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				‘Oh, my God!’

				Alone in his Royal Flying Corps BE12, Second Lieutenant George Simmonds had never seen anything this big in the sky, menacing above him like something from another world – a huge silvery monster, long, fat, with three gondolas hanging beneath her. She dwarfed him as he banked sharply to try to come up and get a line on her belly, thumb ready on the trigger, planning where he would dive to avoid the beast when she was hit and burst into flames. But as he came out of his banking she was suddenly gone, lost in cloud, and fly and search as he might he didn’t get another sighting. Disappointed, his fuel running dangerously low, he had to set his course for base. And when his heart had stopped its racing he shook his fist up at the sky and swore an oath. ‘Another time, Menace – another time!’
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				There wasn’t a moon and there weren’t any searchlights but there was a bit of light in the sky, and whether Freddie had heard bombs or not he couldn’t remember – but something made him get up from his bed and look out, and there it was! Big, and ghostly, he could hear its engines, like some flying devil from another world. Being May it wasn’t warm at night, and the sight of that thing shivered him like winter, up and down his back and round his legs. He dived into bed, pulled up the blankets and lay there scared and angry. The swines! The cowardly Huns!

				They’d made life different now. Going to school was the same, so was his mother’s job as a midwife, but shopping for her these days meant standing in long queues for food, and in Woolwich there was always the sight of men marching off into the army and the girls going to work in the Arsenal to make bombs and bullets. Houses and pubs were being knocked down and people were being killed and injured, although the bombs weren’t dropping around their way. The papers weren’t allowed to print where they fell, but up to now they didn’t seem to be on this side of the river.

				He knew he wasn’t old enough yet, but he couldn’t wait to leave school. He was on the tall side and his voice was breaking, so quite soon he could tell lies about his age. And his dad had been a boy soldier so why couldn’t he be one too? Living close to the Royal Artillery at Woolwich where the gunners trained with horses and field guns, it was soldiers all around him. And if he could get to wear the khaki, wouldn’t that put a firecracker up the backside of his big brother? When he wasn’t at work, all Will wanted was his boater and his blazer, his lady friend, his gramophone and nights at the music hall. What he didn’t want was to go to the war like loads of other boys’ brothers. Now excuses for Will were running out, and it made Freddie look like a coward himself when all he wanted to do was get at those bully Germans – and get Wally Quinnell off his own back.

				And the Germans needed stopping – dropping their cowardly bombs from airships onto houses and pubs and office buildings. Zeppelins, these monsters were called, and some other sort. His dad worked in the Woolwich Arsenal making shells and bullets, but when he’d been brought home ill from work his mum had packed him off over the water to Poplar to stay with a midwife friend – ‘Just for a couple of days, Freddie, while I look to Dad’. The sight of that Zeppelin had scared the fly-buttons off him – and he was dead set on making his brother go and fight the Germans, stop them flying over – or his name wasn’t Freddie Castle…

				Ernst Stender sat on his bunk at the Petty Officer’s end of the crew hut and read again the letter from his wife. Rachel’s words were the most loving she’d written since he’d been called-up – and nothing could ever match the thrill of what she’d kept for the end of her letter.

				‘By the way, the doctor says we will have a new mouth to feed in the summer. Yes, you are going to be a papa. Imagine our child with your dark hair and my blue eyes! From now on I shall get fatter and fatter, but you will still love me, won’t you?

				I send you all my love –

				Mama-to-be Rachel xxx’

				He looked around the hut hoping no one had seen the look on his face. He was going to be a father! He and Rachel had been waiting for this news for some time, but his call-up had left him hoping rather than knowing. The conscription officer had persuaded him to volunteer for this coastal posting where everyone was a fighting man – no longer a boyfriend, or a husband, or a son, or a father – more a sort-of brother to everyone else in the hut. But Rachel’s happy letter united him with home and it took his mind to that peaceful place: a quiet district of Berlin where he and Rachel would raise their child in tranquillity when this war was over.

				Other crewmen on their bunks were reading, one of them riffling the pages of his Bible, another deep into a thriller; one was darning a sock, while around the stove – a social centre even when it wasn’t lit – a game of cards came and went in noisy bursts. But tonight everyone here would be part of the same operation, and the atmosphere was tense. He concentrated on Rachel’s words as he shut out the hut to hear her voice in his head say, ‘You’re going to be a papa!’

				He needed the courage she gave him because he was scared. But now he would be fighting for his child-to-be, too, and he’d have to be brave. What he was going to do that night was going to be done for that special person’s future. Germany was at war, and he was assigned to the naval air force, rewarded with the in-between rank of Petty Officer: but why had he let himself be talked into it? Why couldn’t he have been a soldier, or a real sailor on a ship? A wounded soldier with his battalion beaten would at least stand a chance of staying alive, he could lie low in a crater or a ditch; and a sailor could try to keep afloat on the wreckage of his ship. But a shot-down flying man was doomed. No parachutes were ever issued so the choice would be to jump or to crash and burn – and what sort of choice was that?

				He folded his letter away as his superior Josef Porath came into the hut. The Chief Petty Officer steersman had him and Karl Klee in his team and he’d taken them both under his wing. He sat on the bed beside Ernst, the pair of them leaning forwards, heads bowed like a pair of old friends chatting: Josef bigger and tanned, Ernst pale and wiry with the build of a runner rather than a wrestler.

				‘I’ve been to a briefing,’ Josef confided. ‘The army Schütte-Lanz airships flew last night, tonight it’s our turn.’ He was a regular serviceman, a northerner with a border-country accent, who took pride in the naval service doing better than the army.

				‘Where are we going?’ Ernst guessed it would be another sortie over the trenches of France, or an attack on a shipping lane in the North Sea. 

				‘London.’

				‘What? We’re bombing London?’

				‘Got to be done, got to be done – carrying more than six tons of TNT and incendiaries.’ Despite the noise of the card game the hut suddenly seemed a quiet place to Ernst.

				‘Docks, and ordnance targets?’

				‘I’m not allowed to say until we’re airborne.’

				Ernst understood that. But his only sorties so far had been over France and the sea; he was new to the airship service but they’d picked him for compass steering because his civilian surveyor’s job involved calculating distances and angles.

				The naval maps showed the munitions factories at Enfield and Woolwich, as well as the string of London docks along the River Thames, so they’d find them all right. The difficulty in this humid weather was targeting any part of southern England in the midst of summer air currents and electric storms off the coast. And what had smacked everyone in the face was the crash of Zeppelin LZ10. It had frozen the blood in Ernst.

				The problem had sounded almost routine at first: trouble with an engine. The telegraph operator had received a message to say the airship had fuel-supply difficulties and she wouldn’t make her Nordholz base but was heading here to Hage. At this everyone was out, looking into the sky – and he’d thought he’d seen her to the north-east, hovering under a dark storm cloud. But what came next wasn’t the LZ10 on a controlled approach. It was a sudden violent flash of flame and an explosion like ten racks of bombs going up.

				A Zeppelin in flames was every flier’s worst nightmare, and after a long wait the first eye-witness messages came in. LZ10 had been struck by lightning, a jagged flame bursting from the hull as fire engulfed her and sent her into an eighty-degree nose-dive – piling up on the tidal flats and burning to a twisted skeleton. The entire crew was lost – Lieutenant Karl Hirsch and nineteen men – but only eleven charred corpses were found in the wreckage; so the question everyone asked was, had the rest made that other terrible choice and jumped – their bodies lost at sea?

				That accident had paralysed his nerve; but Josef had fallen in next to him, walking the flat grass of Hage. ‘Put it away, put it away; of course accidents happen.’

				‘I thought they said fire can’t spread inside a Zeppelin skin. It’s not as if it’s one big hydrogen balloon.’ Ernst had counted the sixteen separate cells in their own airship and he knew that if one cell got hit the gas would disperse in the outer envelope. ‘That’s what they say, isn’t it?’

				Josef took longer strides than he did and he’d got ahead; now he stopped and lit them both a cigarette. ‘Pressure height, Ernst, that’s what did it for them, that’s where Hirsch was unlucky. His ship got above pressure height, and all her cells started valving gas into the envelope – just as the lightning struck.’ Josef put his fingers to his small moustache as if he were adjusting it. ‘But with the help of the Lord God, Mathy won’t make a mistake like that.’

				What Josef had said was like a good friend’s arm around his shoulder. A captain with Lieutenant Mathy’s reputation would surely keep his airship under the pressure height, wouldn’t he? Although that wasn’t the only thing that could affect them. They were also in the hands of the weather, and the physics of flight, and of luck, too, as it struck both sides. But one thing was clear in Ernst’s mind: help from Josef’s Lord God didn’t come into things. War on earth was made and its winners were decided by what men did.
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				‘Blooming awful time of it, Freddie.’

				With a thud his mother put her midwifery bag on the kitchen table. She looked worn out. She could usually call up something of a smile, but right now she looked too done-in to try.

				‘The baby?’ Freddie knew she always felt sad when a baby died – but also how it really got to her when the mother went too. And her face was telling him that was what had happened.

				She hung up her coat on the back-door hook. ‘Zeppelin! Coward Zeppelin! Wonder you never heard it. One God-Almighty bang a street away, the poor girl was shocked rigid; and the baby, too…’

				‘Over this side? Zepps over this way?’ The nearest a German airship had dropped its bombs up to now was on the other side of the river. Apart from the shopping, living here in Eltham wasn’t a lot different from peacetime, unless you were worrying about someone fighting over in France; and thanks to weedy Will that worry hadn’t hit their family yet.

				‘Bomb fell near the Dockside station, just yards away. Wallop! Everything shook like a fairground cake-walk, ceiling down all over the bed…and that poor girl…’ His mum turned her face away. She was crying, and she didn’t cry. He put his arm around her.

				‘Poor little blighter. Killed by the war before he even got to have his bum slapped… And the girl went into spasms.’

				But was she crying over the mother and the baby, or was it the shock of that Zeppelin? He knew how he’d felt just seeing one.

				‘Don’t you dwell on it, Freddie. They won’t dare come over here no more; ’cos if they do we’ll have our guns ready this time. Royal Artillery’s only up the road, an’ you don’t get much better protection than that.’

				Yes, and Will ought to be up there training with them, sticking up for his country and his family.

				She dried her tears and washed her hands, ran an eye over him. ‘You had a flannel round your neck?’ He nodded and scowled: he was too old to get asked questions like that. ‘Then go and get yourself dressed for school.’ She put a kettle on the hob. ‘How’s your dad?’ – the question catching him as he was going out of the door.

				He didn’t know how his dad was. Waking up hungry he’d come straight downstairs to cut himself a slice of bread. But he’d heard him coughing, so he had to be awake.

				‘I’ll see if he wants a cuppa…’ Slide out from under a hard question, always the best way; and before his mother could say any more he hurried up the stairs.

				His dad was in the big bedroom with the curtains still closed, and at first it was hard to see his face.

				‘That you, Alice?’

				‘It’s me. Freddie.’

				‘Oh. Mum not back yet?’

				‘Just got in.’

				‘What time…is…it?’ Everything his dad said these days was interrupted by wheezes like an old Puffing Billy.

				He looked away as his dad was racked with a deep cough.

				‘About a quarter to eight.’

				The cough would end with a big spit into the pot on the far side of the bed, which always made him want to fetch-up himself. To get away from the sounds of it he went over to the window and opened the curtains. ‘Cup of tea, Dad?’

				‘I want free of this devil’s dust, that’s what.’ His dad had been working in the Arsenal on a new sort of ammunition when a train had derailed and hit the corner of the building, covering him in brick dust and choking him with asbestos as the ceiling came down.

				Freddie heard him thumping his chest, but weakly. Not wanting to watch, he kept his head turned away, looked out over the gardens at the back.

				The coughing had stopped but the voice was hoarse. ‘Did Will get off all right?’

				Freddie came back to the bed and stood by it. He wouldn’t sit on the edge because his dad said it made him feel ‘entombed’.

				‘Think so. Didn’t hear him go.’

				Apart from the open spaces for going out to play on this new estate for Arsenal workers, the best thing about the house after moving from Woolwich was that he and Will didn’t have to share a bedroom. It had once been fun both in together but up here Freddie was pleased to have a room of his own. Will had turned into someone else who’d lost his ‘go’ after his new girl friend had come along. He worked at Pryce’s the printers in Woolwich; but going by the way their dad looked at Will when he started on about the ink staining his hands, the man must have thought the same way as he did – it was a soft sort of job when there was a war going on.

				‘Nice and sweet, Freddie, the tea – there’s a taste in my mouth I wouldn’t wish on my brother Len.’

				Freddie frowned. When his uncle’s name came up it was never in a nice family way, and mention of him always got a ‘Shush!’ from his mum.

				‘You’d wish it on the Kaiser.’ He did sit on the bed. ‘A Zepp’s dropped a bomb right near Mum’s work.’

				‘What? God, she’s all right, is she?’

				‘She’s put the kettle on, anyhow.’ He’d say nothing about her crying.

				 ‘Get her to come up, will you? Have you…put a flannel round your face?’

				Not him too! He was too grown up for this. ‘Yes, I have.’

				‘Give us a kiss.’

				He leant towards the pale face, seeing the difference in his dad’s eyes; they’d gone from being sharp enough to skewer a rat to dull like a milky marble. ‘I’ll see you at dinnertime.’ He kissed his bristly cheek.

				‘Come in quiet. Mum’ll be asleep in your room.’

				That was the routine when she was on nights. She’d leave him some sandwiches to eat in the kitchen and go up onto his bed in the back room.

				‘Ta-ta, then.’ He went to the door.

				‘Get her up here. Didn’t think the blighters’d start this side. Blown off course, probably.’

				That might be true – blown off course – or that Zepp could have been aiming for the Arsenal, or the barracks up the road. Both a bit close, whichever one it was…

				Freddie walked through the estate to Grangehill Road School. It was built like his old Woolwich school – the Babies, the Girls, the Boys – one department on top of the other.

				He didn’t pick up with any old Woolwich friends on the walk there – he’d missed his mate from two doors down, Don Brewster. It was only a few days since the end of the summer holidays and it still felt strange, coming to school every morning instead of going out for a game on the grass or up the woods. Still, as long as he beat the bell and missed a caning he never minded a walk on his own: there were a lot of things to think about. There was his dad’s illness for a start – his mum sent-for to bring him home from the Arsenal one Friday afternoon, just about managing to get him to the tram. Then there was Will’s lady friend. He didn’t know how Will had met her, but she was a bit older than him and she worked in Cuff’s Emporium not far from Pryce’s printers. She was pretty but a bit toffee-nosed, and when he’d seen her and Will and some friends going into the Hippodrome as he was going swimming she’d almost led Will away from him, as if Freddie Castle wasn’t fit to be known by the likes of them. And Will had definitely changed, he wasn’t fun any more, no crazy cartoons of people they knew, and his paint brushes were as dry as dust in a jam jar on his window sill. But the worst thing of all was him still being around. He should have been off fighting the Germans.

				Then – and never out of his head for long – there was Wally Quinnell. Quinnell hated him. He lived in Grangehill Road, and with a lot of the others from that side of the school he’d got a bug in his bed about the Arsenal kids from the new houses. He’d got a head like a mallet and had a hard punch on him for anyone who pulled a face at his tangly old jersey; and if he kicked you with his clod-hopping boots you’d feel it for a fortnight. Big as he was himself, a fight with Quinnell would hurt – hurt badly. And he knew only too well why he’d got it in for him. It was because Quinnell’s brother was in the army over in France, and he knew where Will worked in Woolwich – that he hadn’t volunteered.

				He went through the boys’ gate and looked around. He wasn’t deliberately dodging Quinnell, but his spirits still took a dive when the boy ran across the playground and stuck his face at him.

				‘’Ere, Castle – heard about the Zepp over Woolwich?’

				‘Yeah.’ And he bet Quinnell’s mother hadn’t been as close to its bomb as his own mum. But he kept his mouth shut.

				‘That’s why we’re walloping Fritz over there, see, to stop all that sort of thing.’ The way it sounded, Quinnell’s brother was fighting the Germans on his own.

				‘An’ that’s why my dad’s been making the bullets an’ shells to shoot the rotten Zepps down.’

				‘Not the same, is it?’ Quinnell’s face was twisted up.

				‘What’s not the same?’ The school bell had just stopped ringing, which gave them about thirty seconds to get into their classroom.

				‘Not the same as being brave – doing what the posters say.’

				Freddie knew very well what the posters said – and so did his brother Will, because Pryce’s had printed some of them.

				Your Chums are Fighting – Why aren’t YOU?

				WOMEN of BRITAIN SAY – “GO!”

				and Lord Kitchener with his big moustache pointing his finger at everyone:

				YOU – JOIN YOUR COUNTRY’S ARMY!

				‘Us Castles are as brave as the Quinnells any old day of the week!’

				‘Get off! Your brother’s gotta be all lily if ’e looks like you – with your floppy hair an’ your toffee nose.’

				‘Least it’s not dirty!’ Toffee nose? Just because it wasn’t as squashed as an old spud. And that was all there was time for because the boys’ door would shut any moment and then they’d both get the ‘late’ stick. So he’d had the last word. But what went on churning him was the truth of it – Quinnell was in the right. Will ought to go. With Zepps dropping bombs near their mother’s work it was his duty to volunteer. It could only be Miss Amy Margerison who was stopping him. He’d gone all soft on her and he wanted to please her, because if not it meant his brother Will really was a coward, and he didn’t like the sound of that word.
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