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      For Stuart and June

   
      
      Prologue

      
      The pounding, submerged beneath the hiss of heavy rain outside, summons her at last from restless, dream-filled sleep. She
            opens her eyes, blinking in confusion at the luminous dial of her alarm clock, while the shapeless faces, the fading echoes
            of her dreams, flee into the night through the blacked-out window. It is three o’clock. Someone is at the door.

      
      She sits upright, reaches for the bedside light, sweeps hair from her face. It is him. It must be. She snatches up her dressing
            gown and runs for the landing. The cottage is in total darkness, the rain beating on to the roof a percussive tattoo. She
            reaches for the banister, swings on to the stairs, stumbles, recovers, hurries down to the hall. A candle and matches lie
            on the table by the door. She fumbles for them, the candle sputters, the knocking comes again. ‘I’m coming!’she whispers frantically.
            Her hand reaches for the latch.

      
      Behind him the whole lane gurgles, glistens, like a stream in spate, the rain falling to it in billowing silver curtains.
            Above it the sky is heaving, black and fathomless. He is standing in the open doorway, his cap, his tightly belted mackintosh darkly stained with
            rain. His face is drenched, the water flowing like tears down the pale skin of his nose and cheeks. His eyes, lowered, stare
            emptily, heavy with anguish. His hands are clasped as though in prayer.

      
      ‘I killed a man.’He shudders, his voice cracked and hollow in the rain. ‘Today. I murdered him. In cold blood. He was just
            a boy. I saw his face, saw him wave at me. I waved back, drew him nearer. Then I murdered him, as surely as if I put a gun
            to his head.’

      
      ‘Please, come inside.’

      
      He doesn’t move, but slowly his eyes lift to hers. ‘I’m so afraid.’

      
      ‘I know.’ She reaches for him then, takes his unresisting hand, draws him into the hallway, and leads him towards the stairs.

   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      ‘July second 1943. From milk-run to bloodbath in half a second.’

      
      Major Finginger, nodding, quickly copied the words into his intelligence report folder. His pencil, slippery with sweat, stuttered
         across the page, his unique but infallible shorthand faultlessly recording every syllable. It was pure poetry. A guileless,
         unpremeditated nine-word grouping that effortlessly encapsulated the totality of the air war they waged. In the weeks and
         months that followed, it would return to him endlessly, settle and lodge in his subconscious, grow to become a part of who
         he was. Like the tiny flak fragment embedded in the skin of his left eyebrow that itched so infernally in the heat. There
         for the rest of his life. From milk-run to bloodbath in half a second. They should drill it into the new crews in basic training
         back home. They should splash it, weekly, across the front page of Stars and Stripes. They should paint it on signboards suspended above the entrance gate of every air base in East Anglia. It said it all.
      

      
      It was just such a damn shame he never recorded which of the seven ashen-faced young men slumped around the table in his office
         that sultry July afternoon had actually said it.
      

      
      And for a first mission, everything had been going so well for them.

      
      Loren Spitzer said it.

      
      It happened at eighteen thousand feet. The formation was on its way home, descending through the cloudless blue, duty done.
         The worst was over, behind them, and they were heading out across the Channel for home, somewhere over the Pas de Calais.
         The mission, Spitzer’s first, his whole crew’s first, bombing the railway marshalling yards at Rouen, had gone like a dream.
         Accomplished without a hitch and without loss. A milk-run. No fighters showed up, or if they did Spitzer never saw them. Some
         light 88mm anti-aircraft flak sprang up, as predicted, on the run-in to the target. But it never came near, and it looked
         so harmless, little smoky puffballs bursting in the sky high above them like silent firecrackers. A couple of aircraft in
         the high formation took flak hits. Saucy Sue lost an engine and Snake Hips II had eighteen inches of wingtip shot away. But both ships were still flying, still holding good, maintaining speed and tight
         in formation.
      

      
      Spitzer could see them now as he peered straight up through the convex plastic astrodome set into the roof of his B17’s nose
         compartment, his gloved hand shielding his eyes against the sun’s glare. The high formation, forty bombers, winging its way
         steadily homewards a thousand feet above him. Forty silhouetted cruciforms glinting against a flawless milky blue. It was a beautiful, heart-stirring sight. A pencil-thin
         line of grey smoke trailing from one cruciform marked Saucy Sue’s position in the middle of the formation. He thought of the ten men on board, anxiously looking out at the smoking remains
         of their lifeless number three engine. But hopeful, comforted that they were safely among their friends and homeward bound.
         Anxious but hopeful. That’s how he’d feel in their shoes, Spitzer reckoned.
      

      
      But in his shoes he felt pleased and proud. If a little tired, and cold. He wiggled his toes in their fur-lined overboots,
         looking out at his own aircraft’s wings. Huge, flat, green, slightly bowed, the control tabs drifting up and down as the pilot
         held position, the four massive engines, each with the power of a thousand horses, thundering on and on, spinning the propellers
         into whirling grey discs. Numbing the mind to jelly. He’d done it. Made the grade. Navigated a combat mission over enemy territory,
         attacked an important strategic installation, watched his aircraft’s bombs tumble earthwards precisely on to the target. And
         come safely home again. So what that the actual navigating involved little more than following the aeroplane in front. So
         what that Bombardier Broman had simply released their bombs when signalled to do so by the lead aircraft. He was now a combat
         flyer. Nothing could take that away from him. He’d write home about it the minute he cleared debriefing.
      

      
      A thousand feet below him flew the low formation, another flat layer of forty aircraft. He could see them too, crawling across
         the steel-blue sea beyond Dan Broman’s hunched back. And, sandwiched protectively between the two layers, the middle formation. Their formation. It was the perfect defensive box, and Misbehavin Martha, their ship, was tucked right in the middle of it. The safest place of all. His tiny navigator’s desk was neat and tidy,
         the navigator’s thirty-calibre machine-gun that poked out through the window above it clean and unfired. His first mission.
         Number one, and straight out of the book. Twenty-four to go. It was a good omen. Nothing to it. A milk-run. Almost an anticlimax.
         Almost.
      

      
      Spitzer tugged at the oxygen mask sucking at his face. His cheeks felt numb and chafed, his mouth was dry and tasted of rubber.
         Seven hours. Not long, not short; average. He stood at the astrodome, gazed out at the middle formation. There were Flying
         Fortresses in every direction. A gently undulating carpet of bombers. In front, behind and to the sides, each bristling with
         guns. Nothing could get past that and survive. The most powerfully defended flying force in the history of air warfare, Officer
         Commanding had reminded them at briefing that morning. He was right. Spitzer looked over at the nearest aircraft, Appaloosa Lou, flying to Martha’s right. On the way to the target they’d been so close their wingtips almost touched. Now, with the danger subsiding with
         every passing minute, pilots flew their formations a little more loosely. Yet she was still near enough for him to see the
         rivet lines showing through flaking green paintwork, oil streaks along the undersides of the wings. A couple of masked faces
         in the side windows. The little row of neatly stencilled bombs along the nose, each denoting a completed mission. Spitzer
         counted eight; this was Appaloosa’s ninth. Her navigator had his head in the astrodome too, and Spitzer could see the distant blue smudge of the Kent coast stretching across the horizon beyond him. Spitzer waved a thumbs-up, the man shook a
         thickly gloved fist in acknowledgement. Lou made it, the fist triumphed. Pulled off another one. Nine down. Sixteen to go.
      

      
      Nine. It seemed a long way off. Spitzer’s head turned once more in the dome, completing the semicircle, facing aft. Just two
         feet away rose Misbehavin Martha’s steeply raked windscreen and flight deck. Sticking up immediately behind it, the thumb-stub top of Lajowski’s upper gun
         turret swivelled this way and that. Behind that the fuselage tapered from view until, thirty feet beyond Lajowski’s turret,
         Martha’s huge tailfin cleaved skyward. No wonder the Boeing people called the B17 the big-assed bird. Movement caught his eye nearby.
         He could see the heads of his pilot, Rudy Stoller, and copilot Irv Underwood moving behind the flight deck windscreen. They
         were half turned towards each other, nodding, gesturing, engrossed in discussion. Spitzer saw Rudy’s hand raised, flat, as
         though demonstrating a flying aircraft. Irv nodding. Spitzer reached for his intercom switch.
      

      
      ‘Navigator to pilot.’

      
      Rudy’s head came up. ‘What is it, Spitz?’

      
      ‘Kent coast off to starboard, estimated time of arrival back at base eleven minutes past the hour, just wondered if I could
         go aft and say hello to the guys back there.’
      

      
      A chorus of groans and catcalls broke out over the intercom.

      
      ‘Watch out, fellas, officer prowling.’

      
      ‘Put your dick away, Greenbaum. Navigator don’t want to see that itty thing.’

      
      ‘Navigator couldn’t find it anyways, not without a compass.’

      
      ‘Up yours Ringwald, this is Kentucky prime, pure fifty-calibre.’

      
      ‘Someone wake up tail gun. He still asleep back there?’

      
      Spitzer’s pilot shrugged at him through the windscreen, Irv Underwood grinning beside him. ‘Be my guest.’ Rudy’s voice crackled
         over the headphones. Relaxed, amused. One down, twenty-four to go. ‘We’re descending through twenty thousand, be coming off
         oxygen in about fifteen minutes.’
      

      
      Spitzer ducked down from the astrodome and began clipping his oxygen hose on to a portable walk-around cylinder. At the very
         front of the cramped nose compartment, the bombardier, Dan Broman, shifted on his seat. Despite the thickly muffled bulk of
         his fur-lined flying suit, his face looked pale and cold above the mask. He had his arms wrapped around his chest, gloved
         hands wedged under his armpits. He was staring sightlessly ahead through the huge curved plexiglas nose of the aircraft, his
         face expressionless.
      

      
      ‘I’m going aft, okay, Dan?’ Spitzer called, shuffling awkwardly into the crawlway beneath the flight deck. Broman said nothing,
         his eyes riveted to the burnished sheet-metal surface of the English Channel four miles below. But as Spitzer exited the nose
         compartment, something caught Broman’s eye. A tiny black speck had appeared on the plexiglas. A squashed bug? An oil spot?
         But then it moved. A speck that moved?
      

      
      ‘That isn’t right,’ he muttered to himself.

      
      At last the truck appeared. Huge, open-backed, drab olive green, with a faded white star on its bonnet, it pulled up outside the school gate in a haze of blue exhaust, a grinding of gears and raucous honking of its horn.

      
      ‘This is it!’ Billy announced needlessly. ‘Right, now then, everyone follow behind me.’

      
      In an instant, a score of cheering fourteen-year-olds surged past him, sprinting full tilt across the playground towards the
         waiting truck like an army in rout. Billy, his round cheeks red with indignation, stared after them in disbelief. ‘Hey! I
         said wait, didn’t I? Come back ’ere. I fixed this, you’ve bloody well got to wait for me!’
      

      
      ‘William,’ his teacher said quietly. ‘They’re just excited. We all are. There’s no need to swear.’

      
      ‘But this is my outing. I organised it.’

      
      ‘I know, and I’m sure we’re all very grateful.’

      
      But he was gone, stamping across the playground towards the truck where his classmates, assisted by two smiling servicemen
         in green fatigues, were already swarming over the tailgate. Billy ignored them, stepping up ostentatiously into the driver’s
         cab. His teacher, Heather Garrett, looked on, then rose from the playground bench, discreetly plucked the damp back of her
         cotton dress away from her skin, lowered sunglasses to her eyes and followed.
      

      
      They rode, high and riotous, through the village, intoxicated with excitement, like the unruly top deck of a works-outing
         charabanc, cheering and singing, waving and shouting at the bemused passers-by. Heather, limp with heat and languor, quickly
         relinquished any pretence at control. Instead, nodding and smiling indulgently, she just watched them, two swaying, elbow-jostling
         lines of chattering young people with no cares other than how to fill both the daily hollowness of their stomachs and the gaping void of the approaching summer holidays. A Yank tea on the base would deliver them, gloriously
         sick with sugary surfeit, from the first; the second yawned deliciously ahead, ripe with infinite possibility.
      

      
      ‘Look, miss! Look, it’s old Mr Howden.’

      
      They were passing a row of cottages. An old man in stringtied trousers and faded waistcoat stood back from the verge, blinking
         at their passing. Hesitantly, he doffed his cap, as though to a liberating army. There was a renewed outbreak of cheering.
      

      
      ‘Percy! Hey, Percy!’

      
      ‘He’s dotty, that one!’ someone said. ‘Lost his marbles working in them fields all those years.’

      
      ‘No he ain’t. He’s just confused, my mum says.’

      
      ‘Look, miss! There’s the verger. On his bike, over there, look!’

      
      Quickly through the village, the truck ground on, accelerating along winding lanes into open countryside, a welcome slipstream
         ruffling shirtsleeves and dresses, carrying the scent of hot soil and dog-rose. Beyond, in every direction, field upon field
         of sun-ripened corn stood waiting, brittle and dusty from weeks of heat and too little rain. They passed high above tangled
         hedgerows littered with poppies, busy with sparrows, then sank into the brief cool of the woods, where the smell was moist
         leaves, the light dappled, and the dank air filled suddenly with the shrieks of girls ducking their heads beneath low boughs.
      

      
      And then, all at once, the truck rounded a bend, entered a tree-lined road and pulled up before a barrier. Beside the road
         a wooden signboard: ‘520th Bombardment Group, 8th US Army Air Force. Bedenham.’ Next to it a defused two-hundred-pound bomb had been painted bright yellow and upended into
         the ground. On it was written: ‘Welcome to the 520th where missing is not an option.’ Two military policemen in steel helmets
         stood at the barrier. They glanced cursorily at the truck, threw a lazy winking salute in Heather’s direction, and waved them
         through.
      

      
      With a closing speed of more than five hundred miles an hour, the single-seat Messerschmitt fighter flashed head-on through
         Misbehavin Martha’s middle formation of bombers in the twinkling of an eye. One instant it was nothing more than a distant, slow-moving speck
         on the windscreen; the next, it had turned in for the attack and was rapidly closing, rapidly growing. An instant after that
         it was upon them. A momentary glimpse of mottled grey paintwork, the flash of a clipped, compact profile, a black cross, a
         sparkling of cannon fire from a yellow-painted nose, and it was gone, scything through the formation virtually before anyone
         realised it had ever been there.
      

      
      Loren Spitzer had just entered Martha’s rear fuselage area. It had taken him nearly five minutes to get there. Clutching his portable oxygen cylinder awkwardly
         to his chest, he had scrambled on hands and knees out of the nose compartment, squeezed with difficulty along the eight-inch
         walkway that ran the length of the empty bomb bay, and on through a bulkhead door into the radio operator’s cabin. There,
         breathless, he paused only briefly. The radio operator, Gerry Via, was busy, headphones clamped to his head, a radio manual
         open on his desk. The two men exchanged a thumbs-ups before Spitzer opened a second bulkhead door at the rear of the radio room. Ahead stretched the tapering tubular
         rear section of the aircraft, Martha’s two waist gunners standing at their guns on either side, towards the back. He raised a hand in greeting. It was noisier
         here than in the rest of the aircraft, he noted. And colder. On the floor immediately in front of him, further impeding progress,
         the four-foot spherical ball turret hung in its socket in the floor. Squeezed into it, curled foetally like a chick in an
         egg and suspended in space beneath the aircraft, Eldon Ringwald, the youngest and smallest member of the crew, sat hunched
         over his gun sights, idly watching the French coast unravel behind them. Spitzer began to step awkwardly around the turret.
      

      
      At that moment there was a muffled but audible clunk, as if someone had rapped on the outside of the fuselage with a spanner.
         Simultaneously, the right-hand waist gunner, Dave Greenbaum, jerked, as though from an electric shock, then doubled over sideways
         to the floor. At the same time there was a single long burst of machine-gun fire from the aircraft’s tail gunner and the sensation
         that the bomber was tilting over slightly on to its side.
      

      
      Spitzer and the other waist gunner, Marion Beans, stared down at Greenbaum’s inert form. As they looked, a dark stain seeped
         from beneath him, quickly spreading across the floor of the fuselage.
      

      
      ‘Dave? Greener?’ Beans dropped to a crouch beside his friend.

      
      Spitzer moved down the walkway. ‘No. It’s, ah, okay, Beans, stay at your gun, there may be more fighters. I’ll see to him.’
         Beans hesitated, his round face wide with confusion and disbelief. ‘It’s all right,’Spitzer went on, arriving beside Greenbaum’s
         body. A gasp of pain escaped from behind the gunner’s oxygen mask. Above it, his skin was deathly pale. ‘It’s all right, he’s
         alive. Man your gun,’ Spitzer repeated. Beans swallowed, then turned back to the machine-gun at his window.
      

      
      ‘Greenbaum?’ Spitzer plugged his intercom lead into a socket. Instantly his head was filled with confused shouts from all
         over the aircraft.
      

      
      ‘Tail, this is radio, did you nail him? Did you get him, Tork?’

      
      ‘You bet your sweet flight pay! Well, I didn’t actually see hits, for sure, exactly. But I sure as hell gave it to him. Long
         and hard. Ball turret, did you see it?’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t see buckshit, he was through us so damn fast. I don’t think anybody got near him.’

      
      ‘I sure as hell did, didn’t anyone else see? Waist? Waist, did you see anything?

      
      ‘This is waist.’ Beans’ voice. ‘Greenbaum’s hit.’

      
      A fractional pause. ‘Shit. Is he okay?’

      
      ‘Did someone say we got hit?’

      
      ‘This is upper turret here. Can anyone hear me back there?’

      
      ‘Greenbaum’s hit. Jesus, is it bad?’

      
      Spitzer slipped off his glove, easing a hand under Greenbaum’s chest. The gunner’s heavy flying jacket was soaked through
         already, the leather slick with blood. Spitzer probed gently with his fingers, but could find no tear, no sign of a hole.
         ‘Greenbaum!’ he hissed. ‘Listen, can you hear me, Dave? Where are you hurt?’
      

      
      ‘Er, look, this is Lajowski in the turret, can anyone hear me back there?’

      
      The aircraft was still tilting, banked over ten or fifteen degrees to starboard, and it felt as though it was sliding downward.
         They were dropping out of formation, Spitzer realised, his mind numb suddenly with panic. And turning away from it. What if
         they were hit? Fatally damaged? What if they were crashing? Should they be bailing out? He tried breaking in over the shouts
         on the intercom. ‘Navigator to pilot.’ Nothing. He tried again. ‘Co-pilot, this is Spitzer, I’m in the waist with an injured
         gunner, do you copy that? Irv?’ Still nothing. Suddenly Greenbaum stirred, a long drawn-out groan of pain. Blood was everywhere.
         The knees of Spitzer’s flying suit were soaked through with it. It slipped sticky warm between his fingers. He could even
         smell it, sickly sweet, through his mask. Helplessly he watched a huge puddle of it spreading in a brown stain over the fuselage
         floor. Yet still he couldn’t see where it was all coming from. Gritting his teeth, he reached around the gunner with both
         arms and heaved him over on to his back. Greenbaum gasped, his eyes fluttering open. Blood spurted from a gaping rent in his
         flying suit, down between his legs, bubbling like a geyser. Spitzer leaned forward, peeled back shredded leather, saw a mess
         of torn fabric and purple flesh, a glimpse of white bone sinking beneath the welling blood. Wrenching at his neck, he unwrapped
         the scarf his mother had sent from Boise only a week before, bundled it into a ball and pressed it on to the gunner’s groin.
         Still the voices went on.
      

      
      ‘What’s going on? Are we dropping out?’

      
      ‘Where the hell is that fighter? Ball turret? Ringwald? Can you see any more out there?’

      
      ‘No, I – no, there’s no more that I can see. Did we get hit?’

      
      ‘What was it? Focke-Wulf?’

      
      ‘There’s a B17 going down from the high squadron! A flamer. Jesus, look at that. No parachutes.’

      
      ‘This isn’t right.’

      
      ‘Listen, this is upper turret, for God’s sake can anyone hear me back there, we have a major emergency on the flight deck.’

      
      ‘Did we get hit, you ask?’ Beans was shouting, his voice almost hysterical. Spitzer could see him swinging his gun wildly
         back and forth through the left-hand waist aperture. ‘Did we get hit?’ He was yelling. ‘Greenbaum’s lying here in a goddamn
         ocean of blood, you asshole, of course we got hit!’
      

      
      The balled scarf in Spitzer’s fist was already soaked through. Gingerly he lifted it, peering forward over Greenbaum’s body.
         Instantly blood welled once more, thick and dark, from the torn flesh of the gunner’s inner thigh. The wound was shocking.
         Obscene. But it didn’t look fatal. It was just the bleeding – they had to stop it. The skin of Greenbaum’s forehead and cheeks
         above the mask was grey-white. His eyes stared up into Spitzer’s, more in disbelief than in pain. Spitzer pressed down again
         hard with the sodden scarf. Again, the gunner groaned.
      

      
      ‘Ah, listen up, everyone. This is navigator to crew. For God’s—’ Spitzer struggled to keep his voice calm. ‘Listen, everyone,
         you’ve got to keep silence on the intercom. Radio, Gerry? Can you get back here, fast, with the big medical kit.’ Broman. The bombardier. Where the hell was Dan Broman? There was a momentary pause, then the voices flooded back, as if he’d
         never uttered.
      

      
      ‘I know Greenbaum’s hit, Beans, you piece of shit! I was asking about damage to the goddamn aircraft.’

      
      ‘This is not right.’

      
      ‘Turret to navigator. Spitzer, you’d better do something up here ’cos we’re going—’

      
      ‘Who the hell are you calling a piece of shit?’

      
      ‘Shut-the-hell-up!’ Spitzer roared, his voice cracking into a falsetto. ‘Everyone! Right now!’ Then, as an afterthought, ‘That
         is an order.’ Silence descended over the intercom at last. He could hear the incessant rumbling of the engines, the steady
         crescendo of the slipstream, the rattle and creak of the flexing airframe. His right hand and forearm were drenched. Blood
         trickled up to his elbow. ‘Okay, now then. Ah, right, pilot, this is navigator, can you hear me?’ Silence. ‘Flight deck, pilot,
         co-pilot? Rudy? Irv? This is Spitz, can anyone hear me up there?’ Still no response.
      

      
      ‘Shit. Ah, okay, bombardier, this is navigator. Broman, can you hear me?’

      
      A pause. ‘I, uh, yes, this is bombardier.’

      
      ‘Good, good. Listen, can you get up on to the flight deck right away. Upper turret says there’s a problem and I can’t raise
         the pilots on the intercom.’ No response. ‘Broman, did you get that?’
      

      
      ‘Uh, right. I’m on it.’

      
      ‘Fine.’

      
      Gerry Via appeared at the radio-room door and began to move awkwardly towards him. He was carrying a medical box under one arm, bracing himself with the other against the increasingly pronounced tilting of the aeroplane. It was up
         to twenty degrees now. What the hell was going on? They were in a steepening descending turn. Dropping down and away from
         the protection of the formation. Easy meat.
      

      
      ‘Ah, turret, this is navigator. Lieutenant Broman’s coming up on to the flight deck now. Can you two assist the pilots as
         necessary and get a message to them that Greenbaum’s hit bad. Try and get the intercom working up there.’ The noise of the
         slipstream was rising, climbing steadily to a shriek as the aircraft accelerated into a diving spiral. Were they crashing?
         ‘Uh, ask them if they need any assistance, or anything.’
      

      
      Via lost his footing, skidding on blood. As he fell his hands wrenched open the medical box. Morphine phials, sulphur packs,
         splints, bandage rolls spilled out on to the wet floor. ‘Jesus.’ He scrabbled around on all fours, gathering the contents
         into his arms, his eyes, shocked, on the pulpy mess at Greenbaum’s groin. ‘Jesus, look at it. What the hell do we do?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know.’ Spitzer grabbed a compress and tore it open. ‘I don’t know. We have to stop the bleeding somehow. I think
         it’s an artery got severed. Or something. In his thigh.’ He glanced at Via. ‘I thought you were the expert.’
      

      
      Via stared down at the darkly glistening tangle of clothing and flesh. He had no idea, had only half listened as he daydreamed
         his way through a two-day course in basic first aid back in Riverdale. It all seemed so remote then, so far away, so unconnected
         with reality. This reality. Greenbaum, big, laughing Dave Greenbaum, the gentlest giant, with fists like hams and the heart
         of an ox, was staring up at them, his sparkling eyes dulling, while his big heart pumped the life out of him on to the floor.
      

      
      ‘Get a sulphur pack open,’ Spitzer suggested. ‘And another compress. This one’s useless.’ He lifted a sodden wad of crimson
         gauze. Still the blood welled beneath it.
      

      
      Via, on both knees, scrabbled through the contents of the medical box. His hands were shaking. He ripped open a sulphur pack,
         emptying it like a bag of icing sugar over Greenbaum’s groin. He and Spitzer grabbed a compress each and covered the wound,
         pressing down together, four hands. He felt the compresses sinking, their hands sinking, into the flesh, the blood warm between
         his fingers. ‘Jesus,’ he said, over and over. ‘Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.’
      

      
      Spitzer looked up.

      
      Broman.

      
      Bombardier Dan Broman was standing, almost leaning, at the radio-room door. One hand reached up, fumbled at his oxygen mask,
         unhooked it, then hooked it up again. His intercom plug swung loose at his waist. He was wearing his life jacket. His chest
         parachute was clipped to his harness. His head was nodding, rapidly, and he was gesturing towards the front of the aeroplane.
      

      
      ‘Broman?’ Spitzer called. ‘What? What is it?’

      
      Broman pulled off his mask again. His cheeks were wet, his eyes wide. His mouth was working, his whole face. ‘Not right!’
         he shouted, his voice cracking like a girl’s. He waved in the direction of the flight deck again. ‘That. Not right!’
      

      
      Somewhat to Heather Garrett’s surprise, Billy Street, up until that moment supremely cocksure, overstuffed in fact with impatient self-confidence, suddenly suffered an attack of stage fright. With his classmates arranged, at last, in a semi-respectful
         circle before him, the parked bomber at his back, he now stood in uneasy silence and obvious discomfort, wringing his hands
         and shifting his weight from one foot to the other. Apparently, having arrived at possibly the most eagerly awaited moment
         of his life thus far, he was like an Eskimo with a coconut. Completely at a loss as to how to enjoy it.
      

      
      ‘Take your time, William,’ she coaxed. One of the girls standing next to her stifled a giggle.

      
      ‘Look, he’s come over all shy.’

      
      ‘When’s tea, miss?’ pestered another.

      
      Still Billy said nothing, knitting and unknitting his chubby fingers, his mouth opening and closing like a beached cod.

      
      Movement caught Heather’s eye. Nearby, a sergeant mechanic in oil-stained overalls was sorting noisily through a trolley of
         tools parked in the shade beneath one of the aeroplane’s huge wings. She could see he was trying to attract Billy’s attention.
         Nodding minutely, he was touching a finger to the cap on his head. Billy licked his lips, reached behind him and pulled an
         identical green army cap from his back pocket. After a second’s hesitation, he tugged it on to his head, tipped up the brim,
         American style, and launched into his speech.
      

      
      ‘Um, right, well, now then, folks,’ he began, in a sort of ghastly nasal cockney drawl. Heather inclined her head attentively,
         glancing at the same time at the mechanic. The name Knyper was stencilled on to his overalls. He winked at her then turned
         to watch Billy, leaning darkly haired forearms on to his trolley. Billy turned and smacked the flank of the aeroplane with the flat of his hand. ‘So, um, this ’ere is the Boeing
         B17 Flying Fortress made by Boeing Aircraft Corporation of Seattle Washington America. It is called the Flying Fortress because
         of its dead impressive defensive armaments which is insisted of no fewer than five, um, six fifty-calibre machine-gun positions,
         those positions being positioned one poking out the back of the tail there, two sticking out the sides here, these are called
         the waist positions, one slung under ’ere in this ball-shaped thing which is called the ball turret, one called the upper
         turret up there just behind the cockpit, and one poking right out through the glass nose dome up there in the front. Also
         as well there’s a thirty-calibre machine-gun the navigator can shoot poking out his side window in the front, and the radio
         operator has another one he can stick out the roof of his little radio operator’s cubby hole, there, see?’
      

      
      ‘Why’s Billy talking all Yank funny like that, miss?’

      
      ‘Where did you nick that hat from then, Bill?’

      
      ‘Tell us more about the bombs and stuff.’

      
      ‘How the hell do you get in and out that ball turret thing?’

      
      ‘When’s tea, miss?’

      
      ‘Quietly, everyone. We’ll do questions in a minute, and one at a time. Billy, please continue.’

      
      ‘Right. Yes, well, as I was saying, the B17 has a wingspan of more than a hundred feet and is powered by four bloody great
         motors on the wings there called Wright Cyclones which have more than twelve hundred horsepower each which makes your dad’s
         Austin Seven look a bit puny, Stanley Fisk.’
      

      
      His confidence returning as he warmed to his theme, he was soon conducting the group on a guided tour of the bomber, under the watchful eye of Sergeant Knyper. Heather followed
         behind, shepherding wayward classmates, nodding encouragingly as Billy paused to point out another important technical feature,
         or recite from his seemingly bottomless inventory of statistics, or pose beneath the flimsily clad and impossibly bosomed
         girl painted on the aeroplane’s nose. She was a redhead, kneeling, coquettishly half turned, reaching behind her back to unfasten
         her brassiere. Ginger Snap, the aircraft was called. It was so innocent, Heather felt. So acutely boyish. So poignant. A pubescent sex-fantasyland reminder
         of the extreme youthfulness of the young men, some little older than Billy Street and his friends, who fought for their lives
         within these cramped steel tubes in the freezing and unbreathable air miles and miles above the earth.
      

      
      It was unimaginable. She stopped to peer through a side window into the aeroplane’s waist. Inside it was dark and spartan,
         just girders and guns, wires and bare metal walls. The stories. Although they tried to suppress them, they filtered through,
         floating quietly down to the villagers like flakes of winter snow in the woods. One boy she’d heard of recently, while queuing
         outside the greengrocer’s. A new ball turret gunner, out on a long first mission. Sick with nerves, he’d been unable to relieve
         himself before take-off. Halfway into the mission, with the aircraft at twenty-four thousand feet and the air temperature
         at minus forty, he could hold on no longer and urinated in his clothes. The electrically heated elements woven into his flying
         suit were immediately shorted out, leaving him unprotected from the cold. He said nothing, too ashamed to speak, but sat,
         hanging in his icy turret in space, while the urine seeped down his legs and into his boots, where it froze. Four hours later they lifted him, tearful
         with shame and pain, from his turret and into an ambulance. Two days after that they amputated both his feet. Eighteen years
         old.
      

      
      She started. The ringing clang of a spanner dropped on to concrete. The busy twitter of a skylark high overhead. Farther off
         in one of the hangars someone was hammering sheet metal. Along the perimeter track, a dust devil, borne of torpid mid-afternoon
         heat, whirled straw and cement dust into a swirling mist then wandered aimlessly away like a lost wraith. The smell was of
         dry grass, warm rubber, fuel oil, Knyper’s cigarette. She stared round at the empty airfield. It really was unusually quiet;
         there were practically no aircraft to be seen anywhere. All but a couple of the concrete hard-standings where they parked
         the bombers were empty. It was as if the whole base was holding its breath. Nearly a quarter of a mile away squatted the box-like
         profile of the control tower. A Jeep was pulled up beneath it, figures were sprawling on the grass outside it, more lined
         the upstairs balconies. She looked at Knyper. He was gazing towards the eastern horizon.
      

      
      ‘You’ve got aeroplanes out on a mission,’ she said quietly to him. The children were clustered beneath one of the propellers,
         Billy holding sway in their midst. Knyper’s eyes, china-blue beneath thick black eyebrows, met hers. His cheeks were darkly
         stubbled and an oil smear ran like a shadow beside his nose.
      

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am. Due back any time.’

      
      ‘It must be awful. This waiting.’

      
      ‘Worst part, no doubt about it.’

      
      ‘Thank you, Sergeant, for organising all this, for Billy. It’s wonderful to see how enthusiastic and how knowledgeable he
         is about something. It really means a lot to him.’
      

      
      ‘Bill? No problem. He’s a good kid; practically part of the fixtures here.’

      
      ‘Yes, well, he’s certainly rather too rarely part of the fixtures at school these days, and I know he tends to get into more
         than his fair share of scrapes, but I’m inclined to agree with you. In any case, it really is very kind of you to give up
         so much of your time for the children. I’m quite sure you must have a thousand more important things to attend to.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ the sergeant said simply. ‘If not for them, then who the hell is it all for?’

      
      From then on, from the perspective of Lieutenant Loren Spitzer, twenty-five, formerly of Boise, Idaho, everything happened
         in extreme slow motion.
      

      
      ‘Do what you can for him,’ his voice said, low and slurred, to Gerry Via’s blankly nodding face. His hand, slick with Greenbaum’s
         blood, found Via’s shoulder, gripped it hard. He hauled himself wearily to his feet, looked up the cabin. Broman was still
         there, sort of slumped against the radio-room door. But he was of no further use, Spitzer saw at once. Gone. Finished. He
         pushed past him without a word.
      

      
      Back across the steeply canting bomb bay, the slipstream whistling around the airframe, the bomb bay doors rattling against
         their stops beneath his feet. Were they still turning? Were they still spinning towards the ocean like a dropped sycamore
         seed? Hard to tell any more; reality was a waking dream. He squeezed through the door to the forward cabin. Ahead and below was the crawlway through to the nose compartment, and his home in the air, his tidy little desk, his astrodome,
         his bag of instruments, his Hershey bars and coffee flask. It seemed an age since he had left it, another place, another time.
         Maybe if he just crawled back there and sat at his little table, ruled out some lines on his map, maybe everything would return
         to normal.
      

      
      No. Nothing would ever return to normal again.

      
      There was a loud, piercing whistling coming from up in the cockpit. He stooped round the side of Lajowski’s upper gun turret
         then hoisted himself on to the step-up to the flight deck. As he did so, his boot trod on something soft and slippery. The
         whistling was growing louder. He hauled himself up.
      

      
      The first thing he saw was the horizon; sea and sky, shining wide, flat and blue through what was left of the windscreen.
         The horizon was canted over at twenty degrees and looked as if it was about five thousand feet below them. So he was right,
         they were still turning, and descending. But not, evidently, as badly as they had been before, not severely so. This, he guessed,
         was mostly due to the fact that Misbehavin Martha’s twenty-year-old upper turret gunner, Technical Sergeant Emmett Lajowski, was leaning across the erectly inert form of the
         co-pilot, Irv Underwood, and, despite the fact that Underwood’s hands were gripping it too, was hauling back for all he was
         worth on the half-wheel of the co-pilot’s control column.
      

      
      In fact there were three pairs of hands on the flying controls. In the left-hand seat pilot Rudy Stoller also gripped his
         half-wheel, firmly, one fist on either side of it. Spitzer glanced at his commander, then, with a sort of clipped nod, added his two hands to the fray.
      

      
      For about a minute the eight hands laboured with the aircraft’s flight controls. Nobody spoke. The only sounds were the unfaltering,
         battering thunder of the four engines outside, the piercing shriek of wind rushing at two hundred and fifty miles an hour
         through the hole in the left-hand windscreen, and Lajowski’s muffled grunts of effort. Then, after what seemed like an aeon,
         Spitzer saw that Martha’s wings were slowly beginning to roll level, and her nose was creeping back up the horizon. Finally, his limited flight experience
         told him that the bomber was more or less back on an even keel, flying straight and level once more. But he waited until he
         was quite sure, tightly holding the bomber in his hands, until both the grim nodding of Lajowski’s sweat-streaked face and
         the needles on the blood-spattered flight instruments told him it was safe to let go.
      

      
      Only then did he begin the difficult task of prising away the vice-like grip Rudy Stoller’s fingers had on the control column.

      
      ‘Here they come,’ Knyper said quietly. Heather followed the direction of his pointing arm, but saw nothing save a hazy and
         irregular line of distant trees and buildings shimmering like a mirage beneath the cloudless sky. Then a small flat cross
         detached itself from the haze and began to climb from the horizon, then another, and another, a succession of silent crosses
         rising from the ground. Gradually they grew larger, shape and detail emerging, crawling across the sky towards them as though
         drawn in on invisible strings. Then came the noise. A whispered low murmur at first, then a rumble like distant thunder. Finally the noise grew to the familiar pulsating
         roar of a hundred throbbing engines, until the whole sky seemed filled with it.
      

      
      Knyper was counting. She could see the movement of his lips, the way his eyes searched methodically through the formation.

      
      ‘How many?’ Heather shouted above the din. The leading bombers were right overhead now. Dozens more followed. One or two of
         the girls had their hands clamped over their ears. The boys, feigning nonchalance, jumped up and down, punched each other
         on the arm, pointing excitedly.
      

      
      ‘Looks pretty good!’ Knyper called back, nodding to himself, cautiously satisfied. ‘Thirty of ours went out, looks like most
         of them made it back.’
      

      
      ‘Most?’

      
      ‘Always get a couple of stragglers coming in late or diverting to other airfields. We won’t get an exact head-count for a
         couple of hours yet.’
      

      
      Overhead, one of the bombers banked steeply out from the formation and began to descend for landing. At the same time a burst
         of incandescence appeared at its cockpit window and a red flare flew out, spinning smoke.
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’

      
      ‘It’s the wounded-on-board signal. It’ll come in to land first. Must have taken a hit. Aircraft looks okay from here, though.’

      
      The aeroplane spiralled steeply down towards them, then banked away downwind. A minute later they saw it, wheels and flaps
         lowered, turning back towards the runway for landing. To Heather’s untutored eye it appeared to be rocking rather a lot as it closed with the ground, as though the pilot
         was having difficulty with the controls. Knyper, hands on hips, was studying the approaching bomber.
      

      
      ‘Problem?’

      
      ‘Maybe.’

      
      The aeroplane was descending too quickly to the runway, Heather could see that. She heard Knyper’s sharp intake of breath
         as tyres struck concrete with an audible squeal of protest and twin puffs of smoke. The aeroplane bounced, rearing into the
         air again before settling unceremoniously to the ground once more, this time for good. She could see the rudder moving from
         side to side as the pilot struggled to keep straight on the runway. Finally, recovering, it began to slow. Reaching their
         end of the runway, it turned off towards them.
      

      
      ‘He’s coming past us. Better get the kids to stand back.’

      
      Heather quickly gathered Billy’s classmates together. Billy, his army cap still on his head, stood next to Sergeant Knyper.
         The aeroplane taxied ponderously around the perimeter track towards them, slowing as it came. Behind it others were lining
         up to land. In the distance, Heather could see a green van with a red cross racing along the track from the direction of the
         control tower.
      

      
      Suddenly the aeroplane stopped. Without warning, right there on the perimeter track next to the clustered children. A moment
         later all four engines sputtered into silence. A moment after that the forward compartment hatch swung open and a heavily
         muffled figure dropped to the ground, picked itself up and set off across the concrete towards them.
      

      
      A girl screamed. One hand on her mouth, she pointed with the other up at the aircraft’s flight-deck window. Another joined
         in, pointing and screaming. Heather was transfixed by the figure striding towards her, still wearing his parachute harness,
         his life vest, his oxygen mask and leather helmet. ‘Get ’em away!’ Knyper was yelling suddenly. ‘For God’s sake get ’em away!’
      

      
      Heather looked up to the window. Red smears.

      
      ‘This is not right,’ the walking flyer said. He walked straight up to her, his eyes fixed and staring, then past her without
         a pause, still walking, still shaking his head. ‘No sir, not right.’
      

      
      The screaming went on and on. One of the boys was vomiting on to the concrete at his feet. The aeroplane was called Misbehavin Martha. Something liquid, dark and oily, was dripping from the underside of its cabin. Up on top, the inside of its flight-deck
         window was smeared red. Almost completely obliterated, as though painted out. But not quite. A figure was slumped against
         it. Heather could clearly see its shoulder pressing against the glass, and, above it, a purple pulpy stump where its head
         should be.
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