick our fingers in — hell, what was I talking about? 
         

      Anyway, when I got into the war, we all thought it was nearly over. D-Day, the Courland Pocket, Jerry was on the run. Well I wanted to be an Ace; I wanted those gongs because I had seen what was left of Mum and Dad when that bomb hit them. I wanted to get back at the bastards who did that. That’s all I wanted, from the moment they dug me out of the ruins and I woke up in hospital. 
    
         

      I was in a hurry because everyone figured the war was nearly over, ending Christmas 1944. 
    
         

      Well everyone was bloody wrong, including me. There were bloody long months ahead and there was Jingo —
    
         
 

‘Matt?’
My mum’s voice. I jerked my head up. Grandad’s last words were an echo and it was nearly dark outside. I sat up, looking at the chair opposite, empty.
‘Matt?’
‘Mum?’
My neck was shooting with pain because I had slept at an odd angle to the bedstead. Mum’d come in earlier, seen me asleep and gone out for groceries.
Asleep. No, I was talking to Grandad.
         
Or was I? I rubbed my neck and followed her out into the kitchen, where a ton of groceries was piled on the table and Mum was talking in a bright fluttering voice, ending with words that chilled me to the core.
‘And … ah Matt … favour to ask.’
Oh hell. The light way she said this made it a huge favour. That spooky dream of the afternoon still rang strong and clear in my mind. I felt a chill.
         
‘Matt, we were going to go back home tonight. But, you know, what with the vandalism, would you mind staying on here?’
She was feeling guilty and so was I. And neither of us wanted the house revisited again by hoodlums, so I said yes.
Hugging herself tightly again — because every smart kid knows the body language of his parents — I could see she didn’t want to stay. She was hurting; that special hurt of asking Did I do enough? The deep hurt of distance that she now magnified into neglect — just as I had. It wasn’t right because she’s a good person and Dad couldn’t be there, some marketing thing had blown up that he had to deal with. So I nodded, and it was worth it to see a smile.
         
Grandad’s empty chair somehow mocked me, and my head was full of questions and secrets. It didn’t help to know I was here for the night.
It would be a long night, in this silent empty house.



    

  
    
      
      
    
         

        CHAPTER THREE
      
            

I hate funerals. When you are young, death is a distant downer that happens to older people. Then I lost a mate in a car accident and that brought it home. So did Grandad’s death. Quiet funeral, just a few relatives. The church service, the coffin sliding into the crematorium.
Grandad reduced to ash — not that he would care.
Now, I wondered, would those dreams cease? There I was, thinking of myself — not of him. I felt ashamed. And, yeah, we did leave you alone in your last years Grandad. Okay, you were a snappy old bugger. But we shouldn’t have — we should have understood about your demons.
Guthrie William Tucker. His full name, first time I’d heard it.
         
Grandad had wanted his ashes scattered. The newspaper guy covering the funeral made a nice point about one of our war heroes who rode the wind.
Yes and came home and hit the whisky bottle as soon as his wife wasn’t there to stop him. Mum was crying, Dad put his arm around her. She was hurting.
The wake was at the local tea-rooms, which were a block away. I told Mum I’d walk.
That dream/awake thing was gone, reduced to ash and bits of bone. Freaky, psycho memory-dreams from when I was young in the garden. But I didn’t want to eat sandwiches and sausage rolls yet. I went outside and sat down. Like Grandad was still somehow around me.
         
Then I saw the two guys across the road.
One was white-haired with a red face, dressed in blazer and light slacks. The guy beside him was also white-haired, but with bristly white whiskers that quivered over his aged speckled cheeks, with hurt and hating eyes. As I sat there, the white-haired red-faced blazer-jacketed guy came over.
‘Nessie and I should have been in there. We just didn’t want to.’
‘You just didn’t want to?’
He did not reply, just took a step backwards and returned to the car. He got in, talked to the other guy, then they drove off.
I didn’t like him. He had the same faded hurt look as Grandad had had.
 

I should have gone to the reception but I didn’t. I cut through the supermarket car park to a small café. I ordered a big mug of coffee and sat down. The first old guy came in. He ordered a coffee and sat down beside me.
‘I shouldn’t have spoken to you like that,’ he said. ‘Mind if I explain?’
‘Yeah. Or piss off.’
He took off his hat and rubbed his hands over thinning white hair. Lots of pink scalp, spotted with brown specks. He sipped his coffee and told me who he was — who the other guy in the car was.
He was Charles Pinkney (‘Pinky to my mates’); the other guy was ‘Nessie’, Harry Nesbitt. Pinkney blinked at me out of his watering pale blue eyes. They were wary somehow, even sly, and his voice crackled hesitantly.
         
Pinkney and Nesbitt were part of the same intake as Grandad in those last months of World War Two, twenty years old and fresh from training school. Pinkney kept hesitating, looking at me — won dering what I already knew. He croaked on about the same things Grandad did, that aircraft, the Focke-Wulf 190, using Grandad’s words, ‘the long-nosed jobs.’ And those evil jets.
I’d read about jet fighters in World War Two, and Grandad talked about them when I was young. And those V-2 rockets falling on London, nobody knowing how close Hitler was to making an atom bomb. One of the rockets might have had a nuclear warhead.
Pinkney was playing games and I was getting tired of it.
‘Alright, so you knew him. Why the no-show at his funeral?’
The old boy sipped his coffee. Then directly — but somehow hesitant still — he asked, ‘Did he ever mention Jingo Brook?’
         
Jingo! That name again.
         
Pinkney saw it in my eyes and nodded. It was a crafty and assessing nod. ‘Your grandad’s squadron leader. Did he tell you about that last big dogfight?’ He waited for me to shake my head. ‘Well we took on the best Jerry had to offer and both crashlanded on the other side of the front. Jerry-land. Your grandad got away and Jingo didn’t. He was found shot. Dead.’
Some kid was squawking to his mum for a milkshake and fries, and a couple of old ladies were having a muttered conversation in the corner. Pinkney paused again, with that crafty assessing glint.
         
I disliked that look. I disliked Mr Pinkney.
As he opened his mouth to speak, the second old guy walked in. He didn’t even glance at me. ‘Come on Pinky, let’s go.’
‘Well, thanks for turning up,’ I said. Maybe just a touch sarcastically.
The second old boy looked at me. His eyes were grey and hard, under tufty white eyebrows. ‘Don’t get sassy with me, kiddy.’
Kiddy. That always presses my buttons. ‘Grandad’s old mates and you couldn’t even make it into the funeral.’
         
Nesbitt scowled at Pinkney. ‘See — I told you we shouldn’t have come.’
‘So piss off then,’ I said.
Nesbitt paused, his mouth grim. ‘You know what L.M.F. means, kiddy?’ He didn’t wait for my answer. ‘Lack of Moral Fibre, meaning no guts. Well your grandad was about to have that stamped on his papers — and by Jingo. Bloody convenient that Jingo was shot, eh — and your grandad got away.’
He turned and walked out. Pinkney gave me a sidelong look and followed.
It was like being punched in the stomach. I just sat there.
 

So I missed the reception. Mum and Dad were really mad; Mum in particular, who said it was disrespectful of Grandad. When I said we had been disrespecting him for a few years, she nearly hung one on me.
         
I told them about the two old guys. Mum shrugged, Grandad had never gone to the reunions, so what? But I couldn’t help but feel that these two old mates knew just a little more than they were telling. And it mattered.
         
And Mum did cool off a little too easily. A little while later I found out why. I learnt that Dad and Mum had to head back home again — and so I was to spend a day or two at Grandad’s house. Just a day or two — or three. As in maybe a week. Just while the house was cleared out and the estate finalised.
I got a wad of dollars from Dad. And lots of instructions from Mum, who said this was a brilliant chance for me to do my own cooking — culinary skills for when I went to Uni and flatting. Mum has a cute way with words.
So they drove off with a last honk-honk. I nearly put up a finger. Okay, a week here wasn’t so bad. With Grandad gone, there would be no more of those weird dreams. And maybe those guys who trashed the place would come back: I had Grandad’s golf-clubs, I’d like that.
And I still had a hell of a lot to think about.
 

As for my culinary skills, I went to a little place down the road for a Chinese takeaway. Waiting for the food, I decided to pick up on milk from the dairy opposite. Seemed like the local hangout place, cars and young people drinking that soft liquor stuff from bottles — from the pub across the road.
I got the milk and a packet of biscuits. As I crossed back across the road for the takeaway, I stopped. Two beat-up cars and six youths. Four boys — number-one haircuts, jeans and hoodies — two girls. All trying to look tough, but just young and bored out of their skulls with small-town life.
         
I went up to one. He was about fifteen, short brown hair and a baseball cap on backwards. His T-shirt lettered BAD TO THE BONE.
‘I’m staying here a few days at the Guthrie place. It was trashed the other night — d’you know who did it?’
The youth sucked his lips over his teeth and looked around at the others. He shook his head and shrugged.
‘Dunno.’
‘I’m after some stuff they took. Personal, no value to anyone.’
         
‘So how come I should know?’
He was saying this backward over his shoulder, with just the right note of outrage. So soon they would crowd up, pushing, and I would have to back off.
         
Which meant that he did know. It was in his backwards look, his uneasy tone. A girl came up, blonde hair in spikes with purple highlights. A stud in her upper lip, another in her ear. A lot of skinny pink waist between her sleeveless top and tight-fitting jeans.
‘Yeah, why should he?’
‘It’s worth a few bucks.’ The group of kids had not moved, but they would.
So I backed off. Purple-highlights and Bad-to-the-bone looked at me. I crossed the road, collected the takeaway and glanced back. They were still looking. So I went home.
Home? Grandad’s place.
Inside, I shut and locked the doors and windows. I had the cops on speed-dial and I’d selected a nice heavy golf-club from Grandad’s bag. Then, thinking, I unlocked and wheeled my bike into the garage. Grandad’s old Toyota hatchback was there, and I shoved the bike in beside it, clocked and locked the garage door.
         
I was on my way back to the kitchen when something moved in the shadows.
‘Hey!’
A girl’s voice. I reached the kitchen door and turned on the outside light. The girl from the dairy.
I stood in the doorway, Grandad’s broom beside me. Not much of a weapon, but I put my hand on it. She might have her mates in the darkness.
‘What?’ She moved forward and I put up a hand. ‘Far enough.’
She grinned and her teeth shone sharp in the porch-light. ‘Think I brought the boys? Nah, they’re still working through the tinnies.’
‘So?’
She stood there, arms folded, rocking slightly. ‘What you said about a few bucks?’ A cheap ring flashed as she rubbed her fingers together. ‘I can tell you who trashed the place — who got your grandpa’s stuff.’
‘Yeah?’
‘Even the local cop knows.’
Yes, he had known, and said no chance of getting it back. ‘Fifty bucks.’
Out came her pale hand, the palm upturned. ‘Let’s see it.’
‘Twenty-five now. Twenty-five on results.’
         
I just had tens, so she got thirty. Lip-stud and ear-stud gleamed as she snatched it. She took a step back and grinned, speaking in a soft voice. ‘Blocky Hoyt, gun-freak, hung round your grandad a bit, used to say he’d score the old guy’s stuff when he died. Works and lives at that car-repair place, end of town. Okay?’
I only half-believed she knew anything but I had nothing else to go on. In the distance some guy was yelling for ‘Josie’ and she reacted. She sort of skittered away, pausing once.
‘Don’t worry. Blocky’s a wuss, real cream-cake.’
She was gone, up the street to the lights of the dairy. I turned inside, catching a glimpse of someone over the street. A dark figure, sitting on a motorbike that growled into life and moved off.
I went inside.
 

So, heavy this guy Blocky and get the stuff back. That would be it — I hoped. I bashed Grandad’s old TV into shape and dug into the takeaways. They were cold.
At least I felt better. That crazy stuff with my dead grandad was imagination in overdrive. I’d talked to him a lot when I was a kid, heard all that stuff. Maybe it was just some weird replay. I was not into ghosts and neither was he.
So, full up on sweet-and-sour pork, dim sums and fried rice, I watched a war movie on telly, full of crap and heroics. I drank three cans of soft drink and thought about this Blocky guy. My eyelids drooped and I thought about bed. The spare bed, not Grandad’s. Thinking about him, the chair opposite squealed and creaked, and his glinty old eyes looked at me.
         
‘I told you about Pinky when you were too young to understand. L.M.F. — cripes, should have had it tattooed on his forehead. Nessie was an okay pilot, but thick as a brick. Pinky was a “walker”, too. Told you what that was too, eh?’
He was there, seated opposite, dressed as I remembered him. That awful old check flannel shirt and flannel trousers, the burst carpet-slippers on his feet. His sigh, as long and gusty as I remembered it.
‘Where’d I finish off before? Oh yeah, going to war.’
‘Granda —’
‘Shut up and listen.’



    

  
    
      
      
    
         

        CHAPTER FOUR
      
            


      Our airfield was somewhere near the German–French border, we got there in one of those Anson transport jobs. Easy to see why the pilot wasn’t in bombers or fighters, landing like a bloody brick sandwich, flaps on much too much. Nearly ended up on our nose.
    
         

      I suppose he was nervous but so were we. This was a forward fighter base and nobody believed all that crap about the Luftwaffe being shot out of the skies and Germany near collapse. Hell, fighting on their home ground, they were worse than ever.
    
         

      So the Anson skidded around a bomb crater, stopping, the pilot shouting for us to get out. I grabbed my kit, jammed in the door with another pilot and booted him out first. Onto the runway, the grass slippery with mud and rain, the others piling out behind me, everyone in a heap.
    
         

      The Anson pilot wasn’t wasting any time. Moment we were out, the engine roars and he’s taking the kite around for take-off.
    
         

      Someone in grubby white overalls shouting to us. I glimpsed olive-green tents, some guns, a lot of forest. The ‘forest’ being camouflage and me seeing those big-mouthed Tempests with their four propeller-blades like huge jutting fangs. A bigger canvas-roofed building under more netting and some trees.
    
         

      Behind us, the Anson revving loudly for take-off.
    
         
 We six replacement pilots heading for that bloke in white overalls. Me looking around, because I had that habit, and seeing those two Martin Marauders shove their blunt noses out of the low cloud, coming in to land. 
         

      ‘Marauders,’ I said, showing off my knowledge. 
    
         

      I liked them, big two-engined ground-attack models with cannon and bombs — I nearly went to bombers. I watched them coming in low, and I frowned: too low and too fast — 
    
         

      A voice roared in my ear and a hand slammed me down. I hit the ground smack across my kitbag, nearly winding me. At the same time, came a sudden tac-tac-tac and the grass puckered savagely. Over this an ear-shattering scream and loud explosion, a black shadow and engine-roar fleets overhead. 
    
         

      I rolled off my kitbag onto the wet ground. Heavy flight-boots thudding around my face, splashing up mud. The same voice shouting to take cover. 
    
         

      ‘In the slit trenches, you lazy ladies!’ 
    
         

      Me, raising my face, rubbing the mud from my eyes, rolling to my knees. A petrol tanker shattered and burning, raising a black mushroom of cloud. Near us, an anti-aircraft gun, twin barrels drooping, the sandbags stitched with holes. One gunner hanging over the side, the other not in sight. 
    
         

      Me getting pulled up by the guy in white overalls, tripping over my kitbag, being shoved at the gun emplacement. 
    
         

      ‘Move laddy, they’ll be round again. Ain’t manners to leave on one pass.’ 
    
         
The gun emplacement had been hit by a blast of cannon-shells. I could see the second gunner now, sprawled over and most of his head missing. The voice roaring: ‘20mm Bofors,   know them? Ammo drums there — look sharp — fun’s about to start again!’
         

      I did know this gun. Hefting one ammo drum and clipping it on, the white-overalled man swinging the twin barrels back up — tall, black-haired, a long black moustache, twenties maybe. Authority in his booming shout.
    
         

      ‘Hustle, here comes brother Heinie. Told you so!’
    
         

      The heavy cold drums were slippery with rain, clipping on a second, and Black-moustache was already swinging the Bofors around, squinting up at the low cloud, tracking the overhead engine-snarl. Muttering, a sidelong glint at me.
    
         

      ‘Damn ground-gunners — understand not a damned thing about deflection — ah, would you!’
    
         

      The last words gasped out as that engine-growl thundered and the first perspex-nosed bomber — Junkers 88, I must have been mad to think it was a Marauder — came out of the murk. At once, a loud tac-tac-tac beside me.
    
         

      Seconds only to sight and shoot, but this guy knew how. Hunched over, teeth bared under the moustache and orange golf-balls seeming to float up at the bomber — its own cannon sparking, seeming to jerk and shudder, then banking hard and away over the trees.
    
         

      The second coming in. But Black-moustache had their speed and height — roaring at me to clip on another of the big drums, my feet nearly skidding from under as I did. Around us, a full chorus of other guns wakening, but it was his on target.
    
         
The orange golf-balls — seeming to drift so lazily — smashing into the perspex nose. A machine-gun corkscrewing out, the explosions stitching along the mottled green-and-brown fuselage and the bomber lurching, losing height. One wingtip skidding along the muddy ground then the whole aircraft cartwheeling over. A wing broken loose, an engine torn away and everything collapsing into ruin, the metal buckling with a tortured scream. 
         

      ‘That’ll teach them to fart in church,’ muttered Black-moustache and looked at me. ‘Laddie, what did you think they were?’ 
    
         

      ‘Marauders,’ I replied. ‘Ah, in fact JU-88s?’ 
    
         

      He snorted. ‘Right. Jerry’s workhorse and a damned good one. Brush up on your aircraft ID laddie or we’ll be scraping you out of a bomb crater.’ 
    
         

      Around us, the airfield was rapidly returning to normal. Anti-aircraft guns being reloaded, shouts for medical orderlies. The gunners’ bodies being loaded onto stretchers. And seeing, with a sick little lurch, that our Anson was blazing in a heap at the end of the runway. 
    
         

      The other new pilots were picking themselves up. Pinkney had made it as far as a slit trench and climbed out now, covered in mud. Black-moustache broke into a loud unkind laugh. ‘Poor wretched Orphan Annies. Come on, let’s have a drink.’ 
    
         

      ‘Shouldn’t we report to the station commander?’ asked Nesbitt. 
    
         

      Black-moustache just grinned, showing strong white teeth. ‘You’re looking at him. Jack Brook, and if you’re very well-behaved I’ll let you call me Jingo.’ 
    
         

      That was my first meeting with Jingo Brook.
    
         

      
    
         
Grandad was there — he was talking to me. I could hear him — hell, just about smell him. That habit of knotting his hands like he did when I was a kid, making his knuckles pop, I was always scared they would explode.
            
The creak of the chair, another wheezy little sigh, his feet in those awful slippers, scraping on the floor. Reality and unreality stealing like two currents of force.
The sadness, the utter desolation of his voice — croaking on and on …
‘Jeeze, that first day, smacked slap in the middle of it —’


      ‘The Luftwaffe is finished. No gas, trainee pilots with less flying time than it takes to pee. US Air Force reckons to have shot them out of the sky, twice over — and they’ve got the gongs to prove it.’
    
         

      ‘Yeah and down to their last fifty kites? Y’all heard that one? Well, funny, but those last fifty kites still keep coming back. Jerry has a core of good aces — and they are flying damn good planes. Jets — heard about them?’
    
         

      We were in the mess-hall briefing. Well, what passed for a mess. A big stretch of canvas overhead and trestle-tables. Opening out from an old farmhouse that sometime had taken a direct hit. The insides shattered, the brickwork crumbling, and the doors long gone. A stink of sewage, dirty bodies and dead meat — just outside, a horse half-buried in a bomb crater, all four rotting legs still sticking straight up.
    
         

      Rainwater ran off the overhead canvas, slurping into deep pools outside. All us new pilots summoned to briefing; clutching mugs of warm tea. All of us looking at the great Jingo Brook.
    
         
 Well, it was hero worship. Jack ‘Jingo’ Brook, joined up at seventeen, straight into France, then the Battle of Britain. Chalking up four kills before his eighteenth birthday. Eight more at the Battle of Britain, then a year in hospital after a near-fatal crash. Since then another fourteen kills, so he was up there with the top Aces. 
         

      I liked him first-off. A tall man but still a boy somehow with that cheerful grin under the big handlebar moustache. He was grey-eyed, with long black hair slicked back off his forehead. Long-fingered, sensitive hands, like those of a pianist, always restless. A direct you-be-damned way of speaking. 
    
         

      ‘And what else did Base tell you? About how we’ve beaten Jerry out of the skies — what kites he has, can’t fly for lack of juice? So we have air mastery. Feel better?’ 
    
         

      He stalked up and down, hitched his flying jacket and thumped the map. It was pinned to the wall with two forks and a bayonet. 
    
         

      ‘Well don’t. Jerry’s got better kites than us — super-kites. An evil little thing called the Komet, climbs to nine thousand metres in two minutes. Fast — six hundred k’s.’ 
    
         

      He gulped coffee noisily and slapped the cup down. His hands encased in thick leather flying gauntlets; even so, they did seem to shake slightly. 
    
         

      ‘What about the new jets, sir?’ This from a pale, ginger-haired guy — Pinkney, his name was — sitting on a rickety chair and trying to sound natural. ‘Are they much of a bother?’ 
    
         

      Jingo’s gaze fell on him and he stopped rocking. 
    
         
‘Only about two hundred k’s faster, my son, also four 30mm cannon. You may find them quite a bother if they get up your   arse. What’s your name — Pinky?’ 
         

      So Charles Pinkney became ‘Pinky.’ 
    
         

      Jingo always slapped on nicknames and I had yet to learn mine. He was pouring more coffee, then slurping it loudly. ‘So laddies, never mind that new crap, just not enough of it. First flight tomorrow morning, up by four-thirty a.m. —’ 
    
         

      He stopped because I had my hand up. His own leather-gloved hand gripped the coffee cup and he nodded: I could speak. 
    
         

      My voice piped, surprisingly thin, and I shifted position because a bullet-rent in the canvas overhead was pouring cold rainwater upon me. I was embarrassed to hell, interrupting him. 
    
         

      ‘Sir, if that rocket Komet and the jet 262 don’t get us, what should we look out for?’ 
    
         

      I’ve told you about Jingo’s jerky way of speaking — like the empty breech-blocks of my wing-cannon rattling. Now he clasped his coffee cup tightly and blew a long startled whistle. 
    
         

      ‘Name?’ he clunked like the rattling empty breech-blocks. 
    
         

      ‘Flight Lieutenant Guthrie Tucker, sir.’ 
    
         

      Now the grey eyes were as cold as dark snow. ‘Well Guthrie Tucker, that is the only intelligent bloody question I’ve heard from all you cheepers.’ 
    
         

      He paused, taking off his gauntlets and putting forefinger and thumb to mouth, pulling a scrap of food from his teeth. Jingo Brook was into theatre. He burped and gave that cold hard grin. 
    
         
‘Your worst enemy? It ain’t a fast-flying jet. It’s just   about as fast — or slow — as our kites. Our size and weight, our flight ceiling, just about the same guns and bomb-load. Long-nosed to tell it from its earlier short-nosed cousin. The Focke-Wulf 190.’
         

      He gave us a moment to let that sink in and belched again.
    
         

      ‘Latest model of a damn good fighter and will get up your arse every chance you give it. It has scored a few so-called Aces in this squadron and will very likely score you.’
    
         

      Silence. That was exactly the effect he wanted. The rain found its way into more bullet-holes and a cold wind made the canvas flap. Jingo slapped the map once more and grinned again.
    
         

      ‘Alright. No flying today. Even for us, the cloud’s a bit low. Get some grub, get some sleep. Avoid the spam sandwiches, they’re Hitler’s real secret weapon.’
    
         

      A grim barking laugh and he strode through us. Chairs clattered and some overturned as we hastily stood. Jingo paused by me. Close up, his grey eyes were not only cold but strained as though the iron flickered with red fire.
    
         

      ‘Thanks for helping on that Bofors. Took quick wits.’ I noticed his fingernails were badly bitten. ‘Now get some rest because I’ll be bloody annoyed if you get shot down too soon. You wouldn’t want to annoy me, would you, Guthrie — Gus?’
    
         

      So just like that, I was ‘Gus’.
    
         

      And just like that, I was at the sharp end.
    
         

      Dead tomorrow?
    
         
 

‘Well, you were okay Grandad,’ I muttered. ‘Anyway, I can’t imagine you scared of anything.’
         
No answer, so I raised my head. It seemed to take forever, as though everything in my body was switched off. Like I was waking out of a very deep sleep. And when I did look up, the chair opposite was empty.
I was aching again and that neck-wrench was back. It was break fast time, but I wasn’t hungry. I showered: there were hand-holds and a rubber mat, maybe to stop him falling over. Months and months since I’d last seen him, always with the best of excuses. I didn’t know about the rubber mat or the hand-holds.
The dreaming was starting to bother me. But this morning, I had something else to bother me first.
Blocky Hoyt.



    

  
    
      
      
    
         

        CHAPTER FIVE
      
            

A wuss … real cream-cake … don’t worry about Blocky Hoyt.
I wasn’t that worried, even if Blocky was able to look after himself. I worked out, was tall for my age, and (Mum said) had the same mean lean good looks that Grandad had had as a young man. So I dressed mean, even put on my leather jacket.
Wanna argue with me, Blocky Hoyt? Make my day.
I walked down the long main street that all these little towns had. Old stone buildings with ‘1894’ or ‘1902’ engraved above the arched entrances. Some modern buildings, pushing up like square glass mushrooms. A few small shops, a few ‘for sale’ signs. They call it ‘rural downturn.’
Saturday, but I didn’t see Josie or the others. Half-past nine, so maybe it was too early for them. Found I was hungry so I stopped at a little coffee place, had a slice of bacon-and-egg pie and coffee. The waitress looked at me as she put down my latte.
         
‘Sonny, you’re in old Mr Guthrie’s family — you’re the dead spit of him.’
The ‘sonny’ bit nearly got a response, but she’d disappeared into the back of the shop; returned a moment later with a photo, up for the town’s sesquicentennial celebrations. The committee had somehow bludgeoned it out of Grandad, one of the many photos displayed in the town’s shop windows.
         
Like the photo I found at his house, but closer up. Sitting in the cockpit of his Tempest, his leather cap on. And yes, he did look like me — rather, I looked like him.
I had really liked Grandad. But he’d stopped talking about all that wartime stuff before I was old enough to really listen. Maybe I should have asked. And he was gone now and it was too late — that made me feel bad. Angry. I sipped the too-hot latte quickly and got up to go.
‘Shame about the old boy,’ said the waitress. ‘He was alright.’
‘Yeah, thanks.’
He wasn’t that alright to Mum when she had remarried. And if we didn’t call him, he never called us. Last Christmas dinner we’d scarcely got a word out of him. Should we have tried harder — should he have?
All of which was making me madder and madder with one Blocky Hoyt.
 

The car-yard was open, they worked Saturdays.
I walked in and looked around. It was more like a scrapyard, a car ahead of me with doors and hood — and engine — missing. Some piles of engine-parts, an untidy stack of tyres. I felt a tiny tingle of unease. ‘Wuss cream-cake’ working in a place like this?
The dull clink of a hammer stopped as I entered, and a guy came from around the car.
‘I’m looking for Blocky Hoyt,’ I said.
‘You’re looking at Blocky Hoyt.’
         
Thank you Josie, you evil cow. Blocky Hoyt was nearly two metres high. A strong brown scowling face and black eyebrows meeting over scowling eyes and a big nose. A low forehead ending in up-thrust spikes of black hair. A grubby white T-shirt with the sleeves missing, under denim overalls, patched and oil-stained.
         
A shock? Yeah. But I was big enough and mad enough. A cop station across the road, but I had no intention of retreating. This was family business, so here goes.
         
‘I’m Matt. Gus — Guthrie Tucker’s grandson.’
‘Yeah, saw you outside that dairy. Then Josie followed you home. Did you score?’
I remembered the black figure across the road and the growling motorbike. So he’d seen me and had plenty of time to stash the loot. So … Plan B? Appeal to his better nature?
         
‘Look, Grandad’s stuff is important to us and we’d like it back. No cops, just hand it over.’
Blocky Hoyt scowled under that black hedge of eyebrows, then grinned a humourless grin. His eyes were a dark cold brown, his voice cold — and unimpressed. ‘Yeah. Is that what Josie told you? Put up to it by her hoon mates.’
This conversation was going wrong. There was anger in his voice and sneering grin. His hands were bunching into fists.
‘I want answers, Hoyt. And I want them now.’
Blocky flattened one hand, the fingers closed and extended — and perfectly rigid. ‘Hey, I’m shaking.’
Maybe it was the jeering note in his voice. Maybe Grandad’s photo, his loss, that last Christmas — whatever. So I punched hard, but Blocky was waiting, tilting his head sideways. He punched back, into my ribs — it was like being slammed with a door. I staggered — not off-balance — and slammed one back, right at the jeering mouth.
         
We both went down and those tyres rolled over us. Another hard jab to my body, I was about to thump back when a black polished bootcap connected with Blocky’s shoulder. A hand pulled me up, and on the way I glimpsed hairy red legs encased in baggy blue shorts. Constable Dodd.
With him, another constable, thinner and younger, with a sort of sucked-in face and dark eyes. He pulled Blocky Hoyt up — more roughly — and Dodd gave a nasty grim smile.
‘Alright, Hoyt, breach of bond to keep the peace. You know what the option is.’
‘Go screw yourself,’ snapped Hoyt, his mouth set in a sullen line.
I did not like Blocky Hoyt, nor he me, and I had the aching ribs to prove it. But something was wrong here — and anyway, this was personal. So — not quite believing it — I spoke, ‘Constable, I took a swing at him first.’ Then, a wicked tone, ‘He was defending himself, just not too well.’
         
Hoyt scowled. Dodd gave me a cold look. Of course he’d seen me go in and — not liking Hoyt — was hoping for something like this to happen.
         
‘You sure?’ he snapped.
‘Quite sure. I just about had him beat.’
Dodd gave me another cold look, not believing a word. But he pressed his lips together, nodded to the other cop and they both went out, Dodd pausing at the entrance to see if I’d follow. Blocky was on his feet, we were both dusting ourselves off. A last look and Dodd left.
         
I noticed Dodd didn’t ask Blocky if he’d like to press charges.
Hoyt rubbed his face and his ribs. ‘I haven’t got your grandad’s stuff. He was okay to me. So piss off.’
         
I nearly did piss off. I would not get any more conversation out of Blocky Hoyt. And, anyway, somehow I believed him. And whatever Hoyt knew about Grandad might help. So I needed him.
‘Listen, Hoyt, can I get you a coffee at the place down the street?’
Hoyt looked at me, then his wide sullen mouth formed a grim smile. ‘Nah. I had a fight there. Better settle for one of these.’ He opened a chilly-bin and took out two cans of fruit juice, tossing me one. He sat down on a couple of still-stacked tyres and drank from the can. The sullen look was back.
‘You didn’t know the old boy at all, did you?’
I shook my head and opened my own can.
 

‘Blocky’ Hoyt; real name, Erland. Town bad guy and loner, in and out of foster homes since he was twelve. Mum dead, Dad somewhere. Anyway, Grandad had wandered into the yard, looking for a car-part, Blocky was rude to him and Grandad was ruder back. After that, they got on.
Blocky had admitted he really got off on that Nazi-German war gear. But Grandad had set him straight on what World War Two was all about. Blocky (being a modern kid) thought Grandad was after his body. Then he eased up, warmed to him. Grandad opened to him, said Blocky could have his medals.
Then one of the local kids had cracked on about Blocky and how much he was getting paid for each visit. It was in another café, Blocky against the three youths (who all ended up in hospital outpatients). Problem was, one of them was Dodd’s own boy.
         
Grandad had spoken up for Blocky in court; even said the rumours were untrue. So Blocky got one of those keep-the-peace things and Dodd had him lined up in his sights.
         
‘He knew I wanted to get my own bike and go riding,’ said Blocky. ‘Get out of this shit-awful place and go places, see things. Your grandpa was really into that.’
‘Motorbikes?’
‘No, escape, you jerk. Why do you think he joined the Air Force?’
Blocky’s boss appeared then, a little pot-bellied bloke — no doubt phoned by Dodd. Blocky said he’d done the morning jobs and asked if he could go early for lunch. Being Blocky, he didn’t wait for the nod but slouched off, jerking his head for me to follow.
So we went off down the road and I offered to buy him something at the first tea-rooms we came to. Blocky head-shook and smiled, showing one broken tooth.
         
‘Nah, that’s the place I trashed.’
 

So we ended up with takeaway coffee and chips in the town park. Blocky ate quickly, stuffing the chips into his mouth. Like me, he was sorry about Grandad and didn’t know how to show it. He talked about Grandad between gulps of coffee.
So he had known the old boy, done his lawns, kept his old motor running. He said they were as rude as hell to each other and both liked it that way. And Grandad opened up to him, the way he had once opened up to me. I felt something there too, that useless little ache of being too late.
         
And Blocky was there the night Grandad died because the local hoons had this thing about ‘dead houses’. Pay a visit and trash it. Well, when they saw Blocky sitting on the front step, they paused. And when they saw the baseball bat over his knees, they chucked a couple of tinnies and changed their mind.
But then — Blocky clenched both hands as though still holding the baseball bat — Constable Dodd turned up.
‘So they came back?’
‘Nah. Not big on attention span, that lot.’
‘So who did trash the place and pinch his stuff?’
‘Well a guy called Matt thinks I did.’
‘Sorry about that.’
Blocky grinned. It was only the second time I’d seen him grin. He finished the coffee, crumpled the cup and tossed it into a waste-bin. Then he frowned.
‘You see, if those airheads get tanked and trashed the place, they’d maybe take the medals, but not his other stuff. Logbooks, that personal stuff he was writing.’
‘Personal stuff?’
Blocky nodded, rubbing his hand through the black spikes of hair. ‘Yeah, he’d started sort-of writing stuff down. He was really into it. In school exercise-books, y’know?’
Then if it wasn’t the local hoons — who? What other kind of person would bother? Whoever it was, they must have moved bloody fast. So, something wasn’t fitting and Blocky thought that too. ‘Something’s not right, I gotta figure this out. See ya.’
         
He got up and went. Not a thank you for the takeaways, but I knew him better now. Grandad would not have thanked me either, and they were alike. Except Blocky did not have a war to fight.
 

I sat a while in the park, then went back to Grandad’s house. I knocked a meal together — it was late afternoon by then — and ate it quickly. I forget what it was. The sky was overcast, and soon the rain came hissing down against the windows like streaming wriggling snakes.
Josie. She must be laughing like hell over stiffing that money out of me. But it was worth it to meet Blocky and find out a little more about Grandad. My cellphone went — Mum asking how I was. She talked a minute or two, ending with ‘Take care Matt,’ and I was alone in the kitchen again.
Outside the rain was steady and heavier. I made myself a cup of coffee. It was a little darker inside, but I did not put the light on. The kitchen was cold, smelling un used. Grandad had lived on meals-on-wheels. I touched the hot coffee cup with my fingertips, feeling the black brooding despair of being too late to change things. I could have come to see him last school holidays.
‘Just make sure you don’t think about your mistakes for the last sixty years — like I did.’
It wasn’t my chair creaking, but another. His laboured voice seemed to make the room darker. He was sitting opposite, away from the window, his face in darkness. That dream feeling was flowing over me.
         
‘Blocky Hoyt?’ I asked.
‘He needs someone to kick his arse hard. I was his age in Europe — had Jingo Brook to do it.’
‘Jingo …?’
I echoed the name. Outside it was hailing like the patter of bullets, and a first rumble of thunder, like cannonfire, sounded. Everything as grey and dark as gunsmoke.
It shouldn’t be this dark. Grandad’s voice creaked louder in the house, and the thunder came louder still.



    

  
    
      
      
    
         

        CHAPTER SIX
      
            


      There was a young bloke, a batman, looking after Nessie, Pinky and me. Showed me to my billet in the farmhouse, muttered something about the guy before me, last week. That otherwise I’d be under canvas. 
    
         

      The bedroom had a cracked window, nailed over with boards. A zig-zag crack in the ceiling that drifted white specks of plaster down whenever the door shut. A wobbly table and narrow bed that was just a mattress and blankets. From outside came the crump-crump of guns. From somewhere nearby, the unexpected cooing of a dove. 
    
         

      I dropped the kitbag and more white specks fell. I sat on the sagging bed, suddenly as scared as hell. I bent over to pull off my boots and my fingers touched another. I pulled the boot out from under the bed; inside the top lining was a name, R. WEEKS. So it hit me. 
    
         

      The guy before me, last week. No, the last guy before me was named ‘Weeks’. They’d forgotten these when they’d cleaned out his personal effects. Had a ‘long-nosed job’ got him? 
    
         

      Get some sleep, Jingo had said. Well I took off my boots, jacket and shirt, leaving on everything else because it was bloody cold. I rolled up my flight jacket as a pillow, lay down and drew the blankets around me. They were clammy, somehow damp, but that wasn’t what made me shiver.
    
         

      
    
         

            Thinking about the morning. That made me shiver.
          
                  

            I think I did get some sleep. But not for a long time.
          
                  




      The batman woke me up the next morning with a cup of hot tea. I washed and shaved, bacon and eggs on toast for breakfast and good hot coffee. Sounds great, doesn’t it? The way a war movie makes violence look exciting.
    
         

      Well I woke up, dirty and itchy, my toes sticking out from under the blanket and damn near frozen. The tea was sugarless, milkless and luke-warm. The shaving water was cold and my razor scraped painfully. I told myself that it was because the blade was blunt, not because my hands were shaking, and I cut myself.
    
         

      In an hour or two, I’d be up in that grey murk, maybe dead before lunch. Oddly enough, the thought of being killed didn’t scare me. It was the thought of not being good enough — letting the others down — that was really frightening.
    
         

      And breakfast? Well, the bacon was sliced so thin you could use it for cigarette paper, and the ‘eggs’ were powdered muck. ‘Like dog-vomit,’ muttered Nessie beside me, stirring the pale yellow mess with his fork. So I didn’t eat the eggs.
    
         

      The toast was dark bread, charcoal at the edges; the coffee okay, black without sugar. I’ve had it that way ever since.
    
         

      Nobody said much. Knives and forks clinked, a few muttered undertones, one new boy ducked outside and we heard him vomiting. Jingo was seated at the trestle-table near me. He ate noisily and quickly, wiped the powdered egg off his moustache and belched noisily.
    
         
‘Well if that’s breakfast, I’ve had it.’ He stood up, looking outside. ‘Weather-boys reckon this cloud’ll go. If it doesn’t, I’ll bloody shoot them. Briefing in ten minutes.’
         

      He stalked out. Most of the senior pilots followed, us of the new intake at the same table. I swallowed a last mouthful of gritty bacon and charcoaled bread and sipped my coffee. The last of it slopped over my freshly cut chin. Beside me, Pinky spilled his coffee. Nessie just chewed stolidly, farmer’s boy: I’ve met logs of wood with more imagination.
    
         

      So, outside and a cold blast of winter morning hitting us. A pale low ceiling of cloud, and ice clinking in the puddles we splashed through. The snarl of tractors as our big Tempest fighters were dragged out of their camouflaged bays, water streaming off the wavy stripes of brown and green. A time when enemy fighters lived to strike, so the long barrels of our anti-aircraft guns quested upward like alert insect antennae.
    
         

      At the end of the airfield, off among some stunted broken pines, was an aircraft. Perspex-nosed, lumpy thick lines, oddly familiar. A big tail and markings …? A hand thumped my back and Jingo Brook followed my eyeline.
    
         

      ‘Our “Resident Heinkel”. Last kite leaving, shot it down myself when we came in.’ As the others were turning back, he grabbed my arm, those iron-grey eyes cold with intent. ‘Gus, you’re feeling like someone’s scooping out your insides, right? Well, old son, just follow me and take a hold of everything that comes your way.’
    
         
 


      ‘Hawker Tempest Mk Two. Bloody big Centaurus V-18 cylinder radial engine. She’ll give you a ceiling of eleven thousand metres, max speed of seven hundred k’s.’
    
         
 We were at one of the sandbagged revetments. The drooping roof of camouflage-netting scarcely concealed the massive lines and fell like a veil around the massive underslung snout; those four big-bladed propellers like a motionless snarl of power. Jingo patted the yellow-painted propeller-boss as you would a dog.
         

      ‘One-piece sliding canopy, good all-round vision, the glass’ll just about stop a bullet — if it doesn’t and your brains get blown out, complain to the manufacturers.’ He gave that short barking laugh as he moved to one thick straight-edged wing, another slap at the two projecting cannon-muzzles.
    
         

      ‘Four of these, 20mm, hell of a wallop. Yes, I know you’ve heard all this but you’re hearing it again. Eight rockets or bombs, total punch some 900kg.’ He slapped the boss again. ‘Bit of a pig on the turn, and the best news — outgunned by the new Jerry jets and two hundred k’s slower.’
    
         

      He let all that sink in. He looked at us, grey eyes assessing us, keen as they would the enemy. ‘But you had better love this kite, pilgrims, and handle it well — and it will keep you alive.’
    
         

      Beside me, Pinky shuffled his boots nervously as Nessie asked about tight turns, stalling speed, etc. Jingo answered briefly then looked up at the pale murk. It was already thinning.
    
         

      ‘We’ll be up in half an hour. If you want to pee, do it now. Saves on the underwear.’
    
         

      Another short barking laugh. Briefing over.
    
         
 

Actually one hour. I was sitting in the cockpit, fully kitted and sweating like hell under the heavy leather gear. I had climbed in clumsily enough, nearly slipped. You’re supposed to know your ground crew, first names, treat them like best mates, but they were just a blur to me. 
         

      The cockpit closing like a coffin lid clicking shut. 
    
         

      I fumble for the switch, ignition, the sudden roar of the engine making me jump. Suddenly I feel cold inside. Those big propeller-blades turning slowly, then fast, then with blinding invisible speed and the aircraft shudders with sudden unsettling — nearly uncontrolled — power. 
    
         

      The roar of the engine deafens. My leather-gloved hands are thick and clumsy on the controls, but somehow the Tempest is rolling forward, the windscreen spattered with tiny dark dots of mud. My Tempest shuddering and roaring with that unsettling power as I follow Jingo Brook’s Tempest out onto the runway. 
    
         

      Already speeding because we cannot waste a moment in this most exposed and vulnerable moment; ahead, Jingo’s Tempest is lifting up with a final tearing splatter of mud. So it is my turn, pulling the joystick back — odd name that — and the Tempest snarling to further impossible power as those invisible-spinning blades suck air into the radial engine and I lift — lift — a queer empty moment, but Jingo is ahead and I follow. 
    
         

      I catch up and settle on his wing. His helmeted goggled head turns and he lifts a gloved finger. I lift one back and we climb higher and higher because in height there is some safety. 
    
         
The other Tempests are climbing behind us. Six for this patrol — ‘safe as changing nappies’ Jingo has joked. I look   over at his helmeted head, now staring forward. I feel a queer rush of affection, comradeship; a mix of awful emotion at the thought of being found wanting. 
         

      Up and up. I had experienced this magic feeling on my first flight — an old bi-plane Tiger Moth, fragile as a butterfly against this storming power-ridden creature. I am directed upward, following Jingo, the Pied Piper of war, which makes this magic lifting moment more intense. 
    
         

      I have been airborne before. But this is special: I am going in harm’s way. I am airborne to war and death, flying in formation with a man who understands and who wants to keep us alive. So I look over again and catch his own goggled gaze. I put up a thumb and get one in return. 
    
         

      No speaking because we have radio silence. Climbing higher, three thousand metres and already my head is beginning to wrench around on my neck till my spine creaks. I’d do 360 degrees if I could, because this controlled eyeball-scan is first-warning against enemy strike. Radio silence broken as a thin voice crackles. 
    
         

      Charles Pinkney. He’s got engine-feed problems, maybe a fuel-line, losing power. And to prove it, his Tempest drifts sideways like a straight-winged fish in this vast pale pond. 
    
         

      ‘Go for home.’ 
    
         

      Jingo’s terse words give no indication of his feelings. We have our feelings too as Pinky’s Tempest peels off and is lost below. Minutes — maybe only one minute — and Nessie, whose brains are as thick as tough mutton, forgets radio silence. 
    
         

      ‘Hey, what’s that below?’ 
    
         
We have just a moment to glance down. To fix on the   twin-engined bomber, so mottled with green-and-brown as to be a scudding invisible shape. That same moment, Jingo’s voice cutting in, urgent and furious: ‘Bandits, three o’clock high, break — break!’
         

      And instinct — that split-second of reaction — hauling the stick back into the pit of my stomach, letting that searing awareness scorch me. Yes a bomber below, Jerry’s new Arado jet — and while we are looking, the fighters pounce from on high, right out of the sun.
    
         

      And having to look up at the sun-dazzle, blinking, those black shapes hurtling down — connecting to us by drifting yellow lines, and the next moment’s a nightmare of bewildered crazy noise, like a jigsaw exploding apart.
    
         

      Think! This is it — react! And twisting my Tempest around, in full control of this roaring fury, the black shapes rushing up, I press my thick-gloved thumb on the firing button — nothing. Hell, flip the safety. My Tempest shuddering as the wing-cannon roar, then the black shapes are past. A sudden cacophony of voices in my headphones.
    
         

      ‘Nessie — break. He’s on your tail.’
    
         

      ‘Jeeze bloody hell Gus, you’re shooting at me’ — from Jingo.
    
         

      ‘Got two on me —’ Nessie yelling.
    
         

      ‘Break. Break.’
    
         

      And just like that, a last scudding dark shape out of sight — and it’s over. Ending quickly as it began, and the German fighters — long-nosed Focke-Wulfs — are nowhere to be seen. One downward spiralling trail of smoke — a German fighter in flames. Jingo bawling at us to re-form and head for home.
    
         
Even in this first hour of aerial fighting, I can look around. See we are one short too. Not sure who: Jingo keeps us on radio silence as we head back to the airfield. It comes into view, I see the swastikaed tailfin of our Resident Heinkel. I must be shaking because my Tempest jars so hard on landing that the undercarriage nearly collapses.
         

      We taxi into the revetment bays. I’m glued to my seat and shaking, sick and scorching inside. Feeling an awful churning like my guts are being scooped out. Surprised I can make my fumbling numb hands work as I push back the canopy and stiffly — like I’ve been sitting for hours — get out.
    
         

      I nearly end up in a heap on the ground. I avoid the faces of the ground crew, think I mutter something about ‘first flight’ and clump off to the mess-tent. Like everyone, I’m expecting a red-hot broadside from Jingo.
    
         

      It wasn’t like that. He was calm, even soothed us. He joked about me shooting at him. A single direct glance at Pinky, whose fuel-feed problems somehow solved themselves. We’re blooded, that was the main thing — he used that word with satisfaction: blooded. Next time we’d do better, now get some coffee and go out and check with the ground crews.
    
         

      Already I felt better, somehow cleared in my head. This was the first time, there would be a second and third — a lot more. But I could handle it now. I could even think about the one Tempest missing.
    
         

      Pilot Officer Lesley Stevens, came in on my intake but I cannot remember his face. He was nineteen, copped it on that first pass and all that was left was a brown crater somewhere, being rapidly whitened by the falling snow. Not even a chance to call him ‘Les’.
    
         
 And even thinking about him, also thinking — it was him, not me. You had to think that to survive. You couldn’t feel guilty, even about having a good sleep that night.
         
Grandad’s voice crackles. ‘My first flight. I couldn’t remember a damn thing when it happened. I remember everything now.’
‘Yes, Grandad.’

Jerking awake as my cellphone shrilled, looking at my watch as I clicked the phone open. Nine a.m. Morning. The weirdest feeling that my own hands were encased in thick leather gauntlets.
         
Mum on the phone, was I okay? Sure Mum, I slept in a chair and have aches in my back and neck to prove it. And I’m having incredible, unreal dreams about Grandad, who was sitting in the now-empty chair opposite. Of course I didn’t say that, I just made the right noises and said goodbye.
I had a headache and made coffee. I didn’t want to eat, but I opened a can of sliced peaches and spiked them out with a fork. And thinking, thinking, all of this had to be going somewhere. There were things I needed to know — and then it hit me. I checked the local directory for the car-yard and reached for my cellphone. Blocky answered in his unmistakable way.
         
‘Yeah?’
‘Blocky, Matt here. Listen, two guys were in town for Grandad’s funeral, one called Nesbitt. How many motels are there here? I need his home address.’
‘Okay.’ Blocky hung up.
         
I finished the peaches and made some more coffee. About three minutes later, the phone rang again. Blocky has Nesbitt’s address: luckily he lives only about two hours north of here. Blocky said if I was taking Grandad’s old Toyota, I’d better take a good mechanic along too. I said thanks — and thanks for the address.
He chuckled, the first time I’d heard this. I shouldn’t thank him, thank the cleaning maid who owes me one. And needed very little persuasion to look up the motel register.
Josie.



    

  
    
      
      
    
         

        CHAPTER SEVEN
      
            

‘Ever heard of the telephone?’
‘Thought you’d tell me to eff off.’
‘Too right I would have.’
Harry Nesbitt, white-whiskered as ever, was looking at me like I was a dead dog. A very dead dog, stinking and covered in flies. He was dressed in grey slacks and a white sweater, with silk scarf around his neck.
Nice house, gravel drive, oval flower-beds and a lawn that looked manicured. I was on the doorstep. The front door was pale varnished wood with a little stained-glass window inset and a fancy bronze knocker. Nesbitt was ready to close it in my face.
‘I need to find out about my grandad. You owe me that.’
‘I owe you nothing.’
But unexpectedly he stepped back and let me in. When a white-haired lady appeared, Nesbitt said the lad wasn’t staying long, no, didn’t want coffee. We went into a side-room, looked like his study. Framed photos of aircraft and men in flying gear on the walls, a squadron crest. A massive long-bladed propeller on the wall. He sat in a big leather armchair, gestured me to another.
         
‘You’ve got five minutes.’
Then he’d whistle up that dog I could still hear barking. Luckily Blocky had opted to stay with the car. Alright, so this had to be full on.
‘You made a few cracks about my grandad after he was dead —’
         
‘I would have said it to his face — in fact I did.’
‘So I’m still getting some fallout on that. What happened?’
Luckily he didn’t ask what ‘fallout’. He sat and his bony hands come together. The hostile look dis appeared, like he’d switched off — like he was back in the war-skies of Europe, sixty years ago. He glanced at the silver-framed photos and blinked, as though memory hurt.
‘Jingo Brook was a great skipper. Still sparking after five long years of war, a damn fine leader. He inspired us, made us a great fighting outfit. Saved my life more than once.’
He knotted and unknotted those long bony fingers, the blue veins standing out like dark ropes on his white wrists.
‘Your grandfather was a good pilot, I’ll give him that. Became an Ace quickly; Jingo’s wingman, and that was a place of honour. Anyway it was June, the war nearly over, when Helmut’s boys did their death-ride, took on our wing in the biggest bloodiest donnybrook ever.’
I shook my head. I knew nothing of this. The hands knotted more tightly, his voice more deliberate.
‘We all knew a fight was coming, a big one. A few of us would die just before the war ended. Well, word was your grandfather wanted no part of it. An argument. Charles Pinkney knows more about it — claims he overheard.’
‘Overheard what?’
‘Jingo threatening your grandfather with L.M.F. — lack of moral fibre. Swore he’d gone yellow. Anyway we tangled with Helmut’s boys, every one an Ace and shot each other to hell. So Jingo’s kite takes a hit, he crashlands and your grandfather follows him down. Crashlands and Pinky swears there was nothing wrong with Tucker’s kite.’
         
Pinkney again. ‘Then what?’
Nesbitt unclasped his hands and picked up a box of matches. He took a match out, between two fingers, and broke it with the pressure of his thumb. Crack, and he flicked it aside. He was getting to the difficult part that — I realised with a chill — I did not want to hear. He brooded a moment and fitted another match to his fingers.
‘Look boy, your grandfather and Jingo were down and behind enemy lines. Chased by a Jerry patrol and, well, our troops find them next day by some canal. Your grandfather alive and Jingo dead — shot.’
He split the match and brooded another moment.
‘Your grandfather had an old German Luger automatic, 8mm calibre, Jerry souvenir. Jingo was shot with the same calibre bullet.’
‘Hell, that doesn’t mean —’
‘Gus claimed Jingo had broken his ankle and ordered him to keep going. Says Jingo grabbed the Luger and made him leave. Well there was no Luger with Jingo’s body — sure the Germans may’ve taken that — but nor did Jingo have a broken ankle.’
Split, went another match. I was about to speak but he went on.
‘The Luger gone, no broken ankle. Why would Jingo have made that up? Your grandfather claimed he had fever, couldn’t remember much. But it added up to us, and to the powers-that-be. He never got that last gong he was in line for. We didn’t just take Pinky’s word. Now that’s all I know, so push off son.’
         
There was a little pile of broken matches by his chair. I think he relived those days a lot. On the way out, I thought of something: ‘Do you know where Charles Pinkney lives?’
‘North Island. He phoned about the death, I nearly went into the funeral service — but couldn’t.’
I was out on the porch and he was shutting the door. I turned. ‘I thought you came down together.’
Harry Nesbitt wanted to shut the door. He sighed. ‘We met in town, overnighted, then I left. Don’t know where he is now — don’t care either. Now put all this to rest. It’s over and gone, let the past bury itself.’
And the door shut.
I rejoined Blocky at the car. We found a little coffee-place nearby and talked about it. Blocky shook his head. ‘Your grandad would never do that. He spoke a bit about that guy Jingo — like they were best mates, like he understood him.’
Like he understood him. Yes, and like the way I’d stopped trying to understand Grandad. Blocky frowned and looked up. ‘Hey, why not ask Pinkney then?’
            
‘Don’t know where he is.’
‘I do. According to dear Josie, he’s still at the motel.’

‘Want to come in with me?’
Blocky thought for a moment, then shook his head. ‘No mate. Any strife and Dodd’ll have my arse in a sling. Not that Dodd worries me,’ he went on hastily, ‘but I did promise your grandad.’
         
So I got out and he U-turned the Toyota. I looked up and down and went through the motel entrance. A woman in the reception office, middle-aged with dyed-red hair, in a blue tracksuit. The smile dimmed a little when I told her I wasn’t a guest — dimmed still more when I asked for ‘Uncle Charles’.
‘Unit Four. If your uncle wants late checkout tomorrow, there’s a surcharge.’ She unhooked a key and passed it over with a funny arch little smile. ‘Just in case your uncle doesn’t hear you knock.’
I walked down the line of units. Like a neat row of white-painted cells, each with a ranchslider door. A cleaner was pushing her trolley up ahead, and she turned, smiled.
         
‘Hi. You still owe me twenty.’
‘Get lost, Josie.’
‘You’re not supposed to have that key. I should tell someone.’
         
I paid over the twenty and got an evil smirk in return. She moved off, one finger in the air. I waited for her to turn into the next unit, then unlocked the ranchslider. I opened it and all at once that funny arch smile and pointed remark about ‘late checkout’ made sense.
Inside it was dark, and a thick horrible smell of alcohol hit me in the face. I swear I heard Josie titter as I slid the door shut again.
As I fumbled for the light-switch, my foot skidded on something round — a bottle. I lost balance, grabbed the curtain and half of it came away with my hand, tearing a lopsided shaft of light into the room.
         
It was a very basic studio unit, but it looked like someone had held a party in here. Someone had. Bottles on the sink, one on the ground. Some cans, one squashed flat by a careless or drunken foot. An open suitcase, tumbled with clothes. And on the bed a sprawling figure, one arm hanging over the side, shoes off. The socks were a grubby white.
         
Charles Pinkney, sauced to the gills. His face was red and mottled, his breath wheezed hard. An empty glass dangling from a limp hand, the sheets around it soaked brown. It looked like he’d spent the last couple of days on beer and whisky chasers. The sight of it was enough to put you off booze for life.
Then the wheezing became a gurgle and cough, the old boy rolled sideways and coughed again. He sat up and blinked a horrible bloodshot pair of eyes at me. It took him a moment to focus and register. It took me that long to see there was nothing resembling Grandad’s stuff here.
‘You …’
He shook his head as though trying to clear his head. I must say, for an old boozer jerked out of sleep, he recovered very quickly.
He swung his legs over the side of the bed, looked around for his glass, and rasped: ‘Who the hell let you in?’
‘I’m here about Grandad.’
‘We’ve had that conversation,’ he muttered. ‘Blokes entitled to a bit of a jag in private, you know. Who let you in —’
There was something furtive in the way he looked around. Didn’t matter, though, Josie had lost no time in getting to the office. The red-haired woman was in the doorway, Josie smirking behind her.
         
‘Here, you two — someone will have to pay for those curtains.’
Pinkney was looking uncertain still, then the outrage returned. ‘I woke up to find this kid poking around — stealing.’
‘Thought you were a bit old to be his uncle,’ said the woman with an arch smile.
A screech of brakes outside as the cop-car pulled in. Dodd must have moved like lightning when they called. He walked in, grim-faced, looking at me.
‘Got some explaining to do, son.’
‘I think this old guy scored some of Grandad’s stuff — the night his house was trashed.’
‘No idea what he’s talking about,’ said Pinkney, practically back to normal.
‘We’ll talk about this at the station,’ said Dodd. ‘Come on.’
A flicker of fear in Pinkney’s eyes. That furtive little look at — I jumped over and upended his suitcase off the luggage stand.
Pinkney gasped and sat heavily on the bed. Dodd looked down, too. At shirts, a pair of long johns, socks — and a set of brown tattered books and a sweet tin, marked CURIOUSLY STRONG PEPPERMINTS. It had fallen open and a little tangle of medals had spilled out.
Charles Pinkney put his hands over his face and his shoulders shook.
         
Dodd shooed the manager and Josie away. I didn’t want to press charges, I just got the stuff and headed out. Dodd stayed on to have a few words with the old boy. I passed Josie and her trolley, got the finger again. She got one back.
         
I walked back to the house. It took a lot of self-control not to dance.
 

Blocky Hoyt turned up a couple of hours later with the Toyota. I’d cooked up sausages, bacon and eggs and had my first decent meal in two days. Grandad’s medals back in the peppermint tin and his three books on the table.
They were small thin exercise-books, the sort you can buy anywhere, well-worn and the pages slipping free of their rusty staples. Inside was Grandad’s scribbled writing, some photos — and even some poems. The first was lettered in ink GUTHRIE TUCKER: Personal reflections, a photo stuck to it showing Grandad and a man with long black moustaches who could only be Jingo Brook. Like the other photo, they seemed best mates.
         
It was very late afternoon now and I felt a sudden new tingling as I touched the books. Inside these books were secrets, maybe more of that crazy dream stuff. Blocky was looking at me.
‘You don’t want to read them, do you?’
Did I want to trespass into Grandad’s innermost thoughts? No, but I had to; too many questions needing answers. ‘You want to stay?’
‘It’s your thing mate, not mine.’
I pushed the medals across to him. He hesitated, I picked up the box and pressed it into his hand. He blinked hard a couple of times, shoved it in his pocket, muttered a ‘thanks’ and made for the door. He turned again, that big sullen mouth easing into something like a smile.
         
‘You know how Josie likes to listen at doors? Turns out Pinkney had fed Dodd a line about being a long-lost mate of your grandad’s. Lived a long way off and would Dodd call him when his old mate died.’
‘No kidding.’
‘He must’ve jumped on a plane and come straight down. Dodd’s embarrassed as hell. He’s not going to bother me too much from now on.’
Blocky left, banging the door shut. I got up and locked it, I wanted no visitors. I switched off my cellphone, made a big pot of coffee and sat down. It was dark outside already, and I shivered as if something cold was stealing through the silent house.
I opened the first journal. The title page … Episodes in the Life of a Fighter Pilot. That photo and a good sketch of a Tempest fighter-bomber. The lights overhead flickered a moment and my eyelids felt heavy, but nothing more. Opposite me, feet shuffled and the chair creaked, Grandad coughed.
         
‘I had some fancy about writing a book. Poetry’s not much: inspired doggerel, some poet bloke said. Hell, his stuff didn’t even rhyme. Read one out to you when you were a nipper — fell asleep.’
I looked up and he was there, shadowed a little, the light flickering again — the same sense of un/reality stealing over me. As though this was a prickling strange dream that just kept on going … and going.
         
‘Read it, Matt.’
His chair creaked and scraped again as I looked down at the title page. Then up again — he was gone. If he was ever there. The lights stopped flickering and it was dark outside. I looked at my watch — suddenly it’s past midnight.
         
I knew I would not sleep that night. But the strange feeling of dread was gone. I made more coffee and settled down. Somehow the scribbled writing was no problem at all. I could read every word clearly, easily.
         
And somehow the words were speaking to me, as though in Grandad’s own voice. They spoke clearly in my head and I even seemed to breathe the cold air of a European winter, 1945. And cold blue skies, waiting for the roar of aircraft engines.

      
    
         



    

  
    
      
      
    
         

        PART TWO
      
            
GUTHRIE TUCKER:

Episodes in the Life of a Fighter Pilot
            


      
    
         



    

  
    
      
      
    
         


        We’re fly-boys, sky-boys, leather jacket, silk scarf,
      
            

        heroes of the high blue yonder — what a hell of a laugh.
      
            


        You see the pics of us, posing by our fighter?
      
            

        So d’you know what its like when the pressure gets tighter … and tighter?
      
            


        D’you know the gut-fear of being burned alive,
      
            

        Or smashed by Jerry cannon and the kite in a dive.
      
            


        How the oxygen burns my throat, my eyes bulge, hear my heart pound,
      
            

        They don’t know that — have to think about hitting the ground.
      
            


        And supposing I sit down and tell you,
      
            

        What it’s really like up in the high blue.
      
            


        You’ll say yes, it must be bad — but to you it’s not real.
      
            

        You will never understand exactly what I feel.
      
            




    

  
    
      
         
OCTOBER 1944
            

Jingo Brook. My story starts and finishes with him — and the special kind of leader he was. I still don’t quite understand Jingo and what made him tick. Hell, still don’t quite understand myself. We were hunters and, I think, also the hunted.
         
I told you bits and pieces of this when you were young, Matt, too young to take it in. Even then, I only told you bits and pieces because the rest was too painful. So I’m writing it down, and maybe then I can lay the demons to rest … maybe.
So I’ll go back to that first day — when the JU-88s paid us a visit. How Jingo rallied and fought back when everyone else was diving for the air-raid trenches. Even then, I knew he was different, as though made by war. And whatever war shapes, war also destroys. But when you’re young, you don’t think about those things.
 

In that first week, we settled in quickly. A mixed bunch, all odds and sods in the same bag. Good blokes and most of them had been fighting since 1940. Too long.
Gaston, a Frenchman, who hadn’t seen his family since 1940. Sven, a Dane, Lars the Norwegian, and a moody Dutchman called Jan. Emile, a Belgian, whose parents and sister were in a concentration camp for helping allied airmen who’d baled out over enemy lines.
         
Jingo’s sidekick, a Canadian, ‘Pussy’ Cato. Max, a South African whose Afrikaans parents had disowned him for enlisting. ‘Ten-Yards Reg’, a mad Aussie from Darwin, so-called because his prop was practically chewing the tail of a Jerry fighter before he opened up. And one I’ll always remember, Linus B. Longstreet.
         
Linus was a tall, black American from Alabama, who worked his way to Canada in 1940, took flying lessons and joined the Canadian Air Force. At that time, they took everyone and no worries abut the colour of your skin — so long as you could fly. He had nine kills, a top pilot, and would bleed sweet sad magic out of his harmonica. He was one of us but also a loner.
Myself, Nesbitt and Pinkney were the newcomers, and when Ten-Yards Reg learned we were from New Zealand he muttered they’d be enlisting sheep next. We’d replaced pilots who’d (to use a ground-crew phrase) ‘augured in’, meaning they’d crashed. And we gave our kites nicknames and gender, because these big wide-winged birds were life and death.
We were in that company, but not part of it. To be their comrades, we’d have to earn their respect. And we would earn that up in the cold grey skies of winter and spring; up where the last menace of a deadly and implacable enemy lurked.
 

Touch the face of God.
         
We sortied twice — sometimes three times — a day. Allied Air Command were determined to knock the last German fighters out of the sky. They emphasised that Jerry was down to his final few fighters — only about fifty aircraft — but somehow that same ‘fifty’ kept coming at us.
         
So every morning, it’s that crisped bacon and a sloppy mix of powdered eggs and burnt toast. The coffee is alright. Once the cook had milk — but it swam on the black surface in pale sour globules.
         
The mess (strange title for an eating-place) has a noticeboard with orders, new regulations, even a sketch of another new Jerry jet, this one powered — believe it — by coal. Lippisch-13A I learned later, but, like most of them, too late. Otherwise, we would have had real problems right then.
         
Also on the noticeboard are those ‘special’ letters from home. Some are stupid, some just plain silly.
You boys must have it easy now, with Jerry beat.
            
I got this baby dumped on me, honest, hubby. A woman just shoved her at me and ran.
            
I’ve heard you lads live off the fat of the land. For us oranges and bananas are just a dim recollection.
            

There were poems pinned up on the mess noticeboard sometimes. One, clipped from a magazine, was not like the doggerel I wrote. At briefing, my chair was near it, so — while Jingo droned on about coal-burning fighters and the piston-engined Dornier-335 — I could see the poem and learn the lines.
         
The poem was pinned up (by Jingo I think) with a golf-tee and a ragged splinter of wood from the time a JU-88 raked the tent with 20mm cannon-fire, shredding our trestle-tables. Straight-shooting lines and written by another pilot, who’d been there — since shot down.

         
Slipped the surly bonds of earth …
                  
danced the sky on laughter-silvered wings …
                  
joined the tumbling mirth of sun-split clouds —
                  



Enough for the moment.
So, briefing over, we go to our waiting fighters — like knights to their horses — except I wonder if knights felt the ice crack under their flying-boots and the cold mud splatter upwards. And did they feel a stomach-churning fear that needed ritual — each ritual private to the pilot — to say you will not die this day?
 

This morning, we are flying top-cover for a Marauder strike. The big twin-engined attack-bombers, taking out a Jerry H.Q. So if the Focke-Wulfs hit them, then we hit the Fockes. Peachey helps me into the cockpit, chewing gum — a habit he’s picked up from the Yanks. He grins, shifting the gum from one cheek to the other.
‘Give ’em hell, boss.’
Fitting on helmet, goggles and oxygen mask, I nod back and put up a leather-gloved finger. Peachey slides the canopy shut and I do a flight-check, settle my boots on the rudder — yes and a line of that poem stabs through me.
And touch the face of God.
         
The big four-bladed propellers turn and suck air into that powerful Bristol-Centaurus engine; it rumbles, the exhausts spurt and the propeller spins faster. The air-frame shudders like a big horse straining at the reins. I am waiting for Jingo’s Tempest to move, then I will move, let the shuddering growling engine drag me skyward to war and death.
         
Touch the face of God.
         
Touch my gut-fear, touch that delicate pain of not knowing if I will be alive tonight, that can wrench so hard as to knot me in fear. So I am held by the snarling and dragging engine, pulling me up into untimely death.
Slipping the surly bonds of Earth — and my own ratshit doggerel —
         
Jingo’s Tempest roaring upward, so my head must turn on nearly a 360-degree axis. Neck-wrenching though it is, it keeps me alive, as Jingo takes up into the pale high blue, high as his engine-roar can take us.
Leaving behind the brown shot-torn ground, our sand bagged entrenchments like raised ringworm circles; becomingly increasingly more distant as I glance left and right and then upwards; keeping an eye on oil pressure, think about knights thundering over the green patchwork below.
         
Airborne — slipping the surly bonds —
         
Climbing upward and the big-snouted airflow sucking in the frantic greed of those cylinders — checking oil-pressure, the hundred other checks as I crane around under the leather cap fitting my face, the prickly mad sweat starting under my leather flying-suit. And extending into my leather-gloved and madly prickling fingers.
Higher and higher the snarling engine takes me. I wear full leather because that will stop flames for maybe the moment it takes me to register that I am burning, because getting burned is horrible. I think about this as I wrench my head around and upwards to the high grey blue. Even in this penetrating cold, colder as I climb higher, I think about getting burned and sweat like a pig.
         
Better than roasting like one.
Climbing, propeller and engine dragging us up; aerodynamics doing their lifting miracle. My Tempest has a ceiling of just over ten thousand metres and it takes seven long minutes to reach it; long, long nerve-wracking minutes, squinting always, into those grey clouds and pale dazzling sunlight. Those Biggles books I used to love — beware the Hun in the sun.
         
The landscape below is a pattern of light and dark, green into a darker swatch of forest and the ugly brown pockmarks of bomb craters spotting like a disease. And we are at ceiling, sucking in the oxygen that burns raw in our throats. Ahead, Jingo fires a short burst to check his cannon are working. I fire mine and, behind me, Pussy does the same.
‘Come on Jingo, you promised us a brace of Huns each.’
‘Shut up.’
That pale patchwork of lines and light-dark patches below, the incredible clean light-blue of the heavens above. So, here, we will wheel and swoop like hawks, ‘stooge about’ Jingo puts it, wait for prey below. Sucking the burning oxygen, your breathing loud, your goggles misting.
So wheel and swoop and keep alert — keep alert — but also dream with part of your mind. Dream to calm your pounding heart and raw throat, the oxygen mask chafing your face, the close leather helmet scraping ears painfully tight to head. I’ve got big ears, ‘elephant-flaps’ my schoolmate, Brian Sutton, used to call them. Brian, killed before Monte Cassino, Italy.
         
So we stooge about and wait and I push Brian Sutton from my mind. Van-boy for a department store before he was called up, yes and his girl Maureen — push the thought away: concentrate.
         
So wheel and swoop and wait — wait — look upwards as well as down because Jerry has jets that fly higher than us. So I dream — and keep alert, because death, by cannon-shell or fire, or shattering crash — is sudden, untidy and permanent.
         
Swoop again, dream, those words have a steel accent and speak loudly, as though my brain is a theatre — this theatre with a scared audience, waiting with pounding head and raw throat, to go into action. And watching the magic of my leather-gloved hands touching with unconscious guidance on the controls.
Dreaming?
You have not dreamed …
         
I’ve chased the shouting wind along, and flung …
         
my eager craft through footless halls of air.
         
 

‘Bandits, sixteen below.’
Jingo’s voice crackles. In addition to being an incredible shot, the man has eyesight like a hawk. We were all looking, but he saw first the tiny cross-winged outlines below, almost lost in the hazy landscape. Already diving as he speaks, myself kicking the rudder to follow. Pussy and Linus behind us, all still craning our heads around because the moment you relax is the moment they strike.
Now the air is screaming past, you have that curious flattening feeling as your ears hum and pop; a pair of giant thumbs are squashing against your eyeballs. And the sick desperation in your guts, because you are diving into a fight and might soon be dead. And the dark cross-winged shapes are clearer; now comes a sudden bright flash of yellow and streaming smoke.
         
An aircraft is on fire and smoking away down there.
Close enough now to see them — Focke-Wulf 190s, our long-nosed mates. And now they have seen us and are turning up. My thumb twitches, I flick the trigger-switch.
‘Teach ’em manners,’ comes Jingo’s voice.
Meaning: meet them head on without giving way. So they are closer and those first yellow winking lights and black-starred lines; those are the machine-guns, shooting for range. Now come the orange golf-balls floating up in their drifting lazy way. Now — my thumb on the firing button. Now — the aircraft jars, acrid smoke in the cockpit and my own orange lines go drifting down.
         
Ahead, the Jerry fighters break and Jingo swings at the same time. His cannon-shells striking orange destruction along the pale grey underbelly. My own is still holding course, then vanishes below. I turn, another dark shape flashes past. A Jerry ahead, great no-deflection shot, taking the Tempest in a tight curve and fire.
‘Break Gus, you silly arse.’
Pulling the joystick back into the pit of my stomach and the Tempest buckets up; kick the rudder-bar sideways and it angles. Now Jerry chatter on the intercom, Pussy yelling something, Pinky squawking. Ahead, a Focke-Wulf also turning but too slow — new boy this — my cannon-shells crash into his green-spotted fuselage, his canopy explodes and flies back. Smoke and streaming glycol hide the cockpit as his aircraft tips into a steep sudden dive.
         
And then — always so sudden — the sky is clear and the Focke-Wulfs are gone. So I turn once more and an awful sight unfolds. Pussy’s Tempest — Snarling Panther — is level and straight-winged before me but streamers of red engine-fire are enveloping the canopy. And Pussy’s calm crackling voice — ‘Baling out’ — and tipping Snarling Panther over to drop out.
Something goes wrong. Maybe the fire reaches him too quickly, maybe the controls are affected — or he pulls the ripcord, releasing his parachute too soon. Whatever, the ’chute opens too soon, snags on the tailfin of his fighter and Snarling Panther goes into a dive with Pussy trailed behind and kicking violently to free himself.
I should not be watching this. I should be watching the sky because the Focke-Wulfs might bounce us again. But I do watch, transfixed, as Pussy is swept on down, still kicking but entangled, and nothing waiting but the five thousand metres it takes for Snarling Panther to dive down — two minutes, maybe more — and Pussy waits for his sudden slamming death. Maybe he’ll get lucky and black out — maybe.
‘Gus, what are you, some old bugger in a wheelchair?’
Jingo’s roar snaps me out: he’s seen it too, but this is not the moment. So, kicking the rudder-bar again and going into a wide circle, but the long-nosed jobs are gone. And I do not look down — at least not for a minute — so I am not in time for that little yellow splat. Pussy and Snarling Panther hitting the ground; that is the end of Vernon Cato, twenty-five years old, pilot-officer, former second-year veterinary surgeon.
We re-form. A new bloke — always the new blokes — named Mike Aiden, is gone and Jingo’s voice crackles flatly. ‘If you’re looking for Pinky, he’s walked.’
         
So Pinky baled out too. ‘Walked’ but there are different ways of saying this. And there are different reasons to ‘walk’, not all connected with battle damage. But I tell myself that Jingo does not like Pinky. Still — with a churning sick feeling — thinking about Pussy’s horrible death.
the long, delirious, burning blue …
            
windswept heights … where never lark nor even eagle flew —
            
The high, untrespassed sanctity of space …
            

And it hits me again when my Tempest trundles to a stop: Pussy is dead. I sit there, my ground crew running up as they see the stitch-lines of bullet-holes, the dark streaks under the cannon’s muzzles. But I am unharmed. It hits me — I am still alive.
Still alive! So my detached gauntleted-hands can come up and push the goggles from my red-rimmed eyes and pull away my oxygen mask, let my staring eyes on the controls tell me that I am still alive. But I have to get up out of the cockpit and never mind if my boots scrabble on the wing as I jump down. My boots hit a brown icy puddle, splinter the thin ice, and I just recover from falling flat.
         
Jingo is out of his Tempest, buffing his arms and stamping. He nods at me. ‘Not bad, eh? We got three of theirs. Not worth Pussy, though.’
Not bad, we got three of them — so I stump off to the mess-tent. Jingo grunts and heads off to his office, to report today’s combat. At the mess, I crash into a chair, order something to drink. The others come clumping in and some speak to me; I even hear myself answering. But my mind is still up in the high blue, the exhilaration that I have survived another day; this will come later. Yes, and Pussy’s final struggles will come into my dreams.
         
Enough as I sit in the mess-tent and hold a hot coffee in my leather-gloved fingers; my gloved fingers clasping the hot cup, sipping the scalding liquid. It should be hot and comforting, but it just burns in the pit of my stomach.
I have been there — up into the high blue deadly sky — and back again, knowing each mission will leave an indelible mark; leaving me thinking that I cannot die — until I go back into that brawling giant emptiness and understand the last line of that poem.
Put out my hand and touch the face of God.
         



    

  
    
      
         
NOVEMBER 1944
            

A month or so after I arrived, we had a visitor to the base. He flew in on another Anson and descended, stiff-legged and walking with a stick — dressed in a neat new Wing Commander’s uniform. But the fingers clutching the stick were like claws. And his face was like nothing I had ever seen.
A clown-face as though cut from pink rubber, ridged with scar-tissue. One eye under a puckered eyelid, the other covered with a black patch; the nose jutting out and fresh with stitches. The mouth was a slit between thin crooked lips, and when he took his cap off his pink ridged scalp showed little tufts of hair; eyebrow’s looking like smudge-marks of charcoal.
A face destroyed by fire.
He was Jingo’s former Blue Section leader, Loring Derwent de Chandos, younger son of a duke, bloodline stretching back to the Norman Conquest. His family had lost four sons in World War One; this war, one at Dunkirk, one at El Alamein, third at the D-Day landings. Then a Jerry incendiary cannon-shell hits bang-on — and the fighter cockpit becomes a blast furnace.
         
So, Loring Derwent de Chandos, whose family goes back that thousand years, manages to bale out. But not before the searing flames have licked the flesh greedily from his body. He was being patchworked back together with skin grafts, but there was a limit to what they could do. So he pulled his upper-class connections to get back and visit us.
         
Tales were told, and there was laughter, but there was a hollow note to the merriment.
It was nearly midnight when Loring left, and most of us broke up — dawn patrol at 5 a.m. Jingo slouched back at a table, so I turned again, sensing that all was not well. He had a cup of cold coffee in his hands and sat there looking at it.
‘Up at sparrow-fart tomorrow morning, Jingo.’
He nodded for me to sit down. ‘You lay off the sauce, Gus, I notice. Good thinking. All those buggers thinking one more beer doesn’t matter — it will tomorrow, up at ceiling and a second longer to react.’
He sipped the cold coffee and grimaced. ‘Know the first kite I ever flew? — and I don’t mean the bloody awful Bristols I trained on.’
I didn’t of course. The mess was nearly empty, Linus quietly finishing a tune on his harmonica. He slipped it into his pocket and walked out. A sudden roar from outside and I judged the boys had caught Nessie and, from the outraged yells, were debagging him. He would find his trousers tomorrow in the usual place, flying from the flagpole.
‘Hurricanes.’ Jingo seemed not to have heard the noise. ‘Nice enough kite, eight 303 pop-guns and outclassed by the ME-109s. Early models had one real problem, know what it was?’
         
‘No, Jingo.’
‘Want me to tell you?’
‘Sure.’
Although I wasn’t sure what this was leading to. Jingo seldom talked about the early days, flying outclassed fighters against the best Jerry had to offer.
         
‘One real problem the Hurricane had, tended to catch fire easily. You know those linen patches on the gun-muzzles — get blown off when they fire, right? Well, the wing tanks weren’t sealed off to the main body. So — sometimes — those patches are set alight, slipstream sucks them back into the muzzle, petrol tank lights and the cockpit becomes a blowtorch.’
‘Sounds horrible.’
‘Only three seconds to bale out, of course it took longer. Happened to a good mate of mine, Pat Rudd, hit the ground like a slab of roast meat. Like poor Loring but worse. Pat had no face — no eyes and I funked going to see him. Started carrying a gun after that.’
‘A gun?’
Jingo nodded. There was a final roar from outside and Nessie’s frenzied cursing died away. ‘I had nightmares about being burned. Rather blow my brains out.’
I tried to joke, to lighten this, and stifled a yawn. It was bloody cold and I was tired. ‘Maybe I should carry one.’
‘Maybe, Gus. Go on, hit the sack.’
He remained there, lost in thought, not even responding to my ‘good night’. Sometimes he sat up all night: four years of war would carry a lot of bad dreams. So I thought about carrying a gun. When you’re young, you don’t think about those things — till you see someone like Loring and then it comes home.
And a gun did come into my life. And that changed the rest of my life forever.

         
Jingo had taken a sort of liking to me; maybe since the time I helped him at the gun-emplacement on that first day. Then I became his wingman and learned to think as quickly as him. So that made us a good team.
Anyway, come this time in midwinter when he was called up to the front-line to check out a crashed Jerry fighter; intelligence people thought it had some new features. So we took a jeep up because Jingo wanted me along: ‘You’re not that bright Gus, but you might spot something’ — which in Jingo-speak was almost a compliment. He used a sort of jocular rudeness to keep people at a distance.
And right now, the front-line was unmoving because winter froze everything solid. On the way, we passed huddled men in gunpits, their breath in frosty streams around them. I waved once or twice but they did not wave back.
         
The forward headquarters was a farmhouse, one end smashed open and the windows boarded up. Near it a strange humped shape with two white projections: a deep-frozen cow with snow-covered horns.
A red-faced sergeant, breathing icy clouds, came out. His cold breath stinking of alcohol, a blanket wrapped over his greatcoat, his head wrapped in a woollen balaclava helmet and scarf, steel helmet perched on top. He jerks a thumb onward.
‘Half a mile up, better to walk, Jerry’s got a Forty-three on the road somewhere.’ A Riegel 43 road-mine. Riegel 43s are for taking out tanks, they’re about a metre long and a few centimetres thick.
         
‘Jeeze,’ grunts Jingo, ‘run over that and they won’t find the soles of our shoes.’
So we decided to walk.
We had our greatcoats on, thick sweaters and thick wool underwear. But the cold struck through like a sword; it even hurt to breathe because ice-needles stabbed at our throats. Slogging up the road, the icy slush filling our boots. Jingo tripped and cursed, kicking at something long and muddy in the slush — a frozen arm.
‘There’ll be a hell of a stink here when the thaw sets in,’ he grunted. ‘Bodies, guts, limbs everywhere.’
The Germans pushed through here last month. The Ardennes offensive, so-called ‘Battle of the Bulge’. Hitler’s last big push west — although we didn’t know it then. Our generals had left this sector ‘lightly manned’, then six Jerry divisions burst through. Result: some nine thousand Allied dead and sixteen thousand prisoners, one Yank regiment surrendering en masse. One fighter squadron losing nearly all its planes, hit at take-off.
So lots of bodies here now, waiting for the Spring thaw. We walked on and when I tripped on something in the icy mud, I did not look down. We were at a line of dugouts now. Soldiers there, sheltering and not looking up as we passed. They were listening to the dull distant sound of artillery fire and sudden whine of an oncoming shell. Even winter did not freeze out that menace.
These weren’t the cheerful troops of the newsreels, beating the cold, wrapped in nice and warm and clutching big tin mugs of steaming hot coffee. Their mittened hands clutching weapons, clear-eyed and ready for Jerry. These were real soldiers: their layers of clothing filthy and crawling with lice, not changed for weeks. Sheltering in dugouts or slit trenches, chipped from the frozen soil.
         
What we were looking for is just ahead and over in a field. A Focke-Wulf 190, shot and crashed the previous night.
No pilot likes seeing a crashed aircraft — it brings the reality of fighting too damned close. This one lay broken-winged, the long mottled snout pushing into a pile of snow, propeller blades snapped off at the impact. Jingo spat and walked around the fighter, his bootprints marking a deep brown in the white snow. He spat again and shook his head.
‘Just another long-nosed job. Take a look inside, Gus: log book, maps.’
I didn’t expect to find any. We even empty our pockets before a flight. So I jumped up onto the wing, my feet skidding. The canopy was smashed open and one look inside was enough. The pilot was still there, his head — what was left of it — smashed into the control panel.
         
I felt in the side-pockets of the cockpit. My fingers touched something hard and I pulled it out, scrambled off the wing, feeling sick. That unknown German pilot would add his stink to the spring thaw too. I held out what I had found to Jingo: a long-barrelled German automatic in its holster.
Jingo’s eyes gleamed. ‘Hey, this is a collector’s item.’ As he pulled it out of the holster, a little black-covered book came away too. ‘Parabellum 8mm Luger with a wooden grip. Yours now, Gus.’
         
I stuck the pistol away in my layers of clothing. Jingo was looking at the little book, a diary of sorts. ‘So. His name was Erlich Knopf, aged thirty, wife and two kids, quantity surveyor before the war, lived in Heidelberg. His wife is Gerda — rather his widow. She’ll have got her nice little card by now.’
Erlich the quantity surveyor would sit in his cockpit until spring. What was left of him would end up in some hastily-dug common grave. Jingo flicked the little book back into the cockpit and we set off back to headquarters. Giving that body a name and a family made him uncomfortably close to us. Neither of us talked.
         
 

Back at the airfield, Jingo borrowed the Luger and returned it a day later. He’d carved my name in the wooden butt, the ‘s’ of Gus scored like the German S.S. rune. He gave a savage little chuckle as he did.
‘Might bring you luck, old son.’
It would bring me luck — of a kind. I was lucky not to see a month or so ahead. Or the rest of my life, for that matter.



    

  
    
      
         
DECEMBER 1944
            

‘Weasels two-five,’ came Jingo’s voice over the intercom.
Jingo shrugged off most German secret weapons as too little, too late; but he had a special dislike for ‘weasels’, his nick name for the pilotless V-1 flying bomb ‘doodlebugs’. Its warhead punch would wipe out all life in a twenty-metre radius.
Jingo, with his eyesight like a hawk, had spotted the long lean bomb, engine over the tail, and flaring along at some eight hundred ks. We were on course to intercept.
‘Watch and learn, laddies,’ came his intercom voice.
And he set his Tempest downward, the angle accelerating their point of interception. Handling his Tempest like the born pilot he was, he went up to the doodlebug, skimming close to the stubby wingfins.
I had seen some photos — heard the tales — but nothing showed the simple ice-cold nerve of Jingo sliding his Tempest closer, a wingtip under those stubby wingfins. Then — tip — his wingtip smacking upward. The V-1 tilted, the stabiliser upset, and the doodlebug slipped in a steep uncontrollable dive to the snow-covered land below.
         
Our section wheeled and banked, we watched fascinated. Once the stabiliser was gone, the V-1 was doomed. Below came an eyeblink of yellow flame on the white snow, just as quickly becoming a black smudge.
‘First-class, skipper,’ came Pinky’s voice — always the first with compliments.
         
‘Don’t any of you silly buggers try that,’ Jingo retorted.
I was thinking, though, as we flew back. As I twisted my neck, sideways, backways, looking for the flying black spots coming in ambush out of the sun, thoughts crept through. Jingo could have swatted that V-1 with a blast of cannon-fire, but he went up close and did it the hard way. What did Shakespeare say? Seeking death in the cannon’s mouth.
         
Was Jingo seeking death?
Jingo never talked much about his early life and I found out a little only by chance. It was after a mission, a bad one; we lost two pilots and nearly lost Ten-Yards Reg. Three ME-262 jets bounced us and streaked through on a single firing pass. Four nose-mounted 30mm cannon packed a lethal punch. One Tempest disintegrated in the blast; a second spun out, with a wing torn away.
         
I knew that pilot well. Neil Armstrong, lowland Scot who used to sing border ballads about cattle-running. A baby son he’d never seen and never would now, because his aircraft crashed with that awful splattering explosion that I felt in the pit of my stomach. And Ten-Yards Reg — he swears the cannon-shells parted his hair — pulled out with about ten yards to spare and gave that kookaburra scream of his.
The jets shot away upward — the only time we ever tangled with them — doing more at the climb than we could do at the dive, and we lost sight of them. Just as well Jerry didn’t have time to build too many of them — or the fuel to fly them. So we headed back, leaving behind two smoke-dark patches on the snow, to mark the Jerry jets’ victory.
Jingo hated losing pilots. For someone who was reckless with his own life, he took each loss personally. It was an unspoken rule that nobody went near him for about an hour after a bad mission. I was getting toughened by then. Losing Armstrong was bad, too bad for the wife and kid, but I would forget — at least shut it away. Some guys, like Pinky, couldn’t and got stuck into the booze, but that was no answer.
         
I needed a wash, even in the lukewarm water that was about all our old pipes could cough up. So, grabbed my small-kit and towel and headed for the ablutions tent. I stopped at the door: Jingo was in there, washing his face. He looked over, blinking through the soap suds and grunted.
         
‘Come on then.’
I began washing. Neither of us spoke, and Jingo lathered his face to begin shaving. He used one of those wicked old cut-throat razors. He was stripped to the waist and I noticed little black marks on his forearm. He glanced over and caught my eye; surprisingly he grinned.
         
‘Chop-scars. Tattoos of the trade.’
The marks were caused by a pickaxe. Jingo had started work in the coal-mines at fourteen, three years of toiling away in the dark, and black coal-dust getting into the cuts. Then at seventeen, he joined up and his first flight changed his life forever.
         
‘No words to express it, Gus,’ he said. ‘Up there in the empty blue, I was a king. Well a prince, a king when I went solo. Natural shot, too, they said — took to combat like a duck to water.’
He soon went from sergeant-pilot to commissioned rank. He fought the Battle of Britain at Biggin Hill and he never went back to that little coal-mining village. I never even knew if he had family — and knew better than to ask. Maybe he was talking to release the stress of that day’s loss. He finished shaving, suddenly pulled a tattered book from his tunic pocket and tossed it to me.
‘Used to read a bit, waiting for Jerry to come over. Got that out of the station library, probably owe a hundred quid in fines now. Ever read it, Gus?’
Of course I hadn’t, and he told me about it. One of those epic poems that go on for pages, translated from the French. It was set in the eighth century and an army of French knights had razed Spain. So the Spanish, who were Muslims then, took after them and caught up with the rearguard. Two great knights, Roland and Oliver, commanded and their pride did not let them summon help from the main body. All the rearguard died: Roland and Oliver were the last to fall.
         
Of course there was a lot more to it than that. Splendid and colourful descriptions of men, armour and horses. Deceit, tragedy and heroism. But it was the theme that Jingo loved — a band of heroes dying gloriously in a last fight. He flicked one dog-eared page and quoted softly.
Let lords who love a battle, follow me.
         
He actually declaimed it as Ten-Yards Reg walked in and stopped, gaping. Jingo explained and Reg took one look, unrolling his kit.
         
‘Pommy crap.’
‘Translated from the French, you bloody Philistine,’ grinned Jingo.
‘Frog crap, even worse.’
He started to whistle ‘Advance Australia Fair’ as he began washing. Reg always did that for some reason, even though he had the most tuneless whistle in Europe. We left. I was expecting Jingo to continue the conversation, but he just walked off to his quarters.
Jingo was no scholar, nor was he into simple heroics. So that poem Chanson du Roland was, as I figured our later, more than that. It was fighting, linked to the clean blue aerial combat he loved — far from the sooty darkness of that coal-mine. And this feeling — this spirit — was stronger than life.
         
Something else I didn’t work out. Until too late.
 

‘Jeeze, look at that.’
Night-flying is a bind. Jingo’s expression, everything that ‘annoys or gripes’ is a bind. A bloody great bind when you’ve been up all day. But when the Powers-that-be want a new night gun-sight tested, then we have to go up. Jingo, myself and Nessie.
         
So we do the tests, the night still and dark around us. A dark full of menace because fearsome German night-fighters still prowled these skies. The ME-410, the Junkers-88 and the Heinkel ‘Uhu’ — the owl. They are waiting to get among our bomber streams like sharks among tuna.
So, ahead we see the light.
‘Hey, that can’t be dawn,’ comes Nessie’s voice.
But it does glimmer like dawn on the horizon; dawnlight flaring in an angry mix of colours. So we go closer and the ‘dawnlight’ is below us. It stretches endlessly ahead on the black ground, into squares, lines and untidy blotches. Everywhere the same angry multi-coloured light.
These lines quaver and the splotches spread like a horrible virus. They are blue, red and yellow, even green — all the colours tinged with a burning cobweb yellow that eats hungrily into the darkness.
‘Somewhere’s clobbered it,’ comes Jingo’s flat intercom voice.
‘Somewhere’, I learned later, was a German town, nestling in a valley. Going back some two thousand years, full of medieval halls and churches. But Bomber Command had run out of big targets — and all German cities were part of the war effort. So somebody put a finger on the map and off went the bomber fleet. A thousand of the four-engined Lancasters, spearheaded by the twin-engined Mosquito ‘pathfinders’.
         
The Mosquitoes would drop flares to highlight the target. Then the bombers came with a belly-load of high-explosive tonnage, aiming at the neat flares. Some would only drop hundreds of the tiny fire-bomb incendiaries and the town burned brighter. And each wave of bombers would aim at those yellow flares and make them more hungry.
         
So the tonnage would fall and the fires burn brighter. And the people below would die of suffocation as the air was burned away. They would be destroyed in the crashing buildings. Or even sucked into the buffeting firestorm, or entombed in the bomb-shelters.
When those thousand bombers came over, there was nowhere to hide.
‘Let them burn,’ said Emile, whose own Belgian town was destroyed.
Jingo tersely tells Emile to maintain radio silence and we turn away. I look back once at the smouldering red edge of destruction in the darkness.
 

Anyway, the day after the night-flying thing, we were in the mess. I mentioned the burning town and Pinky laughed: ‘Few less Jerries to worry about. They’ve flattened enough of our towns.’
Jingo did not like false heroics and rolled a bleak eye at Pinky. ‘Really? I never knew the German Air Force had got as far as New Zealand.’
Ten-Yards Reg laughed. ‘Probably the Yanks, Pinky. They’ll bomb anything.’
A laugh and the moment passed. Pinky busied himself with the dart-board but I think Jingo had him sussed even then.
Anyway, Jingo went out and a minute later I did too, for a pee. Hell of a cold night. I went round the back of the mess and was halfway through when Jingo appeared. He eyed the steaming urine a moment.
         
‘Dirty bugger, can’t you hold it for the latrines?’
‘Seen you do it, sir, you’ve always told us to watch and learn.’
You could only go so far with Jingo; a moment, then he grunted and thumped my arm. ‘Pinky’s an idiot. Bombing Jerry towns won’t make them pack up. Didn’t make us pack up.’
Snow covered everything in pure white and the full moon dazzled. Everything was silent and beautiful, but deadly because night-flying Jerries loved a clear target.
So I did up my pants. We had buttons in those days, not those bloody zips that always catch something painful. ‘How long do you think the war’ll run?’
‘Not important, old son.’ Jingo answered directly, looking over at a distant searchlight and the stitch-lines of tracer climbing like fireflies in the black sky. ‘Peace frightens the hell out of me.’
He threw that remark at me with a wink, paused again. ‘Get some sleep. Jerry’ll probably blow you out of the sky tomorrow, but no sense in making it too easy.’
He stumped off through the snow, his boots throwing up icy little showers. ‘And do up your bloody flies before frostbite sets in.’
         
I had already rebuttoned, but that was Jingo’s way of telling me to be careful in the morning. I was beginning to think I knew him.
         
I did not.

         
We were flying patrol on the French–German border with the snow-covered Ardennes wilderness below us. A vast expanse of mud roads, villages and pine forests — all frozen solid by winter.
And below, unseen, under those frost-covered trees, were thousands of German and American troops scrambling and dying in a pointless fight because those frozen mountains had nothing to offer — except that neither side would give the order to pull out. They were like two dogs scrapping over a bare bone.
Then I saw a flicker of movement on the white landscape below.
‘Red Leader, bandit at ground level.’
‘Clobber him, old son,’ replied Jingo.
I kicked the rudder and half-rolled out, down into a steep dive. Red Section would cover in case this was an ambush. The aircraft below was expertly camouflaged in white and grey against the streaky landscape, but was betrayed by its own black shadow on the snow below. You cannot camouflage a shadow.
I was diving but still very alert. That aircraft might be leading me into a nest of Quad-20mm anti-aircraft guns, or even something new and horrible. Jerry was reported to be experimenting with a wind-cannon, reputed to knock an aircraft apart with a blast of air.
         
Now I had the plane ID — Fiesler-Storch, little reconnaissance job, no guns. Spotting our gun-emplacements for Jerry artillery, most likely. Anyway, fair game; so I streaked towards it like the angel of death. We were just about at zero ceiling, above the tree-tops.
         
When I was a kid, I would swipe at dragonflies with a stick; most times they’d just flick away. It was like this with the Fiesler. It would turn quickly, I’d overshoot, it would turn again, inside mine. Ducking and waving like a dragonfly, the sun dazzling on its wings.
‘Get the lead out,’ crackled Jingo’s voice from above. ‘That’s your five, you know.’
Five — that made me an Ace! A super-charge of emotion hit me and I turned again, so tightly I swear my wingtip scraped the snow. The Fiesler ahead, one blast of cannon-shells and it tore apart, those sun-glinting wings folding as it did. A dull red bloom and I flew through the dark smoke with a sudden strange sick feeling.
         
‘Nice work, Gus, now get some height unless you want a bum full of pine-needles.’
Jingo was right and I angled the Tempest in a blood-draining climb. Rejoined formation on Jingo’s wingtip and he put up five leather-gloved fingers for a moment. I was an Ace.
         
 

Back at base, I was hand-shaken and back-slapped and my ground crew cheered. My being an Ace gave them special status. All I could think about was swiping at dragonflies. The Storch pilot who tried so hard to live.
         
My first kill was that Focke-Wulf over Amiens. Then the ME-410 night-fighter, blundering like a blinded bat in dawnlight. The tri-motor Junkers transport and that FW 190 over the airfield — probably flown by a pilot greener than me. Now the little unarmed Storch. Over lunch in the mess — spam sandwiches again — I talked to Jingo.
         
He crammed a sandwich into his mouth and drank some coffee before replying. ‘Gus, my first was a Heinkel floatplane, then some poor sod of a Dornier, limping home on one engine. Next three were JU-87s on a convoy strike, bloody sitting ducks.
         
‘Five is just a number Gus, nothing special. I’m surprised you’re not dead already, those brick-shithouse landings you make.’
He grinned, swallowed the last of his coffee and walked out. We had a sortie in one hour and I went over to my Tempest. It was refuelled and the crew was winding the long belts of cannon-shells into the wing magazines. Young Peachey was painting a black bar alongside the other four under the cockpit.
I told them to check the oil-feed then went off. I turned and told Peachey to scrub the mark off. I joked about chucking back the little fish, but they just gaped. I told them to scrub it off, because in my mind came an image: a pilot like me, in his tiny vulnerable craft, struggling frantically to live and knowing he was doomed. And he was, because I had made that extra-special effort to kill him — to become an Ace.
A few days later over the same Ardennes forest, we bounced two ground-strafing Focke-Wulf 190s. So my cannon-shells hit one and he scored a deep black burning mark on the snow.
         
And that made the ‘five’ official.



    

  
    
      
      
    
         


        When Jerry pilots are shot down, their families get a nice black-edged card. 
      
            

        The Führer salutes you; yes, and thanks for the sacrifice — does it help, does that make it less hard?
      
            


        Well, I was up at eight thousand, saw this odd kite, 
      
            

        twin-boom tailplane, cockpit one side, engine the other, 
      
            

        left me at a bloody loss.
      
            

        Top recon job I learned later, built by Blom & Voss.
      
            


        So, two seconds’ firing, got him in a single pass, 
      
            

        two hundred cannon-shells right up his tailboom arse. 
      
            


        His kite in a dive and his canopy jammed, I could see he was desperate with fear, 
      
            

        too close to the ground, no way he’ll pull up — no way he’ll get clear. 
      
            


        And his recon explodes in one second — flat. 
      
            

        Erasing his life in a bright orange splat, 
      
            

        but the polite Führer card will say nothing of that.
      
            




    

  
    
      
         
JANUARY 1945
            

We were on the Rhine again and heard a squawk for help that sounded near. In fact dead below were two Liberator bombers, one trailing smoke from the inboard port engine. Big white American stars on their wings and Linus already breaking out of formation and diving.
‘Follow him, Gus,’ chuckled Jingo.
Linus was one of the best pilots in the squadron, eight kills and you never got bounced if he was your wingman. Following, I saw why he hadn’t waited for orders. His eyes were even sharper than Jingo’s: he’d seen that tiny cross-winged shape streaking in after the bombers.
         
Now, in ’45, fighters had the range to escort the big heavies to the target and back. These two had somehow separated from the mainstream and the ME-109 was moving in behind like a sleek green-spotted shark. It was closing as we streaked down, lining up to unleash a weight of cannon-fire. Outranging the 50-cals in those rear-gunner turrets.
The ME-109 could have got them both if Linus had wasted seconds waiting for Jingo’s order. Instead, as the cannon-lines twinkled, Linus opened fire at long-range. Like all great pilots, mastering the art of deflection-shooting — ahead, so the aircraft flies into it. This ME-109 did, catching the blast of cannon-fire and cartwheeling sharply sideways, streaming fire and broken, toppling into the grey hungry Rhine.
         
So that was it. The Liberators squawked their thanks and we went back up, reformed, and kept watch on the Liberators until they were clear and near an airfield. And that was it — or so we thought.
 

Some days later, a jeep drove up to the airfield and two smartly-dressed American pilots got out. They walked into our mess, nice kids, chubby-cheeked and well-fed. One saluted smartly and spoke in the same soft drawling way that Linus did.
         
‘We’d like to sincerely thank you for getting that Jerry,’ indicating the fresh-faced guy beside him. ‘Me and Lee Joseph, here, we’d like to meet the guy who shot that ME-109 off our tails.’
         
Jingo was seated at a table but stood up. A grim set to his lips under that black ‘handle-bar’ moustache, jerking his thumb to where Linus sat at one side — as he always did.
Both the Americans turned and the first — Tommy Shelby — looked uncertain. ‘Is this some kind of joke?’
‘Those people don’t fly aircraft,’ said Lee Joseph.
‘Never heard of the Tuskagee airmen?’ asked Jingo softly. An all-black Yank fighter outfit and a top one. There was silence in the mess now. Pinky shifted and gave a nervous titter.
Shelby’s uncertain look vanished and he smiled broadly. ‘I get it. This is a put-on, right? Any minute now this nigra offers to shine our shoes?’
I don’t know what Jingo was about to say (no doubt something very rude) but Ten-Yards Reg beat him to it. He spat across the room, directly in front of the two officers. ‘Bloody dingo. You’re not fit to shine his with your tongue.’
         
The two officers left very shortly afterwards.
I saw Linus about an hour later. He was outside, sitting by himself — he often did that — and it was another cold winter’s evening with a touch of icy rain in the air. I didn’t talk about what had happened earlier — even I could sense he would resent that.
‘You’re gonna freeze, Linus.’
He got up and stretched, looking around. The airfield was its usually muddy and depressing combat zone, but he gave that slow grin. ‘I just might. Point is, I got the freedom to do it.’ he looked around. ‘There’s going to be nowhere like this for me in peacetime.’
He slapped me on the arm and we went back into the mess. A couple of days later a little wrapped parcel arrived, address to ‘the guy who shot the Nazi off our box-cars.’ ‘Box-cars’ being Yank slang for Liberators.
Linus opened it. A box of cigars was inside, and he stuck it on the mess table for anyone to help themselves. I like a cigar as much as the next man, but nobody touched them. They disappeared a week later, I think the cook pinched them.
Linus was one of us. Not touching the cigars was our way of saying that.
Young Peachey was seventeen (joined under-age and proud of it) and arrived at the same time as I did. He was a little skinny guy with a big nose and mop of black hair, always grinning: specialist on gun-calibration and nobody could strip an engine faster. Like a lot of wartime skills which were no use in peace, he’d go back to his dad’s pie stall near Covent Garden.
         
Peachey would ask me about New Zealand. He was born within the sound of Bow Bells, therefore a true Cockney — had spent all his life in the same street. He was fascinated by my stories of our kea, a mountain parrot that attacks sheep. And one morning I found a snapping hook-beaked kea painted on the nose of my fighter and the words ‘Tearing Kea’ underneath. Peachey’s artwork. He grinned bashfully as I thanked him.
A lot of the pilots had that. Ten-Yards Reg had a kookaburra with a beak like a bayonet and Linus, a snapping catfish. Lars, his Viking helmet, Jan his black tulip and Emile a stamping bull. Nessy decided on a battling kiwi (ignoring Reg’s suggestion about a sheep with wings) and Pinky, a black wriggling eel. Sven just had ‘A.L.’ The initials of his fiancée, killed in a cross fire between German troops and resistance fighters.
Jingo disliked the whole business of naming and decorating the planes. He had nothing on his fighter, not even a row of crosses to mark his kills. He just muttered that this was a fighter squadron, not a circus. He did tell Nessie to change his kiwi, however. A flightless bird on the side of an aircraft? Nessie settled for a ram’s head with big curling horns.
         
Peachey was proud of his artwork and asked if he could photograph me against the Tempest Tearing Kea. He wanted to send it back to his parents and his girl, who was a ‘Pole Cat’ — Woman’s Timber Corp and a mean hand with an axe. I was busy doing something and just nodded: tomorrow. I was busy then too. I promised the day after.
         
At about twelve o’clock, we were between sorties and I was eating a hasty lunch of spam sandwiches in the mess. Spam was an acquired taste. Some shouts outside and a ball being booted around. Mist was closing in and we might not do another sortie.
It happened so quickly. The engine-noise of an oncoming aircraft. Rolls-Royce Merlin, a Spitfire, so we relaxed. Then the sharp sudden tac-tac of cannon, a black shape rushing over, and the shouts became yells of horror. We’d been strafed. I ran outside with the others, the station cat streaking through my legs. One limp form on the ground. Peachey would never get that photograph.
You might say it didn’t matter, only a missed photo. But some things stayed with you and this did. I still have that feeling of shame — yes, and the stupid loss of a nice young guy who would never get back to that pie stall.
 

         

Peachey was ground crew, those guys are a breed apart, 
            
They work long hours and they’re very bloody smart. 
            

They know more about our kites than us, like knowing more our wives, 
            
We trust them with our lives. 
            
He was young and keen, still had the peach-fuzz on his cheeks. 
            
Work all night then lark with a soccer ball — he’d been with us ten weeks. 
            

Then a Spitfire comes our way, lost in the mist, sees the field ahead. 
            
Sees our Resident Heinkel, thinks we are Jerry and sprays us with lead. 
            
Scares the station cat to hell and drops Peachey, his ball deflated — stone dead. 
            

We won’t tell his people how stupidly he died — or how the Spit pilot came here and cried. 
            
And, a day later, put a gun to his head. 
            

He’d been doing it too long — and Peachey not long enough, 
            
But you don’t tell his parents that kind of stuff.
            


         
‘This is my first liberated German town,’ I said.
Jingo just grunted, and behind me in the jeep Linus laughed. ‘Gus, that sure is an odd choice of words.’
Linus was right of course. I doubt whether the Germans felt liberated. We were conquerors, or at least the Rifles were, that took this town. Jingo, Linus, Ten-Yards Reg and myself were here to coordinate new air strikes with their H.Q.
There was a staff conference on so we had an hour to wait, and decided to go for a walk. The town is knocked about by shellfire but too small for the bombers to pay it a visit. It was one of those little steep-roofed places; broken red tiles all over the street, crunched into powder by the tank-treads.
We passed some prisoners. Volksjager, sort of Dad’s Army, like the Brits had early in the war. Old men with white hair and grey wrinkled faces, one holding his broken false teeth in a shaking hand. They tried to stop the Rifles with some panzerfausts — rocket launchers — and antique French rifles. They didn’t stop them for long.
Further on were some kids, also part of the ‘regional defence force.’ Eleven to fourteen years old, armed with knives, grenades and pistols. They had fought harder than the old men. One scowled at us and gave the Hitler salute. The others did the same, one with tear-marks down his grimy cheeks. Jingo grinned and extended two fingers in a ‘V’ for Victory sign.
         
The women were huddled in doorways, wrapped in shabby layers of clothing. They eyed us with a sidelong resignation, their gaze flicking away when we looked back. They were too pale, cold and hungry for anything else. Everyone looked hungry and a Rifles sergeant whom we met said there was no food in the town. Retreating German troops had taken everything.
         
‘Have a look in there, sir,’ he said to Jingo. ‘Fair beats bullfighting.’
         
His thumb indicated a big building with bullet-scarred pillars flanking smashed double-doors. It was the local town hall, all windows blown out, the broken glass entangled with the torn remains of a large swastika flag. Inside an overturned marble bust of Hitler lay on the floor, the nose broken. A big portrait of him was peppered with bullet-holes.
‘Upstairs,’ yelled the sergeant, from the entrance.
So we went upstairs. Another Rifleman was there, examining a silver cigarette-case with delight. Ten-Yards Reg muttered about thieving Poms not leaving anything for a decent Aussie. He just grinned and motioned two big ornate doors ahead, so we went inside. It looked like the council chambers and four people were seated at the top of a long table.
They would go on sitting there until they were moved.
‘Oh hell …’ breathed Linus.
At the head of the table sat a balding man aged about fifty; he had a heavy moustache and was dressed in a well-cut grey pinstripe suit. He was slouched against the high-backed chair as though asleep but his blue eyes looked blankly through gold-rimmed spectacles. There was black-edged hole in his forehead, and his hand — complete with pistol — had fallen back onto the table.
         
Beside him was a woman, also middle-aged, his wife? She was dumpy and well made-up, wore a smart dress and fur coat. Her hat was on the table and she was slouched back too, head on one fur shoulder. There was no bullet-hole but her half-open lips pouted a strange blue.
Opposite her sat two younger women, a family resemblance so maybe daughters. They were in their late twenties, early thirties, and on the table before one, was a neatly-folded pair of gold-rimmed spectacles.
Both had the same pouting blue lips and, also on the table, were broken little capsules of glass. Jingo picked one up and sniffed.
‘Prussic acid or cyanide.’ He flicked it away. ‘Looks like the old boy supervised them, then blew his brains out. Last act of defiance for the Fatherland, eh?’
‘Or fear,’ said Linus quietly. ‘Can you imagine being that afraid?’
‘No rings on their fingers,’ muttered Reg. ‘I bet the Rifles copped those. Honest thieving’s one thing but —’
‘And bloody welcome to them,’ interrupted Jingo. ‘Let’s go.’
We went back downstairs and Reg aimed a kick at the overturned bust. Through the smashed doors and our boots scrunched on the broken glass. Jingo looked back up.
‘Maybe they just couldn’t stand the thought of peace.’
It was an odd thing to say. Fanatics maybe, but afraid of peace? Like a lot of what Jingo said, I would understand it only later.
It was time for the briefing, to plan more death and destruction on the next village or little town.
         
We were called out to another crash. They wanted the advice of ‘seasoned pilots’ said Jingo with his ‘silly-bugger’ laugh. Jingo dragged me along. ‘You’re not seasoned, Gus, but with a little salt and pepper you’ll be alright.’
Jingo’s jokes were bloody awful.
The crash was just inside our lines; a disjointed spread of exploded metal and burned fragments, through a crushed hedge. The plane had blown up on landing — hell of an explosion from the look of it — and the pilot was scattered among all the debris on the white snow.
         
For some reason, this crash had really upset the Germans. Jerry was really short on tanks by then, but had scraped up a Tiger and two mobile 88mms, plus a company of S.S. Grenadiers with panzerfausts. Artillery, air-strikes and Sherman tanks with the long-barrelled 76mm guns took care of them, but not without a bitter fight.
         
The Tiger was burning like a broken armour-plated dinosaur, the long gun twisted back, the crew still inside the black smoke and dark-red flames. Around it, the tumbled bodies of the grenadiers, S.S. fanatics who always fought to the last. One near me, his face upturned to the grey sky. Drifting snow had covered the bullet-holes and masked his open eyes, making him a snowman — snowboy rather, he looks about fourteen. His shattered helmet upturned beside him, his frozen hand clutching a last grenade.
         
The Germans really did not want us seeing the wreck.
But why? We couldn’t work that out. There was almost nothing to see, bits of wooden framework, some metal. Something barrel-shaped and charred, that broke up on landing. A jet engine? But I’d seen an ME-262 crash and this thing didn’t look strong enough to be a jet.
         
There was a civvy bloke there, a scientist, and he pronounced judgement. Prototype flying bomb, he thought. No problem, let Jerry design new toys: he’s lost the industrial base to make them work, and all his airfields are bombed to hell.
         
Jingo was very quiet as we jolted back in the jeep. Even when I drive through a shell crater, he just grunted. We stopped under some trees and shared a flask of coffee. ‘That was a whole damn aircraft, unless I miss my guess. And why do these silly fools always think Jerry’s had it?’
 

As we would learn later, Jingo was right. That shattered crash-site marked the first flight of a ‘Volksjager’ — ‘People’s Fighter’. A little cut-price jet fighter made of wood and metal with one big engine. No airfields? Well Germany had all those nice long autobahns as excellent makeshift runways. Industrial base gone? Sure, long since split up into little manufacturing plants.
         
But even that day, driving back to base, we knew Jerry was not out of the running. Jingo scowled and spat out his toothpick.
         
‘They’ve got a song and dance to lead us yet.’
He muttered this in an expressionless tone. As though it were an epitaph for that snow-covered field and the dead teenager with a grenade frozen to his fingers. But it was the way he muttered it — a curious tone, as though telling himself the sky would not cloud over yet.
It was the uncertain passion of a man too long at war — who did not want the war to end.



    

  
    
      
         
FEBRUARY 1945
            

There were fewer German fighters in the sky now, and we were not imagining it. Word was that the fuel shortage was really cutting, new pilots getting about twelve hours’ flight training. Just enough time, said Jingo, to teach them how to crash.
At briefing, he passed around a recon photo. A German ME-262 jet being towed out of shelter by two oxen — yes, oxen. The fuel shortage so acute that aircraft were towed to take-off, unlike us with aircraft taxi-ing out, engines cheerfully roaring. So, even oxen were a target now.
Later that morning, we were on a ground-strike mission, seeking a German column. We were low, Blue Section running top-cover. No sign of the column, but they always went to cover in daylight. Jingo, though, had an uncanny eye for camouflage.
         
‘Ahead,’ came his intercom-voice. ‘Roadside, left bank of the canal, all that bloody shrubbery’s just too good to be real.’
We were low and the words were scarcely out of his mouth before we were in line for the strike. His cannon-shells were already stitching a sharp exploding line up the left-bank roadside. Branches scattered and flew upward, then his underwing rockets flame flamed at point-blank range into a haystack.
The ‘haystack’ exploded — at least the two half-tracks it was covering exploded — and dark figures scattered into the white fields. I was following Jingo and triggered my cannon at another thick clump of foliage ahead. My wings jolted as the rockets arched away, driven by their searing white tails. Two overstruck, two hit the ‘foliage’, ripping apart a tangle of camouflage netting. An explosion, bits of truck and human bodies also flew up.
         
Men just like us — like that quantity surveyor from Heidelberg — were being torn apart down there, but you shut off your mind to that. The Yanks called this a ‘turkey-shoot’, and all the flight followed, blasting away at those so-natural clumps of foliage. Pinky whooped as he banked to strafe the running men.
         
Without emotion, Jingo directed us to follow. Killing them was our job, so eight thundering cannon stitched their death-seams, tossing away the dark figures like puppets. Some reached the shadow-fringe of forest but, even so, we blasted the trees.
         
Then Jingo called us back to another target.
With the branches and netting blown away, there were lines of horses. They had been hobbled to stop them straying and so could not run. So — those still alive — could only jerk and strain against their impending death. Half the German army was horse-drawn by that time, so, like the oxen, horses were targets to be hit.
I like horses.
We re-formed and lined up on them. The wing-cannons thundered at the standing lines and the horses jerked, twisting in the unnatural brutal poses of death. Some were still alive and threshed frantically. I could imagine their screaming agony, but we were low on ammunition. So we left that bloody dark untidy line behind us.
         
 

I had killed men horribly, maybe even women and children, and just shut it out. But somehow I could not shut out the memory of that twisting untidy shambles. Back at base, I went to my room and kicked off my flying-boots. I was shaken, somehow raging with myself — as though killing horses was worse than killing people. It was all killing and maybe it was getting to me.
Shooting horses shouldn’t have been different from shooting people. Different from shooting people — I could not believe I had thought that. As though killing did not matter anymore.
         
A few weeks later, I was out looking for a truck-load of spares that had gone missing and chance took me past that field. The burned-out vehicles, netting-tangles and collapsed foliage were all glistening white. So were the bodies, one grotesquely jack-knifed to a seated position, the snow like cake-icing.
The horses were still there too. Their bellies had swollen before even corruption was stopped by the cold. Legs, or blasted stumps, sticking into the air; contorted in the hobble lines that had held them like executioner’s bonds for the strike. All covered with the same white frosting of snow.
But by then I could look at them, and even smile when one guy made a crack about frozen meat on the hoof.

         
My new ground crewman was Alfie, a Newcastle ‘Geordie’ whose accent practically needed translation. For example, it never rained with Alfie, it ‘fluted’. He was good, though, winked at me when he slid the canopy shut.
New pilots too. Piotr, a Polish Ukrainian, Jako a Czech — and Gavin Boyd from Medicine Hat, Canada. He was twenty, dark-haired and still shy around the ladies. Dead keen and ‘pleased as Punch’ to be over here, in the fighting. We all joked about ‘medicine hats’ and he took it with a smile.
For some reason, he attached himself to me, bit like a stray dog finding its place. After his first mission, I found him vomiting behind the farmhouse. He was shaking, white-faced and ashamed of himself, but I soon put him straight. I’d been right where he was.
So he’d hung around me a bit, shown me photos of ‘the folks’, even told me what he was writing home. He was Pinky’s wingman, and for some reason Pinky was annoyed that Gavin liked me. I suppose that since nobody liked Pinky, he took it personally. The skids would soon be under Pinky and he knew it.
The night before Gavin’s fourth mission, he was less strained, starting to joke a bit. That was always a good sign: the lad would come right. We sortied the next dawn, the big four-bladed propellers clawing thunderous life into our engines. I muttered my catchphrase and felt that familiar jolt in my stomach as Red Section went up into that uncertain blue arena of battle.
         
 

This should have been an ordinary mission — as ordinary as it got — patrolling the lines, looking out for a troublesome ground-strafing jet. And sometimes it was so calm, so peaceful, that a feeling of wonderment relaxed you; it was all just too serene and death only happened to other people. And relaxing — even for a moment — was when it happened.
         
This day, when the Focke-Wulf 190s jumped us out of nowhere and the serene blue was suddenly torn apart with loud hammering cannon and fleeting black shapes. When my heart suddenly burst into my mouth and I pulled Tearing Kea around, spitting out cannon-stars.
A moment. Dogfights never last long, this one shorter than most. A glimpse of the Focke-Wulfs as they streaked for home and Jingo roaring as he swung our section around to chase them. He was mad — they had ambushed him — and minutes before he had done a flight-check. We had lost one fighter.
         
Pinky’s wingman, Gavin Boyd, had just disappeared out of the blue sky. Pinky swore he had not seen Boyd fall — so there was a hope that he might have just become separated. That he’d stooge around and find somewhere to land.
We told ourselves that — at least for twenty-four hours — then told ourselves he was a prisoner-of-war. That was good for a few days, until the first letter from his parents arrived.
Tony and Muriel Boyd wanted to know what had happened to their son — their only son. They wanted to know how it happened, what we had been doing. And following this, a telegram from their local Member of Parliament. That was when I heard an explosive oath, passing the radio tent that also served Jingo as an office. He pulled me inside.
         
‘Look at this crap — all because that silly sod Pinky couldn’t keep his eyes open. Too busy looking after his own precious arse as usual.’
Jingo felt the loss of any pilot personally, but getting letters and a telegram like this put him in an even blacker mood. He uttered more loud swear words and the station cat, curled up under his desk, wisely uncurled and fled. Jingo kicked the desk hard.
         
‘Pinky!’ He collapsed in his chair. ‘Gus, he came in with you — know him well?’
I didn’t know him that well. New Zealander like me, near the top of his class in flying skills, was top in navigation. Jingo just grunted, okay that qualified him to fly delivery aircraft across the Atlantic or drive a bus (fly a bomber), but a fighter pilot needed more — hell, even more than aiming straight.
         
‘He needs not only to get up there, but to get stuck in, forget about getting shot up, burned or even rammed, even like Pussy. That takes more than finding your artificial horizon or kicking out of a spin. It needs a special kind of guts and either you’ve got it — or you haven’t.’ He breathed heavily and spat. ‘I should have moved on Pinky long ago.’
I knew what ‘moved’ meant. A fitness report. Pinky would be declared ‘unfit for flying duties, due to lack of moral fibre.’ L.M.F. stamped in big red letters at the bottom. They would stay on Pinky’s file like scar tissue. For the rest of his time in the Air Force, he would get the shit jobs — literally — like latrine duty. Perhaps even broken in rank, down to sergeant or corporal.
         
I knew Pinky. He was sensitive, he thought too much. The reverse to Jingo, whose dark fires would have consumed Pinky. And the war was nearly over — hell it took guts just to lift your Tempest up from the runway each day, twice a day. So I decided to do Pinky a favour, and that was the worst mistake I ever made. Because, as things worked out, I was doing him little favour — and myself none at all.
‘Give him a chance Jingo. Hell, one of us saw Gavin go — chances he’s in the bag. If the Red Cross find him in a German camp and Pinky asks for a court martial …’
Jingo’s eyes were the colour of steel and sometimes went just as cold. His voice was low, even innocent, but just as cold. ‘Are you threatening me, old son?’
‘Give him one more chance, Jingo. None of us want those bloody big red letters.’
I had him there. Jingo was bravest of the brave, but even the best fear that moment of weakness. All of us fear those big red letters, as much because they were created by people who knew nothing of what we went through. Or how men would push themselves too far — to their own deaths and others — to avoid them. The Americans would let their flyers cry quits if they’d truly had enough — but in the British Air Force, the price of getting out was lasting shame.
‘Alright, Gus, one more chance. And he doesn’t bloody deserve it.’
He slouched in his chair, not looking up as I saluted and left.
         
 

I left Jingo and went for a walk. It was near dusk and I needed the cold air in my lungs. Getting very close to spring and soon the snow would be melting. The winter was holding us up more than the Germans, and things would end when spring set in — things must end.
I did a circuit of the airfield, sucking in the air, kicking my feet and waving to the anti-aircraft gunners. Told myself there was still a chance for Gavin, even though his gear was rolled up in a neat package ready to be sent home. Then I noticed a dark figure standing in the shadow of our Resident Heinkel. It was Pinky and I went over to him.
‘It could happen to anyone,’ I said awkwardly.
He gave me a bitter look. ‘But it happened to me, Pinky the Walker. I know what they bloody well say. Screw them and screw you, Tucker.’
‘Pinky, none of us like it. I talked to Jingo —’
He interrupted, almost spitting with a bitter hate. ‘Don’t do me any good turns, just keep out of it, okay? I didn’t see Boyd being bounced. And we’re not all cosy mates with our dashing commander, are we?’ He clenched his hands, his voice dropping to a whisper. ‘Hard enough looking after yourself, wondering when — You think I’m gutless, but I’m not. I just —’
He broke off and, ducking under the wing of the Heinkel, walked off into the trees. I think that ‘just’ would have ended with ‘can’t take it, guts or not’, and I knew what he felt. Now I know I should have gone after him — or not even had the conversation. But then, I just shrugged and went back to the mess-tent. Pinky did not appear for dinner.
         
Gavin Boyd stayed missing. The letters from his parents stopped.
 

         

Gavin T. Boyd was fresh out of training, full of bounce and esprit d’ corps. 
            
His parents are proud that Gavin is here, he’ll marry a nice girl, get the family store. 
            
 

He’s anxious to please, pop-eyed with pride, a good lad, 
            
Sort of bloke we’ll need for peace, but the Jerry shells don’t know that — too bad. 
            
 

We don’t see him crash, his family can hope — he’s only ‘missing in action’. 
            
Then a patrol finds him next month, in some woods near Aachen. 
            
 

Still in his kite, but the rats ate his body and made their nest in its place, 
            
Yes, and the birds ate his face. 
            
 

So the patrol took his tags, they couldn’t stay long, 
            
There were Germans to kill a half mile on, 
            
And we write, tell his parents that their last hope is gone. 
            
 

‘Dear Tony and Muriel Boyd, your son’s body is the abode of a nesting rat.’ 
            
No — of course — we won’t tell them that.
            




    

  
    
      
      
    
         

        MARCH 1945
      
            

Mistral. Sounded a nice innocent name, sort of thing you might call your cat. But the Germans stuck it onto a fearsome new secret flying weapon they had in late ’44 and early ’45. And we would encounter one of the last over a town called Remagen.
Remagen was on the banks of the Rhine, a major German river. A major defense barrier too; an Allied river-borne assault over that would just about be another D-Day operation. And just as costly because their side was a network of gun-emplacements and barbed-wire.
         
The Rhine would flow red before our troops got across.
So, Jerry blew all the bridges. Including the rail bridge at Remagen — Ludendorf it was called, after the World War One general. But for some reason, it did not fall, holding shakily in place. So the US Third Army got men across into the town and formed a bridge-head on the other side. Not any heavy stuff like tanks, because the bridge was shaking in the breeze. Infantry and light weapons were all.
Jerry did his best to push them out of Remagen and retake the bridge. But reinforcements kept going over and we had air superiority. So Jerry had to knock the bridge down and threw in everything. Bomber strikes, even the new Arado jet, everything, even the V-1 flying bombs. They’d been using all that fire-power to stop the Russians on the Oder River, but Remagen was more important.
         
Nothing worked, so somebody in the Luftwaffe High Command thought about the Mistral.
         
Yes, and I remember Remagen for another reason too — tulips.
Our commissary officer was always looking for fresh food and it was damn hard to come by. Civilians were starving, so our officer thought all his birthdays had come at once when someone offered him a sack of onions. Onions were like gold and the trader drove off with some cans of petrol, coffee and army bullybeef. He probably traded that to the Germans — for some reason they loved the stuff.
So, Remagen and tulips were an unlikely mix but they did come together. Yes and Jan Kuiper, our Dutch pilot. He had a black tulip painted on the nose of his kite.
 

Our squadron was one of several taking turns to fly air-cover over the bridge-head. One night, before a patrol, we were served up a big onion and bullybeef stew. Jingo cheered at the sight of it — onions were his favourite food. He’d only have to breathe on a Jerry to flatten him.
Watching him eat was an experience. Jingo piled his fork like an earth-remover loading rubble and would shove it into his mouth. About three forkfuls, then his eyes bulged and his hands went to his neck. He bubbled half-chewed food on his lips and ran outside, after which we heard loud copious vomiting sounds.
I was feeling it too, and beside me Linus choked and spat. A kind of burning rawness in my throat meant I spat my mouthful back onto the plate. So did the others, all except Jan who had only tasted the stew and put his fork down. Jan never spoke much but he did now, in his careful and polite English.
         
‘These are not onion — they are tulip bulb.’
Jingo — his face green — had come back in just in time to hear Jan. He roared with fury and gargled a jugful of water. If my throat was sore, his must have been on fire.
‘Get me the commissary officer,’ he growled.
Well, that particular bloke was nowhere to be found. About ten seconds ago, he’d invented an urgent trip to the next village, and I don’t blame him. Jingo would have made him eat the whole lot himself.
         
Then Jan spoke up again in his precise quiet way. ‘You can fry them. They are good fried.’
 

So, on that morning of another Remagen mission, we had them fried. The commissary officer had found some real eggs — not powdered — saving him from further abuse and fury. Jan ate his in silence, he almost never spoke before a mission. He never wore his flying-boots in the mess either. Pilots had these quirks, like Ten-Yards Reg always wearing a pair of old college football socks which he claimed were bullet-proof. Considering he never washed them, they probably were.
I caught up with Jan outside, as he pulled on his boots. ‘Thanks, but I thought your lot grew tulips, not ate them.’
‘Yes,’ he replied quietly, not smiling. ‘Now in Holland, I think people eat what they can. There is little food.’
He was a long-faced guy with high cheekbones and light grey eyes, short-cut fair hair. He didn’t drink or get into arguments. In the mess, he’d sit in a corner and work out chess problems with a little set he always carried.
         
Now — and I still don’t know why — he took out a little photo and showed it to me. Just a snapshot, a young woman with dark hair parted in the middle, and two kids in a little backyard garden. The kids were smiling shyly at the camera and the little girl trailed a rag doll. I suppose Jan had taken the photo.
‘This is my wife, Toos. With Mieke and little Jan.’
‘I never knew you had a family.’
‘I do not. They are dead in the Rotterdam bombing.’
He slipped the photo back inside his flying tunic. He zipped up the jacket and grabbed up his leather helmet. Together, we squelched over the muddy ground to our fighters.
Bootprints in mud — always somehow a vivid memory for me.
Jingo squelching up, with other pilots trailing behind. He paused to roar: ‘Alright you bloody shower, this is important. Jerry is simply not allowed near that bridge.’
Jan almost never asked a question in briefing, but he did now. ‘So the bridge must stay up — yes?’
‘Bloody hell yes,’ returned Jingo, and with another fruity belch of fried tulips he stumped off to his fighter.
So we did the same. Alfie gave his crafty twitching wink as I closed the canopy and went through flight-check, whispering that poem because it was important — like tapping the watch on my wrist. And the deep breaths and the sudden little quaver of going in harm’s way once more.
         

      Touch the face of God.
    
         
The signal light flared up and I trundled my shaking roaring monster out onto the runway, wheels skidding over the steel netting; gathering speed and letting that snarling powerful engine lift the massive snout skyward, up and up. The six aircraft settling into a flying pattern and headed for the Rhine.
The Rhine is Europe’s longest river, and therefore not hard to find. Striking it, we turned north-east and flew up-river. There was low cloud and smoke from the banks below, drifting over the waters, grey as gunmetal on the surface.
         
‘Should see the bridge in a few minutes.’ Jingo’s terse command. ‘Keep your eyes skinned.’
Jerry’s ‘last fifty’ fighters would be up in strength, so we kept our eyes skinned.
‘Bandits, nine o’clock high.’ Jan’s voice on the intercom.
 

He was as good as Jingo at spotting trouble. These about two thousand yards above, black dots whirling in those tight fighting circles. Looked — and sounded from the intercom-chatter — like Focke-Wulfs and American Thunderbolts, a fighter built like a flying tank, which could even take cannon-shells and laugh.
         
Thunderbolts could look after themselves and we had our orders, so went on. We were looking for low flyers, even an Arado jet bomber. Jerry had chucked everything at this bridge because they badly wanted it down.
Afterwards — in blessed hindsight — we realised what that dogfight was all about. Those FW 190s were a high-flying escort for the Mistral, which we’d missed in the low cloud. Now, making a turn and Nessie on the intercom.
         
‘Hell, what’s that?’ Correcting himself, ‘Flying ah … two o’clock below …’
Nessie and I had been briefed on these things but never seen one. And as we did, the thing separated itself — not often an aircraft does that in midair. Jingo’s explosive snort.
‘Cripes — bloody Mistral!’
Mistral. Take an unmanned twin-engine bomber (Junkers or Heinkel) and fit a shaped-charge high-explosive warhead into the nose and cockpit. Then, via wingstruts, fit a single-engined fighter atop. The fighter-pilot controls both aircraft and guides his unmanned bomber to the objective before disconnecting and banking away. The Mistral becomes a flying super-bomb. They could — and did — take out a battleship.
         
It was not a precise weapon; sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t. But this ‘sometimes’ it was headed for that rickety falling-down bridge. So as the parent fighter slipped away, Jingo led us in a tight turn — because ahead was the sagging railway-bridge and a Mistral strike would blow it in two.
I had no idea how to stop a Mistral, I suspect even Jingo didn’t. But the anti-aircraft crew knew what it was and the sky was already spotted with darting lines of explosion. We formed in a firing pass to trigger our rockets, not that there was the slightest chance of knocking it down: it was more likely the anti-aircraft barrage would shoot us down.
‘Alright, break,’ said Jingo. Then again, urgently: ‘All aircraft, break!’
         
One of our section hadn’t turned but kept going after that flying monster. It closed, within gun-range, also shaken by the exploding barrage but it kept going. Closer, for a non-deflection clear shot. A ray of sunlight shafted through the low cloud and dazzled on the black tulip of Jan’s fighter.
         
‘Jan — pull out! Pull out!’
         
Even as he yelled that, Jan flew closer, I think hit by the anti-aircraft fire. I swear I heard him mutter into the intercom — or just to himself. Then his wing-cannon flashed and yellow lines danced up the green-and-grey spotted airframe, shattering the cockpit — and smashing into that payload of TNT.
We were some distance off, but even so that massive yellow clap of explosion chucked my Tempest back like wind slapping a drifting leaf. Below me, Nessie’s fighter was slapped up too and we missed each other by scraping inches. Above, Jingo was first to recover, shouting with a hoarse note of horror I had never heard before.
‘Jan — report!’
The intercom was silent and of course it would be. That Mistral warhead was seventeen thousand kilos of Hexogen TNT and able to penetrate twenty metres of concrete. Enough to smash Remagen’s bridge into the Rhine, enough to flick away all trace of Jan and his black tulip fighter.
         
 

I was thinking about Jan all the way back to base. He’d been fighting as long as Jingo, knew all about Mistrals and knew exactly what he was doing. So, the bridge must stay up — yes? Well he made sure of that.
We landed. Normally Jingo’s inexhaustible batteries would have kept him super-charged, joking, waving us over to the mess. This time he aimed a savage kick at the tyres, snarled something to his ground crew and stalked off to his quarters.
         
He’d never done that before — but he’d known Jan a long time.
The cook had enough tulips left for the evening meal. Nobody wanted them.
Two days later the sagging Remagen bridge collapsed into the Rhine. By then a major American force was across and the bridge-head secure. It did shorten the war and saved countless lives. Of course that Mistral might have missed — but Jan didn’t. And I remembered those last muttered words, I think the names of his wife and kids.
Before he joined them.
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          Spitfire fighter
        
               


Writing this, it sounds like Jerry did nothing in the last months of the war but chuck secret weapons at us. Well he did chuck a fair few and gave one division of our Air Force a really tough time. The ‘Big Friends’.
         
It was a nickname for the heavy bombers — four engines and some thirty tonnes deadweight, flying in formation of up to a thousand. In ’43 and ’44 they copped it hard, the Brits at night and the Yanks in daytime. Fifty to sixty aircraft shot down, sometimes more, and hundreds of men. But they never turned back.
For the night, Jerry had twin-engined hunters, the Junkers-88 and ME-410 and the feared Heinkel ‘Uhu’ — the ‘Owl’. Owl-fighters had upward-firing cannon behind the cockpit, so they could sneak up and blast the underbelly or set the wing-tanks ablaze. ‘Slanting music’ was the Jerry nickname for this — but this music was pure black murder at night.
         
And daytime? The Yank ‘Big Friends’ were Flying Fortresses and Liberators, each with eight to ten heavy machine-guns for defence, and they needed them when the single-engined fighters, the Mustangs and Thunderbolts, had to turn back, in the days before drop-tanks gave extended range. So they ploughed on alone and pure flaming hell came up to meet them.
Jerry threw everything. Not only the new fighters but anything that could fire a gun. Obsolete bi-planes even, armed with underslung rockets. ME-109s with bombs to drop on the bombers, even a suicide squadron, sworn to ram or chop out the tailfins with their propeller — another form of suicide.
With every ingenuity that the German mind could devise, they clawed the Big Friends out of the skies. But they ploughed on: in daytime we would see those thousand-plus bombers flying in perfect formation, like a thundering machine of doom aimed at the industrial heartland of Germany.
         
Jingo said that he nearly went into bombers. ‘Sitting there like a bus-driver, taking all that crap — not for me.’ He would look at them passing overhead with a queer twist on his lips. Admiring their courage and consigning them to a special hell.
Because we would see them come back from that special hell, a few hours later. The formation would be broken, dipping and ragged, aircraft missing like giant fingers had flicked them apart. Some flying lower and some higher, with the same sunlight sparking off their wings. Some trailing smoke from burning engines and dipping lower and lower as the pilot fought a hopeless battle with height and flames.
         
Sometimes the escort was long gone, caught up in air battles over Germany. Or they had drifted away from the main stream, battling fire and tending wounded crew. So we would go up and patrol the flight-routes home — give protection against any prowling fighter.
         
I remember one daytime incident vividly. The aircraft was a Flying Fortress; all of them had bright names and characters painted on their nose. This was ‘Buffalo-boy’ with an American buffalo, standing on its hind legs, forelegs ending in boxing gloves.
         
I can say that because I spent some twenty minutes flying alongside Buffalo-boy and because I got to know her crew. I can remember them — their voices, because I did not see their faces — but they are still real people who cut deep into memory.
         
There were a few Big Friends shot up that day and, one by one, Jingo detached Red Section as escort. So I peeled off and took station off the crippled bomber. Crippled, as in shot through with the ugly holes that cannon and bullets leave, one engine leaking black smoke, the propeller still.
It looked bad, but the Boeing Company in America built their aircraft bloody well and Buffalo-boy would get home on three engines — even two — and the steel frame could stand a lot of battering. The rear-turret was a mess of shattered perspex and twisted iron. Chunks were missing from the tail, but Flying Fortresses were not called that for nothing. This one had plenty of life.
So I took up station and the pilot waved to me. His voice came over the intercom, young and full of that joking careless strength that Yanks had. ‘Hi buddy, don’t let looks fool you, we’re in good shape. Rear-turret gone, flak took out the starboard-outer, maybe the starboard-inner too. Couple of guys shot up but we’ll make it.’
         
‘I can take you far as the front-line,’ I said back.
‘Far enough buddy, that’s fine.’
So I set my fighter into a wheeling and swooping pattern over Buffalo-boy to keep pace with the slower aircraft. All the time, the pilot kept up chatter with his crew and also with me. As though linking us together, kept his Fortress flying. He told me about all his crew in that jocular dismissive way, meaning he knew they were a great bunch of blokes.
Bombardier (the guy that aims the bombs) Donald ‘Duck’ Ogilvy — who couldn’t hit a barn door with buckshot. His co-pilot, Ivy-Leaguer Lewis Ayres (not to be confused with the film-star). Radio-operator Konrad (Connie) Joblonski.
         
So he went on, introducing me to all the people in this little air-borne community. Navigator, Saul Goldblum, upper-gunner and lower-gunner — the Katzenjammer Kids, after the comic-book. Rear-gunner, Williard (Peanut) Anderson.
         
On a Brit bomber, nobody would talk like that, joke between officers and other ranks. But it worked with the Yanks and, introductions over, the pilot talked about himself. About his folks running a drugstore in New Baden, Milwaukee; his ‘girl’ Jessie Turner, who worked in a steelyard, making parts for the Liberty Ships, a regular ‘Rosie Riveter’. His kid brother was a Leatherneck (Marine, in the South Pacific), based someplace called New Zealand. Waiting to move out and take on the last Japanese strongholds.
He was Manny Grunewald Jr (yeah right, his dad was a first-generation ‘Kraut’ immigrant). They had come over just before World War One, so he was old enough for World War Two.
Manny had nearly done his twenty missions and was looking forward to his ticket home. Buffalo-boy had been shot up a few times but never this bad. Anyway, soon they’d be over Allied lines, then the first airfield, or parachuting out.
         
They were bounced (he said) by rocket-firing Focke-Wulf 190s, who took out the rear-turret and nearly the whole damn tail. So they had fought them off, but Peanut Anderson had had one leg smashed by a cannon-shell, one Katzenjammer Kid (upper-turret) was bleeding badly from a torso wound.
Then (over the impersonal intercom) he asked about me. So I wheeled and swooped, the roaring sounds of my Tempest around me, the leaking smoke-wounds of his Fortress, and we talked.
         
I realised how little I knew about myself. An only son, my parents dead in the ruins of their Croydon bungalow, a married older sister who was back in New Zealand. And like a lot of young blokes, I had no girlfriend either. If you were serious about a girl, then you married her. Talking to Manny made me realise how little I had outside the squadron — no friends, nobody.
It was unreal, talking like this over the radio to Manny with the whole crew listening. It didn’t seem strange, nothing mattered but keeping that stumbling smoke-leaking Fortress in the air. Manny talked back — hell he was shy about girls himself; understanding how I felt, that my loss of family was a tough break. He and the crew would take me out to dinner, stand me the best horsemeat steak and french fries that money could buy.
Even when I flew close, Manny’s face was a blur under the close-fitting leather helmet; our contact were those crackling radio voices because his crew chipped in too. Connie Joblonski said he’d get his little sister, Frida, to write — she’d been on at him to get her a pen-pal. Lewis Ayres said he’d show me how to mix a real New York dry martini.
So we kept this up as Buffalo-boy lurched along on three engines, one of those starting to misfire. Ogilvy the bombardier said he’d take my photo for his folks, when we landed. When we landed, that unspoken heart-cry of hoping like hell. And all the time, Manny fighting to control the Fortress, sometimes flapping a hand at me through the cockpit window.
         
Ten then fifteen minutes we kept this up. The side-gunners leaned on their 50-calibre machine-guns and extended gloved fingers in a V for victory sign. And Buffalo-boy lost more height, but soon we would be over the lines and they would hit the silk. Manny was ordering the Bombardier and forward-gunner up onto the main deck, all had their parachutes on.
         
My neck always ached like hell on these missions because you never stop turning your head. Up and down, sideways, a gloved hand over my goggled eyes and peering through the fingers at the sun — always a favourite ambush position. So looking, listening to Manny chatter about his baseball team. Looking down, seeing a tiny flash below — and then this tiny object zooming up with awesome speed for such a tubby odd-shaped thing.
‘Manny, a Komet, seven o’clock below —’
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          Komet rocket plane
        
               


A Komet rocket plane, that flash was the launching. Stubby and barrel-shaped, powered with a rocket engine and a total flying time of about eight minutes. But that was all the time a Komet needed.
         
It took me about half a minute to turn and level. But in that half-minute, the Komet went past, doing nearly a thousand k’s. Buffalo-boy was turning too, tracer from all her guns spitting at the Komet as it closed. Closing so fast that it would have a bare three seconds’ firing pass — but three seconds was enough.
Komets carried two 30mm cannon in the wingroots and a double blast of bright yellow stars hit Buffalo-boy. The top-gunner Katzenjammer Kid was still firing as his turret shattered, one gun spiralling out. Another shell exploded the belly-turret, the second Katzenjammer Kid falling into space. In that same split-moment, shells exploded around the cockpit and nose, down the side-ports, and the rear-turret was torn clean from its mountings.
Even as I lined up, the Komet streaked by, faster and faster — twice as fast as I could go — and was gone. But that single firing pass had battered Manny’s aircraft into a flaming scrapyard wreck that was scarcely airborne. A flaring yellow tongue burst from the port inner-engine — fuel-tank hit.
Manny had no time for me now. Tersely ordering his crew out of the escape hatches, he struggled to hold the ruined bomber steady. The Komet had disappeared — it would not return — and I could only make a helpless pass around the stricken aircraft and watch as the parachutes went out, only four of them and one dangling limp, a wounded man.
Then I watched the death of Buffalo-boy.
         
Bombers always died hard, but this was on fire and slipping. Manny, as pilot and commander, had discharged his final duty — to hold the Fortress steady while his crew got out. But only for minutes — fewer minutes than it took for that evil little Komet to reach him. Buffalo-boy slipped and slipped, then went nose-down.
I could hear Manny gasping over the intercom as he struggled to pull out, give himself those moments to reach the escape-hatch. And once, as the flaming aircraft spiralled hopelessly out of control and down — just once — his voice, catching and desperate: ‘Gus, don’t let them tell my folks it was like this —’
         
The intercom cut then. Manny would not get out now, the spinning centrifugal forces would hold him trapped and I wondered about his last thoughts — of his life ending, of his folks, Jessie — but at least he would black out in the endless two minutes it would take Buffalo-boy to hit the ground.
The parachuting crew were helpless spectators to this and I went around in a turn, pulling back the canopy and waving. One waved back. I dared not go too close because my backwash would collapse their parachutes. I could only hope they did not land near a German town. The German propaganda named them as ‘terror-flyers’ and sometimes they were lynched. I never did find out what became of them.
         
A rising cloud of black smoke marked where Buffalo-boy had hit the ground. Fuel was low, so I headed back after radioing their position. I did write to his Wing, relaying Manny’s last wishes. But they would have had plenty of experience in wrapping bad news in comforting words. And somehow I felt his loss the more keenly because he was only a voice on the intercom and his last words were to me.
         
And those evil little Komets? Like the other secret weapons, they were too late to make a difference. Although not too late for one Milwaukee family.



    

  
    
      
         
APRIL 1945
            

In about the middle of April, we were flying cab-rank for the ground troops. Doing a holding pattern and waiting to peel off in ones or twos, or the whole lot, if they hit some obstacle. And they’d hit a particularly tough nut: an S.S. Officer Training School, cadets of fifteen and sixteen. You can imagine how hard those Nazi-reared soldiers fought. So we were called in — all of Red Section — to plaster the main building and gun positions with bombs and rockets, and this we duly did.
Peeling up from the attack, we were jumped by two Focke-Wulf 190s, one with a blue-painted cowling. One firing pass and one Tempest — Jako the Czech — disintegrating in midair and they headed back up into the clouds. Jingo took us up after them and they came back down.
         
Damn good and damn clever move, another firing pass and this time Piotr’s Tempest spun out of control, streaming smoke and flames. The Focke-Wulfs disappeared again and this time it was for good.
‘Blue cowling, mark that bugger,’ growled Jingo as we split away, Linus and I following Piotr’s Tempest down. The canopy flew off, by a miracle he righted it long enough to roll over and drop out — easily the best way to exit — and we breathed a sigh of relief when his parachute blossomed.
Even so, he was not safe. We were low on fuel so Jingo sent the rest of Red Section home — ignoring vocal protests — and he and I flew top-cover while he called up units in the area. A couple of American half-tracks crawled like metal slugs over the snowscape towards Piotr and he was safe. By then we were too low on gas and headed for a small supply airfield, just behind our lines.
         
They refuelled us but it was near dark and we were tired. Jingo called our Field, said we’d stay over and get back in the morning. So we had dinner with the cargo pilots — flying Dakotas mainly — and for once Jingo was a model of tact. He didn’t mention ‘bus drivers’ once or even growl when they took us at poker.
Back at base, Jingo called all the pilots together for an announcement. It was something only Jingo could say; another clue to those deep dark fires under his boisterous good humour.
         
He grinned now, white teeth showing under his black moustache but his voice had that level hard note we all knew. ‘If we see that blue-nose job again — he’s mine.’
 

Sometimes the visibility closed down too low, even for us, so we would sit around waiting for the sky to clear. In some ways, this was worse than going up; certainly worse for Jingo, who would stump up and down like a caged tiger. When in one of these moods, he spared nobody.
This time, we were in the mess and the world outside was a waterlogged grey soup. We could hear the distant sounds of battle because the ground war never stopped. We had a new boy, Dougal Riley from Tasmania. He looked over at some louder thuds.
         
‘Are they closer?’ he asked, trying to sound normal.
Jingo stopped pacing and turned a bleak eye on him. ‘Jerry’s throwing over 155mm crap. Don’t worry.’ The bullet-torn tarpaulin bucked and flapped, flicking cold water inside. Riley was about to ask ‘why’ and Jingo went on. ‘Because just one of those bricks will blow us all to sweet nothing.’
         
‘Send you back to the island of apples in a shoe-box, mate,’ cracked Ten-Yards Reg, who equated Tasmanians with New Zealanders.
Reg’s humour had all the finesse of a steamroller. Riley tried to grin and sat back uneasily. Jingo went over to the mess-table and poured himself some coffee. He spilled some on his fingers and swore loudly. There was an empty chair beside mine and he came over and sat down.
‘Jeeze, I hate this stuffing around,’ he muttered.
He did, I understood that much later. Like some modern-day drug addict needing his fix, Jingo needed that injection of combat and peril in his veins. He sipped his coffee and swore again — no sugar.
         
‘Hell!’
I think he was about to chuck it across the room when he heard the engine outside. You could tell a kite by its engine-noise and we knew this engine-noise only too well. Jingo was already up and running, his overturned cup streaming coffee all over the table.
         
I was right behind him as he ran, his boots splashing icy muck up into my face. He roared and waved to the nearest gunners, around a sandbagged quad-forty.
         
‘Look alert you dozy shower, that’s not Santa Claus!’
The gunners had heard, their big four-barrelled anti-aircraft gun already turning like long multi-antennae at the approaching sound. It seems to circle in the murk, then grew louder and louder. The familiar long-nosed shape of a Focke-Wulf 190 came dimly into view.
         
‘Alright, tickle him where it hurts.’ Then, a sudden hoarse note of astonishment, ‘Wait, wait. Hell I don’t believe it —’
The Focke-Wulf was dipping even lower and its undercarriage came down. Dropping undercarriage was a universal sign of surrender. Lower and lower, visible now through the gusting rain. Camouflage colours I’d never seen before, a pale green and spotted yellow on top, light grey underneath. Then the wheels skidded mud-marks as it landed, the big engine already ending its roar as it taxied up towards us.
         
‘One wrong move and you blast him,’ shouted Jingo to the gunners.
We ran over, most of us pulling out our service revolvers as the canopy slid back and we saw the pilot, in helmet, goggles and blue Luftwaffe uniform. Not in flying kit, I noticed, as he stared around and put up his hands.
‘That’s right Herman,’ shouted Ten-Yards Reg. ‘Wrong airfield — but why don’t you stay for tea and buns?’
         
Jingo roared again, with laughter this time, as we pulled the pilot down. A skinny fair-haired guy in his twenties, his blue eyes wide and anxious. We hauled him off to the mess-tent and he kept shooting looks back at his fighter. Jingo slapped him on the shoulder.
         
‘Don’t worry, we’ll look after it,’ still laughing. ‘Saw our resident Heinkel and thought you were home, yes?’
         
We sat him down in the mess hall and poured coffee into him. Real coffee, not the ground-acorn stuff they drank. He relaxed visibly, still ducking glances at his fighter and began talking. He spoke some English and Jingo some German. So between them we heard his story.
Reinhard Diels was his name, a ‘Sudetanland’ German. So, Czechoslovakia conquered, Reinhard found himself serving the Third Reich. He fought on the Russian front, later back in Czechoslovakia as the Red Army pushed through. His squadron flew out as Russian tanks overran their airfield, and in the murk he was separated from the others. Saw our airfield, saw the Resident Heinkel and …
         
Jingo was like a boy with a new toy. Protocol said Reinhard should be packed straight off to headquarters for questioning, but he stayed for dinner. Reinhard was an Ace and Jingo produced some wine, still roaring with delight.
         
I didn’t like that. It was another little warning that Jingo thought more about war than consequence. But the evening passed off alright and Pinky — good tenor — sang a few songs before he downed one too many.
I did notice Jingo and Reinhard spent some time in a corner, talking away to each other as best they could. I didn’t think any more about it at the time. Not until when I woke up in the early morning, needing to make an urgent call of nature.
I wasn’t walking a single frozen metre more than necessary, so stopped just outside and relieved myself against the wall. Then heard a noise and turned, just avoiding splashing my greatcoat. The fields ahead were white, carpeted with a shimmering silver frost. A gun-emplacement stood nearby like an upended black mushroom. I heard the noise again — voices — and two dark figures came out of the shadows.
         
They were headed for the parked Focke-Wulf fighter.
I was curious — who wouldn’t be? It was not an escape attempt because our ground crew had drained the tank, let down the tyres and crocked the engine. Now they were at the aircraft and moving down to the tailfin. I walked up, my breath puffing in icy clouds and my footsteps crackling slightly; the sentries must have been asleep. A louder crack as my boot broke the ice of a deeper puddle and a familiar voice cursed softly and fluently.
‘Gus, you snooping —’
He broke off and said something in German to the man beside him — Reinhard. Reinhard blinked at me anxiously and Jingo went on, grinning suddenly. ‘Told him you’re okay, said I’d shoot you if you opened your mouth.’
They were standing by the tailfin and Jingo went to work with a screwdriver. He was pulling out a back inspection panel, that let ground crew get at the air inside. Jingo flashed a grin at me as he shoved the screwdriver back in his belt.
‘Bet you never knew one of these things could give birth.’
Reinhard bent over and whispered inside. Then a pair of stockinged feet appeared, and legs encased in thick army trousers. Reinhard grunted and pulled the rest of the person out. A girl, in trousers and a thick jersey. In one hand, a little bundle of possessions.
She flinched, looked very scared as Jingo spoke. ‘Reinhard here, brought his sister with him. What do we do with her, eh?’
         
I looked at him uncertainly. ‘We’ve got to hand them over, Jingo.’
He just grinned again and sadly shook his head. ‘No sense of fair play lad, none at all. Hop back to bed, I’ll look after these two.’
 

He did. There was no sign of Reinhard’s sister — I never did learn her name — next morning. Reinhard himself left the camp the same day, driven by Jingo and an armed guard to a holding camp.
As they slowed at a corner, near a thick belt of forest, Reinhard suddenly leapt out and bolted for the trees. Jingo braked hard, throwing the guard over. As he recovered and raised his rifle, Jingo somehow collided with him. Jingo himself (who could shoot the eyebrows off a gnat) loosed off a few revolver shots and also missed.
         
Some of the boys put two and two together and there were some broad grins and admiring comments about Jingo taking the law into his own hands. Camaraderie among flyboys, etc.
Jingo had a different view of war. A different reality.
I have said bombers die hard. And so do their crews, but in different ways. There was death — and the living death of brave men pushed too far. Aircrew sat in the narrow cramped confines, ten or twelve hours of freezing blackness in the night skies of Europe and tense every moment for sudden death.
         
It was one of the last thousand-bomber raids, I forget which city got flattened. And what was left of the German night-fighters got among them. They shot bomber after bomber out of the skies, but there were simply not enough night-fighters left then to make a difference. But they still struck and the big Lancasters and Stirlings went down. Some were only damaged and limped on into the darkness, seeking somewhere to land.
One such, found our airfield and came down in the dawn mist. Our own control office was calling pilots to briefing, and the tannoy stayed on so that we could hear the pilot. A British voice, very laid-back — and very tired.
‘Hello, tower. Request emergency landing, two engines down, third failing.’
Jingo himself grabbed the mike. ‘Request granted.’
A signal fire drifted upward, burning a luminous green in the haze. Then the huge black Lancaster appeared, dropping like some monstrous stiff-winged whale. Closer and closer, under superb control. Jingo muttered something and I caught the words ‘hard hit’. She was, port inner- and outer-engines stopped and smoke drifting from them; on starboard, one engine still turning, the other coughing more thick black smoke.
The laid-back voice came again, level, flat and precise. ‘Copped a dose of slanting music. Two down, need a blood-tub.’
         
Jingo snapped an order for the ambulance. And slanting music, those upward-angled guns of the Owl-fighter; the miracle was they had survived it. But the Lancaster could not stay in the air on one engine and dropped more quickly, wings wobbling as the pilot fought to keep a trim.
         
No sound came from the intercom. I would have been swearing like blazes. One wheel dropped and Jingo’s voice crackled in the cold dawn. ‘Lancaster, you are only one wheel down, repeat one wheel down.’ Then the pilot to his own men, ‘Sorry lads, bit of a bump ahead.’
Moments now before they landed. The Owl-fighter had gutted them hard. The belly-turret smashed, the double-tail flayed and shot, torn, the left rudder in fragments. Holes punched along the side and wings because 30mm shells do a lot of damage. That precise calm voice came again.
‘Hold tight, lads.’
And quite deliberately, still moving fast, the big Lancaster flew into the ground. It lurched, almost swinging sideways, one propeller-boss torn away, the blades spinning loose. A shower of sparks as it hit the metal netting covering the runway, lurching on and on, one wing dipping, a sudden lick of yellow flame from the wing — then lurching to a side-winged stop.
         
The fire-truck was already there, hosing it down. And, regardless, we were running over. Jingo himself tore open the emergency hatch and he clambered inside, Nessie and I behind him. I wish to this day that I had not.
Inside the plane was carnage, as though some mad artist had splashed a thick red brush around. The rear-gunner still in his turret but blasted to bloody shreds. Mid-upper gunner alive and not wounded, but clinging so tight to his gun that we had to prise his fingers away.
         
You have to climb over the huge wing-spar of a Lancaster to get into the control cabin. The radio-operator was collapsed over his set, one leg missing below the knee. The navigator, dead white, a tourniquet twisted around his arm, which was shattered below the elbow. The flight engineer also dead, the bombardier alive but shaking.
In the cockpit sat our pilot. He was just staring straight ahead, his co-pilot headless beside him, his flying tunic and helmet splattered with blood. Apart from that, he was untouched. Slowly, as though his hands weighed heavy, he removed his helmet, goggles and throat-mike. He got up, stiff-legged and stepped over his co-pilot, without looking at him.
         
He did not speak. Outside he waited while the radio-operator and the co-pilot were brought out. Then the gunners. He nodded to the wounded men as they were brought out, to the bombardier and the gunner. Then he just stood there, leaning slightly against the fuselage. He breathed in the icy air and blew out frosty clouds, speaking in a matter-of-fact voice.
         
‘Kite’s a write-off. Alright if I use the phone?’
He walked off to call his base. We had morning patrol; he was gone when we returned.
 

Jingo was unusually quiet in the mess that night. He sat moodily over a drink. I commented what a cool type the pilot was and got a bleak look. ‘Gus, he was hanging on by his eyelids. Been doing it too long.’
And it didn’t matter how long he’d been doing it. He would have to keep on. Because if not, he would get L.M.F. stamped on his papers, and be demoted and put on the worst ground jobs.
         
There was a note of fear in Jingo’s voice. Because he’d been doing it too long too. He tugged his moustache, muttered something and stalked off to bed.
A team arrived the next day and stripped the Lancaster of anything serviceable. The guns, one engine, little else. No fancy cartoons or nicknames on the nose, just the aircraft callname C-Cyril.
Then a bulldozer shunted the carcass over to one side, among the trees, just up from the Resident Heinkel. There it stayed, one black wing jutting darkly upward. I would see the wing every time I took off, stuck stiffly up like some bizarre black-armed wave.
Goodbye, it said. You are going to the hell that destroyed me.
I never found out what happened to the pilot.
Emile the Belgian was easily the quietest pilot in the squadron. A little guy and as graceful as a cat; about twenty-five, thinning black hair, a thick moustache and a small pointed beard. He was a born pilot, and when Belgium fell he flew a clapped-out Devoine across the Channel and got shot down for his pains. He would give a little smile at that.
         
Easily the loudest pilot was Ten-Yards Reg, son of a Darwin farmer. He was tall with untidy fair hair, his face permanently brown from the Darwin sun and a permanent mad grin fixed on his mouth. Reg had sworn to ‘de-bag’ every pilot in the squadron, and when I told him to try it, he did. I had to go back to my quarters with the cold air whipping around my shirt-tails and bare legs; next morning haul my trousers down from the flag-pole before a grinning bunch of Erks.
He never tried to de-bag Emile though. In fact, they were unlikely mates and spent a lot of time together, playing draughts. If Reg won, he would give his kookaburra scream; Emile would flinch and set the pieces for a new game. When Reg’s girlfriend broke off their engagement, he just shrugged; she was marrying a Kiwi so obviously had no real character. That was about the time Nessie lost his trousers.
About March, Emile had taken a couple of days’ leave. He seemed much the same when he returned, maybe a little quieter. Another draughts game with Reg that night and they talked a bit; business as usual in the morning. A dawn sortie, blasting out some Jerry guns that were stopping our tanks.
These were bastard missions; an 88mm Pak-40’s hard enough to hit and practically suicidal when backed by nests of four-barrelled 20mm cannon whose crews just love ground-strafers. On our first pass they got Max the South African, his Tempest exploding. Gaston broke off, his engine smoking, managing to reach our lines before bailing out.
         
A second pass. There were four of these quad-20s. On the second pass, we got one more but Frank Todd, a Canadian, went, a wing shattered by the lethal punch of those cannon. A second Tempest hobbling back skyward with the tail-rudder damaged. One more quad-20, but the cost was too high and Jingo called us off. But not before a last cannon-shell from that second nest tore a big hole in the wing of Reg’s fighter.
         
About the same time I heard a scream on the intercom — no, more a howl of frustration, hate and even grief. And in that moment, Emile’s Tempest went streaking down low, straight at the remaining gunpits. You have to understand: this was suicide. One 20mm shell in the right place could destroy a fighter, these things chucked up hundreds in a minute.
‘Emile, break!’ shouted Jingo. ‘That’s an order!’
The gunners had not been expecting it. Even so, they recovered instantly and that fretwork of yellow tracer flashed blindingly up. Emile’s Tempest should have been hit, shattered into burning pieces, but somehow was not. His own wing-cannon flamed, his own cannon-shells shredded the sandbags, flung away the gunners and sparked on the quad-20 mounting. The long barrels swung up, useless, and already he was turning.
Deflection-shooting means aiming ahead so that bullets and target will meet. An essential skill for any gunner, and a ‘no-deflection’ shot is so close it cannot miss. The last quad-20 had a shot like that as Emile turned and their cannon-barrels blazed.
         
Jingo was already turning us down to strike the gunners again, but we were too late. Not for Emile but for the gunners because — impossibly — they missed, by terror or shock, and Emile’s wing-cannon flamed again. All his remaining ammo that time, reducing the gunpit to a collapsing mass of sandbags, sprawled gunners and destroyed gun, the barrels leaning out like broken stalks.
         
Emile was a good pilot and got stuck in, so did we all. But for sheer cold hate and daring, I never saw anything like that.
We returned to the airfield. Ten-Yards Reg had gone ahead, the hole in his wing meaning he couldn’t slow down; so he hit the runway at a hundred-and-forty k’s and managed to stop by slewing over and wrapping one wing around a tree. He hopped out, whistling Waltzing Matilda.
         
The rest of the flight came in. Jingo jumped down, mad, not only because Emile had ignored orders, but because a very good pilot had nearly got himself shot down for no good reason. Another flight was coming off the cab rank to take out those last two guns. Emile was getting out of his fighter and Jingo yelled. Emile ignored him and walked over to his quarters. I glimpsed his face and his cheeks were wet with tears. Jingo bellowed and went after him, but Reg got in his way.
Quietly — for someone who usually shouted everything — Reg reminded Jingo of that forty-eight-hour leave Emile had taken. It turned out that a French brigade had overrun the camp where Emile’s parents and sister were imprisoned. They were dead: his father savaged by a guard dog, mother and sister of typhus. So, just once — and it was just once — Emile had snapped.
Jingo said no more about it and Emile carried on, as quiet as ever. There were no physical scars — although he would have those too, one day. But he had found out that the scars that hurt the most, and hurt the longest, are the ones that nobody can see.
         
One more incident. One more day. The war went on, and on.
This time we were on extended patrol over the Bremerhaven coastline. Radio intercepts hinted that Jerry had something big planned for that day — but what the ‘something big’ was, we had no idea.
I say ‘extended’ because we had drop-tanks fitted for this mission. Jingo hated them, as did we all. Of course you could stay up much longer, but if the damn thing does not disconnect when empty, it becomes a bomb, full of petrol vapour and needing only one bullet to touch it off.
         
Result — as Jingo put it — one carbonised pilot.
Anyway, mine dropped alright this time. Jingo’s, Nessie’s and Linus’s, too. Then Pinky’s voice came over the intercom. ‘Red Leader, my tank’s stuck.’
‘Roger that, Red Four.’ Jingo’s voice was expressionless, but we all knew what he was thinking.
Pinky headed back, and somehow his fuel tank disengaged just before landing. Nothing was said, but we knew Pinky would be on his way home soon. A few weeks before, I would have called him a yellow rat. Now I realised that would be what he was calling himself as he headed back. It also meant that Linus did not have a wingman.
         
‘Can you handle that, Linus?’ Jingo asked over the intercom.
         
He got a snort. ‘No, Massah, but’ve you got any cotton that needs picking?’
I heard this and looked down at blue lakes, belts of green forest and the choppy blue-grey coastline. So much forest on the shoreline that half of it must be camouflage. I blinked because the foreshore was moving.
‘Red Leader, lake surface below — hell, it’s moving.’
Yes, the placid blue suddenly stirred by moving shapes and white skimming wakes. Jingo roared orders as we wheeled around, shouting for Blue Section to keep top-cover. Then he led us down into that moving blur of choppy dully-green waters and white tufting lines. Big camouflaged shapes — very big — suddenly moved into clear focus.
‘What are those things?’ crackled Nessie’s voice.
‘Bloody big things,’ returned Jingo.
And they were bloody big things. The four-engined, even six-engined flying-boats that Jerry had built, massive and chunky things roaring over lake surface and shoreline. Blom & Voss-222s, even the six-engined 2388. From hidden land runways, came more grey-green giants lumbering skywards. Heinkel 177bs, Dornier-19s, Junkers-390s, even an ME-390 — what a collection of dinosaurs.
         
But even dinosaurs had teeth. These giants were armed with front- and rear-turrets of heavy machine-guns and 20mm cannon. As they roared into airborne life, those turrets moved and spat their green venom upwards towards us. But it was no contest.
         
Jingo led Red Section down in a firing pass and I concentrated on one six-engined Blom & Voss. My cannon-shells were sparking yellow up at that massive green body, but still the giant kept going. It soaked up enormous punishment; even when the top-turret shattered and one inner port-engine caught fire, it lumbered skyward.
         
These were aircraft designed to cross the Atlantic ocean and bomb the American sea-board.
Massive, solidly-built and well-gunned, these dinosaurs were made to take damage and they did.
My Blom & Voss target was still flying — unshakily leaving the water. I swung around and got more fire from the front-turret as I swooped again. In my ears, the excited chatter of all Red Section as they dived and gunned. Ten-Yards Reg, screaming like a demented kookaburra as he plastered a four-engined Heinkel bomber. Nessie on a big Dornier, yelling with frustration because it would not go down.
         
It may have been a ‘turkey-shoot’, but bullets splattered across my starboard wing, Jingo cursed as one side of his canopy starred, one Tempest jerked away, streaming white glycol. Lars the Norwegian, calm as ever, saying he could make it back, nobody to worry.
Jingo called one of Blue Section to follow him. And the rest down while we flew cover. So I watched as they swooped and gunned like us. And so, taking turns, we got them all. Not one of those great broad-winged dinosaurs became airborne inside the time it took to blast them unwillingly down.
         
It took two firing passes from both sections and our breech-blocks clicked empty, but we did it. All of those lumbering monsters from land or sea, finally collapsed into the green bullet-splashed waters as my Red Section completed its second pass.
         
They sank like fat wounded whales and the green seawater closed over them. An incredible sight, I’d seen nothing like it. A broad estuary of coast covered with broken floating litter, upturned wings and massive shot-torn fuselage bodies, floating like so many huge dead beasts. Or their tail sections sticking out like the upturned tail-flukes of a whale. One turned over on its pale belly.
We made a last low pass. An ME-390, slowly sinking as her crew scrambled out like ants. Life-rafts sprouting everywhere like round yellow toadstools, black smoke rising as one giant burned while it slowly sank into the ice-cold water. They all sank and not because they were riddled with cannon-fire; they were too heavily-laden to float anyway.
Their cargo was not bombs but riches looted from everywhere in east and west Europe.
         
When we got back, Pinky was full of excuses.

         



    

  
    
      
         
MAY 1945
            

‘This is the bloke we want.’
Jingo stabbed a news-clipping, torn from a German magazine and pinned by two darts to our mess noticeboard. Depicting a grinning pilot in full flying-gear and close to — almost kissing — his spotted and long-nosed engine-cowling.
Outside, a dark morning wind punched the canvas-walled mess-tent. It was May, hence the cold winds and black freeze — and Jerry’s distant defiant mutter; the sharp-toothed machine-guns and the growling artillery. Each day more distant because, everywhere, Jerry was in full retreat.
         
The Russian army had crossed the Oder river and were closing in, on to Berlin. A week, even less, they would be on the outskirts, and soon that would be it. War’s end.
         
‘Helmut Baldur,’ sticking another toothpick into his mouth as he rapped the clipping. ‘This guy is very bloody good.’
Helmut (Jingo said) was a Bavarian farm-boy and a natural flyer, who had chalked up scores since the war began. Poland, France, Britain, North Africa and Russia. A staggering hundred-and-twenty kills, and not all of them — says Jingo — were obsolete Russian bi-planes with sewing-machine engines. Recently, Helmut had been taking a chunk out of the American daylight bomber force, not to mention the Mustangs and Thunderbolts.
         
Jingo went on. ‘Intelligence says he is no Nazi fanatic either — and he’s got a few more no-quitters and enough fuel scraped together for one last flight. Jerry radio was ranting on about it — a death-ride.’
         
‘A death-ride?’ echoed Linus. ‘What kind of stupid shit is that?’
Jingo looked around, ‘Intelligence says it’s anytime soon, so get your kites checked for immediate take-off. Stay ready.’ He made to stalk off, then turned. ‘Helmut’s Focke-Wulf has a blue-nosed cowling. He’s mine.’
‘What about morning patrol?’ asked Nessie.
‘What about it?’ returned Jingo and stalked out.
 

So that was that and we sat around in awkward lumps; disobeying orders, but visibility was not great. Jingo could just get away with it. I knew what he was thinking, perhaps more than the other guys. ‘Death-ride’, the way his lips formed that word as though it struck right into him. Jingo’s opposite number: a German Ace who didn’t know how to quit, how to stop fighting. Jingo and Helmut might be twin brothers.
         
So we sat around the mess-tent, drinking coffee. I had a slice of that awful black bread with a scraping of margarine and thin slice of spam. Sitting there and waiting, I realised I needed to pee.
I usually did before a flight. Sometimes even during a flight, so all of us kept a bottle somewhere in the cockpit. Some pilots had a rubber tube hanging out of the kite, but I’ve known ground crews who’d tie a knot in it. So I went behind the mess-tent, separated from the command briefing tent by a plywood partition. I eased out and eased off, then behind the plywood a telephone shrilled.
         
Jingo answered. I could hear his voice clear as a bell; he always spoke louder when he got excited. He rasped now, at full volume, made a spitting sound — I guessed he’d spat the toothpick out. He went into full shout — yes, spotted in Yellow Zone, cruising at ten thousand metres, not a Rotte or Schwarme, just a straight line abreast. Yes, I heard Jingo, he’d alert the other stations.
Forward spotters had radioed that back and I did up my trousers and went around to the front, in time to hear the exchange.
Radio-operator: I’ll get it out right now, sir.
         
Jingo: You bloody won’t.
         
Radio-operator: Sir, I should —
         
Jingo: (crashing and radio-wrecking sounds) Bloody forget that — (more radio-wrecking sounds) D’you bloody understand?
         
More radio-crashing sounds and a yell from the operator — sounding like Jingo had kicked over the table. As I came around, he stormed out, face flushed. He shot a look at me.
‘Gus — Helmut’s coming our way. Come on, we’re air-borne!’
         
‘What about the other squadrons?’ I shouted. ‘They’ve got to know.’
‘Forget them — come on!’
I grabbed his arm and he jerked around. ‘Jingo, we’ve got new blokes in this squadron, jeeze —’
That was when he shook off my arm, grabbed me and shoved me into the control tent. He hissed and spat, the toothpick hitting my cheek. His eyes gleamed like chips of grey ice.
         
‘They take their bloody chances. We all do. This is the last chance for a decent scrap: let every bugger in and it’s a lolly-scramble —’ He broke off, but that cold look stayed in his eyes. ‘Gus, I’ve written you up for the D.F.C. This is the last great donnybrook of the war, old son, don’t bust it up —’
         
He broke off again. I thought of those letters from Gavin Boyd’s parents. Of Peachey. And Pussy kicking on that death-tangle of parachute cords. It must have shown in my face, because he hissed again and his eyes went to a mad frosty glitter.
         
‘Or would you rather go under arrest — right now! Refusing to obey an order — I’ll boot you off flying ops, L.M.F. stamped on your papers in bloody big red letters — would you like that, Gus?’ He paused then shouted the last words, ‘Jeeze, afraid to tackle someone your own size!’
‘Scramble all squadrons and blast them — hell, that’s what Helmut would do, given the choice —’
‘Lost your bloody nerve?’
‘I haven’t lost my bloody mind —’
Jingo thumbed the button that sent the alarms blaring over the tannoy and picked up the mike. A furious glance at me, moustache bristling, snarling the words almost. ‘Red and Blue Sections, scramble — scramble —’ Throwing down the mike, ‘Well, Gus, are you bloody yellow —’
He stopped then, maybe realising he’d gone too far. The shouts and stamps of booted feet, the siren blaring, orders bawled out. And I don’t know why — when all I had to do was tell the section leaders, knowing then that Jingo would not dare carry out his threats — I just nodded. That mad gleam in his eyes was suddenly like the hurt of a kicked puppy.
         
‘Alright, Jingo. One yellow wingman for a bloody crazy Red Leader.’
The madness and hurt went from his eyes like a wind gusting away smoke. A hard slap on my shoulders, a gleam of white teeth, then his boots splashed in a puddle as he ran out. I was tingling with cold doubt because this was mad. Not till now had I realised what desperate fires were stoked in that man. My own boots splashed in the puddle as I ran after him.
I nearly collided with Pinky, who must’ve been near the control tent, then put him from mind. That shrill alarm was biting into my brain, taking over conscious thought, like a bugle screaming the call to action.
Jingo lumbered ahead, pilots running to their fighters. Linus cursing as he got an arm in the wrong sleeve of his flying jacket. Ten-Yards Reg, yelling with delight, throwing up his flying-helmet and catching it. Lars hopping as he tried to put on a flying boot and run at the same time.
I was at my Tempest, a ground crewman thrusting my parachute at me. A ‘Give ’em hell, guv’ and I was boosted onto the wing and throwing myself into the cockpit. Hands already running over the controls and I glanced sideways to Jingo’s Tempest. He grinned back, his shout of laughter lost in the roar of turning blades.
You cannot do anything with guys like him. Except follow them.
 

We climbed quickly to ten thousand metres. With no briefing, there was a sense among the boys of something not quite right. One or two asked a question and received a terse ‘Shut up!’ Pinky said his altimeter was playing up; Jingo told him to stick it where the sun didn’t shine and keep station.
         
It was about ten minutes to the vector position — or at least where they would be now. Jingo made the strangest preparation. Not the usual overlapping petrol layer but spacing us out in a long straight line; all sixteen of the flight, himself in the centre and slightly forward.
         
A strange formation. Like cavalry in line for battle. Chanson du Roland came to mind. That little band of chosen knights …? There were some more intercom mutters and the same terse response — shut up.
         
I remembered with an uneasy little stab those words I always mouthed before a flight — touch the face of God — and tried to relax, telling myself it did not matter. And it didn’t, except I was up at ten thousand metres, in the strangest formation ever and following a skipper who was quite possibly off his rocker. And thinking on that, hearing my breath loud in the oxygen mask, trying to speak those words, but they would not come to my dry lips, held somewhere on my tongue.
         
This was my last mission. I knew it.
Now Jingo was speaking. He said this formation was to ensure a ‘maximum surveillance’. We — this squadron — had the chance to knock Jerry right out of the war. We were up against their last crack unit: sixteen of them, like us. We could handle them, because he knew us all and there were none better. If everyone reacted like I did, then all our doubts fled, each of us inspired with a burning spirit to win.
         
Let lords who love a battle, follow me!
         
And Jingo led us like he had a wavelength wired right into Helmut’s mind. Or maybe Helmut knew about Jingo and was headed our way — as though they had a personal connection; perhaps, being so alike, they did. Helmut from his Bavarian hayfields, Jingo from his coal-mine, but the war had made them battle-leaders, and this war, fought so high, gods of battle. Let lords who love a —
         
‘Bandits ahead.’
Jingo’s flat voice interrupted my thoughts. It was very loud over the intercom. I pushed fancy and half-formed sentences from my mind. I looked ahead into the blue hazy sky and it was never more clear. But I swear, good eyes though I had, it was some full ten seconds before I saw what Jingo did — microscopic black dots coming straight towards us. And they were strung out like us!
         
In a line, as described. Jingo did not order us into battle formation. Nor did the line of approaching black dots change formation. Yes, Jingo and Helmut, their minds as one. Focke-Wulf and Tempest, coming together at a closing speed of fourteen hundred k’s. About a minute before we make contact: sometimes that is too much time for thinking.
         
Thinking about Helmut’s wing. They were the latest model of the Focke-Wulf 190; only a few made in these last months of the war. Coming to fight the battle Jingo had dreamed of in his early coal-dark life.
They were closer. Now we could see the long-nosed straight-winged outlines, closing deadly as knights with levelled lances. We were evenly matched for this clash between warriors — and let it be written that there is honour in combat.
         
Closer.
This closing minute was unreal, unreal to be sitting motionless in the cockpit, hearing my own loud breath; the black silhouettes of those German fighters ever larger. Jingo to the right of me, facing him a Focke-Wulf, also dead centre and slightly ahead of the others. The engine-cowling was painted blue.
         
Helmut Baldur, for sure.
Dark tracer lines were flicking out from the German fighters — machine-guns, getting the distance. But we did not fire back. It was as though the war had lost importance — as though in those last seconds we were detached from reality. More dark flicking lines, but we kept going because Jingo’s battle-line never gives way.
Closer!
         
Black machine-gun lines were streaking past me from the plane opposite me, the long nose foreshortened, sunlight sparkling off the bubble canopy, those black tracer lines streaking towards and past me — my body tensed, screwed to muscle-wrenching tension — then Jingo’s super-calm voice.
‘Alright boys, get stuck in.’
Suddenly the two straight onrushing lines slip and turn, because — I’m sure — Helmut Baldur had shouted to his own knights. The sky exploded into a mad screaming mêlée of black shapes and orange cannon-tracer.
I fired. The Focke-Wulf ahead was already streaming cannon-shells past my canopy. It jerked upward, either away from collision or mortally hit, and I slipped underneath. A wrenching jar: maybe my tailfin had scraped its belly. Already I was kicking the rudder sideways and turning, tight as hell, the blood pounding in my temples.
         
Another black shape hurtled past, one of ours. I kicked again and turned as cannon-fire streamed past; bore straight ahead at another twisting blurred shape. Only instinct thumbed the firing button, and my cannon-shells exploded over a long-nosed snout, the blurred shape corkscrewing sideways and down — forget the one you’ve shot — angling the Tempest up this time, glancing over.
         
For a moment, I was out of the loop, the sky ahead criss-crossed with fleeting dark shapes, fretworking in the mad mill of a dogfight. A Focke twisted away, one wing tearing from the fuselage; past me a Tempest slewed awkwardly, I glimpsed engine-flames licking around a horned helmet, then the aircraft exploded and Lars had gone to join his Viking ancestors.
         
Intercom chatter, the jabbering of frenzied voices, once the mad kookaburra scream of Ten-Yards Reg. It’d been going on all the time, but suddenly it broke in my ears like a shattering wave.
‘Blue Leader, he’s on your tail!’
‘Nessie, break — break!’
‘Shit he’s plastered me, on fire —’
‘Gaston, you’re leaking glycol!’
And through this screaming medley of tongues: Jerry chatter, achtung, achtung, raus — hoch, hoch! So kicked the rudder again, jerked the control column for another tight eyepopping swerve. Another dark shape in front, no-deflection shot. The aircraft jarred and the cannon-shells spurted ahead, the shot-torn shape disappeared.
         
And heading back in, letting the tension scream in the slipstream past my wings. Jingo’s fire in me, to fight and kill, the loud chatter in my ears, the mask glued with hot sweat to my face, kick away to miss another sudden fleeting black shape, Tempest or Focke-Wulf, no time to register —
         
 

Battle has its highlight and full tide. Dogfights last only minutes and in the pause — the ebb — as the tide turns, there is a sense in us that this is the utmost moment of this untidy, wrenching, shattering death. My ears dinned with screaming chatter as I jerked my powerful machine around — it shook as my cannons yammered at another black-fleeting shape. Glimpsing the red indicator light — fewer than five hundred rounds left, some three seconds’ firing.
         
And turning tightly again, suddenly the sky was clearing, the way it magically does; two, maybe three minutes had passed, tops, and the black shapes were breaking away. So I swooped around, still alive and death mattering less in that moment — the dogfight losing height and the ground closer.
Eight of theirs and six of ours had gone down. Ten-Yards Reg had rammed the tail of a Focke and had to bale out, screaming obscenities all the way down. Sven the Dane was gone — head-on collision with a Focke — and Nessie had baled out of his burning fighter. But then — that moment of swooping — I saw it.
Out of the blue-dark lines, something framed crystal-sharp: a Tempest and a Focke-Wulf, locked in their own private fight. They are wheeling and turning, so close that their wings almost touched. Such skill and intensity that even before sunlight flashed on a blue cowling, I knew who they were. Helmut and Jingo, they had been fighting the full endless minutes of the encounter. Scrapping with intense blinding fury. The end came just as I watched.
         
Jingo half-rolled out, but Helmut — guessing — turned the tightest wing-tearing corner and got inside. His cannon blazing as Jingo finished the roll — straight into a broadside of cannon-shells.
It was like the world slowing down, only that little scene was sharp and clear. The sparkling orange tinkle of cannonfire, each an exploding lump of metal bursting into the engine and underslung snout. And those were mortal strikes, I knew it, yelling into my intercom as Jingo’s Tempest shuddered and slackly lost way.
         
‘Red Leader down! Red Leader down!’
Seeing this in a half-minute, but seconds too long. Breaking the most basic rule of survival, to stay alert — because even as the dogfight cleared and Helmut’s shells shattered Jingo’s engine, a Focke swooped with hawk speed, unleashing a last cannon-blast at my fighter.
And a 20mm cannon-shell exploded on the dorsal armour-plate behind my head.
         
It was like a slamming punch from behind, my eardrums were deafened, eyes misted, it was like my brains were pounded to jelly and I was choking into the oxygen-mask. Registering on those orange golf-balls floating lazily past my cockpit, which could take my kite apart like a kid ripping up a lolly-bag.
         
In the same eyeblink moment, instinct took over, and I kicked the rudder-bar though my dead brain said nothing. Still choking, the red mist before my eyes turning black, straining tightly as the G-forces pressed their giant hand. Still alert to the chatter —
‘Bail out Nessie, you’re a flamer —’
‘Linus, coming in four o’clock —’
‘Red Leader down —’
The last my own voice, screaming again into the throat-mike, punching cold awareness into my brain. I half-rolled out, and flinched as a dark shape flashed in front, that Focke-Wulf, now wreathed in flames and glycol — Linus screaming exultantly into the intercom.
         
‘Got the bugger!’
I was in a deep dive, my tail ailerons had waggled loose, a cannon-shell had scored across the starboard wing, my canopy had splintered on the same side. I’d lost sight of Jingo and Helmut, somewhere in that green-brown landscape rising so quickly. But because I was tuned — keyed — to a super-alert, I glimpsed the two small cross-winged shapes below and tipped my Tempest more steeply downward.
         
Steep enough for those G-forces to again gather dark edges at my eyes. Now I could see the cross-shapes more clearly: the first a Tempest, the second a Focke-Wulf. The Tempest trailing black smoke.
Red Leader was in trouble but I could save him. Then an odd thought seized me: did I want to? He’d threatened to break me, good men had just died because of his obsession with glory — hell, he’d sworn to brand me a coward! This bloody death-ride was of his choosing —
         
And realising he knew that too. He was not asking for help on the intercom, too proud. And those thoughts fleeting, I dived at an angle to intercept, closer. The Focke-Wulf’s bubble canopy had great visibility, he would spot me soon. I squinted through my own oil-smeared canopy — they were nearly at ground level now. Jingo’s Tempest was ducking and weaving, the Focke keeping on its tail as though connected with invisible wire. More spurts of the orange-spaced cannon tracer — more hits and more glycol coolant streaming like white fuming blood from the engine. He twisted and swerved, but Helmut’s Focke hung on like the Angel of Death.
Jingo had a minute, less. Already Helmut’s cannon-fire was spotting the brown earth around him. He was out of height — soon out of life.
I had moments — tipping even steeper, Helmut’s green-spotted Focke filling my sight. And yes, like the top predator he was, sensing this and turning — so low, I swear a wingtip scored the muddy earth as he did. And me angling too, Helmut’s Focke full in my sights, a no-deflection shot, closer —
         
Thumb hard.
         
So close that the cannon-fire did not stream out on its lazy deflection turn. It spurted like orange explosive poison and struck the blue-nosed fighter; the waver-lines of a propeller shattering, the engine-cowling torn, the bubble canopy exploding in bright flashing shards, black smoke masking what the shells had done to the pilot.
         
And Jingo’s fighter already belly-scoring the ground, a wing tearing away and the plane corkscrewing around, nose down and tail up. Mud spurting like a bow-wave and what was left of his prop chewed a hold in the hedge. In the same moment, from the corner of my eye, I saw Helmut’s strike the ground with terrible force and explode in a yellow-dark mushroom of black smoke and flame.
Registering this in blinking images, because something was breaking inside my fighter. Maybe those last cannon-shells or the steep dive, but the ground was rushing up. I hauled with all my strength on the controls but barely got the nose up before — with a jarring slamming crash — I came down in just about the same black score-marks of Jingo’s fighter.
Pain stabbed as my head bashed forward onto the control panel, luckily the thick leather helmet took most of the impact. Not all: blood was running down the side of my face, hot and masking — but no time to think about that, because Tearing Kea had shuddered to a broken stop and suddenly there was flame and black smoke — time to get out.
         
I stabbed the release and the canopy flew off. Dizzy and hurting, fighting off a sudden wrenching cramp as I clambered out. I skidded on the wing, my flying-boots as heavy as lead. I grabbed the pistol from the side-pocket and tumbled off. The smoke was even thicker as I landed on the ground, muck under my body, an icy mush against my cheek.
Then staggering to my feet and running, still the snarl of fighters overhead and criss-cross white vapour lines in the blue sky. Jingo’s fighter was ahead, black smoke climbing around the upturned tail, the propellers like bent fangs. He was halfway out of the cockpit and I grabbed one arm and hauled him out. The bitter-smelling smoke swept around us as I pulled him clear.
         
‘Jingo — you alright?’
He was on his knees, head bowed. Then that down-turned head slowly raised and he tore off his goggles and mask. He looked at me as though stunned, uncomprehending. His eyes flicked over to the funeral pyre of Helmut’s fighter and he whispered, the words catching in his throat.
‘Should’ve let me fight it out … the way it was supposed to be …’
I grabbed him tight and pulled him up. As I did a distant crack of sound came and I looked over. ‘Jingo, this is not Roland and Oliver — and if you want to die, those buggers will oblige.’
Another faint ‘crack’ as Jingo blinked at me. Then he looked back, over the distant field; on the far side, the black shapes of German infantry as they ran towards us. Jingo looked back, and a sharp sane look came to his eyes as though all his cloudy dreams of glory had been torn away. It was like a rebirth of spirit.
‘Kiwi ratbag. I’ll never forgive you for downing Helmut.’
And he grinned, all the old fire and humour returned. And we ran, clumping heavily across the cold ground, followed by the less-distant gunfire.
Overhead, the snarl of combat had nearly died away.
 

Ahead, across the long field, was a dark fringe of trees. At one side, Helmut’s fighter smoked a thick cloud upward. It was still bitterly cold, as though even the sky was blue. Through the air came a crackle and snap like ice breaking — the flat rifle-shots of those pursuing Germans.
         
Jingo glanced back once. ‘Did you ditch a good kite?’
‘Rudder’s shot away.’
He gasped as he ran, holding a hand to his side; muttered once about a cracked rib. He saw the old Luger stuck in my belt and grinned. ‘Think you can stop the German army with that?’
‘No, I’ll pull faces at them — come on!’
We ran. The sky was clear now, the scrawls of white vapour fading. Then from nowhere, a Tempest roared in low, the goggled pilot looking down as he banked. A long black eel wriggled on the cowling. As we watched, it soared back up and over the trees.
Another scatter of the crackling shots as we looked back. Some twenty German troops, spaced out in a long line. Jingo shook his fist at the departing roar of Pinky’s Tempest. ‘Skunk!’ he roared. ‘Altimeter working okay now? That bloody eel ought to be yellow!’
We lumbered closer to the trees. ‘He might’ve been out of ammo,’ I puffed.
‘Outa guts, you mean.’ Jingo was puffing too, in the heavy flying gear. ‘He could’ve at least given them a close shave with his prop.’
We were near the elms, the bullets winging close. One of the dark trees lost a splotch of bark, near us the ground puckered upward in little neat bursts. At the first elm now and I looked back again.
         
The Germans were at the hedge-gap now, by Jingo’s crashed fighter. One dropped to his knees and got off a long burst with a light machine-gun. If those Germans clued that the other pile of smoking wreckage was all that remained of their fabled ace, they might well take it out on us.
 

We burst through the fringe of elm; ahead the ground dipped into bushes, and the rooftops of a town lay beyond them. Beside us a water-mill, the sails idle, deserted; a long canal curved around, past the mill.
‘Northern Holland I think,’ gasped Jingo. ‘Hope it’s not Hun-land.’
I knew what he meant. Downed pilots stood little chance sometimes. A louder crackle of shots behind us, so we ran down the canal path. No sign of people but at the curve, a wide-eyed boy wrapped in shabby clothes and holding a basket. Jingo bundled him aside, pointing at the bushes. He dropped his basket and ran.
‘Can’t run to the village,’ grunted Jingo. ‘If they’re Dutch, Jerry’ll shoot up the place.’ He scowled back. ‘Why don’t we stop and shoot it out — I’m not letting the buggers take me.’
Chanson du Roland again: I thought he’d snapped out of that. There was nobody to blow a horn and no French knights galloping to the rescue. And, jeeze, Jingo was no head-in-clouds dreamer —
         
‘Jingo, the cavalry is not coming over the hill, the war is over for us. Even if we get clear, they’ll never send us back up again — the war’s over.’
         
More shots — they were close, they’d seen us. I grabbed Jingo’s arm but he just looked at me. It was as though I’d slapped him hard.
‘Not over …’
That was it. He could not face the end of war, the end of his best years, daring death. The coal-miner’s son, who had rocketed into the clean blue heavens. I grabbed his arm again and pulled him along.
         
We were at the curve of the path now and there was heavy undergrowth ahead. We could hide there, we were still ahead. As we ran down the path, Jingo seemed to catch his foot and he fell heavily. He uttered a loud gasp.
‘Shit — my ankle —’
He collapsed against a big out-jutting rock. I knelt, felt a tug at my belt and Jingo had my Luger. He jabbed it into my ribs — very hard — and spoke quickly, tersely.
‘Gus, you can make it — get going.’
‘Jingo —’
The gun jabbed harder and his grey eyes became cold steel. ‘Get going or I will think you’re bloody yellow.’
         
The Germans were closer now and I could hear their careful shouts as they spread out. Shooting to force us out. My hand was suddenly kicked hard, numb, then a stab of intense pain. A chance bullet, two fingers suddenly splintered bone, masked already by flowing red blood. I gasped with pain and Jingo cut across.
‘See, you’re no use to me. Go on — go on or I will shoot —’ Then his voice broke, a sudden look of appeal. ‘Gus — go!’
         
Maybe even then I didn’t know his demons. But that gun jabbed and the grim steel was back in his eyes, my hand hurting savagely. His ankle broken so he could not run, a direct order to go, backed up by the Luger — and Jingo’s implacable promise to use it. Even so, I paused.
         
‘You’ll be okay?’
He nodded and winked, a little grin. And that wink, odd as it sounds, set me off. Jingo was totally unafraid, but I still felt a quick tug of shame as I ran. Already telling myself they would come in shooting if they saw us together. But they would not shoot one wounded man and Jingo would deep-six the Luger in the canal before they came up. Anyway, he was out of the war, so I ran on down the canal path and ducked aside into thick shrubbery.
I pushed through it, the springy branches whanging into my face, and winced with further intense stabbing pain as a branch flicked my shattered fingers. Only then thinking to shove my hand into my tunic, to stop leaving a blood trail. I pushed further in, the crackle-snap of the hard ground sounding like gunshots, then tripped and fell heavily, right onto my hand.
The pain made me black out, and in the moment I did, I thought I heard a distant crackle-snap, repeated once over. I don’t know how long I stayed there, it was at least some minutes before I came to. I rolled over, my breath frosty on my lips, and sat up. Pulled off my scarf and wrapped it around my hand and rolled over to my knees. Knelt there, waiting for footsteps, for the sound of German voices as the patrol searched for me. But nothing came and I waited, perhaps an hour — and still heard nothing.
They were gone?
         
I got up, staggering a bit and gritting my teeth because my hand felt like a big dog was chewing it. The thick undergrowth was wet and cold around me. The bushes had scratched my face, but even the blood was frozen. My boots seemed to weigh a ton as I clumped back down the path, the thin ice crackling loudly. I might well as have fired a cannon to announce my presence to any waiting Germans.
         
But no shouts came, nor the death-stutter of a machine-pistol. There was no noise ahead and none from the nearby village. Once the distant crump-boom of a howitzer, but not even an aircraft overhead. The howitzer stopped and silence fell, as though the war was holding its breath. I walked on, cold and somehow hot too, seeing everything through a glassy haze. Not caring if a German had me lined up in his sights.
         
Then I stopped.
Jingo Brook lay propped against a rock. His eyes were shut, and I thought for a second he was asleep — then I saw the two black-rimmed bullet-holes in his chest. He lay very still, in that last sleep that so many airmen before him had fallen into. He was dead. And this may sound crazy, but on his face was a look of peace — the first real peace I had seen there. As though Jingo had won his final battle — and perhaps he had.
The German patrol was nowhere to be seen. I think I was starting to develop a fever then. Stress, pain from my hand, or something viral; there was enough evil disease around in that last month of the war. I remember falling to my knees, feeling my own hot tears on ice-cold cheeks. A headache pounded in time with the red wavebeats of pain pounding me back into blackness.
         
Later that day, a patrol of Seaforth Highlanders picked me up. I was still by Jingo’s body.
I woke up a week later in hospital; fever, fatigue, the doctors said. A couple of R.A.F. brass-hats turned up and I was interviewed — interrogated — at length, about Jingo’s death. I was more surprised that nobody from the squadron came to see me, and later I found out that those who had wanted to weren’t allowed to.
         
And — even later — I found out why.
The Air Force nearly court-martialled me. Cowardice and suspicion of murder. Most of it came from Pinky. He’d heard the row between Jingo and myself and it had lost nothing in the re-telling. Then — he said — he saw my fighter on the ground with no apparent battle-damage. And Jingo’s body found with two 8mm bullet-holes — and no sign of my 8mm Luger.
Of course there was never enough real evidence. Jingo had attacked Helmut’s fighters without orders. And not everyone believed Pinky’s version — he copped a few broadsides from the other guys — which made him dislike me all the more.
         
So Jingo was written up in the papers as a hero. And I was quietly discharged and sent home with no sign of that medal Jingo had written me up for. A cloud over my name and lucky, I suppose, not to get those big red letters stamped on my file. But it was the end of war and everyone was going home; although for some, it was just another battlefield.
         
Linus Longstreet, war veteran and Ace, with fourteen kills, twice decorated for gallantry. He went home to Alabama to see his folks and, on the way to his home town, sat in the front of a bus. ‘Blacks’ were supposed to sit in the back, so two cops hauled him off the bus and beat his insides to a mush. Three ‘white-only’ hospitals refused to take him in; he was dead before they reached a fourth.
Loring Derwent de Chandos — he of the pink-rubber face. Well he did marry his fiancée and she made a brave show about caring for the wounded warrior. After a year the strain of seeing him was too much and she left. Loring blew his brains out with his Purdey shotgun.
Emile spent a year in the burns unit, married his girlfriend and they had a good life together. We exchanged letters till he died of old age.
And Piotr the Ukrainian. Well the squadron went back to England and a couple of Russian heavies descended on him one night at his lodgings. It appeared that the Soviet dictator, Joe Stalin, didn’t like anyone who’d fought beyond the borders of the Motherland. They might have become infected with democracy. So Piotr was hauled away and never heard from again.
         
Of course most of us adjusted okay. Ten-Yards Reg became a top-dressing pilot then — believe it — ran a shelter for old methos. Most sort of cross-wired their emotions to blank the war away; or it came out in bad dreams or bad behaviour. Nobody understood. Nessie’s first marriage failed, Pinky goes in and out of alcohol-addiction wards. I lucked a good marriage and wife who wasn’t slow to kick my arse if I hit the bottle. A normal life — normal as it got until old age when she died and my bad dreams started.
         
War. It was long over but the stress of war stayed inside like some evil plague bacilli lurking in our bloodstream; it wickedly re-surfaced from time to time and kicked us around like a damned soccer-ball. More as we got older.
I shut memories out, but never Jingo Brook; a man of war who fought his last battle against peace. I admired, even worshipped him — or perhaps it was that tearing restless spirit that needed war like a dry plant needed rain.
         
Perhaps I was his last casualty.
 

Grandpa’s journal ended here. Enclosed in the last page was a photocopied letter:
OFFICIAL RECORDS RELEASE
Flight Lieutenant G. Tucker claims Wing Commander Brook broke his ankle and could not go on. He further claims that Brook took the Luger pistol from his belt and threatened to kill him if he did not go. Tucker then went on and hid among bushes, saying he was not sure if he heard shots. He returned to find Wing Commander Brook dead. Tucker was in a shocked and feverish condition when the patrol found him.
            
Wing Commander Brook was shot in the chest by two 8mm rounds; death would have been instant. One rib was bruised and cracked but there was no sign of a broken ankle or indeed any spraining. Nor was there any sign of the Luger pistol. Enquiries among German troops taken prisoner in the general area have produced no results.
Pilot Officer C. Pinkney has testified (see attached statement) that a violent argument took place between Tucker and Brook before the flight. Pinkney further states that Tucker was threatened with a dishonourable release from flying duties, and that he saw no sign of damage on Tucker’s Tempest, before it crashlanded. This could not be verified because the aircraft was subsequently burnt by German troops. There is some doubt as to the veracity of Pinkney’s statements.
Recommendation that Flight Lieutenant Tucker be in valided from the service on sick leave as there is a lack of corroborating evidence for a court of inquiry.
Group Commander V. Bevan.
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        CHAPTER EIGHT
      
            

Finishing reading the journal was like waking up into a different world. Grandad’s words had another reality, of those last cold months of war that had continued to haunt him more than sixty years on. Now, I felt some of that pain and nightmare myself. I understood what a terrible burden he had carried.
         
I looked at that last page again. The photocopy was misted and dark as though taken from a very old document. Written across the bottom: I take it this is the document you requested and the signature of some archives clerk. And date-stamped this year.
         
I looked at the date. Grandad had got it the day before he died. It had taken him too long to send for it; to find out what the Royal Air Force actually thought of him. By then it was too late and he had been haunted too long. So that was it.
That was it?
 

I woke up about three hours later, still slouching at the kitchen table. Woke from a deep sleep, a strange wakening, as though one of those cannon-shells had exploded behind me. Like someone had roughly shaken my shoulder and Grandad’s croaky voice was snapping in my ear.
         
It was nearly dawn, but somebody was outside, muttering and shouting. And that imagined shake and growling voice had me suddenly awake and alert, because a sense of deadly danger was flooding cold on the night air. I threw open the kitchen door and walked out.
         
And there, in the half-light of a street-lamp was old Pinkney — who the hell had let him out — staggering as though about to pitch over, something gleaming in his hand. He was as I had last seen him, jacket and trousers, shirt rumpled and half-open, tie loose and skewed sideways. He gaped at me and his face filled with horror.
         
I’m not sure what he saw. Stoked up with booze and lifelong nightmares, I’m not even sure it was me he saw — maybe it was Grandad grown young again. But his eyes looked mad and he raised the bottle, clicking and flashing a cigarette-lighter in the other hand.
         
The bottle was wrapped with a rag, liquid sloshing inside. And even as I registered — knew — what it was, he set fire to the cloth wick and raised the bottle. His eyes gleamed with madness and his voice shrilled with harsh high hate.
         
‘Like to see me shot down, eh? A flamer eh? You and that bastard Jingo —’
He raised the bottle — a crude petrol bomb — and made to throw it right at me. A shout from one side, Pinkney turned, staggering off balance and dropping the bottle. It broke and splashed into fire around him.
He screamed, flapping his hands, and I ran forward. Somebody was there before me, Blocky Hoyt, diving at him and landing in the pool of spreading flame himself. He bundled the screaming old man over and over in the dirt. I joined him, slapping and kicking at the fire and Pinkney’s smouldering jacket. It was out in moments, no time to take hold.
         
I don’t think the old boy was even hurt, except in his mind. He lay there, huddled up, shaking and muttering, in shock. We got him into the house, wrapped a blanket around him; called the cops and local ambulance.
Of course it had to be Constable Dodd who came. Blocky told him he had got a phone call from Josie. She lived at the motel, and had been woken by the old guy gunning his car and driving unsteadily out. The ranchsliders of his unit were open, light streaming out, and his suitcases and belongings were still there, so he wasn’t doing a moonlight flit.
Blocky quickly figured out what Pinkney was up to, and got here just in time to see the old boy lighting the bottle. Dodd grunted a few times, said he’d need a proper statement, then, swallowing, said we’d done alright and he should have done more himself. He held out his hand and Blocky looked at it — then took it. The door shut and Blocky looked at his hand with reverence.
‘Constable Dodd shook that,’ he said. ‘I may never wash it again.’
I made eggs and coffee for us both.
I don’t think Pinkney was trying to kill me, just somehow burn out his own memories. When he saw my Grandad’s young image suddenly in the lit doorway, the memories must have cut even more deeply.
We ate without speaking. I think Blocky was pretty shaken too. He sipped his coffee and added more sugar. ‘Listen, Josie didn’t do that from the goodness of her heart. She figured it might be worth fifty.’
         
‘I figure it is too.’
We suddenly grinned self-consciously at each other. Blocky looked at the journal, then at me. I nodded and he opened it, reading slowly and his lips moving. Just a page here and there, but I think another hour passed. Dawn was pink and gold by then, and a rooster was going full strength somewhere. I made us more coffee.
‘How did he carry all this in him?’ he asked.
‘How was he supposed to get it out? Nobody wanted to listen.’
Nobody, meaning me and the family.
Blocky shook his head. ‘No, I don’t think he could — keeping some thing inside you that long.’ Then, ‘You know mate, the last day or two, you look a hell of a lot more like him.’
At least like that photo of him young. I knew that Blocky meant. And I knew a hell of a lot more about Grandad — the more painful that it was too late. I could not share that with him.
Blocky had read that last photocopy. ‘Can you do anything about this?’ he said.
‘Sixty years on?’
I did so much want to do something. But even if old Pinkney cracked and admitted he’d lied, there was still the canal-side, the ‘broken ankle’ and that missing Luger. Nothing Pinkney said would change that. Blocky was looking at me intently.
‘You really want to find out, don’t you?’
I did. And suddenly I felt hot and sticky and wanted to wash. I went to the bathroom and was halfway through when I heard my cellphone ring on the kitchen table. I shouted for Blocky to take it, rubbed my face dry and went out. He held out the cellphone.
         
‘Your Mum. She sounds pissed.’
She was pissed. She had something to tell me and Blocky Hoyt had answered the phone. Get rid of the guy (nicely), because she was motoring up and had something urgent to tell me. And she didn’t want to see Grandpa’s house look like my room at home — get it?
         
I sighed. I was back in the real world.
 

‘You look terrible, Matt.’
‘I feel terrible.’
‘The place looks terrible too.’
‘You drove up to tell me that?’
No it was not, and I got the rest in a broadside. I hadn’t answered three text messages and two calls last night. Then she gets a call from the local cop about attempted arson. And she’d bought a heap of groceries, so why was I eating takeaways? Had I thought to change my clothes just once? And — finally — keep away from Blocky Hoyt.
         
I refused to believe Blocky’s reputation had got as far as our home town. So I gave her a kiss and offered to make coffee. She said a kiss didn’t cut it and just once remember it was milk and two sugars please. Which meant in non-speak that she was cooling off. So I made the coffee and asked her why she was blocking Blocky. I was filling the cups when she answered, and I managed to scald myself.
Grandpa had left all his estate to me — and Blocky. House and savings, share portfolio, adding up to a cool half-million: Blocky gets fifty thousand, I scored the rest. So (she went on) I had to keep away from Hoyt while they contest the will. The lawyers said it’d be easy, doubt whether Blocky had the bucks for civil litigation.
         
I didn’t often lose my temper with Mum. Of course getting boiling hot water on my hand had something to do with it. So I told her that no way were we contesting the will. If Grandad had wanted Blocky to have the money, then he was bloody well getting it. Then we discover that Blocky had just returned and heard all this.
         
Turns out he just got the news from Grandad’s estate lawyers. He was not sure he wanted it, I told him he’d got it. If he didn’t want it, Josie might, or old Pinkney. This went right over Mum’s head, but when we explained she melted a bit. Blocky turned on a big grin and she melted a bit more. No more talk about lawyers.
Blocky had to get back, so I walked some of the way with him, leaving Mum to read the journal. He was still pretty stunned, but figured he could use the money to get a kick-start. We stopped at the end of the street and shook hands.
         
‘You are like him, Matt.’
         
‘Okay. Take it easy, Blocky.’
He nodded, flapped his hand and slouched off. I stood there a short time, but he didn’t look back. I thought about that last remark — like my Grandad? And thought about my getting all his estate — was that a plea for help? That I was meant to read his journal?
Mum was reading the journal when I got back. She had tears in her eyes. But she still reacted sharply when I told her what I intended to do.
         
‘Matthew, you can’t be serious!’
That was more or less the same thing Dad said when he arrived later in the day. He put it a different way however. ‘And after you’ve done that? Carry a snowball through hell?’
I said I’d use my own money — or get a loan against the estate — and I had a passport from our Gold Coast holiday. We spent the day arguing, and a lot of the night, too. By then, though, they’d taken it in turns to read Grandad’s journals and at least understood. Even though they still thought what I wanted to do was both crazy — and futile.
When I could, I would fly to Holland and go to that village by the canal. There, to somehow find out what had really happened the day Jingo was shot. Which at least meant finding something that had vanished sixty years ago.
A 8mm Parabellum Luger automatic with ‘Gus’ carved in the wooden grip.



    

  
    
      
      
    
         

        CHAPTER NINE
      
            

Because my impressions were wrapped up in World War Two, modern-day Holland was nothing the way I had pictured it. It was clean, efficient and bustling; a customs officer in a blue-grey uniform greeted me with Goede-dag and asked if I knew his cousin in Auckland. There were green-uniformed guards at the airport too, with automatic weapons.
         
I stayed overnight at a hotel and the next morning got on a big yellow bus to northern Holland. A first sight of tulips brought memories of fried-onions to my throat. So did the memorials to resistance fighters. Once a war cemetery, full of endless little white headstones. Once even, an old German Tiger Tank, battered and the barrel bent upward, but fresh-painted in her battle colours — now a tourist attraction.
         
The fields opened out, fresh and green with big brown-patched cows. Towns and small villages with red-tiled steep-roofed houses; one had a German Pak-40mm artillery piece in the main square. Doves were perching on the long barrel.
         
Even then, I wasn’t certain what I would find. I knew where I was headed but had not the slightest idea what to do when I got there. I’d e-mailed ahead and the local museum had answered: they had no weapon of that description, inferring (basically) that I was wasting my time. I didn’t show the e-mail to my parents. A waste of time or not, something inside said I had to do this for Grandad.
         
So we reached the village of Olms.
 

‘You know what to ask?’ said Kristine.
She was a sort of community officer, tall, with very fair hair and very blue eyes; wearing a blue dress and a blue cardigan. Like all the Dutch I’d met, she was ultra-neat in appearance; I had on my best leather jacket and chinos, but still felt like a dishevelled slob. Her white teeth were perfect, so I tried not to smile widely and show my fillings.
Her welcome was genuine; an honour, she said, to pay respects to the descendants of brave Allies who had freed them from German occupation. So she would help all she could, but (said very nicely) that would not be very much. She would take me to the canal but, first, a drive around?
I stashed my gear at the hotel and climbed into her little 2CV. Olms had narrow cobblestoned streets, a little church that dated from the fourteenth century and a big council-chambers, built a mere three hundred years ago. Also various burger-joints and souvenir shops. I bought Mum a plastic-clogs keyring and a windmill bottle-opener for Dad. I knew they would appreciate them.
         
I should have gone straight to the canal; somehow though, I kept putting it off. So we visited the town museum. The curator was away that day, but I went through their World War Two section. Rifles, revolvers, a defused mine, a 50-calibre machine-gun from a downed Liberator. Black-and-white photos, one of a tumbled heap of men — hostages executed when the Resistance blew a bridge. But among all the exhibits, no 8mm Luger with wood-inset handle.
         
So I couldn’t put off the canal any longer.
 

My image of the canal was a sort of wide horseshoe crescent, with the windmill, elm trees, looking much as it did in ’45. As though I could easily ID their path, maybe some déjà-vu lightning zap. Kristine may’ve thought that too. Anyway she was very quiet as we came up to the canal and parked. I got out and stood there, looking.
Yes, a wide horseshoe crescent, I had that much right. A width of some twenty metres of slow-moving dark water. The old watermill was gone, torn down in 1946. The elms were gone, cut down for firewood in that same winter. The canal banks had been landscaped in the fifties with neat flower-beds and benches. The big rock where Jingo had died, long removed; after all the landscaping, nobody could even guess where it was.
         
‘All the old people who would have known are gone,’ said Kristine softly. ‘Today’s old people were small children then — and there are no photographs.’
And of course all trace of the aircraft crashed in the fields was gone. Helmut’s body was found, thrown from his plane. A few years back, his family took it home for reburial. We walked from the fields to the canal. It was late afternoon and there was almost nobody around, save one old boy nodding on a park bench.
We sat down on another and Kristine continued to talk, in her soft voice. About how the town changed in those sixty years. Then, there was nothing to eat and the people were starving. But just before war’s end, the big planes came over and the sky rained food. The war ended and rebuilding began. The old mill went to firewood, the canal was swept, bank to bank and full length.
         
She had a list from the town archives. Assorted rifles, some machine-pistols and hand-guns, even a Boyes anti-tank rifle from 1940. A truck-load of unexploded shells and bullets — even a burned-out kubelwagon. And many bodies. But nowhere on the list was a World War One Luger with a wooden grip.
‘Do you know it is in the canal?’ she asked.
I had to shake my head. ‘No.’
She knew what I was thinking. ‘The water is very black and bad these days. Divers, a year ago, say this when they looked for the body of a child. You would have to know just where to look.’
And that was exactly the problem. I did not know just where to look — and the canal had already been dredged. I could not even guess where the final confrontation between Grandad and Jingo took place. So I told Kristine I would like to stay here a while. She nodded, gave me that nice smile and gave me directions back to my hotel. Then she went back to the car.
I sat there by the canal. Nobody around but the old boy still nodding asleep. Grandad’s war had come to an end here and so had my search for the truth.
I had come a long way for nothing.



    

  
    
      
      
    
         

        CHAPTER TEN
      
            

I will never forget that moment of complete despair. Even so, it was still magic being somewhere Grandad had been. But this was where wild hope ended and reality began. There were no witnesses to what had happened and no sign of the Luger. Nor, after all this time, could there be.
A wave of utter frustration and misery swept over me and I groaned aloud, wanting badly to kick something. ‘Grandad, could you come back for one bloody minute and tell me what happened —’
The old man on the next bench jerked awake at that. He looked over at me and his eyes widened suddenly. Then he stood up, thrust his hands deeply in his coat pocket and walked off. A single over-the-shoulder glance at me and he walked more quickly. He obviously had me figured as barmy, or as being on something.
Well, that’s what you get for talking to yourself, I thought. I walked slowly back to the hotel, stopping to buy a stack of junk-food. The woman at the hotel counter sniffed it as though I was bringing in a dead dog, and pointedly asked if I was ‘eating the good hotel meal tonight’. I just muttered something and took my key.
I was not eating the good hotel meal; I didn’t want to see or speak to anyone. I’d let myself hope too much and had ended up looking like a complete idiot. A few more e-mails would have told me all this. These skies had cleared of war some sixty years ago and, with that, all chance of knowing what had really happened. It was like reading his journal: I was never more close and more distant.
         
I slept a time. When I woke, the takeaways were cold, it was dark outside and someone was playing an accordion below. I chewed on a chicken leg and listened to footsteps coming along the corridor. A knock on the door — a scolding for bringing in junk-food? I ignored it but the knock came again — and again.
I got up, went over and opened the door.
Kristine was there, a light grey rain coat over her dress. She must have seen the strain on my face and smiled hesitantly with a ‘Good evening, Matthew.’
‘Matt.’
She nodded and gently pulled someone through the doorway with her. An old man in a cloth cap and dark brown overcoat — the old man from the park bench. ‘Matt, this is Mr William Pitt. He says that he knows you.’
         
‘He what — ?’
I let them in and the old man sat down. His wide eyes never left me as Kristine continued. ‘He saw us together at the canal and knows me. He says your face is from the past, and a terrible moment in his life.’ She paused then went on slowly. ‘It was 1945 and he was on the canal path, looking for food.’
It clicked — Jingo and Grandad running along the path, bundling aside a wide-eyed kid. I hardly dared ask, but Kristine smiled again, held up a hand for me to not talk, and continued.
         
William Pitt, she said, was only twelve in 1945 and there was almost no food. One small turnip made soup for him, his mother and two sisters for three days. His father and two brothers were in a forced labour camp in Germany. Another brother was in the Free Dutch Navy, but did not return.
         
So every day he looked for food. Acorns ground up and washed, then roasted, made a bitter imitation of coffee or even ‘flour’ into bread. Nettles and dock leaves for the soup, mushrooms and sometimes an egg — once a dead hedgehog. Everything went into the soup.
So he had gathered nettles that day and had even found two eggs. Then the sky thundered and aircraft had streaked overhead, one streaming flames. There were crashing sounds, explosions and burning in the far fields, but he was very hungry and kept looking for more eggs.
Suddenly two wild-eyed men in fleece-lined leather jackets burst onto the canal path and one threw him aside into the bushes. William knew better than to move when he heard, following, loud German voices and the stamp of booted feet. So he had hidden, terrified, in the bushes, but he could see the path ahead, at the bend.
The two men had stopped, one sitting against a rock. He was pointing a big hand-gun with a long barrel at the other man, jabbing it in his ribs. Then the other man ran on, and a minute or so later the German soldiers caught up with the man at the rock.
The Germans shouted (William understood enough German to know they shouted at him to surrender), but the man raised his gun and shot one. The officer leading the troops shot back, twice, and that was the end. Then they came back along the path and that was the last he saw of them. All German troops left that day, pushed back by the Allies, who swept through his village and went on. Kristine stopped talking and there was a long silence.
         
‘But there was an investigation,’ I heard myself saying. ‘Why didn’t you say something?’
The old man looked down and clasped his hands tightly, beginning to shake. Kristine patted his shoulder and went on. ‘He is sorry to say this, but he went to the man’s body and looked through his pockets for cigarettes and chocolate. Cigarettes were good for trade and the chocolate — well, he was very hungry. And afterwards very ashamed of himself, so he said nothing. He did not know it was important.’
I reached out awkwardly and patted the old guy on the arm. He stopped shaking and made a little tight attempt to smile. Hearing all this made my skin prickle, because this old guy was out of the past too. But I still had one question and may’ve said it too loudly because he flinched a little.
‘The gun — did you see what happened to the gun?’
Old Mr Pitt spoke softly in Dutch and Kristine translated again. ‘He said the German troops threw it into the canal.’
I could only manage a whisper this time. ‘Could he show us where?’
Kristine translated and the old man managed another little tight smile, then nodded and spoke back. Kristine smiled, full of excitement this time.
‘Yes. Where the big rock was and where the park bench is now — just where he was sitting.’
Kristine moved quickly. In a small town like this, she knew all the contacts and got together a team of four divers from some amateur group. One had been on the police dive the year before. Two male and two female in black wetsuits with orange bands and big yellow oxygen tanks on their backs.
         
The dive-leader was Dirck, a short thickset guy with long black hair and a big grin. He did a quick recce dive and came up with some bad but expected news. What they could see of the canal bottom was a dirty entanglement of litter; plastic bags, beer-cans, tyres and bottles, even a rusted car-door. Under that, the canal bottom itself was a muck of ugly black slime that dyed the dark waters to the colour of deepest night.
         
The divers were professionals, said Kristine, and would do their best. So they began at 9 a.m., and by noon they had quartered the entire section below the park bench. Old Mr Pitt sat there, wrapped in his brown overcoat, with a red wool cap pulled around his ears. He just watched, his eyes wide, his old body painfully tense.
So was I when the town clock struck noon. A stab of hope when a diver popped up, waving a muck-slopping hand-gun — but it’s one of those replicas, a Colt automatic. Three hours down there would be enough to take it out of anyone; the divers were nearly out of oxygen and, like their tanks, they were running on empty.
So they all came up for hot coffee and a conference. They had scoured the mud as much as they could and found no Luger. If it was there, then maybe it had sunk somewhere too deep in that black slime. They were cold and exhausted and ready to quit.
         
Kristine didn’t want them to, any more than I did. She talked to them, said the canal embankment was repaired in the fifties. So how far down did the repairs go? Could the wall foundation be undercut or cracked? Dirck gulped his coffee and strapped on his tank. He would go down and look again — till his air ran out.
He was down nearly twenty minutes, but it seemed more like twenty years. Air bubbles popped on the still, dark surface and I imagined him below, groping and probing in the slimy blackness. The last minutes ticked by and I knew the Luger was gone — and with it the final chance of proving my grandfather’s story. Sure, there was William Pitt, but he was an old man, recalling events of sixty years back. Only the gun itself could prove his story true.
         
A sudden loud splash jolted me. Dirck had resurfaced, grabbing the canal bank with one hand. He looked at me through the face-mask and gave a little shake of the head. He might’ve been clearing water away, but I knew better. No luck. Another diver leaned over to help him out, but he stayed a moment and up came his other hand.
He deposited a black muck-encrusted object on the bank.
I reached for it but a sharp word stopped me. The museum curator was with us; fair-haired and poker-faced, in a blue shirt, fawn cardigan and cream trousers with a knife-edge crease. He gently put the object into a plastic tray and poured bottled water over it. Just as gently, with one finger, he rubbed away the muck, pouring more water over as he did.
Now we could see the outlines of a big powerful-looking gun with a long barrel. ‘Luger,’ muttered the curator but I dared not hope — not even when he carefully poured more water over the grip. Or when he muttered (Kristine translating) that being buried in the black airless slime would have preserved the wood.
         
Dirck and Kristine were kneeling beside me as the curator’s skilful fingers cleaned the blackened grip and, the muck removed, gently probed deeply-gouged score-marks. He ran the last of his water over them and they showed up clearly. Of course my eyes chose to mist up at that moment and I blinked hard — not daring to hope.
         
Silently and still unsmiling, the curator showed me the gun. The markings in the wooden grip were clear, blacker than the stained wood itself. G … U … S … and that ‘S’ sharp-angled as a rune-mark. Jingo’s black joke.
         
I remember the cobblestoned pathway was very hard against my knees. Old Mr Pitt touching my shoulder and Kristine smiling — me wishing these stupid tears weren’t running down my cheeks. Dirck grinning, slapping my arm; grins and smiles from everyone except the museum curator.
         
I also remember the curator’s prim lips and cold grey eyes behind brass-rimmed spectacles. His equally prim voice saying that I could not take this Luger anywhere because legislation covered war relics like this, but … and a small smile appeared …
Karen translated his last words. ‘You may take photographs,’ she said. ‘A photo is as good, yes? You have the saying, worth a thousand words — or one Luger.’
 

So that was it. I got on a bus the next day. I had William Pitt’s statement, the museum photograph; a testament of truth. As I packed my bag in the hotel, I felt that something had healed inside me. It had all come to an end, like the clicking of empty breech-blocks when the guns had fired their last bullets.
         
Kristine came to see me off. When I said I’d e-mail she gave that lovely smile and nodded. Just before the bus came into sight, old William Pitt appeared. His blue eyes watered a little as he spoke rapidly to Kristine in Dutch. He had found something else on the towpath that day, by Jingo’s body.
He thrust a little book into my hands. The cover was almost loose from the binding, and inside it was stamped ‘Biggin Hill Squadron Library’. On the next page, in ornate scrolled lettering, Chanson du Roland translated from the French by some professor with a string of letters after his name. The Song of Roland.
         
Jingo’s book. He must have taken it from his pocket while he waited for the German patrol. Maybe he had had time to read a little, because flicking through the pages I found one stained with blood. One line leapt up at me.
Who fears the onset, let shame be his reward …
         
That was Jingo. He’d come too far from that coal-mine and had lost his way. Perhaps he was better off in the war cemetery where they had put him; not having to live the next sixty years the way Grandad had. I thought about that all the way to the airport and as I waited to board the plane.
It was an early morning flight. For some reason the boarding tunnel wasn’t working, so we had to walk out to the plane. For a moment, I seemed to hear the thunder-tearing roar of a Tempest fighter-bomber banking overhead. Not real, like the way those talks with Grandad came out of my head. But I did look up.
         
That roar faded as I looked up. There was nothing to see but the blue sky they had fought in to clear the storm of war. Yes, and sunrise, like a dazzling golden sword raised in salute.
Goodbye, Grandad. Rest in peace.
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